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2.1 Historical Evolution 
The site of Jacob Riis Park has evolved through 
five distinct operational periods: 

o Pre-development (prior to 1932) -- prior to the 
opening of the Park, the area was used for a 
variety of recreational purposes. 

o The Initial Park (1932-34) -- the second period 
started with the dedication of the Bathhouse in 
August of 1932, but lasted only until a sweeping 
reform of New York City government was insti­
tuted in 1934. 

o The Robert Moses Renovation and Expansion 
(1934-37) -- the third period brought Robert 
Moses onto the scene to take charge of exten­
sive redevelopment and park expansion which 
was completed by 1937. 

o New York City Parks Deportment Era (1937 -
1974) -- the fourth period spanned the next 37 
years, during which Jacob Riis Park was oper­
ated by the Parks Department of New York 
City which instituted few physical changes be­
cause of its decreasing resource base. 

o NPS Stewardship (1974 - present) -- the fifth 
period started in 1974, when all aspects of the 
Park's operation were transferred to the Na­
tional Park Service with the establishment of 
the Gateway National Recreation Area. This 
period continues today as plans are being de­
veloped for rehabilitation of Jacob Riis Park. 

A brief history of each of these five periods follows, 
shOwing the evolution of the Park. Much of the 
follo\\~ng historical data can be found, with signifi­
cantly more detail, in the Historical Data Section 
of an Historic Structure Report prepared by Na­
tional Park Service historian Harlan Unrau, in 
1982. 

Pre-Development Period: Prior to 1932 
'The park stretches wesnvard benveen bay 
and ocean beyond the summer towns of Belle 
Harbor and Neponsit, a country of rumbled 
sand-hills overgrown with beach grass andfra­
grant bayweed that may easily be transformed 
into attracdve park land.' (Jacob Riis, "The 
Story of Sea Breeze," May 1914, from Unrau 
1981: 28) 

Jacob Riis Park is located on the Rockaway penin­
sula of Queens, New York. This narrow, sandy 
peninsula is a continuation of the great barrier 
beach running along the souihern shore of Long 
Island. The development potential of this wind­
swept, barren beach as a recreational area was dis­
covered as early as 1869, spurred by the 
construction of the South Side Railroad, a small 
rail line which ran from Valley Stream to Far 
Rockaway. In 1880 the construction of the New 
York, Woodhaven, and Rockaway Railroad com­
pleted a direct raitline from New York City across 
Jamaica Bay and dramatically increased develop­
ment potential. As the rail line was being built by 
private investors developed a plan for a large out­
door recreation area in the vicinity of what would 
later become Jacob Riis Park. In 1881 a hotel and 
private beach were opened to the public and by 
1893 a boardwalk was completed from Holland to 
Seaside as Rockaway became increasingly popular 
as New York's newest beach resort (Unrau 1981: 
6-9). 

Although earty development was by private inves­
tors, in 1904 the City of New York began to ac­
tively seek land for a public beach in the area. In 
1905 city officials entered into an informal agree­
ment with the New York Association for Improv­
ing the Condition of the Poor (AlCP), an organiza­
tion which managed three hospitals for the poor 
and was an advocate for thousands of impoverished 

- - - -------- - - ---_.- - --
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immigrants, most of whom lived on New York's 
lower East Side. The AlCP and the city would 
build a recreation facility on the present day site of 
Jacob Riis Park as well as construct a tuberculosis 
hospital. 

•.... the city would attempt to buy the site for 
the hospital and Park and the AICP would 
build and equip the hospital with funds to be 
received from a subscription drive (Unrau 
1981: 15).' 

Jacob Riis (1849-1914) for whom the Park was 
named in 1915, was a journalist, author, and city 
reformer 'who had long championed the cause of 
the New York City tenement dwellers and had 
taken a special interest in alleviating the plight of 
slumchitdren (Unrau 1981: 32).' Born in Den­
mark, Riis immigrated to New York in 1870 and 
became a police reporter. His first hand encoun­
ters with New York's disenfranchised population 
led to his commitment to reform and in particular 
focused his energies on urging the construction of 
hundreds of playgrounds and small parks through­
out the city. He also worked to pass tenement re­
form laws and fostered the establishment of 
children's hospitals. (Merit Students Encyclopedia, 
1975 Volume 16, P. 52). 

It was not untit1912 that the city finally purchased 
a 262-acre tract of land in Rockaway. In 1913 the 
tract was transferred to the New York City Depart­
ment of Parks (Unrau 1981: 26). The same year 
the Parks Department sponsored a design compe­
tition opened to landscape architects and 
engineers. Six designs were selected and the first 
prize won by Richard Schermerhorn, Jr. of 
Brooklyn, New York. Carl F. Pilat, a landscape 
architect in the New York City Parks Department, 
prepared 'a plan which included the most desirable 
features from the six (Unrau 1981: 29)." The 1913 
Pilat plan is illustrated in Figure 4. 

2-3 
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"The plan provided for bathing beaches on 
both the ocean and bay fronts and a maritime 
basin jutting in from the bay for swimming 
and boating. The plan also called for picnic 
grounds, a lagoon for boating, Ihree p/ayfte/ds, 
tennis courts, a croquet lawn, playground and 
concessions for children, a bandstand, four 
boat houses, and two restaurants and adja­
cent parking areas on the north side of Wash­
ingtonAvenue. A pier, boardwalk, two 
bathhouses, and two shelters were to be built 
on Jamaica Bay, and on the ocean front, 
south of Washington Avenue, provision was 
made for two bathhouses and an esplanade. 
The oceanfront development was to be 
flanked on either side by space reserved for the 
open-air children's and convalescent hospi­
tals" (Unrau 1981: 29). 

Unfortunately the six winning plans have not, at 
this time, been discovered but the composite de­
sign by Pilat is an early 20th-century Beaux Art 
design of formal symmetrical elements placed in an 
asymmetrical naturalistic landscape. It is unclear 
whether this plan was looked at when the existing 
design was implemented but there are similarities 
in features such as playgrounds, tennis courts, 
boardwalk and bandstand. The overall layout is 
similar to the existing plan its with symmetrical 
elements set in an asymmetrical scheme. Pilat's 
plan revolves around a geometric cross·axial walk­
way centered on the site. This is flanked by the 
beach and an esplanade on the south and a circular 
bandstand on the north. The beach area is rather 
small in comparison to the entire scheme and the 
buildings are subservient to the landscape and cir­
culation. It is unclear whether this plan was looked 
at when the existing design was implemented, but 
there are similarities in features such as play­
groundS, tennis courts, boardwalks, and bandstand. 

I 
I 
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Although the Pilat plan was approved by the Parks 
Department it was-never implemented and there 
was minimal construction activity between 1913 
and 1930. Instead, due to America's entry into 
World War I a naval air station was erected on the 
site of the park, although the beach area itself was 
still used for recreation. In 1922 the Neponsit 
Beach Hospital for Children, part of the original 
A1CP concept of hospital and recreation area, was 
completed. 

In early 1926 a small concession stand, near the 
western end of the park was built and in the late 
1920's roads were widened and parking lot im­
provements completed. Although the naval air 
station was mostly inactive after World War I, it 
was not until the completion of Floyd Bennett 
Field in 1931 that the Navy finally vacated the 
property and demolished 42 buildings. Remaining 
were 9 structures, roads, sidewalks, concrete build­
ing foundations, seawalls, a wharf, and subsurface 
utilities. Most of these were demolished or buried 
during the 1936-7 construction phase (Unrau 1981: 
57). 

The Initial Park: 1932 • 1934 
In the 1930's the art and architecture worlds were 
in a state of flux. The Modern, or Bauhaus move­
ment in Europe, a response to the increasing in­
dustrialization of the world, had a profound impact 
on American design (Jellicoe, Goode and Lancas­
ter 1986: 576). However, some deSigners and land­
scape architects were slow to respond to this trend. 
They felt they were closer to nature and therefore 
less impacted by industrialism, but the lure of new 
forms and the freedom of breaking out of old con­
cepts proved to be very powerful. 

'Before the modem movemem there were two 
basic [landscape] plan patterns. One was for­
ma~ geometric, axia~ and symmetrical The 

- ---

other was informa~ irregular, ungeometric, 
and asymmetrical' 

(Jellico, Goode and Lancaster 1986: 576) 

The changes sweeping through European and A­
merican design in the 1930's enabled designers to 
combine disparate forms, to be informal and for­
mal in the same site plan and to come to design 
solutions with 'limitless possibilities' (Ibid: 576). 
This new aesthetic was driven by a refreshing open 
mindedness to design solutions, a greater aware­
ness of twentieth-century culture and the impact of 
external forces on society (Ibid: 576). 

Early 1930's Park Schemes 

During the early 1930's, three independent 
schemes (Figures 5, 6, & 7) were developed for 
Riis Park. Although none of these were built they 
had an influence on the final park development. 
The first was a 1931 design by Harold A Caparn, a 
member of the private City Club's parks committee 
(Unrau, 1981, P.80). The second plan was devel­
oped in 1932 by the New York Regional Plan As­
sociation (RPA) and was designed by Earl Morrow, 
RPA's assistant engineer (Unrau,1981, P.82). The 
third scheme was a 1933 plan by the New York 
City Park Board, designed by Julius V. Burgevin, 
landscape architect and Joseph Gatringer, assistant 
architect (Unrau, 1981, P .83). All contained simi­
lar design elements including a bathhouse, parking 
lots, golf courses and recreational facilities, and all 
schemes proposed developing the Jamaica Bay side 
of the property. The 1932 and 1933 plans were 
developed after the current Bathhouse was con­
structed. All designs incorporated the 1931 Bath­
house. 

o The 1931 City Club Plan did little more than 
replicate the existing conditions at the park and 
add a golf course and many tennis courts. 
While not completed at this time, the City Club 
Plan illustrates the location of the current 
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Bathhouse. The plan keeps Pilat's central 
promenade and adds a boardwalk along Ja­
maica Bay. Parking is severely limited. The 
plan is static with little overall landscape plan­
ning. It does begin, however slightly, develop a 
linear approach with roadways separating the 
beach area from the golf course (see Figure 5). 

o The 1932 Regional Plnn Association (RPA) 
Scheme illustrates the newly completed Bath­
house, but adds a boardwalk similar in shape to 

- Carl Pilat's esplanade. The RPA plan is an in­
tegrated plan of landscape and structures which 
is a precursor to the linear approach of the final 
(1936) design. The bathing area of ocean, 
beach and Bathhouse are separated by a land­
scaped roadway. The 'Back Beach' area ofvar­
ied activities, including baseball diamonds, 
tennis courts, playgrounds and picnics areas, 
are all placed in a symmetrical arrangement of 
geometric shapes. The Back Beach area is ex­
tended almost to Jamaica Bay anti is divided 
into a formal symmetrical zone in the west and 
a more natural zone in the east. A curving 
roadway, softened with plantings provides the 
transition between the Back Beach and the de­
veloped shore of Jamaica Bay which contained 
a "Canoe Beach,' and a variety of boat moor­
ings. Parking is pushed back away from the 
beach. There is an emphasis on public trans­
portation and in the very center of the site is a 
large bus station, encouraging and enabling pa­
trons to use public transportation and upon ar­
rival be in the very heart of the park (see Figure 
6). 

o The 1933 New York City Parks Department 
Plan was a throwback to the 1931 City Club 
plan. The plan has many elements, although 
there is not a strong organizing geometry. The 
plan is mundane and consists of a series of geo­
metric shapes randomly set down. However, 

2·5 
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Figure 5: Jun~J 1931 City Club 
Plan b.v H.A. Cupe", •• 17';$ 
plan, ,,'hiel! Includes the 1931 
Bath/lOuse, does lillie more than 
t'fIplicale ,h, then under can· 
struction 1931 plan;n addiJ/on 
10 adding a /urge golf CCll,S, and 
a number oj tennis courts. 'Inc 
plan It'aS n(Ner constructed. 

Figure 6: May 1932 Reg;onal 
Plan Associatioll, by E. Morrow 
-. This plt".;s an lnJegraled de­
sign 0/ landscape and structur, 
and may weU have been II pre. 
C",SOrla lhe Ilnea, approac11 of 
tl',final (1936) design. Nole 
'"allllls p1l.m was conee/lled af' 
lerthe1931.32pllln was 
constrllcted and that this plan 
was nner buill. 
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whether coincidental or not, severallocational 
features of this plan are similar (0 the final 
(1936) plan. For example, the horizontal layer­
ing of the ocean, beach, landscaped boardwalk, 
and Back Beach can be seen in both schemes. 
The Back Beach area contains the golf course 
to the west, ball fields, tennis courts and play­
ground to the east, and parking scattered 
throughOUt. The Jamaica Bay shore is devel­
oped with boating facilities (see Figure 7). 

In 1931 the city finally began construction of the 
Ipark with the initial building campaign centered on 
ihe construction of the Bathhouse. It was to be 
:;imilar to the Bathhouse at the recently completed 
(1929) and very successful Jones Beach, built by 
Long Island State Park Commissioner Robert 
Moses. Jones Beach was considered to be Moses' 
most successful beach park and it would prove to 
'be influential on the 1932 and the final 1936 de­
:ligns of Riis Park. 
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Fig"'" 7: Ap,.i~ 1933 New York 
City Park Board Plan by J. V . 
Burge,'Jn and J. Gatringer •• 
wllik this plan conla;m!ealtlres 
sIIeh as the golf course, playi"ll 
fields, and the horizon/allayer. 
ing 0/ peenn, biac", boardwalk., 
and back beach/olllui in theft­
nal J 936 plan, it (IS nol as well 
conceilled ororganited. Nole 
Ihat iJ Incorporides 'he 1931 
Bathhouse and thaI luUus Bur. 
gevln, New York City Park 
DcparlmtnbllAndscapt Archi • 
'eel, worUd on tllis design as 
weUaslhe 19J6plan . 
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Design and Construction of The Bathlwuse 
The Riis Park Bathhouse was designed in 1930-31 
by John L. Plock, an architect with the New York 
firm of Stoughton & Plock. Construction of the 
MoorishlByzantine design of tapestry brick; cast 
stone, and tile began in 1932. It had an entrance 
pavilion, a central courtyard filled with lockers, a 
beach pavilion, sunning terraces, concession areas 
and two distinctive towers. As seems to be the case 
in many municipal projects, the Bathhouse con­
struction was mired in controversy over its cost and 
contractors. Originally budgeted at $425,000, the 
building was finally completed at a cost of 
$530,000. The cost of landscaping was not included 

. and was to be an additional Charge (Unrau, 
1981:60). Although the Bathhouse was not com­
plete until 1933 and little landscaping had been 

107 

finished, it was officially dedicated on August 6, 
1932 (Unrau, 1981:62). When opened to the pub­
lic. 

"Ihe brick and slone work on Ihe administra­
tion section oflhe pa,·ilion .. . [was] 75% 
Compleled and all Ihe strnctural sleel ... {was J 
. . . sel. All Ihe brick and slone work on Ihe 
two wings, which ... contain[ed] lunch rooms 
and fOOl pools, ... have been compleled and 
Ihe rough cement floors laid. More Ihan half 
of Ihe bathhouse area 10 be allotted to Ih,· use 
of women has been graded (New York 
Times, June 22 and August 16, 1931; Unrau 
1981: 62). 

• 

Upon final completion, the building would contain 
8,100 womell's and men's lockers, washrooms. a 
medical clinic, glass enclosed solarium, two restau-

--
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rants and cafeteria, and umbrella and chair rental 
concessions. Figure 8 illustrates the 1934 location 
of the Bathhouse, squeezed between Rockaway 
Beach Boulevard and the Beach. Figure 9 shows 
the 1934 site plan in the Bathhouse vicinity, indi­
cating planting beds, an entry drive, front lawns, 
and the walkway system, most of which still remain . 

After the Bathhouse formally opened, work contin­
ued and by 1933 a park had been constructed with 
many of the facilities, if not the design, of what 
exists today. According to newspaper accounts the 
park contained, in addition to the Bathhouse, ten­
nis courts, handball courts and playgrounds set in a 
landscaped environment of lawns with ornamental 
plants, shrubs and trees (over 3,000 were planted) 
all united with concrete walks. A large parking lot 
for 6-700 cars was constructed as well and the en-

, 

• 

. _ .... ~ -

Figure 8; Noyember, 1934 New 
York Department oj Parks key 
map oj Jacob RU$ Park~· this ;s 
from a repori by neK'ty appoilJlcd 
Ne"" York City Park Commis­
slon,r Robut Moses, ami 5liO"'$ 

