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5. Fresh Air Association House of St. John the 
Divine Historic and Archaeological District

Fresh Air District
The scenic qualities of the Hudson River 
landscape are regularly enjoyed by residents 
and visitors to the Tomkins Cove area. Historic 
preservation efforts resulting from Algonquin 
Gas Transmission, LLC’s Algonquin Incremental 
Market Project have brought to light a portion 
of the history of this beautiful area. Many of 
Tomkins Cove’s residents are already aware of 
the orphanage and Fresh Air summer camp 
that once occupied the terrace overlooking the 
Hudson just north of Mott Farm Road. Until now, 
however, few have known details about the 
hundreds of children and their caregivers who 
called that location home in the late nineteenth 

century and for nearly three-quarters of the 
twentieth century. Recent research provides new 
information about the history, the archaeology, 
and the architecture of the property that so 
many benefited from and is now recorded with 
the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, 
and Historic Preservation as the Fresh Air 
Association House of St. John the Divine Historic 
and Archaeological District (Fresh Air District). 

6. Ca. 1880 American Foursquare-style Rectory Cottage (left), ca. 1930 Parish Hall (middle), and Gothic Revival-style 
Chapel (right). Rev. Gay laid the cornerstone for the Chapel (then known as the Church of the Holy Child Jesus)  
in 1871. Construction and the first services were completed in 1885. The Chapel was newly consecrated as the  
Chapel of St. John the Divine in 1904.

Cover images
1. Fresh Air Association Main House, ca. 1960.
2. Remnants of the Fresh Air Association Main House, 2014.
3. Stone shrine at the Fresh Air District overlooking the Hudson River, 2016.
4.  Leveled terrace and the stone shrine (background right), 2014. The boys of the House of the Good 

Shepherd did much of the work to level the terrain to prepare for building the orphanage structures. 
Rev. Gay held many outdoor services here.
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The Mountain on the Hudson
Long before the Chapel of St. John Divine (the 
small, white Episcopal chapel on Mott Farm 
Road) was built, before Mott Farm Road was 
paved and many of its houses were constructed, 
and before the railroad, North Liberty Drive, and 
the utility lines and pipelines were established, 
King George II granted 1,000 acres of land in 
1719 to two Englishmen: Richard Bradley and 
William Jamison. For about 150 years, this land, 
originally known as the “Stony Point Tract,” 

would be divided, inherited, and sold among 
the Lent, Lamb, Waldron, Blancher, and Conway 
families. In 1871, Benjamin T. Allison and his 
wife would sell 64.5 acres in Tomkins Cove to 
Reverend Ebenezer Gay Jr. Rev. Gay, an Episcopal 
minister, purchased an additional 16 acres, east of 
the original parcel, in 1872 and another 9.5 acres 
to the north until his purchases equaled 90 acres 
of wild, uncultivated land. 

8. Above: 1891 map of Stony Point 
(Tom[p]kins Cove) showing the House 
of the Good Shepherd’s combined 
original properties (the 64.5- and  
16-acre parcels) purchased by  
Rev. Gay Jr. in 1871 and 1872, 
respectively. By 1891, large portions 
of the orphanage properties had 
been sold to help pay for the 
children’s care.

7. Below: Ca. 1719 Stony Point original land 
grants, including the 1,000-acre Stony Point 
Tract and the approximate location of the 
Fresh Air District.

Why an Episcopal Minister Needs 90 Acres of Land
Born in 1832 in Bridgewater, 
Massachusetts, Ebenezer Gay 
Jr.’s early education was directed 
mostly by his father, who was 
also named Ebenezer and served 
as a minister. The son learned 
algebra, Latin, Greek, and other 
subjects common in an English 
education. 

After he attended college, 
Ebenezer taught public school 
in Massachusetts while he 
pursued a career in ministry. He 
was confirmed in the Episcopal 
church in Millville, Massachusetts, 
and moved to Haverstraw, New York, to study 
theology with Rev. J. B. Gibson, the rector of 
Trinity Parish. By 1860, Rev. Gay was actively 
working toward ordination while building strong 
relationships with the people of Haverstraw 
through his ties with the church and as principal 
of the Trinity Parish school. 

