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THE
BRONX
RIVER
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By 1950, Bronx Park had
been displacing industry
along this stretch of the
river for over 60 years.
Photographer Larry Silver
took this picture, with
his Lloyd 4x5 press/view,
when he was about the
same age as the river
rafters.
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The Bronx River flows from its source in Westchester County
and empties into the East River between Hunts and Clason
Points. As late as the colonial era, the river’s wooded
banks, dramatic gorge and waterfalls, and pristine waters
exemplified all that was lovely in a waterway. However, by
the latter 19th century, industry and increased settlement
had transformed the Bronx River into a polluted shadow of
its former self. In recent years, the revitalization of the river
as a scenic area and recreational haven for New Yorkers has
become a priority for many groups dedicated to reclaiming
this historic waterway—an example of preservation activism
focused on a natural resource in the city. Prominent among
the organizations involved in this effort is the Bronx River
Alliance, which has been working since 2001 to create a
“Greenway” through the eight miles of the river that wind
through the heart of the Bronx. In this visual essay, historian
Gerard Koeppel uses a series of compelling illustrations to
reveal the river’s multi-faceted history.

n the summer of 1798, Westchester doctor
Joseph Browne suggested tapping his local
river to supply a city a dozen country miles
away that was suffering desperately from a
chronic shortage of clean fresh water. The river
is “remarkably clear and pellucid,” Browne
attested in his formal proposal to the city; area
residents are “in the constant habit of using it
in preference to other water” as it boils
“leguminous vegetables tender” and readily dissolves
soap, the quality tests prevailing in 1798.
The city to which Browne was referring was New
York, really a filthy post-colonial town of 60,000 people
cramped into the southern tip of Manhattan Island.
The slender river in Browne’s proposal had acquired the
name of the area’s original settler in 1639, Jonas Bronck.
Over time, Bronck’s river became the Bronx River, and
the expanding city eventually applied the river’s name
to a vast tract of land claimed from Westchester and
called it the Bronx.
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Map of “Manor of Fordham,” 1927
This surveyor’s map depicts what is now
a southwestern portion of the Bronx.
At the bottom right the river that once
abutted original settler Jonas Bronck’s
farm is named Bronks River: the “c” has
disappeared; by the end of the 1790s, an

CITY COURANT

FALL 2013

“x” would generally mark the spot of the
“ks,” completing the Americanization of
“Bronx.” Note that along this stretch of the
river in 1792 there are only farms and no
mills or other industry.
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In 1798, Browne had recommended haste: there were
few mills and little habitation, and land along the river
was still affordable, but Browne predicted that once
industry and population increased and land rose in value,
“it will be very difficult for the city to command a river.”
Dr. Browne’s plan was abandoned—New York eventually
sought water elsewhere—but his prognosis was correct.
Many mills and much commercial activity sought out the
river, and by the time the Bronx became a borough exactly
100 years later, the Bronx River had become a sad stream
of industrial waste.
During the past century, river industry gradually began
to give way to parkland and environmental repair. The
once “pellucid” Bronx River has regained as much of its
natural charm as might be expected of the only fresh
water river in a city of eight million people. The images
in this article, primarily from the collection of the City
Museum, depict the Bronx River during a long stretch
of its history; visitors today can experience the river by
biking and walking on its recreational trails or by fishing
and canoeing on its recovered waters.
Gerard Koeppel is the author of books on the Erie Canal and New
York City’s water supply. He is currently writing a history of
Manhattan’s street grid.
above
Frederick Rondel, Jr.,
Bronx River, 1893
Watercolor and gouache on paper
The Lorillards started in the leather and
snuff businesses in lower Manhattan before
the Revolution, expanding to a large tobacco
works at a gorge on the Bronx in the 1790s.
The stone mill building, replacing a wood
original, operated from 1840 until 1870
when what had become the nation’s largest
tobacco company moved to New Jersey. The
granite mill pictured here, now a National
Historic Landmark, survives as the oldest
tobacco manufacturing building in the
country and is now a catering facility on the
grounds of the New York Botanical Garden.
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right
Lorillard Mansion, Bronx Park, c. 1915
The Lorillard mansion, built in 1856, was
home to the family until their move to New
Jersey. The mansion, mill, and land were
sold to the city in the 1880s and became
part of the new Botanical Garden. While the
mill building has been adapted to a modern
use (see previous image), the mansion was
destroyed by fire in 1923.
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left
Advertisement for the Bronx River
Powder Mills, c. 1848

below
Bronx Bleaching and Dyeing Works,
Bronx River, c. 1900

In the 19th century, guns of many kinds
were plentiful and they needed significant
quantities of powder. Haubold’s factory,
near a new station of the New York and
Harlem Railroad, was located on the
upper part of the river just south of White
Plains. The assemblage of grinding mills,
dyeworks, and other facilities released
numerous pollutants downstream.