the park, os b"i/J, in 1934, 



Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report Chapter 2: Overview 
======~ 

~~~-~~':=::::====~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~::~:;~~~~~~~~~~~::::==:===~;;;:::==TI~==~~ , • Mea...' 1 , J.__ Figrlre,9: 1934SitePlnnofflie 
( , , • • • ..... Balll/,ollse .. from a 1934 st"dy 

.. ~ .... , .. ~G report on Jacob RUs Park by 

I';;;;,· 'I ' 

-- -----

• • • 
• 
• • • · ~ 

l • w • 

• • 

••• I • 6 

•• • -----.:'-r-

;~~i,':'-~~~· :- 7" --b 
• 
J 
~ ... _. l.tLll.J 

tire park was staffed by approximately 600 uni­
formed employees (Unrau 1981: 66-67). 

An article in the New York Herald Tribune, 7 May 
1933 described Riis Park as follows: 

'Alrhough rhe Riis Park plan has mallY fea­
rures all irs own, it resembles the highly suc­
cessful Jones Beach Park . .. , Riis Park has 
been designed for the quieter enjoyment of the 
seashore, without any artificial devices. In at­
mosphere it is not unlike the English seaside 
resorts. The facilities provided all contribute 
to restfulness for the many and amusements of 
the out-oJ-door life', ' 

• 

l • w • 
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(Unrau 1981: 67), 
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Based on the newspaper description, funds must 
have been made available to landscape the park 
and build recreational facilities. With the excep­
tion of the Bathhouse plans, drawings from the 
1931-1934 construction phase, including planting 
plans, have not been discovered at this time. For­
tunately though, in 1934, upon assuming director­
ship of the New York City Parks Department, 
Robert Moses, commissioned a study report of 
Jacob Riis Park, the Works Progress Administra­
tion Park Study, and produced a drawing showing 
existing conditions (Unrau 1981: 73). 

--------------------------------- --

.. 
Z 

-0 

n~wly appolllied New York City 
Pa,.k Commissioner Robel1 
Moses. 

While newspaper articles describe a rather bucolic 
atmosphere, in the drawing at least, the park seems 
rather barren. According to the 1934 plan, all the 
elements described above were in place but the 
park seems unfocused and to consist mostly of 
open areas of sand with parking directly on the 
beach (see Figure 8 and refer also to Unrau, P.75), 
In a clever reuse scheme the former foundations of 
the Navy buildings and possibly some walkways 
were integrated into the park and used for circula­
tion and handball courts. The plan seems to have 
been devised to fit into an existing situation rather 
than to shape the environment to any overall plan. 

o 

, 2 - 9 
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Although the newspaper article stated that 3,000 
plants, shrubs and trees were planted it is hard to 
tell from the plan where they might have been. 
There did seem to be small planting beds around 
the bathing pavilion and grass plots just north of 
the structure, not unlike the existing landscaping. 

Additional development plans, according to ths: , 
New York Herald Tribune, May 7,1933, called for 
the rehabilitation of a former naval pier in Jamaica 
Bay, an open air beer garden, and a boardwalk and 
canoeing facilities along Jamaica Bay although in 
actuality, these were never completed and the area 
developed by 1933 was quite small compared to the 
'present day park (Unrau 1981:68). 

The Robert Moses Park Expansion and 
Development: 1934-1937 

1934 was a pivotal year for parks in New York City. 
In that year separate borough park departments 
were united into one comprehensive city depart­
ment and with the help of Mayor Fiorello H. La 
Guardia, Robert Moses, then Park Commissioner 
of Long Island, was appointed head of the city's 
united parks department. Before Robert Moses 
was appointed Commissioner the city's parks were 
in shambles. Fueled by Tammany Hall, the city 
was a sea of corruption run by political insiders and 
hanger-ons with every department filled with po­
litical appointees and no-shows. The parks depart­
ment was among the worst (Unrau 1981: 70). 

"Even in an era in which every city depart­
ment was staffed through patronage, the five 
borough park departments were something 
speciaL Reca/Is one observer: "You couldn't 
tell the difference between a park employee 
and the bums hanging out in the parks." Not 
all the lifeguards would go out [into the wa­
ter]. .. . Some of them were afraid to; they 

2 -10 

didn't know how to swim", (Caro.]975: 335-
336). 

Robert Moses and the Works Progress Ad­
ministration 
Robert Moses, urban planner and administrator, 
had a tremendous influence on New York City and 
New York State's development. He possessed 
enormous power and dominated public works proj­
ects in New York from the 1920's through the late 
1960's. During that forty-year period, he a:;­
sembled his 'Moses Men,' those who would carry 
out his massive undertakings. Through his as­
sembled team and the different municipal and 
state authorities Moses headed, he was responsible 
for building or rebuilding most of New York City's ' 
major highways, bridges ,and housing projects in­
cluding the Triborough Bridge, The Bear Moun­
tain Bridge and Park, Henry Hudson Park, the Belt 
Parkway, the Cross Bay Parkway Bridge, Battery 
Park, Peter Cooper Village and Stuyvesant Town. 

Of particular interest to this report are the parks 
Moses built, which in addition to Jacob Riis Park, 
include Jones Beach State Park, Orchard Beach, 
Bear Mountain State Park, Montauk Point, 
Belmont Lake State Park and Flushing Meadow 
Park. As seen in the list of his projects, Moses 
viewed parks and linking highway access projects 
as one concept. (Caro 1975: various pages; Merit 
Students Encyclopedia, 1975, Volume 12: 511). 

Moses' first order after his swearing in as New 
York City Parks Commissioner was to fire hun­
dreds of park employees, effective immediately, 
and install his own staff. At the same time, Moses 
was badgering the Civil Works Administration 
(CWA), one ofthe Federal New Deal programs, to 
fund his hiring of unemployed architects and engi­
neers (Caro 1975: 368-369). The Works Progress 
Administration (WP A) had already hired over 
68,000 relief workers for New York City's parks. 
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But unsupervised, with little clear planning, men 
and women were literally hanging around with 
nothing to do. Moses 'told [the WPA) that the first 
:requirement for getting those men working on 
worthwhile projects was to provide them with 
,plans. Blueprints in volume were needed, he said, 
,and they were needed immediately (Caro 1975: 
368-369)'. In a somewhat unprecedented move, 
Moses hired out only out-of-work architects and 
engineers but those with jobs as well, enticing 
those already employed with the opportunity to 
design hundreds of new parks, playgroundS and 
,Swimming pools and the chance to have their proj­
ect brought to C()mpletion almost immediately 
(Caro 1975: 368). 

In 1934, Moses and his staff, supplemented by 
thousands of WP A workers, had compteted 1700 of 
1800 planned projects. Almost every park in New 
York City was rebuilt. New parks and playgrounds 
in every borough were completed as well. And 
plans and work continued at a frantic pace for the 
next seven years. In a move that would give him 
more control over projects Moses combined labor 
forces and monies with the WP A and Moses-run 
agencies such as the Marine Parkway Authority 
and the New York City Parkway Authority (Caro 
1975: 373; Unrau 1981: 70). The WPA program in 
New York, boosted by the Moses-driven work pro­
gram, was the largest in the United States. 
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Figure 10: August, 1934 Department of Paries New York City Plan 
~] Clarke and A.ndrews .• allMugh this rigid andJormal Beaux Arts 
pI",. MU n~er uecuttJ, Ills 'hefirst documented Roherl Moses 
irojW.nced dlSign/or J.«Jb R{1s Pari<. Note/h.1931·J2 Bath· 
house, whlc/l I,. the plan is labelled "Present Building Remodell«l. 'I 
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The 1934 assessment of RHs Park by Moses' team 
indicated that the existing park was in very poor 
condition and ineffiCiently run. Land was under 
utilized and it was felt that the park could be ex­
panded northward to Jamaica Bay (Unrau 1981: 
73). Furthermore, although under the supposed 
control of the New York City Parks Department, 
RHs Park was, in effect, run by private concessioner 
who was mostly concerned with the amount of 
money he made rather than capital improvements. 
A 1935 City of New York press release stated, "The 
only park facilities which were smoothly run were 
the cash registers (Unrau 1981: 77)". 

The 1934 Jacob Riis Plan 
Moses had substantial plans in mind for RUs Park. 
He wanted to create " .•. an inner·city metropoli­
tan replica of Jones Beach State Park •.. (Unrau 
1981: 81)," Jones Beach, in Wantagh, New York 
(east of RHs Park on the same barrier beach) was 
Moses' most successful park venture and one with 
which he is most readily identified. 

When completed Jones Beach contained two bath­
houses a mile apart, 10,000 lockers, two pools, a 
theater, restaurants and a mile and one-half long 
boardwalk. The bathhouses, in a vaguely Moorish! 
Inca design were built of large blocks of Ohio sand­
stone and Barbizon brick (Caro 1975: 223·4). The 
whole park was ringed with large, carefully land­
scaped roadways and parking lots. In the very cen-
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ter of the complex was an elegant 231-foot high 
tower designed to look like a Venetian campanile 
but in reality, was a cleverly-disguised fresh water 
tower (Caro - 1975: P.223). 

While the details and architectural styles may have 
been different, the overall planning concept was 
the same. Jones Beach was arranged in the same 
horizontal layers as Riis Park and was bounded on 
the south by the Atlantic Ocean and on the north 
by South Oyster Bay. The linear concept begins 
with the ocean and beach as the southern most 
layer. A mile and one-half long boardwalk is the 
dividing line between the natural (beach)and built 
environment (Bathhouses, playing fields, golf 
course, restaurants, parking lots). These structures 
are placed in a landscaped environment of natural 
dunes, lawn areas, planted areas of plants, scrubs 
and trees and connected by the boardwalk, con­
crete walkways and roadways. North of the struc­
tures is a major connecting roadway and north of 
this are additional parking lots, roadways and the 
Bay which has a picnic area and fishing facilities. 

Moses' concept of translating Jones Beach into an 
"inner-city" facility, (i.e. Riis Park), was done by 
using the overall Jones Beach planning concept of 
linear layers and a landscape of the natural and 
built environment but doing it on a smaller scale, 
using more economical materials and employing 
WP A laborers. 

In August 1934, Moses unveiled a plan for Riis 
Park; illustrated in Figure 10. It was never imple­
mented, but the plan is interesting since it is the 
first documented Moses influenced design for Riis 
Park. The overall scheme was developed by 
Gilmore D. Clarke, Moses' consulting landscape 
architect and a partner in the engineering firm of 
Clarke and Rapuano, Julius Burgevin, landscape 
architect, W. Earle Andrews of Andrews, Clark 
and Buckley, consulting engineers, and Clinton 
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Loyd, Chief of Architectural Design (Caro 1975: 
National Register Form, Jacob Riis Park, 1975; 
Unrau 1981: 81). 

It is not clear if Moses and his designers saw the 
three previously described plans (Figures 5,6, and 
7) and if they did how much they were taken into 
consideration. The 1934 Clarke and Andrf:ws plan 
was dominated by approach roads and parking lots. 
The Beaux Arts symmetrical plan was composed of 
sharp-edged geometric shapes with a central north/ 
south Mall which separated two parking lo"ls each 
containing 7000 spaces. Patrons walked thmugh 
underpasses below a boulevard to the remodeled 
Bathhouse or a new bathing complex to the west of 
the Bathhouse which contained a pool. The Bath­
house area was not unlike the existing Bathhouse. 
The building is surrounded by rectangular lawns on 
the north and rectangular plantings beds close to 
the building and running north/south. 

As with many Moses' projects, parking lots and 
roadways dominated the plan. Virtually two thirds 
of the plan was parking lot, roadways and undevel­
oped space. The vertical north/south Mall concept 
has been kept. The Back Beach area in the 1934 
Plan was smaller 'than that built and contained 
fewer facilities but did have the remodeled Bath­
house, a Swimming pool, and other active r·ecrea­
tion areas. The plan showed the beach to be 
enlarged. 

The monies collected from Riis Park through park­
ing and Bathhouse fees, and concession stands, 
should have, by rightful standards, gone to the New 
York City Parks Department, but instead Vias di­
rected to the Marine Parkway Authority (Caro 
1975: 634). So, while repairs to the Riis Park Bath­
house and the reconstruction to the park were to 
be completed by WP A funding and labor, projects 
relating to construction, such as the second. bath­
house and pool were to be paid for by the Marine 
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Parkway Authority, thus assuring Moses total con­
trol over the project (Unrau 1981: 105). 

Ultimately, as noted above, the 1934 plan was 
never developed. The primary cause was opposi­
tion from Rockaway Park and Neponsit: white, 
middle-class neighborhoods, uncomfortable with 
the idea of inner-city minorities coming to their 
neighborhoods. Local citizens groups favored 
money-making and controlled-access tennis courts, 
playgrounds and a golf course (Unrau 1981: 92). 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Jacob Riis Park: CuUural Landscape Report 

Cultural Landscape Report 

JACOB RIIS PARK. 
GATEWAY NATIONAL 
RECREATION AREA 

Prepared for: 

DENVER SERVICE CENTER 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF 
THE INTERIOR 

By: 

lane, Frenchman & Associates, Architects 

in Association with 

laubmann-Reed & Associates, 
landscape Architects 

Carol R. Johnson & Associates, 
landscape Architects 

TAMS Consultants, Inc. 

McGinley Hart Associates 

Jane Carolan, History and 
Preservation Consultant 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

fi 

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report 

Table of Contents 
List of Photographs and Illustrations 

Administrative Data 

Section 1. Introduction and Summary 

Section 2. Site Overview 

Section 3. The Bathhouse 

Section 4. The BoardwalkIPromenade 

Section S. The Mall 

Section 6. The Back Beach 

Section 7. The Beach 

Section 8. Recommendations 

Appendices 
A Historic Photographs 

B. Historic Plans 

C. Existing Conditions Plans 

D. Materials Analysis 

Bibliography 



• 

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report 

List of Photographs and 
Illustrations 

Section 1: Introduction and Summary 
Fig. 1 Location Map: Gateway National Rec­

reation Area 
Fig. 2 Far Rockaway Area Map 
Fig. 3 Sub-Areas at Jacob Riis Park 

Section 2: Site Overview 

Historical Evolution 
Fig. 4 
Fig. 5 

Fig. 6 
Fig. 7 

Fig. 8 

Fig. 9 
Fig. 10 

Fig. 11 
Fig. 12 
Fig. 13 

Carl F. Pilat Plan, 1913 
June, 1931, City Club Plan by HA 
Capern 
May, 1932, Regional Plan by E. Morrow 
April, 1933, N.Y.C. Park Board Plan by 
J.V. Burgevin & J. Gatringer 
November, 1934, Dept. of Parks, N.Y.C. 
Key Map of Jacob Riis Park 
1934 Site Plan of Bathhouse 
August, 1934, Department of Parks, 
N.Y.C. Plan by Clarke & Andrews 
1936 Plan by Loyd & Embury 
Features of the 1936-7 Plan 
Major Changes at Jacob Riis Park 1932-
1991 

Assessment of Landscape Features 
Fig. 14 
Fig. 15 
Fig. 16 
Fig. 17 
Fig. 18 
Fig. 19 
Fig. 20 

Fig. 21 
Fig. 22 
Fig. 23 

1939 Aerial Photograph 
View: Bathhouse Complete 1939 
View: Mall Buildings 1939 
Spatial Relationships and Views 
Existing Benches (4 types) 
Existing Trash Receptacle 
Ships Railing and Contemporary Picnic 
Table 
Ships Railing: Cross-secitons 
Chain Link Fence - Existing 
Playground Area 

Fig. 24 
Fig. 25 
Fig. 26 

Existing Lighting Types (5) 
Existing Signage (2) 
Evolution of Site Utilities 

Section 3: The Bathhouse Area 

Fig. 27 
Fig. 28 

Fig. 29 
Fig. 30 

Fig. 31 
Fig. 32 
Fig. 33 

Entry Walkways 
Open Lawn and Entry Plaza to the Bath­
house 
East Facade and Tower of Bathhouse 
Bathhouse Area: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Foundation Plantings of the Bathhouse 
Bench and Trash Receptacle 
New York Type "B" Cast Metal Light in 
Bathhouse Area 

Section 4: The BoardwalkIPromenade 
Area 
Fig. 34 
Fig. 35 

Fig. 36 
Fig. 37 
Fig. 38 

Fig. 39 

Fig. 40 
Fig. 41 

Site Evolution: Boardwalk / Promenade 
Access Point Onto the Boardwalk! 
Promenade 
View of Mall Buildings from Boardwalk 
Sea Views From the Boardwalk 
BoardwalkIPromenade - Views and Spa­
tial Relationships 
Eleagnus Plantings Stabilizing a Low 
Dune Structure 
The Wise Clock 
Flagpole at Mall Buildings 

Section 5: The Mall Area 

Fig. 42 

Fig. 43 
Fig. 44 

The Mall looking south toward the 
Ocean 
Pedestrian Overpass and Bus Drop Off 
Typical Mall Pavement Condition 

Fig. 45 
Fig. 46 

Fig. 47 
Fig. 48 

The Oval Seating Area of the Mall 
The Mall Area: Comparison of 1937 Plan 
and 1991 configuration 
Black Pines Along the East Side Mall 
Mall "Type B" Lighting 

Section 6: The Back Beach Area 
Fig. 49 
Fig. 50 

Fig. 51 

Fig. 52 

Fig. 53 

Fig. 54 

Fig. 55 

Fig. 56 
Fig. 57 
Fig. 58 
Fig. 59 
Fig. 60 
Fig. 61 
Fig. 62 
Fig. 63 
Fig. 64 

Back Beach Uses and Areas 
Back Beach Area: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Back Beach Area: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Back Beach Aren: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Back Beach Area: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Back Beach Area: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Back Beach Area: Comparison of 1937 
Plan and 1991 configuration 
Deteriorating Game Court Surfaces 
Ballfield Electrical Hut 
Back Beach Walkways 
Back Beach: Remaining Borders 
Back Beach Plantings 
1940 Ballfield With No Planting 
Deteriorating Benches 
Chain Link Fences 
Most Signs Serve a Prohibitory Function 

Section 7: The Beach Area 

Fig. 65 
Fig. 66 
Fig. 67 
Fig. 68 
Fig. 69 

Existing Site Features: Beach Area 
Windblown Sand 
Old Concrete Seawall 
Typical Deteriorated Jetty 
The Crescent Beach Area 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

j 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

. ", 

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report 

Appendix A: Historic Photographs 
All photos in this section have been provided 
through the New York City Parks Photo Archives. 
Photo credits unknown unless otherwise indicated. 
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walk (S/26/37; Max Ulrich) 
Fig. A·I0 Entry to Mall Buildings from the Mall 

(7/18(37; Max Ulrich) 
Fig. A·11 View of East Mall Building from the 

Mall (7/18/37; Alajos Schuszler) 
Fig. A·12 View of Mall Plaza and Flagpole 

(7/18(37; Alajos Schuszler) 
Fig. A·13 Metal Fountain at East Mall Building 

(7/18(37; Max Ulrich) 
Fig. A·14 East Boardwalk, near Mall Building, with 

relationship to Back Beach and Beach 
(8/16(37) . 

Fig. A·IS Promenade and early lights, in front of 
Beach Pavilion (8/15/37) 

Fig. A·16 Aerial view of Bathhouse and surround· 
ing area (8/16137) 

Fig. A·17 Aerial view of Boardwalk and Crescent, 
including mall Buildings (9/9(37) 

Fig. A·18 Aerial view of Childrens' Play Area 
(9/9/37) 

Fig. A·19 Entrance and Bus Stop (ca. 1937) 
Fig. A·20 Concessions at west end of Beach Pavil· 
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Administrative Data 

A. Project Identification 

Jacob Riis Park is located within the Breezy Point 
Unit of Gateway National Recreation Area. This is 
in the Rockaway section of Queens, New York, 
near the Western end of Rockaway Peninsula (see 
Figure 1). 

B. Order of Significance 

Historical significance of Jacob Riis Park as a de­
signed historic landscape is established by themes 
identified in History and Prehistory in the National 
Park System and the National Historic Landmarks 
Program. The follOwing themes are represented by 
Jacob Riis Park: Theme XVI "Architecture" 
subtheme "Moderne-Art Deco (1920-1945)", theme 
XVII "Landscape Architecture" subthemes would 
be WP A and Moderne-Art Deco 1920-1945, theme 
VII "Political and Military Affairs, 1865-1939' 
subtheme H "the Great Depression and the New 
Deal 1922-1941", theme XXXI "Social and Humani­
tarian Movements" subtheme J "Poverty Relief and 
Urban Social Reform". The site is also significant 
for its association with N.Y. city Parks Commis­
sioner Robert Moses. 

C. Proposed Treatment 

Jacob Riis Park is a recreational public works proj­
ect that was primarily constructed in two phases be­
tween 1932 and 1937. The period of 1936-1937 is 
the primary development period for Jacob Riis 
Park. Over the years, the park has remained essen­
tially intact from its primary development period of 
1936-1937. Certain elements of the park show mod­
erate 10 significant signs of deterioration. 
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Major park buildings, the Bathhouse and Mall 
buildings, have suffered substantial deterioration, as 
documented in separate Historic Structures Reports 
prepared concurrent with this Cultural Landscape 
Report. The overall circulation, spatial relation­
ships, alignment, symmetry, views and vistas remain 
unchanged from its original layout. Some alteration 
has occurred in original materials and original con­
struction in some areas of the park has deteriorated. 
Planting throughout the park still reflects much of 
the original design although specific areas have 
undergone some changes. Small scale elements such 
as the ships rail, lighting, benches, signing, trash re­
ceptacles, drinking fountains, and many of the origi­
nal benches are examples of small scale elements 
which are essentially intact, although there is con­
siderable deterioration in original materials. 

General Management Plan and Development Con­
cept Plan proposals approved in 1979 and 1986, re­
spectively, did not recognize the park as being 
eligible for inclusion on the National Register as a 
designed historic landscape. 

National Register nomination forms for the park 
were written in 1977 and amende(! in 1985. The 
1977 National Register nomination for the park, 
which is written as a district, includes only the three 
primary buildings in the park and does not include 
the significant landscape resources of the site. The 
1985 amendment added the parking lot and also lists 
several of the smaller structures, many of which are 
relatively recent and substantially post-date the 
overall park plan and the park's period of signifi­
cance. It is recommended that the existing National 
Register nomination be further amended to address 
the property as a designed historic landscape and to 
resolve inconsistencies in prior submissions. As a 
result of not recognizing the park as a designed his­
toric landscape, eligible for the National Register, 
some of the proposals in the GMP and DCP require 
re-evaluation. These documents do, however, iden-

tify the need to : the oontemporary rec-
reatioul 0( JICOb Rill Park. 

The o~rall piOpoIed for the park is clas-
sified a, n:habiUtatioll. Allhougb the overall treat­
ment may be dassificd as rehabilitation, specific 
landscape elements may require stabilization, pres­
ervation, or restoration. Any proposed treatment 
for the landscape will follow generally the Secretary 
of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation. Some 
discretion may be needed for the park in following 
the Secretary's Standards since specific standards 
for cultural landscapes are currently being drafted 
and are not yet available. 
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1.1 Purpose 
This Cultural Landscape Report has been prepared 
to determine the historic significance and integrity 
of the landscape of Jacob Riis Park. It documents 
the design evolution of the Park, highlights the sig­
nificant historic features which exist today, and rec­
ommends ways to rehabilitate the Park to serye 
contemporary needs while preserving key historic 
design elements. As the National Park Service 
(NPS) proceeds with rehabilitation of Jacob Riis 
Park, the Cultural Landscape Report will provide 
the guide for preservation activities. 

Historic documentation for this Report was com­
piled from a number of sources. One key source 
was the Historical Data Section of an Historic 
Structures Report by Harlan Unrau, NPS Historian, 
which was completed in 1982. In addition, many 
original drawings, plans, historic photographs and 
written accounts provided by the NPS are presented 
in the Report to describe the evolution of Jacob 
Riis Park from inception to the current period. 

1.2 Report Structure and 
Methodology 

The Cultural Landscape Report is presented in 
eight chapters, which are organized as follows: 

o Chapter 1: Introduction and Summary -- pres­
ents a synopsis of the report, including its meth­
odology, structure and major findings. 

o Chapter 2: Site Overview -- describes the his­
toric evolution of Jacob Riis Park from its incep­
tion in 1932 to the present and assesses its 
historic context and significance as well as its 
overall historic integrity. This information pro­
vides an understanding of the overall design his­
tory of the park, identifies what still exists from 
each development period, and defines the rela­
tive importance of the surviving landscape fea­
tures at Jacob Riis Park to the site's historic 
character. In this section, each of the Landscape 
Elements which comprise the Park is assessed, 
including topography, land use, circulation, 
buildings and structures, spatial relationships 
and views, planting, site furniture and small 
scale elements,lighting, and signage. 

o Chapters 3 through 7: Assessment of the Sub­
Areas of the Park -- As Jacob Riis Park is quite 
large and diverse, a separate chapter provides 
detailed information on the character-defining 
elements of each sub-area, including documenta­
tion of physical history, existing condition, and 
an assessment historic integrity and significance. 
The five sub-areas, illustrated in Figure 3, in­
clude The Bathhouse Area, The 
Boardwalk/Promenade Area, The Mall Area, 
The Back Beach Area, and The Beach Area. 

o Chapter 8: Recommendations -- the closing 
chapter presents overall recommendations for 
each landscape element and sub-area. These 
recommendations, consistent with the Secretary 
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of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation, 
are intended to guide the rehabilitation of Jacob 
Riis Park, insuring that historically important 
aspects of the landscape are preserved. 

Several Appendices are provided which include im­
portant reference and analytical materials: 

o Appendix A -- includes historic photographs, 
found at the Olmsted Center of the the New 
York Parks Department, which document condi­
tions at the Park from its opening in 1934 
through the 1960's. All photographs are num­
bered (A-1, A-2, etc.) and are referred to in the 
body of the text. 

o Appendix B -- includes selected historic site 
plans and details which provide documentation 
of the design intent and character of the original 
1933 and 1936-37 Plans. Each Plan is numbered 
(B-1, B-2, etc.) and is referred to in the text. 

o Appendix C -- inclUdes plans which indicate the 
location, type, and condition of existing site fea­
tures at Jacob Riis Park. A master key to all 
plans is provided at the beginning of Appendix 
C which is then used for each individual plan 
which follows. The plans are numbered (C-1, 
C-2, etc.) similarly to the other Appendices. 

It should be noted that this report did not consider 
the entirety of Jacob Riis Park, as certain areas, 
including the parking lot, golf course, and roadway 
system, were outside of the scope of work antici­
pated by the planned capital improvements of NPS. 
However, because of their contribution to the over­
all design of the park and their historic significance, 
these elements are discussed in the Historical 
Overview. 

1-3 



I 

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural LaruJscape Report 

1.3 Jacob Riis Park Today 
Jacob Riis Park is located at the western end of the 
Rockaway Peninsula of Queens, New York. 
Rockaway is a barrier peninsula separated from the 
borough proper by Jamaica Bay. The 220 acre Park 
spans the peninsula from Jamaica Bay on the north 
to the Atlantic Ocean on the south. To the east the 
Park is bounded by a residential neighborhood of 
single family homes, and to the west by Fort Tilden, 
also part of Gateway National Recreation Area. 
Because of this barrier island setting, the Park ap­
pears more like a summer resort community than 
part of urban New York City (see Figure 2). 

Within the Park, many large and dramatic features 
remain largely unchanged since its development in 
the 1930's. This report deals with five sub-areas 
within the Park (see Figure 3). The most visually 
dominant feature of the Park is the Bathhouse. 
This large structure, most of which is currently not 
in use, once contained changing rooms, showers, 
restaurants and concession stands. The bathhouse 
fronts the Boardwalk/Promenade, a grandly formal, 
mile-long oceanfront walkway which separates the 
Beach from the rest of the Park. The Mall focuses 
on a crescent shaped extension of the Boardwalk 
which is bracketed by symmetrical buildings, once 
containing toilets and restaurants, and a long sym­
metrical great lawn which forms a secondary, per­
pendicular axis to the Boardwalk. The landside 
areas of the Park, the Back Beach, features walk­
ways, playgrounds and playing fields for a number 
of different types of games. Throughout the park 
there are large areas of lawns planted with trees, 
shrubs and seasonal flowering plants. 

The park is used primarily by New York City resi­
dents who are attracted by the bathing beach and 
the wide variety of other recreational facilities 
ranging from softball fields to quiet lawns and walk­
ways. Visitors are drawn from throughout the City 
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and they generally travel to the Park by bus or car. 
The Park user groups are as diverse as the popula­
tion of New York City: white, black and Hispanic; 
singles and families; young, middle aged and eld­
erly. The bays on the beach, defined by jetties, have 
over the years been transformed into clearly defined 
territories for various groups. The large elderly 
population tends to use the benches along the 
Boardwalk and in the Back Beach area. The park is 
primarily used in the summertime and most heavily 
on weekends, although the golf course and ball 
fields are used from spring through fall. 

The use of the park has changed since it was com­
pleted in 1937. As originally intended, Riis Park 
provided areas of passive and active recreation. For 
the most part this is still true today, although uses in 
certain areas have changed, particularly in the land­
scaped areas. Originally the walkways were for 
quiet strolling and the lawns and other green areas 
were for formal vistas to be observed for enjoyment. 
Today, open lawns are used as seating areas away 
from the beach and for picnicking. The handsome 
Black Pine settings, intended as formal ornamental 
landscape elements, are now heavily used as shady 
picniC areas by visitors with portable grills and cool­
ers. And because the Bathhouse is closed, board­
walk drinking fountains are frequently used by 
visitors for washing sand off their feet. 

1.4 Planning Context 
Jacob Riis Park is an historic district and was 
placed on the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1981. In 1974 the City of New York formally 
turned over Jacob Riis Park and other properties, 
totaling nearly 26,000 acres, to the federal govern­
ment for administration by the National Park Serv­
ice as a part of the Gateway National Recreation 
Area. 

---- --- ------_. - -

Since 1974, many documents addressing the needs of 
Jacob Riis Park have been produced by NPS or its 
consultants. These have included a General Man­
agement Plan, Development Concept Plans, and 
various Historic Structure Reports analyzing indi­
vidual buildings within the Park. Despite these 
studies, a comprehensive Cultural Landscape Re­
port (CLR) documenting the historic landscape and 
a completed Historic Structures Report (HSR) had 
not been produced until this time. This CLR and 
the companion HSR document synthesize existing 
reports and research, supplemented by additional 
data, such as the recent discovery of a set of 1932 
drawings and numerous historic photographs from 
the 1930s and 194Ps. Because of the volumes of 
existing material, no additional primary historical 
research was conducted for this document. While 
the CLR and HSR have been written as companion 
documents, the CLR addresses the overall historic 
resource as a designed historic landscape, and the 
HSR focuses exclusively on the buildings and struc­
tures. 

1.5 Summary 
Jacob Riis Park is a nearly intact example of 1930's 
municipal park design, making it a significant de­
signed historic landscape. The 1937 expansion and 
renovation, encompassing nearly the entirety of the 
Park, is associated with the tenure of New York 
Parks Commissioner Robert Moses and is also sig­
nificant for its association with the WP A and the 
expansion of urban recreation opportunities for a 
working class, urban population. Changes have oc­
curred to the Park over time: modifications have 
occurred to both buildings and open spaces to ac­
commodate changing recreation needs and signifi­
cant deterioration has been experienced in the 
Bathhouse and Mall Buildings. 

Despite these changes, the overall structure and 
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form of the entirety of the Park have been retained 
to a remarkable degree. The Park still exhibits a 
formality, even monumentality, of design, a sophis­
ticated layout that interweaves active and passive 
recreation areas, and a large-scale unity of layout 
relating a natural resource (the Beach), man-made 
linkages (the Parkway and access system), and di­
