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The First 150 Years of the Syosset Station  
by Tom Montalbano 

 

 
 
There may never be another day as significant in the  history of Syosset as July 3, 1854, the day the 
first Long Island Rail Road steam locomotive chugge d its way into the brand new Syosset Station.  
From this day on, the out-of-the-way farming commun ity formerly known as Eastwoods would never 
be the same.  
 
This is the story of the Syosset train station and how it changed our hamlet forever... 
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For the fewer than one hundred residents of 
Eastwoods (Syosset) in the early 1800s, the crude 
dirt-and-plank trails that later became Jericho 
Turnpike and Northern Boulevard were the only 
connections between this remote farming 
settlement and the rest of the world. These were 
rough, sometimes treacherous routes, frequented 
by roadside thieves.  But for local farmers, they 
were the sole horse and wagon trails to markets in 
Mineola, Jamaica, Hunter's Point, and Brooklyn.  
 
By the 1830s, Brooklyn and Manhattan were 
developing into major cities, whose merchants 
yearned for better and faster ways to transport their 
goods to Boston, Massachusetts, a major east 
coast seaport.  In 1831, the very first steam 
locomotive went into operation in the United States, 
and within a few years, railroads were beginning to 
spring up across the country.  An assembly of New York businessmen decided to take advantage of this new 
form of transportation and, in 1834, came up with a plan to build a railroad from Brooklyn to the eastern end 
of Long Island, where a ferry would carry passengers and freight to an existing railroad in Connecticut.  From 
there, the passengers and freight would continue by rail to Boston.  
 
Expert engineers concluded that a route across Long Island was the only feasible right-of-way between New 
York and Boston, due to the rockiness and unevenness of the southern Connecticut shore.  Ironically, the 
"Long Island Rail Road” was never intended to serve Long Islanders, but merely to use the region as a 
shortcut over level ground to the ferries at Greenport.  
  

 
 

The LIRR's Brooklyn to Greenport line, completed in  1844. Service to and from Manhattan  
in these early days was by ferry.  

 
 



 3 

The "New York to Boston Express" prospered from its maiden voyage in 1844 until 1848, when competing 
railroad companies merged and successfully completed the "impossible" Connecticut shoreline route joining 
the two cities.  This line cut the eleven hour trip between New York City and Boston in half, rendering the 
Long Island Rail Road system virtually obsolete.  To survive, the LIRR would have to attract a new type of 
business. 
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The obvious, although highly speculative, solution to the railroad's problem was to modify the system for 
operation as a commuter and freight line for Long Islanders.  This meant that the line would have to branch 

out to the populated areas it had originally avoided.  The 
influential Jones family of Cold Spring Harbor saw this as a 
golden opportunity to establish a station closer than 
Hicksville (built in 1837) from which they could transport 
whale oil and other locally-produced goods to markets in 
New York City and beyond.  In 1851, they organized the 
Hicksville & Cold Spring Branch Railroad Company and set 
out to raise $200,000 to extend the line from Hicksville, 
through Syosset, and into Cold Spring Harbor.  
 
Despite falling short of its fund-raising goal, the H&CSB 
Railroad Company broke ground on the first leg of its 
project in early 1854.  With shovels in hand and only a few 
horse-drawn plows to aid their efforts, workers, many of 
them newly-arrived refugees of the Irish potato famine, 
began grading the land between Hicksville and Syosset, 
turning trees into railroad ties and laying almost four miles 
of steel rail between the two rural communities.   
 

By the early summer of 1854, a single track reached Willis Avenue in Syosset, just west of the present-day 
station.  LIRR representatives and local politicians marked the completion of the Hicksville-Syosset extension 
with a small trackside dedication ceremony in Syosset on July 3, 1854.  
   
Subsequently, activity in Syosset began to 
increase, as farmers and businessmen from 
Oyster Bay, East Norwich, Woodbury, and 
other fledgling neighboring communities rode 
their wagons and stagecoaches to Syosset to 
take advantage of the railroad's one and a half 
hour running time to Brooklyn.  There, 
produce could be sold at outdoor farmer’s 
markets or ferried across the East River to 
Manhattan.  To accommodate these "long-
distance" commuters, hotels and stage coach 
services soon sprang up around the tracks in 
Syosset.  Perhaps the busiest hotel, located 
on the south side of the tracks, was owned by 
Peter Bell, who provided rooms, food, and 
horse-drawn carriage transportation while 
doubling as Syosset's first ticket agent. A one-
way passenger fare between Syosset and 
Brooklyn in these early days was 75 cents, 
while a round trip was $1.35.  
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Next, after a long period of inactivity, the Jones' company embarked on what would be the most difficult 
phase of their project: clearing a right-of-way through the rolling hills just beyond Syosset to complete the 
extension to Cold Spring Harbor.  Unlike the early part of the project, this phase dragged on for several 
years, as laborers diligently worked to re-grade the land beyond Jackson Avenue (then known as Oyster Bay 
Road) with hopes of building a suitable passage for the era's clumsy steam locomotives.  The hills beyond 
Woodbury proved to be a greater challenge than expected, though.  In addition, the project ran into great 
resistance from local farmers, who feared the trains would spark fires on their property and destroy livestock.  
By 1859, not a single foot of track had been laid on the new right-of-way.  Investors soon began to panic and 
demand repayment of their loans, and the Jones brothers and associates finally abandoned the railway 
between Syosset and Cold Spring Harbor.  For now, Syosset would remain the eastern terminus of the 
branch, and would enjoy several years as a transportation hub.  
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Regardless of the new prosperity the LIRR had brought to Syosset, reaction to the railroad's arrival in the 
hamlet was not all favorable.  Although local farmers could now transport their produce to markets much 
farther away and much more conveniently, many resented the railroad for the damage it inflicted on the land 
and for the danger it posed to livestock and crops. The old wood-burning steam engines, it seems, were 
notorious for sparking fires along the tracks.  An editorial in a local newspaper declared:  "All [the railroad] 
does is set fires and burn our woods.  It takes our land and pays nothing for it....The train on Friday...ran into 
a flock of sheep belonging to Charles Van Sise and killed or disabled twenty one of them.  There is 
considerable feeling against the railroad company." 
 

