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INTRODUCTORY READING Bradley, Elizabeth. “Coney Island.” The Encyclopedia of New
York City. 2nd ed. 2010.

Adaptation

Coney Island is a neighborhood located in southwest Brooklyn and was named by the Dutch for
the many wild rabbits that lived in the area (the Dutch word for rabbits is konijn). The area’s first resort
hotel, the Coney Island House, opened in 1824 and had many famous guests, such as P.T. Barnum,
founder of Barnum and Bailey Circus, and Daniel Webster, a well-known politician. After the Civil War,
development of the beachfront area sped up and five railroads were built to connect Coney Island to
the rest of Brooklyn. New railroads encouraged entrepreneurs to build new hotels, restaurants and
other attractions on the shoreline, including the first American hot dog cart, carousels, and roller
coasters.

Between 1897 and 1904 three amusement parks opened: Steeplechase Park, Luna Park and
Dreamland Park. The new parks had several features that transformed the amusement industry: they
charged admission, banned alcohol, promoted polite vaudeville and offered mechanical rides.

Steeplechase was known for “The Funny Face,” a clown-like cartoon figure who set the tone for
the park’s amusements, such as its namesake, Steeplechase Race, in which visitors rode mechanical
horses attached to high iron rails and the Blowhole Theater, where jets of air sent women’s skirts
skyward. In contrast, Luna Park offered an environment more fantastical than funny: buildings with
spires lit at night by tens of thousands of lightbulbs. In keeping with the “lunar” theme, the park’s
attractions included a “Trip to the Moon” in the winged airship Luna. Dreamland was designed as a
genteel antidote to rival parks and the noise of New York City in general. The grounds were decorated
with replicas of international landmarks, such as the Alps and Tower of Seville.

On an average weekend in 1907 visitors mailed about 250,000 postcards from Coney Island,
spreading the reputation of the parks nationwide. After the subway was extended to the area in 1920,
there were up to one million visitors a day in high season. A boardwalk, built by the city in 1924, helped

to ease crowding on the busy stretch between Brighton Beach and Sea Gate.
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Despite the summertime attractions, there was almost no year-round population in Coney Island
until the early twentieth century, when Italian and Jewish immigrants settled in the area. The population
remained the same until the 1940s when Parks Commissioner Robert Moses widened the beach,
demolishing many amusements in favor of a new aquarium and skating rink. These developments
combined with the destruction by fire of Luna Park in 1944 led to the rise in street crime and decline in
tourism. The development of high-rise, public housing projects in the 1960s brought a new residential
population that was largely African American and Hispanic to Coney Island.

Steeplechase Park and the Parachute Jump closed in 1964. In 2001 the city used a portion of
Steeplechase Park property to build Keyspan Park, a stadium for the Brooklyn Cyclones, a minor
league baseball team. Many of today’s surviving attractions are National Historic Landmarks, including
the Wonder Wheel, Cyclone roller coaster and the Parachute Jump. Several historic restaurants are still
in operation, including Gargiulo’s, Nathan’s Famous Frankfurters and Seafood, and Totonno’s Pizzeria

Napolitano.
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1. List four features you observe on the maps shown in Document 1A and 1B:

2. Compare and contrast DOCUMENTS 1A and 1B. List three ways Coney Island changed between
1873 and 1911:

3. Examine Coney Island’s landscape — the features of how the land looks. How was it altered between
1873 and 1911, and why do you think these changes were made?

Document 1A - Portion of East New York,Gravesend, Fort Hamilton. 1873. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
Document 1B - Eagle Aimanac Map of the Borough of Brooklyn. 1911. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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Document 2A — Toll Gate on the Coney Island Plank Road. 21 February, 1857. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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Transcript

Brooklynites who find it difficult to leave
the city during the summer are by no means
cut off from possibilities of vacation trips if
they can spare from a couple of hours to a
day.