verse recreation areas. These large scale character­
istics, as well as many smaller scale elements of the 
Park, retain strong integrity of location, design, set­
ting, materials, feeling and association. 

Jacob Riis Park is also a well used recreation facil­
ity that serves a major metropolitan area. The rec­
ommendations of the Cultural Landscape Report 
place a clear priority on preserving character­
defining elements of each sub-area within Jacob 
Riis Park, enabling the National Park Service to ac­
commodate the needs of present and future visitors 
in the rehabilitation program while preserving his­
toric resources. Highlights of the recommendations, 
presented in detail in Chapter 8, include the follow-
• IRg: 

o Staged repair and restoration of the Boardwalk, 
including repairs to existing damaged concrete, 
and concluding with ultimate replacement of the 
wooden Boardwalk in a high denSity, vandal­
resistant wood. This work would also include re­
pair or replacement of the Ship's Rail along the 
Boardwalk and Promenade. 

o Retention of historic and mature plant materi­
als, replacement where appropriate and where 
adequate documentation exists, and reintroduc­
tion of planting to retain and reinforce the his­
toric character of each sub-area of the park. 

o Repair and replacement in kind of historic site 
lighting elements and site furniture, including 
addition of new supplementary site furniture 
and signage in areas required by contemporary 
uses where such installations will not 

1-5 



------------------------------------------------------------------------"-----

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Reporl 

FiB.,.3: Sub-A. ...... tdJacob 
Rll.tPtri 

Golf Course' 

Legend 
ffij The Mall 

,',' .. , The Bathhouse .?;.~/, 
<- . -'.-

The Back Beach 

1-6 

., .. The Boardwak/ 
, Promenade 

r-, Scope of Work 
L .JLimit 

< 

Parking Lot Parking Lot 

Chapurl: InhvdmdWnandSummary 

adversely impact historic resources. 
o Rehabilitation of paved court game areas 

where possible, compatible with typical historic 
layouts, to provide usable outdoor recreation 
while meeting contemporary needs, and 

o Rehabilitation of the Bathhouse and Mall 
Buildings, preserving key character-defining 
elements. 
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2.1 Historical Evolution 
The site of Jacob Riis Park has evolved through 
five distinct operational periods: 

o Pre-development (prior to 1932) .. prior to the 
opening of the Park, the area was used for a 
variety of recreational purposes. 

o The Initial Park (1932-34) .. the second period 
started with the dedication of the Bathhouse in 
August of 1932, but lasted only until a sweeping 
reform of New York City government was insti­
tuted in 1934. 

o The Robert Moses Renovation and Expansion 
(1934-37) .. the third period brought Robert 
Moses onto the scene to take charge of exten­
sive redevelopment and park expansion which 
was completed by 1937. 

o New York City Parks Department Era (1937 -
1974) .. the fourth period spanned the next 37 
years, during which Jacob Riis Park was oper­
ated by the Parks Department of New York 
City which instituted few physical changes be­
cause of its decreasing resource base. 

o NPS Stewardship (1974 - present) .. the fifth 
period started in 1974, when all aspects of the 
Park's operation were transferred to the Na­
tional Park Service with the establishment of 
the Gateway National Recreation Area. This 
period continues today as plans are being de­
veloped for rehabilitation of Jacob Riis Park. 

A brief history of each of these five periods follows, 
showing the evolution ofthe Park. Much of the 
following historical data can be found, with signifi­
cantly more detail, in the Historical Data Section 
of an Historic Structure Report prepared by Na­
tional Park Service historian Harlan Unrau, in 
1982. 

Pre-Development Period: Prior to 1932 
'The park stretches westward between bay 
and ocean beyond the summer towns of Belle 
Harbor and Neponsu, a country of tumbled 
sand-hills overgrown with beach grass and fra­
grant boyweed that may easily be transformed 
into attractive park land.' (Jacob Riis, 'The 
Story of Sea Breeze, , May 1914, from Unrau 
1981: 28) 

Jacob Riis Park is located on the Rockaway penin­
sula of Queens, New York. This narrow, sandy 
peninsula is a continuation of the great barrier 
beach running along the souihern shore of Long 
Island. The development potential of this wind­
swept, barren beach as a recreational area was dis­
covered as early as 1869, spurred by the 
construction of the South Side Railroad, a small 
rail line which ran from Valley Stream to Far 
Rockaway. In 1880 the construction of the New 
York, Woodhaven, and Rockaway Railroad com­
pleted a direct rail line from New York City across 
Jamaica Bay and dramatically increased develop­
ment potential. As the rail line was being built by 
private investors developed a plan for a large out­
door recreation area in the vicinity of what would 
later become Jacob Riis Park. In 1881 a hotel and 
private beach were opened to the public and by 
1893 a boardwalk was completed from Holland to 
Seaside as Rockaway became increasingly popular 
as New York's newest beach resort (Unrau 1981: 
6-9). 

Although early development was by private inves­
tors, in 1904 the City of New York began to ac­
tively seek land for a public beach in the area. In 
1905 city officials entered into an informal agree­
ment with the New York Association for Improv­
ing the Condition of the Poor (A1CP), an organiza­
tion which managed three hospitals for the poor 
and was an advocate for thousands of impoverished 
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immigrants, most of whom lived on New York's 
lower East Side. The A1CP and the city would 
build a recreation facility on the present day site of 
Jacob Riis Park as well as construct a tuberculosis 
hospital. 

..... the city would attempt to buy the site for 
the hospital and Park and the AICP would 
build and equip the hospital with funds to be 
received from a subscription drive (Unrau 
1981: 15).' 

Jacob Riis (1849-1914) for whom the Park was 
named in 1915, was a journalist, author, and city 
reformer 'who had long championed the cause of 
the New York City tenement dwellers and had 
taken a special interest in alleviating the plight of 
slumchildren (Unrau 1981: 32)." Born in Den­
mark, Riis immigrated to New York in 1870 and 
became a police reporter. His first hand encoun­
ters with New York's disenfranchised population 
led to his commitment to reform and in particular 
focused his energies on urging the construction of 
hundreds of playgrounds and small parks through­
out the city . . He also worked to pass tenement re­
form laws and fostered the establishment of 
children's hospitals. (Merit Students Encyclopedia, 
1975 Volume 16, P. 52). 

It was not until 1912 that the city finally purchased 
a 262-acre tract of land in Rockaway. In 1913 the 
tract was transferred to the New York City Depart­
ment of Parks (Unrau 1981: 26). The same year 
the Parks Department sponsored a design compe­
tition opened to landscape architects and 
engineers. Six designs were selected and the first 
prize won by Richard Schermerhorn, Jr. of 
Brooklyn, New York. Carl F. Pilat, a landscape 
architect in the New York City Parks Department, 
prepared "a plan which included the most desirable 
features from the six (Unrau 1981: 29).' The 1913 
Pilat plan is illustrated in Figure 4. 
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"The plan provided for bathing beaches on 
both the ocean and bay fronts and a maritime 
basin juaing in from the bay for swimming 
and boating. The plan also called for picnic 
grounds, a lagoon for boating, three playfields, 
tennis courts, a croquet lawn, playground and 
concessions for children, a bandstand, four 
boat houses, and two restaurants and adja­
cent parking areas on th .. north side of Wash· 
ington Avenue. A pier, boardwalk, two 
bathhouses, and two shelters were to be buill 
on Jamaica Bay, and on the ocean front, 
south of Washington Avenue, provision was 
made for two bathhouses and an esplanade. 
The oceanfront development was to be 
flanked on either side by space reserved for the 
open-air children's and convalescent hospi­
tals" (Unrou 1981: 29). 

Unfortunately the six winning plans have not, at 
this time, been discovered but the composite de­
sign by Pilat is an early 20th-century Beaux Art 
design offormal symmetrical elements placed in an 
asymmetrical naturalistic landscape. It is unclear 
whether this plan was looked at when the existing 
design was implemented but there are similarities 
in features such as playgrounds, tennis courts, 
boardwalk and bandstand. The overall layout is 
similar to the existing plan its with symmetrical 
elements set in an asymmetrical scheme. Pilat's 
plan revolves around a geometric cross-axial walk­
way centered on the site. This is flanked by the 
beach and an esplanade on the south and a circular 
bandstand on the north. The beach area is rather 
small in comparison to the entire scheme and the 
buildings are subservient to the landscape and cir­
culation. It is unclear whether this plan was looked 
at when the existing design was implemented, but 
there are similarities in features such as play­
grounds, tennis courts, boardwalks, and bandstand. 
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Although the Pilat plan was approved by the Parks 
Department it was-neve~ implemented and there 
was minimal construction activity between 1913 
and 1930. Instead, due to America's entry into 
World War I a naval air station was erected on the 
site of the park, although the beach area itself was 
still used for recreation. In 1922 the Neponsit 
Beach Hospital for Children, part of the original 
AlCP concept of hospital and recreation area, was 
completed. 

. 
In early 1926 a small concession stand, near the 
western end of the park was built and in the late 
1920's roads were widened and parking lot im­
provements completed. Although the naval air 
station was mostly inactive after World War I, it 
was not until the completion of Floyd Bennett 
Field in 1931 that the Navy finally vacated the 
property and demolished 42 buildings. Remaining 
were 9 structures, roads, sidewalks, concrete build­
ing foundations, seawalls, a wharf, and subsurface 
utilities. Most of these were demolished or buried 
during the 1936-7 construction phase (Unrau 1981: 
57). 

The Initial Park: 1932 • 1934 
In the 1930's the art and architecture worlds were 
in a state of flux. The Modern, or Bauhaus move­
ment in Europe, a response to the increasing in­
dustrialization of the world, had a profound impact 
on American design (Jellicoe, Goode and Lancas­
ter 1986: 576). However, some designers and land­
scape architects were slow to respond to this trend. 
They felt they were closer to nature and therefore 
less impacted by industrialism, but the lure of new 
forms and the freedom of breaking out of old con­
cepts proved to be very powerful. 

"Before the modern movement there were two 
basic [landscape] plan patterns. One was for­
ma4 geometric, aria4 and symmetricaL The 

--_ ._----------------------------------

- other was infonna4 irregular, ungeometric, 
and asymmetrical" . • 

(Jellico, Goode and Lancaster 1986: 576) 

The Changes sweeping through European and A­
merican design in the 1930's enabled designers to 
combine disparate forms, to be informal and for­
mal in the same site plan and to come to design 
solutions with "limitless possibilities" (Ibid: 576). 
This new aesthetic was driven by a refreshing open 
mindedness to design solutions, a greater aware­
ness of twentieth-century culture and the impact of 
external forces on society (Ibid: 576). 

Early 1930's Park Schemes 
During the early 1930's, three independent 
schemes (Figures 5, 6, & 7) were developed for 
Riis Park. Although none of these were built they 
had an influence on the final park development. 
The first was a 1931 design by Harold A Caparn, a 
member of the private City Club's parks committee 
(Unrau, 1981, P.80). The second plan was devel­
oped in 1932 by the New York Regional Plan As­
sociation (RPA) and was designed by Earl Morrow, 
RP A's assistant engineer (Unrau, 1981, P.82). The 
third scheme was a 1933 plan by the New York 
City Park Board, designed by Julius V. Burgevin, 
landscape architect and Joseph Gatringer, assistant 
architect (Unrau, 1981, P.83). All contained simi­
lar design elements including a bathhouse, parking 
lots, golf courses and recreational facilities, and all 
schemes proposed developing the Jamaica Bay side 
of the property. The 1932 and 1933 plans were 
developed after the current Bathhouse was con­
structed. All designs inoorporated the 1931 Bath­
house. 

o The 11131 City Club Plan did little more than 
replicate the existing conditions at the park and 
add a golf course and many tennis courts. 
While not oompleted at this time, the City Club 
Plan illustrates the location of the current 
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Bathhouse. The plan keeps Pilat's central 
promenade and adds a boardwalk along Ja­
maica Bay. Parking is severely limited. The 
plan is static with little overall landscape plan­
ning. It does begin, however slightly, develop a 
linear approach with roadways separating the 
beach area from the golf course (see Figure 5). 

o The 1113Z Regional Plnn Association (RPA) 
Scheme illustrates the newly completed Bath­
house, but adds a boardwalk similar in shape to 

- Carl Pilat's esplanade. The RPA plan is an in­
tegrated plan oflandscape and structures which 
is a precursor to the linear approach ofthe final 
(1936) design. The bathing area of ocean, 
beach and Bathhouse are separated by a land­
scaped roadway. The "Back Beach" area of var­
ied activities, including baseball diamonds, 
tennis courts, playgrounds and picnics areas, 
are all placed in a symmetrical arrangement of 
geometric shapes. The Back Beach area is ex­
tended almost to Jamaica Bay anti is divided 
into a formal symmetrical zone in the west and 
a more natural zone in the east. A curving 
roadway, softened with plantings provides the 
transition between the Back Beach and the de­
veloped shore of Jamaica Bay which contained 
a "Canoe Beach," and a variety of boat moor­
ings. Parking is pushed back away from the 
beach. There is an emphasis on public trans­
portation and in the very center of the site is a 
large bus station, encouraging and enabling pa­
trons to use public transportation and upon ar­
rival be in the very heart of the park (see Figure 
6). 

o The 11133 New York City Parks Department 
Plan was a throwback to the 1931 City Club 
plan. The plan has many elements, although 
there is not a strong organizing geometry. The 
plan is mundane and consists of a series of geo­
metric shapes randomly set down. However, 
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Figure 5: June, 1931 City Club 
Plan by H.A.. Captrn •• 17,;s 
plan, It'hich Includes Ihe1931 
Bathhouse, does lin/e more than 
ITplicaie Ihe then IInder con­
struction 1931 plan in addition 
to adding a large golf collrse and 
a nflmberoflenniscourls. 1b. 
plan was never constructed. 

FlglI'" 6: May 1932 Regional 
Plan Assocwtion, by E. Morrow 
.0 This plan is an inJegraJHJ lie. 
sign o/landscape and nlUelure 
and may weU have been a pre­
cursor 10 the linear approoc/, oJ 
lhefi1Ul1 (1936) design. Note 
IIuzl this plan was conceived tif· 
terthe 1931.32 plan M'aS 

constructed and that this pia" 
was never built. 
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whether coincidental or not, severallocational 
features of this plan are similar to the final 
(1936) plan, For example, the horizontal layer­
ing of the ocean, beach, landscaped boardwalk, 
and Back Beach can be seen in both schemes. 
The Back Beach area contains the golf course 
to the west, ball fields, tennis courts and play­
ground to the east, and parking scattered 
throughout. The Jamaica Bay shore is devel­
oped with boating facilities (see Figure 7) . 

In 1931 the city finally began construction of the 
park with the initial building campaign centered on 
the construction of the Bathhouse. It was to be 
similar to the Bathhouse at the recently completed 
(1929) and very successful Jones Beach, built by 
Long Island State Park Commissioner Robert 
Moses. Jones Beach was considered to be Moses' 
most successful beach park and it would prove to 
be influential on the 1932 and the final 1936 de­
signs of Riis Park. 
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Figure 7: Apri41933 New York 
Cily Park Boom Pk .. by JY . 
Burrel'in and J. Galringer-· 
wltile this plan contains/eatures 
slich as Ihe golf cOllrse, playing 
fields, and Ihe horizon/allayer. 
ing 0/ ocean, beac/" boardwalk, 
and back beach Jamul in the fl· 
nal1936 plan, it a$ not as ",eU 
conceived or organ;ZM. Nole 
lhal iJ inCOlpOf'ides the 1931 
BuJhhouse and that lulius Bu,.­
gevln, New York City Park 
Deparlmenbl Landscape Archi­
tect, worlud on this design. as 
weUtulhe 1936plan, 

2-7 

• 



Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report 

Design and Cons/roction 01 The Bathhouse 
The Riis Park Bathhouse was designed in 1930-31 
by John L. Plock, an architect with the New York 
firm of Stoughton & Plock. Construction of the 
MoorishIByzantine design of tapestry brick, cast 
stone, and tile began in 1932. It had an entrance 
pavilion, a central courtyard filled with lockers, a 
beach pavilion, sunning terraces, concession areas 
and two distinctive towers. As seems to be the case 
in many municipal projects, the Bathhouse con­
struction was mired in controversy over its cost and 
contractors. Originally budgeted at $425,000, the 
building was finally completed at a cost of 
$530,000. The cost of landscaping was not included 

-and was to be an additional charge (Unrau, 
1981:60). Although the Bathhouse was not com­
plete until 1933 and little landscaping had been 
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finished, it was officially dedicated on August 6, 
1932 (Unrau, 1981:62). When opened to the pub­
lic. 

"the brick and stone work on the administra­
tion section of the pavilion ... {was] 75% 
completed and all the structural steel . . . {was] 
. . . set. All the brick and slone work all Ihe 
two Willgs, which . • . cOlltaill{ed] IUllch fooms 
and foot pools, ... have beell completed and 
the rough cement floors laid. More than half 
oflhe bathhouse area to be allotted to the use 
a/women has been graded (New York 
Times, June 22 and August 16, 1931; Unrau 
1981: 62). 

• 
Upon final completion, the building would contain 
8,100 wome~'s and men's lockers, washrooms, a 
medical clinic, glass enclosed solarium, two restau-

.. 
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rants and cafeteria, and umbrella and chair rental 
concessions. Figure 8 illustrates the 1934 location 
of the Bathhouse, squeezed between Rockaway 
Beach Boulevard and the Beach. Figure 9 shows 
the 1934 site plan in the Bathhouse vicinity, indi­
cating planting beds, an entry drive, front lawns, 
and the walkway system, most of which still remain . 

After the Bathhouse formally opened, work contin­
ued and by 1933 a park had been constructed with 
many of the facilities, if not the design, of what 
exists today. According to newspaper accounts the 
park contained, in addition to the Bathhouse, ten­
nis courts, handball courts and playgrounds set in a 
landscaped environment of lawns with ornamental 
plants, shrubs and trees (over 3,000 were planted) 
all united with concrete walks. A large parking lot 
for 6-700 cars was constructed as well and the en-

, 
, 

• 

• 

Figure 8: NOllember, 1934 New 
York Department of Parks key 

. map of Jacob Riis Park --this is 
-from a report by newly appoi~/ed 
New York City Pf,rk Commis­
sioner Robert M~'es, and sllows 

t tl.e park, as built, in 1934. :E:t-__ ..1 
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tire park was staffed by approximately 600 uni· 
formed employees (Unrau 1981: 66·67). 

An article in the New York Herald Tribune, 7 May 
1933 described Riis Park as follows: 

"Although the Riis Park plan has many fea. 
tures all its own, it resembles the highly suc· 
cessful/ones Beach Park. . .• Riis Park has 
been designed for the quieter enjoyment of the 
seashore, without any artificial devices. In at­
mosphere it is not unlike the English seaside 
resons. The facilities provided all contribute 
to restfulness for the many and amusements of 
the out-ofdoor life" . 

• • 

(Unrau 1981: 67). 

l • W • 

t U1 ."1 •••.•• 

C • II , .. 

t 

Based on the newspaper description, funds must 
have been made available to landscape the park 
and build recreational facilities. With the excep· 
tion of the Bathhouse plans, drawings from the 
1931·1934 construction phase, including planting 
plans, have not been discovered at this time. For­
tunately though, in 1934, upon assuining director­
ship of the New York City Parks Department, 
Robert Moses, commissioned a study report of 
Jacob Riis Park, the Works Progress Administra· 
tion Park Study, and produced a drawing showing 
existing conditions (Unrau 1981: 73). 

newly appoinJed New York City 
!'ark Commissioner Robert 
Moses . 

While newspaper articles describe a rather bucolic 
atmosphere, in the drawing at least, the park seems 
rather barren. According to the 1934 plan, all the 
elements described above were in place but the 
park seems unfocused and to consist mostly of 
open areas of sand with parking directly on the 
beach (see Figure 8 and refer also to Unrau, P.75). 
In a clever reuse scheme the former foundations of 
the Navy buildings and possibly some walkways 
were integrated into the park and used for circula· 
tion and handball courts. The plan seems to have 
been devised to fit into an existing situation rather 
than to shape the environment to any overall plan. 

. 2 - 9 
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Although the newspaper article stated that 3,000 
plants, shrubs and trees were planted it is hard to 
tell from the plan where they might have been. 
There did seem to be small planting beds around 
the bathing pavilion and grass plots just north of 
the structure, not unlike the existing landscaping. 

Additional development plans, according to thjl .. 
New York Herald Tribune, May 7,1933, called for 
the rehabilitation of a former naval pier in Jamaica 
Bay, an open air beer garden, and a boardwalk and 
canoeing facilities along Jamaica Bay although in 
actuality, these were never completed and the area 
developed by 1933 was quite small compared to the 
. present day park (Unrau 1981:68). 

The Robert Moses Park Expansion and 
Development: 1934·1937 
1934 was a pivotal year for parks in New York City. 
In that year separate borough park departments 
were united into one comprehensive city depart­
ment and with the help of Mayor Fiorello H. La 
Guardia, Robert Moses, then Park Commissioner 
of Long Island, was appointed head of the city's 
united parks department. Before Robert Moses 
was appointed Commissioner the city's parks were 
in shambles. Fueled by Tammany Hall, the city 
was a sea of corruption run by political insiders and 
hanger-ons with every department filled with po­
litical appointees and no-shows. The parks depart­
ment was among the worst (Unrau 1981: 70). 

'Even in an era in which every city depart­
ment was staffed through patronage, the five 
borough park departments were something 
speciaL Recalls one observer: 'You couldn't 
tell the difference between a park employee 
and the bums hanging out in the parks.' Not 
all the lifeguards would go out [into the wa­
ter] . ... Some o/them were afraid to; they 
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didn't know how to swim'. (Caro,1975: 3.15-
336). 

Roberl Moses and the Workf Progress Ad· 
" . minIStration 

Robert Moses, urban planner and administrator, 
had a tremendous influence on New York City and 
New York State's development. He POSSel;sed 
enormous power and dominated public works proj­
ects in New York from the 1920's through the late 
1960's. During that forty-year period, he as­
sembled his 'Moses Men,' those who would carry 
out his massive undertakings. Through his as­
sembled team and the different municipal and 
state authorities MQses headed, he was responsible 
for building or rebuilding most of New York City's . 
major highways, bridges and housing projects in­
cluding the Triborough Bridge, The Bear Moun­
tain Bridge and Park, Henry Hudson Park" the Belt 
Parkway, the Cross Bay Parkway Bridge, Battery 
Park, Peter Cooper Village and Stuyvesant Town. 

Of particular interest to this report are th€, parks 
Moses built, which in addition to Jacob Riis Park, 
include Jones Beach State Park, Orchard Beach, 
Bear Mountain State Park, Montauk Point, 
Belmont Lake State Park and Flushing MC18dow 
Park. As seen in the list of his projects, Moses 
viewed parks and linking highway access projects 
as one concept. (Caro 1975: various pages; Merit 
Students En9'clopedia, 1975, Volume 12: 511). 

Moses' first order after his swearing in as New 
York City Parks Commissioner was to fire, hun­
dreds of park employees, effective immediately, 
and install his own staff. At the same time, Moses 
was badgering the Civil Works Administration 
(CW A), one of the Federal New Deal programs, to 
fund his hiring of unemployed architects and engi­
neers (Caro 1975: 368-369). The Works Progress 
Administration (Wp A) had already hired over 
68,000 relief workers for New York City's parks. 

• 
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But unsupervised, with little clear planning, men 
and women were literally hanging around with 
nothing to do. Moses 'told [the WPA) that the first 
requirement for getting those men working on 
worthwhile projects was to provide them with 
plans. Blueprints in volume were needed, he said, 
and they were needed immediately (Caro 1975: 
368-369)'. In a somewhat unprecedented move, 
Moses hired out only out-of-work architects and 
engineers but those with jobs as well, enticing 
those already employed with the opportunity to 
design hundreds of new parks, playgrounds and 
swimming pools and the chance to have their proj­
ect brought to CQmpletion almost immediately 
(Caro 1975: 368). 

In 1934, Moses and his staff, supplemented by 
thousands of WP A workers, had completed 1700 of 
1800 planned projects. Almost every park in New 
York City was rebuilt. New parks and playgrounds 
in every borough were completed as well. And 
plans and work continued at a frantic pace for the 
next seven years. In a move that would give him 
more control over projects Moses combined labor 
forces and monies with the WP A and Moses-run 
agencies such as the Marine Parkway Authority 
and the New York City Parkway Authority (Caro 
1975: 373; Unrau 1981: 70). The WPA program in 
New York, boosted by the Moses-driven work pro­
gram, was the largest in the United States. 
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The 1934 assessment of Riis Park by Moses' team 
indicated that the existing park was in very poor 
condition and inefficiently run. Land was under 
utilized and it was feIt that the park could be ex­
panded northward to Jamaica Bay (Unrau 1981: 
73). Furthermore, although under the supposed 
control of the New York City Parks Department, 
Riis Park was, in effect, run by private concessioner 
who was mostly concerned with the amount of 
money he made rather than capital improvements. 
A 1935 City of New York press release stated, "The 
only park facilities which were smoothly run were 
the cash registers (Unrau 1981: 77)". 

The 19341acob Riis Plan 

Moses had substantial plans in mind for Riis Park. 
He wanted to create " .•. an inner·city metropoli. 
tan replica of Jones Beach State Park ... (Unrau 
1981: 81)." Jones Beach, in Wantagh, New York 
(east of Riis Park on the same barrier beach) was 
Moses' most successful park venture and one with 
which he is most readily identified. 

When completed Jones Beach contained two bath· 
houses a mile apart, 10,000 lockers, two pools, a 
theater, restaurants and a mile and one-half long 
boardwalk. The bathhouses, in a vaguely Moorish! 
Inca design were built of large blocks of Ohio sand· 
stone and Barbizon brick (Caro 1975: 223-4). The 
whole park was ringed with large, carefully land­
scaped roadways and parking lots. In the very cen-
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ter of the complex was an elegant 231-foot high 
tower designed to look like a Venetian campanile 
but in reality, was a cleverly-disguised fresh water 
tower (Caro - 1975: P.223). 

While the details and architectural styles may have 
been different, the overall planning concept was 
the same. Jones Beach was arranged in the same 
horizontal layers as Riis Park and was bounded on 
the south by the Atlantic Ocean and on the north 
by South Oyster Bay. The linear concept begins 
with the ocean and beach as the southern most 
layer. A mile and one-half long boardwalk is the 
dividing line between the natural (beach)and built 
environment (Bathhouses, playing fields, golf 
course, restaurants, parking lots). These structures 
are placed in a landscaped environment of natural 
dunes, lawn areas, planted areas of plants, scrubs 
and trees and connected by the boardwalk, con­
crete walkways and roadways. North of the struc­
tures is a major connecting roadway and north of 
this are additional parking lots, roadways and the 
Bay which has a picnic area and fishing facilities. 

Moses' concept of translating Jones Beach into an 
"inner-city" faCility, (i.e. Riis Park), was done by 
using the overall Jones Beach planning concept of 
linear layers and a landscape of the natural and 
built environment but doing it on a smaller scale, . 
using more economical materials and employing 
WP A laborers. 

In August 1934, Moses unveiled a plan for Riis 
Park; illustrated in Figure 10. It was never imple­
mented, but the plan is interesting since it is the 
first documented Moses influenced design for Riis 
Park. The overall scheme was developed by 
Gilmore D. Clarke, Moses' consulting landscape 
architect and a partner in the engineering firm of 
Clarke and Rapuano, Julius Burgevin, landscape 
architect, W. Earle Andrews of Andrews, Clark 
and Buckley, consulting engineers, and Clinton 
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Loyd, Chief of Architectural Design (Caro 1975: 
National Register Form, Jacob Riis Park, 1975; 
Unrau 1981: 81). 

It is not clear if Moses and his designers saw the 
three previously described plans (Figures S,6, and 
7) and if they did how much they were taklm into 
consideration. The 1934 Clarke and Andrews plan 
was dominated by approach roads and parking lots. 
The Beaux Arts symmetrical plan was composed of 
sharp-edged geometric shapes with a central north/ 
south Mall which separated two parking lots each 
containing 7000 spaces. Patrons walked through 
underpasses below a boulevard to the remodeled 
Bathhouse or a new bathing complex to the west of 
the Bathhouse which contained a pool. The Bath­
house area was not unlike the existing Bathhouse. 
The building is surrounded by rectangular lawns on 
the north and rectangular plantings beds close to 
the building and running north/south. 

As with many Moses' projects, parking lots and 
roadways dominated the plan. Virtually two thirds 
ofthe plan was parking lot, roadways and undevel­
oped space. The vertical north/South Mall concept 
has been kept. The Back Beach area in the 1934 
Plan was smaller 'than that built and contained 
fewer facilities but did have the remodeled Bath­
house, a swimming pool, and other active recrea­
tion areas. The plan showed the beach to be 
enlarged. 

The monies collected from Riis Park through park­
ing and Bathhouse fees, and concession stands, 
should have, by rightful standards, gone to the New 
York City Parks Department, but instead was di­
rected to the Marine Parkway Authority (Caro 
1975: 634). So, while repairs to the Riis Park Bath­
house and the reconstruction to the park were to 
be completed by WP A funding and labor, projects 
relating to construction, such as the second bath­
house and pool were to be paid for by the Marine 
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Parkway Authority, thus assuring Moses total con­
trol over the project (Unrau 1981: 105). 

Ultimately, as noted above, the 1934 plan was 
never developed. The primary cause was opposi­
tion from Rockaway Park lind Neponsit: white, 
middle-class neighborhoods, uncomfortable with 
the idea of inner-city minorities coming to their 
neighborhoods. Local citil.ens groups favored 
money-making and controlled-access tennis courts, 
playgrounds and a golf course (Unrau 1981: 92). 
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The 1936 Jacob Riis Plan 
The 1936 Plan was different from that proposed in 
1934 yet apparently kept some of the design ele­
ments seen in previous plans. The plan, shown in 
figure II, was by Gilmore Clarke, Consulting 
Landscape Architect, Clinton Loyd, Chief of Ar­
chitectural Design for the Parks Department and 
Aymar Embury II. The overall planting plan is il­
lustrated in Figure B-1, showing the integration of 
the Park with the roadway system serving it. 

A major problem with Riis Park was the 1932 
Bathhouse's close proximity to the beach. At high 
tide, there was only a twenty-foot strip of sand not 
covered by water. The rest of the shore front was 
used inefficiently for "a cinder-surfaced parking lot 
retained by a bulkhead that encroached on the 
beach as much as did the bath house (Unrau 1981: 
85)." Moses was particularly annoyed by the Moor­
ish style bathing pavilion and he "intended to trim 
off various 'gimcracks on it and make it into a de­
cent looking building' (Unrau 1981: 89)." 
Although the interior was based on the plan for the 
bathhouses at Jones Beach his final criticism was 
one of simple economics: the Bathhouse could 
hold 8,000 bathers, the parking lot 5,000 cars. 
Work on Riis Park was to begin immediately, using 
WP A laborers supervised by the New York City 
Department of Parks. 

In 1936, Moses obtained additional WP A funding 
which was to be used for construction projects and 
wages enabling construction to begin on Riis Park 
in earnest. Between 200 and 800 men were avail­
able daily to work on the S5,OOO,OOO project. Addi­
