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the Hudson river is like old October and tawny Indians in their camp-
ing places long ago; it is like long pipes and old tobacco; it is like cool 
depths and opulence; it is like the shimmer of liquid green on summer 
days. 

the Hudson river takes the thunder of fast trains and throws a handful 
of lost echoes at the hills...thick with the wastes of earth, dark with our 
stains, and heavied with our dumpings, rich, rank, beautiful, and un-
ending as all life, all living, as it flows by us, by us, by us, to the sea!

     thomas Wolfe
         from Of Time and the River  
                                                                                (1935)
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IntroduCtIon

the Hudson river has been a powerful force in shaping local history, 
with a presence both deeply inspiring and astonishingly complex. this 
collection of essays by historians, curators, researchers, and writers ex-
plores the Hudson’s central role in creating Dutchess County’s unique 
cultural landscape. 

Curator Wayne lempka examines how one contemporary artist has 
found both independence and inspiration from the 19th century artistic 
traditions embodied in the Hudson river School of painting. Art his-
torian Candace lewis takes a fresh look at the way commerce brought 
college founder Matthew Vassar into close and affectionate contact with 
the Hudson river and how the originality and beauty of contemporary 
American art helped shape the creation of the Vassar College art collec-
tion. 

the Hudson as a highway leading Dutchess County farm boys to bloody 
and daring adventures on the open sea is explored by Quaker historian 
Steven Mann who details the exotic story of Hudson river whalers. 
Writer Christopher Pryslopski takes us on a journey closer to home in 
his essay on “the Point,” a country villa estate that vividly illustrates 
how the Hudson’s spectacular scenery has inspired the very finest in 
both landscape and architectural design.
 
rhinebeck historian Nancy Kelly calls our attention to Native American 
history along the Hudson and its tributaries in her study of the often 
overlooked Sepascot Indians of rhinebeck; while fishkill historian Wil-
la Skinner takes a nostalgic look at the final days of the Newburgh-Bea-
con ferry and the bittersweet close of a 200-year-old chapter in Hudson 
river transportation history.

In his examination of the Mount Beacon Incline railway and the glori-
ous day trip adventure it provided for thousands of Hudson river tour-
ists, Beacon historian robert Murphy reminds us that not all of the Hud-
son’s best beauty spots were on the private estates of the rich. 

Writer Nan fogel looks at how mapmaking has provided a vital visu-
al strategy for unraveling the Hudson’s intricacies, while at the same 
time revealing the perceptions and motivations of the mapmakers them-



selves. And in an essay that documents a special world on the brink of 
extinction, writer Dan Shapley and photographer Helanna Bratman tell 
the poignant story of the Hudson river’s commercial fishermen. 

researcher James Storrow offers a fresh look at a familiar Hudson river 
monument, the fDr Bridge in an essay celebrating a civil engineering 
marvel that goes well beyond mere functionality to achieve a stunning 
level of beauty. the Hudson also lays claim to a long tradition of rowing 

whose evolution from 
professional racing to 
college regattas to a 
new and welcoming 
era of public participa-
tion is traced by writer 
John Mylod. 

researcher Annon Ad-
ams explores the fascinating layers of history underlying one of the 
Hudson’s most popular riverfront parks located on land that was once 
a working Dutch farm, an elegant gentleman’s estate and a camp for 
underprivileged children. Yet even as land uses along the Hudson have 
shifted over time, historian Cynthia Owen Philip helps us discover 
threads of cultural continuity in her essay on the 321-year-old Hudson 
river community of rhinecliff. 

this volume is a celebration of the value of local history and the im-
portance of local historians in helping us better understand the river we 
cherish. 
         
     Holly Wahlberg, Editor
     



Portrait of  an Artist 
and a River

by Wayne Lempka

Jane Bloodgood-Abrams, one of the most renowned local artists who 
focuses much of her artistic attention on the Hudson River, received her 
Master of Fine Arts degree from the State University of New York at New 
Paltz in 1987 and a Bachelor of Studio Arts degree from the College of 
Saint Rose in Albany, New York in 1985. She is a Signature Member of 
the Pastel Society of America and is listed in “Who’s Who in American 
Art.” In 2002 Jane Bloodgood-Abrams was inducted into the National 
Association of Women Artists.

Her work has been chosen for numerous regional, national and inter-
national exhibitions, including the New York State Biennial at the New 
York State Museum in Albany, as well as exhibitions in Austria, Italy and 
Germany. Bloodgood-Abrams’ paintings have won many awards includ-
ing “Best of Show” in the Young Artists of the Hudson Valley exhibi-
tion. She has been an Artist in Residence through the Catskill Center 
and received a grant from the New York Council for the Arts for this 
project. Bloodgood-Abrams has also received a grant from the Ludwig 
Vogelstein Foundation.

The artist’s work is included in numerous private and public collections 
and is represented by galleries across the country and locally by DFN 
Galleries (New York, New York), Carrie Haddad Gallery (Hudson, New 
York), The Harrison Gallery (Williamstown, Massachusetts), and Meyer 
East Galleries (Santa Fe, New Mexico).

In commemoration of the Hudson-Fulton-Champlain Quadricentennial 
marking the 400th anniversary of the Hudson and Champlain voyages, 
the following are excerpts from an interview that took place on April 26, 
2009 between Jane Bloodgood-Abrams and Wayne Lempka.

WL: let’s begin with your training as an artist. What attracted you to 
traditional landscape painting when the trend among fellow art students 
at the time when you were in school was to paint in an abstract style?
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JB-A: I actually went all through undergraduate and graduate school 
painting neo-expressionistic and fairly abstract figurative work. A few 
years out of school, and because I lived in the Hudson river Valley all 
my life, I had a kind of awakening to the beauty of the Hudson Valley. 
I found that the heart of my spirituality and sense of “oneness” lay in 
nature, and was moved to create paintings based on my experiences in 
nature.  At the same time, I was learning about the 19th century Hudson 
river School painters and responded to the emotional qualities evoked 
in their paintings. 

WL: It is interesting that you mention the 19th century Hudson river 
School painters, for many people compare your work to them. Is this a 
fair comparison?

JB-A: In many ways, yes. My work is inspired by the same landscape 
of the Hudson Valley, especially places where preservation efforts have 
kept it looking very much the same as during the time of the Hudson 
river School. I also learned to paint the landscape by looking at those 
artists. At the same time, I think it is limiting to see the work as simply an 
imitation of their paintings. I have a range in my work and approaches, 
and many pieces have a more contemporary aspect in regards to compo-
sition, color, technique, and presentation. I use a broader handling of the 
paint and focus more on the mood of the scene, rather than on specific 
details like the Hudson river School artists did. I don’t think my work 
is as “traditional” as theirs, but we of course share common ideals and 
inspiration.    

WL: Well, that is a very interesting comment - for it is true that anyone 
who spends some time really looking at your paintings will see that you 
have taken “tradition” and updated it to reflect the times that we are in. 
Yet, I can’t help but ask you if there are specific 19th Century Hudson 
river School painters that you admire? What is it about their work that 
attracts you to them?

JB-A: George Inness is my favorite artist and has been my biggest influ-
ence. He is not always considered part of the Hudson river School, but 
he painted the area during the same period. He was in many ways less 
traditional than the Hudson river School artists and had a broader han-
dling focusing on mood. I also of course have been inspired by the paint-
ings of thomas Cole and frederic Church, especially their pieces that 
portray all the dramatic light of the Hudson Valley. Sanford Gifford
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is another artist whose sense of light attracts me.

WL:  As you know, this summer is the official start of the celebrations 
marking the 400th anniversary of Henry Hudson’s voyage up the Hud-
son river. the river has played a major part in the shaping of artistic tra-
ditions in our area during these past four centuries. Could you comment 
on how the Hudson river has featured into your work?

JB-A: from the flora and fauna, the changing tides, to the ice floes in 
winter, the Hudson is part of a whole natural world that exemplifies the 
interdependent web that I am a part of. I love being in the river swim-
ming, on the river on a boat or standing on a high bluff overlooking the 
Hudson as it winds away from me. each interaction gives me a different 
understanding of the river. the open space created by the Hudson river 
is important to me because when I sense the expanse of sky and water 
before me it also feels like my heart and soul expand. these experiences 
are what I want to recreate in my paintings, not just for the people who 
will view them but also for myself so that I can relive that experience as 
well. the river is rich with the symbolism of life's meandering journey 
but also the steady current of energy underlying all we experience. this 
symbolism inspires my work as well as the river as a visual element.

Autumn View, Jane Bloodgood-Abrams



WL: You mentioned earlier in our interview that you grew up in this 
area. Being a resident of the Mid-Hudson Valley, I am sure you have 
noticed how weather and light conditions over the Hudson river change 
constantly depending on the time of day and the seasons of the year. 
How do these changes affect the type of paintings that you do?

JB-A: I believe there are unique atmospheric effects in our area created 
by the moisture rising from the river and being in a valley. there are of-
ten really dramatic clouds and softness in the layers of land as they move 
into the distance. the light is filtered through this unique atmosphere, 
often creating an effusive glow that influences many of my paintings.  
the long, late-afternoon light on the colors of the autumn foliage is in-
comparable. All these aspects aid my interest in creating paintings that 
evoke this mood, atmosphere and light.

WL:  I’ve seen you now and again working at the river’s edge. Are there 
favorite times of the day that you like to paint the landscape around the 
Hudson river?

JB-A: My favorite times of day to paint the river are the times when the 
warmest colors are present - so for me sunrises and sunsets are my fa-
vorites, but most often sunsets over the river really attract my attention. 
Not only is there incredible dramatic light and color in the clouds and 
reflected on the water, but the late day atmosphere can add an overall 
glow that is particularly spectacular in our area.

WL: Yes, the light over the Hudson river is magical and breathtak-
ing, especially in the evening at sunset. Yet, each change of the seasons 
brings an entirely new way to view the Hudson river and its surround-
ings. Are there certain seasons of the year that you prefer to paint over 
others, and why would this be?

JB-A: I have a tendency to paint the warm tones of late summer and 
autumn. that’s the palette that helps me evoke the glow that excites me. 
Sometimes I like to paint in early spring, because I love all the lacy frill 
of the emerging leaves. each season has its challenges and moods, and 
though I focus on late summer and autumn, I also enjoy painting other 
seasons occasionally.   

WL: It certainly sounds like you know the ins and outs of the Hudson 
river, at least in our immediate area. Is there one special spot that at-
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tracts you time and again?

JB-A:  each interaction with a locale gives me a different understanding 
of the river. In particular, the long views over the Hudson, like the one
from frederic Church’s estate Olana, fill me with an exquisite sense of 
peace and give me a unique connection to nature as I stand before that 
vast expanse of the river and witness how earth, sky and water all seem 
to intersect. 

WL: the view of the Hudson river from Olana is one of the most spec-
tacular scenes in America, if not the world. So, given the fact that many 
of your paintings of the river are done from Olana’s cliffs, do you ever 
think about the fact that you might be following the same footsteps or 
paths of various artists who were part of the 19th Century Hudson river 
School?  Does this give you a sense of awe or holiness?

JB-A: I really am awestruck to be living in this area and able to visit so 
many of the same locations that the Hudson river School artists painted. 
I feel this particularly in the Catskills, looking out over the Valley. It 
feels good to know that their art has continued to bring people to appre-
ciate the unique beauty of the area, and inspire artists such as myself. I 
am also heartened that so much of the viewshed of the Hudson river is 
being preserved, particularly in the more northern part of the Valley. Of 
course it is still continually being threatened, but I like to think that my 
paintings help inspire stewardship of the river and its surroundings.   

WL:  Besides Olana, are there other favorite locations along the Hudson 
river that you like to paint from? What has attracted you to these loca-
tions over others?

JB-A: My favorite locations are usually ones from high points looking 
over the valley. the views from the Vanderbilt Mansion in Hyde Park, 
from West Point and from any of the Hudson river Bridges are really 
very special to me. Yet, I have to say that the view from Olana continues 
to be my favorite one to paint. I never tire of it, and part of that has to 
not only do with the sense of being connected to frederic Church and his 
paintings, but also because the view affords never ending variations of 
the seasons, light and times of day. Compositionally, it has it all for me 
as an artist; the mountains, the long view of the river and the open sky 
are simply spectacular.  



WL: Your paintings that employ the Hudson river are always so fresh 
looking. What do you attribute this to? Do you think you will ever grow 
tired of capturing the mighty Hudson?   

At River’s Edge, Jane Bloodgood-Abrams

Jane Bloodgood-Abrams painting
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Illuminated Valley, Jane Bloodgood-Abrams

JB-A: I think because of the many miles of variation in the Hudson 
river, the ever-changing light, atmosphere and seasons that the Hudson 
river offers, provides me as an artist, with endless inspiration. 

WL: Since we are getting near the end of our interview, are there any
other comments that you would like to make about the relationship be-
tween the Hudson river and your art?

JB-A: the Hudson river has inspired artists for generations. I think 
any artist who is living in the Hudson Valley is in some way affected 
by the river and its light, no matter what their painting style may be or 
the medium they work in. like myself, there are other contemporary 
artists who paint the Hudson river and are influenced by the 19th cen-
tury Hudson river School of painters. the river continues to serve as a 
reminder of what this landscape looked like 150 years ago. It shows us 
where preservation has worked, and reminds us to be stewards of the 
land where preservation has not been put to use. the work of the Hudson 
river School continues to promote the idea of beauty and spirit found 
in nature, and it nourishes the soul. these 19th century paintings have 
inspired generations of artists and will continue to do so. I am proud to 
be part of this tradition. 



The Hudson River and 
Matthew Vassar: Creating a 

College Art Collection
by Candace J. Lewis

On the 19th of August, 1864, a steamer arrived at the Hudson river 
dock in Poughkeepsie, New York, probably at the wharves of the Vassar 
Brewery (figure 1) - the place of business of brewer Matthew Vassar. 
the boat was bearing 47 carefully packed cases, an entire art collection 
for the fledging Vassar female College (soon to be renamed simply Vas-
sar College). Matthew Vassar, shown here in a contemporary portrait 
(figure 2), had purchased the collection whole for his new and treasured 
enterprise, the creation of a college for young women, founded just three 
years earlier in January of 1861. He sought “to build and endow a col-
lege for young women which shall be to them what Yale and Harvard are 
to young men.” 1 

By the winter and spring of 1864, plans for the new college were well 
underway. the new building, designed by James renwick (architect of 
the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.) had been erected, some 
faculty had been hired and issues of curriculum were being discussed. 
the new institution would be opening for students the following fall.2   

Yet, the Art Gallery in its new building was empty. Months before the 
steam boat arrived at Poughkeepsie, Vassar had arranged to purchase  
works of art from friend and college trustee as well as art collector, the 
reverend elias l. Magoon (figure 3). Vassar had agreed to pay $20,000 
for the entire collection: $10,000 down and $10,000 after delivery. the 
goal of the purchase was to be an immediate transfer of the works to the 
college to form the nucleus of an art collection for the Art Gallery. 

At the end of the summer, elias Magoon, who was then living in Albany, 
had supervised the preparation of the collection’s packing and shipping - 
paying particular attention to the oil paintings, some of which had to be 
glazed and framed before shipping.3 Vassar wrote to Magoon on the 19th 
of August: “All safe – the steamer arrived ¼ 4 . o’cke – 6 spring Wag-
gons in attendance at Wharff – at 5  P.M. -- all safe in College.” 4

the contents of the collection were recorded, but only in general terms: 
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1) “A collection of oil paintings, one hundred and twenty-five or more.”
2) “A collection of water-color pictures and similar pictures.”
3) “A great variety of original drawings in sepia, india-ink and other 
media.”
4) “Illumination, missals, armor, arms, coins, and original antiquities.”
5) “Antiquarian works, printed, and illustrated by numerous engravings 
on all the great departments of monumental history.”
6) “A copious library on art, embracing every form of Aesthetics, or the 
Science of Beauty.” 5

At the core of Magoon’s collection was a group of about 125 oil paint-
ings by nineteenth-century American artists, all of them still living and 
working at the time of the purchase. this group of landscape painters, 
most of whom were based in and around New York City and the Hud-
son river basin, would later be called the “Hudson river School.” to-
day the best known of the painters are thomas Cole, Asher B. Durand, 
Jasper Cropsey, thomas Doughty, and frederic Church. their works 
were included in the collection as were the paintings of lesser known 
artists such as George Boughton, Samuel Colman, Alexander Wust, and 
Charles Henry Moore.6  

Vassar, who unlike many men of his day, was not given to flowery writ-
ing, would deviate briefly from his businessman’s prose to wax enthusi-
astically in October 1864 at the conclusion of the deal with Magoon:

Never - no never, have I distrusted your fidelity or honest purposes 
–- how could I when I knew you were bound up with me in my great 
work in placing your Gems of Art, therein, where for ages to come 
posterity might gaze and commemorate your reverend name with 
the founder of the Institution…7 

It was primarily to these landscape paintings, not the prints or coins, that 
Vassar was referring when he used the words “Gems of Art.” 8  One of 
the finer examples of these paintings is Charles Henry Moore’s Down 
the Hudson Towards West Point painted in 1861 (figure 4). the paint-
ing presents an image of the Hudson river seen from a high vantage 
point - north of West Point and Storm King Mountain on the west bank 
and Cold Spring on the east bank. the painter gives us an image of a 
warm summer day with green foliage, a dirt road sinuously following 
the curves of the river, soft pink color lightening the sky, and a com-
pletely calm surface on the water where several sailboats move above 



their mirrored reflections –- altogether an idyllic scene. At the time that 
the painting entered the Vassar College Art Gallery in the summer of 
1864, the work had been completed a mere three years earlier and by a 
very young artist (only twenty-one years old) who was looking at and 
interpreting the Hudson river landscape. 