Rev. Gay married Josephine Wood in 1863 and 
together they became the guardians of seven 
children after their mothers (both Haverstraw 
residents) died. With the help of several caring 
citizens, the Gays were able to raise the funds to 
rent a house for their new family in Garnerville 
(within the Town of Haverstraw) that became the 
House of the Good Shepherd (HGS) orphanage. 

By 1866, nearly 30 children 
(infants to 14 years old) were 
under their care; some stayed 
year-round while others lived 
there only during the winter. 
The Gays provided shelter, food, 
and education for children 
who were orphaned or whose 
parents were too destitute to 
care for them full-time.

After he bought the first 
64.5 acres in Tomkins Cove in 
1871, Ebenezer and Josephine 
moved the children there from 
Haverstraw. He wrote several 

annual reports from which one can learn much 
about life at the orphanage, the people who 
lived and worked there, and the surrounding 
community. By 1878, the HGS was home to 80 
children. Privately owned and operated for 
the duration of its existence, the HGS survived 
on the generosity of individual donors, church 
collections, and payments made by “friends” 
of individual children. It was not funded by the 
state nor the Episcopal Church with which Rev. 
Gay was affiliated, and mounting debt was an 
ever-increasing source of stress for the Reverend.

9. Reverend Ebenezer Gay Jr., ca. 1884

10. At left: 1975 compilation map of 
the Landmarks of Rockland County 
with Benson’s Corner and the corner 
of Broad Street and Broadway in 
Haverstraw Village, the first two 
locations of the House of the Good 
Shepherd orphanage approximately 
4 miles south of Tomkins Cove.
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The Daily Schedule

5:00 (summer) or 6:00 (winter) am: Wake up, dress, and wash. Complete small, assigned chore; meet in 
Reading Room in the main house to study God’s word; memorize a piece of text to be recited before 
every meal; have “family” prayer; eat breakfast.

9:00 am–3:00 pm: School, including a “dinner hour” and recesses for play.

3:00–4:30 pm: Chores. Girls work on sewing and other housework while the boys are busy with outside 
work (gardening, plowing the fields, caring for the horses, cattle, pigs, and poultry, etc.) and learning 
to handle different tools.

4:30–5:30 pm: Play

6:00 pm: Supper

Evenings: Time to read, sew, study, and play music or games.

7, 8, or 9:00 pm: Bedtime, depending on the age of the child.

13. Above: 1879 House of the Good 
Shepherd annual report. One of many 
describing events and activities, 
donations, expenses, assets, and “Special 
Wants” – usually funds for new buildings.

14. At left: 1878 inventory of buildings, 
goods produced, and children cared for at 
the House of the Good Shepherd.

12. Above: Objects of the House of 
the Good Shepherd as listed in the 
1879 annual report.

11. House of the Good Shepherd and the Hudson River as seen from the hill  
west of the Fresh Air District. Original 1871 Main House with porch (center) with 
1872 Bee Hive Cottage (left) and 1873 Cottage Hospital (right).

A Day in the Life of the HGS Orphans
The HGS was a year-round, self-sustaining farm. 
The children were overseen by Rev. Gay and 
his wife, at least one nurse, a local doctor, a 
laundress, a seamstress, a cook, and a school 
teacher. The school teacher was usually a young 
man who was studying to be a priest with Rev. 
Gay as his mentor. Older children helped the 
younger ones, and all were responsible for 
chores. At first, all the children went to church 
services in the temporary chapel in the Bee Hive 
cottage. Later, everyone attended services at the 
Church of the Holy Child Jesus (now the Chapel of 
St. John the Divine on Mott Farm Road). 

The Main House was the center of activities.  
As the orphanage grew, a Rectory Cottage, the 
Cottage Hospital, and additional small cottages 
were built. The orphanage was in an attractive, 

mountainside location by the Hudson River, and 
the children took part in outdoor games, hiking, 
fishing, and rowing boats in the river. 