tional funds were also to be made available from 
the Marine Parkway Authority (Unrau 1981: P.94). 

The new plan eliminated the coldly elegant geo­
metric design of 1934 and substituted symmetrical 
elements within an asymmetrical plan of soft curvi­
linear shapes. This modernist landscape design ex-

pression can be seen running through all the plans 
produced for Jacob Riis Park, except for Pilat's 
1913 plan which was influenced by the romantic 
movement and the Beaux Arts. Of all the plans 
proposed for Riis Park the final 1936 plan is the 
most successful blend of the 1930's freedom of de­
sign and a blending of symmetrical and asymmetri­
cal. 

The 1936 design also displays the final resolution 
of the linear plan concept. Jacob Riis Park is ori­
ented east/west and is a series of manmade and 
natural strips which parallel the beach. The most 
southerly zone is the ocean and beach which are 
the focal points of the park. Moving north, the 
mile-long Boardwalk begins the transition from 
natural to built environment,·dividing line beach 
and non-beach uses. The major buildings all front 
on the Boardwalk, facing the Beach. Framed by 
the Boardwalk on the south and roads on the north 
is the Back Beach area, the most active area of the 
park which includes playgrounds, ball fields, 
planted areas, lawns and circulation paths. 

The final plan incorporated and adapted design 
concepts from the earlier schemes. The Mall con­
cept was retained but moved to the undeveloped 
western portion of the property. The Mall lawn 
area ran north/south and terminated at each end 
with a curve: the northern end had a walk and 
roadway, the southern end semicircular buildings, a 
small power plant, a bandstand and dance floor on 
the Boardwalk between the two structures, and a 
curved Boardwalk with a distinctive ship's rail. The 
Boardwalk was extended a full mile, decked with 
Douglas Fir in a geometric design and edged with a 
wood and metal ship's rail on both the north and 
south sides. All the buildings were painted light 
grey, helping to unify the variety of architectural 
styles. 

Chapter 2: Overview 

The Modern-Style Mall area bears striking simi­
larities to Orchard Beach, a park developed by 
Robert Moses in the Bronx. It was completed in 
the same year as Jacob Riis Park and designed by 
the same team of architects. While the Mall and 
its curved Boardwalk are only part of Riis Park, 
Orchard Beach is one large curved beach and 
boardwalk. The bathhouse buildings are also 
curved and the twin buildings mirror each other 
much as they do at Riis Park (Caro 1981: 364, 365-
7). 

The Back Beach area, defined by the Boardwalk on 
the south and the circulation road on the north 
contains the enlarged Bathhouse, ball fields, hand­
ball and tennis courts and playgrounds. All are 
placed within the context of green spaces with 
walkways framed by shrubs, flowering plants, and 
Black Pines. Indeed, much of what makes the plan 
work is the integration of the variety of activities 
within the park. Every area is accessible through 
walkways and it is possible to stroll from one end 
of the park to the other on the Boardwalk or 
through the Back Beach. Beyond the Back Beach 
to the west is the golf course and north of the Bath­
house the giant parking lot. The Jamaica Bay 
shore was never developed. Moses' fascination 
with roadways prevailed and the Jamaica Bay area 
is nothing more than access roads for the Marine 
Parkway Bridge. 

The original 1932 Bathhouse had its front demol­
ished in order to "move" the building back and gain 
more beach area; the remaining Bathhouse was 
substantially enlarged with a new addition along 
the beach front in a streamlined Moderne design. 
The original towers, the building's most visible fea­
ture, had a story added. In 1936, as part of the 
overall expansion plan, the Army Corps of Engi­
neers, along with the NYC Parks Department, 
completed Beach Erosion at Jacob Riis Park, Long 
Island, N.Y., a beach erosion study to determine 
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Flg.roll: 1916 Plan by Ckub, Loyd and Embury. 
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the most effective means to extend the beach area 
(Unrau 1981: 140). The study, which was imple­
mented between 1936 and 1938 suggested that in 
order to increase the "width of berm' of the beach 
that sand, from Jamaica Bay be dredged, deposited 
on the beach and the groins, jetties and seawall be 
rebuilt. The Corps suggested the amount of sand 
and money needed to build a beach averaging 500 
feet wide. The new beach required the removal of 
the old WP A bulkhead built in 1932-1933. This 
was replaced with a concrete seawall (which fol­
lowed the line of the Boardwalk) further back from 
the shore. 

, 
As part of the 1936 plan the parking lot along the 
waterfront was removed (the Mall was built in this 
area) and the northern parking lot was redesigned 
and enlarged. The 72-acre lot is the largest design 
element in the park. A parking control gate and an 
underpass led to the Bathhouse and the beach. 
The land on which the parking lot was built had 
been transferred by Robert Moses from the parks 
department to the Marine Parkway Authority. 
Henceforth, the Authority would collect the park­
ing revenues which would be used for the construc­
tion of the Marine Parkway Bridge. The lot was 
opened in June 1936, although it was not complete. 
By January 1937 parking was available for 5-6,000 
cars and by June 1937 the entire lot was opened. 
When opened it was considered the largest paved 
parking area in the world and contained 14,000 
parking spaces (Unrau 1981: 143). 

The final project which would complete Riis Park 
and make it accessible to the public was the con­
struction of the Marine Parkway Bridge. This 
would enable New Yorkers to drive, or take public 
transportation, from any borough and across Ja­
maica Bay to Riis Park. Marine Parkway would 
eventually become a link, via Flatbush Avenue, 
with the Belt Parkway which ran from Brooklyn to 
Long Island. Previous to this, the only access to 

Rockaway was by a small municipal ferry. As in 
many projects by Moses, large parkways provided 
easy access to recreational areas and became an 
integral part of the design. The bridge was a three­
span, (our thousand foot structure with a vertical 
lift center span carrying a four-lane highway. 
Work began in 1936 and was completed in 1937. 
The substructure was designed and built by the 
Frederick Snare Corporation and the superstruc­
ture by the American Bridge Company (U nrau 
1981: 144). The bridge roadway, on the ROCkaway 
side, stopped north of the parking lot in an area 
that was filled in order to accommodate the bridge 
and roadways. 

The Bathhouse was reopened to the public in June 
1937, although some detail and interior work was 
not yet finislfed (Unrau 1981: 97-98). The same 
was true for the Mall Buildings which were not 
completed until late in 1937. Additional construc­
tion completed in 1936-7 included the golf course, 
maintenance shops and garages located in the 
northwest corner of the golf course, and a golf 
course concession stand (Unrau 1981: 128, 135-
136). Major features of the 1936-7 Plan are indi­
cated on Figure 12 and can be seen in Historic 
photographs in Appendix A, particularly the aeri­
als (see Figures A-16 and A-17). 
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Figun 12: F«J1uruo!IM 1936 - 31 Plan 

Legend 

The Balhhouse Area 

1. Bathhouse Complex 

2. Emrycourt 

The Boardwalk & Promenade 

3. The Boardwalk 

4. The Promenade 

The Mall Area 

5. The Mall 

6. Oval Forecoun 

7. The Mall Buildings 

8. The Band Stand 

The Back Beach Area 

9. Passive La"," Area 

10. Active Recrealion Area 

II. Children Playground 

12. Bus SlOP 

13 Employee Parking 

The Beach Area 

14, The Beach 

15. Jetties (typ.) 
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New York City Parks Depa. tment 
~anagelDent:1937-1974 

During this period, there were some minor modifi­
cations made to the park. Figure 13 highlights 
these changes, also indicating the overall evolution 
o( Jacob Riis Park (rom 1932-1991. 

Legend 

1. Bathhouse & Sunounding Walkways, completed in 

1932-33 and incorporated in'o the 1936-37 Mooes Plaa 

2. Modification to Beach Pavilion 

3. Removal of Originally Planned Putting Green with Bocci 

aDd Horseshoe Pits; Replacement with Grassy Passive Area 

4. Crearion of Sohball Field al F()fDler Lawn Area 1940 

S. Concession Stands 1947 

6. Bus Stop 1950's; Removed 1960's 

7. ~ntra1 Sidewalk 1953 

8. RelDOY&l of Band Stand 1954 

9. Oeaboo of Eastern Ballfields 1958, 

Outside boundary or 1936-37 Park 

10. Concession Stand 1961 

II. Wood Decking RelDOY&l and 

Replacement with Concrete 1969.70 

• 

· · . 

. 
• • 

. -. 
. . 

. . 

13 

11 

7 

12. Children's Playground 

Modificatinn 1960's 
____ ~===z -==r=== =====_ == 

13. Deterioration of Former 

Passive Lawn Area 

14. Addition of Aans Thrnugh 

Parking Lo, (Date Unl:nown) 

2 -18 

. ~ 

Chapter 2: OvertIiew 

. .. 
1 

= ==-- ==- - = -= = ~==== 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I: 
I 
I 
I: 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

_ ... _----------------------

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report CluJpter 2: Overview 

FIpn13: MojwCM_atJa<ob/IiUPart, 1932·1991. 
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In the fall of 1940 a bronze bust of Jacob A. Riis 
was installed between the columns of the west Mall 
building. The bust, inscribed with "Jacob A. Riis, a 
distinguished citizen of Danish Birth. Pioneer in 
improving city parks and playgrounds.," was given 
to the park by Roger William Riis, son of Jacob 
Riis. The bust rested on a granite pedestal erected 
by the Park Department and paid for by the Tri­
borough Bridge Authority. Today only the granite 
base remains, the bust having been stolen (Unrau 
1981: 175). 

In 1941 the Wise Clock, also known as the Riis 
Park Memorial Clock, was installed on the Board­
walk at the east end of the eclipse. The clock was 
donated to the Park Department by William A. 
Wise and Son, a Brooklyn jeweler. The four-faced 
clock stood in front of the original Wise store at 
F1atbush and Nevins Avenue for almost thirty 
years. When the business moved to Fulton Street 
near HOyt Street, the clock was move as well. Nine 
years later when the firm went out of business the 
Wise family gave the clock to the Parks Depart­
ment and it was installed in Riis Park. This large, 
distinctive lOOking clock, originally topped by a 
whimsical weather vane of a sailor looking through 
a spy glass, is still in place (Unrau 1981: 175). 

As more and more people used the beach, addi­
tional concession stands were built. In 1946-1947 
two small, one-story, masonry, identical structures 
were built at the northern edge of the Boardwalk 
at the east and west ends of the eclipse (Unrau 
1981: 175). In 1961 a one-story toilet building and 
concession stand was built along the Boardwalk 
just south of the most eastern ball fields. 

In 1955, Moses wanted to purchase the adjacent 
Neponsit Hospital and add an additional fourteen 
acres to the park. Local residents were vigorously 
opposed to the expansion and in 1958, in a com­
promise, the hospital was spared and only nine 
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acres were added. A new baseball diamond was 
built on the acquired land. In 1964, the Bathhouse 
was sandblasted, weakening the bricks and destroy­
ing the integrity of the overall color scheme of the 
park structures. 

By the end of the 1960's, Robert Moses' power was 
waning and Riis Park went into a decline. As re­
ported in Unrau, "major areas of Jacob Riis Park, 
once one of the city's most beautiful ocean. play­
grounds, have fallen into disrepair.' (Unrau 1981: 
165). The beach was filthy, the parking underpass 
was filled with garbage and water, and toil,~ts were 
dirty and broken. The park acquired a reputation 
as a homosexual beach,which tended to kc:ep fami­
lies away. Much of this was reported in the press in 
the mid-1960's and due to the poor publicity, the 
Park Department made an effort to clean up the 
park and police the beach. 

NPS Stewardship: 1974· 1990 
In 1974 Riis Park officially became part of the 
Gateway National Recreation Area, administrated 
by the National Park Service. Acquisition by the 
government was motivated in part, by conl:roversy 
between development and preservation, spurred by 
Moses' desire to expand the park in the mid-1950's 
(Caro 1975: 1082; Unrau 1981:165). 

As the character of the park's patrons has changed 
so has the use patterns rendering some alClas obso­
lete and some areas being used for purposes other 
than their original function. The park is used pri­
marily by New York City residents who generally 
travel by bus or car to the park. Most local resi­
dents, except for the elderly, tend not to use the 
park and visit local beaches and private beach 
clubs. There is a tremendous diversity in Ilser 
groups. Many black and Hispanic families use the 
park. There is a large elderly population und an 
equally large youth population. The elderly 
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people tend to use the most passive areas of the 
park, i.e. - seats in the Back Beach, while the teen­
agers tend to gather at the more isolated western 
eud. The bays on the beach, defined by jetties, 
have over the years been transformed into clearly 
defined territories for gay users, blacks, families, 
teenagers, etc. with little mixing between the 
groups. The park is primarily used in the summer 
time and most heavily on weekends, although the 
golf course and ball fields are used from the spring 
through fall. 

The final plan for Riis contained several open lawn 
areas. However, a ball field was installed in the 
largest and most central of these in 1940. Most of 
the non-active spaces (i.e. -- not game areas or 
playing fields) were devoted to walkways where 
one could get away from the beach and quietly 
stroll through planted and shaded walkways. Pa­
trons use the park quite differently today and there 
is a tendency to merge public spaces with private 
uses that today is very different than the 1930's. 
'The discrepancy between intended use of the 
park, on the part of the original designer, and ac­
tual use of the park by visitors today is probably 
nowhere as great as in the trees, bushes and lawns 
(Project for Public Places, 1977: 51 ).' This is still 
true today. In the park today people are making 
their own spaces on open lawns, among the Black 
Pines, along the Mall. These areas are now serving 
as picnic areas and passive recreation facilities. 
Many of these areas used by large, extended black 
and Hispanic families (Project for Public Space, 
1977:5). 
In addition to physically rehabilitating the park, 
the Park Service is trying to restore the park to a 
family environment and maintain Ii safe environ­
ment, in a changing society, on the beach and in 
the Bathhouse. Because of deterioration and secu­
rity problems the Bathhouse, with the exception of 
the concession stands and toilets, has been closed 
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to the public, but plans are being developed to re­
habilitate the Bathhouse and the park and to ulti­
mately open a refurbished Jacob Riis Park, 

Since taking over Jacob Riis Park in 1974, a series 
of specific repair and preventative mea~ures have 
been taken to stop or reverse the continued de­
cline of the facilities, The more difficult task of 
refurbishing the public's perception of the Park has 
also been addressed, but always in a limited, piece­
meal fashion, The DCP was a comprehensive plan 
for the physical rehabilitation, programming, or 
improvement of the Park's image; its recommenda­
tions were appropriate and consistent with the rec­
ommendations of this document and will serve as 
the bases for rehabilitation of the Park, 

2.2 Significance 
The National Register Nomination forms for the 
Jacob Riis Historic District, prepared by the Na­
tional Park Service in 1977 and 1985, highlight key 
aspects of the district and its buildings which estab­
lish its eligibility for the National Register, 

Jacob Riis Park is significant as an excellent ex­
ample of New York City's municipal recreational 
architecture and planning of the 1930's, In con­
tains a diverse assemblage of varying architectural 
styles ranging from Byzantine/Moorish (1932) to 
Moderne (1937), By 1938, the buildings in the 
complex were painted the same color, unifying the 
site. Finally, the Park was completed by the Works 
Progress Administration (WP A) under the guid­
ance of Robert Moses, New York City's Park Com­
mission. 

Although a modest amount of construction took 
place on the site in the 1920's, the historical period 
of significance derives from designs executed in the 
1930's. In 1932, New York City Parks Department 
completed the Bathhouse in a Byzantine/Moorish 

design along with a limited amount of landscaping 
and a pedestrian and adjacent vehicular circulation 
system. 

In 1936 to 1937, the park was significantly ex­
panded by Robert Moses using WP A architects 
and laborers. The final design incorporated the 
1932 Bathhouse (which was substantially modified) 
and Robert Moses may well have been influenced 
by the earlier designs. Additionally, Riis Park 
bears similarities to Jones Beach Park and Orchard 
Beach, both of which were designed under the di­
rection of Robert Moses in the 1920's and 1930's. 
Work at Riis Park in the 1936-1937 period in­
cluded widening and lengthening the beach. The 
Bathhouse complex was altered with a Moderne 
addition constructed on the beach side. The Mod­
erne Mall complex, with mirror-image buildings, a 
crescent shaped beach and Boardwalk and symmet­
rically arranged and landscaped Mall, was 
completed. A mile-long Boardwalk was built con­
necting the Bathhouse with the Mall Complex and 
beyond. The Back Beach area consisted of geo­
metrically shaped lawns and planted areas mixed 
with recreational facilities such a shuffleboard 
courts, baseball diamonds and handball and paddle 
tennis courts. The park included a massive, oval­
shaped, 72-acre parking lot capable of holding 
9,000 plus cars, which made it, at the time of con­
struction, the world's largest parking lot. Finally, 
all the buildings in the park were painted off-white 
which served to visually unify the variety of archi­
tectural styles. The overall plan is a successful in­
tegration of buildings and landscape in a linear, 
layered design. 

The design for the park reflects the trends in land­
scape design and planning of the 1930's. Changes 
sweeping through European and American design 
in the late 1920's and early 1930's enabled land­
scape designers to free themselves from earlier de-
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sign conventions. Most landscape design was ei­
ther locked into a rigid, formal design or into a 
totally natural effect of informal and unsymmetri­
cal. During the 1930's, designers were free to com­
bine disparate forms, to be informal and formal in 
the same site plan. This is readily apparent in the 
Riis Park plan with its linear arrangement broken 
by the Mall and the juxtaposition of passive and 
active areas, and rounded geometric shapes. 

While some of the details are different in Riis 
Park, the overall concept of buildings in a land­
scape is based on the concept of Jones Beach. 
Orchard Beach Park in the Bronx completed the 
same year by the same design team as Riis Park is 
very similar to the Mall area. These three parks all 
remain intact today and are representative ex­
amples of WP A, municipal, Moses inspired 
designs. 

Riis Park was funded by the WP A and designed 
and built by WP A workers. It is a good example of 
architecture completed under this program. WP A 
projects in New York City were among the most 
extensive in the country and helped many people 
survive the Depression. In addition to Riis Park, 
Orchard Beach was also completed under the aus­
pices of this program. 

Finally, Riis Park is associated with Robert Moses, 
New York City's powerful Commission of Parks. 
Robert Moses (1888-1976) was responsible for the 
growth of power, transportation and recreational 
facilities in New York State and New York City for 
over 45 years. He headed the New York City 
Parks Commission from 1934 to 1960 and the Ma­
rine Parkway Authority and the Triborough Bridge 
and Tunnel Authority, among others. 

Riis Park retains a high degree of integrity. While 
user groups have changed throughout the years 
and the park has been poorly maintained, the over­
all design is intact. Since the park was substan-
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tially completed in 1937, there have been very few 
changes or additions. Three concession buildings 
were added as was the Wise Clock. Some original 
plant material has been lost and replaced. There 
has been some change in the active areas of the 
Back Beach and the Bathhouse is currently closed 
except for some food service, toilet facilities and 
police and first aid stations. Areas planned for 
walking and sitting are now used for picnicking. 
This is most evident in the Mall Promenade. The 
open lawn area, surrounded by a walkway, was 
originally intended as place for a quiet walk. To­
day, the lawn and surrounding trees are used al­
most exclusively by people picnicking and the quiet 
ambience has been somewhat diminished. 

Loss of original fabric is most apparent along the 
Boardwalk. Wood decking has been replaced with 
concrete and this changes the original feeling of 
the Boardwalk. Repairs to original fabric have re­
sulted in replacement with inappropriate materials 
and repairs have not always been made with the 
best materials and workmanship. In 1964, all the 
structures were sandblasted eradicating the unify­
ing park wide color scheme. 

Despite these changes on the overall plan, the cir­
culation pattern and relationship ofbuiJdings to 
the landscape is intact. The park retains a high 
degree of integrity because the 1936-1937 plan is 
substantially intact. Later modifications have had 
little impact on the overall design. 

Major Design Features 

Aspects of Jacob Riis Park which are representa­
tive of 1930's and 1940's recreational architecture 
and park design, particularly in New York City, in­
clude: 

o The use of ornamental masonry and brick de­
tails in the 1932 portions of the Bathhouse were 
typical of the New York City Parks Department 
and other public buildings of the period. 
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o The Bathhouse layout, architectural elements 
of its 1932 portion, and aspects of the sile plan 
repeat elements of 1929 Jones Beach design. 
Although the layout is not identical (Jones 
Beach omits the East and West Pavilion struc­
tures at the Bathhouse), similar architectural 
elements include the symmetrical massing with 
entrance and beach pavilions, the use of towers, 
brick and cast stone detailing, and the use of 
courtyards on a central axis to serve as changing 
areas. Similar site elements at Jones Beach in­
cluded an the use of an ellipse form for the 
Boardwalk, wooden decking, and a ships rail 
nearly identical in form to that used at Jacob 
Riis Park. 

o The Mall Buildings are similar in siting and 
form to the structures at Orchard Beach, also 
dating from 1937, which also relate to an 
ellipse-shaped beach Boardwalk. 

Aspects of Jacob Riis Park which exhibit tile use of 
Art Deco and Moderne design adapted to architec­
ture include: 

o The use of Moderne style buildings to 'unify' 
the park. Architectural and site design features 
which were used in the 1936-37 renovation to 
provide a common architectural vocabulary in­
cluded: the curved, smooth walls of Mall Build­
ings and Art Deco elements; the introduction of 
the central, rounded section of the Bathhouse, 
and; the application of open, stylized lettering , 
(now removed) to buildings which identified the 
various concession areas. These forms are rein­
forced by the the grand ellipse of the site layout 
and curved features within the site plan. 

o The introduction of horizontal building ele­
ments (Mall Buildings and Central section of 
Beach Pavilion) to integrate them into the 
landscape. 

o The 1937 Simplification of Beach Pavilion fen-
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estration by removal of facade articulation 
(windows, door openings, porches). -

Aspects of the Jacob Riis Park which are charac­
teristic of a planned NYC beachfront Park during 
the WP A I Robert Moses period include: 

o The integrated layout and design of buildings 
and sitework using the grand curves of ellipse 
and Back Beach to echo the curved Mall ele­
ments and the curve of the Bathhouse addition. 

o The provision of an integrated recreation com­
plex include outdoor active sports, including the 
adjacent golf course concession, and indoor 
visitor services typical of the period. The Plan 
incorporated tiers of activities including the 
Beach, the Boardwalk, and the Back Beach; 
each tier had a different mix and intensity of 
activities and was accessible by walkways paral­
leling the shore. Within the Back Beach area, 
active and paved recreation spaces and court 
games were concentrated adjacent to the major 
buildings (Mall and Bathhouse), alternating 
with lawn spaces or grass playing fields. 

o Incorporation of both typical and unique site 
elements of the period; examples of typical fea­
tures are the Type B New York street lamps 
used for pedestrian portions of the Back Beach 
and Mall, the concrete and wood slat benches 
which were typical of New York City parks of 
the period, and the Boardwalk layout and form 
which was typical of other seaside parks at 
Jones and Orchard Beaches. Examples of 
unique features include the Boardwalk lights, 
designed soon after the Park opened, with hori­
zontal mast arms and circular decorative ele­
ments as well as other, smaller site features 
such as the bandstand. 

o The integration of roadway and vehicular circu­
lation elements into the overall site plan con­
cept, typical of the Robert Moses approach to 
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integration of public services. The scale of the 
parkway connection, the magnitude and scope 
of the immense parking lot, and the integration 
of curved forms characteristic of roadway ge· 
ometries with smaller scale pedestrian and rec­
reational activities are all characteristic of this 
approach. 

o The use of a combination of formal and infor­
mal seaside plantings which framed active and 
passive recreation areas in the Back Beach and 
Mall areas, providing a definition for each area, 
and curved planting shapes which softened the 
relatively spartan concrete layouts of the court 
games which they bordered. 

• 

2.3 Assessment of Landscape Ele-
ments 

The analysis in this chapter compares the general 
existing condition to what was constructed in the 
1936-7 development period, highlighting what re­
mains from that earlier period, and drawing con­
clusions as to the significance, historic context and 
integrity of what currently exists. This section of 
the Overview documents each of the elements 
which comprise the park landscape, including: 

o Topography 

o LandUse 

o Circulation 

o Buildings and Structures 

o Spatial Relationships and Views 

o Planting 

o Site Furniture and Small Scale Elements 

o Lighting 

o Signage 

Finally, a section is provided in Site Utilities. 

• 

Cluzpter 2: Overview 

A more detailed documentation and analysis is 
provided for each sub-area in Chapters 3 through 
7. Figure 14 shows a 1939 aerial photograph of the 
Park, indicating the mix of uses, location of key 
buildings, and overall planting concept. 

Today, the architectural design, the general topog­
raphy and the pedestrian circulation system still 
unify all the areas of the Park, as do the natural 
resource of the Beach and the linear Boardwalk! 
Promenade which connect all the parts of the Park. 
The site furnishings, plantings, and other landscape 
elements have all been altered, but still contribute 
to the perception of the various areas of Jacob Riis 
Park as being parts of the whole design composi­
tion. The following sections discuss each landscape 
element of Jacob Riis Park. 

Topography 
The flat terrain of Jacob Riis Park is characteristic 
of the seaside environment, and is an important 
aspect of the 1936-8 renovation. The height differ­
ential between the Boardwalk and tbe Beach, as 
well as the relationship of the Back Beach and 
Mall to other park sub-areas, appears to have 
changed little. Some accretion of blown sand at 
planting borders has occurred, although this has 
not changed the overall layout significantly. 

The existing topography of the Park is for the most 
part flat except for some minor changes created 
between the Boardwalk, Back Beach and Beach. 
The original dune system before the Park was built 
is no longer existing. Minor grade changes do how­
ever exist but are limited to 4-6 feet over the entire 
site which generally drains toward Jamaica Bay and 
has not undergone purposeful alteration since 
1937. 

A low dune has formed along the north side of the 
Boardwalk/Promenade, possibly as a result of the 
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various landscape planting efforts that have oc­
curred on this strip over the years_ These plantings 
have acted much as a snow fence does, trapping 
blown sand into a drift which is then stabilized by 
the plants' roots. This low dune, combined with 
the maturing of the plant material has formed a 
visual as well as a physical barrier along most of 
the north side of the Boardwalk/Promenade. 

Land Use 
The location of buildings cont,aining visitor services 
(the Bathhouse and the two Mall Buildings) was an 
integral and highly significant part of the original 
Jacob Riis Park design concept, and these key 
buildings remain substantially as built in 1937. The 
layout of the Back Beach to contain a diverse mix 
of active and passive recreation, locating court 
games close to the major structures interspersed 
with more "natural' areas, was an important aspect 
of the original layout and is perceivable tOday, al­
though some of these activity areas have been 
Changed to other uses since 1937. Additionally, 
the use of planting borders to separate differing 
uses from one another, facilitating the mix of uses, 
was an important part of the original layout and 
still remains. 

The key structures still remain at the Park and, 
although in disrepair and partially closed off, are 
still capable of providing support activities to other 
recreational uses. A variety of recreational land 
uses occur within the five areas of Jacob Riis Park. 
The acreage and the activities are evenly divided 
between passive uses such as strolling, sun bathing 
or picniCking and the more active uses, such as 
playgrounds, sports fields or game courts. 
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Circulation 
The design of the vehicular and pedestrian circula­
tion network at Jacob Riis Park created the 
"frame" which defines the zones of activity in the 
original 1937 design. The layering of activities is 
directly attributable to the parallel walkways along 
the Boardwalk and Back Beach. The significance 
of the Park is strongly related to its regional Iink-
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age to the Parkway system, also constructed by 
Robert Moses, which 

enabled public and private transportation linkages 
to the beach. These linkages go beyond the pro­
grammatic to include formal and design implica­
tions: the curving arrival drive which defines the 
rounded shape ofthe parking lot is complementary 
to the more formal ellipsoid shape of the Board-
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Figure 17: Spaliol Relationships and Views 
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The three Concession structures, two built in the 
late 1940's and one in the early 1960's, postdate. the 
1937 park renovation and contain few noteworthy 
design features. These structures offer important 
visitor services at intermediate points along the 
Boardwalk between the principal buildings, but are 
afterthoughts to the planned overall landscape as 
originally conceived, presenting a blank rear face 
to the outdoor recreation activities they abut. The 
significance of the several smaller structures has 
not been fully resolved, as the 1975 National Reg­
ister Nomination identifies the Concession Build­
ings as "non·contributing: while the 1985 National 
Register amendment list all the smaller structures 
as "contributing." 

All structures are being used primarily for what 
they were originally intended, but the Bathhouse 
and Mall buildings are partially closed to the pub­
lic for various reasons. The general appearance of 
the structures is fair to poor with some showing 
significant deterioration. 

Several smaller structures were originally built 
within game court areas of the Back beach for per­
sonnel collecting use Charges. These structures 
were octagonal, copper-roofed small kiosks, placed 
near entrances from the Boardwalk (see Figures 
A-9, A-14, and A-17). These structures have all 
been removed. 
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Spatial Relationships and Views 

The overall design concept of the 1936-37 plan 
used symmetrical design layouts to define the or­
der of spaces and activities at Jacob Riis Park (see 
Figure 17). This symmetry was evidenced in many 
aspects of the Park design and has a high signifi­
cance to the character and form of the Park. There 
are two principal axial arrangements at Jacob Riis 
Park: 

o Originally built to stand alone as the focal point 
of the entire Park, the Bathhouse building es­
tablished the first order of axial symmetry. 
Although altered by later development periods, 
this can still be seen with the eastern most 
game courts and the playground area continu­
ing to bal;mce that symmetry. 

, 
o The second order of axial symmetry was estab­

lished \vith the introduction of the Mall and 
Boardwalk complex which extended the Park to 
the west. Its development was completed as 
planned and few changes have altered the origi­
nal design. 

Additionally, border plantings created a sense of 
spatial definition within areas of the Back Beach 