One unusual feature of the painting is the dirt road at the left, because 
at the time of the painting, railroad tracks had been laid along the edge 
of the river and were in regular use. thus the painter was recalling a 
simpler age by depicting the dirt track. this was not unusual, since an 
Arcadian paradise was often a goal for the representation of artists in 
what would become the Hudson river School. the aim could be easily 
achieved. Painters like Moore were not working directly from the motif, 
but were making sketches and then completing their canvases in the 
studio, often combining features or eliminating elements as they created 
their compositions. 

Moore may have been commissioned by Magoon to paint this scene; 
Magoon commissioned many of the small images from painters in New 
York City. If so, he received a landscape with romantic aspects in its 
nostalgic evocation of the bucolic past before the roar and disruption 
of industrialization. the artist in creating this mood, however, was not 
overtly sentimental nor was he a storyteller. these two qualities, lack of 
sentimentality and lack of story, would be a minor theme in nineteenth-
century art, only reaching full voice at the end of the century. 

Other examples in the Magoon collection include the landscape entitled 
The Upper Hudson by thomas Doughty (figure 5) and the very sensitive, 
moody small painting by the lesser known painter George H. Boughton, 
Rainy Day at West Point (figure 6). the subject matter of these three 
paintings and many more was the Hudson river, but the artists whose 
group would take their name from the river were by no means limited 
to the river in their search for subjects. they ranged widely, choosing 
landscapes throughout New england, especially the favored watering 
places of the well-to-do (Samuel Colman, Meadow and Wild Flowers at 
Conway, 1856) or places on the Grand tour in europe (Jasper francis 
Cropsey, Evening at Paestum, 1856). the oil paintings at the center of 
the Magoon collection, therefore, were the product of a local school of 
painters and very contemporary. Scenes of the Hudson river and its 
landscape enjoyed a position of primacy for these artists, but American 
and foreign landscapes also provided inspiration.

10			•			reflections	on	a	river
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the story of the Magoon collection coming to Vassar College has been 
told before. Most often, Matthew Vassar has been presented as an uned-
ucated, uncultured man of business who was maneuvered into purchas-
ing the collection to fill the Art Gallery for the new college. there is no 
question that some manipulation and scheming preceded the decision to 
purchase Magoon’s collection in 1864. the reverend Milo Jewett, the 
first president of the college, remarked in one of his letters that Magoon 
was eyeing opportunities to sell his art collection.9  

However, on two points – the level of Matthew Vassar’s culture and the 
forcefulness of his decision making – the story is weak. Vassar was more 
cultured than he often presented himself and he was an egoist, not at all 
shy in making decisions. In this short essay, I propose to revisit the story 
of the acquisition of the Magoon art collection in an effort to present 
Matthew Vassar as (1) not only a self-made man but a self-cultivated 
one as well. (2) I would like to demonstrate Vassar’s attention to and 
affection for the Hudson river and its landscape which came from a 
more generalized love of nature. And finally, (3) I would like to trace the 
decision-making process through which Matthew Vassar traveled as he 
made his way to the formation of the new art collection with the “Gems” 
of which he was so proud.  

Matthew Vassar: the Self-made, Self-cultivated Man

In 1866, two years before his death, Matthew Vassar was persuaded to sit 
down and write a few pages of autobiography in a notebook. He wrote 
that he was born in 1792 in england at Scarning east-tuddingham, 
County of Norfolk, Duffee-Green into an already large family. When he 
was four years old, the family migrated to the United States and New 
York City, soon to settle on the Wappingers Creek close to the Hudson 
river in Poughkeepsie. there his father began to grow barley and brew 
ale. At about the age of fourteen, young Matthew fought with his father 
in what would become a defining event of his life: “to sum it all up be-
tween my own temper, and fathers severity & indifference to giving me 
an education I got none – Scarcely to read & write.”10  

Vassar maintained this view of himself for the remainder of his life, 
always believing that his education, especially in matters of writing and 
spelling, was completely inadequate. for a time, his life was to go on a 
different path, separate from his family:



In the Spring I think of one of these years [1806,7,8] I do not dis-
tinctly recollect which I left home to seek my fortune but not wither, 
I had just heard from Mother, that father was about Apprenticing me 
to the trade of a tanner & Courier John Garry Corner Washington 
& Main St on the Morning the articles were to signed, I told mother 
I would never be bound to such a trade, it was disgusting to me & 
would run away from home to avoid the contracts – I did so, and 
Started privately on my Journey and on Monday May 8th set off to 
seek my fortune with 6/ in my pockett…11 

Young Matthew traveled down the Hudson river and landed in Balm-
town (modern day Balmville, near Newburgh) where he was taken in by 
a kindly man and his wife who owned a general store. Matthew appren-
ticed there for three years.12 He then worked briefly for another man, 
before returning home to Poughkeepsie when he was seventeen years 
old and rejoined the family and the family business of brewing ale.13 
Dramatic events followed. the brewery burned and Matthew’s older 
brother was fatally overcome by chemical fumes. After this, their father 
James Vassar retired in 1811.14 

Immediately, Matthew opened his own brewery as well as an oyster sa-
loon in the basement of the County Court House where he sold his beer 
and ale. In 1813 he married Catharine Valentine and built his new brew-
ery on Vassar and Bridge Streets in Poughkeepsie. He always viewed his 
marriage as the turning point in his life: the beginning of adulthood and 
position in society. 

In 1824, Vassar was elected recording secretary of the Dutchess County 
Colonization Society for “colonizing the free people of colour, of the 
United States, with their consent and choice.”15 Vassar was one of the 
founders of the Poughkeepsie Savings Bank; later he became president 
of the farmers and Manufacturers National Bank. He was a director 
of the Poughkeepsie Whaling Company in the 1830s. In 1835, he was 
elected president of the Village of Poughkeepsie. In 1836, he and his 
two nephews, now his partners in business, moved into a new set of 
buildings housing the Vassar Brewery on the riverfront. In 1842, Vassar 
was elected president of the Hudson river railroad. In 1845, feeling 
sufficiently secure in his business to leave it in the care of his nephews, 
Vassar and his wife Catharine left for a trip to tour europe.16

In addition to these enterprises, Matthew Vassar amassed and read a 
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large library during these years. He was involved in the Poughkeepsie 
lyceum of literature and the Mechanical Arts that began in 1847. He 
also was interested in the cemetery movement and bought a farm south 
of Poughkeepsie with the idea of developing it into a cemetery. Ulti-
mately, it became his summer home named Springside, with buildings 
and grounds designed by the young designer/theorist/writer, Andrew 
Jackson Downing. Vassar’s biographer, edward linner would write of 
the brewer and businessman:

Vassar was one of that large body of nineteenth-century men who 
received few, if any, opportunities for a formal education. Yet, like 
others of them, he so lived his life that he became a broadly educated 
man. the community in which he lived was to take the place of an 
academy. the time he devoted to reading and to studying what he had 
read would shape his thinking and his reactions to life about him. 17

Vassar’s Affection for the Hudson River and its Landscape

Vassar, a businessman with warehouses on the river, knew the Hudson 
and its landscape well. It is interesting that he devoted much of the rather 
limited space in his short autobiography to reminiscences of times in 
youth spent on the river. the following excerpt is taken from Vassar’s 
autobiography and evokes happy times delivering quantities of ale by 
sloop:

My going to NewBurgh to collect Ale Moneys – Hayman Hotel, a 
Southern wealthy Planter as a guest of the house, Married to a Young 
Miss of some 15 years, a Matrimonial affair got up by her Mother, a 
Widdow, and her only Child, how the girl fooled the old Man, would 
get him early to Bed in order to have a good time (as she said) with 
the Young Border, quite a flirt. – How I used to go to NYork in Packet 
Sloops, the Young folks planning together in Winter to join each 
other in their Spring visit voyages, What sports we had in rambling 
over the Shores when becalmed going ashore at Van-Plank-Point 
getting Peaches in the fall, being as plenty as apples & nothing to 
pay…18

He was also sensitive to the local landscape, creating his country es-
tate, Springside with landscape architect Andrew Jackson Downing. the 
working partnership between Matthew Vassar and Downing was cruelly 
cut short when the thirty-seven year old Downing died suddenly in a 



river accident in 1852. A native of Newburgh, New York, Downing had 
sailed with his family and some friends on the Hudson river steam boat, 
the Henry Clay. the captain of the ship entered into an impromptu race 
with another boat, but the boiler exploded spreading fire throughout the 
wooden boat. Downing remained calm on the flaming deck trying to 
save passengers - throwing chairs to people in the water to use for flota-
tion. He lost his life trying to save his friends.19

In the two years preceding Downing’s death, Downing and Vassar had 
collaborated as landscape architect and patron on the design of Vassar’s 
country estate just south of Poughkeepsie on Academy Street, near to-
day’s route 9. Springside, the name of Vassar’s english-style natural 
country landscape and Hudson river Gothic style cottage designed by 
Downing, was based upon the principles enunciated in Downing’s writ-
ings. Matthew Vassar’s close adherence to the principles is suggested 
not only by the commission, but also by the presence in his library of 
Downing’s books: A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape 
Gardening Adapted to North America with a View to the Improvement 
of Country Residences (1844), Architecture of Country Houses (1850) 
and Cottage Residences: or a Series of Designs for Rural Cottages and 
Cottage Villas and Their Gardens (1852).20  

Above all, the natural qualities of the landscape were stressed. Mat-
thew Vassar must have been immensely proud of his new estate. from 
the portrait painter, James Henry Wright, he commissioned a portrait 
of himself standing full-length in front of the gardener’s cottage with 
his dog, tip (1861) (figure 2). (this was the same year that he had his 
portrait painted with the new building of Vassar College in the back-
ground.) In addition, earlier, in 1852, he had commissioned four paint-
ings of Springside by the Scottish painter, Henry Gritten. (three of the 
Gritten paintings have been acquired recently by the frances lehman 
loeb Art Center at Vassar College.)21

Also attesting to Vassar’s interest in both the Hudson and art was his 
choice of trustees for his new college. Vassar chose three of his closest 
friends, each of whom had a connection to art and the river. the first, 
the rev. elias l. Magoon (figure 3) has been mentioned above. He was 
a Baptist minister who had an avocation of collecting works of art, both 
in europe and in America. He was not a local acquaintance from Pough-
keepsie; Vassar had befriended him through their common friend rev. 
Anderson, the president of the University of rochester. All three served 
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figure 1: M. Vassar & Co’s Brewery. 19--? Photograph, gelatin, black and white, 20 x 
25 cm. Waterfront buildings with sign labeled “M. Vassar & Co.’s Brewery.” Written 
on photograph: [picture of] lossing engraving. Also shows boats, train and people. Ar-
chives and Special Collections, Vassar College libraries.

figure 2: James Henry Wright 
(American 1813-1883), Portrait 
of Matthew Vassar, 1861. Oil on 
canvas, H. 97 x 65 3/4.” Mat-
thew Vassar with dog, tip, and 
Springside in background. the 
frances lehaman loeb Art Cen-
ter, Vassar College, Poughkeep-
sie, New York. Gift of the estate 
of Matthew Vassar, 1870. 



figure 3: Elias L. Magoon: Vassar Col-
lege Trustee, 1861-1886. 19--? Photo-
graph: gelatin, black and white, 17 x 11 
cm. Half-length picture of elias l. Ma-
goon as an elderly man wearing a black 
tie, white shirt and black suit. Archives 
and Special Collections, Vassar College 
libraries. 

figure 4: Charles Henry Moore (American 1840-1930), Down the Hudson to West Point, 
1861. Oil on canvas, 19 1/2 x 29 3/4.” frances lehman loeb Art Center, Vassar College, 
Poughkeepsie, New York. Gift of Matthew Vassar. 
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figure 5: thomas Doughty (American 1792-1856), The Upper Hudson. Oil on 
canvas, 14 x 20.” the frances lehman loeb Art Center, Vassar College, Pough-
keepsie, New York. Gift of Matthew Vassar. 

figure 6: George H. Boughton (American (1833-1905), Rainy Day at West Point. Oil on 
canvas, 9 7/8 x 15.” the frances lehman loeb Art Center, Vassar College, Poughkeep-
sie, New York. Gift of Matthew Vassar. 



figure 7: Benson John Lossing: Vassar 
College Trustee, 1861-1891. 19--? Picture, 
black and white, 15 x 12 cm. Head and 
shoulders picture of Benson J. lossing as 
a mature man with beard. He is wearing a 
black bow tie, white shirt and dark suit. Ar-
chives and Special Collections, Vassar Col-
lege libraries. 

figure 8: Samuel F. B. Morse: Vassar 
College Trustee, 1861-1872. 187-? 
Photograph: albumen, black and white, 
10 x 6 cm. Head and shoulders picture 
of Samuel f. B. Morse as an elderly 
man with mustache and beard. He is 
wearing glasses, medals and a dark 
suit. Archives and Special Collections, 
Vassar College libraries. 

figure 9: Benson J. lossing, The Art Gallery. engraving from Benson J. lossing, 
Vassar College and Its Founder, C.A. Alvord, Printer, New York, 1862, 131. 
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on the Board of that institution.22 elias Magoon immediately impressed 
Vassar and was appointed to the Board of trustees at Vassar as well as 
to the position of Chairman of the Art Committee, a job he held for the 
remainder of his life.23  He was known for his expertise in amassing a 
fine art collection comprising oil paintings, works on paper, suits of ar-
mor, and other works of art. frances Wood, student and later librarian at 
the college, remembered Magoon: “Dr. elias Magoon stands out vividly 
in my portrait gallery. Dear, kind, eccentric man! He looked, and we all 
thought him in his enthusiasm, mildly crazy, but we came to appreciate 
him and delight in his ardor….Dr. Magoon was a lover and student of 
nature as well as of art. He was a frequent visitor at the college in the 
spring, coming from his Philadelphia home ‘just to get up at five o’clock 
in the morning for a tramp over Sunset Hill or around the lake to hear 
and see the birds.’” 24

reverend Magoon was a more important personality than the above por-
trait would suggest. He took his mission regarding the collection very 
seriously, traveling to england and europe twice in ten years - the first 
time chiefly for looking, the second time for buying. Considering that 
he did not have a personal fortune, it is remarkable that he was able to 
amass so large a collection (3,700 works on paper, for example) from 
these trips and the continuing patronage resulting from them. Magoon 
wrote about himself, using the third person:

twenty years ago, with the first earning in professional toil and sus-
tained only by fervid inspiration, the chairman of your Art Commit-
tee attempted a collection around the mother thought of Christianity 
Illustrated by its Monuments. the son of an architect, and born in the 
bosom of the Switzerland of America, innate taste for beauty blended 
in his heart with the love of nature, and to trace the developing power 
of divinity through both, early became the ruling passion of [his] 
life.25 

