A Description of the Society of St. Johnland in Kings Park
An Historic First-Hand Account by Harper’s New Monthly magazine
By Kristen Matejka
In the mid-1860s, the Rev. Dr. William A. Muhlenberg imagined a community that would be
“healthful, industrial and Christian,” built upon the “gently sloping plains and wooded hills” of
what would eventually become the hamlet of Kings Park on the north shore of Long Island, NY,
and which would serve as a place of respite for New York City’s most needy residents.
Rev. Muhlenberg recognized what he called “the urgent demand on the part of the neglected
and suffering people of New York, especially children,” for a place where they could find
retreat.
A recently found Harper’s New Monthly
magazine article goes into detail describing the
vision of Rev. Muhlenberg as outlined in two
letters that he wrote in his appeal to gain
support; and then goes on to describe an
actual visit to the fully realized Society of St.
Johnland by the reporter, Samuel Osgood,
sometimes after the facility was established in
the 1870s.
The original letters cited in the Harper’s article
appeared in a tract Rev. Muhlenberg dedicated
to a parishioner, Robert Minturn, who had
recently passed and who was known as a “the
poor man’s friend and mine.” In the first letter he imagines his vision has come to fruition,
describing a “little cluster of cottages” and a “pretty rural church,” scattered along “broad and
circuitous streets shaded by some of those fine oak and elm trees standing in their ancient
grandeur.” From the way the letter is composed, it appears Rev. Muhlenberg must have visited
Suffolk County and Kings Park and had a vision to create a “church industrial community” there.
In his second letter, Rev. Muhlenberg imagines a Sunday afternoon spent there, describing the
“method of worship and the bearing and conversation of the population.” His letter ends with a
post script asking, “I have told my dream. And shall that be the end of it?”
Apparently that wasn’t the end of it, because in 1865 a 500 acre farm was purchased in what is
now Kings Park and five years later the Society of St. Johnland was incorporated. Samuel

Osgood, a Harper’s reporter, set out to
visit the community that was established
to house orphans and pensioners, and to
describe the fulfilled dream of the Rev.
Muhlenberg.
Rev. Muhlenberg was a rector at Holy
Communion Church; pastor at St. Luke’s
Hospital; and worked for two decades at
St. Paul’s College, all in NYC. His
philosophy was that “the rich are taking
care of themselves” but that the
overcrowded and growing city seemed to
have little room left for taking care of
“God’s suffering children.” He envisioned
a place of open air and fields, which he
believed could transform the human condition and temperament.
When Osgood reached St. Johnland for his Harper’s report, he said he found his way to the
Family Mansion, where the superintendent resides and found it to be unpretentious but
comfortable. He noted that the community was built with no debt and comparatively little
money was spent on building and ornamental architecture. He describes “a cluster of simple
cottages in the order of a quadrangle with the impressive little wooden Church of the
Testimony of Jesus in the center of the upper line of the quadrangle.”
After a supper and some conversation, he joined the residents in evening prayers, “to which
they were called by the sound of a horn.” The day to day responsibilities were handled by the
Sisterhood of the Holy Communion, an organization affiliated with the Church of the Holy
Communion in NYC and recognized for establishing an infirmary in NYC that would go on to
become St. Luke’s Hospital.
The Sisters’ dress at St. Johnland was “simple and uniform,” and looked like an ordinary
adaption of the clothing worn by gentlewomen. The housing arrangement included cottages for
families, widows and “there are houses on a larger scale where various inmates, properly
chosen, live together under the same roof under a kindly supervision.”
Osgood described some of the inhabitants. These included:
-A woman who had lost her husband in the war and couldn’t care for her six children alone.

-A young man with consumption, whose
doctor recommended the country as a cure,
even as he labored in a small dark room at
the back of a tailor’s shop from early till late.
-An 85-year old homeless man whose only
other option was to live at Blackwell Island,
an asylum.
-A 76-year old communicant of the church
who lived in squalid conditions in NYC.
-A young girl with a heart condition who needed rest
from working 16 hours a day.
-A poor young mother with eye trouble who wasn’t
getting well living only on tea and broth.
-And children who had been confined to work in a
factory 13 hours a day, with a half hour for meals.
Osgood wrote: “Think of these pictures of suffering
and of the dismal tenements and degrading
associations and scanty living and precarious
employment… Note the ready access of their children
to bad company and the difficulty of finding chance
playmates without corruption, and what light is
thrown upon the Christian Industrial Community with
its homes and workshop and fair and school and
church.”
He noted the two extremes of life there, childhood and age, and said of the children that “their
tidy dress, pleasant expression and reverential manners were a goodly sight.” He said of the
pensioners that they had “all the air of habitual and substantial worshippers, much like the solid
men who sit at the head of the pews.”
Osgood noted that there was a “growing feeling that religion must be more vigorously and
wisely applied to life and that Christianity must have its social science and art not behind
secular civilization but before it.” Yet he was concerned how the efforts in Kings Park would
play out. For the time being, the industrial community was frugal, he said, but “still needs to
exercise careful thought and wise economy.”

He added: “The results thus far are encouraging. The farm is thrifty and the 16,600 quarts of
milk last year well-served 150 young mouths. The foundry does well, and Sister Anne’s
handsome volume of the doctor’s Evangelical Catholic is a specimen of its work. And the recent
accession of a rector who is a master economist promises well for the future.”
The unique community for the young and the aged functioned in Kings Park from 1870 until the
1950s, when the Board of Trustees determined that caring for the two disparate age groups
would require two separate types of care staff.
“As much as the Board wanted to maintain the original purpose, they acknowledged the quality
of care would suffer if they did this,” according to St. Johnland. The Board made a decision to
focus just on the elderly. St. Johnland still exists as the setting of a beautiful nursing home
amidst the “gently sloping plains and wooded hills” of Kings Park, NY. All of the original cottages
and buildings that housed the aged and the orphans were taken down and in the 1970s
residents moved into a new building still in use today.
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