and a sense of enclosure along the Mall which was 
a crucial part of the overall landscape character. 

Two key views appear to have been part of the 
original conception and remain today. The first is 
the view to the north from the Mall plaza or oval 
seating area of the distant Manhattan skyline. The 
focus of this view is the Empire State Building 
which was raised in 1936, the same year the Mall 
was developed. A second vantage area is located 
in the plaza and drop off area just north of the 
Bathhouse. Vistas from this open space are also of 
the distant Manhattan skyline, but the foreground 
is that of Jamaica Bay. Equally, this open area 
insures that the Bathhouse Entrance Pavilion is 
highly visible from the large parking lot. 

Chapter 2: Overview 

Planting 

The intent of the original planting plans appears to 
have been to define spaces in the Mall and along 
the Back Beach (see Figures A-23 and A-24, Ap­
pendix A), as well as to provide a setting around 
the Bathhouse: 

o At the Mall, the elongated central lawn remains 
well defined, framed by large Japanese Black 
Pine (Pinus thunbergi), despite the loss of 
understory planting. These remaining plant 
materials are of significance historically to the 
design concept of the Mall. 

o Along the Back Beach, the majority of plant 
borders to court games areas remain and are a 
significant part of the original design concept, 
although the mix and density of plant materials 
have changed over time. In the more natural 
areas of the Back Beach at either end of the 
ellipse, the the original natural borders have 
been substantially lost and, in the case of the 
area to the east end of the ellipse, tbe lawn was 
replaced by a playing field early in the park's 
history. 

o In the Bathhouse area, the Japanese Black 
Pines, Washington Hawthorn, Ligustrum, and 
Rugosa Rosa which comprise the north, east, 
and west borders date from 1937 and, perhaps 
to 1932. These materials have significant value, 
and have been surrounded to the north by a 
privet hedge which, though added later, is a de­
fining feature in the current landscape and does 
not detract from the original, higher plantings. 
The general shape of borders and lawn areas is 
substantially similar to thai conceived in 1932 
and expanded upon in 1937. Figure A-29 shows 
1941 planting in the Bathhouse vicinity. 

When compared to the 1937 planting plans, the 
variety of existing plant material has expanded 
since it was originally planned. However, two va-
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rieties (Baccharis halmifolia, and Prunus pumila) 
no longer exist in the landscape. The comparison 
of 1937 plantings with 1990 plantings is as follows: 

1937 1990 
Baccharis halmifolia (not found) 
Eleagnus umbellata Eleagnus umbellata 
Myrica carolinensis Myrica carolinensis 
Rosa rugosa Rosa rugosa 
Prunus maritima Prunus maritima 
Prunus pumila (not found) 
Pinus thunbergi Pinus thunbergi 
(not listed) Eleagnus pungens 
(not liSted) Malus sp. 
(not listed) pyrtis calieryana 
(not listed) Ligustrum vulgare 
(not listed) Euonymus kiautschovicus 

Of the remaining original plants, two are particu­
larly visible elements. The Pinus thunbergi is used 
extensively along many of the Back Beach and 
Mall walkways. This species has remained within 
the limits of the original design without introduc­
tion of any additional pines into new areas. These 
pines are the dominant plant material which now 
define the edges of the Mall and appear to be 
healthy. The Eleagnus umbellata is found primar­
ily along the Boardwalk/Promenade and through­
out the Back Beach areas. It no longer exists 
strictly within the 1937 configuration but has be­
come a dominant plant throughout the Park in ar­
eas not originally planned. The balance of the 
remaining original plants do not adhere to the 
plans of 1937. 

Site Furnishings and SmaU Scale Ele­
ments 
Many of the site furnishings which were put in 
place in either 1932 or 1937 remain, although they 
are significantly deteriorated. In the original 
plans, site furniture was relatively Simple in design, 
befitting the character of Jacob Riis Park and its 
straightforward and economical materials. The 
principal items which remain include sections of 
the wooden ship's rail on the Boardwalk, wire trash 
baskets, two types of concrete and wooden slat 
"Lundino" benches in poor repair, and a few con­
crete drinking fountains with the hexagonal, flared 
design. These items were, typically, provided 
throughout the park in the Original design and 
were imporulDt elements to define the small scale 
character of the environment. The Wise clock on 
the Boardwalk, added in 1941, is a unique site ele­
ment, located at a highly visible location. 

Detailed location and condition assessments for 
each item of site furniture, as well as lighting and 
signage, are discussed in Chapters 2 through 7 of 
this report; site maps are provided in Appendix C. 
The section below highlights the overall repertoire 
of site furniture which exists at the park, its historic 
importance, and its predominant condition. 

Chapter 2: Overview 

Benches 
The four main Bench types currently in use at the 
Park are indicated in Figure 18. Two of these types 
were indicated in original plans and appear in his­
toric photos (see Figure A-9); these are "Lundino" 
benches with an exposed aggregate concrete base 
with wooden slats used as the seat, both with and 
without a wooden back. In most cases, paint is 
peeling, some wooden slats are missing or dam­
aged and some concrete bases are broken. The 
third and fourth type of benches which now exist in 
the park, mostly behind the Bathhouse and along 
the Promenade I Boardwalk, have been more re­
cently introduced (post 1960), with galvanized 
metal supports and a wooden seat and back. These 
benches are incompatible with the style of site fur­
niture used in the original 1936-37 park design, al­
though these newer, post mounted benches do not 
show as much deterioration as the older, concrete 
base benches. 
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Figure 26: £"o/U/;Oll of site ulili/;u 
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Water 

Water distribution lines at the site are supplied 
from two existing water mains. Near the Bath­
house, a 12' and an 8' low pressure main roughly 
parallel the ocean and are located approximately 
100' north of the Bathhouse. The 12' line follows 
the Boardwalk in an arc behind the Mall Buildings, 
is increased to a 16' size, and reconnects with the 
original line. Drinking fountains, irrigation out­
lets, and fire hydrants are shown connected to 
these lines. 1937 plans show that these water 
mains and a gas main originally crossed the sand 
area in front of the Mall Buildings, but were subse­
quently moved from this location. No significant 
operational problems have been reported with re­
spect to the water supply system, except for occa­
sional discoloration of the water. However, as with 
most of the utilities, portions of this distribution 
system have not been used to full capacity since the 
decline of usage at the park. 

Storm Water Drainage 

Several means of disposal of storm water are em­
ployed at the park, including a closed pipe system, 
leaching catch basins, area drains, and sheet flow 
off impervious surfaces into sandy or vegetated ar­
eas, taking advantage of the permeable quality of 
the sandy soils. 

Over 100 floor drains primarily located in the east 
and west wings of the Bathhouse tie into collector 
pipes which discharge to interconnected manholes 
on the Promenade and flow into four leaching ba­
sins underneath the Promenade, with overflows di­
rectly to the Beach. These basins are also used for 
roof drain runoff, through leaders fed through the 
structure. A trench drain runs along the length of 
the central section of the Beach Pavilion of the 
Bathhouse, intercepting water runoff before it 
reaches the building. 

Drainage of runoff on the access road directly 

.. _- -----------------------------

north of the Bathhouse is by closed catch basin! 
manhole/pipe system which connects to City utili­
ties to the northeast. Drainage for the small 
parking area adjacent to the east wing of the Bath­
house is accommodated by two catch basins. A 
common problem at the site is blockage of catch 
basin inlet structures with sand, requiring regular 
maintenance. 

Most of the Boardwalk and Promenade are pitched 
towards the Beach so that rainfall runs off into the 
sands, although several areas are level or even 
have reverse pitch, creating ponding, a problem 
which should be rectified in the course of the reha­
bilitation effort. 
Five leaching area drains are located in the plaza 
between the West and East Mall Buildings. Each 
is plugged with sand, causing water ponding. 

Sanitary Wastewater 

Wastewater from the Bathhouse and Mall Build­
ings originally discharged into one of three Septic 
Systems, each conSisting of a septic tank and leach 
field. These were located off the east wing of the 
Bathhouse, to the west wing of the Bathhouse, and 
to the northwest of the West Mall Building, in the 
golf course area. The latter system, the largest of 
the three, consisted of a 336,000 gallon septic tank 
and a 450' square leaching field. Wastewater from 
the Bathhouse was pumped to this system through 
a 10' force main located behind the Bathhouse. A 
Pump House for this purpose is located just off the 
Western Mall Building, which is now obsolete, as 
these systems were abandoned in approximately 
1953 in favor of direct connection to a 27' intercep­
tor sewer installed to the northeast, behind the 
BathhOUse. Wastewater generated at the Mall 
Buildings was also disconnected from the septic 
system and connected to the 27' interceptor. A 6' 
Sanitary Sewer drains wastewater from the most 
easterly Concession Building into this sewer. 

Chapter 2: Overview 

Electric and Gas Services 

Long Island Light Company (LILCO) provides pri­
mary switches, fuses, oil transformers, and under­
ground cables and ducts to the site. Primary 
service is provided below ground, directly to the 
Bathhouse and the East Mall Building. Transform­
ers and in-building equipment are generally badly 
deteriorated and do not meet current codes, re­
quiring replacement. The Bathhouse transformer 
was last upgraded in 1957 and the Mall Building 
transformer dates from the original 1937 installa­
tion. Gas service exists on the site, and is provided 
via mains parallel to the main access road, serving 
the Bathhouse and Mall Buildings. 

2.4 Integrity 
Riis Park retains substantial integrity as an overall 
designed landscape, intended to provide a compre­
hensive mix of outdoor recreation activities and in­
door support services. For the park overall, a 
summary assessment of integrity is as follows: 

o Historic location -- the park remains in a con­
stant relationship with the Beach, the natural 
resource which motivated initial development, 
and with the parkway circulation system which 
leads to it. Although there have been modest 
changes within sub-areas of the park, the over­
all mix of activities remains diverse. 

o Design -- the overall design is remarkably in­
tact. The circulation pattern which defines the 
park and relationship of buildings to the land­
scape have not changed. The symmetrical or­
ganization, the major axes of orientation, the 
principal buildings and structures, and the over­
all configurations of uses and areas remains 
quite similar to that of 1937. 

o Setting -- the seaside setting of the Park, on a 
narrow sandy area within residential neighbor-
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hoods, has remained unchanged. 

o Materials - there has been some loss of origi­
nal materials; due to conscious changes, the 
ravages of time and the lack of continuing 
maintenance. Loss of original fabric is most ap­
parent along the Boardwalk. Wood decking has 
been replaced with concrete and substantially 
changing the character and special qualities of 
the elliptical Boardwalk. This is particularly 
seen in the site furniture, and workmanship. 
Some plant materials have evolved, in some 
cases retaining the original intent, such as 
around the Bathhouse, while in others cases 
losing essential characteristics, such as the loss 
of some planting borders in the Back Beach. In 
some areas, repairs to original fabric have re­
sulted in replacement with inappropriate mate­
rials (such as asphalt patches over concrete). 
None of these latter changes are irrevocable, 
and could be rectified with relative ease, as 
none of the materials are unique to the late 
1930's period. 

o Workmansbip -- the original sturdy nature of 
the park design had few site features which ex­
hibited a high level of workmanship, excepting 
the particulars of the Bathhouse and Mall 
Buildings (dealt with in the companion HSR 
documents). The ships rail, Wise Clock, and 
unique lighting elements, although deterio­
rated, are all in salvageable condition, suitable 
for repair. 

o Feeling and association -- while the complex re­
tains its overall association and feeling of a 
bathing beach, changing social groups have af­
fected the way the park is used. Areas planned 
for walking and sitting are now being used for 
picnicking. But while old activities have been 
replaced with new ones the intent, to relax and 
enjoy a day at the beach remain the same. 
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2.5 Park Sub-areas 
Chapters 3 through 7 document the five sub-areas 
of the site -- the Bathhouse Area, the Boardwalk I 
Promenade Area, the Mall Area, the Back Beach 
Area, and the Beach Area -- in more detail. For 
each sub-area (see Figure 3), the following materi­
als are presented: 

o Documentation of the historic evolution of the 
sub-area and delineation of character-defining 
elements which are of importance to be pre­
served during the rehabilitation effort. 

o Identification of significant landscape re­
sources, using the Landscape Elements previ­
ously presented in Chapter 2, above. 

o Documentation of existing conditions and use. 

o Summary assessment of the historical integrity 
of the sub-area. 
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. ... _-- --------------------

Chapter 3: The Bathhouse Area 

Chapter 3: The Bathhouse Area 

3.1 Historical Evolution and Significance 

3.2 Assessment of Landscape Elements 

Topography 

Land Use 

Circulation 

Buildings and Structures 

Spatial Relationships and Vwws 

Planting 

Site Furniture and Small Scale Ekments 

Lighting 

Signage 

3.3 Overview of Existing Conditions and 
Use 

3.4 Integrity 
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3.1 Historical Evolution and 
Significance 

The Bathhouse was designed in 1931 and initially 
opened in August of 1932. The immediate grounds 
surrounding the structure were first completed in 
1933; but this development was concentrated along 
the Beach and scattered across Rockaway boule­
vard on sites previously used by the Naval Air Sta­
tion (see Figure 8). Although several alternate 
Plans for a larger park had been prepared, no rec­
ord indicates which of these plans, if any, had been 
formally adopted. None of the Plans dating from 
that period indicate an intention to relocate Rocka­
way Boulevard. The original sitework in the imme­
diate vicinity of the building relates to a highly 
formal and symmetrical structure which was mod­
eled on the successful Jones Beach Bathhouse which 
had been completed in 1929. 

The limited photographic documentation and plans 
(see Figure 9) of the 1932-3 site design show the 
building located parallel to the Beach and at a slight 
skew to the Boulevard, with a vehicular drop off 
lane immediately in front of the Entrance Pavilion 
of the Bathhouse. Planting beds were located im­
mediately adjacent to the east, north, and west sides 
of the structure, with a perimeter walkway system 
on these three sides. On the north side a lawn was 
provided between the walkways and the Boulevard. 
On east and west sides, flower and planting beds 
were indicated on the plans beyond the perimeter 
walkway. To the south, or Beach side, a concrete 
paved apron was provided to the edge of the Beach. 
The perimeter walkway from this early period re­
main to the north sides of the structure, although 
changes to the north lawn and street access were 
made with the later relocation of Rockaway Beach 
Boulevard. This remaining 1932 site work is of his­
toric interest for its relationship to the Bathhouse 
structure and for its characteristic formality, similar 

to other seashore parks of the period in the New 
York region. 

Work on both the structure and the grounds re­
sumed in 1936, following a major shift in New York 
City Administration that brought Robert Moses 
onto the scene. By 1937, the Bathhouse was com­
pletely renovated, made part of a larger park design 
which modified the structure and substantially 
changed the site in the Bathhouse vicinity: 

o To the north, Rockaway Beach Boulevard was 
relocated northward, realigned to be parallel to 
the Bathhouse and the Beach, and converted 
into a formal, dead end access boulevard which 
served the Bathhouse and the huge, curved park­
ing lot beyond. 

o To the east and west, active recreation areas 
were added, comprising a Back Beach band of 
court games and natural areas. On the east side, 
a pedestrian underpass was provided under the 
access boulevard to connect the perimeter walk­
way to the parking lot. To the east of the walk­
way, a supplementary parking lot for employees 
and service vehicles was also added. 

o To the south, the front of the Bathhouse was 
truncated, enabling construction of a Boardwalk 
which served as an overlook between the build­
ing and the Beach. 

A second walkway was added north of the Bath­
house and adjacent to the relocated Rockaway 
Beach Boulevard, aligned to the northerly perime­
ter of the outdoor recreation spaces along the Back 
Beach area, to the east and west of the Bathhouse. 
The importance ofthese 1936-37 sitework altera­
tions in the Bathhouse area derives from their rela­
tionship to the overall systems of circulation and 
spatial organization at Jacob Riis Park. These 
changes modified the Bathhouse area from an iso­
lated recreational outpost along the Beach into the 
entry site for a much larger, coordinated oomplex of 

outdoor recreation, characteristic of other, similar 
developments of the period in the New York region. 

The character-defining elements of the Bathhouse 
Area which represent important historic, architec­
tural, and cultural values include: 

o Layout form and visual character -- the sym­
metry of the landscape, walkways, and buildings 
remains strongly visible and relates strongly to 
the overall form of the larger park, which is rep­
resentative of public seaside parks of the era. 
The pedestrian walkways, which remain rela­
tively unchanged from 1936-37, incorporate the 
original 1932 perimeter walk to the north. Also 
of importance is the site relationship of the 
northerly pedestrian walkway to the access road 
and the Back Beach recreational areas, which 
strongly link this area to the overall layout 
of the park; 

o Functlonal use and relationships -- the Bath­
house area still plays the same potential function 
which it had in the 1932 and 1936 plans: support 
of the Bathhouse structure and its activities 
within the park setting. Many of the original 
activities -- food service, park entry, queuing ar­
eas, concessions -- will continue to play an im­
portant part of the Jacob Riis Park experience. 
The northerly paved entry plaza, which remains 
in its 1937 configuration and served as a building 
forecourt, still has the potential to accommodate 
crowds entering the Bathhouse from the parking 
lot. The east and west walkways continue to 
serve their function of leading to the Beach and 
providing access to visitor services. 

o Features and materials -- border plantings on 
the north, east, and west sides of the building 
remain, highlighting dominant original plant rna· 
terials; these combined elements presumed to 
date from the 1932 installation with later addi­
tions, but continue to serve as a frame for the 
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Buildings and Structures 
The Bathhouse (HSR 606.1-606.7), a collection of 
structures linked by enclosing walls, is the only 
building in this area of the park. This structure is of 
very high significance, as it predates the larger plan 
for the area and was a generating element in the 
ultimate landscape design configuration. The Bath­
house structure is partially closed to the general 
public due to deterioration and safety hazards (see 
Figure 28). Once restored, the Bathhouse structure 
is to be used for its original purposes: a point of 
entrance, changing and showers, Park administra­
tion support, visitor services, and concessions. Re­
tention and rehabilitation of the Bathhouse for 
public uses is central to the historic values of the 
landscape, as clearly recognized by the National 
Park Service's 1979 General Management Plan for 
the site. Documentation of the Bathhouse is pro­
vided in an Historic Structure Report prepared in 
parallel to this document. 

-"'::;1 
..:Y 

p legend 

,--, ~ Pine Tree 

Spatial Relationships & Views 
The Bathhouse and site are developed with a strong 
symmetry along a central, north south axis. This 
symmetry is reinforced by the turrets on the En­
trance Pavilion and the larger towers on the Beach 
Pavilion, and by the planting borders on north, east, 
and west sides of the Bathhouse. The towers are 
important orientation elements from throughout the 
park. All these elements were part of the site de­
sign in the 1932-37 period and are important attrib­
utes of the historic landscape. Uttle change has 
occurred to these symmetrical aspects of the land­
scape (see Figure 29). 

The open lawn on the north, with it's landscaped 
beds and vehicular drop off, provides a sense of ar-
rival for current park visitors much as it did in 1937. 

~~ ____ --,J 

,,'--____ ---'J 
The quality of this forecourt was reinforced in the Fipn JO: 1/0,_ ~ c-pan.o. of 19J7 p,"" _1991 ~ 
original plans by border plantings along the east and 
west walkways, defining the space in front 
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the original ground treatment was, but because 
of tub diversity in these areas, grass was 
probably not the specified material. 

Site Furniture and Small Scale Elements 
Figure C-l indicates the location, type, and condi­
tion of site furnishings, lighting, and signage in the 
Bathhouse area. The original Bathhouse area was 
relatively plain. No site furnishings appear in the 
1937 drawings, although pictures from the late 
1930's and early 1940's show the typical wire trash 
baskets and freestanding concrete planters (no 
longer existing) near the entry to the East and West 
Wing Buildings. There is no ships railing or perma­
nent fencing present in the Bathhouse area and 
none was indicated in the early plans. Two ornate 
fire boxes reflective of the historic period are on the 
north end of the east and west sidewalks. These are 
on the original plans and are probably original. 
Although rusted, they still appear to be in good con­
dition. Site furnishings (except lighting, dealt with 
in the following section) do not seem to have been 
an important part of the overall landscape concept 
for this area in the 1932 or 1937 designs. 

There are not many site furnishings today in this 
part of the park. What is there appears to have 
been added since the original construction, although 
there are no dates of installations. A few steel sup­
port benches (Type C, dating from after the 1937 
period) and wire trash receptacles are placed along 
the west walk (see Figure 32). Some wooden tem­
porary showers were also placed at the end of both 
walks (probably when the Bathhouse was closed). 
The only other site furnishings are the metal bol­
lards placed on the sidewalk between the parking 
lot and the east sidewalk to keep vehicles off the 
sidewalk (see Figure 29 above). A public telephone 
has recently been placed on the west side of the 
Bathhouse. None of these site furnishing are 
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believed to be historical elements since they do not 
appear on the 1937 drawings or in 
historical photographs. 

Lighting 
The predominant lighting that is used within the 
Bathhouse area is the cast metal New York Type 
"B" (B) pedestrian scale light that is used in several 
other locations throughout the park. These lights 
were installed as part of the 1937 construction and 
supplemented in 1948 to serve pedestrian areas, and 
seem to be an important and consistent site element 
throughout the park, although some of them appear 
to require maintenance (see Figure 33). Other 
lights which were installed in 1932, since removed, 
included a square wooden pole with square cros­
sarm type lights in use around the Bathhouse in the 
1930's. These lights were similar to those now in 
use at nearby Jones Beach. One of these lights re­
mains in the parking lot. 

Finally, there are some contemporary metal street 
lights (D) that are placed along Rockaway Beach 
Boulevard in front of the Bathhouse; these are rela­
tively recent additions and are not historic. 
Although they are not part of the historic landscape, 
these lights are sufficiently widely spaced that they 
do not significantly impact the overall historic char­
acter of the area. No lighting exists within the park­
ing area although some spillage lighting occurs due 
to the proximity of the Promenade lighting and 
lights near the Bathhouse. Several of the lights are 
not working. 

All lights and poles are in good condition except for 
one that is located at the entrance to the pedestrian 
underpass. This fixture is in a deteriorated 
condition. 

Chapkr 3: The Bathhouse Area 

Signage 
The 1932 signage for the Bathhouse area included 
simple projecting signs placed on the 1932 Bath­
house to indicated Mens and Womens facilities as 
well as administrative areas (see Figure A-S). 
When the Bathhouse was renovated from 1936-37, 
these signs appear to have been removed in favor of 
large, open lettering applied to the building to indi­
cate the location of Concessions and services (see 
Figure A-42, for example). The 1932 signs were 
wood framed and rustic in nature, while the 1936-37 
signs were more stylized and in keeping with the 
Art Moderne Bathhouse addition. The 1937 signs 
complemented the character of the buildings and 
site, but all have been removed. 
There are several site signs within the study area 
but none are historic in nature since they are all 
recent additions. There are two National Park 
Service, park identification signs at the north end of 
the east and west sidewalks. There are also several 
NPS directionaVinformation signs placed along 
the sidewalks. 

3.3 Overview of Existing Conditions 
and Use 

Subsequent to 1937, few changes have been made to . 
the Bathhouse or surrounding grounds. A steady 
deterioration has occurred due to a variety of rea­
sons including heavy use, the seaside climate, van­
dalism, and limited maintenance budgets. Large 
areas of the Bathhouse are not in use and recently a 
chain link fence was erected to prevent further 
building damage and to prevent park users from en­
tering a hazardous area. Figure C-l (Appendix C) 
shows major existing site features and the condition 
and location of site furniture and other landscape 
elements. 
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Several contemporary site furnishings exist in this 
sub-area, including the Type C "cobra" street lights 
along Rockaway Beach Boulevard and several pipe 
benches added well after 1937. The street lights are 
sufficiently modest intrusions so as to not substan­
tially impact the overall historic integrity of the 
area. The benches are intrusive to the 
historic character. 
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6.1 Historical Evolution and 
Significance 

The Back Beach area provided recreational ameni­
ties such as play areas and game courts, consisting 
of a strip of active and passive recreation activities 
that paralleled the Boardwalk. The general con­
figuration of the design included a series of areas, 
divided by walkways and accentuated by planted 
borders. The pattern of these activities placed 
hard surface activities -- including playgrounds and 
paved court game areas -- on either side of the 
Mall Buildings and Bathhouse complex, with less 
structured lawn areas at the ends of the ellipse and 
at the far eastern end of the Park. This configura­
tion was an important component of the overall 
Park design, as it strongly related the Back Beach 
to both the Boardwalk and the parking lot; inte­
grating it with the overall design concept. 

An important influence on the form of the Back 
Beach, as originally developed, was that most of 
the activities were income producing, requiring a 
fee to be paid prior to use and involving staff 
supervision. This affected the design of each space, 
as individual activity locations were access con­
trolled at a small kiosk at the entry to each sub­
area and fencing insured that activities were 
separated and that only paying patrons could have 
access. Fee-based recreation has not taken place 
for many years at Jacob Riis Park, rendering many 
aspects of the original layout dysfunctional. 

The mix of activities, including handball, shuffie­
board, paddle tennis, and miniature golf, insured 
that the Park would cater to a range of users and 
have a broad appeal. The creation of an intense 
concentration of active recreation spaces which 
could provide urban recreation to a city population 
which had few opportunities to partake of the 
beaches and open spaces close to Manhattan was 
an essential aspect of Robert Moses' notion of 

public works as instruments of public service. 

The linkage of this major recreation complex by 
improVed highways and public bus transportation 
enabled this range of activities to be accessible to 
large volumes of people in a dense Metropolitan 
area, consistent with the Robert Moses approach 
applied at Jones Beach and Orchard Beach, for ex­
ample. The range of activities at the Back Beach 
are a critical aspect of the park's significance as an 
example of a planned beachfront park during the 
Robert Moses I WP A period. 
The concrete walkways that frame the Back Beach 
have remained relatively constant since its con­
struction in 1936-37; however, there has been a 
gradual evolution and shifting of the specific activi­
ties to respond to changing recreation preferences 
and needs, The three major court game areas -­
west of the West Mall Building, east of the East 
Mall Building, and west of the Bathhouse -- each 
are configured with a central entrance from the 
Boardwalk leading to a variety of court games, 
separated by walkways, often lined with benches. 
The central entrances were to enable monitoring 
of use of the courts, designed to be revenue pro­
ducing areas. Historic photographs show a series 
of small kiosks, wooden structures with domed 
copper roofs, as supervisory stations for park per­
sonnel who collected user fees. None of these 
small structures remain. Individual court areas 
were typically separated by chain link fences and lit 
by high floodlights for night play. Although the 
specific court games and play areas are not all 
identical to those provided in 1937, the subdivision 
of these areas has remained remarkably consistent. 
Typically these areas were bordered by planting 
strips which separated them from the Back Beach, 
parking and circulation areas, and one another. 

The area to the immediate east of the Bathhouse 
was originally planned as a children's playground 

_ .. 
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and is still used for that purpose today, although 
the equipment and site configuration have changed 
considerably. 

The most westerly parcel in the Back Beach, at the 
west end of the ellipse, remains open. The east­
ernmost end of the park, outside the 1937 park, 
was added in 1958 to to provide Little League ball­
fields and additional open area in the Back Beach. 

To enable provision of services along the extended 
length of Jacob Riis Park, freestanding concession 
stands were added to the Back Beach in 1947 and 
1961. The 1947 stands are at either end of the 
Boardwalk crescent. The 1961 stand is near the 
easterly border of the Park, near the Little League 
field. All three of these stands were brick, 
utilitarian structures. 

The original layout of the Back Beach included 
several passive lawn areas, located principally at 
either end of the ellipse. As opposed to the court 
game areas, where planting borders were placed 
along all four sides, these areas were bordered to 
the north, leaving open views of the Beach. The 
largest such area, near the east end of the ellipse, 
was converted in 1940 to alighted softball field 
soon after the park opened. 

The character-defining elements of the Back Beach 
area which represent important historic, cultural, 
and architectural values include: 

o Layout, form, and visual character -- the 1937 
park design is characterized by a formality of 
design which is typical of comparable parks of 
the period. The layout and form of the Back 
Beach used a series of devices, each of which is 
complementary to the layout and composition 
of the park, including: the defining walkways 
which both bounded the Back Beach and also 
defined the major routes to the Beach from 
parking; the configuration of court games and 
activity areas within defined rectangles, or cells; 
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Figure 49: Back Beach Uses and Areas 
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individual cells by planting strips, to separate ac­
tivities, and chain link fences, to provide spatial 
definition; planted borders which buffered cells 
from adjacent walkways and the Boardwalk; 
center entries from the Boardwalk to maintain 
control over court use, and; symmetrical layouts 
which were typically applied within each cell. 

o Functional and use relationships -- Jacob Riis 
Park is significant for its diverse mix of urban 
recreation uses, developed to provide outdoor 
and healthy activities for an urban population. 
The mix of recreation types at the Back Beach, 