 
  
Other residents, motivated by strong religious beliefs, were critical of the railroad for running milk trains from 
Syosset on Sundays.  Another locally-distributed editorial proclaimed: "Better that all men in New York and 
Brooklyn should drink water for one day than the morals of the people should be destroyed!"  
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The "Sunday Milk Trains" caused quite an uproar fro m the 
church-going Syosset/Woodbury community in the late  1850's 
and early '60's.  Farmers routinely damaged or disa ssembled 
tracks and violent protests even broke out in some parts of 
Long Island. 
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The railroad ceased to be the focus of attention in the early 1860s with the 
outbreak of the Civil War and the subsequent assassination of President 
Lincoln.  With the local economy in distress, Syosset/Woodbury farmers were 
forced to fall back on old, less costly methods of transporting produce and 
livestock to market.  The LIRR, still in debt and threatened by competition 
from two local independent railroad companies, had to once again find new 
ways to increase business.  Though very little building was done during the 
war due to material shortages, plans were made to expand the system and to 
improve existing stations to encourage use of the railroad for "leisure" travel.  
   

 
 
  
The Dowden Drum Factory on Woodbury 
Road was one of the few local businesses 
that flourished during the Civil War, 
manufacturing calf skin heads for Union Army 
drums and shipping them via the Syosset 
railroad station.  Legend also has it that a 
Cold Spring military regimen led by Jacob C. 
Walters marched to the Syosset station on its 
way to the Battle At Gettysburg. 
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In 1863, the presidency of the LIRR fell into the hands of Oliver Charlick, who is often credited with triggering 
the worst twelve years of the railroad’s history.  Charlick, an abrasive character with an apparent distaste for 
the upper class, immediately began to alienate communities along the shorelines of Long Island, particularly 
the residents of Cold Spring Harbor. 
 
By now, the railroad had managed to clear a right-of-way from Syosset to Cold Spring Harbor and was set to 
begin laying track as the Civil War drew to a close.  As a feud between Charlick and the residents of Cold 
Spring Harbor escalated, Charlick threatened to abandon the plan to bring the railroad into this Gold Coast 
hamlet.  On hearing this news, a competing railroad company made a deal with leaders in both Cold Spring 
Harbor and Huntington to build a new line that extended along the north shore from Port Washington, 
through downtown Cold Spring Harbor and into the heart of Huntington village. 
 

 
The Woodbury/Cold Spring Station, just south of the  present Cold Spring Harbor  

station, early 1900's.  LIRR timetables listed this  station as "Woodbury" from  
December, 1875 to October, 1880, when the name was changed to "Cold Spring."  
 In 1899, the LIRR closed the station and built a n ew Cold Spring (Harbor) Station  

further north.  The buildings pictured were finally  demolished in 1948. 
 
When Charlick became aware of the deal, he ordered that the right-of-way between Syosset and Cold Spring 
Harbor be immediately abandoned.  Then, to prohibit the competition from building its line, he bought up 
several tracts of land along the competition’s proposed Port Washington to Huntington right-of-way and 
reluctantly began designing a new, purposely circuitous route between Syosset and Huntington.  To further 
“punish” the people of Cold Spring Harbor, Charlick intentionally built the nearest station to that hamlet 
almost three miles away from the downtown area, in neighboring Woodbury.  In Long Island Rail Road 
history circles, the point just beyond Woodbury at which the tracks make a sharp, southerly dip away from 
Cold Spring Harbor is still known as “Charlick’s Curve.”   
 
Ultimately, the original Woodbury/Cold Spring station was abandoned in favor of a new location further east.  
Apparently, in Charlick’s haste to build the original station, he had carelessly built it too close to a steep hill. 
In the winter time, a westbound steam locomotive that came to a full stop at the station could not get up 
enough momentum to climb the snow and ice-covered hill.  Thus, for many years, westbound trains were 
forbidden from stopping in Woodbury during the winter time.  
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Sharing station house building costs with community residents was common in the post-war years, as the 
LIRR struggled toward financial recovery.  Freight transportation was still the railroad's main business, so 
passenger waiting areas were not essential.  In 1873, the LIRR offered to pay $550 toward the cost of 
building a small station house in Syosset if the residents agreed to contribute the balance.  Fund-raising 
efforts attracted little interest, though, and Syosset remained without a station house until September of 
1877, when the LIRR imported a building by rail from a closed station in Far Rockaway.  
 
