
long island expressway

brooklyn queens expressway

m
cg

ui
nn

es
s

bl
vd

green

pu
la

sk
i

br
id

ge

north 
brooklyn 

community 
boathouse

north 
brooklyn 

community 
boathouse

Sights and Sounds 
of Newtown Creek

point ave bridge

bridge

kosciuszk
o

metropolitan ave

grand ave

8

5

9
11

43
6

1
2

35
6

87
10

4

9

11

13

15

16
17

21

23

22

24

26
25

20

19

18

14

12

Newtown Creek
is a 3.8 mile waterway connected to the East River and serves as the border between Western Queens and North Brooklyn. By the early 20th century the Creek became 
one of the busiest waterways in the country, carrying more value and volume of cargo than the entire Mississippi River. Goods manufactured in the area included fer-
tilizers, chemicals, glues, ropes, dyes and many varieties of petroleum products. The lax environmental regulation and protections in place during the heyday of heavy 
industrial use (1860-1970) left a legacy of toxic contamination, still present within the sediments of the Creek. As a result, the Creek was declared a federal Superfund 
site in 2010; investigation and remediation is currently underway, overseen by the US EPA. Environmental conditions continue to improve on Newtown Creek with many 
native species of fish and birds returning to the area. 
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Vernon Avenue Bridge
Also known as the Hunters Point Bridge, this former drawbridge 
connected Manhattan Avenue in Brooklyn with Vernon Blvd (later 
renamed) in Queens, transporting cars, pedestrians and a trolley. 
The bridge was built in 1905 and replaced in 1954 when the Pulaski 
Bridge was built. The Brooklyn side now features Manhattan Avenue 
Street End Park (opened 2008) while the Queens shoreline has fallen 
into the Creek and is fenced off. The Greenpoint Manufacturing and 
Design Center (GMDC) is adjacent to the Brooklyn park, housing 
light manufacturers in a historic rope factory that dates back to the 
19th century. 

Pulaski Bridge
A bascule drawbridge that opened in 1954, serving as a replace-
ment for the Vernon Blvd bridge which was located a block West. 
The bridge is named after Polish military commander and Ameri-
can Revolutionary war hero Kazimierz Pułaski and serves as a halfway 
point for the NYC Marathon. 

Rail Bridges in Dutch Kills
Two rail bridges cross near the mouth of Dutch Kills. The first is a 
swing bridge, known as DB Cabin. It was built in 1893, and is still 
actively used by NY and Atlantic Railway. The bridge hasn’t opened 
since 2002 and offers little clearance for passing vessels, even at low 
tide. The second structure, a drawbridge known as M Cabin, was 
built in 1908. The Montauk Cutoff line that it carries has been fully 
decommissioned and MTA has been entertaining plans to turn the 
elevated section west of Dutch Kills into a public space.

Salt Marsh Restoration
Newtown Creek was once surrounded by 1,200 acres of intertid-
al salt marsh grasses, which was eventually all eradicated through 
shoreline filling and construction in the 19th and 20th centuries. Salt 
marshes improve water quality, provide valuable habitat for mussels 
and small marine organisms and can even help mitigate storm surge 
impacts. In 2018, the NYC Dept of Environmental Protection brought 
back some of this natural habitat by adding clean sand to these shal-
low shoreline areas and planting with native spartina grasses.

Newtown Creek Nature Walk
This unique waterfront space was designed by artist George Trakas 
and built by NYC Department of Environmental Protection as part 
of the Percent for Art program. The landscape features indigenous 
trees, shrubs, grasses, wildflowers and boulders that re-imagine this 
open space as a vibrant intersection, where multiple histories, cul-
tural identities and geologic epochs coexist. Visitors are inspired to 
ponder the various eras of Newtown Creek, from its inhabitants by 
the Lenape people before the arrival of Europeans, to the thriving 
cooperage, ship-making and lumber industries of 18th and 19th cen-
tury Greenpoint. The Nature Walk opened in 2007, and a planned 
expansion will extend the park around the perimeter of Whale Creek 
and to Kingsland Avenue. It is open dawn to dusk, 365 days a year.