The children and staff were not the only people 
who lived at the HGS. During the summers, adult 
convalescents from New York City would come 
to the riverside property to “improve or regain 
their health and strength” and then “return to 
their toil with new courage.” The mountain air, 
saltwater bathing, boating, tent camping, and 
outdoor sports provided a much sought-after 
escape from the inner city and a way “to build up 
for the winter’s hardships of tenement  
house life.”
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Supporting the Good Work
Rev. Gay kept detailed notes in his accounting 
ledger about the many donations to the HGS. 
As an example, in November 1874, cash receipts 
totaled $348.01; some of the money was 
designated for specific expenses such as food 
for the children (one barrel of potatoes and one 
barrel of apples from Mrs. Gibson; two barrels of 
Baldwin apples for Thanksgiving from Mr. Adrian 
Knevels of Fishkill; and a string of fish from Jacob 
Stout). The other gifts that month were mostly 
household supplies and clothing including a 
range for the kitchen, 2 comforters, 1 pair of fine 
blankets, 7 sheets, 3 white spreads, 5 pillow cases, 
and 15 towels; 1 pair of pants, 5 jackets, 1 coat, 
12 pair of socks, 3 dozen collars, cuffs, neckties, 
and handkerchiefs; a box from Port Chester 
containing very good second-hand clothing; new 
bleached muslin from Mrs. David M. Lyon and 
Mrs. B. F. Ashley; books, toys, and pictures from 
Miss Fanny Ashley; a package of clothing from 
Mrs. Birdsall of Peekskill; a silver Christening bowl 
from St. John’s Parish in New City; and a box of 
chestnuts from All Saints’ in Briar Cliff.

Various groups also supported the HGS and 
the children. The Ladies Association in Aid 
of the HGS made or furnished almost all the 
children’s clothing and most of the provisions 
and supplies. It became a regular sponsor of 
the annual Summer Holiday, held every June as 
an opportunity for the community and friends 
to visit and spend time with the children. Rev. 
Gay advertised the holiday in local newspapers 
with travel directions from New York City and 
a schedule of activities, including “services” 
and “singing by the children.” Visitors from 
Jersey City, New York City, and Yonkers came via 
steamboat and the trains at Peekskill to enjoy 
refreshments and “fancy articles” prepared by 
the Ladies Association.

15. Rockland County Journal advertisement for the House 
of the Good Shepherd’s Summer Holiday.

17. Locations of some of the nearly 50 different places where Rev. Gay’s parishioners are buried that include town 
cemeteries and family burial plots, yards, and vaults.

 “God’s Acre”
Rev. Gay not only managed the money, but he also 
kept a list of all parishioners, and their baptisms, 
confirmations, marriages, deaths and burials, 
including those of several HGS children. The 
deceased listed in Gay’s register are 2½ months to 
87 years old. Causes of death are listed for many 
of them; consumption was the most common. 
Others died from cancer, paralysis, drowning, or 
childbirth. Five adults were killed on the railroad 

in different accidents, and five children from 
the same family died of diphtheria and were 
buried on the same day. An 18-year-old man was 
murdered in New York City, and a 16-year-old died 
from severe burns after her dress caught fire in 
the kitchen. These and others were buried at Mt. 
Olivet cemetery, also referred to in the annual 
reports as “God’s Acre,” the primary burial ground 
for the children who had lived at the HGS. 

16. At left: Tombstone for Eva Watkins (née Wachstetter), 
Mt. Olivet Cemetery, Tomkins Cove. She was one of the 
original seven orphans at the House of the Good Shepherd 
in Garnerville in 1865. Eva died in 1882.
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 “Relief for a time from the heat of…the city’s  
 most crowded neighborhoods” 
The scenic, natural quality of the Hudson 
River Valley attracted many people seeking a 
place to live or relax at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. Several country estates and 
hotels provided an escape from life in New 
York City. The area became a favorite place for 
philosophers, musicians, writers, and artists. 
Others came for the health retreats or the 
hospitals where they could recover from illness. 
The HGS orphanage closed in 1893 when Rev. 
Gay retired, and the children most likely came 
under the care of the local community. Portions 
of the once 90-acre property were sold to help 
pay the large debt Rev. Gay had accrued over 
nearly 30 years. However, ownership of the 
primary parcel with the Main House, Rectory, 
Cottage Hospital, and Chapel transferred to three 
successive institutions inspired by the Fresh Air 
Fund, a Progressive Era social reform movement. 
The Fresh Air Fund’s main goal was to improve 
conditions such as poverty for the betterment of 
the individual and society by sponsoring summer 
get-aways for impoverished people living in 
cramped, unhealthy city conditions.