as well as the alternating of hard surface areas 
and grassed areas, placed these activities within 
an organized matrix. Many of the recreational 
activities, such as paddle tennis and shuffle­
board, were typical of the period of significance. 

o Features and materials -- the park was designed 
to the general New York area population and 
featured relatively utilitarian materials: con­
crete, chain link fences, and concrete and wood 
slat benches. The simplicity of this material 
palette, which survives today, coupled with the 
surviving planting borders that place these hard 
surface areas within a park setting are impor­
tant aspects of the Back Beach area. Lighting 
and smaller site elements, such as drinking 
fountains, were part of the ensemble, but did 
not follow a strong pattern or design motif 
within the Back Beach, as compared to other 
sub-areas within the Park. 
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6.2 Assessment of Landscape 
Elements 

Topography 

The Back Beach areas are generally level, as re­
quired by the paved game areas and recreation 
fields. The relatively small variation in topography 
is typical of the seaside location. Typically, Back 
Beach areas are several steps below the Board­
walk. 

Land Use 
The Back Beach is organized into a series of three 
types of areas that are further divided into spaces 
dedicated for specific games or activities (see Fig­
ure 49). In general, the paved COurt areas are sym­
metrically organized around entry points from the 
Boardwalk. The internal divisions between indi­
vidual activity areas are achieved through the recti­
linear placement of narrow planted areas or rows 
of park benches. 

The three types of areas are: 

o Game Courts/Play Areas -- game courts occur 
in two locations along the crescent Boardwalk, 
west of the Mall and east of the mall. The re­
maining game court area is located just west of 
the Bathhouse along the Promenade. These ar­
eas are located adjacent to major buildings, 
perhaps originally for ease of supervision and 
management of the revenue producing activi­
ties on them. The childrens' play area is lo­
cated east of the Bathhouse. 

o Ballfield Areas -- these occur at either end of 
the Promenade, and were additions to the origi­
nal park design (the westerly ballfield in 1940 
and the easterly ballfields as part of the 1961 

- --------- .----- -------
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park addition). 

o Open Lawn and Planted Areas -- only small ar­
eas remain which are not delineated for specific 
recreation use; these are distributed across the 
Back Beach at regular intervals. The only such 
areas which are part of the original plan are the 
triangular shaped area at the west end of the 
Promenade and the westernmost parcel, which 
has lost most of its original plant matter and 
has reverted to a natural state. 

The changes in use of these areas is shown in Fig­
ures 50 through 55, which compare the original 
1936-37 designs to current conditions: 

a Figure 50 shows the westernmost open space 
area, which was sbown as open, passive space in 
1937 and remains undeveloped today, with the 
exception of the Concession Stand along the 
Boardwalk, added in 1947 (see Figure B - 2, Ap-
pendix B); • 

o Figure 51 shows the game court area to the 
west of the Mall Buildings. This area was origi­
nally planned to have miniature golf, sbuffle­
board, paddle tennis, and handball. Another 
use which is not defined on tbe drawings or im­
mediately apparent from its shape is shown to 
the far east of this area (see Figure B-3, Ap 
pendix B). This area originally had the typical 
center entrance from the Boardwalk, entry 
kiosk, and fenced perimeters. Separate entries 
and fee collection areas were shown to the ex­
treme east and west. This area retains the basic 
pattern within the paved center portion, with 
relatively unchanged handball courts and shuf­
fleboard layouts, although a large proportion of 
the fencing is missing or deteriorated. Basket­
ball backboards have been placed in the former 
paddle tennis area. The east and west areas 
have reverted to grass, having lost the activities 
originally designed for them. 
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Figllre 50: Back Bftlch Area compari$On of 19.f7 and 199 1 ( 't,on· 
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F;gure 51: Bock Belich A, w, comparison 0/ } 937 IlIId /99/ con· 
jigllraJinn 
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Figllre .U: Hack Betlcll Area. compar;soll of 19.17 and 199 / con. 
jigut'QIirms 
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Figure 53: Back Beae" Area, comparison ,if 1937 and 1991 con­
figura/rom' 
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4.1 Historical Evolution and 
Significance 

A small portion of the Promenade was started in 
1931, adjacent to the original Bathhouse construc­
tion,. With the initial opening of the Bathhouse in 
August of 1932, the broad promenade plaza in front 
of the Bathhouse was opened. This area was origi­
nally split into two segments by the projecting front 
porch of the 1932 Beach Pavilion. 

The 1936-37 Robert Moses park expansion resulted 
in creation of a continuous walkway the length of 
the Beach. To the east, the Promenade was ex­
tended to the property limit, just past the 
playground area. In front of the Bathhouse, the re­
construction of the front of the Bathhouse, which 
removed the projecting south face of the building, 
enabled widening of the Promenade south to the 
edge of the seawall, which was cut down and used as 
a support for the walkway structure. To the west, 
the 1936-37 park expansion also involved construc­
tion of the great crescent boardwalk to the west, 
centered on the East and West Mall Buildings. The 
carefully shaped space between the Mall Buildings 
was, at the height of the Park, a major focal point 
for activities at Jacob Riis Park, serving concession 
patrons, providing outdoor seating, and a venue for 
a bandstand and dance floor. Most of this large 
sweeping walk was finished in wood decking, in­
cluding the large plaza located between the East 
and West Mall Buildings at the end of the Mall (see 
Figure A-43). The rest of the structure was made of 
concrete. Figure 34 shows the evolution of the 
Boardwalk and Promenade. 

The bandstand and dance floor between the two 
Mall buildings were removed in 1954 when this area 
was redecked along with the crescent boardwalk. 
Between 1969 and 1970, the timber boardwalk in 
the Mall area was replaced with the concrete deck­
ing and the original railings removed and then reset 

in the concrete (Unrau 1981: 203,205). In 1958, 
with the acquisition of land at the eastern end of the 
park, the last section of the BoardwalklPromenade 
was extended to complete the structure. The 
Boardwalk and Promenade were unchanged until 
1970, when the crescent boardwalk and Mall plaza 
were reconstructed, replacing the wood with con­
crete. 

The Boardwalk and Promenade were integral and 
important elements of the overall park design and 
are pivotal to the historical significance of Jacob 
Riis Park. The wood Boardwalk was similar to 
structures done by Moses elsewhere in the New 
York metropolitan area. The 1937 Boardwalk de­
fines important geometries and physical 
relationships which characterize the site; both by 
forming an ellipse which frames much of the Beach 
and by establishing a continuous circulation route 
which joins the activities on the Beach to the mul­
tiple recreation sites of the Back Beach. The use of 
the continuous ship's rail on both sides of the 
Boardwalk and Promenade, as well as repetitive 
lighting elements consistent with the overall form of 
the site and buildings, contributed an important 
sense of detail and continuity to this sub-area 

The character-defining elements of the Boardwalk 
and Promenade Area which represent important 
historic, architectural, and cultural values include: 

o Shape and form -- the overall layout of the 
Boardwalk remains substantially as originally 
designed. The form of the Boardwalk comple­
ments the buildings: the ellipse relates to the 
curved Mall Buildings and the straight section 
relates to the linear Bathhouse. The overall 
shape and form of the Boardwalk are critical 
elements to the creation of an integrated recrea­
tional complex at Jacob Riis Park in terms of its 
overall connecting function in the east-west di­
rection and in terms of the integrated access the 

Chapter 4: Tire Boardwalk and Promenade Area 

Boardwalk and Promenade provide through 
stairs to the Back Beach and formal and curved 
ramps and termination points along its 
Beach edge. 

o FunctIonal and use relationshIps -- the Board­
walk and Promenade have a strong relationship 
to the key buildings and uses within the Park, 
linking all uses and contributing strongly to the 
unified quality of the park as a comprehensive 
recreation area oriented to a beachfront re­
source. The pedestrian quality of the Boardwalk 
has been retained. 

o Features and materials -- many aspects of the 
area remain as original1y designed and convey a 
scale and feeling which characterize the original 
design intent of the late 1930's and early 1940's. 
These include: the curved areas at the ends of 
the ellipse and along the Promenade, which 
served both as overlooks and also as the location 
for steps to Beach; the ship's rail, though sec­
tions are missing, which frames and defines the 
edge of the Boardwalk and Promenade; the 1941 
lighting standards, which impart a scale and 
rhythm to the length of the Boardwalk, while 
incorporating Art Deco motifs; the Wise Memo­
rial Clock; repetitive drinking fountains, and; 
the concrete expanse of the Promenade. How­
ever, the loss ofthe wood decking on the Board­
walk results in an entirely different texture and 
scale in that area, one that would be desirable to 
replace. Additionally, the removal of the 
wooden decking and the bandstand between the 
Mall Buildings diminished distinguishing 
characteristics of that space. 
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Figure .18: /I()(Irdtm lk I l'romelJllde · Views and spalial Telalion­
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c lUpJO with tho! ..... lchIlCInil .... uf lito 8ottrcho'I1t: 
Ii wlde. '«tioa bet_ lbe EM. aItd WeIIllIIIIll 
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(lillll _IIUIJlU). Illuc apf'U1ii I(> .... ,'" been. ItrQII£t" 
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II')' llocI, 1M WlIJtway. well. l11e \leliain, CIIlp 
..tI1dl rcllllia. 

.. tun llnc 
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in fair condition. 

The second type of light in use is a standard alumi­
num street type (C) light which has been placed 
along the new section (1960) of the Promenade ad­
jacent to the eastern ball field. Although these 
lights adequately illuminate the Promenade they are 
dissonant with the remaining lights along the 
Boardwalk. All of these lights are in good 
condition. 

Signage 

Other than several non-historic, regulatory signs 
there is no sign system along the Boardwalk! 
Promenade. No documentation of a freestanding 
sign system is known to exist in the original plans, 
although many signs were affixed to or placed in 
front of the buildings which lined the Boardwalk 
and Promenade. These ranged from open lettering 
applied to buildings to sign panels to moveable signs 
placed in front of seating and concession areas. 

4.3 Overview of Existing Conditions 
and Use 

With the exception of the removal of the wood 
decking from the crescent portion of the Boardwalk 
and areas where materials have deteriorated, the 
configuration of the Boardwalk and Promenade re­
main substantially as built in 1936-37. The origi­
nally installed lights, which were teardrop shaped, 
were replaced by 1941 with the mast arm Type A 
lights which remain there today. No benches were 
originally provided, but many have been added over 
time. Segments of the concrete surface have dete­
riorated but, overall, it is in good condition. Por­
tions of the ships rail have been removed and others 
have deteriorated. Smaller elements, such as the 
curved steps'leading to the Beach have deteriorated 
bu~ are in original locations. Drinking fountains, 
whIch have been replaced several times with pro­
gresSively less attractive fixtures, are dysfunctional. 
A small ramp was added to the Beach during the 
1958 easterly extension of the Promenade; however, 
the remainder of the Boardwalk and Promenade 
lack handicapped access provisions to the Beach, al­
though there is a sidewalk down the center of the 
crescent to the beach, reputed to have been built for 
FOR. Figures C-2 through C-6 (Appendix C) show 
the location and condition of site furnishings and 
lighting. " 

The condition of the Boardwalk and Promenade 
varies: 

o The concrete surface of the Promenade is us­
able, but is in various stages of deterioration. 
The area by the Bathhouse is in the worst condi­
tion with substantial cracking, differential 
settling, patching and spalling. The areas to the 
east and west are better, with some cracking and 
spalling. The Boardwalk is generally in good 
condition since it is newer .. There is however, 
some minor cracking. 

Chapter 4: The Boardwalk and Promenade Area 

a The sea wall, which runs the entire length of the 
promenade and boardwalk, has some cracking 
and broken away sections at some expansion 
joints. It is however, in good condition. 

o The sets of steps leading to the beach are often 
broken, cracked and spalled in many locations. 

The BoardwalkIPromenade provides the only con­
tinuous east west circulation route across Jacob Riis 
Park, physically and visually tying this long, linear 
park together. The primarily use is for pedestrians, 
but the wide concrete path is also used by staff and 
service personnel vehicles. No barriers are pro­
vided to prohibit other vehicles from driving on the 
Boardwalk. The Boardwalk and Promenade are 
also used for skating, bicyCling, skate boarding and 
other more active forms of recreation, although 
park signs prohibit bicycles. 

The Promenade section"of the Boardwalk was built 
atop a 4,660 foot reinforced concrete sea wall that 
was completed in 1936-37 and which incorporated 
sections ofthe 1932 seawall. It provides some pro­
tection to the Bathhouse from storm water, 
although in severe weather conditions sea water 
floods over the Promenade and washes into first 
floor areas of the Beach Pavilion. 

4.4 Integrity 
The BoardwalklPromenade retains integrity of lo­
cation, design, setting, feeling and association. The 
layout, circulation and points of access that were 
originally designed and completed in 1936/37 are to­
day as they were then. Some more contemporary 
changes have occurred due to newly introduced ele­
ments such as ballfield fencing in the Back Beach 
area and additions of benches not part of the origi­
nal concept. Between the Mall Buildings the band­
stand and dancefloor have been removed, 
eliminating a focal point and unique element. 
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This planting, though not continuous, borders most 
of the length of this walkway. Through the years of 
maturation these plants have acquired a swept back, 
wind pruned form that appears to have been manu­
ally sculpted. The location and densities of the these 
plants provide a visual buffer and wind screen, pro­
tecting the Back Beach areas, as well as forming a 
northern edge for the Boardwalk. There are spotty 
supplemental plantings of Rugosa Rose 
(Rosa rugosa), also originally specified, and some 
weedy growth among the Eleagnus, but these do not 
visually compete with the dominant forms 
of the Eleagnus. . ... 

1937 planting plans (see Appendix B) indicate that 
the Eleagnus plants are original. This quick grow­
ing, hardy species may have been intended as both a 
visual buffer and a soil stabilizing element. Many of 
the plants shown on early drawings appear to have 
been lost, but where they still exist, they are per­
forming their original, intended functions 
quite well. 

In the areas where borders were not planned, such 
as along most of the length of the current softball 
field, the absence of plant materials has led to drift­
ing of sand over the Boardwalk, to the detriment of 
the seeded areas. The Eleaegnus border remains on 
the westerly edge of the ball fields. 

Site Furniture and Small Scale Elements 
The most prominent site furniture along the Board­
walk and Promenade is the ship's rail which was 
located on both north and south sides of the Board­
walk and Promenade, interrupted to allow steps to 
both the Beach and Back Beach. The ship's railing 
was placed on a curb to the north side and directly 
on the edge of the Boardwalk surface to the Beach 
side. 1936-37 Plans showed eleven drinking foun­
tains, spaced evenly and located along·the north 
edge of the Boardwalk and Promenade. No benches 
were indicated to be installed along the Boardwalk, 
although numerous benches were added later. The 
Wise Clock is a unique historical element, dating 
from 1941, at the easterly end of the crescent (see 
figure 40). Lighting is discussed in the section be­
low. FiguresC-2 to C-6 (Appendix C) show exist­
ing site furnishings. Each element is 
discussed below. 

o The ship's railing -- The distinctive ships rail­
ing, which runs the length of the Boardwalk and 
Promenade on both sides were originally grey 
iron posts with galvanized pipe rails with a wide 
fiat Douglas Fir handrail. An important visual 
feature ofthe Boardwalk, this railing is placed 
along both sides of the Boardwalk and is a con­
stant height of 42" (referred to in Figures 42-46 
as "Type A"), although sections of the north side 
use a rail of 36' (referred to in Appendix C as 
'Type B'), set on a 6" concrete curb. The condi­
tion varies greatly from one end to the other, 
due to inconsistent maintenance practices. Some 
sections of the wood rail have been painted 
white, while others are simply bare wood with 
the original varnish remaining on some surfaces. 
In many places the steel pipe is severely blis­
tered or almost completely ruSted through. The 
worst conditions exist on the side exposed to the 
ocean, while the side to the north bas suffered 
less deterioration. 

Chapter 4: The Boardwalk and Promenade Area 

Along the Promenade, from the east end of the 
crescent Boardwalk to the east end of the Bath­
house, ships rails (B) are only used on the north 
or Iandside of the walk. Both sides are railed for 
the remaining length of the Promenade. All 
ships rails are in a deteriorated condition. 

a Drinking Fountains -- A 1938 drawing and 
later photographs show eleven drinking and 
bottle filled fountains built along the boardwalk. 
The original fountains were replaced with con­
crete, box-shaped fountains in the 1960's. 

o Benches -- The original 1936-37 park renovation 
did not provide any benches on the Boardwalk. 
Over time, two types of benches have been 
added: an old style park bench with concrete 
base, wood slat seat and back (A), and; a mod­
ern style bench mounted on steel posts with 
wood seat and back (C). The old style bench is 
used along the portion of the Promenade that 
was added in 1960, while the modern style bench 
is used in the oldest sections. The concrete 
benches (A) are generally in fair condition while 
the newer benches (C) are in good condition. 

o Trash receptacles -- on the Boardwalk! Prome­
nade consist of the same wire mesh basket found 
throughout the park. Most are in good condi­
tion and are consistent with the trash barrels 
which have been used at the park since its incep­
tion. 

o The Wise Clock -- was installed on the board­
walk in 1941 at the east end of the ellipse. Do­
nated by the Wise Jewelry family of Brooldyn, 
New York the clock is four-faced, free-standing 
mechanism. The base of the clock was set in a 
concrete foundation. The base and stand for the 
clock is metal, whereas the ornamented top and 
clock housing is made of wood. The clock, out 
of service by 1968, was overhauled, in 1974, by 
Herb Barth. As part of the 1974 repairs, the face 
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Chapter 5: 

The Mall Area 
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Buildings and Structures 

Spatial ReliltWnships and VieWS 

Plilnting 

Site Furniture and SmaU Scale Elements 

Lighting 

Signage 
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and Use 

5.4 Integrity 

5-1 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

IhlLt 111I1IIIn8 "l1li enlulntin, ,he lM)IIh"'I~ ' h v/cY." 
no:: ~lflll Mis cnOt on the nonh "'hili ,~ 
hlmed YICW ollbo bit)' •• "'" wiTh II d;"IADI I'IeoItI 01 
,lie F.A1phe Stalll B~11d11lJ. Tbc 11)\111'10:", vic:w cell­

terna Ih(.l"llICfi'01c bctwt.cn the MIll! B~IId"lp 
.nd vIIlB of 1110 Ileacll and AllMt~ 0f,ll"1I. 

ahltuup IIhlQfaliylbe bllI&Uond bllatd. 
JII,LMIIy lu",lnlU. 

PlonllJl,.J 

Thf: planund tal'lyp~phll ,""Icille th., the 
platl1inl Pd In Imporu.n \ rol8 in detinJ", 1M. 
lP""'of II... Mall; by 1!l'J9 1~" wid ~ 1lltu118 
plan!ed odF I I .be perillK'lC'r of the Mall, l /uw· 
(:'1'1:1', the .. Iun • .,., at lhe IrcellIM ~bIy 
dwllCdlll vBlltl dwtoctcr. c.arfy plaltlillp had ~ 
dc_ -.k:nUJoy .. 111m coatalnal ~ IeYd riewJ 
10 eMl .nd _I: (Un'CIIl planl;", haw. cllha loll 
Of IltoIIsIr "" ned tile 1IIICkn1Ofy, allowin, ..-. 
1.Io", .. p IK piae u.-. In lbe oval art:iI .onl! ol 
tile Mall a.Min .. pi&lIl i", ddlahillllll 110,..'" 
Ibborly"NIII (_ fi&u'" .s). 

Cllllpllr $: 17/4 M u/l Art4 

, , 

5·5 



m;ucrWf 1I1!<l~~~t UIC.QVCIUlI plan... OYer 11l1l(I, 
lilt. und" , .h)f)' I'L1nIlRg:! ha'"O P!l"" R 10 belluh>l.OIn· 
r j~l: i\lmt! ttf 11IaC~p«1d ha"" the lMul£ro 'II 
~'n.U 1'('0;1 IIUIIl'1 Ihan ull\lctllory ,,1" nU 

There Is .,,,ldenro lluil Ihe .. ndCf.I {" ~ I'''' '' lin: WII~ 
.u l'jll\!lIICnl~d ~'\\·T:lllim". Atcomln& Ill' an ar 
, Iele In Ihe New '·or ~ llnlCl :C.'hr~UIU\ 1~"l1y, 
Ju~bcny, 'It,d ~",aU ·k:"''<:<I ,,"'iYll. "' ~Ii(;>·, wtro 
I,I''''' L..J nt. hhlh .kll:ll "I rile M~1I11I;' "~ Iht: 
.",at ~ I" (:I. In 10,15), ~OOUI \3':1 1\(>11)(:5 ( lia ~p«15 
Ilf ~nl<.n"wn Iypu) ~nd Olllc1l'laml were addctl lQ 
;;:t1:;1I0J: I'IMlonlt IIlQnA the M,'11 

J - 0 

PinG 'Tree SC ....... I& 
Ewergrea! 
S~{IO'JJ7J 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Jamb Rll, Part; CullurallAndfCafM RrfK"l 

'''_.7, _,... ......... __ ~".._ 

ThtI Blade Pu.e. appc.to' 10 be IIlIJllC)d rondlllua 
.IId in tile r<:nC".lloclItion indicalal .". the oriel, 
lIatpla_{to:cf'lJun:"6). The~.w..b 
ud ...... 1I 1.c:c plulln". In ,.Oftl oflllc "'/lei ap­
pear beahby, bUllMw cMdc!1Kl8 01 pDf aJld.lor ;~. 

11m pl'obkfoI. hUny oflbe Nirllbtllnc bccII 
tc¥ercly ",,,nod Into II ,upc ... hlth It VU)' ulldulr­
klelt,,1!: 01 LJIW uIIIIIII l"iInM. '" 

IIcIpt oIappmdlllludy 6 ft. nil 11M ~hle4ll"" 
~rea 10 be IlllUd bypiolld,,=~ H~r, be­
Q IlJO of the pran",,, ~ bx..: I>or1II openocIliP 
10 the PUklnllot •• l1li10. '-alCllt, 10 the lOll 
___ prohiobly ClOfllfa/)' 10 ,he:! OIl,lul 
~IJD ;a.rIIl. 

n- plan ....... ,n 1dI.1I\>dy be111I1r)' IJId Mw: 
.1Ju IJoc>tII h"~lopoly ",.Md. 

ne CO!IIuw,IIa_ IIrQ it i. ~bIy ~ wlldi· 
lktft with II .... 'ielyof WCIOI1I pOfIIIns I~POIII: II 
•• typbl JIIIIIt· ........ 'notfl:lO po;! W!Ob 
belli ~.110 ftllall" willi I 1IIb;t1ll'C of "'!! 1II'N' 
p-. 11IiI .,CI _Id bcndil rfOM. hJ&ha 11.,..1-
il101.w.alculICe. 

SUo .. • .. mIJ hIIl11811d Small Scrole 

£k1M"U 
19J61'1a1lS .1Id Kri.ol pfIoIopapbs prooide 110 do> 
lllKed blforwI,1oII aIIoIIl IUllOI'bIlllO tu.rMuln III 
theMall.rca. 

EmII"1 .. 110 fun;H'" ,l1li G)IIdiIIoalo AN: tIIown III 
Flpt,. C 7(Appclldh C) ud 1IId..to .be 5:l11owl1l&; 

CI &11(11 ... - anupllll .entl-drtlcll ~Iill' 
.110 tid, allll M:III ~IIUI of tile pllYai CMlI pl9-
vide Iheonly eeacnlxa11A&1ua1td III IIIe 
Mall,re, Thae 'Ill lile b.\(:klcM • ..... IIdIII<'I· 
bc.ndlc:t wllb WUOOSc!I .1_'* .,... apotCd .,­
"cpu;: I,l1r1<:Tde bidet .... h1d1 "":IC lm"Uetl as 
pIIOll of tile 19*)7 plan. MI-.I of 1/1$0 bendw:t 
.... e oklCrionlllll&' whll podilIs ~Ial. lplillleRld 
wnod ~nd cbl~ped or IeInln, twcL O~ aft!! 
~ are 1JO'nl1I1I1 ~, b=ooa. Two aimn., 
"""' ........ IIb bact. lim.llar to Qlflen UJed 
,hn",plIIl IIIe P'lk . Ie k)a1etl1l<2t tho: "'" 
StOp ., !be ClIIII of tile Mal~ Iheh COIId;IiOft II 
.110 poor. ~ beacha Ire typical 01 Neor 
YOI''' OtJ p!l1b. 

o I'kak tIIb6t-1 - .11lI0II.&11 *)IlIbl<IIic. tbcIoe Ire 
caIre .. ,.,. pIIDOd _n)' ....... " ... " .... 11 .. 
bmlllWo 01 1110 Mall: • lew pIc:IIk u.b1G .... 0. 

.Ito pI'(IYickd I. IIIe _Irw ala wIj.,..1I1Q 
lIMI_1 M.ll Itilldina. 'The: ui~ • • e IJICJ¥CIIItIo 

J-7 



the eA.\1 ~'llI1i "ulldlns. TIle IInlu IIle m(M;:ab~ 
~!ld ~r" nul ~n<.:hOrOCI III :tlXllml lo lhe uound. 
The condll1on 0( lII0I1 illihe IlIhld U! til\: 
OCIIICCS!IK>II $/.;a it IIIIliIar to l ilt! ~1I[be&; Ibe 
WOOd II onen sptlnle,td .~Il' yallll>llilClll, and 
..-i l" pecl'n,.,.I"!. 1~.1C _ bisllX" 
111 unite. 

o " ..... 10 "'-:pladc!o -- . ,e plllllCd ~ Cticethl:t 
Ihrou~1 1110 Mall The Iype.ot receptllde 
LISDCIIS IIIe: pl'"lnl/lCd ... ·IUI_II baalcCl willi IOU 
long, ,Imillli 10 1I\o5C.1«II III hlltll'lk pboln­
grnphl III Ol~t S«liollt n! IIu: park, 

o A «Io!l~onPllf."" ~Io: <'Idi; -- Il k1c:atw Ikln& 
rho: I0I.l111 II!lo: II! III<> IWII P""'" In f'l)nl of rhll 
c.IO$l M~II bu;Idln" hll;l)ndit km IJ JtUDII.II· 
Ilwrigh Wind lind ",ud growth haw. 
Aa:'IIlDlllaled around IhD I>m<:. AnOlhe, t1i~o: 
rllcll 1$1oo>1i:d on II,,, 01"" • • klo of lire MDII 
p~'ZII W'JII.;I II DOO In JPOd mndhlon. 

Some o f llie II I ~ Iir.nbllinv in _ - l hi: wcl')a 
lind tmsh ~k~ _ nlC s'm[lii, to I"'1f<: Ilrs l Yo\:I"~ 
in UM: [n 19361J7 In Oilier IIOClkJlu of lire palk. 
ner,,)!: 110 documen.ary cviden«, ~r. IlII.I 
11Iese$p«lnc UCIIl$ wele InsUlIk:d In 1936-1937. 

'·8 

Wghlmr; 
11Ie l!&hu tluillre UKd la lile IAAin parr oftbe 
hUllllIe f./(II' YOlk Cly1)pe B l..&rnprr hIl.....:le 
IMd in IftDI,I pcddnilln Alcal of JIIQ)b RliJ PlIrk 
(CM"tfll iot 1/11.' Boanh."lk) ... pan of lhe 19]6..7 
p.rirk tap.nlion. I lr hMrlh Illa>lIb 1nd1ca1C: lUI 
l"hlinJ In I/lot. M.U ... _ .ntl.lled u~II' I~ 
-0.-11",. h~'M' C:O •• e .)"piaI! Iur.k PI""-III_n.I 
• 1Ie: I(KID'" TIre. 1I1II",IIIC ~ 11011 _II • ~\.td 
~iDltd lin lill.. Tl>cy lIIe .,net...,. 110 pn.l ....,noli. 
lion. The li,bu,,,,e located MIDIl I lbe: OUu.ide 01 

Chaplf, 5: Thtl MnJl Ana 

illc-_. IklewDl k Ind al KYCIllI ~llDns l ion, 
IIIe eas.e." eftd ,,(rile /JI/2l (see AV"ll.&8). No 
1!p1S 1110 Iot;'ih.'CIIIOtlC 100 ('.IaSi(lm we 
oI lhe Mall. 

AWllplooflbGJilvt'r p.U!lod "'e\II11i&h~ ~ 
lion, lII05I of ItIe IJoanfWIIlk Dle IlJeod In ,116 fllau 
h(:r1Ol/lCll tho Mill! Bwlkllact- "TlIcM: rll,u.a ha\'C. 
doable .mIl, and IIIC lbawn In III~ 1 pttotosnrptu., 
... l'Inl flCflbt:c:d ~n d.11e.! f/lIU/C \IIrhls IDealion. 
It I:S Jll*lhlo 'h~' llie twO "1m rul'UM _ Llcslgncd 
parrkoolklly fOrlhe (t::~'hlhl'accUI RUt, IU /IIOJI 
0l1rcT rlJ"l~rcJ "ll1nl lire U""" , no..r<lw-~lk "nly 
Myca II. 11101 lind Iuml n~j,,: .. Tho o:undrtloa 
I"IIC.IIU)' lI~flCll rl &1.1111"11001}' bUllOme paint 
b p:eU"" 
AlIII.b'l in ,~., M~II Arc "",.Un&. bi,lllllQft Of Ihe 
JIobcrr com .. ln deb,".nd nooJ 10 I:>ec""'nl .... 

Slinngc 

Tho II'IIlyllCns doaim<:nltd In lhe Mall IhrouJ,h 
hlilOfic flllDIOJnI~1tJ o. " ...... 'ngs OIIClt ,hoIe .( .. 
flJ"aI 10 lire r""'l 11>\1 w.." Mail Blllldlnp.. "fbQo: 
mc:ll>1kd blip open kilt, 1;,,... to klcnlify ClII11,X11-
110111, limlbJ' 10 tllDle III UIc ibJJthotnc., lIS well IS 
l/IItIJlr:r tJvtt idclllir),in, plllrUt Ick:p'- lind 
0IM.r M:rvicea. Thoopen letter "p....,1t in l1li 

Arl [)«o:o JI)Ic. _tid ...."e IllrllCd t)YCI' doMriayI. 
.l1li reinf(Ur:cd 1110 IIIdril<'CI1IfC ami 'lyle of .beAr1 
Mod.:rDc MIIU Blljldinp _1Id1b,hlIouwaddillen.. 
A IJIU.lkr "en f'" flUhl;': telepbonerr_ • .a_ 
pentkd .. nrlcl OK DC .Ire m.n pallltlonJ.. 

Curren' J.iIlM In lbe nn:a ilrcilldc. twO mltlDl" mn­
d.nnJ tc:IVitle In!Pflnltlltln.lip fllSlCl!ed on 1111111 
fIOka 110115 lire IoI'<Ilh 4idc.of IIw: {MIt ~"'lIIand II 
11(1 /I_l1 tin, "I" fasrcncd 10 a Jlro:I II",. pole I • 
lhe nO"h clld 01 lire M~1l 'l"hcligns PIll in cooo 
ClIndtlion CI""pllhal """ lias been 'llllllallzcd "";Ih 
Ij''''Y ".1111. 1"hc ' No "a,.;nl' ,I", II In 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report 

satisfactory condition but has been turned so that it 
is not readable from the parking lot. 

. . 
5.3 Overview of Existing Conditions 

and Use 
The major physical elements of the Mall remain 
consistent with the original plans and construction, 
including the walkways, the predominant planting, 
definition of spaces, and relationship to buildings, 
with some deterioration of most elements and 
other minor changes. Figure C-7 (see Appendix C) 
indicates existing conditions. 

The use of the Mall has probably changed more 
than other areas at Jacob Riis Park. Today, the 
lawn area is used for a number of active recrea­
tional activities and picnicking has become very 
common in the shade of the mature pines, a tre­
mendous contrast from its early days, when walking 
on the grass was prohibited. Consequently, there 
is more activity in the lawn area than there was 
earlier in the park's history. 

5.4 Integrity 
The Mall area retains integrity of location, design, 
and setting as well as feeling and association. The 
original layout, circulation patterns and symmetry 
have been retained from the original design of 
1936/37. This area still serves as a circulation 
route, as a buffer between the use areas of the Park 
and the main parking lot, and it is still a visually 
important part of the Jacob Riis Park composition, 
although the intensity of its use has increased. 

The maturing and gradual Change of plant materi­
als may have resulted in subtle changes in the 
views from and to the Mall, but the overall feeling 
and association of this long, axial space retains in­
tegrity and significance in relationship to the over­
all park plan. Changes at the periphery of the Mall 
to the pedestrian overpass and bus stop on Beach 
Channel Boulevard were minor in nature, with 
little impact on the character defining elements of 
this area. 

Overall, the overall scale, circulation, spatial rela­
tionships, and symmetry of the Mall have 
been retained. 

Chapter 5: The Mall Area 
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vided orientation and a terminus to the space. 
All these spaces are substantially unchanged in 
layout and form (see Figure 42). 

o Functional and use relationships -- The Mall 
area was originally intended to be a formal, 
manicured landscape, serving as a visual and or­
namental relief to the active beach uses and the 
circulation and parking systems which serve the 
site. The Mall space relates strongly to the 
parking lot and to the circulation system to the 
north of the Back Beach area. Thus, it plays an 
important linking function in the overall park 
design. The Mall still acts as a buffer between 
the large parking lot and other recreational ac­
tivities of the park, although the loss and prun­
ing of understory planting has diminished this 
effect. The Mall also serves as a major pedes· 
trian collector for visitors entering and leaving 
the parking area. Many visitors who encounter 
the Mall pass through it on their way to and 
from the Beach, Boardwalk or westernmost 
game court areas, although picnickers use the 
Mall as a destination. (see Section 5.2, belOW). 

o Features and materials -- the Japanese Black 
Pines which line both sides of the Mall define 
the edges of the lawn date from the 1936·8 
park, and were used throughout Jacob Riis 
Park. The lawn and benches, although deterio­
rated, are substantially as installed in 1937. 
The Type B lights located throughout the Mall 
were installed in 1948, although they match 
lights present in other portions of the Park ear­
lier. The benches and lights are typical of pub­
lic works of the 1930's and 1940's. Major 
changes include gradual loss of understory 
planting below the Black Pines and deteriora­
tion of the manicured quality of the landscape. 

5-4 

S.2 Assessment of Landscape 
Elements 

• 

Topogmphy 
The Mall is relatively flat, as are most of the areas 
at Riis Park. As grades have not changed, it can be 
assumed that the original intent was to retain a 
relatively flat design. 

Circulation 
The walkways in the Mall area are in the identical 
location shown in the 1936-1937 plans, excepting a 
small area to the far northerly end, and play an 
important role in defining the axiality and symme­
try of this space, reinforcing the overall spatial con­
cept for Jacob Riis Park. Similar to the style of 
other places in the Park, such 'as the ends of the 
Boardwalk crescent, the special places in the Mall 
are defined by variations in layout and geometry: 
the circle at the northern end; the oval at the 
southern end marking the intersection with the 
walkway to the north edge of the Back Beach. 

One of the principal functions of the Mall is as a 
formal landscape which collects visitors from the 
parking area and directs them towards the 
BoardwalklPromenade. This is still the case today 
and many users of the Mall arejl see it only as they 
pass through. The chain link fence that bounds the 
lot has several openinw;, but they don's always cor­
respond to park paths. There are no crosswalks, 
no curb cuts, and no way for pedestrians coming 
from the lot to know there are park entrances un­
less he/she has discovered them on previous visits. 
From the north, there is a bus drop-off and pedes­
trian overpass over Beach Channel Drive (see Fig­
ure 43). To the west of the Mall, separated by the 
mature Mall plantinw;, is the Pitch and Putt golf 

Chapur 5: The MaU Area 

course. It has no visual impact on the Mall, how­
ever it does draw a fair number of visitors through 
the south end and contributes to the amount of 
activity that occurs here. 

The walkways within the Mall which define the 
main lawn area and the paved oval at the south 
end were originally paved with an asphalt-based, 
bituminous surfaceand have become deteriorated, 
cracked, and uneven due to a lack of maintenance 
and frequent unauthorized vehicular traffic (see 
Figure 44). These surfaces may have been resealed 
or patched, but retain their original materials and 
base. The sidewalk edges are undefined and over­
grown with grass. Weeds and grass are growing in 
some of the cracks. Sand blown from the beach 
also accumulates on the walk areas. 

