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1947 photo courtesy of the Southold Historical Society, Southold, NY
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AT PO COMURTSY OF THE SOUTICCD o

A DISTURBING HISTORY

Ask around about the former labor camp on Cox Lane in Cutchogue and the reaction you'll get is often the
same: a slight frown, a widening of the eyes or a small shake of the head. The history of the camp — which
housed hundreds of migrants during its heyday in the 1950s and '60s — is now seen as an embarrassment,

longtime farmers and local residents say.

“It was horrible conditions,” said Josephine Watkins-Johnson of Greenport, who knew many who worked the

fields at the time. “That was the worst camp of any of them.

The Cutchogue migrant camp, which included barracks-style housing for single men and families, opened in
1946. It was the last of three camps that had been created in Southold and Greenport during World War II to
help farmers tend their fields.

The Eastern Suffolk Cooperative, a group of 139 Southold Town and Shelter Island farmers, spent $15,000 to
build the camp, which it operated along with the Suffolk Farm Bureau, according to a 1946 article in the Long

[sland Traveler.

It would become one of more than 50 camps — though many were much smaller — scattered across Riverhead
and Southold towns, according to a map created by Suftolk County health ofhcials in 1959. More than 1,000

migrants were working on the North Fork at that time, the maps legend states.

https://suffolktimes.timesreview.com/2014/09/dark-days-at-the-cutchogue-labor-camp/ 3/10


https://suffolktimes.timesreview.com/

2/18/22, 3:53 PM Special Report: 'Dark days' at the Cutchogue labor camp - The Suffolk Times

The Suffi="Times.

[t was criticized as messy and dangerous, a place that barely met county building codes as its owners cut corners
on maintenance and supervision. Abusive crew leaders took cuts from each migrant worker’s pay and allegedly
manipulated the workers to keep them in poverty and debrt, according to contemporary New York Times

I'CpOl‘tS.

Only after years of exposés by television and newspaper reporters, as well as investigations by federal and county

government agencies, were issues at the camp ﬁnally addressed.

Prime Purveyors purchases former labor camp
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THIS INDENTURE, made the 9th dayof May , nineteen hundred and  eighty-three
BETWEEN pagTRRN SUFFOLK CO-OPERATIVE, INC., a Co=operative
Corporation formed under the Laws of the State of New York, with

a principal office for doing business at (no #) Cox's Lane,
Cutchogue, New York

party of the first part, and PRIME PURVEYORS, INC., a domestic corporation having
its principal place of business at (no #) Main Road, Peconic, New York

BLOCK Lor

DISTRICT _ SECTION
o e
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party of the second part, & 2 [

that the party of the first part, in consideration
A by the party of the secoud part, does hereby grant and rel
B ebessons and assigns of the party of the second part forever,
ALL that certain plt, pi el of Iand, with the buildings and improvements thereon erecied, situate,
AL e B B O T Hote, n “the Town Of Southold, County
S8 uttolk and State of New York, being more particularly bounded
and described as follows: .

‘en Dollars and other valuable consideration
nto the party of the second part, the heirs

BEGINNING at a concrete monument set at the Southeast corner
thereof at the point of intersection formed by the westerly line
of Cox's Lane and the Northerly line of the land of Heidtmann;
running thence in a general Westerly direction along the land of
said Heidtmann South 46° 05' West a distance of 225 feet to a
concrete monument; running thence in a general Northerly direction
along lands of The Town of Southold and Leander B. Glover, Jr. North
59° 14' West a distance of 562.22 feet to a concrete monument set
on the southerly line of lands of Droskoski; running thence in a
general Easterly direction along the southerly line of lands of
Droskoski North 32° 24' East a distance of 225 feet to a monument
set on the southerly line of said Cox's Lane; running thence in a
general Southerly direction along the Westerly line of said Cox's
fane South 58° 30' East a distance of 615.29 feet to the point or
place of BEGINNING.

BEING AND INTEKDED TO BE the same premises as conveyed to the
party of the first part by deed dated July 17, 1946 and recorded
in the Suffolk County Clerk's Office on July 22, 1946 in Liber 2597

| page 222.
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IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the party of the fiest part has duly executed this deed the day and year first above
written,

EASTERN SUFFOLK CO-OPERATIVE, INC.

o d I 43

MAY 12 jog3

Frank McBride, President
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Though the Eastern Suffolk Cooperative sold the camp in 1983 to Prime Purveyors, which built a dry goods

warehouse on the property soon after, its unclear exactly when the camp closed for goocl, as documentation

about the its final days is scarce.

Today, the former camp property is at the center of a dispute between Prime Purveyors owner Robert

Hamilton and Southold Town, which is accusing him of Violating town code by renting out apartments at the

site.

Still, for the those who remember it, the former labor camp remains a shameful and rarely discussed part of the

North Fork’s farming history.

“We grew up and didn't think anything was wrong,” said Long Island Farm Bureau executive director Joseph

Gergela, whose family ran a Jamesport potato farm when he was young. “Those were part of the dark days.

“We were kids,” he continued. “Now, I look back and say, ‘Oh my god. We all look back and remember these

things and are shaking our heads that this was the way it was.’

That feeling is echoed by some of the farmers who worked on the North Fork during the years the camp was

open,
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The workers came each morning, she said, prepared with a breakfast egg sandwich provided by the crew leader.

At the end of the week, that breakfast would be the first of many deductions from their salaries, part of a cycle of
endless debt.

Ms. Zuhoski told The Suftolk Times she can remember her nine children going to the Dixie Inn, the combined

restaurant and convenience store at the labor camp, to buy soda, ice cream and candy.

Paul Squire

K«

Looking to comment on this article? Send us a letter to the editor instead.
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02.18.2022 NEWS

Cutchogue man’s family owes a debt that can never be repaid

Dan De Mato of Cutchogue never met Lester Hammond Jr. Heck, he wasn't even born when Mr. Hammond was...

\ 02.03.2022 NEWS 01.27.2022 NEWS

SN

N Grathwohl remembered as Developers pitch new
passionate keeper of town affordable housing proposal
history in Cutchogue
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12.22.2021 BUSINESS

Soloviev buys former Coster Heppner Funeral Home in Cutchogue

The Soloviev Group, which has announced plans for a 40-room hotel and spa at its Peconic Bay Vineyards in...

10.13.2021 COVID-19

Mattituck-Cutchogue is first Suffolk district to offer drive through COVID-19 testing site
In a first for Suffolk County, the Mattituck-Cutchogue School District has opened a mobile COVID-19 testing site

outside its...

08.06.2021 COMMUNITY

Southold Reuse Area once again bustling after being shut down during pandemic

Cindy Richards runs the Southold Reuse Area like a business. Before she arrived, the tables were stacked with...
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