For, within reach of every Brooklynite are
the lines of the Brooklyn Rapid Transit
system, which carry passengers quickly,
comfortably and safely to hundreds of
delightful spots for a day’s outing along the
seashore and in the woods and fields for 10
cents in fares for the round trip. The trolley
Brooklyn Rapid Transit Company’s lines
constitute the greatest system in the world.

All along Surf Avenue the cars of the
Brooklyn Rapid Transit line run, giving easy
access to the views, including those of
people playing between that avenue and
the tide water.

One square yard of Coney Island is never
like any other square yard, at any time of
the year.

Document 2B - “B.R.T. Co. Trolley Lines Place Delightful Outings in Reach of All.” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 16 June 1901: 34.
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1. According to Document 2A, how might Brooklynites travel to Coney Island in 18577

2. According to Document 2B, what was the best way to travel to Coney Island in 1901?

3. What evidence does Document 2B give to support its assumption that the Brooklyn Rapid Transit
Company comprises the “greatest system in the world?”

4. How do you think these transportation changes altered Coney Island?

Document 2A — Toll Gate on the Coney Island Plank Road. 21 February, 1857. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
Document 2B - “B.R.T. Co. Trolley Lines Place Delightful Outings in Reach of All.” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 16 June 1901: 34.
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Document 3 - “Coney Island.” c. 1920. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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1. Use Document 3 to describe Coney Island to someone who has never visited. What would they see,
and what could they do there? Why should they plan a visit?

2. When was this photograph taken? What activities could visitors partake in at this time?

3. Infer why Coney Island was an attractive destination for working-class New Yorkers in the 1920s?

Document 3 - “Coney Island.” c. 1920. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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LUNA PARK ‘FIRST NIGHT

GDIIESF Island ‘Jiéitpfs Dazzled by
. Etectric City.

Many Colored Illuminations and Canals
—A Midway of Nations and-a Trip
to the Moon Replace the Old-
Time Recreations.

About 45000 men, women, and children
‘strolling along Surf Avenue, at Coney Isl-
and, from 8 o'clock last night untli 1
o'clock this morning stopped. at one point
along this varied thoroughfare and rubbed
thelr eyes and stood In wonder and pinched
themselves to see [ there WRS not some-
thing wrong somewhere, The Coney Island
visitor does not expect much wvarlety In
the attractions pgathered at the great
breathing epace by the sea, but here was a
strange sight for Coney Island. Yawning
on the dingy old pleasure thoroughfare was
a monster arch, coverlng half a elty block.
The interlor of this arch was a aolld mass
of electrie lights and rising many feet Into

the alr were four monster monoliths, traced.

in electric lights and surmounted by gyeat
balls of fire. which shed light over the
feland,

At this grear enlrance stood five Homan
chariota, euch contalning o beautiful young
woman in evening attire and wearing 2
red picture hat. Further inside the arch
was a long line of uniformed men llhe an
army of elevated rollway ticket choppers.
Paussing to and fro in front of the lady
ticket =zellers in the Roman chariots was
a corps of gllt-edged “ barkers,” whao, with
marvelpous  enunclation call attention to
the fact that Luna Park, the most snbi-
tious pttelupt at amusement catering in the
history of Conev lsland, had cpened,

LCovering twenty-two and a half acres
of ground there are half a hundred butld-

ings as pretty and almost as ambitious
ag any shown ot t!!!g ordinary interna-
tional exposition. The enterprize was

1an|ll1u:1 by Frederic Thimpson, opce o
ashville (Tenn.) architeet, and Elmer 5.
Dundy, son of 4 Clreult Court Judge of
Omaha, The u;'n-unz men planned § large
grt of the AMidway of the Pan-American
".I\:]ilus'l.t!n-h. and Luna Park at Conev Island
is churacteristic of that exposition through-
ou

L.

