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Hi Neighbor,
It would be so interest-

ing to see what life would 
be like on Staten Island today if secession 
happened back in the ‘90s. 

I’m not one of those old-time Island-
ers who says everything was better BTB 
(that’s Before the Bridge). You heard it 
mostly from “natives,” as the Advance 
dubbed them in obituaries. I’m really not 
one of those naysayers — although I am 
one of those natives.

Funny thing, I don’t hear that moni-
ker much anymore. I suppose because 
there aren’t many of us natives left. Still, 
you can’t argue with some of the native 
arguments. Less traffic. Less crime. Less 
crowds. Gorgeous, stately homes and 
wide-open fields, replaced by thousands 
of townhouses. Flooding, and more 
flooding, because the wide-open fields 
no longer exist.

I get it. Home ownership is part of 
the American Dream.  But you have to 
admit, some of those places are an Amer-
ican Nightmare. I can’t count how many 
telephone calls the newsroom received 
in the ‘70s and ‘80s from homeowners 
who awoke to find their kitchen cabinets 
had fallen off the walls, or streets full of 

soap suds from neighborhood washing 
machines. Neighbors, you see, didn’t want 
to fill their septic tanks with the suds so 
they just snaked a hose into the street.

Did I mention the homes were thrown 
up before the city got around to installing 
sanitary and storm sewers? Frustrated, 
homeowners reasoned a story in the 
Advance would fix things. Or if not that, 
at least make them feel better. It was a 
wintertime sight to behold when all those 
scrubbing bubbles froze up and down 
neighborhood streets, creating a sort of 
North Pole on the South Shore.

In a City of Staten Island, we would 
control our own Water and Sewer Depart-
ment, our own Police Department, our 
own Transportation Department, our own 
Building Department, our own Sanitation 
Department  ... You get it — the name of 
the game was local control. The question 
at the time – where would the money come 
to pay for all those luxuries?

What brings secession, and what might 
have been, to mind is an email I received 
from Advance/SILive.com reader Chris-
topher from Travis, incensed over “boom 
parties” and quality of life issues in gen-
eral. “My family and my neighbors have
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NYC, would you miss us?

STAPLETON

‘It’s bad’: New details emerge in 
shooting of teen at playground
As the 13-year-old boy clings 

to life after being shot in 

the head, a community 

reels from the violence.

Kyle Lawson   klawson@siadvance.com

On a dreary Saturday afternoon, the 
basketball courts at a Stapleton play-
ground stand empty, cordoned off with 
police caution tape. An investigation into 
a 13-year-old boy shot in the head at the 
location remains ongoing.

Police said two suspects in ski masks 
opened fire just before 4 p.m. Friday, 
striking the victim as he tried to flee the 
violence. It wasn’t immediately clear if he 
was the intended target. A motive for the 
attack remains unclear Saturday.

The victim — who was described by 
one source as being tall for his age — is a 
resident of the South Beach Houses and a 
student at The Eagle Academy in Staple-
ton. The school, co-located with I.S. 49, is 
nearby where the shooting occurred.

He was being mentored by a commu-
nity advocate at the time of the incident 
as a means to keep a distance from street 
violence, the source said.

But he was caught up in the shoot-
ing, which sent shock waves through 
the neighborhood, and forced a nearby 
elementary school to go on lockdown, 
according to a NY Post report.

As emergency responders f looded 
the area Friday afternoon, one panicked 

Facebook post from a concerned neigh-
bor read: “CHILD SHOT IN STAPLETON 
PLAYGROUND !! CHECK Y’ALL KIDS !!”

The shooting Friday was one of several 
over the past year in the shadow of the Sta-
pleton Houses. But this one, according to 
community organizers, hit differently.

“There was a bunch of kids in the park,” 
said Mike Perry, a city-commissioned vio-
lence interruptor with True2Life Staten 
Island. He arrived within minutes of 
the shooting, in time to see emergency 
responders perform CPR on the young vic-
tim. “This [was] tough bro.”

Loretto Horrigan Leary    
For the Staten Island Advance 

On Staten Island, a simple famine 
marker in front of the St. George court-
house marks where the immigrants, 
mostly Irish, were buried with haste. The 
perfectly formed hill in front of the court-
house is spectacular, even more so when 
you realize what it is — a mass grave.

For the thousands of immigrants who 
left Ireland during the years of The Great 
Hunger, America was the land of hope. 
For many, those hopes were dashed when 
their ships reached port and were quaran-
tined on Staten Island.

In 2014, 83 intact bodies, men and 
women, were removed from the mass 
grave behind the former Quarantine Sta-
tion and reinterred in a cemetery nearby. 
DNA and other tests performed by Cece 
Saunders, the archaeologist who exam-
ined the bodies, showed that the teeth of 
the deceased displayed signs of extreme 
hunger and stress.

They “died like flies,” said sculptor 
Rowan Gillespie, whose sculpture Statis-
tic 1 & 2 pays tribute to his time on Staten 
Island when Lynn Rogers of Friends of 
Abandoned Cemeteries of Staten Island 
provided him with the more than 350 
names of those who died over six months, 
from the end of 1849 to the first half of 

1850. Those are the only names to have 
survived the destruction by fire. There 
are thousands more unnamed victims.

New York City has seen its share of 
public health crises. During Ireland’s 
Great Hunger of 1845 – 1852, the city 
had already experienced a yellow fever 
epidemic in 1798 and a resurgence of 
it in 1803, which killed more than 600 
people. The first quarantine station to 
deal with this crisis was located at Gov-
ernor’s Island and opened in 1794. In 
1799, the quarantine station on Gover-
nor’s Island was moved to Tompkinsville 
(present-day St. George) in Staten Island. 
The bucolic 30-acre lot was deemed far 
enough away, while at the same time 
remaining a convenient distance to the 
city to prevent the spread of disease. The 
exact present-day location is the Staten 
Island Ferry Terminal.

According to William Smith, MD, a 
quarantine officer for the Port of New 
York, the location was not ideal for those 
living on Staten Island then. Despite 
local protests, the land was seized via 
eminent domain, and the Staten Island 
Marine Hospital and Quarantine Station 
was opened in 1799. Tompkinsville, back 
then, was a small village, a rural oyster-
man community according to Henry 
Steinmeyer’s book “Staten Island 1524-
1898,” and was contained by the larger 
town of Castleton. Mass immigration and 
population growth would change that in 
the next 60 years.

Kathryn Stephenson describes the 
buildings on the 30-acre lot: “St. Nicho-
las Hospital was the Quarantine’s most 
prominent and impressive building. 
Nearly 300 feet long and 50 feet wide, St. 
Nicholas was capped by an observatory 
adorned with a statue of a sailor. The hos-
pital looked out over a large garden that 
sloped down toward the water, and on 
each story, there were piazzas. The Small-
pox Hospital, one of the oldest structures 
on the grounds, had six patient wards. 
The Female Hospital…was a two-story

‘THEY DIED LIKE FLIES’

 Remembering the tragic 
history of Irish famine 

immigrants on Staten Island

An event today will visit 

a newly-marked mass 

grave outside the St. 

George courthouse.

A marker honors those buried near the courthouse in St. George.   Courtesy, Loretto Leary

A lone police car remains at the crime 
scene in the shadow of the Stapleton 
Houses on Saturday where police say a 
13-year-old boy was shot in the head on 
Friday.    Kyle Lawson, Staten Island Advance 
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