He was a theorist as well, writing frequently on the subject of art. Most 
influenced by Sir Walter Scott and John ruskin, Magoon, like many 
Americans of the early nineteenth century, admired Scott for his novels 
that evoked an Anglo-Saxon past in the Middle Ages of Scotland and 
england. Similarly, he adhered to the tenets of John ruskin who pro-
moted a return to the use of the Gothic style in an effort to restore the 
simple aesthetic values of the Middle Ages in england as opposed to the 
modern industrial culture with its dehumanizing tendencies.26  the love



of a bucolic past, of nature, of craft, of a romantic view of medieval 
Christianty, and of the Anglo-Saxon tradition - all struck a responsive 
chord with Americans in the Northeastern elite during the mid-nine-
teenth century, since it was their heritage as well. It is probable that 
Magoon functioned as the principal theorist for the Board of trustees of 
Vassar College. He was not the only man to have written on the subject 
of art, but he seems to have been the most forceful, the most current and 
the most heard by Vassar himself as evidenced by the fact that Vassar 
appointed him to the position of Chairman of the Art Committee. Yet 
the influence must have flowed in both directions, for as we shall see, 
Magoon, apparently swayed by Vassar, would change his view of his 
own collection of art.  

the second friend and advisor, Benson J. lossing (1813-1891) (fig-
ure 7) from Dover Plains, New York, was a wood-engraver, author and 
editor. like Vassar, he educated himself by reading everything he could 
find. As a young man, he worked for the Poughkeepsie Telegraph and 
the Poughkeepsie Casket and learned wood-engraving, working as an il-
lustrator. He was the artist of the Vassar Brewery image on the riverfront 
(figure 1) shown in this essay as well as the engraved images of Vassar 
College, the entrance to Springside, and the Art Gallery (figure 9), all 
taken from his book, Vassar College and Its Founder (1867).  In his later 
years he published many books, among them The Hudson River from 
the Wilderness to the Sea.27 He thus demonstrated an affinity for both art 
and the river.

the third influential friend and trustee, Samuel f.B. Morse (1791-1872) 
(figure 8) was an international figure because of his fame for inventing 
the telegraph and the Morse Code. In his early life, Morse had trained 
and worked as a portrait painter and not very successful history painter, 
traveling up and down the east coast of the United States painting por-
traits of well-to-do patrons. Having studied with Washington Allston in 
America and Benjamin West in england, he was not only one of the 
best trained but also one of the finest painters of his generation. He, like 
Magoon, had put forth his ideas about the theory of art, but that had 
been considerably earlier in 1826 in a series of four lectures in New 
York City. His ideas were more of the eighteenth than of the nineteenth 
century. He was concerned with establishing the importance of art as an 
intellectual endeavor, not merely a craft, and to that end, he attempted 
to build connections with the other accepted fine arts such as poetry and 
music.28
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After a time Morse tired of the low remuneration from his trade and 
thought up several schemes to make it rich. In the 1830s and 1840s, his 
work on transmitting messages via the telegraph was successful. He soon 
was able to move his family to a large estate, locust Grove on the Hud-
son river a few miles south of Matthew Vassar’s Springside (on today’s 
route 9). the building and grooming of the main house and the natural 
landscape on his estate consumed much of his interest in the years when 
Vassar knew him. the main house was designed in an Italianate style, 
planned to blend with a natural environment (man-made, of course, in 
the english fashion) and placed on a high promontory with a view of the 
Hudson river across meadows with trees flanking on either side.

thus, three of Vassar’s closest friends, all serving on his Board of trust-
ees and more specifically on his five-man Art Committee, were all inter-
ested in art and nature. furthermore, despite their differences, they would 
have agreed upon a philosophical approach that stressed the importance 
of God, the ineffable quality of the natural world and the beauty of the 
American native landscape right at hand in the Hudson river Valley. 

Matthew Vassar Acquires the Art Collection

Matthew Vassar and his Board of trustees worked their way through 
three schemes for furnishing the new Art Gallery, before settling upon 
the fourth and final plan. three things were uppermost in Vassar’s mind 
during the process of creating the college and later while forming the 
plans for the Art Gallery - that is, over a period of twenty years: (1) 
he wanted his fortune to be used to construct an institution to benefit 
society (initially, a hastily considered and discarded idea for a hospital, 
then a plan for a women’s college inspired by the school founded by his 
niece lydia Booth); (2) he wanted his name attached to an enterprise 
that would go down in history; and (3) he wanted to see his money used 
wisely (good businessman that he was). Vassar was sometimes influ-
enced by the strong personalities he surrounded himself with, but he 
never deviated from these fundamental goals. In evaluating and decid-
ing upon any course of action, Matthew Vassar was always at the helm.

the first idea for the art collection was put forward by Charles raymond, 
a younger member of the Board, who enjoyed the good company of the 
more senior Vassar, but whose enthusiasms were not always echoed by 
the more sober businessman.



raymond’s notion was to hire a painter, a first class artist (necessarily 
a historical landscape painter), and have the young ladies watch him 
paint. In this manner, the students could learn by imitation. So too, over 
the years -- perhaps in fifteen to twenty years -- the painter would have 
created a body of work which could fill the Art Gallery. Presto – a col-
lection. Of course, the collection would be all the work of one artist. One 
would have had to have picked well to have ended up with anything of 
much value, not to mention the fact that this scheme guaranteed mo-
notony. According to the existing correspondence of Matthew Vassar, he 
did not entertain this idea with much interest.29 

the second plan seems to have been generated by Milo Jewett, first 
President of the college, while he was on his eight-month fact-finding 
trip in europe in 1862, preparatory to opening the college. While Jew-
ett was in rome, he met a Miss emma Church who made her living 
as a copyist of Old Master paintings. Jewett seems to have been much 
charmed by the young lady and arranged to have her begin a program of 
copying works to be sent to the new college. the minutes of the execu-
tive committee from May 25, 1863 report:

Mr. Vassar reported that himself & Dr. Jewett had some months since 
contracted with Miss emma Church an American Woman at rome 
for four oil paintings the subjects to be selected by herself without 
fixing the Cost one half payable in advance. that recently informa-
tion had been received that two of these pictures awaited our order 
at Messrs. Monroe & Co. in Paris & that Miss Church was awaiting 
the payment for the same & an advance on the two unfinished. that 
in view of the urging of the Case he had advised the treasurer to 
send forward to Miss Church at Paris $750. the treasurer thereupon 
reported that he had given Dr. Jewett a Check for $1200 with which 
to purchase exchange & send the avails as above and desired the ap-
proval of the Committee.30 

Discussions of the matter followed during many subsequent weeks. fi-
nally, in December of 1863, Vassar took the controversy away from the 
Board by agreeing to take the picture Miss Church was then engaged in 
painting and absolving the Board from any financial responsibility for 
paying her, at a final amount of $1,553.39. He then donated the painting 
to the College. the copy of raphael’s Madonna of Foligno was duly 
installed in the Main Building.31  Altogether four paintings were at issue; 
Vassar took responsibility for all four. 
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In November at the conclusion of the matter, he tried to write reassur-
ingly to the disgruntled Magoon, head of the Art Committee: “As soon 
as I could I stopt it, only 2 has come to hand, the other two ordered from 
Miss Church will not be finished before next fall.”32

At about the time this controversy was being sorted out, another pro-
posal came to the attention of the Board. Some members of the ex-
ecutive Committee had been given a catalogue for a sale of engravings 
and prints owned by the widow of e.P. Clark, a collector. they were 
described as “valuable antique engravings,” 33 - apparently a euphemism 
for copies of original works of art. they were being offered for sale in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Samuel f. B. Morse was dispatched to 
view the collection. 

this was the last straw for elias Magoon. He had no use at all for copies 
of art, especially when right at his fingertips, he possessed his own ex-
amples of American, British, and some european original works in oil, 
watercolor and various print media. He sent an angry letter of resigna-
tion to Cyrus Swan, the Secretary of the Board. We see in Vassar’s cor-
respondence that he learned of Magoon’s resignation at Christmas 1863. 
Vassar reacted immediately, writing to Magoon:  “the more I have re-
flected upon your proposed resignation, the more I am convinced it will 
operate to the serious disadvantage of our enterprise.”34 

So in January 1864, Matthew Vassar, accompanied by Cyrus Swan, Sec-
retary of the Board, traveled by train to Albany to try to persuade Ma-
goon to reconsider and rejoin the college. this visit to 66 Philip Street, 
Albany seems to have been the first time that Vassar was exposed to 
the entire collection assembled by Magoon. their many conversations 
about art over the preceding years may have blossomed on that day. the 
beauties of the Anglo-Saxon tradition represented in the watercolors and 
prints which Magoon had been purchasing in england up until the mid-
1850s (as well as the oil paintings by contemporary American artists, 
many directly commissioned from the painters by Magoon) must have 
been compelling indeed. It was as if the answer of how to provide an art 
collection for his Art Gallery was laid out before his eyes. All he had to 
do was persuade Magoon to part with the collection. He needn’t have 
worried; as Jewett would soon observe acidly, many an individual on the 
Board operated in his own interest, for example: “Dr. Magoon, his Art 
Gallery to sell.”35 



Magoon not only rejoined the Board, he authored a report from the Art 
Committee which would be submitted to the Board at the february meet-
ing.36 It was a manifesto expressing the philosophy of Magoon. At the 
same time that this document expressed Magoon’s deeply felt beliefs, it 
also probably was intended to shore up the intellectual underpinnings 
for purchasing original art and specifically, the collection owned by Ma-
goon himself. 

the argument was divided into three sections: “a few suggestions on 
Art, on Original Art, and upon American Originality in Art.”  In the first, 
Magoon reiterated Morse’s arguments about art being “petrified poetry, 
or concrete rhetoric,” essentially an eighteenth-century academic idea 
aimed at elevating the status of the artist from craftsman to intellectual. 
In the second section – on Original Art – Magoon argued for the im-
portance of viewing art in the original. His was an intensely theocratic 
view. He said that viewing art is like viewing “the mind of God” and that 
viewing nature is similarly like being in touch with the Creator. finally, 
he asserted that there is great value in “American Originality in Art.”37 
this was a relatively new concept for him. Since his days in New York 
City during the 1850s, when he was known for his collection of British 
works of art, he had shifted his emphasis to American oil paintings as 
the center of attention and worth. He even gave a prescription for the 
college Art Gallery:

first of all, we must have at least one hundred oil paintings, by as 
many different masters as possible, and so diversified in subject and 
treatment as to exemplify every feature of earth, water and sky, in all 
seasons and every light. twenty of them may be choice specimens of 
Spanish, Italian, German, french, and english art, and twenty more 
may be figure subjects. But at least sixty must be first-rate transcripts 
of American landscape, mainly along the Hudson, lake George, New 
Hampshire, and Vermont….38

Whereas the first two points made by Magoon – on the nature of Art and 
on originality in Art – were consistent with ideas he had promoted be-
fore, the primacy of “American Originality in Art” was not. When Mat-
thew Vassar had visited Magoon’s home at 66 Philip Street in Albany 
the preceding month, the first room he had entered had been the room 
displaying 125 or more American oil paintings along with a hundred wa-
tercolors. It was this central part of the collection that seems to have had 
the strongest impact upon Vassar - leading him to exclaim about the
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“Gems of Art.”39  We can conclude, therefore, that Magoon was tailoring 
his argument to suit his prospective buyer.

As early as february 1861, Vassar, then 71 years old, called together 
many of his friends to a meeting at the Gregory House in downtown 
Poughkeepsie to form the Board of trustees for the new Vassar female 
College. He gave a speech elucidating his already clearly formulated 
ideas for the new college. He spoke of the connection between Art and 
Nature. Some of his words pertained to his plans for the Art Gallery 
and his desire that “the course of study should embrace:…Aesthetics, 
as treating of the beautiful in Nature and Art, and to be illustrated by an 
extensive Gallery of Art…”40 

later in the speech he spoke of his wish for a limited role for religion. 
He seems to have been less intensely theocentric in his view of Nature 
and Art than was Magoon: “…All sectarian influences should be care-
fully excluded; but the training of our students should never be intrusted 
to the skeptical, the irreligious, or the immoral.”41 

Vassar may have been enchanted with the American oil paintings, but his 
basic goals were always uppermost in his mind. In his communication to 
Magoon (quoted above) in October 1864, after the deal was concluded, 
he stressed the importance of the project as he saw it which was the for-
mation of the college and the perpetuation of his name: “…I knew you 
were bound up with me in my great work in placing your Gems of Art, 
therein, where for ages to come posterity might gaze and commemorate 
your reverend name with the founder of the Institution…”42  

Would Matthew Vassar accept this fourth plan for the Art Gallery? Well, 
as we know, he would. In fact, as was often the case, he was the one 
propelling the action. the decisions were his; the money was his. He set 
the plan in motion that spring of 1864 that led to the purchase of the col-
lection. He ordered its transport down the river in August to be unloaded 
and carted to the college. He ordered the collection to be installed in the 
fourth floor Art Gallery (figure 9) of the new Vassar College where stu-
dents and other viewers could appreciate the 3,700 works on paper, the 
arms and armor and various other works of art - and most importantly, 
the more than 125 American oil paintings, many depicting the landscape 
of the Hudson river Valley.  
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Whalers of  the Hudson 
By Steven A. A. Mann 

This article is dedicated to the Quakers of Dutchess and Ulster Coun-
ties who have gone before us, leaving a rich legacy we still feel today.

Poughkeepsie is not where you might expect to find the history of an 
active whaling community. But in the 1830s, its “Whale Dock” was lo-
cated a short distance north of Main Street landing, not far from the 
very southern tip of today’s Marist College and the Hudson river row-
ing Association Community Boathouse. the Whale Dock was so named 
because the whale ships that were sent out from Poughkeepsie were 
moored at this point. Business was conducted under patronage of Na-
thaniel P. tallmadge. (Nearby talmadge Street is named in his and his 
family’s honor.)

the first ship sent out from Poughkeepsie came back after a three-year 
journey with a large stock of oil and whalebone, but later voyages were 
far less successful and the industry petered out in Poughkeepsie. like-
wise, the same occurred to the north in the Columbia County community 
of Hudson where multiple attempts were made at whaling.

the Hudson river’s great depth allowed whale ships to sail up to the 
Poughkeepsie docks and there, on April 20, 1832, money was gathered 
to form the Poughkeepsie Whaling Company. Its purpose was “to en-
gage in the whale fishery in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and else-
where, and in the manufacture of oil and spermaceti candles.” 1  Among 
its organizers were Matthew Vassar, thomas Davies, James Hooker, 
Paraclete Potter, Nathan Conklin, richard Pudney, and the noted Quaker 
Alexander Coffin who had attended Millbrook’s Nine Partners Boarding 
School.2   By around 1836, 1,000 feet of wharf and bulkhead, including 
a new ship yard for the whaling companies, had been built. Poughkeep-
sie’s whaling companies alone had a water frontage of 450 feet.

the Dutchess Whaling Company was incorporated a year later on April 
30, 1833. Its incorporators included Nathaniel P. tallmadge, Abraham 
G. Storm, the local publisher Paraclete Potter, George P. Oakley, Jacob 
Van Benthuysen, industrialist Aaron Innis, John Adriance, Walter Cun-
ningham, and the Quaker John Greene. large investments were made in 
both companies by members of the “Improvement Party,” a small but 
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popular and influential political movement of the time.

the property of the Poughkeepsie Whaling Company began at the foot 
of Main and Vassar Streets. Its first agent was Captain frederick Bar-
nard, father of the late Judge Joseph f. Barnard of Poughkeepsie for 
whom Barnard Avenue on the south side of the city is named. the Bar-
nard family were wealthy Quakers from Nantucket who came west with 
the families of Macy, Myrick/Merritt, tabor, folger, Jenkins, Starbuck, 
and Hawxhurst - also settlers of long Island and numerous other places. 
Members of these families settled north of Poughkeepsie in the Quaker 
communities of Hudson (formerly Claverack landing) and Ghent in Co-
lumbia County. these families are all well represented in the impressive 
pre-Civil War and Victorian burial plots at the Hudson City Cemetery. 
Some of these same family names can be found perpetuated at the Nine 
Partners friends Burial Ground in Millbrook.  

the first Poughkeepsie whale boat Vermont was sent on a four-year ex-
cursion, and its crew killed their captain. Another Poughkeepsie ship 
Siroc wrecked at Valparaiso, Chile in 1834. In 1833 the Elbe was pur-
chased and sailed for a four-year voyage on behalf of the Poughkeep-
sie Whaling Company under the control of Captain Whipple. Whipple 
hunted sperm whales as far north as “St. Clements Island” (San Cle-
mente Island) off the coast of California. While cruising the sperm-
whale grounds off Baja California, he is recorded as having spoken at 
least twice to thomas Stavers of the Tuscan, not long after Stavers had 
brought his ship back “from 50 degrees north” although Whipple did not 
attempt to duplicate Captain Stavers’ voyage.3

the great economic depression of 1837 hit as Captain Whipple began 
his voyage home. the event forced many American businesses to go un-
der permanently, and whaling was among the businesses most severely 
affected. the price of a gallon of right whale oil plummeted from about 
50 cents to 28 cents.4  When the Elbe returned in May of 1837, it was 
sold a few days later at auction on the Poughkeepsie wharf, “as she lies 
discharged for a whaling voyage to the Pacific.”5  As was common at the 
time, a rival, the Dutchess Whaling Company, purchased her and sent 
her out under command of Captain Charles C. Waterman. He returned in 
1840 with a good cargo of 1,850 barrels of whale oil and 850 barrels of 
sperm oil. 6  Captain Waterman is credited with being the first to take ad-
vantage of the new whaling grounds off the Pacific Coast of California.