Spatial Relationships and Views 
The 1936 plans for Jacob Riis Park indicate the 
Mall to be defined by !hree main elements: the rec­
tangular lawn, the oval plaza and the Mall plaza. 
The axial layout of the Mall and its symmetry were 
evident in the plans and remain today. The Mall is 
the largest contained space in the Jacob Riis Park 
composition, oriented perpendicular to the Beach, 
beginning at the center of the crescent Boardwalk 
and extending approximately 500 feet northwest to 
its terminus at Beach Channel Drive. This layout 
and form survives substantially intact. 

The plaza that occurs between the two Mall build­
ings adjacent to the boardwalk just south of the 
oval forms the southern terminus of the Mall. 
From this point are excellent views of the Atlantic 
Ocean to the south or of the Mall to the north with 
the Manhattan skyline in the background. The 
main axis of the Mall continues through this plaza 
and is emphasized by the placement of the flag­
pole. The symmetrical arrangement of the build­
inw; encloses this space on the east and west sides 
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the Back Beach area, only the wire mesh trash re­
ceptacles, fences, and benches are consistent with 
the original plans, along with two of the concrete 
hexagonal drinking fountains. 

Lighting 

The original plans only show lighting locations but 
do not indicate the style that was used. Photo­
graphs indicate that high mast floodlights were ex­
tensively used in the game courts and playground 
areas but have since been removed, except for the 
softball fields. 

Pedestrian lighting in the Back Beach area is sup­
plied by black, pedestrian scale lights (Type B) that 
are also found in the Mall. These lights were used 
in pedestrian areas throughout the park and ap­
pear original. 

The only other lights supplied in the Back Beach 
area are more contemporary athletic field lights 
used around the ballfield at the east end of the 
crescent Boardwalk. 

Signage 
The 1937 plans do not include information on sig­
nage . . Where it exists today, it is usually prOhib­
itory (see Figure 64). No system of identification 
or directional signage is currently in place. 

6.3 Overview of Existing Conditions 
and Use 

The elements which frame the Back Beach, the pe­
destrian walkway system and planting borders, are 
still generally well defined and function as in­
tended, despite areas of pavement deterioration, 
loss of site furniture, and selective loss of plant ma-

terial •. Areal where plantlng borden have been 
1001 ak,nglhe Boardwalk haIIC become vulnerable 
to drirlingsand, at they haIIC Iosl the planling beds 
which trap the sand and .... umulate small dunes at 
the Boardwalk edges of coun areas. 

In general, the Back Beach is used less intensively 
than at any time in its history, due to declining 
visitation to Jacob Riis Park, brought on by its pro­
gressive deterioration. The most intensively used 
facilities are the several ball fields, particularly the 
lighted softball field which is in high demand and is 
the only facility where night use is encouraged. No 
other facilities are lit for night use. The handball 
courts and basketball courts are also in demand, 
although deteriorating concrete paving has made 
some of them dangerous to use. Playground areas 
are used, but·at nowhere near the density that 
characterizcd the park in its prime. 

An expanded area of demand and use is picnicking, 
which is desired by a large percentage of park visi­
tors typically family groups. The Back Beach, with 
its emphasis on active recreation, is generally iII­
suiled to meet this demand, although several of the 
smaller parcels which remain in open lawn are 
used for this purpose. 

6.4 Integrity 
The Back Beach area retains integrity of location, 
setting, feeling and association. The original lay­
out, circulation systems and general land use have 
been retained from the original design of 1936-37. 
There have, however, been significant changes in 
the specific uses within the various game court ar­
eas, although most of these areas retain their feel­
ing and association. The introduction of the 
easterly ballfield was an extension of the park, and 
is compatible with adjacent uses. The ballfield at 
the easterly edge of the crescent Boardwalk 

Chapter 6: The Back Beach Area 

changed the nalure of its space from a lawn to a 
sports field, detracting from the original design 
concept; however, it has been in that location for 
nearly fifty years and has acquired its contributing 
significance as one of the more important and con­
tinuous activities of the park. Integrity of materi­
als has been lost in site furniture and benches, 
although these are easily replaceable in kind. 

The most notable aspects of the Park that remain 
from the 1936-37 design are the pedestrian walk­
ways and paths, the planted borders, some of the 
open lawn and landscaped areas, and the series of 
compartmentalized recreation spaces adjacent to 

_ the Boardwalk/Promenade. When considering 
overall appearance, modest change has occurred 
within the Back Beach. The majority of the areas 
are still used as originally intended. The only ma­
jor change in use is the a,dditional demand for pic­
nicking, which has spread to available 
landscaped areas. 
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7.1 Historical Evolution and 
Significance 

The shoreline adjacent to Jacob Riis Park was sta­
bilized in 1932 as part of the City's plans to develop 
a public recreation beach area. The Beach itself 
was protected with a concrete bulkhead and a num­
ber of jetties used to stabilize the shifting sand. 

The overall 1932 Park design presented a number of 
difficulties for the Beach area. Perhaps the most 
contentious was the Bathhouse's proximity to the 
beach. At high tide there was only a twenty-foot 
strip of sand not covered with water. The remain­
ing Beach had problems as well. "The balance of 
the valuable shorefront area had been developed as 
a cinder-surfaced parking lot retained by bulkhead 
that encroached on the Beach as much as did the 
bathing house (Unrau 1981:88).' 

Between 1936 and 1938 the U.S. Army Corps com­
pleted a beach erosion study at Riis Park to deter­
mine the most effective means of extending the 
beach area to the west in order to accommodate 
Moses' expanded park and to make the beach wider 
at high tide. As a result of this study a number of 
measures were taken. In 1936 the Atlantic Gulf and 
Pacific Dredging Company dredged 2,000,000 cubic 
yards of fine white sand from the Rockaway Inlet in 
Jamaica Bay east of the present Marine Parkway 
Bridge. This sand was placed and carefully graded 
to increased the Beach in area from 8 to 24 acres 
along a length of one mile. It became a smooth, 
firm, sloping beach, almost 500 feet wide (Umau 
1981:140). (For a detailed description of the fill 
operations the reader is referred to the Historic 
Structures Report by Harian Unrau, 1981.) 

Thirteen existing groins which were found by the 
1936-38 study to be in poor condition were recon­
structedand each third groin was extended to hold 
back the newly deposited sand. The extensions 

.... _-------------------

were made of creosoted round wood piling and 
creosoted wood wales (Unrau 1981:138-139;142). 

Portions of the original seawall were removed in 
front of the mall in order to accommodate the newly 
designed crescent shaped beach front of the mall. A 
new seawall in front of the reconstructed Bathhouse 
was completed as well. 

In 1939 concrete caps and steel sheeting were added 
to existing jetties to make them longer; several jet­
ties were relocated to the center of the mall's cres­
cent beach. In the same year, between the hospital 
at the east end of the park and the play areas east of 
the Bathhouse, 22,000 cubic yards of fill was added 
and hydraulic fill was pumped in along the entire 
beach (Umau 1981: 199). 

Additional work on the jetties was completed in 
1940 when five new jetties were constructed in front 
of the Bathhouse. Each extended approximately 
500 feet from the seawall and 250,000 cubic yards of 
fill were deposited to extend the beach. Older jet­
ties were repaired with concrete caps and steel 
sheeting (Unrau 1981: 199-200). 

In 1957 and 1958 beach stabilization structures were 
removed along the oceanfront at the east end of the 
park and in front of the Neponsit Hospital. This 
may have been due to a land transfer. 

A severe storm in 1%2 damaged most beach areas 
throughout New York City. Particularly hard hit 
were the Rockaways and Riis Park. Emergency 
contracts were let and the following repairs made: 

o . 'removal of existing pipe rail and bulkhead cap 

o excavation offill outshore of bulkhead 
o replacement of creosoted timber sheet piling and 

wales 

o replacement of bulkheads' concrete seal and se­
curing of tops of timber sheet piles to prevent ex­
cessive lateral deflection 

Chapter 7: The Beach Area 

o excavation of inshore side of bulkheads 

o installation of 3-foot aluminum bulkheads 

o installation of 3-foot aluminum bulkhead fence 

o placement and compaction of sand fill inshore of 
bulkhead and replacement of rip rap blanket 

o replacement of bulkheads' concrete for structures 

o replacement of reinforcing bars 

o installation of end pieces of outfall sewer 

o replacement af all deteriorated steel sheel piling 
(Unrau 1981: 200-201).' 

Since 1960 there have been few repairs made to the 
Beach area. 

The character-defining elements ofthe Beach area 
which represent important historic, architectural, 
and cultural valueS include: 

o Layout, rorm, and visual character -- the re­
petitive quality and location of the jetties, which 
divide the beach into activity areas which, over 
time, have been claimed by different user 
groups, as well as the defined and formal edge 
which is created by the seawall perimeter of the 
Boardwalk and Promenade; 

o Functional and use relationships -- the large 
scale of the beach space, which lends itself to a 
variety of activities; 

o Features and materials -- the natural qualities 
of the sand and the ocean, which are the primary 
resource which draw many visitors to Jacob Riis 
Park. 
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planting along with the Bathhouse act as a backdrop 
for the eastern portion of the Beach. The Mall 
Buildings and the crescent Boardwalk act as a back­
drop for the western half of the Beach (see Figure 
69). The ends of the Beach are not visually defined, 
so views extend off site, farther down the Beach, 
although several off-site landmarks do define the 
property edges. 

Site Furniture and Small Scale Elements 

No permanent site furnishings exist on Beach. 
Temporary life guard stands and trash receptacles 
are seasonally placed by the maintenance staff. 
Umbrellas, chairs and other Beach furniture can 
also be seen here when the Beach is being used; 
theSe temporary site furnishings are brought by the 
user although the Park has in the past, rented chairs 
and umbrellas. The park service staff installs snow 
fencing parallel to the Boardwalk/Promenade in the 
off season months to catch and deposit wind blown 
sand. The 1937 plans do not show any permanent 
site furnishings. 

Signage 

The only signage that exists on the Beach are some 
temporary signs placed by the Park service to sea­
sonally close the Beach and to denote a bird nesting 
area. The 1937 plans do not have any information 
regarding signage on the Beach. 

7.3 Overview of Existing Conditions 
and Use 

The Beach is just south of the Boardwalk! 
Promenade and can be divided into two parts. The 
east half parallels the Promenade. The western 
half, the crescent Beach, widens to correspond with 
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the elliptical Boardwalk. The sand width fluctuates 
with the daily tidal action and is generally peppered 
with all sorts of debris and jetsam. The Beach is 
divided into 'social rooms' by the 13 irregularly 
spaced jetties and groins. Many of these 'rooms' 
have traditionally been used by various ethnic and 
other groups, by informal arrangements. 

The layout of the Beach has been enlarged since the 
1937 plans were implemented, but with the excep­
tion of the natural movement of the sand and sev­
eral modifications to the jetties the overall layout of 
the Beach is substantially unchanged since the 1939 
improvements. 

7.4 Integrity 
-

The Beach at Jacob Riis Park retains integrity of 
location, design, setting, materials, feeling and 
association. 

The overall layout integrity has been retained even 
through the eastern portion was added to the origi­
nal Robert Moses 1937 Park layout. The overall 
visual integrity has been retained although the ma­
terial and workmanship of the jetties and groins has 
been weakened by the deteriorating action of the 
ocean on these elements. Although several of the 
jellies and groins have been extended they still re­
tain their original purpose. The old sea wall which 
runs through the crescent Beach is highly deterio­
rated. With the exception of the natural movement 
of sand, the Beach has not been substantially 
changed since the 1939 project. 
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8.1 Context of the 
Recommendations 

The National Park Service's 1979 General Man­
agement Plan defines a general policy of "rehabili­
tation" for Jacob Riis Park, proposing that ' ... the 
location and configuration of existing facilities at 
Riis will be retained, but significant modernizing 
improvements will be made ... " The policy of 
"rehabilitation" is defined, by the Secretary of the 
Interior's Standards and Guidelines for Rehabilita­
tion, as 'the process of returning a property to a 
state of utility, through repair or alteration, which 
makes possible an efficient contemporary use, 
while preserving those portions and features of the 
property which are Significant to its historic, archi­
tectural, and cultural values.' Therefore, the reha­
bilitation of Jacob Riis Park will include retaining, 
preserving, repairing, and replacing significant fea­
tures of the landscape. The foregoing report has 
defined the significant remaining features of the 
landscape as well as important features which have 
been lost for the park overall and its sub·areas. 
This summary section provides recommendations 
based on that analysiS. 

Significance 
The key historically significant aspects of the Jacob 
Riis Historic District, as defined in the National 
Register application referred to previously and as a 
designed historic landscape, are described in fur­
ther detail in Section 2.3 of this report include: 

1. Jacob Riis Park is represenratil'e of 1920's and 
1930's recreational landscape architecture, archi­
tecture, and park design, particularly in New York 
City 

2. lacob Riis Park exhibits the use of Art Deco and 
Modeme design adapted to architecture 

3. Jacob Riis Park is an excellent example of a 
planned NYC beachfront Park during the UPA 
and Robert Moses period 

Despite small scale changes and progressive dete­
rioration over time, Jacob Riis Park retains its 
overall character as a designed historic landscape 
which contains significant historic landscape re­
sources, many of which have a high level of physi­
cal integrity. Jacob Riis Park as a whole represents 
a remarkably well preserved and intact example of 
mid-twentieth century municipal park and recrea­
tion design. 

At Jacob Riis Park, the 1932 park design, focusing 
on a single building, was expanded in 1936-37 into 
an overall site development concept and redevel­
oped into a successful, popular facility. The park 
incorporates a small number of 1932 site features, 
principally in the Bathhouse Area, into a compre­
hensive design, formal in scale and intent. The 
original Bathhouse and surrounding groundS were 
an early effort to emulate the nearby, and very suc­
cessful Jones Beach State Park. The designers of 
the 1936-38 Park expansion, featuring the Crescent 
Boardwalk and Mall area, adapted the 1932 design 
by widening the Beach and creating the strong geo­
metrical forms of the Mall and Boardwalk as well 
as the Back Beach recreation area. 

The site design exhibits a combination of formal­
ism and strong geometric layout characteristic of 
the modern movement and public works of the pe­
riod, combined with a planting strategy which at­
tempted to create elements of a naturalistic 
seaside landscape. The overall walkway and circu­
lation system and the basic zoning of the site into 
the five sub-areas previously discussed -- the Bath­
house, Boardwalk/Promenade, Mall, the Back 
Beach, and Beach -- are immediately perceivable 
and understandable, much as conceived in the 
1936-37 design. Each of these sub-areas retains 
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essential landscape resources which contribute to 
the overall ensemble, despite changes which have 
evolved over time: 

o The Bathhouse Area -- retains the symmetrical 
walkways from the 1932 layout and 1937 reno­
vation, as well as planted areas which comple­
ment the imposing and symmetrical Bathhouse 
structure. Although some plant materials have 
been lost over time, many of the remaining 
plant materials in this area date from both the 
1932 construction and the 1937 renovation; 

o The Boardwalk/Promenade Area -- retains its 
important unifying quality as a linear walkway 
parallel to the Beach linking all park elements. 
Its relationship to the buildings and Back Beach 
areas remains constant, as access points to Back 
Beach activity areas and key original structures 
remain. Areas of which have changed include 
the loss of wood materials on the surface ofthe 
Boardwalk, deterioration of the ship's rail, and 
the .introduction of contemporary, incompat­
ible modem benches; 

o The Mall -- in overall shape, delineation, and 
symmetry, the Mall remains substantially as de­
signed, including the location of nearly all walk­
ways and circulation and the perimeter planting 
approaCh. Modest changes to some walkways, 
removal of the wooden Boardwalk and related 
site features between the East and West Mall 
Buildings, and maturation of some plant mate­
rials represent a loss of historic character,but 
have not jeopardized the overall integrity of the 
landscape concept in this area. Many of these 
changes are reversible. 

o The Back Beach -- has changed more substan­
tially than other sub-areas, as many original 
court, playground, and playing field layouts 
have been modified over time to meet changing 
recreation needs. However, the general system 
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of walkways and connections to the Boardwalk 
remain in this area, defining the perimeter of 
the active recreation uses and maintaining the 
layering of activity which characterized the 
originallayoul. Several sections of the Back 
Beach, particularly near the East and West 
Mall Buildings, retain activity layouts which are 
quite similar to the 1936-37 installations. 

o The Beach -- remains the recreational and vis­
ual resource which motivated the entire site de­
sign, providing a rationale for the linearity of 
the Boardwalk and attracting activities which 
demand services along its length. 

The proposed rehabilitation of Jacob Riis Park will 
inevitably involve the intrOduction of new activities 
and design elements within this historic landscape. 
Jacob Riis Park is a dynamic, functioning recrea­
tion resource in a major metropolitan region which 
should legitimately serve the changing needs of its 
service population. This report recommends that 
those elements of the landscape which retain high 
historic integrity be retained, permitting minor ad­
justments for contemporary user needs. On the 
other hand, those portions of the site where his­
toric integrity has already been compromised by 
prior modifications could be considered for the in­
troduction of new open space uses to meet contem­
porary recreation needs if such uses are designed 
to be compatible with the character-defining ele­
ments of the landscape. 

8.2 Recommendations: Site 
Landscape Elements 

In this section, overview recommendations are of­
fered for each of the landscape elements previously 
presented in the Report, highlighting the aspects 
of each element which are of significance to the 
historical, architectural, or cultural values of 
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the landscape. In subsequent sections, more de­
tailed proposals are made for each ofthe defined 
sub-areas at Jacob Riis Park. 

Topography 
The flat terrain of Jacob Riis Park is characteristic 
of the seaside environment, and is an important 
aspect of the 1937 renovation. The height differen­
tial between the Boardwalk and the Beach, as well 
as the relationship ofthe Back Beach and Mall to 
other park sub-areas, appears to have changed 
little. Some accretion of blown sand at planting 
borders has occurred, although this has not 
changed the overall layout significantly. 

In general, the topographic relationships of the 
sub-areas and activities at Jacob Riis should be 
maintained. New development at the Park should 
avoid introduction of changes in historic eleva­
tions, creation of new major earthforms, or distur­
bance of established dunes. 

Land Use 
The location of buildings containing visitor services 
(the Bathhouse and the two Mall Buildings) was an 
integral and highly significant part of the original 
Jacob Riis Park design concept, and these key 
buildings remain substantially as built in 1937. The 
layout of the Back Beach to contain a diverse mix 
of active and passive recreation,locating court 
games close to the major structures interspersed 
with more "natural" areas, was an important aspect 
of the original layout and is perceivable today, al­
though some of these activity areas have been 
changed to other uses since 1937. Additionally, 
the use of planting borders to separate differing 
uses from one another, facilitating the mix of uses, 
was an important part of the original layout and 
still remains. 

Chapter 8: Recommendations 

Areas of the site which retain historic fabric and 
integrity and contain uses which are substantially 
consistent with the original 1936-37 designs should 
be preserved. If changes to uses in such areas are 
deemed essential to meet contemporary recreation 
needs, such changes should retain the scale, char­
acter, and typical materials of those sections of the 
site. Where changes to incorporate new outdoor 
activities are proposed, these should be oriented to 
those sections of the site which have lost historic 
integrity and where replacement of missing fea­
tures is not essential to the historic character. 
Such changes, in the Back Beach area, for example, 
should be designed to adhere to the symmetrical 
and formal qualities which characterized the 1936-
1937 plan. Addition of new elements to the exist­
ing historic landscape should be done with great 
care to avoid damaging the essential features of 
these areas. 

Circulation and Paving 
The design of the vehicular and pedestrian circula­
tion network at Jacob Riis Park created the 
"frame" which defines the zones of activity in the 
original 1937 design. The layering of activities is 
directly attributable to the parallel walkways along 
the Boardwalk and Back Beach. Additionally, the 
curving arrival drive which defines the rounded 
shape of the parking lot is complementary to the 
more formal ellipsoid shape of the Boardwalk and 
Back Beach activities and contrasts to the straight 
walkways of the Mall. Nearly all these pedestrian 
and vehicular ways remain in the same location to­
day and are of primary importance to be retained, 
although in some cases pavement materials have 
changed. 

Vehicular circulation at Jacob Riis Park should re­
main limited to the arrival! departure experience, 
as originally intended. Use of the Boardwalk! 
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Promenade and other Park walkways as seIVice 
drives should be restricted only to emergency and 
authorized maintenance vehicles. No new road­
ways should be developed. 

All walks, whether original or introduced after 
1937, should be kept to widths consistent with the 
design used in 1936-1937. New walks should be 
minimized, except within areas of the Back Beach 
which have lost their historic integrity and where 
their location is non-intrusive and does not detract 
from the historic character. Any changes which are 
required to enable access for the disabled should 
be designed to be compatible with original layouts 
and to reflect the formality and strong geometries 
which characterized the 1936-37 design. 

Repair of existing pavements which retain their 
original materials should be done with care to 
match color and textures. Where walkways need 
rebuilding, they should be replaced with in kind 
materials. Over time, programs should be devel­
oped to systematically repair or replace with in 
kind materials paved surfaces which deteriorate. 
Compatible substitute materials may be considered 
where repair or replacement in kind is not techni­
cally or economically feasible. Where historic ma­
terials have been removed, replacement should be 
systematically made to return historic or histori­
cally comptible materials. 

Buildings and Structures 
The three major structures at Jacob Riis Park -­
the Bathhouse and the two Mall Buildings -- are 
historically significant within the park and retain a 
high level of integrity. Retention of their character 
is essential, as a feature of the 1937 Park design 
was to integrate these buildings into a coordinated 
landScape. The Bathhouse and the two Mall Build­
ings continue to maintain their strong linkage to 
the overall site, largely due to the small degree of 

change to the massing of these structures and due 
to the relatively unchanged nature of the walkways 
and sitework in their immediate vicinity. The three 
Concession structures, built in the late 1940's and 
early 1960's, postdate the 1937 park renovation 
and contain few noteworthy design features. 

The Bathhouse and Mall Buildings should be pre­
served and rehabilitated, in conformance with rec­
ommendations of the Historic Structures Report. 

The two 1940's structures symmetrically placed at 
east a!ld west ends of the Boardwalk ellipse should 
be treated similarly, in terms of sitework and over­
all access to maintain the symmetry of their rela­
tionship. Modifications to these structures could 
be considered if required to meet contemporary 
service needs of park users, so long as the design 
maintains a symmetrical quality and small scale, 
subordinate to the other buildings and the board­
walk. The most easterly Concession structure is 
adjacent to a segment of the Back Beach which was 
developed in the 1960's and is not part of the his­
toric landscape. Modifications to the site 
surrounding this structure could be made to ac­
commodate new functions, respecting the charac­
ter of the adjacent Boardwalk. 

Additional structures, such as grilles to accommo­
date picnic use, may be considered to be added to 
the landscape if they are sited and scaled so as not 
to distract from character-defining landscape 
qualities. 

Spatial Relationships Bnd Views 
The overall design concept of the 1936-37 plan re­
lied on symmetry to define the order of spaces and 
activities at Jacob Riis Park. This symmetry was 
evidenced in many aspects of the Park design and 
has a high significance to the character and form of 
the Park in areas such as: the layout of walkways 
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near the Bathhouse, the Boardwalk and Back 
Beach areas along the ellipse on either side of the 
Mall Buildings; the Mall, and; the area between 
the Mall Buildings. Additionally, border planting 
created a sense of spatial definition within areas of 
the Back Beach and a sense of enclosure along the 
Mall which was a crucial part of the overall land­
scape character. 

The overall spatial character of the Mall, the 
Boardwalk, and the Bathhouse areas should be re­
tained. Future improvements should be designed 
to retain and reestablish original spatial relation­
ships and symmetries that have been altered or 
have deteriorated. Court games and paved -play 
areas in the Back Beach should be designed to re­
flect the formal and symmetrical layouts which 
characterized original designs. Playfields and pas­
sive recreation areas within the Back Beach should 
be designed to preserve existing historic plant ma­
terials and restore missing plantings to emphasize 
the seaside setting. The Mall and Bathhouse areas 
should retain the symmetry which characterized 
the original designs. 
The views and vistas of certain areas of Jacob Riis 
Park are important features of the site, although 
these views are not necessarily the same as in 1937-
1939, as plant materials have matured. Two areas 
which have important views which should be re­
tained, based on Original layouts, include the axis 
of the lawn in the Mall area and the clear field of 
vision which remains in front of the Entrance Pa­
vilion, which enables this structure to have high 
visibility from the vast parking lot. The open qual­
ity of the Boardwalk south edge should be main­
tained, avoiding obstruction of the ocean view. 
Planting borders around.court areas and between 
the Beach and Back Beach have, over time, created 
a sense of separation between disparate activities 
which appears to have been an important design 
intent of the 1937 Plan and should be retained. 
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Planting 
The intent of the original planting plans appears to 
have been 10 create informal, open landscaped ar­
eas, to define spaces in the Mall and along the 
Back Beach, as well as to provide a setting around 
the Bathhouse: 

o At the Mall, the elongated central lawn remains 
well defined, framed by large Japanese Black 
Pine (Pinus Ihunbergi), despite the loss of the 
mixed species which provided understory plant­
ing as well as other small trees. These remain­
ing plant materials are of significance 
historically to the design concept of the Mall. 
The mix of species in this area was a character­
defining element of the original plan and 
should be pursued in the rehabilitation through 
addition of plant materials and through a sys­
tematic replacement program as current plant 
materials reach the end of their life cycles. 

o Along the Back Beach, the majority of plant 
borders to court games areas remain and are a 
significant part of the original design concept, 
although the mix and density of plant materials 
have changed over time. In the more natural 
areas of the Back Beach at either end of the 
ellipse, the original natural borders have been 
substantially lost and, in the case of the area to 
the east end of the ellipse, a playing field was 
added in 1940, early in the park's history. 

o In the Bathhouse area the Washington Haw­
thorn and Ligustrum which comprise the north, 
east, and west borders date from 1937 and, per­
haps to 1932. These materials have significant 
value. The general shape of borders and lawn 
areas is SUbstantially similar to that conceived 
in 1932 and expanded upon in 1937. 

Original plant materials should be retained, ex­
cepting plant materials which are in decline which 
should be replaced in kind as they reach the end of 
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their life cycles. Typical life spans for the plants on 
the original plant list at Jacob Riis Park include: 

Botanical Name Common Name Life Span 

Baccharis 
halmifolia 

Groundsel bush under 5 years 

Elaegnus 
umbellata 
Myrica 
carolinensis 

Autumn 
elaegnus 
Wax-myrtle 

SO-l00years 

(1) 

Rosa rugosa Rugosa rose 50 - 100 years 
Prunus maritimaBeach plan 25 - 50 years 
Prunus pumila Sand cherry 25 - 40 years (2) 
Pinus thunbergi Japanese Black 100 + years (3) 

Pine 

Notes: 

(1) not hardy enough for cold weather 

(2) difficult to cultivate 

(3) jeopardized by 'blue cancre stain" 

Pinus thunbergi, a particularly prevalent tree spe­
cies on site, is at risk due to a lethal disease, "blue 
cancre stain,' carried by beetles that is decimating 
all Japanese Black Pine on the East Coast, similar 
to the damage wrought by Dutch Elm disease. 
Although a preventive cure may be found, it is pos­
sible that the black pines may be lost over the next 
10-15 years. Possible replacements for Pinus thun­
bergi which have a similar visual character and the 
potential of survival at the site may include: 

o Pinus rigida (Pitch Pine) 

o Juniperus chinensis (Chinese juniper) 

o Chamaecyparis pisifera (Sawara False Cypress) 

o Cryptomeria japonica (Cryptomeria) 

-------~,-------- -
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However, all of the above, with the possible excep­
tion of the first two species, need shelter from wind 
and salt spray and may hav" difficulty surviving at 
the beach edge. Other individual healthy trees 
should be retained, even if not part of the original 
planting list, if they can be pruned to a form char­
acteristic of the species in the environment. 
Where shade is desired for new picnic areas, pref­
erence should be given to using original species or 
small trees which can be shaped for shade, located 
to be consistent with historic planting planting pat­
terns and the overall landscape design character. 

Where possible, existing shrub beds should be re­
habilitated with infill plantings, to restore missing 
materials. The intent of the original shrub beds in 
the park appears to include: 

o Foundation planting adjacent to building edges 
(such as at the Bathhouse) 

o Natural edge "understory" defining a formal 
space (such as at the Mall) 

o Natural edge "understory" defining an informal 
space (such as at passive recreation spaces 
along the Back Beach) 

o Natural seaside hedges (such as around the 
game courts at the Back Beach) 

o Clipped hedges (such as the planters in the east 
playground) 

o Accent beds (such as at the Bathhouse en-
trance). 

In all of these areas, priority should be given to 
protection of original plant materials, where fea­
sible. A careful procedure should be used to iden­
tify and mark plant materials which are likely to be 
original and/or are listed on the original planting 
plans. Other plant materials which appear to be 
non-original but which are flourishing and are in a 
location and form which is characteristic of original 