They have created a realm of fairy ro-
mance In colored light, =0 beautiful that
the rest of Coney Island will have to
clean up and dress up, if it is to do busi-
ness, here are no frankfurters to be
found sizzling in Luna Park, but there is
pretty  nearl e'».-erlythir:f elae that was
ever seen in Coney Island and many things
new. Hut the beauty of the place under
Ita extroordinary electrical llumination
scheme [s fte primary feature,

When al 3 o'dlock prompily iast night the
TEEiRK) glectrie hightse had flashed into
brilbapcy, and the crowd began pourlng in,
the visilors passed under the great arch
and down a broad avenue called the Court
of Honor. On the right of this avenue wias
# Venetian city, with its columns and col-
onnades and minarets, and in front of this
city a grand canal bridged and {lluminated.
Later on, gondolicrs, it 12 =sald, will propel
thelr gondolas along this waterway, and,
maybe, twang thelr ftars, The gon-
tlollers had not arrived last night.

Aiong the front of the Venetlan eclty 1s
a concesslon to the Coney laland slght-
setr In the form of long rows of “Mfuto-
scapés,”” in which for a penny one may
Rog@ MAnyY [orits of dl'u'el*'l:lu[; pletures,  On
the left of the Central Avenue nearest the
entrance are thrésa glant bulldings which
are the three grlr:r.:lpu.l llluslon spectacles
presented by the Company. The first of
theze {3 ** A" Trip to the Moon,” an electro-
soenlec mechanlcal Nuslon, Next iz a bulld-
ing representing o monster battleship with
turretz, sponsons and flghtln% tops brist-
ling with guns. Within this utlglng will
e put on a scenle spectacle represcntin
the war of worlds, in which the navies o

the world In mimature will contemnd.
MNext comes an Impozsing building from
which beginzg the scenle tunncl, which ls

gaild o be the moet elaborate of its kind
ever constructed. The visitors last nighe
had to tuke the press ngent’s word for this,
for the tunnel will not be in operntion be-
fore Aoy 4, but the exterior was a fine
plece of archltecture, and, with lIts towers
traced in lighta, hel out the pleture., In
the maln avenue ja an electrle fountaln
sprivine changing colors.

Around in the various paris of the
grounds are babbling brooks, Japancee gar-
deng, " German villeges, Iriah villages, Es-
kKimo villages, Hindu willages, a Chinese
theatre. 4 monkey theatre, and scores of
other attractlona calculated to make the
average visltor drain his purae before he
leaves the sceme. The Court of Honor, or
maln avenue, openg cut finally on a4 broad
ceplannde, bordering on a lake, into which
a " ghute-the-chutes,” brilliantly lighted,
wag precipitating its boat loads of scream-
fng humanity. Borderlng this lake is a
terrace, 2ot with benches and bordered with
festoons of lights.

In the centre of the lake iz one of the
features of the show—a tower riasing U0
feet, ar‘d literally crusted with leghts, mak-
ing & shaft of brilliance that could be zeen
Tor many miles, and which turned half of
Coney Island into daylight. At the foot of
this tower, bullt out into the lake, were
two circus rings, and here, beginnlng at
H:al o cloel,

wad glven a regular clrous |

performance, tralned animals, egquestrians, |

perobats, clowns, ringmasters and all, and
both rings in use at the same time. There
waog a sitide for Ufe by a man who hung
by hiz teeth nnd shot down along a wire
from the top of the tower.

At the open space at the end of the loke
another bi
worth, and added 1o this there were flre-
works hissing and sputtering and boomi
almost constantly, while the crowd pour
in and the concert halls and Hnluan% and
lung testers and candy pullers iIn the dingy
streects outslde shook thelr heads in gloom.

In one corner of the grounds s a quaint
old Dutch windmill, and here was dlscov-
ered one of the most popular contrivancesa
for amusement ever scen, It conslsted of a
bamboo chute with a good sharp Inecline,
but with many devious turnings, and just
broad enough for & good-sized boy., It was
not an hour before an unnumbered host of
bovs had discovered this wonderful sllde,
and before many minutes boyvs were shoot-
ing down this chute at the rate of about
three a second, and falrly smoking as they
alid down the curves. The chute has not
l};ut been worn smooth as glass, as it whil

g zoon, and iazt night It was estimated
that sometning like 4,084 palrys of<rousers
were more or less Jdamaged within the
phort space of an hour, [t was great fun.

