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OVERSIGHT:  “Exploring Public Access to New York City Historical Resources.”
On Thursday, June 7, 2007, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Domenic M. Recchia, Jr., will conduct an oversight hearing entitled “Exploring Public Access to New York City Historical Resources.” Expected to testify are representatives from local historical societies and other cultural organizations dedicated to preserving the City’s history.

Background


New York City was founded as the capital of the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam in 1625.
 In the 382 years since it’s founding, the City has been host to countless events of tremendous historical importance and has played a critical role in the economic, political and social history of the United States. 


The City’s history is preserved through a variety of historical resources and institutions. Each borough has a historical society, and numerous other museums and organizations are devoted to preserving particular facets of the City’s history.
 Historical organizations in the City range from large institutions, such as the Museum of the City of New York (MCNY), to specialized museums, such as the Lower East Side Tenement Museum and the South Street Seaport Museum.
 Additionally, the Parks Department and the Historic House Trust of New York City operate 22 historic sites throughout the City, 18 of which operate as museums.
 The City is also home to historic sites of national significance, such as Ellis Island and Federal Hall. 

While many of the City’s historical sites are widely visited, others are little known. The last six years have seen something of a resurgence of interest in the City’s past.
 In 2001, a 12-hour PBS documentary on the City’s history was viewed by an estimated 20 million people nationwide and the City has taken steps to more actively promote New York City as a “heritage tourism” destination.
 For example, in 2005, the City announced a partnership with the History Channel to create a “Heritage Tourism Center” in City Hall Park.
 The partnership also includes marketing and advertising that, along with direct revenue, was expected to equal at least $19.5 million over 3 years.
 

However, despite these developments, many historians feel that the City’s historical resources are badly fragmented. Some historians have suggested merging the collections of MCNY and the New York Historical Society, two of the City’s largest and most prominent historical organizations.
 While this proposal was studied in the mid 1990’s, it has since been abandoned.

Services Offered by Historical Societies and Other Institutions 


New York City’s many historical societies offer a variety of educational resources and services. Programming includes both on-site and classroom activities. Many organizations develop and distribute resource guides, lesson plans and other materials for the classroom. For instance, the Museum of the City of New York operates the Frederick A.O. Schwarz Children’s Center, which offers a range of educational programs, including gallery and classroom programs focusing on topics such as the development of Dutch New Amsterdam and the creation of the City’s infrastructure.
 

In addition to the educational programs of large cultural organizations such as MCNY, many smaller historical organizations offer programming that highlight site-specific historical events or domestic and cultural activities. Historic Richmond Town, for instance, offers 19th century cooking classes for 3rd to 8th grade students on its premises in an authentic, period kitchen.
 Sites operated by the Historic House Trust all have educational programs, ranging from candle making classes to explorations of Edgar Allen Poe’s literary works.

Conclusion


New York City is home to a rich and diverse history. The many historical resources maintained by the City’s cultural institutions should continue to be used to provide the highest quality educational resources to New Yorkers, so that new generations can learn about the importance of the City’s history. At today’s hearing, the Committee will seek to understand the extent of public access to the City’s historical resources, how cultural institutions are making these resources available to the public, and how access to the City’s cultural resources can be expanded. 
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