beds should also be identified and protected. , 
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Where healthy shrub beds and individual plant ma­
terials are not consistent with the original intent of 
the design (such as trees at edges of game court 
areas), materials which are healthy may be re­
tained if they are compatible with current or 
planned uses. When such materials are in direct 
conflict with programmatic needs, then considera­
tion should be given to their removal or transplant 
in favor of materials that will both support the 
planned activities and be consistent with the his­
toric character. 

When placing new infill planting within historical 
shrub beds, plant materials should either be among 
those listed on the original plant list or should be 
compatible in color, texture, form and scale with 
original species. Care should be taken in choosing 
materials to select materials which will survive in 
the seaside environment and to install them in con­
figurations which will maximize survivability. One 
approach which holds promise is a simplification of 
mixed species plant beds, clustering species. Sepa­
ration should be maintained beween beds of Eleag­
nus umbellata, Rosa rugosa, and Prunus sp., and 
Myricasp. 

Evaluations should be done in areas where original 
planting did not survive to determine whether non­
surviving plant materials were inappropriately 
sited. Irrigation systems should be considered for 
areas of new planting where materials are subject 
to high stress or in high profile and form?l.a~eas, 
such as planting beds in the Bathhouse vlclmty. 

Site FurnllhlDl1 and Small Scale 
E1emftltl 
RelatMIy few or lile aile fumlshinp which were 
PUI in place In eilher 1932 or 1937 remain. Site 
furniture was relalm:1y simple In design, befitting 
the character of Jacob Riis Park and its straightfor­
ward and economical materials. The prinCipal 
items which remain include sections of the wooden 
ship's rail on the Boardwalk, wire trash baskets, 
two types of concrete and wooden slat "Lundino" 
benches in poor repair, and a few concrete drink­
ing fountains with the hexagonal, flared design. 
The concrete fountains replliced the original cast 
iron pedestal units which were provided as part of 
the 1937 Plan. The other items were, typically, 
provided throughout the park in the original de­
sign and were important elements to define the 
small scale character of the environment. The 
Wise clock on the Boardwalk is a unique site ele­
ment, located at a highly visible location, installed 
in the early 1940's. Other small site furniture 
items which were part of the original design and 
have been largely removed included kiosks in the 
Back Beach area, telephone booths, and fire boxes. 

Site furnishings and other small scale elements can 
have a unifying effect on the entire Park and 
should be coordinated to be compatible ,vith the 
original design. Where significant resources which 
are compatible remain (such as the Lundino 
benches), these should be repaired, where possible, 
or replaced in kind. The wooden ships rail restora­
tion (where practical) and replacement with simi­
lar materials where necessary is a crucial site 
element to restore continuity along the Boardwalk. 
Where replacement materials are required, a case­
by-case assessment should be done. If using the 
same kind of materials is not technically or eco­
nomically feasible, then compatible substitute ma­
terials may be considered. Those elements which 
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do exist should be evaluated and restored if their 
condition warrants. Even though most of the 
benches along the Boardwalk were added after the 
original 1937-39 design, they provide an important 
amenity and should be restored and/or replaced, 
except that the later, modern pipe benches should 
be replaced by concrete and wood slat Lundino 
type benches. In future design, consideration 
should be given to replacement of historic site fur­
niture items which have been removed if, economi­
cally feasible and responsive to contemporary 
needs of park users. Additional site furnishings, 
such as picnic tables and grilles, should be consid­
ered on a case-by-case basis if their inclusion can 
be accommodated without detrimental effect on 
the park's historic character. 

Lighting 
Many lighting fIXtures have been used over time at 
Jacob Riis Park. Those remaining which are char­
acteristic of the park's early development include 
the 1948 "Type B" New York lights which are found 
in the Mall and Bathhouse areas and in parts of the 
Back Beach and the "Type A" lights with the hori­
zontal crossarm lining the Boardwalk which appear 
to have been added, based on historical photo­
graphs, by 1941. Other lights which were used at 
the Park in the 1932-1939 period included a 1932 
wood bracketed fixture used near the Bathhouse, 
globe lights which appear to have been used aiong 
the Boardwalk in 1939 and removed in favor of the 
"Type A" lights, and high mounted flood lights 
which were originally placed throughout the Back 
Beach area. None of these lights remain, except 
one of the 1932 wood-bracketed fixtures in the 
large parking lot. The scale and consistency of the 
several types of lights at Jacob Riis Park are impor­
tant character defining elements to the overall 
park environment. 
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Type A and Type B lights should be retained and 
restored for the pedestrian portions of the Board­
walk (Type A) and Mall/Back Beach/Bathhouse 
(Type B). Investigation of luminaire replacement 
should be undertaken to ascertain whether higher 
levels of maintainability can be achieved while 
maintaining the scale of fixture and appropriate 
character of illumination. Lighting levels at the 
Park are generally low and should be increased, 
particularly at high impact/use areas such as en­
tries, recreation and event sites. Substantial use of 
flood lights throughout the Park is evident from 
historic photographs. Additional flood light instal­
lation would be appropriate if nighttime recreation 
is to be encouraged in the Back Beach. Transi­
tional areas and contemporary new functions will 
each require further study to insure compatibility 
of lighting with the historic landscape and the in­
tended functions. 

Signage 
Historical photographs and design documents 
show that most signage was historically applied to 
buildings, indicating concession locations and rest 
rooms. There were also small, freestanding signs 
on the grounds. Building signs were hung on sur-

. faces, some to walls, or perpendicular made of 
open, over-sized letters set off from opaque build­
ing surfaces. The NY Parks Department sign was a 
timber bordered, flat sign with hand-painted letter­
ing. These signs have allbeen removed. The open 
leuer signing on buildings gave a continuity across 
the park because of its stylized Art Deco typeface 
and the large scale of the information, visible from 
a distance against light colored building surfaces. 
Nearly all original signs have been lost and those 
signs which remain are contemporary, comprising a 
mix of standard NPS identification signs, prohib­
itory signs, and handicapped access emblems. 
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An effective sign system should be designed to 
serve as a unifying element for identification, di­
rectional and interpretive information at Jacob 
Riis Park. The design of this system should evoke 
the design and feel of the signs typical of public 
park spaces of the 1930s. It will be important to 
design signs which can be durable and replaceable 
to withstand potential vandalism. 

Materials should be selected for durability and 
heavy use associated with a major public recrea­
tional environment, a similar context to the origi­
na11937-39 design. Principles which should apply 
to design of new signage at Jacob Riis Park, in­
clude the following: 

o Signage should use a stylized Art Deco or Mod­
erne typeface characteristic of the park's period 
of significance. 

o Building signs should be of two types: (a) open 
leUer signs, mounted set-off froin opaque build­
ing surfaces, could be used for generic visitor 
service and concession information, similar to 
signs used historically. Such signs should be 
confined to the south faces of the Beach Pavil­
ion and the Mall Buildings; (b) other small 
building signs panels could be placed within or 
subordinate to building facade elements (e.g.­
hung under a portico). 

o Signage should be kept to a minimum to be 
consistent with the site's historic tradition of 
limited site signage. For example, rules and 
regulations should be posted at a few key 
points, as opposed to identifying and repeating 
prohibited activities throughout the park. 

o Site signs should be installed so as not to de­
tract from the area where they are installed, to 
avoid impact on character-defining elements. 
For example; (a) on the Boardwalk, signs 
should be, typically, placed to the north side so 
not to block views of the ocean. Any sign which 
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must, for reasons of public safety, appear to the 
south edge of the Boardwalk, should be 
mounted to avoid obstructing views and at a lo­
cation which reinforces the rhythm of Board­
walk rails and passing; (b) on the Back Beach, 
where possible, necessary signs should be 
mounted on fences and dividing walls; similar 
to historic practice; (c) on the Mall, signs 
should be placed to the periphery and not in 
the central lawn. 
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8.3 Recommendations: Bathhouse 
Area 

Historic Resource Context 
The area immediately surrounding the Bathhouse 
retains a high degree of historic integrity. Circula­
tion systems, paving, lighting, and major planting 
beds from the 1937 design remain, are in relatively 
good condition, and should be retained and re­
planted. Although much of the mixed species 
planting has not survived, the remaining Washing­
ton Hawthorns are the most predominant and sub­
stantial species of the original design and therefore 
much of the historic character is retained, despite 
the addition of a later privet hedge. Mature Japa­
nese Black Pines, while not part of the original lay­
out, were probably put in by the New York City 
Parks Department in the late 1940's or early 
1950's, based on the size and maturity of the trees. 
These trees have evolved into important and long­
lived landscape elements. These important 
elements should be retained. The major qualities 
of the Bathhouse area which should be maintained 
inclUde: 

o Strong symmetrical layout of both landscape 
and building, with original walkway layouts. 

o Dominant architectural style of the Entrance 
Pavilion; with focal tower and portico elements 
and its visibility from the parking lot. 

o High integrity of the original site layout and 
walkway system. 

o Mature plantings which enhance and highlight 
the building's architecture while de­
emphasizing the mass of the structure. 

o Strong relationship to entry roadways and 
parking lots. 

Recommendations 
Several problems should be addressed in this sub­
area. These include deteriorating concrete paving, 
lawn areas with uneven grades that have over­
grown adjacent walks and paved areas, and planted 
areas overgrown with weeds. Additionally, the 
area has poor signage that is not readily visible to 
vehicles approaching from the east. 

As the primary point of arrival for most Park visi­
tors, the Bathhouse area should serve two func­
tions. First, it should be returned to its traditional 
function as the 'front door' into the Park and 
should project a positive visual image. Second, it 
must incorporate the components necessary to ori­
ent visitors to the Park, inform them of the ameni­
ties offered, and provide a logical entry sequence 
for arriving visitors. The following recommenda­
tions would help achieve the above goals, while re­
sponding to the historic elements of the landscape: 

1. Retain and strengthen historic character defin­
ing elements and introduce needed 
improvements to maintain and restore the 
historic fabric. 

A Retain Washington Hawthorne and Ligus­
trum planting along front of Bathhouse; prune! 
trim as necessary to retain natural shape of 
plants and to keep branches away from 
building. 

B. Replace damaged or missing plants to retain 
historic character of planting borders. 

C. Retain Japanese Black Pines; prune as nec­
essary to retain natural character oftree. 

D. Retain and restore the walkway system, 
patching and replacing concrete paving to 
match existing color and texture. 
E. Retain 'Type B' pedestrian lights in this 
area, restoring or replacing elements as 
necessary. 
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F. Retain seasonal planting beds on either side 
of the main entrance. 

O. Prohibit grills or picnic benches at the main 
entrance, as new areas for these uses will be 
established as part ofthe overall plans. 

H. Restore, where possible and consistent with 
intended park use, missing character-defining 
elements which have been removed. 

2. Develop a sense of arrival through the com­
bined rehabilitation of historic features such as 
the Bathhouse structure, plaza paving and land­
scaping, and through the introduction of new 
design elements which respond to current visi­
tor needs. These might include: 

A The introduction of historically consistent 
site furnishings, removing intrusive contempo­
rary elements, such as the aluminum benches. 

B. The return of historically documented fea­
tures such as flagpoles and building signage. 

C. The introduction of appropriate identifica­
tion, directional and interpretive signage. 

D. Increased lighting in all entry areas. 

E. Establish a logical entry sequence for Park 
visitors that will directly and indirectly move 
them through this entry area to the recreation 
areas of Jacob Riis Park. 

F. Establish locations for emergency vehicles 
near the Bathhouse First Aid area and the 
Boardwalk to minimize their visual presence on 
the character-defining aspects of the landscape. 

O. Provide handicapped access curb cuts at all 
sidewalks. 
H. Consider design of building features and ap­
purtenant structures, such as building signage, 
drinking fountains, telephone booths, and con­
cession carts, to be in character with original 
elements which have been removed. 
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8.4 Recommendations: Boardwalk I 
Promenade Area 

Historic Resource Context 
The BoardwalkIPromenade extends the entire 
length of Jacob Riis Park from east to west. It links 
together all areas of the Park and selVes as a major 
pedestrian circulation route serving the Beach on 
its south side and the Back Beach, Mall and Bath­
house on its north side. Its visibility to and from 
the Beach links the Boardwalk / Promenade 
strongly with the natural resource which prompted 
the original development of Jacob Riis Park. The 
major character-defining elements of the Board­
walk include its layout, shape and form, materials, 
its functional and visual relationship to the key 
buildings within the Park, the ships rail, and the 
'Type A' lights which, though not part of the origi­
nal Moses work, were installed shortly thereafter 
and date to approximately 1941. Major qualities of 
the Boardwalk which should be retained include 
the following: 

o Integrity of the original layout, including access 
points to and from the Back Beach and Beach 
areas. 

o The form of the Boardwalk, which comple­
ments the buildings: the ellipse relates to the 
CUlVed Mall Buildings and the straight section 
relates to the linear Bathhouse. 

o Concrete pavement is 50 years old in most ar­
eas and in fair condition. 

o Most of the 1941 lighting standards remain, im­
parting a scale and rhythm to the length of the 
Boardwalk 

o The ship's rail which, though sections are miss­
ing, frames and defines the edge of the Board­
walk. 
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The principal Changes in the Boardwalk which 
have occurred since the 1936-38 development in­
clude the replacement ofthe wooden deck in the 
elliptical section with concrete, removal of the 
bandstand, deterioration of materials, and addition 
of some modern incompatible benches which were 
not part of the original design. The Boardwalk is 
more separate today from the Back Beach than 
when originally installed, due to the growth of 
planting borders to mature size. 

Recommendations 
Problems which must be addressed in this area in­
clude elements in need of maintenance and resto­
ration, including the ships rails, concrete paving 
and steps, and damaged benches and lights. 

The Boardwalk at Jacob Riis Park is a place to see 
and be seen, providing continuity across the site 
and continuous visual access to the Beach. The 
Boardwalk and Promenade should retain their lin­
ear character, should provide easy access to and 
from the Beach, and should retain those elements 
which define its historic character. The following 
recommendations are made to realize these poten­
tials: 

1. Enhance the historic character of design and · 
function through the repair and/or replacement 
of important elements, including: 

A Repair, where feasible the Ship's Rail and 
supporting frame; replacing those segments 
which are deteriorated beyond repair or miss­
ing with in-kind materials. 

B. Repair and replace the 'Type A' Boardwalk! 
Promenade lights, replacing missing elements 
and replacing luminaires with compatible fix­
tures. 

e. Repair the Wise Memorial Clock to Original 
condition. 
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D. Repair concrete pavement, seawall, and 
steps to improve access to Beach. 

E. Replace existing modern benches along the 
Boardwalk. Even though these were not part of 
the 1937-39 installation, benches are an impor­
tant adjunct to the Boardwalk and do not de­
tract from the materials and design approach of 
the park. Metal benches should be removed 
and replaced with the concrete and wooden 
slat "Lundino' benches used in court and game 
areas and dating from the 1937-39 period. 

F. Replace the wooden Boardwalk, as part of a 
phased upgrading. Phase 1 would include 
patching of spalling concrete; Phase 2 would be 
construction of the wooden Boardwalk on top 
of the concrete. If using the same type of wood 
is not technologically or economically feasible, 
then compatible substitute materials, such as 
vandal-resistant tropical hardwoods or other 
substitutes, may be considered. 

G. Strong consideration should be given to re­
placing the bandstand which was a character­
defining element at this location and might 
selVe as an interpretive and information Shel­
ter. If demand would support other uses in the 
location, they should be designed to be compat­
ible with the size, scale, materials, and color of 
this historic feature. 

2. Add elements required for contemporary visi­
tor needs which would not adversely affect the 
historic charcter of the landscape of this area 
and which would assure the preselVation of 
character-defining features. These may in­
clude: 

A Appropriate minimal signage, designed to 
be part of an overall system of orientation and 
information at the park. Signs should be small 
scale and should not intrude on views of the 
Beach or Back Beach. 
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B. Shower heads at the edge of the Beach for 
wash-off which are visually compatible with the 
historic character in terms of size, scale, materi­
als, color and texture. 

C. Provision of acress for the disabled from the 
Boardwalk / Promenade to the Beach, to in­
clude the addition of handrails at existing stairs, 
designed to be compatible with the existing rail 
system and overall historic character. 

D. Existing drinking fountains must be re­
placed, as they are typically not accessible to 
the disabled and not visually in character with 
the park. New fountains should be located in 
historic locations, to the north side of the 
boardwalk and promenade, using materials and 
designs which fulfill contemporary usage re­
quirements while in character with the materi­
als and scale of the historic landscape. 

8.5 Recommendations: Mall Area 
Historic Resource Context 
The Mall retains substantial historic integrity, as 
the location, setting, and overall design have been 
little changed since 1937. The space is still parti­
tioned into the unornamented and formal lawn, on 
axis with the Mall Buildings, surrounded by mature 
trees and the paved forecourt north of the Mall 
Buildings. Walkways are in original locations and 
have retained original materials. The Type B 
lights were added in the Mall area in 1948, al­
though at least two of these types of fIXtures were 
used adjacent to the Mall Buildings in 1937. The 
strong geometry and form of the central lawn ac­
centuates the opposing curves of the Mall Build­
ings and the ellipse Boardwalk. These attributes 
must be preserved. The key qualities of the Mall 
Area which should be preserved include: 

o Strong axiality and symmetry of Original design. 

o Mature plantings that defme the edges of the 
central lawn space. 

o Views across the open and uncluttered central 
lawn. 

Originally designed as a formal, ornamental open 
space for passive uses, the Mall retains its visual 
and formal qualities. However, the space is proba­
bly used much more intensively now than in 1937. 
The Mall is now heavily used for picnicking and 
other passive uses. In order to satisfy the heavy 
use demands placed on it, consideration should be 
given to adding amenities which support these 
uses, while protecting the important historic quali­
ties of the landscape. Recommendations for the 
Mall area include: 

Recommendations 
The problems of this area relate principally to the 
deterioration or replacement of materials. Walk­
way surfaces are cracked and deteriorating. Lawn 
areas are uneven and have overgrown the pave­
ment edges. Some ofthe New York Type 'B' 
lamps are broken. Additionally, a bus stop has 
been added at the north end ofthe Mall on Beach 
Channel Drive resulting in the loss of some origi­
nal plantings. 

1. Enhance the historic character of design and 
function through the repair and/or replacement 
of important character-defining elements, in­
cluding: 

A Rehabilitate the two Mall buildings. 

B. Retain and repair the 'Type B' lights in the 
Mall area. 

e. Repair and/or replace in kind existing 
benches in the plaza north of the Mall Build­
ings. These are backless 'Lundino' benches 

Chapter 8: Recommendations 

similar to others used during the Moses park 
era, although they may have been added 
later. 

D. Avoid adding new site furniture or other 
vertical elements to the lawn area, as they 
would detract from its simplicity and character. 

E. Maintain tree and shrub beds to define their 
limits and perpetuate with new plantings. 

F. Additionally, pruning, maintenance, and re­
placement policies should be defined for impor­
tant plant materials to maintain the character 
of the Mall area. 

2. Add contemporary elements and amenities, if 
required for visitor use, where such additions 
can be accommodated without adversely affect­
ing the integrity of the landscape of this area. 
These may include: 
A Support facilities for picnic use. These may 
include grills and/or charcoal collection bins, 
but should not include picnic tables or other 
site furniture. Grills should not be placed in 
the central lawn or under trees, but might be 
sited in areas to the east and west periphery of 
the Mall in places where there is no overhead 
tree. Grills should be low to the ground, of the 
smallest practical height and dimension, and lo­
cated far from the sidewalk to avoid encroach­
ment on views along the Mall. Charcoal bins 
should also be considered, to avoid the hazard 
of dumping live ashes on the ground. Such fa­
cilities should be sited to avoid adverse affect 
on historically significant plant materials or the 
overall character of the landscape. 

B. If required by activity demand, supplemen­
tary elements could be considered between the 
two Mall Buildings. 

C. Introduction of signage required as part of a 
Park-wide system. 
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Jacob Riis Park: Cultural Landscape Report 

8.6 Recommendations: Back Beach 
Area 

Historic Resource Context 
The Back Beach was originally conceived to pro­
vide a mix of active and passive recreation .. These 
areas provided a transition wne between the arri­
val areas and the Boardwalk and Beach areas of 
the Park. The design concept included controlled 
access, income and non-income producing hard 
surfaced court, game, and play areas adjacent to 
the principal buildings, punctuated with more 
natural areas at the two ends of the ellipse. 

The Back Beach was defined by a linear and cross 
circulation system of walkways which defined these 
activity areas and were reinforced by border plant­
ings. The system of defining walkways is remarka­
bly intact, as are many of the court game area 
internal layouts and many of the border plantings. 
Some of these areas have changed to varying de­
gree, due to modifications over the years or due to 
the loss of plant materials. 

The Back Beach should remain an area serving a 
broad variety of recreation uses. In general, it is 
proposed that parts of the Back Beach which retain 
their original form and function be retained and 
rehabilitated in place, that court areas whose uses 
have changed be retained as hard surface areas, 
but with possible shifts in recreation type, and that 
areas which have been altered substantially be con­
sidered as candidates for redesign, consistent with 
program needs. Consideration should also be 
given to restoration of missing features which were 
inportant character-defining elements. 

Major qualities of the Back Beach area which 
should be retained include the following: 

o ComprehenSive system of walkways, as origi­
nally designed, provides pedestrian access and 
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circulation to all amenities. 

o Mature border plantings that, in most locations, 
provide excellent separation of spaces, consis­
tent with apparent original design intent. 

o Wide variety of active recreation uses alternat­
ing areas for hard court games with planted 
natural areas and fields. 

Several changes in use have resulted in loss of in­
tegrity to sub-areas within the Back Beach: 

o West of the Mall-- the configuration of court 
games has been changed, although the general 
layout is intact. 

o Between the Mall and the Bathhouse -- sub­
stantial changes have occurred to the sub-parts 
of the Back Beach. The ballfield at the end of 
the ellipse was added to an area which ap­
peared originally intended as open field, bor­
dered with natural plantings which have 
subsiantially disappeared. This area was an im­
portant counterpoint to the hard surface court 
areas in the original design. Other court areas 
and parts of planted borders have also been 
changed. 

o East of the Bathhouse -- most areas beyond the 
immediate area of the Bathhouse have been 
modified. The childrens' play area was changed 
from a formal layout to an informal layout, al­
though small portions of the original layout are 
intact. The ballfield to the far east is an addi­
tion to the original plan. 

Recommendations 
Major problems of the Back Beach area that 
should be addressed include planted areas over­
grown with weeds, pavement edges overgrown by 
adjacent lawns, and site furnishings that are broken 
and deteriorated. Additionally, many paved court 
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game areas are cracked and in poor repair. There 
is an overall lack of signage, and lighting in the 
area. Recommendations for the area include: 

1. Restore the historic character of design and 
function through the repair and/or replacement 
of important character-defining elements, in­
cluding: 

A Retain mature plantings of historic species. 
Supplement the historic plantings that exist to 
fill in border areas and to replace those areas 
which have been removed or where original 
plantings are missing, using historic species. 

B. Retain and restore all defining walkways to 
the north of the active recreation parts of the 
Back Beach, as well as cross walks which sepa­
rate and define the individual activity areas. 

C. Restore and/or replace in kind the concrete 
and wood slat 'Lundino' benches adjacent to 
activity areas. In the original design, most 
benches at Jacob Riis Park were in the Back 
Beach area. Remove the modern metal 
benches, which date from later periods and are 
inappropriate. 
D. Repair and/or replace in kind damaged 
court surfaces and separating fences, where ap­
propriate to proposed uses. 

E. Retain "Type B' pedestrian lighting within 
Back Beach walkway areas, and consider over­
head flood lights for those areas where night 
outdoor recreation is to be permitted. 

F. Replace planting borders which have been 
removed or have deteriorated with species typi­
cal of the original design to reinforce the sepa­
ration and definition of Back Beach sub-areas. 
O. If future uses warrant, consider reintroduc­
tion of the small kiosks which were Originally 
built along the income-producing portions of 
the Boardwalk. 
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I 2. Limit the introduction of new uses to areas 
where historic integrity has been compromised 

I and where such changes would have limited ad-
verse affect on the historic character. In these 
areas, provide designs which: 

I A In design of hard surface areas, use geomet-
rica�ly precise and generally symmetrical 
layouts, consistent with the original philosophy 

I 
of the 1937-39 design. 

B. In design oflarger play areas, design plant-
ing borders to recreate the informal seascape 

I 
feel which characterized the original design. 
These borders should hold the edge of walk-
ways but should be informally shaped to their 
interior. 

I C. Complete missing border plantings on the 
south edges of all ballfield and lawn areas to 

I 
trap blown sand and stabilize these areas. 

D. New plant materials should be added only 
in areas where consistent with original plant 
massings and the overall historic landscape con-

I cept. For example, new deciduous trees might 
be added to provide shade for picnickers, but 
should be limited to the interior edges of north-

I erly planting borders in lawn and active play-
field areas of the Back Beach, where mixed 
species of varying size were originally intro-

I 
duced. These areas might include the lawn area 
near the Wise clock, and the most westerly par-
cel on the Back Beach. 

I 
3. Develop, and maintain throughout the Back 

Beach, a continuation of the entry sequence es-
tablished by the Bathhouse: 

I 
A Introduce signage that is visually in keeping 
with the historic theme of the Park. 

I 
I 

4. Provide access for the disabled from the Board­
walk and Promenade areas to the Back Beach, 
designing new elements to insure compatibility 
with scale and form of the historic landscape. 

8.7 Recommendations: Beach Area 
Historic Resource Context 
The Beach is the main resource and attraction at 
Jacob Riis Park. All other areas and/or activities 
exist to supplement the Beach. As such, the Beach 
needs to remain the main feature of the Park. All 
activities or actions need to be directed so this 
natural resource is preserved and enjoyed. The re­
petitive jetties and original sea walls are an impor­
tant part of this area, which, though created by 
natural forces, was shaped by man-made improve­
ments. Design of the Beach area should avoid fur­
ther encroachment on or alteration of the natural 
environment and should be oriented to providing 
needed services which will support typical beach 
activities. Major qualities of this area that should 
be retained include: 

o The repetitive quality of the beach and jetties, 
which has remained relatively constant since 
1937 design. 

o The scale of the beach space which supports a 
variety of uses and activities. 

o The natural quality of the sand and the ocean, 
which is the only natural resource which draws 
people to Riis Park. 

Recommendations 
Problems which should be addressed in the Beach 
area, include deteriorating jetties, groins, and 
original sea wall. Additionally, the beach and 
ocean are not handicap accessible. Recommenda-
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lions for this area include: 

1. Repair jetties and groins. 

2. Develop maintenance program to regularly re­
move debris and rocks from sand. 

3. Provide handicapped access to Beach and 
ocean. 

4. Provide amenity in area adjacent to crescent/ 
boardwalk to draw heavier use. 

5. Provide shower wash-off areas near junction 
with the Boardwalk. 

Any new additions should be unobtrusive, should 
not adversely affect the historic character of exist­
ing resources, and should use compatible materi­
als, forms, textures, and colors to existing 
character-defining features. 
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Legend 

Site Furnishing 

Type 

Condition 

J'ype 

D ' Benches 

A rEi Wood and Cooerete Bench with back 

B I \ 7 f Wood and Concrete Bench without back 

C @ Wood and Steel Bench with Back 

D I'T i Wood and Steel Bench without back 

o Lights 

A [[l Boardwalk/ Promenade Light 

B OJ New York Type "B" Light 

C I [ f East Promenade Light 

D I r l Street Light 

E CD Ballfield Light 

.6.Ship's Rail 

A ill 42" Ship'S Rail 

B ~ 36" Ship's Rail 

Conditions 

1 Good 2 

Minor ftnish peeling 
or Fading, 

1 Good 2 

Minor fmish damage. 

1 Good 2 

Minor surface damage. 

Appendix C: ExislinK Conditions Plans 

Note: This I~nd shows type and condkion of site 

fumitwe and applies 10 figures C·l through C·lO 

Fair 3 Deteriorating 

Moderate Finish peeling, Severe fmsh peeling, 
fading, chipped or bent fading or splintering 
bases with occasional broken bases witb 
missing or broken slats, several missing or 

broken slats, 

Fair 3 'Deteriorating 

Moderate finish damage Severe fmish damage, 
broken light fIxture broken light fixture 
and/or slightly leaning and/or leaning pole, 
pole. 

Fair 3 ' Deteriorating 

Moderate peeling paint, Severe peeling paint, 
rotting wood and/ or rotting wood and/ or 
metal blistering. metal blistering. 
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