Shortly afterwards, the Poughkeepsie Whaling Company moved to the 
Whale Dock, where the Dutchess Company was already in full opera-
tion with New Bedford men (like James f. Marble who came to Pough-
keepsie in 1834) providing valuable skills and experience. Marble, for 
example, was hired as a Dutchess Whaling Complany agent alongside 
David S. Sherman, of Quaker and Mayflower descent. 

the Poughkeepsie Eagle on May 20, 1835 said of the Dutchess Whale 
Dock, “On friday last the company’s new store was raised, 50 x 100 
feet. there is also a copper shop, 30 x 50 two stories high, and a large 
shed with rigging loft attached to the ship yard of tooker and Hait. Other 
buildings, including a large candle factory and a shop for boat building, 
will be included soon.”7  this site was located at the foot of the current 
Dutchess Avenue on 
the north end of the 
city of Poughkeepsie. 
In 1879, it became 
the site of a notable 
glassworks firm.

What visible remind-
ers are left of the old 
whaling industry in 
Poughkeepsie? On 
North Water Street 
still stands a lovely 
brick building which was used by the Dutchess Whaling Company. It 
has been adaptively reused and is home to a law firm whose sign duly 
notes the building’s link to Poughkeepsie whaling. Additional relics as-
sociated with the whaling industry of Poughkeepsie are 51 and 47 Can-
non Street in the city of Poughkeepsie. their once ornate detailing was 
similar to that found on some of the larger homes connected to the whal-
ing industry like the Coffin House on Nantucket or the Captain Jenkins 
House in Hudson. 51 Cannon Street was the home of Joseph Bartlett, 
founder of the Bartlett Cracker Company. Bartlett’s first factory near 
the riverfront manufactured what was called “pilot bread” or “ship’s 
biscuit” for whalers and other sailors making long voyages at sea.8  47 
Cannon Street was the home of Captain frederic Barnard, an agent who 
purchased supplies for the Poughkeepsie Whaling Company. (Barnard 
was another hearty Nantucket whaling skipper who came from a long 
line of sea captains.)
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Surviving cornice detailing and window hoods of 51 Cannon Street, once the home of 
Joseph Bartlett whose riverfront cracker bakery made “ship’s biscuit” for whaling crews 
departing from Poughkeepsie. 

Dutchess Whaling Company building, now a law office on N. Water Street in Pough-
keepsie. the Dutchess Whaling Company’s ship New England was mentioned in the 
diaries of richard Henry Dana (author of Two Years Before the Mast). Upon meeting 
the New England at sea, Dana observed that the Poughkeepsie sailors “were a pretty raw 
set just out of the bush and as the sailor’s phrase it ‘hadn’t got the hayseed out of their 
hair.’” 



The Comstock Boys: Samuel and George of Millbrook

One local son who made a name for himself on the sea, although in a 
rather ghoulish way, was Samuel B. Comstock. Comstock, one of two 
seafaring sons of a schoolmaster at Millbrook’s Nine Partners School, 
became a whaler as did his brother George.9  He was quite an eager 
young lad who had the smell of the sea in his lungs and was ready to 
leave the Millbrook farm for the fresh air of the ocean. Comstock be-
came one of the helmsmen on the Globe captained by Nantucket Quaker 
thomas Worth. On December 15, 1822, the Globe cleared edgartown 
on Martha’s Vineyard and by March of 1823, she had doubled Cape 
Horn and stood northward. 

the events that unfolded on this dark voyage were kept in a journal 
by two Quakers from Nantucket, William lay and Cyrus M. Hussey. 
According to these journals, on the night of January 25, 1824, Samuel 
Comstock and Silas Payne of Sag Harbor armed themselves with an ax 
and boarding knife and murdered their sleeping captain. 

Comstock was a merciless mutineer, even threatening the life of his 
younger brother George if he dared to question Comstock’s leadership.10  

On the evening of february 16, 1824, as the ship lay at anchor off the 
Malgrave Islands, Comstock pitched his tent on shore and went off with 
some islanders despite Payne’s request to stop making presents to the 
natives. Payne came ashore the next day with shipmate John Oliver. Oli-
ver shot Comstock, then Payne beheaded Comstock with an axe. 

Comstock’s body was stuffed into canvas and buried on the island. A 
chapter from the Bible was read over the grave, and the ceremony ended 
with the discharge of a musket.11 the complete story of the Globe mu-
tiny is well documented in many sources, including the quintessential 
whaling history The Sea-Hunters by edouard Stackpole. Comstock’s 
beheaded remains were returned to New York in 1827. 

Robert Coffin of Mabbetsville

local hero robert Coffin was born on a family farm in Dutchess County 
in 1833. His grandfather robert had been an Assemblyman, Justice of 
the Peace, tanner, and real estate developer who eventually settled into 
a life of pleasant agricultural pursuits on his property, “Brookside” 
in Mabbettsville, New York. Grandfather robert Coffin made sure his 
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namesake grandson understood that although reading from the little li-
brary at Brookside was fine, formal schooling for a future farmer would 
not be tolerated.

But like his ancestors, robert Coffin was a “fractious Coffin.” At four 
years old he ran away, and in his teens, he escaped to an Ulster County 
barge. He was not a traditional Coffin in that he loved music, owned a 
violin and carved his own first flute - unusual pursuits for a boy hailing 
from a long line of Quakers.

Despite his family’s expectations, farming would never be Coffin’s love. 
Instead he went west to start a new life in St. louis until 1852, when he 
received a letter from his mother begging him to return to Brookside. 
Home he came, but Coffin truly hated farming and continued to dream 
of a college education. eventually, he took to the sea (which educated 
many a Coffin man), in order to earn the money for college. 

Coffin’s subsequent adventures proved as rich as his whaler’s pay 
proved poor. His whaling life began at New Bedford on the whaler Lo-
gan owned by Howland and Company. It should be said that Howland 
and Company, the largest whaling firm in America at one time, operated 
out of New Bedford, and its largest stockholder became Wall Street’s 
then “Queen of Mean,” Hetty robinson Green. 

Mrs. Green inherited not only her mother’s share of the whaling com-
pany, which her father had greatly expanded, but, after a messy lawsuit, 
her aunt’s share as well, making her the heir of Howland and Company. 
Upon her death, over 5,000 Howland-russell descendants would come 
forward to claim their inheritance through genealogical proof, including 
her daughter who left a large and important memorial gift to St. James 
episcopal Church in Hyde Park.12

the ship Logan sailed July 27, 1854 for the Pacific Ocean. Coffin’s 
captain was Moses A. Wells, the mate William Sherman (a Quaker and  
Mayflower descendant), second mate William Grinnell, and third mate 
Alex Quinn (an Indian, per the ship’s log). the seaman was a Quaker, 
John Sands. (It should be noted here that the Sands family includes a 
long line of Quaker and Navy seamen from long Island who owned the 
property that became Sands Point.)13  the cooper was a Quaker known 
as Moses taber, and there was a black steward and a black cook – 33 
men in all. Of the crew, 13 were under age 30, a not unusual situation.



the Logan was built in Dartmouth in 1826, weighing 302 tons. Her first 
captain was reuben f. Coffin. five of her voyages went to the Pacific 
Ocean, one to the North Pacific and one to the Indian Ocean. (On the last 
voyage, Captain Wells sent home 87 barrels of sperm oil.) there was a 
different captain on each voyage, again not an unusual situation.

In one adventure on the Logan, robert Coffin tells of sailing southwards 
from the Azores with nothing happening for several days until the ship 
met a school of whales:

 We all started after them, leaving the carpenter, cooper, steward and 
cook to work the ship. the second mate’s boat got fast to a whale, but 
we all saw the cowardly Sinclair had made a long dart, afraid to let 
the boat get near enough to be sure; so the Captain ordered the Mate 
to chase him and throw his harpoon into the whale for fear Sinclair’s 
iron would draw out. the mate did so, but his iron drew out and got 
tangled in the second mate’s line. they we started to head them off 
and by dint of hard rowing did it. Our boatsteerer Joe threw his iron 
and it drew out and joined the tangle. then we cut our line, the mate 
cut his, and we took the second mate’s line into our boat and took Jim 
Benson into our boat in place of little Billy Stott. 

tales of 
whaling’s peril 

and romance 
lured restless 

Dutchess County 
farm boys to the 

sea. reprinted 
from Harper’s 

Magazine, June 
1860.
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the whale came up from sounding and began to run, and I began to 
haul in line. Soon we caught up, but could not get near enough to use 
the lance because of a great ball of line with two harpoons and a lance 
sticking out of it about 15 feet from the whale, which it would never 
do to have in the boat when the whale sounded again, as he would 
surely drag us down a half a mile under water; and he did go down 
right away, and when he came up, I had my hauling all to do over 
again. Of course, the captain tried to untangle the knot every time, 
but he had to watch those irons. Once the lance came near, piercing 
the boat right where he stood.

four or five times I hauled up to that whale. finally the captain be-
came reckless, and cutting away the snarl with a sheath-knife, keep-
ing hold of the line, we were fast by with his left hand. that line went 
straight through the tangle, which was as large as a barrel. finally 
we cleared it away, then he shouted to me, ‘Haul the boat right up on 
his back!’ I did it, and he drove his lance right into the whale with a 
vicious jab, at the same time yelling, ‘Stern all for your lives!’ I put 
my hand over the bow on to the whale’s back to help shove the boat 
off, but it was just as greasy and slimy as any fish. When we slid off, 
the whale stood right up perpendicular with flukes 15 or 20 feet in 
the sky hanging over us. Jim Benson slid down under the thwarts, the 
worst place he could possibly be in; but instead of smashing us he 
slowly settled down, turned over, and died.

....Once when he was running, the second mate headed him off and 
tried to lance him. As the whale passed him, he fetched him a swipe 
with his flukes, hitting the stern of the boat and Mr. Grinnell on the 
thigh, knocking him overboard. I saw Mr. Grinnell sprawled on the 
flukes, which happened to be horizontal just then. Grinnell didn’t get 
over being lame for some months. We were seven hours fast to that 
whale, and I thought the skin would peel off my hands hauling in the 
water so long.”14

In some humorous diary entries, robert Coffin notes that sailors are su-
perstitious, one of the common generalizations made about them. Coffin 
mentions the sailor’s belief that it is bad luck to kill a “goney” (an alba-
tross). When Coffin himself captured an albatross, he put a cloth sack 
over it and pulled out a large feather to use as a pen in writing his diary. 
Perhaps that poor judgment regarding an albatross was why the Logan 
became shipwrecked 400 miles off the fiji Islands.



What happened to our hero robert Coffin? from his diaries, we learn 
that three men drowned during the wreck of the Logan, including Jacob 
Martin of Goshen, Orange County, New York. After six days at sea on 
two small mate’s boats, the survivors reached the fiji Islands. eventu-
ally they reached Australia. After a stay of several months there, where 
Coffin served on the Sydney police force, he finally sailed home in the 
spring of 1859. 

Upon his return from the sea on the eve of the Civil War, Coffin became 
a military recruiting officer and eventually witnessed many battles and 
army operations although his diaries do not go into detail. In June of 
1866, he received an advanced diploma from the State teachers College 
of St. Cloud, Minnesota. At age 53, Coffin finally had his much-wanted 
education. (His college thesis was on the routes of what would later be-
come the Panama Canal.) 

In 1889 and 1890, he returned to Mabbettsville to teach. His student, 
Benjamin Curtis of Millbrook, recalled long afternoons of geography 
lessons with Coffin telling envious boys about his friendship with the 
chiefs of the fiji Islands. for two years, he attempted to run the farm 
at Brookside, but moved to Virginia and died there in 1914. Coffin’s 
widow later wrote to a cousin, “to the very last he anticipated, a lover 
of dreams which could never be fulfilled. I think of him as if he died 
young. I have burned his letters written home during his wanderings, as 
his sisters directed.” She did not, however, burn his genealogical papers 
or his whaling narrative, The Last of the Logan.

Beriah Swift of Millbrook

Another local figure who was part of the whaling industry in a somewhat 
different way, was Beriah Swift. Abraham Swift, Beriah’s father, came 
to Nine Partners in Millbrook after selling his farm at Spring Hill near 
Plymouth rock, Massachusetts in 1799. the family settled at Nine Part-
ners because Beriah Swift’s wife Joanna had kin in Dutchess County. 
Upon arriving at Poughkeepsie after a safe voyage just shy of seven 
days, the Swifts travelled to the home of Philip Hart, who sold part of his 
estate to the Swift family - including a house, barn, and approximately 
50 acres of land. this parcel became Abraham Swift’s home for life and 
was owned by his descendants for  many years.15

Swift and his brother robert also purchased Hart’s water power appa-
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ratus and mill site which included a plant for wool carding and cloth 
manufacturing, a saw mill and several houses and adjoining lots. thanks 
to the Swifts, Philip Hart became a much wealthier man.

Beriah Swift was first noted for manufacturing corn shellers. they were 
better than any made before, and many of them were still in use during 
the 20th century. He also made money during the War of 1812 by cart-
ing dye wool over land to Boston in lieu of river transportation. Next he 
started a cotton factory, and after a number of successful years in that 
venture, he became interested in building a new factory. He soon after 
sold interest in the cotton mills at Hart’s Village and went into partner-
ship with Msrs. taylor and forbus with whom he bought what became 
known as the rochdale Woolen Mills a few miles east of Poughkeep-
sie. 

While operating the mills, he continued work in a machine shop where 
he constructed numerous important machines, including one for use in 
astronomy lectures. (this device showed the motions of the sun, moon 
and planets and was used by teachers at the Nine Partners Boarding 
School where Swift was a member of the Board of Managers and a loyal 
donor.) 

Swift also opened his own blacksmith shop which was fitted with forges 
and a trip hammer for use in making harpoons and other custom work. 
Who would have thought that harpoons were once made out in the 
countryside of Millbrook? However, given that Swift’s family was from 
whaling country on Cape Cod and that Poughkeepsie was the home port 
of several whaling vessels, this is not as unusual as it may seem. One 
wonders what other custom metal work for whaling could have been 
made in this shop. Among the possibilities would have been hooks and 
gears for tackle, the blubber-mincing knife, chained saw, cutting spades, 
hatchets, lances, and other tools in addition to harpoons.16  

Swift and his son eventually sold their business interests at Hart’s Vil-
lage and rochdale and retired to a 200-acre farm on the eastern part of 
the thorn family’s current thorndale farm. later Swift purchased what 
became the Millbrook Inn along with 30 acres of land. Here he began 
producing the famed “Swift coffee mill” and other goods that eventually 
became part of the product line of the successful lane Brothers enter-
prise. (today Swift coffee mills, which were also used by pharmacists to 
help process herbs into medicines, are highly coveted at auctions in-



cluding the on-line auction site ebay.) 

the lane Brothers were Swift’s nephews and inherited his business after 
Swift’s death at age 71 in 1855.17  they later operated lane Manufactur-
ing in Poughkeepsie, making the famed lane laundry baskets also cov-
eted by today’s collectors. the lane family was integral in the return to 
Dutchess County of  Oakwood friends School (formerly known as Nine 
Partners School and later as Oakwood Seminary in Union Springs, Ca-
yuga County, New York before it was reestablished at its current campus 
on Spackenkill road in Poughkeepsie). the theatre at Oakwood friends 
School was later dedicated as the Aaron lane theatre.18  

Joseph Vandevort  and James 
Martin of Poughkeepsie

In 1901, one time Poughkeepsie 
resident and former whaler Jo-
seph Vandevort was interviewed 
by a reporter for the Poughkeep-
sie Daily Eagle. even then, the 
“hale and hearty” 89-year-old was 
still “well remembered” among 
“old-time” Poughkeepsians. In 
the following tale told to a local 
reporter, Vandevort relates how 
his “good eye” for whales kept 
him much in demand aloft even 
though he shipped as a cooper: 

I used to raise more whales 
than anybody on the ship, 
said Mr. Vandevort. I’d be up on the main topgallant yard, and when 
I saw a whale spouting would call out, ‘there she blows!’ and the 
captain would ask, ‘Where away, cooper?’ and I’d answer, ‘two 
points off the lee bow!’ then the captain would call out to the wheel-
man, ‘ease her off, up with the helm!’ and we’d make for the whale. 
When we got near enough the boats would be launched and the 
whale harpooned and brought on board to try out. One big sperm 
whale would make as much as 180 barrels of oil, and would be 
worth $5,000. When the oil was tried out and ready to be barreled I 
was the biggest man on the ship except the captain, and Mr. Vande-
vort’s eyes twinkled  with the remembrance.19
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long time riverman James Martin was also interviewed about Pough-
keepsie whaling in 1901 for a story in the New York Sunday Tribune. 
His accounts of the Poughkeepsie waterfront give a sense of the exotic 
flavor of harbor life in the whaling days of the 1830s. 

those were the days when the boys used to see strange sights down 
on the whale dock. Sailors with rings in their ears and noses and 
tattoo marks all over their arms and faces used to come in on these 
whalers. the boats would be gone on a cruise about three years, and 
they’d have all sorts of people on board in the crew by the time they 
reached home. these dark fellows were always called ‘wild men 
from the Sandwich Islands’ in those days. It mattered not where they 
came from. 

there was always a great time among the boys when a whaler came 
in because the ballast consisted of all sorts of queer things. there 
were shells and strange metal things, and the boys used to grub 
about in the stuff that came out of the holds to find gold and other 
treasure....the greatest heroes among the boys in those days were 
the young fellows who had run away from home to become whal-
ers. three years service always cured them, but they were heroes 
just the same, and had to tell their stories of trial and adventure over 
and over again. 