The Fresh Air institutions in Tomkins Cove, as 
was the earlier HGS, were affiliated with the 
Episcopal Diocese of New York (EDNY) based in 

Manhattan. Most Fresh Air participants were 
from New York City boroughs: poor children, 
mothers of young children, women who worked 
outside the home, and seniors. Participants 
would stay for up to two weeks and, like the 
HGS children before them, enjoyed outdoor 
games, hiking, and fishing and boating on the 
nearby Hudson River. The three institutions, the 
Pro-Cathedral Cottage (1894–1905), the Fresh Air 
Association House of St. John the Divine (1906–
1950), and the Fresh Air Association summer 
camp (1951–1973), occupied the former HGS 
property, reused some of its buildings, and built 
new structures. The institutions were funded by 
donations that later were supplemented by fees 
paid by summer campers.

A Man With a Mission
Rev. Gay not only directed the orphanage but 
was appointed by Bishop Horatio Potter to 
minister to the greater Stony Point area. He 
held Episcopal services at churches and in local 
communities and helped the poor. Traveling 
on horseback and on foot, Rev. Gay visited 
people along the river and in the mountains and 
distributed Bibles and other religious books and 
papers. In addition to holding weekly services 
at the Church of the Holy Child Jesus on the 
orphanage property in Tomkins Cove, Rev. Gay 
was rector of St. Luke’s church in Haverstraw 
from 1874 to 1877; began services at The House 
of Prayer on Caldwell’s Landing (Jones Point) in 
1883; and served as rector of Grace Church in 
Stony Point beginning in 1884. 

His mission work with the people in the mountains, 
10 miles west of the orphanage, began in 1869. 
These “basketmakers” earned a living by making 
fruit baskets and eel traps and chopped wood to 
supply the brick kilns in Haverstraw. Rev. Gay 
traded clothing and other provisions for the 
baskets the mountain people made. Rev. Gay held 
church services in the woods for the basketmakers 
until enough funds were donated to build a small 
log cabin for the Sunday schools; members of the 
mountain communities would walk three to five 
miles to attend the services. In addition to setting 
up multiple places to hold Bible study in the 

mountains, Rev. Gay 
also invited the 
basketmakers to  
the HGS for services, 
which were well-
attended by young 
and old alike; they 
would travel on foot 
or by cart up to  
15-20 miles to the 
HGS. Some would  
also come to the HGS 
for Christmas dinner. 

Over time, Rev. Gay’s work in the mountains  
drew the attention of Mrs. Margaret 
Zimmerman, a wealthy heiress of New York City. 
Mrs. Zimmerman, together with Mrs. Ada Carey 
who was appointed by the Bishop as “visitor and 
reader to the people,” took over this portion 
of Gay’s mission work in 1881. Zimmerman 
funded the construction of The Mission Church 
St. John the Evangelist, known to its members 
as “St. John’s” and later as “St. John’s in the 
Wilderness.” Rev. Gay stayed in contact with Mrs. 
Zimmerman and Mrs. Carey, but these women 
handled the day-to-day care of the community: 
They visited people in their homes and taught 
them how to care for their children and the sick 
and other necessary daily living skills.

18. The Right Reverend  
Horatio Potter, Bishop of  
the Episcopal Diocese of  
New York 1861–1887.

20. An outing on the launch, a favorite 
activity at Fresh Air Association House 
of St. John the Divine summer retreat, 
ca. 1908.

21. The Mission Church St. John the 
Evangelist, St. John’s Road, Haverstraw. 
Mrs. Margaret Zimmerman of New York 
City became interested in Rev. Gay’s 
mission “in the woods,” and bought 
the land where “the beautiful group 
of buildings, known as St. Johns” was 
erected including a stone church, a 
dwelling house, and a school building.