Former Marine Transfer Station + Incinerator
What began as a small ash dump established by the City of New York 
in the 1920s eventually evolved into two waste facilities: the Green-
point Incinerator and Greenpoint Marine Transfer Station (MTS). The 
incinerator was in operation from 1958 to 1994 and eventually de-
molished in 2002, just a year after the MTS ceased operation with 
the closure of Fresh Kills landfill in 2001. For decades, these facilities 
generated enormous amounts of truck traffic and air pollution into 
the surrounding area, an environmental burden which fueled great 
concern and disfavor from Greenpoint residents. A 2004 study ex-
amined the option to redesign and reopen a handful of the then de-
funct NYC MTS; ultimately the Greenpoint facility was not selected. 
As of 2017, the MTS remains out of commission with no proposed 
plans going forward.

Newtown Creek Wastewater Treatment Plant
Originally built in 1967, this is the largest of 14 treatment plants in 
NYC, handling sewage from over a million people in Manhattan, 
Brooklyn and Queens every day. In 2013, the plant completed a 15 
year upgrade to improve the treatment level and wet weather capac-
ity (700 million gallons a day). Part of the upgrade included the iconic 
digester eggs which breakdown sewage and generate methane gas. 

The other products from the plant include treated water, discharged 
to the East River, and sewage sludge which is pumped into the DEP 
Sludge Vessels that dock in Whale Creek. The sludge is dewatered at 
facilities on Randall’s island and ultimately used as a cap on sanitary 
landfills.  

Allocco Recycling
This facility recycles a wide variety of materials including scrap met-
al, electronics (E-Waste) and fill debris from construction projects in 
New York City. The latter includes debris such as concrete, rock and 
dirt - which are run through a series of crushers and separators that 
enable 100% recycling of materials for reuse in construction and de-
velopment. Fill aggregates are loaded onto barges and transported 
out of NY Harbor on an almost daily basis. 

Sims Recycling
The most active maritime facility on Newtown Creek; Sims processes 
a variety of recycling including metals, such as crushed cars, and res-
idential recycling which is delivered to the facility by NYC Sanitation 
trucks. The barges with metals head to New Jersey while the munic-
ipal goods are barged to a state of the art sorting facility in Sunset 
Park, Brooklyn. 

Kingsland Wildflowers
On top of this Broadway Stages building sits a 24,000 square feet 
green roof, including a native wildflower meadow that overlooks the 
digester eggs. The project is a partnership between NYC Audubon, 
Alive Structures, Newtown Creek Alliance and Broadway Stages with 
funding from the Greenpoint Community Environmental Fund. The 
roof is publically accessible during open hour events and scheduled 
tours. 

Buckeye Pipeline
The Buckeye pipeline, a nationwide fuel delivery network transports 
a variety of petroleum products including jet fuel to LaGuardia and 
JFK airports, passes under Newtown Creek just East of the Sims fa-
cility. The Buckeye connects with many of the fuel terminals along 
Newtown Creek, including Metro Fuel. As the barbed wire fencing 
and numerous surveillance cameras indicate, this is a high security 
facility. 

Tidewater Building
This building, built in 1919, belonged to the Tidewater Oil company 
who was an early challenger to the Standard Oil empire by estab-
lishing the first oil pipeline as a means to transport oil to smaller in-
dependent refineries. Eventually Tidewater was bought by Getty Oil 
who operated the site until 2011 when the company filed for bank-
ruptcy. The facility is now owned by Broadway Stages, where many 
industrial TV and movie scenes are filmed.

Greenpoint Avenue Bridge
A crossing of Newtown Creek along modern day Greenpoint Ave-
nue has existed since the 1850s when Neziah Bliss built a drawbridge 
to connect Greenpoint with the eponymous neighborhood of Bliss-
ville. The current structure is the 6th to exist here; it opened in 1987 
and is  also known as the JJ Byrne Memorial Bridge. 