By now, the railroad stop had moved from Willis Avenue to its present site just east of Jackson Avenue, 
which is where the station house was placed - and where it remains to this day. 
 
Of course, there were no warning gates, as Jackson Avenue was traveled exclusively by pedestrians and 
horses in the pre-automobile days.  Even bicycles had not yet been discovered by the masses.  While some 
crossings had guards to alert “traffic” to an arriving train, Syosset does not appear to have been manned by 
such a guard until after the arrival of the 20th Century.   
  

This combination rail/ferry ticket, circa 1890, ent itled a passenger 
(most likely a farmer) to travel from Syosset to Lo ng Island City, where 
a ferry would complete the journey into Manhattan o r Brooklyn. 
Below:  A typical day in 1896 at the Syosset statio n. 
  

�
�



 9 

�

&�(��$�
���!�(
&�#�

�

 
 
Because of its easy access to the railroad, Syosset continued to grow in size and stature into the late 1800s, 
registering a population of approximately 250 in 1899.  By the end of the 19th Century, Syosset was a 
thriving farm community with its own schoolhouse, a community church, two general stores, two hotels, a 
tavern, a blacksmith, and a bustling new pickle factory, which operated beside the tracks and used the 
railroad to send daily trainloads of sauerkraut and pickled cucumbers to markets across Long Island and into 
New York. 
 
As farmers began traveling farther from home in search of 
lucrative markets for their crops, the roles of women and 
children became increasingly significant back home.  With 
the head-of-household away for what could be days at a 
time, wives and children had to assume responsibility for 
maintaining the fields and feeding the animals, among 
other chores.  School and recreation became secondary.  
 
Industries other than farming soon began to flourish near 
the train station as well.  Boarding stables on Jackson 
Avenue and Cold Spring Road played host to the prized 
horses of prominent New York City residents, including 
President Ulysses S. Grant.  Albert Cheshire & Sons 
conducted regular auctions of farming equipment, feed, 
and animals that attracted bidders from all over Long Island.   
 
Soon, some of the country’s wealthiest families found their way to Syosset via the railroad and purchased 
large tracts of land on which they built massive estates.  The building materials for these palatial homes were 
brought in by the LIRR, as were laborers from New York City.  
 
Syosset had come a long way from its pre-railroad days, and major changes were still right around the bend.    

�
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The "Syosset Siding" listed in this 1898 timetable refers to a branch of track just west of  
Jackson Avenue which served two purposes.  One was to allow trains to pass each other,  

as only one set of tracks ran through Syosset in th ose days.  The other was to provide  
an opportunity for farmers to load large shipments of produce onto the trains from their  

horse-drawn trucks. 
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One of the earliest known photos of the Syosset sta tion, circa 1911, when Jackson Avenue was still a 
dirt road.  Note the side rails veering off to the right, toward the McGuire Pickle Factory, one of 
Syosset's earliest industrial establishments.  By n ow, the LIRR had stationed a watchman at the 
crossing to stop traffic when a train passed throug h the station.  Coal for the pot-bellied stove in t he 
station house was stored in the two small sheds see n next to the watchman's booth.   
     
Although Syosset had grown somewhat in the latter half of the 1800s, there were still no more than eight 
daily trains stopping in each direction at the Syosset station by the turn of the century, when the financially-
burdened LIRR was purchased by the Pennsylvania Rail Road Company.   
 
One of the first projects undertaken by the new owners was to construct a battery of tunnels beneath the 
East River linking western Queens with 34th Street in Manhattan, eliminating the need for ferry service from 
Brooklyn and Long Island City to Manhattan Island.  The opening of the tunnels in 1910 was a significant 
factor in the growth of Long Island because areas serviced by the railroad now had direct, convenient access 
to the industrial and financial capital of the world.  
 
Because the East River tunnels could not effectively handle the exhaust from coal or wood-burning 
locomotives, the LIRR had to incorporate a new form of energy called electricity to power trains into 
Manhattan.  As part of the tunnel project, the railroad company electrified the tracks between the new 
Pennsylvania Station and the station at Jamaica, which became a switching point for all riders traveling to 
and from points east.  Electrification meant that the tracks now had to be elevated above street level to 
protect pedestrians, horses, and other innocents from accidental electrocution.  In redesigning the Jamaica 
station, LIRR engineers realized that they needed an extra wide foundation to support multiple tracks and 
platforms, so they began searching for large quantities of soil, which they found just east of the Syosset 
station.   
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1910:  Workers removing earth from the 
railroad right-of-way just south of what is 
now the Syosset High School.  The soil was 
carted, by train, to Jamaica to create the 
current elevated station . Photo courtesy of The 
Robert Emery LIRR Collection, SUNY at Stony Brook 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The need for soil at Jamaica provided an excellent opportunity for much-needed rail bed improvements 
between Syosset and Huntington, where challenging hills still caused problems for locomotives. It also 
enabled the LIRR to address the growing problem of wandering livestock being run over by trains at the 
street-level crossing on Southwoods Road.  In the early spring of 1910, excavation crews arrived in Syosset 
and began cutting a large channel into the earth just east of the Syosset station.  Day-after-day, they 
removed trainloads of soil and rock and carted it west to Jamaica.  As they forged their way eastward, 
construction crews followed them, laying a second set of tracks to allow trains to travel in both directions 
without having to pull off onto sidings to let each other pass.  At Southwoods Road, they replaced the 
dangerous street-level crossing with a bridge over the newly sunken railroad tracks.  In the end, a gully 
several miles long was created just east of the Syosset station - beside what is now Syosset High School - 
and Jamaica station towered high above the busy streets below.    
 