19. At left: One of the 19th-century basketmakers. In 1869, Rev. Gay ministered to these impoverished people who lived 
in the mountains, where acquiring needed goods was difficult.  At right: Interior of a basketmaker’s hut.
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 “As good a program  
of fun as it was a boon 
to health” 
The orphans, once grown, would return to 
the House of the Good Shepherd to visit 
their beloved childhood home. The Fresh Air 
participants returned annually to delight in 
the company of old friendships and to build 
new ones. Each summer, these visitors would 
look forward to returning to the picturesque 
mountainside overlooking the Hudson to relax, 
breathe the fresh air, and have fun. While the 
form and function of the Fresh Air District 
institutions evolved over time, the general desire 
to help the underprivileged remained, as did a 
fondness for Tomkins Cove felt by those who 
stayed at the Main House perhaps pausing and 
taking in the view of the river flowing down to 
the city to which they would return.

The Pro-Cathedral Cottage was open from June 
through October each year beginning about 
1894. A woman called a “matron” supervised a 
cook and other servants in the house, and a man 
supervised the outdoor activities at the river. The 
EDNY referred inner city children to visit for up to 
10 days. Women who worked in the city came to 
relax for a weekend or longer. They all attended 
church services at the Church of the Holy Child 
Jesus, which was newly consecrated by Bishop 
Henry C. Potter in 1904 as the Chapel of St. John 
the Divine.

Beginning in 1906, the Fresh Air Association 
House of St. John the Divine (Fresh Air House) 
was open from July through early September and 
was directed by the House Mother and a nurse. 
An on-call doctor and other adult staff helped 
manage the property and supervise the children. 
A young deacon from the General Theological 
Seminary supervised outdoor activities and  
sports. The Custodian of Buildings took care of 
maintenance and small repairs. The Fresh Air House 
took in the sick, old, and disabled, mothers with 
small children, and inner-city children referred by 
the EDNY’s City Mission Society or Pro-Cathedral. 
Several groups visited at the same time for up to 
two weeks and they attended church services at 
the Chapel of St. John the Divine.

The Fresh Air Association 
summer camp (Fresh Air Camp) 
was open from June through 
September beginning about 
1951. Seniors came in June 
for two weeks and mothers 
and children came for 11-day 
stays during school summer 
vacations. Most campers were 

from Manhattan and Brooklyn, but some came 
from the Bronx and Queens; they learned about 
the Fresh Air Camp from the City Mission Society. 
Waiting lists were used to fill places if some 
children could not attend. The Fresh Air Camp 
was supervised by an executive director who was 
helped by others, including a nurse, a director 
of activities, a groundskeeper and maintenance 
man, a cook, and college student “counselors” 
in the boys’ and girls’ dormitories. A foreign-
exchange student was also employed at the Fresh 
Air Camp each summer. Church services were held 
at the Chapel of St. John the Divine.

23. The Right Reverend Henry C. Potter, 
Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New 
York 1887–1908.

24. Boys and girls at the Fresh Air Association House of St. John the Divine sumer retreat, ca. 1908/1910. 

22. 3½-story house built 
in 1906 to replace the 
demolished House of the 
Good Shepherd Main House.
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What was Left Behind…
The Fresh Air District contains the former 
location of the House of the Good Shepherd 
orphanage and the three Fresh Air institutions. 
In 2013 and 2014, archaeologists found about 
5,000 items from the late nineteenth century 
to the mid-twentieth century. Kitchen utensils, 
broken ceramic dishes, and glass bottles were left 
behind with cow, pig, sheep, chicken, and turkey 
bones. Several of the broken dishes were Willow-
patterned ceramics. The presence of large bones 
from beef quarters suggests ground meat, roasts, 
and stew meat were popular dinner items, and 
the many recovered ribs, vertebrae, and shank 
bones indicate that stews, chops, and ribs were 
often on the menu.

Heating and lighting fixture fragments, metal 
hardware, brick, and window glass fragments 
help us imagine how the Main House and 
cottages looked more than 100 years ago. 
Shovels and horseshoes; slate pencils and ink 
bottles; and children’s toys such as plastic cars, 
dolls, and clay marbles are clues about how the 
orphans and other Fresh Air children spent their 

days. We know about the types of clothes people 
wore from the many buttons, snaps, and other 
fasteners that were collected.