But after reporting Martin’s colorful memories, the Tribune reporter gave 
the last word to another “old timer” who commented, “there are many 
families in this vicinity where, when the time for storytelling comes, 
some one will begin with: ‘When Cousin John was a whaler’ or ‘When 
so and so served with Captain Sherman on his whaling vessel.’ then 
you’ll hear some of the greatest whoppers that ever were told, and these 
will demonstrate that Poughkeepsie has not yet lost all trace of her whal-
ing industry, and that ‘whale’ dock is not a name without a reason.” 20

Appendix 1: Families Involved with Whaling in Dutchess County

Coffin, AlexAnder H. President/Director of Dutchess and Poughkeep-
sie Whaling Co.; (Quaker) Native: Nantucket, MA; Settled in: Nine 
Partners, Poughkeepsie; Moved to: Hudson, Columbia County, NY and 
Catskill, Greene County, NY • ComstoCk, sAmuel & GeorGe  Father 
owned orchards in the Mechanic Area of Dutchess County; two broth-



ers involved in noted mutiny; (Quakers) Native: Nantucket, MA; Settled 
in: Nine Partners • BArnArd, CAptAin frederiCk And BArnArd, JosepH 
Agent of Supplies for Poughkeepsie Whaling Co.; (Quakers) Native: 
Nantucket, MA; Settled in: Poughkeepsie at 47 & 49 Cannon Street; Some 
Barnards moved to Hudson, Columbia County, NY  •  BArtlett, JosepH 
(Presbyterian) Supplied pilot bread and ship’s biscuit for sea journeys 
Native: Poughkeepsie at 51 Cannon Street; remained at Poughkeepsie  •  
swift, BeriAH Manufacturer; Made harpoons at Millbrook before going 
into the manufacture of other goods; (Quaker) Native: Cape Cod, MA; 
Settled in: Nine Partners; remained at Nine Partners  • Arnold, dAvid 
Chair manufacturer on N. Water Street, Poughkeepsie; Owned whaling 
ship Vermont; (Quaker) Native: rhode Island; Settled in: Poughkeepsie; 
remained at Poughkeepsie; Some Arnolds moved to Hudson, Columbia 
County, NY • vAssAr, mAttHew Poughkeepsie Brewer; Principal Officer 
of Dutchess and Poughkeepsie Whaling Companies; (Baptist) Native: 
england (family originally from Germany)

Appendix 2: Whaling Vessels of Poughkeepsie

Vermont: 
She sailed under Captain Constant Norton who died at sea in 1835. Des-
tination: Pacific. Date of voyage: December 1832 - february 22, 1835. 
Class: Bark. tonnage: 292. Captain for return voyage: Davis. Owner/
agent: Poughkeepsie Whaling Company.  Harvest: 500 barrels. 

Second voyage: Destination: South Atlantic. Date of Voyage: June 6, 
1835 - May 12, 1837. Captain: topham. Owner/agent: David S. Sher-
man. Harvest: 2,900 barrels.

third voyage: Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: July 20, 1837 - Oc-
tober 2, 1838. Captain: Howland. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. Har-
vest: 2,900 barrels. 

fourth voyage: Destination: South Atlantic. Date of voyage: December 
5, 1838 - October 12, 1840. Captain: Kendrick. Owner/agent: David S. 
Sherman. Harvest: 2,550 barrels. 

fifth voyage: Destination: Indian Ocean. Date of voyage: December 
10, 1841 - July 1, 1843. Captain: Almy. Owner/agent: David S. Sher-
man. Harvest: 2,850 barrels. this vessel was sold to the Mystic Whaling 
Company in 1843. 
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elbe: 
She was sold by the Poughkeepsie Whaling Company to the Dutchess 
Whaling Company in 1837. Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: Au-
gust 14, 1833 - March 21, 1837. Class: Bark. tonnage: 333. Captain: 
Whipple. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. Harvest: 1,300 barrels. 

Second voyage: Destination: South Atlantic. Date of voyage: June 1838 
- May 20, 1840. Captain: Charles Waterman. Owner/agent: David S. 
Sherman. Harvest: 2,700 barrels. 

third voyage: the ship was lost in Cook’s Straits on December 13, 
1841. Destination: Pacific. Date of departure: July 10, 1840. Captain: 
Merrihew. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. 

Siroc: 
Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: April 11, 1833-? Class: not found. 
tonnage: not found. Captain: Swain. Owner/agent: not found. this ves-
sel was sold at Simons town at Cape of Good Hope in 1836. 

new england: 
Destination: South Atlantic. Date of voyage: June 7, 1834 - August 3, 
1836. Class: Ship. tonnage: 375. Captain: Job terry. Owner/agent: Da-
vid S. Sherman. Harvest: 3,000 barrels. 

Second voyage: Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: December 2, 1836 
- April 11, 1839. Captain: Job terry. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. 
Harvest: 1,480 barrels. 

third voyage: Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: December 27, 1839 
- May 1, 1843. Captain: Howland. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. 
Harvest: 2,000 barrels.

newark: 
Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: July 22, 1835 - May 15, 1839. 
Class: Ship. tonnage: 323. Captain: Whitfield. Owner/agent: David S. 
Sherman. Harvest: 1,800 barrels. 

Second voyage: Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: July 29, 1840 
- June 22, 1841. Captain: Winslow. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. 
Harvest: 2,600 barrels. 

nathaniel P. talmadge: 
Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: August 16, 1836 - April 14, 1840. 
Class: Ship. tonnage: 370. Captain: Post. Owner/agent: David S. Sher-
man. 



Second voyage: Destination: Pacific. Date of voyage: October 22, 1840 
- March 22, 1843. Captain: Coffin. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. 
Harvest: 2,620 barrels.

Factor: 
this vessel was purchased from Boston. Destination: New Zealand. 
Date of voyage: June 1, 1839 - September 8, 1840. Class: Ship. ton-
nage: 373. Captain: Howland. Owner/agent: David S. Sherman. Har-
vest: 3,200 barrels. 

Second voyage: Destination: Indian Ocean. Date of voyage: July 20, 
1841- June 24, 1844. Captain: Howland. Owner/agent: David S. Sher-
man. Harvest: 2,300 barrels. this vessel was sold to the New Bedford 
Whaling Company in 1844. 

1 James H. Smith, History of Dutchess County, New York (reprinted by Heart of the 
lakes Publishing, Interlaken, NY, Original printing 1882). 
2 Kathleen M. Moyer, information from the Oakwood friends School Archive.
3  robert lloyd Webb, On the Northwest: Commercial Sailing in the Pacific Northwest 
1796-1967 (the University of British Columbia Press, 1988).
4 Ibid.
5 Poughkeepsie Telegraph (May 31, 1837) and James H. Smith,“Whaling Industry in 
Poughkeepsie” in History of Dutchess County, New York, 1882.
6 Alexander Starbuck, “History of the American Whale fishery: from Its earliest In-
ception to the Year 1876” (Washington, D.C.: United States Commission of fish and 
fisheries, 1876).
7 James H. Smith, History of Dutchess County, New York, 1882.
8 “reminder of Whaling Days,” Poughkeepsie Journal (December 31, 1961).
9  Moyer, Oakwood friends School Archive.
10 William Gekle, A Hudson Riverbook (Poughkeepsie, NY: Wyvern House, 1978).
11 edouard Stackpole, The Sea Hunters: The Great Age of Whaling (Philadelphia, PA: J. 
B. lippincott and Company, 1953).
12 robert Coffin, The Last of the Logan (edited by Howard W. thompson)(Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1941).
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.  
15 “Biographical Sketches: Beriah Swift,” Millbrook Round Table (undated article - Col-
lection of Millbrook Historian David Greenwood).
16  Margaret B. Schram, Hudson’s Merchants and Whalers: The Rise and Fall of a River 
Port 1783-1850, (Black Dome Press, 2004).
17 “Biographical Sketches: Beriah Swift” 
18 Moyer, Oakwood friends School Archive.
19 “tales of an Old Whaler,” Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle (August 19, 1901).
20 “Where relics of the Whaling Business Still remain,” Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle 
(August 7, 1901).
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Getting to “The Point”
Design No. 26: 

The L. M. Hoyt House at Staatsburg

by Christopher Pryslopski
 
         
           Aug 7 1850
My DEAR KEMBLE Excuse my not answering sooner your kind letter. 
It found me in a terrible state of shattered nerves having been startled 
out of my first sleep at midnight on Saturday night last by the infernal 
alarum of your railroad steam trumpet. It left me in a deplorable state of 
nervous agitation for upward of an hour. 
     - Washington Irving

Staatsburg, Dutchess County, New York

As artists and industrialists moved up the valley to leave behind the 
multitude and din of the city in pursuit of pastoral or wild climes, they 
could not entirely escape themselves – the interests they created, the 
means by which they acquired their fortunes or the means by which they 
were transported north by rail along the formerly pristine banks of the 
Hudson river. Much as the railroad provided improved transportation 
year-round (as opposed to the seasonal sailing of sloops and churning 
steamships), it unavoidably altered the relationship of the river with the 
villages and villas to which it brought this new convenience. Houses 
built as filial ornaments (for carefully sculpted grounds that wound their 
way to the riverfront) were intended to impart the grandeur of their own-
ers and to heighten the drama of their views. Instead, center stage had 
now been taken by a bed to timber and steel, raced across by steaming, 
sometimes screeching locomotives.

the “fifth Avenue farmers” might take it upon themselves to design 
country lanes and designate a hierarchy of roadways that negotiated aes-
thetics, efficiency and effectiveness; but no group of landed gentry could 
defy the progress of the Hudson river railroad north along the river’s 
banks. And while the railroad granted easier access to these treasured 
homes, it also intruded upon estate grounds – even in the case of the 
Vanderbilts, the chief builders of the rail.



Only a very few waterfront homes were spared from the blight of rail, 
cinder, smoke, and screeching whistles. Amongst them were the Mills 
family estate Staatsburgh and their neighbors in the village of the same 
name located at the northern edge of Hyde Park in Dutchess County.1  
Staatsburgh has been preserved and is open to the public today as a 
State Historic Site. Immediately south of the mansion and also acces-
sible to the public is the Hoyt estate, known alternately as “the Point” 
and the “Hoyt House.” the now vacant Hoyt House is surrounded by 
the unkempt but still picturesque grounds that its architect Calvert Vaux 
created in the 1850s. this house and its grounds played an integral role 
in the development of landscape Architecture and the Parks Movement 
as well as the evolution of a distinctively American architecture; it re-
mains an important piece of our regional and national architectural and 
aesthetic heritage worth preserving.

The Hoyt Family

lydig Munson Hoyt (d.1868) and Geraldine livingston Hoyt (d. 1897) 
were descended from the American aristocracy, with ancestors dating to 
the seventeenth century who were active in business, law and politics. 
lydig grew up in New York City while Geraldine had grown up, in part, 
immediately north of the Point at Staatsburgh. following the example 
of his father-in-law and numerous contemporaries, lydig eventually re-
tired from practicing law in New York City to build a country estate 
and live as a gentleman farmer in the Hudson river Valley. from the 
livingstons, he bought sixty-two acres immediately south of his wife’s 
family home and the riverfront bluff where the Hoyt House would stand. 
Situated on a wooded bluff projecting into a curve of the river, the site 
overlooked the livingston dock and cove to the north and the river to 
the southwest.

this last parcel was acquired by 1854, and the estate was built between 
1855 and 1857. By the time the Hoyts moved to Staatsburg, they had 
four children and had built a home that could easily accommodate fam-
ily, five domestic servants, a coachman, and guests. With a kitchen in the 
basement, guest rooms in the attic, bathrooms with sinks fed by a cistern 
in the garret, and coal burning fireplaces to supplement the central heat-
ing, the house embraced new ideas and technology and was the epitome 
of what Andrew Jackson Downing had called a country “Villa.” It was 
also the literal incarnation of Vaux’s interpretation of the Villa concept. 
Vaux was building his own business and writing Villas and Cottages in 
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the mid 1850s, and many of the general principles and specific details 
expressed in the book are evident at the Point.

Calvert Vaux (1824-1895)

Calvert Vaux was born in london, england in 1824, and was working 
for the architect lewis N. Cottingham at the time he met Andrew Jack-
son Downing in 1850. He moved to the United States to partner with 
Downing in Newburgh and worked with him until Downing’s untimely 
death - on the wreck of the steamship Henry Clay - in 1852.2 Afterward, 
Vaux and frederick Clarke Withers continued to practice and evolve the 
vision of landscape and architecture that Downing had made popular 
through his magazine The Horticulturalist and his design books such as 
Cottages and Villas.3  

In his own pattern book, titled Villas and Cottages and dedicated to the 
memory of Downing, Vaux continued his mentor’s mission to enlighten 
the American populace and to elevate their appreciation of landscape 
and architecture. He opens his preface decrying the “meager, unartistic 
buildings” that were then being built as a blight on the land. An entre-
preneur as well as an intellect, Vaux spends much of his first chapter 
anticipating and defeating the monetary argument against finer archi-
tecture and instead places the most significant obstacle to its practice as 
“lack of knowledge.” He goes on to argue and illustrate that a society 
cannot refine itself living in hovels, but that its evolution must build on 
the literal foundation of its buildings; as architecture improves so will its 
patrons and beneficiaries.

In his review of architectural history and its application to the United 
States, Vaux addresses far-eastern and Middle-eastern design as well 
as Mediterranean, Continental and english architecture. He weighs each 
as a tool or pattern that is matched against the local conditions - keeping 
those elements that would benefit that particular locality and discard-
ing the rest. His general preference for buildings in the Northeast was a 
variation on Gothic themes, rendered in stone or brick. However, Vaux 
enjoyed Italianate detailing and other more exotic touches when they 
could be aesthetically or functionally integrated into the design (an ex-
ample is the famous Moorish inspired Olana, co-designed  by Vaux and 
frederic Church).

the Hoyt House appears in Villas and Cottages as Design No. 26, a 



“Picturesque Stone Country House.” the estate was designed with a 
long, winding approach drive that both prolonged the anticipation of 
seeing the house and provided a series of distinct scenes and experiences 
along the way. the drive also provided access to one of the furthest 
points of the property – the rocky, wooded bluff site overlooking the 
Hudson with views of the river to the north and west as well as across the 
river to the Catskills. this site, though it provided the optimum views-
hed for the house, presented two difficulties. there were specimen trees 
that Vaux could not bear to destroy (earlier in the treatise he cites even 
one grand tree as reason enough to move a road);4 and the rocky and 
uneven ground made creation of a standard, level lawn an expensive and 
undesirable manipulation of the landscape. 

these factors led to an innovative, compact design that placed the kitch-
en and servants’ quarters in the basement to preserve the views on all 
sides of the house. the site’s topography allowed the basement to be 
exposed on the western and northern sides so that there was plenty of 
light and ventilation (figure 1).

