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Freeport, as we know it

today, is one of the later towns

to have developed on Long Is-

land. But as far back as it’s

been inhabited - long before it

was Freeport -one thing has-

n’t changed: Freeport always

has been a seafaring town,

drawing its strength from the

waters that surround it and

once ran through it.

Originally, Freeport was

located on an environmental

oddity called the Great Plain.

Settlers later would recall its

resembling the Great Plains of

the West, but when the

Freeport area was known as

the Great Plain, no one knew

about the lands west of the

Hudson. The Great Plain was merely a large grassy

area east of the town of Hempstead and the result of

Native Americans’ wishing to vary their diet of

seafood. Knowing that seabirds would nest in grassy

areas, they continually burnt the forests that once ex-

isted, and over the centuries, fields of grass took the

place of the trees. When the Europeans moved onto

Long Island and the main settlement was Hempstead,

the Great Plain was used for cattle grazing, which led

to their being the predominant animal form in the

grassy, marshy and well-watered area. It was around

1659 that a cowkeeper named Edward Raynor first

built a cabin right around where South Main Street in

Freeport is today, and Raynortown was born. 

The town of Freeport has had a variety of

monikers over the years, none of them Freeport. It

wasn’t until 1853 that the small town’s residents

voted, over a three-night period, to change the name

of the town to what it’s known as today. It’s said the

name evolved from inbound seamen who, during the

colonial days, considered the area a “free port.”

They’d sail in through Jones Inlet and avoid the cus-

tom houses and duties of either Sag Harbor or New

York City. And thus Freeport was born; it wouldn’t

be incorporated into a town officially until 1892,

however.

The sea, the bays, fishing and all things mar-

itime have always shaped Freeport, have made it

what it is today and will continue to shape it into the

future. Another force that shaped what Freeport was

to become was its proximity to the more populated

western end of Long Island and New York City. 

The water requirements of that burgeoning

western population ended up de-watering the beauti-

ful and plentiful trout-filled creeks that once ran

through the area, finishing off one of Freeport’s main

fisheries, but this same western population christened

Freeport a beach and vacation community as well.

The visitors from the west even gave it the name “the

boating and fishing capital of the East” as late as the

1940s. Proximity to western Long Island has been

both a bane and a boon to Freeport, but, regardless,

there always has been the sea.

Oystering was the mainstay in-

dustry in Freeport as the nineteenth

century waned. “Rockaways,” as they

were called, kept many a Freeporter in

cash; the peak output for the entire

Hempstead area occurred in 1901

when some 3,547,652 bushels of shell-

fish were recorded landed. The demand

for oysters and the lack of seeding or

feeding the resource decimated the in-

dustry.  It first hit Suffolk County’s

towns, but the Freeport area held on for

a few more years before the industry

all but died. Eventually the aforemen-

tioned need for the area’s cool, clean

water killed the streams and thus the

source of nutrients for the oys-

ter beds in Freeport, and that

way of life slowly disappeared.

The hundreds of oyster skiffs

that once chocked Freeport

Creek settled slowly into the

mud.

Build It and They Will Boat

While the oyster industry

was suffering its death throes,

two local businessmen, John J.

Randall and William G. Miller,

got the idea to fill in the areas

of swamp and wetlands that

were slowly becoming less wet

thanks to the dewatering. They

also got the idea to build what

would become Freeport’s sig-

nature area, Woodcleft Canal,

in 1898. Soon houses, hotels and beach cottages were

being built and Freeport, again due to proximity to

the west, developed a reputation as the place for

swimming, fishing and boating. A bathing beach

was located at the head of the canal, and some

quite popular inns and hotels sprang up in the

area. Telephones were installed in 1897, electric-

ity in 1898 (though daytime electricity didn’t ar-

rive until 1910), the speed limit on the roads

jumped from eight to 10 mph in 1908, and by the

1920s, an airfield was built to the east of the

canal, and later an amusement park styled after

Coney Island sprang up.

Prohibition provided another pump for

Freeporters. Aside from the obvious requirements of

rumrunning, the Prohibition Act had an effect on the

boat building industry as well. Freeporters Fred and

Mirto Scopinich were known throughout the area for

building speedy craft popular with both sides of the

ban; equal opportunity builders, they sold to the run-

ners and the chasers, building for the Revenue Serv-

ice/Coast Guard as well as the “importers.” The

Scopinich boat building empire lasted until the end

of WW II, the company building lightweight craft for

the Royal and US Navies. Other noted boat builders

continued that tradition into the 1990s. Al Grover

built his famed Grover Built boats in Freeport and

became the first person to go transatlantic with an

outboard in 1985. The Columbia Bronze Corpora-

tion, formed in 1901, built the propellers for the first

nuclear submarine, USS Nautilus; that company

closed in 1988. Even the man who invented the “Mae

West” lifejacket, Henry Slocum, lived in Freeport. 

No account of Freeport and its relationship with
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Boats docked in Freeport.

Aerial view of Freeport’s Woodcleft Canal.

Cruising to Freeport

L.I. Ports of Call
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Views of 
Freeport’s famous

Nautical Mile.