Van Iderstine
This derelict smokestack was once part of a local animal render-
ing facility, first established by Peter Van Iderstine in 1855. Fats 
from dead animals were boiled down, turned into tallow and used 
to make soaps, glues and even fertilizer. In addition to processing 
scraps from butcher shops in Manhattan, this company processed 
dead horses collected from the streets of NYC and even had a con-
tract for handling elephants that died when the circus was in town. 
Eventually the City shut the facility down after receiving thousands 
of odors complaints, as well as charges of illegal dumping into New-
town Creek and the company moved to Newark, NJ in 1977. Most of 
the site is currently used by the Green Asphalt company which melts 
down and recycles asphalt pavement.

Calvary Cemetery
Queens famously has more people below ground than above it. Es-
tablished in 1848, Calvary has the largest number of interments of 
any cemetery in the United States at approximately 3 million persons 
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total. There are 4 sections of Calvary (365 acres in total), the one 
closest Newtown Creek is known as First or Old Calvary. It is a Roman 
Catholic Cemetery, managed by St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

Greenpoint Oil Spill
The largest underground oil spill in the history of the United States 
is located beneath a 55 acre area of Greenpoint. The plume, an esti-
mated 17 to 30 million gallons plume, was the result from a century 
of heavy production and storage, as well as numerous explosions 
and leaks that occured on the massive Standard Oil complex that 
covered most of the area. The ‘spill’ wasn’t discovered until 1978 
when a Coast Guard helicopter spotted a stream of oil seeping from 
the shoreline and into Newtown Creek. An investigation and clean-
up were soon underway, but concerns over the pace and effective-
ness led to a series of lawsuits from residents, Riverkeeper and the 
NY State Attorney General against ExxonMobil from 2004 through 
2007. Cleanup operations have since improved and as of 2017, an 
estimated 13 million gallons of oil have been removed from the 
groundwater. 

Pratt Oil Works
Charles Pratt opened the first modern oil refinery, known as Astral 
Oil, on Newtown Creek at this site in 1867. The site has additional 
prominence in fossil fuel history as home to the country’s first Ker-
osene factory, eventually bought by Pratt, established by Abraham 
Gesner in 1854. Pratt eventually joined forces with Rockefeller and 
the Standard Oil empire and refining and storage continued at this 
location until the mid 20th century. A number of industrial operators 
occupy the 18.5 acre parcel, but below the surface uses of waste 
handling and warehousing lies remnants of the petroleum past. Exx-
onMobil is overseeing a cleanup of legacy pollution here, including 
pockets of oil which continue to seep into the Creek from the shore-
line. 

Penny Bridge
In 1803 a privately run toll bridge crossing Newtown Creek was con-
structed here, charging a one cent toll per passenger. Also known 
as the Meeker Avenue Bridge, there were numerous iterations of 
a movable bridge here until its final closure and demolition in 1939 
when the adjacent replacement was completed as part of the Brook-
lyn Queens Expressway. In recent years the Newtown Creek Alliance 
has been working to cleanup and restore the upland portion of the 
Brooklyn side, where the street end offers public space at the water’s 
edge. 

Kosciuszko Bridge
Originally opened in 1939 as the new Meeker Avenue Bridge, this 
Newtown Creek crossing was a vital component of Robert Moses’ 
Brooklyn Queens Expressway. By the early 21st century the bridge 
was in dire condition and a common burden for travelers, a partial 
result of the some 180,000 passengers that cross it per day. In 2017 
the original bridge was demolished and replaced by a modern ca-
bled stay design. The new bridge sits 85 feet over Newtown Creek, 
a reduction from the 125 feet of the original design. 

Phelps Dodge
Established in 1872, as G.H. Nichols and Co, this site was once home 
to one of the largest employers in Queens, the Phelps Dodge Lau-
rel Hill plant. The facility was a copper refinery and also producer 
of sulfuric acid. At its peak, the plant employed 17,000 people and 
covered a multi acre tract spanning from the BQE to the head of 
Maspeth Creek. The facility closed in 1984, was demolished in 2001, 
and has seen serious remediation of the soil and groundwater since. 
Phelps Dodge is a responsible party in the Superfund cleanup of the 
Creek.