In 2013, archaeologists and architectural 
historians found old buildings and building 
remnants on the property: the 1873 Gothic 
Revival-style Cottage Hospital, the ca. 1879 stone 
shrine, the ca. 1880 American Foursquare-style 
Rectory Cottage with its wraparound porch, the 
ca. 1881 stone and brick Memorial Fountain, 
and the 1885 Gothic Revival-style Chapel. The 
original 1871 “Main House” of the orphanage 
was demolished and replaced by a new one 
in 1906. Other nineteenth-century structures 
that are gone or are in ruins are the barn and 
Riverside Cottage (built before 1872), the “Bee 
Hive” Cottage (1872), root cellars, a laundry, a 
smoke house, a classroom/storage building, a 
culvert retaining wall, and a stone-lined drain. 
The twentieth-century structures include the 
Assembly Hall/Craft Cottage (demolished), three 
other cottages (demolished), and the ca. 1930 
Parish Hall attached to the Chapel (still standing). 

The House of the Good Shepherd and 
Fresh Air Institutions

BUILDINGS AND  

OTHER STRUCTURES

APPROX. 
CONSTRUCTION 

DATE

Main Building/Nursery Cottage 1871

Riverside Cottage pre-1872

Barn pre-1872

“Bee Hive”/Cottage 1872

Cottage Hospital* 1873

Culvert retaining wall* late 19th c.

Stone-lined drain* late 19th c.

Two root cellars late 19th c.

Smoke house late 19th c.

Possible classroom and 
storage building

late 19th c.

Laundry late 19th c.

Shrine* 1879

Rectory Cottage* 1880

Memorial Fountain/ 
Pump House*

1881

Church of the Holy Child Jesus* 1885

Chapel of St. John the Divine* consecrated  
1904

Main House/“The House” 1906

Cottage, “the Shelter” early 20th c.

“Assembly Hall” 1911

Arts and Crafts Cottage 1970

“Cottage” 1911

Parish House/Hall* 1930

“Tot House”/Cottage post-1932

* Buildings and structures that are still standing;  
the others are only foundations or remnants, or 
were identified only through historical documents.

25. At left: The House of the Good Shepherd’s Gothic Revival-style Cottage Hospital 
opened in 1873 and initially was used as an infirmary. Under the Fresh Air Association 
in the early 20th century, it was known as the Care-Taker’s Cottage, the Lodge, and 
the Gate House. 26. At right: The Lodge, ca. 1960.

Archaeologists and architectural 
historians conducted the cultural 
resources investigations under the 
authority of Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (as 
amended) as part of the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission’s permitting 
for the Algonquin Incremental Market 
Project to install a new natural gas 
pipeline. The cultural resources survey 
work included archival research, 
archaeological excavations and recovery 
of artifacts, descriptions of existing 
Fresh Air District buildings and ruins, 
photography, and mapping using GPS 
technology. All identified resources 
were evaluated in terms of the National 
Register of Historic Places eligibility 
criteria for their local, regional, 
and national importance. For more 
information about the National Historic 
Preservation Act and the National 
Register of Historic Places, visit achp.
gov and download A Citizen’s Guide to 
Section 106 Review. 
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29. Clothing-related artifacts:  
(a) leather baby’s shoe fragment,  
(b) bone button, (c) faceted black 
glass button fragment, (d) blue 
Prosser-pressed porcelain button,  
(e) white Prosser-pressed porcelain 
button, (f) white Prosser-pressed 
porcelain “panty-waist” button,  
(g) black hard rubber “panty-waist” 
button, (h–i) reverse and obverse 
of brown Dickinson Hard Rubber 
Company button, and (j) copper  
alloy and mother-of-pearl 
monogrammed cufflink.

27. Willow-patterned ceramic dishes: 
(a) plate, (b) bowl, (c) teacup, and  
(d) dish popular in the late 19th- to 
mid-20th centuries. 