The Hoyt House, The Point

the Point was completed in 1857, just one year before Vaux and freder-
ick law Olmstead first submitted their Greensward plan for Central Park

(figure 1) North facade showing the daylight basement (where the kitchen was located), 
the terrace and the bay window of the dining room. Mills Mansion Collection, New York 
State Office of Parks, recreation and Historic Preservation.
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and in the same year that Vaux’s pattern book and treatise on architec-
ture was published. It presages the former and exemplifies the latter. Be-
ginning with a long, winding drive from Old Post road, Vaux carefully 
designed an experience that would guide the visitor off the highway, 
between wooded ridges, past an expanse of field (complete with cows, 
gardens and greenhouses), and finally over a rise to double back and 
bring the east façade of the house into view. 

this façade (the first to greet visitors although it was not the formal front 
of the house) was asymmetrical with a protruding gable, small balcony 
and small veranda covered by a striped hood (figure 2). the overall ef-
fect of such a variety of surfaces, textures and projections produced a dy-
namic, shimmering first impression. the drive then wound to the south 
façade, which presented a symmetrical face with two gables, a small 
dormer between and a small brownstone porch at the center topped with 
a terrace and flanked by an arcaded wood veranda. the entrance was an 
arched double door with high windows that was framed and sheltered 
by the arched stone entry of the porch (figure 2). the effect was formal 
and inviting, but retained a sense of mystery with the shrouded doorway 
and veranda.

the west façade, which faced across and down the river, was simplest. 
the veranda wrapped around this side of the house as well, but was 
left uncovered except for additional striped hoods that hung above the 
windows of the drawing and billiard rooms. It also featured a centered 
dormer with the “gable hipped back” that animated the roof line and 
displayed the variegated slate roof 5 (figure 3). In her appraisal of the 
house, Joy Kastenbaum speculates that this exposure was calculated to 
offer the most impressive view to distant traffic on the river – grand 
but simple. the terrace continued around the north façade of the house. 
Both the terrace and the large bay window on this side offered additional 
views upriver and of the Catskills. Vaux was as attentive to the views out 
of the house as the views of the house itself. rooms, halls, entries, and 
windows were arranged to maximize the scenery offered by the Point’s 
promontory  - enhancing the trees that the architect had felt too valuable 
to remove and ultimately leading to the more distant river and mountain 
views.

But a Villa was to impart the grandeur of its residents as well as its set-
ting, and each detail was carefully considered and constructed to do so. 
As a whole, the house embodied what Vaux espoused as the “well-bal-



(figure 3) Western elevation depicting the facade facing onto the river, with the centered 
“gable hipped back” dormer, decorative hood suspended from chains above (to avoid 
blocking the views) and open veranda. the shading of the roof indicates the variegated 
pattern of slate shingles. Mills Mansion Collection, New York State Office of Parks, 
recreation and Historic Preservation.

(figure 2) South and east facades of the Point as Vaux intended them, showing the 
decorative vergeboards at the peaks of the dormers, striped hoods, arcaded veranda, 
and porches. Mills Mansion Collection, New York State Office of Parks, recreation and 
Historic Preservation.
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the Point’s view of the river toward the north. Mills Mansion Collection, New York 
State Office of Parks, recreation and Historic Preservation.

anced irregularity” that is found in nature.7  It was built of bluestone, 
mined from a quarry on the property, and pointed with red mortar. this 
mortar, along with the striped hoods over the windows and the elaborate 
stained woodwork, added warmth and contrast to what could initially 
be regarded as a severe material. In Villas and Cottages, Vaux discusses 
the use of such stone and notes that in ten to twelve years, it mellows 
to a pleasing hue that perfectly blends the house into its environment. 
Additional exterior elements included brownstone trim around windows 
and doors and elaborate carved vergeboards along the gables as well as 
ornate chimneys at the peaks.

Hiking into History

Its principal feature seemed to be that of an excessive antiquity. The dis-
coloration of ages had been great. Minute fungi overspread the whole 
exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from the eaves. Yet all this 
was apart from any extraordinary dilapidation. No portion of the ma-
sonry had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency between 
its still perfect adaptation of parts…
                  - edgar Allen Poe, “the fall of the House of Usher” (1839)

I had already worked for the first of three summers at Staatsburgh State 
Historic Site, and was aware that the livingstons’ Mansion was only the 
northernmost of a number of Gilded Age estates that had been absorbed 
in the creation of Mills-Norrie State Park. One Saturday in early fall, I 



crossed the Staatsburgh greenhouse complex, stepped over the stone 
wall at its south end by way of a stile and wound through the woods 
toward the river along the old drive. I passed through mottled sunlight 
between ridges, then along the eastern edge of a long field that framed 
a few tired specimen trees and a barn, and turned left and uphill rather 
than right and down to where I knew the Staatsburgh stables to be.

What I saw next inspired excitement and fear – a standing ruin at once 
graceful and inspired as any gothic cathedral; yet so weathered, remote 
and foreboding that Poe’s initial description of the House of Usher came 
immediately to mind. Surrounded by ancient trees, its twin gables pre-
sided over a stately stone mass that looked as though it too had grown out 
of the bluff. the mix of brownstone and red mortar throughout echoed 
the trees around it that had just begun to turn with the season.
 
If time had been kind to the stones of the house, it had been much less 
so to its verandas, terrace, balconies, and hoods. today these are evident 
only in the shadows that remain on the stone and mortar. the only re-
maining verge boards are on the north side of the house, with all remain-
ing wood trim simplified or painted a standard “Park’s brown.” Vaux, 
who had noted that the best welcome a house could extend is the light 
seen through a door or windowpane at night, would be mightily cha-
grined by the plywood sheets bolted over all the doors and windows. 
But these safeguards were installed to preserve the interior, which had 
fallen victim to vandalism once the house was left vacant in the 1960s. 
It was still early in the season that day, and not enough leaves had fallen 
for me to glimpse the expansive views that the house had been designed 
to appreciate. However, even in this state, the grandeur of its vision was 
evident.

Providing a Context and Realizing a Complex

there are a number of individuals and organizations that have attempt-
ed to preserve the Point and are today working to raise the funds and 
awareness necessary to restore the house and a portion of the grounds 
to their former glory. While it is alleged that there were once plans to 
raze the house and create an Olympic sized pool in its place, there have 
always been dedicated staff at the Office of Parks, recreation, and His-
toric Preservation (OPrHP) that have sought to save this treasure; and 
they continue today to support the search for funds that might ensure the 
house’s longevity. In the 1990’s, OPrHP offered the Point as one of 
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its “orphan” parcels, with a forty-year lease in exchange for the (then 
estimated) 2 million dollars necessary to restore it.8

Soon after, Hudson river Heritage sought to raise the awareness and 
funds necessary to save the house. Most recently, the Calvert Vaux Pres-
ervation Alliance has been incorporated to help such efforts at the Point 
and to advocate for other Vaux properties throughout the region. the 
Alliance has been working with OPrHP and State Historic Preservation 
staff as a friends group that supports the Point (just as the friends of 
Staatsburgh support that historic site).9 

the house continues to benefit from the benevolence of its neighbors to 
the north. As a part of the Mills-Norrie State Park and Staatsburgh State 
Historic Site complex, the estate grounds are open to the public and 
maintained by staff. there are a series of ridge-top and riverfront trails 
that extend south from Staatsburgh to Norrie Point, and pass the Hoyt 
House as well as the ruins of other estates and a portion of the original 
village. these trails are open to hikers, bikers and a few even to horses; 
since much of the system is composed of historic roadways, they offer 
easy grades and sure footing. 

In terms of waterfront access, Staatsburgh remains exceptional along the 
eastern shore of the Hudson, allowing access to the waterfront along the 
cove to the north, the trail south and at a picnic grounds where there were 
once icehouses that shipped their product to New York City. the park is 
open year-round, and hikers who choose to brave the winter weather can 
see through the forest undergrowth to the breathtaking views the Hoyts 
enjoyed over their lawn and gardens.

there is much landscape Architecture heritage at the estates surround-
ing the Point as well. the staff at Staatsburgh State Historic Site inter-
pret the estate’s Picturesque landscape and gardens where greenhouses 
once stood. And the grounds of what was once another Vaux designed 
estate (Major rowlins lowndes’ “Hopeland”)10 are nearby to the north  
and are open to the public for hiking as well. A short drive further north 
brings visitors to Wilderstein, one of Vaux’s later residential landscapes 
offering exquisite interiors done by Joseph Burr tiffany in a Queen Anne 
country house with a five-story circular tower.11 

the Point is at the center of a National Historic landmark District and 
the Hudson river Valley National Heritage Area. Being surrounded by 



other significant Picturesque landscapes and period estates enables visi-
tors to the Point to appreciate the context of Vaux’s creation and its 
significant place in a formative American cultural movement founded on 
the banks of the Hudson river - the American rhine. 

1 the historic site is spelled Staatsburgh, but the village is spelled Staatsburg.
2 fires were not uncommon aboard early steamships, and this particular tragedy claimed 
dozens of lives; for a complete account, see Death Passage on the Hudson; The Wreck 
of the Henry Clay by Kris A. Hansen. 
3 frederick Clarke Withers would go on to design Saint luke’s episcopal and the re-
formed Church of Beacon, both still standing on or near route 9D, as well as the Hudson 
river State Hospital in Poughkeepsie. the extensive campus grounds of the hospital 
were designed by Calvert Vaux and frederick law Olmstead.
4 Calvert Vaux, Villas and Cottages, 1st edition (New York: Harper and Brothers Pub-
lishers, 1857), 40  http://books.google.com/books?id=kzIuAAAAYAAJ.
5 Vaux, 1857, 102.
6 Joy Kastenbaum, Historical Analysis of the Hoyt House, DRAFT, commissioned by 
the New York State Offie of Parks, recreation, and Historic Preservation, 10.
7 Vaux, 1857, 51.
8 tracie rozhon, “New York Begs for its Orphans,” New York Times, february 5, 1998, 
section f, the New York edition. http://www.calvertvaux.org/press/HoytHouse-feb-
98NYtArticle.html. 
9 to learn more about Hudson river Heritage, visit www.hudsonriverheritage.org. for 
more about the Calvert Vaux Preservation Alliance: www.calvertvaux.org. 
10 this estate appears in the second edition of Villas and Cottages (1868) as the vignette 
“square cottage with a curved roof” and was located on property purchased by the Open 
Space Institute (OSI is in the process of transfering to OPrHP  additional parkland just 
north of the intersection of Old Post road and route 9 in Staatsburg.)
11 Additional information on these sites can be found online at www.staatsburgh.org. and 
www.wilderstein.org. In addition to the nearby estates in Hyde Park and rhinebeck, en-
thusiasts should consider locust Grove in Poughkeepsie, where Samuel f. B. Morse im-
proved the landscape and house with the help of  Alexander Jackson Davis (www.lgny.
org). Many of A.J. Downing’s buildings, as well as those by Vaux, remain throughout 
Newburgh. there is also a Newburgh city park dedicated to the memory of Newburgh’s  
famous son Downing and the principles he espoused; the park was designed by Vaux, 
Olmstead and their sons (www.newburgh-ny.com/downing).
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Sepascots: Native Americans 
Near Rhinebeck’s Hudson Shore

by Nancy V. Kelly

rhinebeck was once positioned along a shared cultural boundary, sepa-
rating Mohican and Munsee speaking Native American bands on the 
east bank of the Hudson river. Native Americans in rhinebeck were 
known locally as the Sepascot Indians and are thought to have located 
their main village near lake Sepasco.  

I was raised on land that was part of the Sepascoot tract, and grew 
up listening to oral tradition passed on from my grandmother who pur-
chased this land with her husband, leslie Weaver in 1908. She cared for 
two of the children of the preceeding owner whose lives stretched back 
into the early nineteenth century. Certainly this deepened her command 
of oral history as well as piquing my interest in the Native American 
presence near the Hudson in rhinebeck.  

Archeological Evidence

A powerful symbol of Native American presence in rhinebeck is found 
on a rock along the shoreline at the southern end of the town. A petro-
glyph on the rock shows a man holding a tomahawk and a peace pipe. 
Some experts believe that the carving was done about 900 years ago. 
Archeologist Michael laccetti, writing in 1978, felt that letters found on 
the upper surface were carved with a metal tool,1 and probably denote a 
1686 land transaction with white settlers. 

the 1930 Dutchess County Historical Society Year Book shows a rubbing 
by robert Bowne Suckley of the petroglyph (figure 1). At that time, it 
was visible from the waist up and measured 11 ½ inches in height.  the 
petroglyph is also described in an 1877 issue of an Albany newspaper as 
two figures.2 two figures were also described by historian e.M. Smith 
in 1888. A 1976 photo of the petroglyph shows an image much eroded 
over time (figure 2).

Until 2004 no professional archeological exploration had been conducted 
within the town of rhinebeck, and collection of artifacts by avocational 
archeologists has been erratic. Many arrowheads and artifacts have been



found near lake Sepasco as well as along the landsmankill and the 
Hudson river. the roger Doyle Archeological Collection of these arti-
facts is now owned by the rhinebeck Historical Society with more items 
retained by the Doyle family. A collection of Indian artifacts found near 
the Hudson river on the grounds of ferncliff, the former Astor estate, is 
now in the collection of the Museum of rhinebeck History.

figure 1 (above): rubbing 
by robert Bowne Suckley of 
the rhinebeck petroglyph. 
Dutchess County Historical 
Society Collection.

figure 2 (right): 1976 photo 
of petroglyph rock. Petro-
glyph (circled in this image)  
is still visible but just barely. 
Dutchess County Historical 
Society Collection.
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Although an archeological dig was recently conducted on land devel-
oped by the town and Village of rhinebeck as the thompson-Mazza-
rella park, much of the resulting material has yet to be catalogued and 
studied. No doubt it will help to illuminate Native American life at vari-
ous times in prehistory.

New York State Archeologist robert funk, however, has made observa-
tions helpful in understanding the Sepascots. He states, “Inland open 
camps on streams are with few exceptions located on large tributaries of 
the Hudson.  Sites placed in this category are one-half mile or more from 
the Hudson. It is assumed that wild foods, cultivable land, and other 
resources were in general, as abundant on or near such streams as on 
the Hudson itself.” (43 such sites were used in his analysis.) 3 regarding 
lakeside sites funk also noted: 

relatively few collections from open lakeside sites have been studied 
by the writer; most of these are on lake George. It is suggested that 
nearness to aquatic foods was the main factor in selection of lakeside 
camps...the data of artifact inventories thus indicate hunting to have 
been the principal activity of Indians who occupied back-country 
caves and rock shelters. Occasional finds of pestles also suggest that 
wild plant foods such as acorns and nuts were processed on the sites. 
Most artifacts were either highly portable size and weight such as 
points and knives, or were readily discarded and easily replaced, such 
as anvilstones, hammerstones, etc… it seems likely that the back-
country shelters were occupied by small groups moving through their 
fall-winter hunting grounds. 4

  
to learn more about the Sepascots’ neighbors, we turn to early maps of 
“New Amsterdam” to identify areas occupied by various tribes. A map 
signed by C.K. tholl shows the rondout Creek with land on the op-
posite shore labeled Wappinger as well as the label MAHICAN on the 
north part of the map, above the esopus Creek on the west shore.5  there 
is also a 1656 map of New York which shows the Wappingers tribe south 
of a stream which enters the Hudson opposite the Cleyne (Klein) eso-
pus, but there is no other designation for tribes north along the east shore 
of the Hudson.6 

edward ruttenber, an early authority on New York State Native Amer-
icans states, “ the Wappinger confederacy, compounded of the Wap-
pinger proper…inhabited the east bank of the Hudson from the Mahican 
boundary south to New York Bay.”7  However, a thorough study of land 



transactions in the rhinebeck area seems to indicate that the drainage 
basin of the landsmankill, including lake Sepasco, was occupied by 
esopus Indians from the west shore of the Hudson, separating the Wap-
pingers to the south and the Mahigans to the north. It seems probable 
that this was the case at the time of Henry Hudson’s first exploration of 
the area.
   
the esopus, a tribe of the lenape, were Munsee speaking and part of the 
Delaware Indians who occupied land from the Delaware Bay, north to 
the Catskills on the west shore. It would seem that a group of the esopus, 
possibly a matrilineal tribe, occupied the land between the Wappingers 
to the south and the Mahigans to the north. It may have been a seasonal 
occupation - but the stream and the lake drew them into the interior, of-
fering a rich source of food, ready hunting and fertile land for cultivation 
easily enabling a full time residence.