During the colonial years, no more than
a dozen small mills operated along
the river, producing relatively limited
amounts of paper, wood, flour, and
pottery with relatively innocuous waste.
Foreign trade disruptions in the early
1800s (the 1807 Embargo and the War
of 1812) spurred greater and more toxic
domestic industry, encroaching on more
of the river for power or processing.
Bleach, paint, and other such noxious
industries was good for the economy but
bad for the river.
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above
Ice skating on the Bronx River, c. 1900
Outdoor skating—in imported leather
boots with steel blades or with homemade
strap-on wooden runners—on naturally
frozen rivers and ponds was a popular area
recreation before the advent of indoor rinks.
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right
Map of Bronx River Pipeline Showing
Source of Supplying Portions of 23rd and
24th Wards, c. 1895
In the 1880s, nearly a century after Joseph
Browne proposed diverting the main stream
of the river to New York, the city dammed it
near its still clean source, primarily to supply
water to the Westchester communities
annexed by the city a decade earlier as its
first mainland wards. The loss of its natural
watershed substantially diminished the
river’s flow, leaving less clean water to flush
polluted water downstream. In 1915, a much
larger dam created the Kensico Reservoir,
which is principally supplied via aqueducts
from the city’s Catskill Mountain watersheds.
The dam provides drinking water throughout
the city but little benefit to the river.
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Bronx River at West Farms, looking
north, c. 1900
Cyanotype
Ice harvesting from area rivers and ponds
was a major industry throughout the
1800s, for local and commercial use, as
well as global export. Pollution largely
put an end to the Bronx ice business by
the 1890s, and the advent of refrigeration
in the 1920s effectively ended the ice
business in New York City.
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top left
Rowboat on the Bronx River, c. 1895
By the late 1800s, industry was abandoning
the river and urban population encroached,
seeking leisure venues. The apparently bored
boy at the bow of this boat, with his hand over
the side and staring at the water, presumably
would have preferred to be swimming but
recreational activity at this time was, and still
is, predominantly on the Bronx River, not in it.
bottom left
“Boat House on the Bronx River near West
Farms Subway Station, New York,” c. 1908
The Boat House, shown here shortly after its
opening, was on a river inlet in Bronx Park
(laid out in the 1880s) at the southernmost
entrance to the Bronx Zoo on the site of what
had been a pre-Revolutionary mill. It was
a popular summer attraction, with rented
rowboats and canoes, through the 1920s.
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below
Proposed Bridge at East 174th Street and
Bronx River, c. 1910
The view here looks west; the handwriting
points out West Farms Road. As the
Bronx urbanized, calls first came in 1910
for another river crossing, a half-mile
upriver from the century-old drawbridge
site at Westchester Avenue. Because of
complications posed by rail lines along
the east side of the river, it took Bronx
residents and developers nearly two
decades to get their crossing, a truss bridge
for cars and pedestrians that opened
in 1928. The bridge and the tracks are
still there, just south of the Cross Bronx
Expressway, two miles above the mouth of
the river at the northern limits of the river’s
tidal estuary.
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left
Larry Silver,
Bronx River Docks, 1951
© Larry Silver, courtesy Bruce Silverstein
Gallery, NY

This dock for fishing excursion boats was
off Westchester Avenue near the Whitlock
Avenue stop of what is now the number 6
subway train. Photographer Larry Silver
was growing up on the other side of the
river across the Westchester Avenue bridge.
The fishing boats headed a mile or so
south to the East River and the cleaner salt
waters of Long Island Sound. The restored
waters of the Bronx itself, recently a
“dead” river, now feature alewife herring,
carp, and other angling opportunities.
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above
West Farms Rapids, contemporary view
Courtesy Benjamin Swett, Bronx River Alliance

In the 1780s, Joseph Browne bought a farm
along what became the West Farms stretch
of the river. With commercial buildings
crowding its banks, and the numbers 2 and
5 trains trains screeching overhead, the
river flows on, linking the past to the future.
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