Document 4 - “Luna Park First Night.” New York Times. 17 May 1903.
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Adaptation

LUNA PARK FIRST NIGHT
Coney Island Visitors Dazzled by Electric City.

About 45,000 men, women, and children strolling along Surf Avenue, at Coney
Island, from 9 o’clock last night until 1 o’clock this morning stopped at one point... rubbed
their eyes and stood in wonder and pinched themselves to see if there was not
something wrong somewhere. The Coney Island visitor does not expect much variety in
the attractions, but here was a strange sight for Coney Island. Yawning on the dingy old
pleasure thoroughfare was a monster arch, covering half a city block. The interior of this
arch was a solid mass of electric lights and rising many feet into the air were four monster
monoliths, traced in electric lights and surmounted by great balls of fire, which shed light
over the island.

At this great entrance stood five Roman chariots, each containing a beautiful
young woman in evening attire and wearing a red hat. Further inside the arch was a long
line of uniformed men line an army of elevated railway ticket choppers. Passing to and
fro in front of the lady ticket sellers in the Roman chariots was a corps of gilt-edged
“barkers,” who, with marvelous enunciation call attention to the fact that Luna Park, the
most ambitious attempt at amusement catering in the history of Coney Island, had
opened. Covering twenty-two and a half acres of ground there are half a hundred
buildings. The enterprise was planned by Frederic Thompson, once a Nashville, (Tenn.)
architect, and Elmer S. Dundy, son of a Circuit Court Judge of Omaha. The young men
planned a large part of the Midway of the Pan-American Exposition, and Luna Park at
Coney Island is similar throughout.

They have created a realm of fairy romance in colored light, so beautiful that the
rest of Coney Island will have to clean up and dress up, it if is to do business. There are

no frankfurters to be found sizzling in Luna Park, but there is pretty nearly everything else
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that was ever seen in Coney Island and many things new. But the beauty of the place
under its extraordinary electrical illumination scheme is its primary feature. When at 8
o’clock promptly last night the 122,000 electric lights had flashed into brilliancy, and the
crowd began pouring in, the visitors passed under the great arch and down a broad
avenue called the Court of Honor. On the right of this avenue was the Venetian city, with
its columns and colonnades and minarets, and in front of this city a grand canal bridged
and illuminated. Later on gondoliers, it is said, will propel their gondolas along this

waterway, and, maybe, twang their guitars. The gondoliers had not arrived last night.
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1. What was the purpose of Document 4 and who was it likely written for? How do you know?

2. Why do you think visitors were “dazzled” by Luna Park?

3. Why do you think Luna Park’s designer used so many cultural references from other countries?

Document 4 - “Luna Park First Night.” New York Times. 17 May 1903.
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Document 5A (ABOVE) “Coney Island Feltman’s Fisheree Grill”
Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 28 December 1931.

Document 5B (RIGHT) “Feltman’s Coney Island”. Brooklyn
Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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1. According to Document 5A, what kind of food could you eat at Feltman’s?

2. What specific food does Document 5A say that Feltman’s is famous for?

3. Document 5B is a small envelope that originally contained game pieces. What does this tell us about
the kind of customers Feltman’s was trying to attract?

4. Feltman’s restaurant is located along Coney Island’s Boardwalk. What kind of food do you think is
most popular at a beach or boardwalk today?