Village Location

lake Sepasco, in the northeastern part of rhinebeck, seems ideally lo-
cated for such an Indian village. A fertile plain surrounds the lake on 
three sides, providing land for the Indian cornfields.  Abundant deer and 
small game are still found in the woods. Many types of fish were in the 
lake, the stream and the river. Berries, roots and nuts were plentiful.

Camp ramapo, a camp for special needs children now occupies the most 
obvious Indian village site. Many surface artifacts have been found on 
camp property where a small stream enters the lake.  Unfortunately, this 
area was reconfigured to provide a playing field for the camp and as a 
result, it no longer may be studied.

Land Records

the first transaction for rhinebeck land on June 8, 1686 describes the 
native signers as  Aran Kee, Kreme Much and Korra Kee, young Indians.  
they are not further identified.8 A second transaction which took place 
the following month, July 28, 1686 identifies sellers of a tract adjoining 
the previous tract on the north. they are Ankony (“one of ye esopus 
Indians”), Anamaton and Calycoon (“one of the esopus Sachams.”)9   
these land transactions covered a slice of land on the east bank of the 
Hudson extending east to a small stream, now known as the rhinebeck 
Kill or creek, then south along the bank of the landsmankill once it is 
joined by the rhinebeck Kill. 
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In 1697, the remaining Native American land in rhinebeck was sold to 
Henry Beekman. this deed and succeeding patent came into question 
and were revised in 1703. (the 1703 deed is among the Beekman papers 
now held by the Princeton University library.) A large group of “Indian 
proprietors” were selected to authenticate this document. they are list-
ed as Ancherop, Cramawa, Wienoons, Shawanagkies, Negtakin, loot, 
Kriechen, Quaquattor, Poghquehera, and Orakawinso. One or more may 
have been female. the land was described as in Dutchess County be-
tween the land of Coll. Pieter Schuyler (now red Hook) and the land 
of Henry Pawling (now Hyde Park).10 this parcel actually surrounded 
the first land tracts and encompassed all of the remaining land in the 
present town of rhinebeck.

Another interesting land transaction was recorded on 5 August 1657. It 
was a deed from the Indians to thomas Chambers and mentions par-
cels with names such as Machstapaciek, Nachainekeeck, Sepeeckcoe, 
Naranmapth, and Wiwisowachkick. Similar land names were used for 
parcels such as Nanoseck, an island south of Albany which was sold 
by the Indians in 1661 to Volkert and thomas Jansen (Witbeck).11 the 
Sepascot or Sepascoot name, familiar in rhinebeck, may have been 
transcribed as Sepeeckcoe in these transactions.

Introduction of the Name Sepascot

the name “Sepascot” is specific to the Indians living in the present town 
of rhinebeck. It seems to have been introduced by Henry Beekman who 
called their land “Sepascoot.” 

the word “esopus” was used to name the tribe of Munsee speaking Del-
aware Indians occupying the west bank of the Hudson, south of Catskill. 
Julian Salomon wrote in 1982 that “Sopus” came from the Munsee word 
for little river or stream (sepuus, in the Munsee language).12  the Dutch 
added the initial e to the Indian word to form “esopus.” early maps 
label two streams on the west bank of the Hudson as the “Groote eso-
pus” and the “Klein esopus.” Both streams are near the present city of 
Kingston. 

In naming the rhinebeck land “Sepascoot,” Beekman’s use of the suffix 
coot may have been a reference to the Dutch word for cove. Scholar lion 
Miles suggests Sepascot relates to the Munsee word for spreading out, 
using the suffix “ot” as a variant of those used to indicate a place.13 



thus the name seems to refer to the landsmankill and the Vandenburg 
Cove at its mouth or in general to an area in which the tribe “spread 
out.”

figure 3: 1786 map shows landsmankill at lower right near White School House road 
with Sepascot lake at center. (See Appendix 2).

Henry Beekman’s 1695 application for a patent mentions the Sepeskenot 
tract. (this patent is cited in the Calendar of Land Papers, 22 April 
1697 and referenced in Howard Morse’s “Historic Old rhinebeck.”)14  
Beekman was not satisfied with the description of land in this patent, 
and on June 25, 1703 he obtained another in its place.15 this version of 
the patent includes more detailed description of the land but does not 
mention Sepeskenot specifically. 
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the  Beekman deeds to Westfall and Company in 1719 and to William 
Van Vredenburg in 1721, however, do mention the Sepascoot tract.  
these properties are shown on a 1786 map of the lake Sepascot area 
recorded in the New York State Manuscripts Division of the State li-
brary.

Another reference appears in a 20 October 1720 letter from Matthys 
Sleight to Philip Schuyler charging the Indians with “stelan” and hiding 
the “plunderen” in the “Sepeskenot Helan,” referring to a cave near the 
lake which the tribe frequented.16  reference to the Sepascot Indians 
may also be found in several letters by Henry Beekman.

Trails

the first Northern Dutchess Indian trail was mentioned in a 1686 deed 
to elting roosa, et al.  It included a valley known as Mansakenning and 
a path leading from the Hudson river to the valley. the valley contained 
a large swamp - a vly or vlie in the Dutch language. It later became the 



property of Jan elting and was known as Jacomentje’s Vly in honor of 
his wife: “[the] Indians acknowledge to have given unto Gerrit Artsen, 
Arie rosa and Jan elton a valley situate eastward from the land bought 
by them, named Mansakenning, and a path to the same, upon appro-
bation of his honor, on the 8th day of June, 1686.” (Kingston, Ulster 
County Deeds, AA).

this trail probably loosely followed the fallkill which flows from Man-
sakenning (now Jacomentyje’s Vly) to the Hudson river. Vlei road, 
Hillside road, foxhollow road, and the private road leading to the 
mouth of the landsmanskill probably follow approximately the same 
route.

When early white settlers came to this area, the Indians already had an 
established trail leading to the east from a landing on the river at long 
Dock. this trail offered a direct connection from the Sepascot Indian 
village to the Hudson and the esopus tribe on the opposite bank. 

the trail originally went east from the river to a spring in the village 
of rhinebeck. the spring would have been a stopping point on the 
trail which then led to the landsmanskill, following the stream to the 
east along its north bank. the trail continued to the lake now known as 
lake Sepasco where the Indian village is said to have been located not 
far from the cave later known as “Welch’s Cave.”  After the village of 
rhinebeck was settled, the spring was converted to the town pump and 
watering trough, a prominent feature at the center of the village for over 
200 years.

In 1922, the Chancellor livingston Chapter of the DAr placed a plaque 
on a large boulder near the traffic light at rhinebeck’s “four corners.” 
this beautifully landscaped area is located on the lawn of the Beekman 
Arms, close to the traffic light in rhinebeck. the plaque says, “this 
stone marks the crossing of the King’s Highway and the Sepasco trail, 
later named the Ulster and Salisbury turnpike over which traveled the 
Connecticut pioneers to their new homes in western New York.”

A second plaque, placed in 1976 by the New York Daughters of the 
American Colonists, to commemorate the Bicentennial, is in the Mu-
nicipal Parking lot Park, near the “Doughboy” statue on route 308. It 
reads, “the Sepasco Indian trail: By 1685 the Sepasco Indians dwelling 
in this area had a well-known trail leading from the Hudson river east-
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erly through the present village of rhinebeck toward their principal vil-
lage at lake Sepascot.”

Oral History

legends surrounding the Indians were passed down among landowners 
in the eastern portion of the town of rhinebeck near the Indian’s “Sepa-
scoot tract,” including stories of a Dutch girl captured by the Indians to 
serve as a companion to a chief’s daughter. In legend, both girls escape 
to Kingston where the Indian girl marries a white man. this legend is 
difficult to prove although it could be based in fact since the Indians 
took many captives in 1663 when the esopus Indians attacked Kingston 
and Hurley.  

Church records of marriages at the Kingston reformed church begin in 
1660, but it is difficult to determine the identification of an Indian girl in 
the church marriage record since she probably assumed a Dutch name.

records do show that children were captured from the roosa family and 
that Jane roosa eventually married Mattys teneyck. Could this be the 
Dutch girl of legend named “Mina” who was captured by the Indians 
and later married a Mr. teneyck? (the roosa family did include one 
son whose wife is not identified. According to legend, Mina’s brother 
“Peter” became the husband of the Indian girl.)

A more recent oral tradition comes from an owner of one of the earli-
est houses on the Sepascoot tract indicating that his house was used as 
an Indian trading post.17 In 1962, this home owner was in possession 
of early deeds and documents relating to the property and claimed that 
because the Indians disturbed settler’s graves, burials had been made in 
the cellars of early houses. However, it seems more likely that the buri-
als were actually near the houses and that the graves were later enclosed 
by the foundations of  house additions. 

The Moravian Mission

Mohigans who settled near Shekomoko, east of rhinebeck may have 
received a friendly welcome from Moravian missionaries sent to this 
area in eastern Dutchess where a successful mission was established.  
Historian DeCost Smith, writing about the Moravians, says the years 
1743-44 saw the missions of Dutchess County and nearby Connecticut



approaching the zenith of their success.18 Shawwanock, one of the sign-
ers of the 1703 Beekman deed who became an important leader, was 
baptized here. Unfortunately, the Moravians were branded “papists,” 
and the Indian settlement was feared by settlers because of Indian unrest 
in other parts of the state.

In late1745, the citizens of rhinebeck were said to have grown so fright-
ened of the Shekomeko warriors that they took to carrying arms night 
and day. On January 6, 1746, rhinebeck citizens, alarmed by a rumor 
that a detachment of french troops were marching to join the Sheko-
meko in an attack on the whites, solicited a judicial order permitting 
them to attack Shekomeko. fortunately the order was denied, and the 
crisis passed.19  

In 1744 and in years prior to this date, attempts had been made to require 
the missionaries to participate in the state militia and to swear allegiance 
to the Crown, although their religion prevented them from bearing arms 
or swearing oaths. they were finally required to leave the state. At the 
same time, native tribes struggled with allegiance to these missionaries 
and their desire to remain on their native land.

It appears that rhinebeck leader Henry Beekman had grown to respect 
the missionaries and what they had accomplished at Shekomeko in a 
relatively short period of time. But Beekman also knew that local minis-
ters would never compromise in their opposition to the missionaries.20 
In addition, the mission and the Indians occupied land coveted by others, 
and the endeavor was doomed to failure.

Native American presence in the area was probably limited after this, 
although it seems that some Indian families continued to live in the area. 
the Dutchess County Book of the Supervisors shows that payment was 
made to the Indian “Kriches” (also known as Calycoon) in 1721. An-
other Indian, Ankerop/Ankony signed a document in 1724 attesting to 
a land sale in Ulster County. And according to a statement made by In-
dians in 1757, an Indian was killed by a white man circa 1748 north of 
rhinebeck in what is now red Hook - indicating that an atmosphere 
hostile to Native Americans was still in place. 

As reported in the Rhinebeck Gazette, the last Sepascot Indian is said 
to have died in a hut near Welch’s Cave and lake Sepasco in 1867. 
the rhinebeck Sepascots deserve recognition as residents along the east 
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shore of the Hudson even though they are often overshadowed by their 
better known Native American neighbors - the Wappingers and Mohi-
gans.

___________________________________

Appendix 1: Native Americans Mentioned in Rhinebeck Area 
Documents (including variations in the spelling of names)

anamaton 
Anamaton: Signer of Kip Deed 28 July 1686; he is described as “one of 
ye esopus Sachems” - Kip Genealogy21 (Original was in possession of 
William Bergh Kip in 1886, Smith p).22

ankonY
Ankrup: 27-28 September 1669 Ankrup, an Indian, petitioned Capt. 
Chambers of Kingston; he had not been paid for certain lots of land. 
Documents Relative to the Colonial History of the State of New York 
(hereafter noted as NYCD) 13:436.23

Ankerop: 17 April 1677 Ankerop an esopus sachem with Caelcop and 
other leaders confirmed earlier land sales north of the roundout creek 
during a conference with Gov. Sir edmond Andros. NYCD 13:504-6.
Aran Kee: Signer of Artsen, roosa, elting Deed 2 June 1686, described 
as an esopus Indian; Ulster Co. Deeds liber AA, Morse p. 406-7.
Ankony: Signer of Kip Deed 28 July 1686, he is described as “one of 
ye esopus Indians,” Kip Genealogy (Original was in possession of Wil-
liam Bergh Kip in 1886, Smith p.9).
Ancherop: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed elP 280 Box 158, folder 4.
(The name of Ankony has been commemorated by the name of the estate 
just north of Rhinecliff, first owned by the Kip family. It became a beef 
farm which was known for its prize Angus cows, publicizing the Ankony 
name. The name is perpetuated today by the Creed-Ankony estate.) 
Anckeroop: 29 Nov. 1721 Anckeroop appeared before Justice Barent 
van Kleeck in Poughkeepsie, confirming a land sale by 3 Indians made 
about 21 or 22 years earlier to robert Sanders along the Wall kill or Palls 
Creek, Book of the Supervisors of Dutchess County, 1718-1722 p. 48.

calYcoon  (Dutch nickname which means turkey.)
Calcoen: 1658 One of four signers for part of an island east of the Bin-
nen Kill, near Papscanee Island.
Caelcop: 1658-1686, mentioned in NYCD 13 (see J.M.Smith, Early 
Esopus Leaders).



Keercop: 9 August 1663 one of the esopus chiefs, Keercop, and his 
friends are planting among the Highland savages DCHNY 13:288.  
Caelcop: 17 April 1677 Ankerop, an esopus sachem, with Caelcop and 
other leaders confirmed earlier land sales north of the roundout creek 
during a conference with Gov. Sir edmond Andros.
Calycoon: Signer of Kip Deed 28 July 1686, he is described as “one 
of ye esopus Sachems,” Kip Genealogy (Original was in possession of 
William Bergh Kip in 1886, Smith p.9).

kreme mUch
Kreme Much: Signer of Artsen, roosa, elting Deed 2 June 1686, de-
scribed as an esopus Indian, Ulster Co. Deeds liber AA, Morse p. 406-7.
Cramatacht: Wappingers chief, grantor to deed confirming the bounds 
of the Philipse Upper Patent in Dutchess County, now Putnam County 
in 1702.
Cramawa: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed edward livingston Papers 
(hereafter noted as elP) 280 Box 158, folder 4.

korra kee
Korra Kee: Signer of Artsen, roosa, elting Deed 2 June 1686, described 
as an esopus Indian Ulster Co. Deeds liber AA, Morse p. 406-407.
Krieches: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed elP 280 Box 158, folder 4
Krickes: 1724 bounty of 5 shillings in the North Ward, for a wolf’s head 
paid to an Indian named Krickes, Dutchess Co. Book of the Supervisors 
2: 7.

loot
Woott: 1686 participant in land sale in the long reach, near Poughkeep-
sie. He may be a Wappinger.
loot: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed elP 280 Box 158, folder 4.

negtakin
Negtakin: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed elP 280 Box 158, folder 4.

orakawinSo
Orakawinso: Mentioned as Indian Proprietor in the 1703 Beekman Deed, 
elP 290 Box 158, folder 4, not a signer of the deed.

PoghQUehera
Poghquehera: Mentioned as Indian Proprietor in the 1703 Beekman 
Deed, elP 290 Box 158, folder 4, not a deed signer: possibly a female.
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QUaQUator
Quaquattor: 1703 Mentioned as Indian Propriotor in the 1703 Beekman 
Deed, elP 290 Box 158, folder 4, not a signer of the deed.
Qwaktownor: 1714 grantor to sale in little Nine Partners Patent, prob-
ably a Mohigan.

Shawanachko 
Probably Seweckenamo: 1658-1682 mentioned in NYCD 13, see J.M. 
Smith, Early Esopus Leaders.  
Shawenah: appears to be Ankerops successor to the esopus expatriates 
living in Dutchess. 
Shawanagkies: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed elP 280 Box 158, fold-
er 4.
Shawanachko: 1730 Shawanachko, an esopus sachem, confirmed 
bounds of the Great Nine Partners patent with Mohican sachem Sha-
wash and Wappinger King Nimham (the grandfather). He became An-
kerops successor to the group in Dutchess. 
Shawwanock: 31 July 1743 was baptized by the Moravians at Sheko-
meko, Dutchess County NY as Jepth.
Shawena: April 1754 died at the Gnadenhutten mission (Moravian) in 
PA.

wienoonS
Wienoons: Signer of 1703 Beekman Deed elP 280 Box 158, folder 4.