Furman’s and Mussel Island
Up until the mid 20th century, Newtown Creek featured two islands 
near the confluence with Maspeth Creek. The smaller one, a shoal 
known as Mussel Island, was eventually dredged for marine naviga-
tional purposes (hence the name Turning Basin) and the larger, Fur-
man Island was connected to modern day Queens. The latter was 
named after Judge Garrit Furman who purchased the isle in 1815. 
Furman fished and hunted on his estate and eventually completed a 
volume of poetry in 1837 entitled “The Maspeth Poems”.

Brooklyn Union Gas
This 120 acre site was once home to a Manufactured Gas Plant (MGP) 
site and up until 2001 the iconic red and white Maspeth Gas Holders. 
Brooklyn Union Gas, which ran a monopoly on natural gas in NYC, 
was acquired by Keyspan in 1997 and then National Grid in 2007. 
The site currently houses two large liquified natural gas tanks and 
is a state superfund site because of the historic contamination from 
the MGP operations. National Grid is listed as a responsible party 
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on the Newtown Creek Superfund cleanup and coal tar (a product 
from MGP) can be seen bubbling up from the Creek’s floor nearby 
at low tide.

Maspeth Avenue Plank Road Bridge
One of the oldest crossing of Newtown Creek this bridge connected 
the early communities of Maspeth and Newtown, across what was 
Furman’s Island to bring products to market in Williamsburg and, via 
early ferry service, to Manhattan. Built in 1836, the toll bridge was 
decommissioned and removed in 1876 with the building of the ad-
jacent Grand Street Bridge. Reminders of this historic crossing can 
be seen in the decayed wooden pilings in the water and existence of 
Maspeth Avenue on the Brooklyn side of the Creek. The Newtown 
Creek Alliance began cleanup and restoration at this site in 2013.

Aeration
To increase dissolved oxygen levels within Newtown Creek to a 
baseline necessary for fish survival, NYC DEP has installed two aer-
ation systems. From May through September the system pumps air 
through a series of pipes that rest on the bottom of the Creek and 
bubble up through the water column. While the system helps ensure 
baseline oxygen levels it has been met with longstanding criticism 
from Creek advocates who see aeration as a band-aid fix to poor 
water quality while also creating potential hazards when superfund 
contaminants are pushed into the air column. 

Grand Street Bridge
This swing bridge was built in 1903 and is only 19 feet wide, making 
two way traffic use a challenge. Despite this the bridge is a major 
truck route and throughway for MTA buses heading to and from the 
Grand Street Depot one block away. NYC has announced plans to 
replace the bridge and is expecting a full new structure to be in op-
eration by 2026. 

Living Docks
The Newtown Creek Alliance has built two Living Docks, floating 
structures which house marine habitat and native salt marsh grasses. 
The physical and environmental constraints of Newtown Creek leave 
little in the way for intertidal habitat, but these docks attract a variety 
of marine critters that hide within the habitat units in the middle. The 
first dock (built in 2015) is tied up in the North Henry Street Public 
Basin (near Allocco recycling); the second (built in 2018) is next to 
Waste Management in English Kills. 

North Brooklyn Community Boathouse (NBCB)
Established in 2010, NBCB is a community based non-profit dedicat-
ed to enabling and advocating for human-powered boating on the 
waterways bordering Greenpoint/Williamsburg, Brooklyn. NBCB has 
been on Newtown Creek at 51 Ash Street since 2012, thanks to the 
generous support of Broadway Stages. For more information about 
us visit: northbrooklynboatclub.org

Images courtesy of Newtown Creek Alliance and Mitch Waxman
Text by Newtown Creek Alliance
Map and layout by Lena Greenberg

Funding provided by the Greenpoint Community Environmental 
Fund and the Office of the New York State Attorney General and the 
New York State Department of Environmental Conservation.
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