Document 5A - “Coney Island Feltman’s Fisheree Grill” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 28 December 1931.
Document 5B -“Feltman’s Coney Island”. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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Document 6A — Luna Park. Coney Island, N.Y. Riding the Elephant. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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Document 6B - “Bad Elephant Tops Killed By Electricity.” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 5 January 1903: 8.
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Transcript
BAD ELEPHANT TOPS KILLED BY ELECTRICITY
Refused to Mount the Platform Where It Was Intended to Hang Her.
CYANIDE OF POTASSIUM HELPED

Took Twenty-Two Seconds to Dispose of the Big Animal—Curious Crowd Witnessed
the Execution.

The firm had considerable trouble in getting a permit to kill the elephant. The
society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals objected to any cruel treatment being
administered. Two officers from the society were on hand yesterday, but they had no
reason to complain of any cruelty. The execution was clean and swift and the elephant
had only twenty-two seconds of suffering.

Mr. Thompson was greatly pleased with the neatness with which Tops was
dispatched to another world and he heaved a sigh of relief when he realized that the bad
elephant was no more.

Tops’ record is a bad one. She was the original baby elephant and was about 28
years old. She was brought to this country by the late Adam Forepaugh of circus fame
when she was only 8 years old. She weighed last week about six tons and was valued at
$6,000. She had a record of killing three men, her first being one of her keepers while in
Waco, Texas, in 1900. In the same year, while in Paris, Texas, she killed another keeper
and on May 28 last, while the Forepaugh Circus was showing in this borough, she killed a
young man named J. Fielding Blount, who lived in Fort Wayne, Indiana. Blount had
followed the circus about the country and he met his death because he put a lighted
cigarette in Tops’ mouth. The elephant grabbed him with her trunk and dashed him to

the ground, killing him instantly.
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1. What kind of document is Document 6A? How do you know?

2. Make two observations about Luna Park from DOCUMENT 6A:

3. According to DOCUMENT 6B, why was Topsy a “bad elephant?”

4.  What impact do you think Top’s execution had on Coney Island, if any? Use evidence to support
your reasoning.

Document 6A - Luna Park. Coney Island, N.Y. Riding the Elephant. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
Document 6B - “Bad Elephant Tops Killed By Electricity.” Brooklyn Daily Eagle. 5 January 1903: 8.

Coney Island Primary Source Packet



Document 7 — Coney Island Steeplechase Park. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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1. Document 7 advertises Steeplechase Park. List 5 rides you could go on at Steeplechase Park:

2. How many rides could you go on with the 50 cent Combination Ticket?

3. According to the map on this pamphlet, what are three ways you could travel to Steeplechase
Park?

4. This pamphlet says the New York Subways are the “World’s Longest Nickel Ride”. What does
this mean?

Document 7 — Coney Island Steeplechase Park. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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Document 8 - Geo. C. Tilyou’s Steeplechase Park. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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1. Use the details provided on DOCUMENT 8 to describe what a typical Wednesday night at the
“Water Carnival” looked like. Be specific.

Document 8 - Geo. C. Tilyou’s Steeplechase Park. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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CONEY SWEPT BY
$1,600,000 FIRE

Steeplechase Park and Blncks?
of Flimsy Bowery Build-
Ings in Ruins. |

ONE MAY DIE; DOZEN HURT

Many Uninsured Business Men Ruined
—Tllyou,Chief Loser, Takes It Brave-
ly—Coney's Gayety Is Unchecked.

There was a $1,500,000 fire and flame
show at Coney Island yesterday morning
between 4 and 7 o'clock. Beginning in the
Cave of the Winds in Steeplechase Park,
It swept some thirty-ilve acres clean of
their gayvly painted buildings.