What the engineers of the Syosset excavation did not count on, however, was that Syosset had a high water 
table and a significant percentage of clay in its soil.  As a result, one considerable rainfall would flood a large 
portion of the newly-formed gully almost instantly, sometimes making the tracks beyond Syosset impassable 
for days at a time.  While this caused some hardship for travelers, it was a much welcomed occurrence for 
local children, especially on hot summer days, when they would shed their farm clothes and head down the 
tracks for a refreshing dunk in what came to be known as “The Swamp.” 
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L to R: George Carnes, 
Floyd Jarvis, and Albert 
Phesy outside the 
station, circa 1918.  
Note the Western Union 
Telegraph sign and the 
old-fashioned gumball 
machine beneath it. 
Photo courtesy of Henry 
Marzola. 
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With the increased sophistication of the station and the new responsibilities of the station house, Syosset 
soon needed its own Station Master and maintenance crew.  Though several came and went over the years, 
perhaps the best-known Station Master was Floyd E. Jarvis, who held the job from 1916 to 1962.  Assisted 
by a two-man staff, Mr. Jarvis was in charge of passenger ticketing as well as coordinating the transportation 
of freight and mail into and out of the hamlet.  He was also responsible for decoding and delivering (by 
bicycle) the Western Union telegraph messages that arrived at the Syosset station house.  Another member 
of Mr. Jarvis's crew was responsible for stopping traffic on Jackson Avenue when trains passed through the 
station, while a third was charged with maintaining the coal-burning stove in the station house. 
 

 
This undated early 20 th Century photo, taken on the south side of the stat ion house, shows signage 
for the Western Union telegraph office (left) that was situated within the Syosset station long before  
telephone service was available.  To the right of t he doorway is an advertisement for the Lyric 
Theater of Oyster Bay.  The two men (and the dog) a re unidentified. Photo courtesy of Jennifer Schlecht. 

 
 
One of the most interesting functions of the station 
crew in the early 1900s was the handling of 
Syosset's mail, which arrived and departed via the 
Long Island Rail Road and could be picked up or 
deposited at the general store/post office. Outgoing 
mail was bagged and delivered to the train station, 
where Floyd Jarvis or one of his crew members 
would suspend the bag from an overhanging 
trackside post called a "mail crane."  Two or three 
times a day, a non-stop "Fast Mail" train passed 
through Syosset and, as the train whizzed through 
the station, one mail clerk would toss a sack of 
incoming mail out the side door while another 
snatched the outgoing mail off the crane.  Mr. 
Jarvis's station crew would then collect the incoming 
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mail from the side of the tracks as the train sped off on its way.    
  
 
 
 
The station house, circa 1915.  Note the mail carts  in 
front of the building and the freight scale on the side 
facing the tracks.  The lever between the tracks 
operated a passenger crossing gate approximately 
100 feet east of Jackson Avenue. Photo Courtesy of Alan 
Boslet.   
     
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
Theodore Roosevelt often used the Syosset station d uring his 
terms as New York Governor and 26 th President of the United 
States.  Roosevelt maintained a “Summer White House ” at 
Sagamore Hill in Oyster Bay, but would frequently t ravel into 
and out of Syosset to avoid the throngs of reporter s who 
camped out at the Oyster Bay train station hoping t o catch a 
glimpse of him.  In this New York Times photo from October, 
1912, TR exits a train at Syosset before being driv en to 
Sagamore Hill to recover from an assassination atte mpt.  
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The station house, looking southeast, circa 1915  
 

 
 

Undated early 1900’s postcard view of the station s hows development on the west side of Jackson 
Avenue, including Spreer’s Hotel (far left).  Note the horse and buggy parked in front of the station 
and the house on the site of the present-day Jackso n Avenue shopping strip.   
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Nearly fifty years after the great Sunday Milk Train uproar, the Long Island Rail Road was the source of a 
new controversy in Syosset, this one involving the Sunday New York Times, which, like the daily mail, was 
delivered to Syosset via the railroad.  Though the Sunday paper was fairly popular among residents of the 
hamlet, local general store owners, swayed by the more religious members of the community, refused to sell 
it.  Thus, residents interested in purchasing the Sunday paper had to do so at the railroad station, at the risk 
of being targeted for the week's "neighborhood gossip."  The LIRR, too, was subjected to a good deal of 
criticism for supplying the paper on the Sabbath, but this eventually passed when a local entrepreneur 
named Jake Gelber opened a small trackside newsstand and took over this task. �
�
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Syosset Station in the 1920's, when estate owners t raveled to Manhattan in V.I.P. trains that were 
air conditioned by ice and motorized fans. Photo courtesy of James Osbourne 

 
In the 1920's, Syosset experienced its first "building boom" as developers such as Henry Warner scurried to 
establish residential communities within walking distance of the train station.  Home ownership, particularly in 
the "country," was in fashion during this decade, as evidenced by Syosset's 65% population increase from 
about 900 to almost 1,500 between 1920 and 1930.   
 