28. Writing-related artifacts and 
children’s toys: (a) slate pencil 
fragment, (b) stoneware ink bottle 
fragment, (c) bisque porcelain doll’s 
head fragment with earring hole, 
(d) bisque porcelain doll’s head 
fragment, (e) bisque porcelain 
doll’s leg fragment, (f) plastic doll, 
(g) lead alloy toy cannon, (h) lead 
alloy toy fork, (i) lead alloy toy 
plate, (j) brown-mottled Bennington 
marble, (k) brown- and blue-mottled 
Bennington marble, and (l) Auburn 
Toy Company police car.

Objects found
Timeline: House of the Good Shepherd and Fresh Air Institutions

YEAR EVENT

1832 Reverend Ebenezer Gay Jr. (Rev. Gay) is born in Bridgewater, Massachusetts.

1859 Rev. Gay moves to Haverstraw, New York to study under Rev. J. B. Gibson, rector of 
Trinity Parish.

1865 Rev. Gay opens House of the Good Shepherd (HGS) in Haverstraw.

1871–1872 Rev. Gay moves HGS to 64.5 acres in Tomkins Cove and buys 16 acres on Hudson River 
with cottage and barn.

1893 Rev. Gay retires.

1894–1896 HGS sells property at auction and Pro-Cathedral Cottage opens.

1904 Bishop Henry Codman Potter consecrates Chapel of St. John the Divine (formerly 
Church of the Holy Child Jesus). 

1905 Fresh Air Association of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine starts as independent 
corporation.

1906 Original HGS house is demolished and new House of St. John the Divine is built.

1973 Fresh Air Camp closes.

1974–2010 Simpson Memorial Church, Inc. acquires the Fresh Air Association property but 
abandons buildings.

2011 Main House collapses.

2012 Abandoned Fresh Air Camp buildings are demolished.
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Why is the Fresh Air 
District Important?
In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
hundreds of Fresh Air facilities cared for the 
poor and underprivileged throughout the 
northeastern United States. The Fresh Air District 
institutions were created to make sure that 
disadvantaged children and some adults from the 
New York City area became, or continued to be, 
healthy and productive members of society. From 
1865 to 1893, children at the HGS orphanage, 
went to school and worked hard doing chores 
in the house or on the farm. They had a place 
to live and be cared for when they were sick. 
From about 1894 to 1973, the Fresh Air facilities 
offered recreation and a welcomed break from 
the confined spaces and noise of the city. 

Institutions inspired by the Progressive movement 
were very common in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Some, like the HGS, 
were religious-oriented orphanages that aspired 
to provide a healthy, loving environment where 
orphans and destitute children could get an 
education and learn a trade and how to lead a 
productive life. Others took in children until they 
had learned a trade or were placed with a family. 
In a few cases, children were kept only during the 
day at “nurseries” while their mothers worked. 
Organizations such as the City Mission Society 
operated temporary shelters for homeless and 
other destitute women and children, sponsored 
industrial schools to teach both girls and boys 
marketable skills and trades, and sponsored 
numerous Fresh Air summer homes and hospitals 
in the greater New York City area.

The Fresh Air movement continues today by 
providing free summer experiences with the 
chance to “learn new skills, discover talents, 
build confidence, make friends and have fun” for 
children from low-income communities in New 
York City. The Fresh Air Fund has continued to 
evolve by offering support to students during the 
school year through tutoring, mentoring, and 
leadership programs (for more information, visit 
www.freshair.org).

The Fresh Air District is one of the few places 
of its kind in New York to have been studied 
by archaeologists and architectural historians, 
who have analyzed in detail the thousands of 
collected artifacts and studied the many historical 
documents about the people, the buildings, 
and the surroundings. The Fresh Air District 
contains the only known example in Rockland 
County of a privately owned nineteenth-century 
orphanage––and its subsequent Fresh Air Fund-
inspired institutions––where archaeologists and 
architectural historians have been able to look 
for and find resources that tell the story of those 
who lived and visited there. These collections and 
the remaining buildings expand our knowledge 
of the nineteenth-century Episcopalian mission 
work and privately-run orphanages and of the 
twentieth-century Fresh Air institutions in the 
lower Hudson River Valley, especially in Tomkins 
Cove and the greater New York City area.

30. Fresh Air Association children enjoying the wading 
pool and swing set, ca. 1960.
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