It erased all but ‘a corner of Steeple-

chase Park from Copey Island's map of
joyful territory. It swept along two
blocks of Surf Avenue, skirted along two.
blocks of ths Bowery, £te up everything
from the Bowery back to the ocean front
for a couple of blocks, injured a dozen
people, cost in addition to the Immediate
damage an estimate of $1,000,000 loss of
business this season, threw Coney Isl-
gnd's 20,000 of resldent population into
panic. ruined dozens of men, insurance
gt Coney Island being prohibitive in rates,
and sent hundreds out to camp on the
beach.
. Frem Steeplechase Park the fire swept
pastward. crossing Tilvou's Walk, Ken-
gington Walk, Oceanic Walk, and Seaside
Walk. working along the south side of
the Bowsary. On its way it ate up Olsen’'s
hotel. Young's hotel. Ferris's hotel, Lents
e50.m) Lotel, the bathing pavilion and
hote! of Arkenau DBrothors, estimated
to be worth £60,000; Hoch's $30,000 hotel
end bathing pavilion, Scarana’s Italian
restaurant, and ring-the-cane shops, and
dozens oi other smaller business estab-
lishments.

The wind shifted durlng the course of
the fire from eastwanrd io southeast, and
then south. It got up to Siauch’'s, where
for the {first time In its course it ran
against a fire-proof brick buildlng. That
stood sqguarely across its path. It de-
gtroyed the wooden bathing pavilion at
the southern end of Stauch's place, and
tves then going toward the cannon-
mouthed scenlec rallway to the immediate
Bast.

Document 9 - “Coney Island Swept by $1,500,000 Fire.” New York Times, 29 July 1907.
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1. According to DOCUMENT 9 what happened to Coney Island in July 19077

2. Where did the fire start? Why did the fire spread so quickly (HINT: reread the headline for a
clue)?

3. Do you find it surprising that only a dozen people were injured by the fire? Why or why not?

Document 9 - “Coney Island Swept by $1,500,000 Fire.” New York Times, 29 July 1907.
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Document 9 - "Dreamland.” Brooklyn Collection, Brooklyn Public Library.

Document 10 — The “Bostock” Souvenir Postal Card Program. 1915. Brooklyn Public Library,
Brooklyn Collection.
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1. According to DOCUMENT 10, who was Frank C. Bostock?

2. What attraction did Bostock offer to Coney Island’s visitors?

3. How much did it cost to attend Bostock’s show in 1915?

Document 10 — The “Bostock” Souvenir Postal Card Program. 1915. Brooklyn Public Library,
Brooklyn Collection.
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Document 11 - United States Census: 1920. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.



1. DOCUMENT 11 is a census record. What do you think census records used for? Why might they
be helpful when studying history?

2. According to this document, who lived in Coney Island in the 1920s?

3. Imagine you’re a tourist spending time at Coney Island during the 1920s. You’re from Boston, MA,
and are writing a postcard to your friends back home. Using information gained from your
research, tell your friends what you’re seeing, doing, and feeling:

Document 11 - United States Census: 1920. Brooklyn Public Library, Brooklyn Collection.
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GLOSSARY

Ambitious: having or showing a strong desire and determination to succeed.
Attraction: a thing or place that draws visitors by providing something of interest.
Brooklynite: a person who lives in Brooklyn

Brooklyn Rapid Transit system: One of the original public transportation systems in
Brooklyn

Chariot: a two-wheeled horse-drawn vehicle used in ancient warfare and racing
Constitute: to establish something, or to be part of something
Dingy: gloomy or drab.

Entrepreneur: a person who organizes and operates a business, taking on greater
financial risk in order to do so.

Enunciation: when words are spoken very clearly and distinctly.
Genteel: like a gentleman; with good manners

Gondolier: someone who propels and steers a gondola (a type of boat)
High season: the busiest time of the year.

lllumination: light or lighting.

Interior: the inside of something.

Mechanical: something that runs on machines

Monolith: a large single upright block of stone, especially one shaped into or serving as
a pillar or monument.

National Historic Landmarks: nationally significant historic places that demonstrate
exceptional value in illustrating or interpreting the heritage of the United States

Polite vaudeville: a kid-friendly version of vaudeville, which features theatre, song, and
dance.

Reputation: beliefs or opinions generally held about someone or something.
Surmounted: stand or be place on top of.
Thoroughfare: a road or path forming a route between two places.

Transform: make a thorough or dramatic change in the form, appearance, or character
of.
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