Several wealthy New York City businessmen built or purchased multi-acre summer estates in the area during 
the 1920's, and can be credited with introducing the first automobiles to Syosset.  The very first motorized 
vehicles in Syosset belonged to the estate owners and served mainly as chauffeured transportation to and 
from the railroad station.  Although it would be some time before the average Syosset family had its own 
automobile, it wasn't long before Pat O'Hagan established Syosset's first trackside taxi service, giving 
working class Syosset folks a chance to ride in the new "horseless carriages." 
 
To keep up with the changing times brought on by the automobile, the LIRR installed manually-operated 
warning gates at the Jackson Avenue crossing during the 1920's.  Still, auto and pedestrian activity was so 
infrequent that the gatekeeper would often fall asleep on the job!   
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While there is no record of an auto / train collisi on on this date, this April, 1926 photo from the 
Nassau County Police Archives symbolizes the new da ngers of auto and railroad traffic sharing the 
same right-of-way. Photo Courtesy of Nassau County Police Museum. 

  
 
Before telephones entered daily life in Syosset, th e 
most high-tech apparatus for long distance 
communication was the telegraph, which used 
Morse Code to transmit encoded messages across 
a network of wires strung along the railroad tracks . 
When the Prince of Wales visited Syosset in 1924, 
the New York press literally camped out at the 
Syosset station house, following the prince's every  
move and transmitting updates to their editors in 
Manhattan via the station’s telegraph system.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
During the 1920s, an average of seventy-
six Syosset residents rode the railroad 
each month, paying approximately $115.00 
for a year's worth of tickets to Manhattan 
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This is how the crossing at Jericho Turnpike (taken  just east of Underhill Boulevard) appeared in 
1926, three years before the overpass was installed . Photo courtesy of The Robert Emery LIRR Collection, SUNY at 
Stony Brook 

 

 
 

The same crossing, looking north.  A couple from Ea st Northport skidded onto these tracks one 
foggy night in February of 1921 as the driver slamm ed on the brakes to avoid a crossing train.  Both 
passengers lost their lives. Photo courtesy of The Robert Emery LIRR Collection, SUNY at Stony Brook 
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1929 photo of the newly-built 
$150,000 underpass that eliminated the grade 
crossing at Jericho Turnpike east of Underhill 
Boulevard . Photo courtesy of Janette Nilsson 
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Syosset Station in the 1920's.   
Apparently, the Station Master now drove a car to w ork! Photo from the Don Karas collection 

 
Syosset's building boom of the twenties ended abruptly as America slipped into rough economic times at the 
end of the decade.  The LIRR, still experiencing its own financial problems, did its share to help unemployed 
men in Syosset and other Long Island communities by hiring them to shovel snow off the tracks in the winter.  
Meanwhile, Syosset's farmers, suffering terrible losses at the marketplace, found that they could reduce the 
cost of transporting produce by renting or hiring trucks instead of sending their goods to market by train. This 
marked the beginning of the end for Syosset's freight house, which was eventually replaced by a gas station 
and then an auto body repair shop.  
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During the lean years of the Great 
Depression, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s  
Works Progress Administration put 
unemployed men to work performing 
various types of manual labor. Here, locals 
are seen shoveling the tracks near the 
station out of a snow storm. Photo courtesy of 
Alan Boslet 
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During the Depression years of the 1930's, with the building of Syosset High School still decades away, 
Syosset students in grades eight through twelve were sent to out-of-town high schools by train, as bus 
service was not yet available locally.  In general, students from Syosset and "Locust Grove" (basically, the 
area just north and south of Jericho Turnpike) attended Hicksville or Oyster Bay, while students from 
Woodbury went to Huntington.   
 
This was extremely inconvenient, as train service and class schedules were not well coordinated.  To avoid 
lateness, Syosset students had to catch early trains to Hicksville, Oyster Bay, or Huntington, walk the 
remaining distance to school, and then wait in the auditorium for up to an hour for the first bell.  Participation 
in after-school activities was difficult or impossible, as mid-afternoon trains were rare.  
 
On weekends, young people rode the train to the movies in Hicksville, Huntington, and Oyster Bay, as 
Syosset didn't have its own movie theater until after World War II.  In the late 1930s, a ticket to Hicksville cost 
ten cents with a "student discount."  Teenage boys could bring a date to the movies for less than a dollar, 
including two round-trip fares and two tickets to the Hicksville Playhouse.  Late trains were scarce in those 
days, so when they missed the last train home, teenagers simply walked the rails back to Syosset. 
 

 
 
Prior to 1932, a second railroad crossing existed a t 
the point where Willis Avenue is now cut in half by  
Underhill Boulevard.  This explains why, today, Wil lis 
Avenue begins on the north side of Underhill and 
continues at an unusual angle on the south side of 
Railroad Avenue.  This photo (looking east toward 
Jackson Avenue) was taken in October of 1931, 
shortly before the crossing was eliminated.  There 
was no watchman and no gate at this crossing.   
Photo courtesy of Art Huneke.  
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As America began to recover from the economic 
depression of the 1930s, automobiles became increasingly 
popular in Syosset.  A Plymouth-Desoto dealership opened 
on the corner of Jackson & Whitney Avenues, Gus Kleiss 
installed gas pumps in front of his blacksmith shop, and 
horse-drawn vehicles became a rare sight.  Once a luxury 
affordable only by the owners of the large estates, the 
automobile was on its way to replacing the railroad as 
Long Island's primary source of local transportation.   
 
However, once the United States entered World War II in 
1941, war-time rubber and gasoline rationing made 
automobile ownership a bit of a nuisance, sending 
commuters back to the railroad in droves during the early 
1940s.  
 
Meanwhile, Syosset's economy got a significant boost from 
the opening of several defense-related factories in the area 

during the war - no doubt because of railroad access.  The LIRR did not share the rewards, though, as the 
war created a crippling shortage of materials, manpower, and money for track and equipment maintenance. 
As a result, the system rapidly fell into disrepair and the LIRR again found itself heavily in debt.  When the 
seventy year old Syosset station house needed major structural reinforcement in 1944, the LIRR could only 
afford minor repairs.  It was four years before the company managed to renovate and reface the building with 
brick before once again plummeting into bankruptcy.  
 

 

The Jackson Avenue 
crossing 6/26/44, just before 
the station house was 
remodeled.  By this time, 
John Young's coal and 
supply yard had replaced the 
McGuire Pickle Factory on 
the south side of the tracks.  
Note the hand-cranked 
warning gates that were still 
in use at this time.  These 
were operated by the gate 
man in the booth on the left 
and were connected by 
underground cables so the 
gates on the north could 
control the gates on the 
south. Automated gates were 
installed in 1951.  Photo courtesy 
of David Morrison.   
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Syosset Station, 1944, newly shingled.  Many reside nts objected to the cutting back of the Victorian 
roof which had been in place for almost seventy yea rs.  This was a rare, though much-needed 
wartime repair project for the LIRR.  Four years la ter, once the war ended, the entire building was 
demolished and rebuilt.  Photo by Ralph Kaiser.   
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Circa 1944 photo shows the 
station area looking west.  To 
the left is John Young’s Coal 
Yard.  To the right is the 
renovated station house. 
Photo courtesy of The Robert Emery 
LIRR Collection, SUNY at Stony Brook 
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Apparently, traffic back-ups at the 
Jackson Avenue railroad crossing are 
nothing new.  This 1940s photo shows 
cars lined up on the northwest side of 
the tracks, obviously waiting for a 
train to pass through the station!  
Photo courtesy of Pamela Boslet Buskin & John 
Delin (Syosset Scrapbook). 
  
     
  
   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The newly-rebuilt, brick-facade Syosset 
Station in 1948.  Photo by Henry Purthill.    
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By the end of World War II and the government rationing program, 
Syosset was an automobile community.  As new families from New 
York, Brooklyn, and Queens poured into the area, the railroad 
became less of a local transportation system and more of a 
commuter's shuttle to the city.  Syosset residents now drove to nearby 
hamlets for shopping and entertainment, while high school students 
finally got bus service to Hicksville, Oyster Bay, and Huntington.  In 
1950, New York State extended the Northern State Parkway from 
Westbury to Syosset and soon, a "drive in the country" became a 
much more popular leisure activity than a train ride to the city.    
 
As automobile traffic at the Syosset station increased, the job of lifting 
and lowering the warning gates became much more demanding.  In 
1951, the Public Service Commission ordered the LIRR to install electric gates at the crossings on Jackson 
Avenue and Cold Spring Road. 
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A westbound train passes through Landia Station, as  a passenger waits on the platform on the 
southeast side of Robbins Lane.  The station opened  in 1953 and closed in 1972.  
 
The years immediately following World War II brought a rapid transformation of Syosset from farmland to 
residential neighborhoods and industrial parks.  In the summer of 1953, Fairchild Camera, a manufacturer of 
military surveillance equipment, relocated its Jamaica, Queens operation to a site on Robbins Lane.  Alfred 
Levitt, the designer and builder of Levittown, had earlier announced plans to construct a new residential 
development in the Robbins Lane area to be called “Landia.”  This revolutionary planned community would 
feature 1,750 homes priced in the $13,000 range.  Thus, workers at Fairchild’s Queens plant were 
encouraged by the prospect of being able to buy affordable country houses right near the new Fairchild 
facility.    
 
However, by the time Fairchild made the move to Syosset, Levitt had aborted Landia in favor of building a 
new Levittown in Pennsylvania, leaving Robbins Lane undeveloped for the time being and leaving the new 
Fairchild plant out in the "sticks," two and a half miles between the two closest railroad stations.  Employees 
from the Jamaica facility who did not own cars would now have to commute to Syosset or Hicksville by train 
and take cabs to and from the plant every day.   
 
To avoid losing skilled engineers and technicians, Fairchild negotiated with the financially troubled LIRR 
to move forward with plans to build the “Landia” train station, despite Levitt’s change of plans.  Landia 
Station, which opened in 1953, was essentially a small, concrete platform without any of the facilities 
found at a public station, but served its purpose for employees of Fairchild, Sperry Engineering and other 
plants that moved into the Aerial Way industrial park in the '50s and '60s.   
  
 

�
�
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Syosset Station, 1952, after automated gates were i nstalled.  The watchman's booth was no longer in 
use, but stood here until it was eventually moved f urther north on Jackson Avenue to be used as a 
police booth.  Photo courtesy of The Robert Emery LIRR Collection, SUNY at Stony Brook  
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By the late 1950s, approximately 1,250 commuters used the Syosset station each weekday, paying weekly 
fares of $22.06 to Jamaica, $24.98 to Brooklyn, and $28.94 to Manhattan.  Still struggling financially, the 
LIRR had to find creative ways to compete with automobiles as a commuting mode.  In 1955, the LIRR 
added 125 brand new, air conditioned cars at a cost of $15 million dollars. 
 

Five years later, in an effort to broaden its appeal to the 
average commuter, the railroad introduced its first "Bar 
Car," on which stressed-out business men and women 
could wind down after a rough day at the office with a 
drink and a cigarette.  On the first day Bar Car service 
was introduced, commuters formed a line four cars long to 
purchase 75 cent cocktails and 50 cent beer.  After one 
hour, the bar was virtually dried out.  The LIRR Bar Car 
maintained much of its popularity until the late 1990s, but 
declined rapidly after smoking was banned on all LIRR 
cars.  By 1999, the Bar Cars were gone.  
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Installation of the original concrete overpass in 
Syosset, January, 1960.  This was the first all-con crete 

span ever built by the LIRR. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A views of the station area (looking northwest) in April of 1966, after the demolition of John Young's  
coal yard and just prior to the building of a shopp ing center on Ira Road. 
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Another April, 1966 view of the station area, facin g southeast.  
 
With the survival of the Long Island-Manhattan lifeline at stake, the LIRR administration and the New York 
State government realized the need for a major combined effort. In 1965, Governor Nelson Rockefeller 
established the Metropolitan Transit Authority to oversee the financial recovery of the struggling commuter 
line.  The MTA immediately affected a multi-million dollar plan to return the railroad to its earlier stature as 
Long Island's main transportation system.   
 
As part of the MTA effort, local railroad service received a 
major "jolt" in October of 1970, when the line between 
Mineola and Syosset was electrified.  Because diesel trains 
were not permitted to use the East River tunnels, Syosset 
commuters previously had to change trains at Jamaica to 
travel into Manhattan.  Now, an express run was possible.   
 
However, many Syosset residents objected to the new 
high-speed electric trains, elevated platforms, and the 
much-feared "third rail."  In response, the LIRR sent 
representatives to Syosset's schools and civic associations 
to educate students and adults about the dangers of the 
electrified system.  Ironically, the LIRR also proposed moving the station out of downtown Syosset at this 
time, a concept that was championed by many civic groups decades later.  In the early 1970’s, this proposal 
was overwhelmingly rejected.  
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Syosset Station, 1992, just prior to major renovati ons.   
The station looked basically the same all through t he 1970's and 1980's.  

 
Syosset continued to undergo major changes in the 1970's and 80's as new homes were built at a furious 
pace.  By the end of the 1980's, the combined Syosset/Woodbury population approached 30,000, comprised 
largely of daily Manhattan business commuters.  Thus, the term "bedroom community" came to describe the 
area during this era of big business, hard work, and affluence.   
 
By the early 1990s, more than seventy-five east and west-bound trains stopped in Syosset each day.  The 
railroad now served almost exclusively as a commuter line, busiest between the hours of 5:30AM and 
8:30AM and again between 5PM and 8PM.  Broadway show-bound travelers found the railroad a preferable 
alternative to traffic jams and parking difficulties in New York City, while sports fans and concert-goers 
enjoyed convenient door-to-door service between Syosset station and Madison Square Garden.  A monthly 
ticket to Manhattan cost $142.00 while a single round-trip ticket cost $13.00 during "peak" hours and $9.00 
during "off-peak" hours. 
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Unfortunately, Syosset's unprecedented population growth after World War II created a substantial traffic and 
parking problem in the area of the train station.  In addition to two large parking fields connected by a steel 
and concrete overpass, the LIRR and the Town of Oyster Bay added commuter parking on the south side of 
Ira Road in the late 1980s.  Yet many commuters still had to find parking along neighborhood side streets, in 
shopping centers, or along Underhill Boulevard.  Consequently, scores of parking tickets were issued daily 
and many commuters spent their after-hours peeling large "warning" signs off their car windows! 
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One particularly congested time of day in the area around the 
tracks was during the evening rush hour, when train arrivals and 
departures brought auto traffic to a standstill in four directions.  
Plans to alleviate traffic problems on Jackson Avenue by 
elevating or burying the tracks met strong opposition from 
Syosset residents and were repeatedly abandoned along with 
proposals to re-open the Landia station to relieve the 
overcrowding at Syosset. 
 
 

 
 

As the Syosset station approached its 150th year, improvements to the station area once again became 
necessary. In 1994, the LIRR replaced the concrete overpass at the east end of the station with a more 
modern steel structure.  The bridge crossing at Jericho Turnpike was significantly widened to accommodate 
the increased auto traffic below.  And New York State provided a grant to help modernize the station area to 

meet the changing needs of the Syosset community.    
 

  
 
 
 
 
One of the last photographs of the station 
house as it appeared from 1948 to the 
spring of 1993.  Shortly afterward, the roof 
and several windows and doors were 
replaced and the entire building, 

previously red, was painted beige.    
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Fatal blow that took down the 34 year-old 
concrete overpass in November of 1994. 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
  

   
  
  
 
 
 
At least they warned us!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hoisting a new steel overpass into place, November,  1994.  
The bridge was constructed by Continental Overpass 
Solutions of Ohio and arrived at the Syosset statio n atop a 
special carrier train that approached from the east .   
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The LIRR bridge at Jericho Turnpike, 
just as the widening project began, 
August, 1993.  This view is from the 
west, facing east.   

     
  
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Major construction in full swing, 
Winter, 1994.  Same vantage point 
as previous photo.  
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By the close of the twentieth century, Syosset's farms were all long gone, as were its defense plants, hotels, 
and pickle factory.  The railroad station that had launched the hamlet one hundred fifty years earlier, 
however, was still going strong.  Sadly, by the year 2000, this one-time golden opportunity that was largely 
responsible for the growth and success of downtown Syosset was widely viewed as the single most 
detrimental road block to its future.   
 
Syosset had, by now, become a “commuter town,” attracting new residents in large part because of its 
proximity to the railroad station.  The downtown area surrounding the station, however, had fallen upon hard 
times as merchant after merchant fell victim to national chain “megastores” that sprang up along Jericho 
Turnpike.  Part of the downtown area’s demise was attributed to the hassles of driving into town during 
daytime hours, particularly if one had to cross the Jackson Avenue railroad tracks.  With trains passing 
through Syosset almost constantly, the crossing gates were in the down position for more than thirty minutes 
out of each hour.  Needless to say, the ever-increasing ridership also exacerbated Syosset’s parking 
problem, which seemed to have no solution.  Unfortunately, the merchants in the downtown area suffered 
the most, as customers avoided their shops in favor of malls and supermarkets with large parking lots.    
 

 
  
An eastbound train pulls into the station during  
construction of a new platform overhang in 2003 . 
 
When complete, the station platform would be fully 
protected from rain and snow. 
 
This phase of the renovation also included new 
lighting along the platform, an improved public 
address system, semi-enclosed waiting areas, and 
electronic signs that displayed the status of 
arriving trains.  
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Looking east at the steel overpass, 2003.   
 
Installed almost ten years earlier, this 
overpass had, by now, fallen into disrepair.  
Its paint had oxidized, its Plexiglas windows 
were badly scratched, and its concrete/steel 
composite steps had long been splintering.  
 
 In general, the overpass was somewhat of an 
eye soar in a hamlet that still fancied itself as 
small and quaint.  
  
  
  

 
 
 
Double-decker trains, which were put into service a t the turn of the 21st 
Century, shuttled Syosset commuters to Manhattan on  a daily basis.  
The new cars had seating on two levels, an automate d announcement 
system, large restrooms, and the ability to operate  on either electric or 
diesel tracks, giving the LIRR the ability to carry  passengers from 
areas still not electrified all the way into Manhat tan, without a stop in 
Jamaica.  
 
These trains were riddled with mechanical problems for a number of 
years before they were finally able to operate with  any kind of 
consistency. 
  
  
 
 

Another significant service added to the Syosset st ation 
around this time were several automated ticket vend ing 
machines which accepted credit cards, debit cards, or cash in 
exchange for a ticket to any station on the LIRR’s line.  
 
Customers could also purchase subway “Metrocards” a nd 
vouchers for special discount offers, which usually  included 
train fare to Manhattan and tickets to a concert, s porting 
event, or Broadway show. 
 
The ticket vending machines, which were originally installed 
on the north and south sides of the station house, greatly 
reduced the need for live ticket agents, who had tr aditionally 
been the “eyes and ears” of the station.  

�
�
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The 150th anniversary of the Syosset LIRR station came and went without any fanfare whatsoever.  By this 
time, numerous civic organizations were lobbying to have the station moved out of the downtown area to 
alleviate traffic and parking problems.  Though this author attempted to stir up excitement for a “birthday 
tribute,” sentiments around the hamlet were far from celebratory. 

 
In the years immediately following, Syosset station became the 
constant subject of local and regional news broadcasts, as changes 
in the design of LIRR trains coupled with the severe curvature of the 
Syosset platform resulted in multiple slip-and-fall accidents between 
the trains and the platform.  Many of these were caused by gaps 
measuring as much as fifteen inches. Although such falls had been 
occurring fairly regularly at Syosset since 1989, a sudden dramatic 
increase in 2006 led to the implementation of a major “Watch The 
Gap” program.  This included stenciled platform markers denoting 
areas where the gap was widest, installation of a $1.3 million video 
surveillance system to help conductors monitor activity up and down 
the platform during boarding, installation of a Special Platform 
Conductor for boarding assistance, and a pattern of constant “Watch 
The Gap” announcements over the station’s public address system. 
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Video monitor on platform displays 
input from twelve cameras positioned 
on the platform. 
 
While the expressed intention of the 
LIRR was to use these monitors to help 
prevent injuries, they ended up serving 
to support or squash a number of 
lawsuits filed by gap victims. 
 
In addition, they were extremely useful 
to riders needing to check out their 
appearance before boarding the train for 
work! 
 
 
 

The story of the Long Island Rail Road station in Syosset is likely to continue for many more years.  Perhaps 
from time-to-time, this history will be updated to reflect newsworthy events, upgrades, or additional 
milestones.  For now, I hope you have enjoyed this tribute to the Syosset Station on the occasion of its 150th 
Anniversary.  
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