___________________________________

Appendix 2: 1786 map showing Landsmankill at lower rt. near 
White School House Rd. with Sepascot Lake at center (Figure 3)

November 22, 1786  H.l. (Henry livingston, probable surveyor) scale 
10 chains to an inch.

this chart delineates a tract called Sepascoot and granted by Gysbert 
Westphael and company May the 1st 1719: also a parcel of land con-
veyed to William Vredenbergh anno 1721: and two lots of ground leased 
to Johannis Weaver 1751. It also particularizes the vacant land lying 
between the Southwestern part of Sepascoot and the land leased to Wil-
liam Vredenburgh as aforesaid (now in the possession of Isaac Morris)



22 acres of land unletten 2 roods & 8 perches
514 acres 0 roods and 27 perches

(map shows G. P. Westphal at Habeck house, Benjamin Welch at Pat-
ten’s house and Isaac Morris at our place (1798 Morris Inn site). Haga-
dorn is shown west of the bounds (Bollenbecker’s ?). To the south (White 
Schoolhouse Road?) a house  is drawn: John Welch bought of Isaac 
Vredenburgh. Road from Mr. Sand’s to N. partners is shown crossing the 
bounds between X and A, leading through the center of William Vreden-
burgh’s land, turning to pass his house, cutting across the common land 
and forking in front of Benjamin Welch’s (Patten’s). It is drawn along the 
bounds of the common land but ends abruptly at f. The right fork leads 
to John Welch, inside the border of the Sepascoot grant, then turns to 
follow the line on Weaver’s side to the house of Chris Weaver. It has a 
school house shown at the angle marked 17.)

the Weaver parcel is labeled “Granted to Johannis Weaver Jan 30, 1757 
51 Acres 3 roods & 26 perches.”

the Westphael parcel is labeled “this tract was granted to Gysbert West-
phael & company May 1 1719 and is called SePASCOOt. 513 Acres 0 
roods and 27 perches. Sepascot lake is shown on this parcel.

PArtION lINe intersects this lot  between i & k. N 75@ 30’ e lot No. 
2 is to the south and lot No. 3 to the north of this line. 
Outside of the bounds of the Sepascoot parcel, Johannis Weaver’s house 
is drawn at the angle marked l (l).

PArtION lINe SHOWN N. 85@ 30’ e. being the division line be-
tween lot no. 1 & 2 of the rear lots (Beekman).

PArtION lINe continues to the east of this parcel, 14.7 to Nine Part-
ners with No. 3 to the north and No. 2 to the south of the line.

ruige bergh is at the line labeled  1 to 2 east of  Johannis Weaver’s 19 
Acre parcel. this parcel is labeled “Granted to Johannis Weaver June 
30, 1757 19 Acres 3 roods 4 perches.
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before the ensigning of these ptents by Coll. Henry Beekman of Kingstowne in ye 
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Last Days of  the
 Newburgh-Beacon Ferry

by Willa Skinner
    
On November 3, 1963, with a mournful tooting of whistles, horn blasts 
and water spray from below, the ferryboats Dutchess and Orange passed 
each other in mid-river for the last time to write “finis” to the 243-year-
old ferry service on the Hudson. the 50-year-old Dutchess had taken on 
her last load of passengers in Newburgh as she headed toward Beacon 
with Captain Mike Carroll of Beacon at the helm. A police car sounded 
its siren. 

At 5:10 p.m. the ferry Orange, with Captain Daniel Salmon at the wheel, 
left Newburgh. Her departure was accompanied by a clanging of bells 
and prolonged blowing of the boat’s whistle, answered by the horns of 
cars on shore.

then, as dusk fell on that gray Sunday afternoon, the venerable fer-
ryboats, which had carried crowds back and forth all day, tied up at the 
Beacon dock with their sister ship Beacon, where they remained until 
they were towed away to be sold at auction - all three to face an inglori-
ous end.

Newburgh City Historian Mary Mctameny remembers that final ride.  
She was seventeen at the time and was with her parents in the family car 
as they drove on board the ferryboat at Newburgh to cross to the Beacon 
side. When they docked at Beacon, camera carrying crowds were there 
to bid the ferries farewell, and as Mary told it, her father drove to the 
new Newburgh-Beacon Bridge for the trip back to Newburgh. route 
84 had not yet extended to Beacon, so traffic was extremely light. the 
bridge had opened the day before on November 2, 1963 amid much 
fanfare, in contrast to the nostalgic farewell-to-the-ferries gathering the 
following day. 

Ursula taylor of Beacon (formerly Ursula Smith) remembers that last 
ride. “I walked down to the Beacon dock with some of my friends,” she 
said, “and we boarded the ferries and rode back and forth all day.” She 
has memories of the days when her family would ride the ferries on Sun-



day afternoons to visit cousins in Orange County, “and if we missed 
the last crossing at midnight, we had to take a detour up to the bridge at 
Poughkeepsie to get back to Beacon.”

Passengers recalled the busy days at the docks when the ferries ran every 
fifteen minutes and a fleet of cabs on both the Newburgh and Beacon 
sides did a thriving business. As reported in the Newburgh News, one 
of the policemen on duty had fond recollections of the ferry as a child.  
“When I was a kid,” he said, “the cars would be backed all the way up 
to the foot of Broadway waiting to get on the ferry. I used to make thirty 
dollars on a holiday selling ice cream to people in the cars.”

everyone had his own particular memory of the ferry - of  family out-
ings, of crossings that kids made on hot summer afternoons when there 
was nothing else to do and no one was charged for the return trip, of 
the young man who dated a girl on the other side of the river and had 
to time it so he wouldn’t miss the last ferry that left at midnight, of cut-
ting through the icy channel in winter. One of the anecdotes about the 
ferry line tells of a dog called taxi who rode the boats back and forth for 
years until his death in 1962. (He was well known at both terminals for 
about 16 years.) Until the last day, the fare was still only fifteen cents 
for a passenger on foot - only five cents more than the ten-cent fare of 
50 years before.  

the Beacon ferry terminal, which opened in 1914, was built on filled ground along the 
Hudson river, to accomodate a growing number of both vehicles and pedestrians. the 
terminal building was razed in 1968. Beacon Historical Society Collection.
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the Newburgh-Beacon ferry service was born on May 24, 1743 when 
Alexander Colden petitioned George Clarke, lieutenant Governor for 
the Province of New York, for permission to establish a ferry between 
Newburgh and fishkill. (the river landing on the east bank was called 
fishkill landing, not to be confused with the Village of fishkill.)

Colden received a charter from King George II and began his ferry ser-
vice, at first nothing more than a man rowing people across the river. 
later, the ferry utilized wind, horse and steam power. Under Colden’s 
rate schedule, a man and horse could travel across for two shillings, 
six pence. Without a horse, a passenger paid only one shilling. In bad 
weather the rate went to ten shillings. It cost six pence to transport a calf 
or hog, and four pence for every sheep or lamb. A full barrel was one 
shilling, while an empty barrel was four pence. each “chaise kitteren 
or sleigh” paid four shillings to cross, and a bushel of salt or grain was 
rated at three pence.1

then came the revolution, and Colden, being a tory, fled the country. 
At the same time, the Continental Army began a ferry service of its own. 
It was an important crossing used by troops moving back and forth be-
tween New Windsor and the encampment at fishkill five miles in from 
the river landing. the crossing was used frequently by Washington while 
he was stationed at Newburgh.

the ferry saw heavy service in 1780 when British and Hessian prisoners 
from the Battle of Saratoga were transported across the river from fish-
kill landing to Newburgh to begin their march south to Virginia where 
they would spend the remainder of the war. Along with the soldiers were 
hundreds of camp followers - wives, children, officers’ wives, and ser-
vants. Baroness von riedesel, wife of the commander of the German 
Brunswick troops who fought with the British, had to arrange transpor-
tation for herself, her three little children, her manservant, her maid, 
and her baggage. In her diary she expressed awe at the sight of the Hud-
son and could not believe this was the same river that she remembered  
above Saratoga as a gentle stream that could be crossed on foot.

It was during this period that the ferry made its one and only venture into 
war combat. the British were sailing down the Hudson, flushed with 
their victory after burning Kingston, when a few irate Newburghers shot 
at them from the shore. the British fired back, and a man standing on the 
ferry (which must have been near the shore) was shot. 



the incident was summed up  by  General James Clinton in a letter writ- 
ten on Oct. 18, 1777 to his brother General George Clinton: “five of the 
enemy’s Shipping returned Down the river last night without Doing 
any Damage,” he wrote, “except fireing Some Cannon and small arms 
at our men and wounded one of ours on board of a ferry Boat.”2

After the war, a bit of ferry rivalry developed. Martin Wiltsie and Daniel 
Carpenter were running one ferry while Peter Bogardus, John Anderson 
and James Denton ran another ferry nearby. the latter three promised 
pre-war prices and declared in an advertisement, “good entertainment 
will be furnished for man and beast on both sides of the river, by the sub-
scribers.”3  But by the early nineteenth century, the Colden-King George 
charter was reconfirmed, and the two ferry lines merged.

ferry technology predictably changed with the times. A horse boat, the 
Moses Rogers, was launched in 1816. It was capable of carrying a load 
of “one coach and horses, a wagon and a horse, 17 chaises and horses, 
one additional horse and 50 passengers.” 3 
          
In 1828 the horse boats were superseded by steam power. thomas Pow-
ell of Newburgh acquired all claims to the Colden ferry charter and other 
rights to ferriage, obtaining complete title and operating the ferry until 
his death in 1850. His son-in-law, Homer ramsdell took over and ran the 
operation with John Peter DeWindt of fishkill landing. After DeWindt 
died, it was sold completely to ramsdell. In 1872, Homer ramsdell’s 
son thomas was running the steamship Union as a ferry. A passenger 
paid ten cents one way, same as a bag of salt or a barrel of ale. A person 
with a saddle horse paid 25 cents, and the fare was a whopping one dol-
lar for a four-wheeled wagon, four horses and one person.

river crossings increased through the years, and in 1881 the ferry began  
operating on a year-round basis. Before that time, all ferrying ceased in 
winter, with people and horses walking across on ice thick enough to 
hold them but not without an occasional accident.

After the Mount Beacon Incline railway opened in 1902, the ferry boats 
carried holiday throngs to the Beacon dock where they boarded the trol-
ley that took them to the foot of the mountain for a day’s outing. Some of 
the boats in the ferry service became queens of the river. the Dutchess, 
launched in 1910, proved to be such a good ice breaker that a duplicate-
boat, the Orange, was built in 1914. 
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they had reciprocating steam engines, the kind that allow passengers to 
see all the bright work and smoothly oiled parts turning together to drive 
the pistons. And splendid was the hand-wrought copper piping in the 
engine room, the ornately carved and inlaid six-foot pilot wheels and the 
reinforced steel hull for ice breaking. (the Orange had been built origi-
nally as a fireboat. With her hoses and monitors, she could send plumes 
of water into the sky with the best of them. She and the Dutchess were 
double decker vessels, while another boat, the Newburgh, like its sister 
the Beacon, had only one deck.)  

(Above): two images of the ferry boat Orange, first launched in 1914 
Beacon Historical Society Collection



But in the last days, as plans for a bridge took shape, the ferryboats 
ran into trouble with ice and mudbanks. On April 11, 1950, carrying 
many passengers who were on their way to work, the valiant Dutchess 
ran aground on a mudbank after leaving the Beacon slip, and her twen-
ty passengers had to abandon ship. they were led down a ladder to a 
waiting lifeboat. A short time before this, the U.S. Battleship Missouri 
(nicknamed “Mighty Mo”) got itself stuck in an Atlantic mudbank, and 
when the Dutchess followed suit in the Hudson, Beacon and Newburgh 
children began wearing t-shirts adorned with the words, “little Mo has 
got to go.”

In the final winter of operation, the Orange and Dutchess again ran into 
trouble when on february 14, 1963, they were both stuck in an ice jam 
in the middle of the Hudson river. With about a half dozen cars and a 
dozen passengers on each boat in the off-hour mid-day run, the com-
bination of an incoming tide and a west wind caused ice floes to be 
jammed up on the Beacon side, forming a near-impassable barrier. Pas-
sengers were stranded for about two hours before they were rescued by 
a Coast Guard cutter and taken ashore. It was the third such incident that 
winter.

By 1955 the ramsdell estate that operated the ferry was losing so much 
money there was doubt the service could continue. In a desperate ef-
fort, the New York State Bridge Authority stepped in and bought the 
ferry service for $250,000, running it at an annual loss of $100,000 until 
the day the boats took their last ride and saw the grand opening of the 
Newburgh-Beacon Bridge on November  2, 1963.

Newburgh-Beacon bridge nearing completion in 1963. the day after the bridge opened 
on November 2, 1963, the sister ships Orange and Beacon met at mid-river and finished 
their run, marking the end of over 200 years of continuous ferry service on the Hudson 
river. Beacon Historical Society Collection.
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It was the next day that the Orange and Dutchess joined their sister ship 
Beacon at the Beacon dock to end their long careers. the bridge author-
ity sold the boats at auction, and the Beacon and Dutchess were hauled 
to Staten Island where they were eventually vandalized and scrapped.

the Orange, however, faced a brighter future in the hands of Myles 
rosenthal, a New York City engineer who purchased her by bid from the 
bridge authority for $2,850. After getting her down the Hudson to Jersey 
City, he began work on restoration and repair. In rosenthal’s hands, the 
Orange had a brief moment of glory when she ferried passengers to the 
opening of Shea Stadium on April 17, 1964.4

“She was a treasure, an irreplaceable gem,” Mr. rosenthal said.  “And 
we nursed her like a baby. She had a simple, harmonic motion, and it 
was rhythmic and beautiful to behold. the engine was almost noise-
less and vibration-free.”5 rosenthal and engineering friends pulled the 
engine room to pieces, going over each part with tender loving care. 
When they reassembled the boat, the engine was reported to be as good 
as when originally installed.  

rosenthal resolved to restore and preserve the boat, not as a museum 
piece tied to a dock, but one that would be available to historic groups 
and for charter - possibly even as a showboat. But vandals put an end to 
those plans when they wrecked the vital parts of the engines, stole the 
pilot wheels and tore out the radar screens.

tragically, this veteran of the Hudson had to be scrapped, leaving only 
memories of those ferryboats that plied the river in sunshine, storm, 
snow, and sleet, battling ice floes and mudbanks - while performing their 
duties faithfully for over half a century.

1 New York Herald Tribune (date unknown), local History Collection, Blodgett Memo-
rial library, fishkill.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 New York Times (April 18, 1964); Fishkill Standard (April 23, 1964).
5“Vandals Write ‘30’ to Orange Career.” The Evening News, Beacon, NY (March 28, 
1966) 1.

This article is based on interviews with local residents who remembered their years of  riding the ferries for 
daily commuting, conducting business, sightseeing, or going on family outings. 

                 
            



Excursions Up the Hudson to 
Mt. Beacon’s Incline Railway

by Robert J. Murphy

On any summer Sunday early in the afternoon a hundred years ago, 
a palatial Hudson river steamboat could be seen about to enter New-
burgh Bay. the steamer might be the Benjamin B. Odell or the Homer 
Ramsdell carrying a thousand or more passengers. On its decks, all eyes 
would be fixed eagerly across the wide bay searching out their destina-
tion—the nearby heights of Mount Beacon. these were New York City 
excursionists, who three hours earlier that morning, had climbed aboard 
one of these elegant boats at franklin Street for an exciting outing like 
no other. for this was the era of leisurely travel by steamboat to amuse-
ment parks and mountain resorts along the Hudson river. A day-trip 
excursion on a Sunday or a holiday in the early 1900s was affordable (a 
one dollar fare to Newburgh and return on the Odell) and now readily 
accessible to the urban masses for the first time. One of the most popular 
tourist destinations along “America’s rhine” was Mount Beacon and its 
Incline railway. 

Historic Mount Beacon, best known to locals as the site for signal fires 
by Washington’s troops during the American revolution, had begun 
to gain wider recognition outside the valley as a tourist stop not long 
after robert fulton opened the Hudson to commercial steamboat traf-
fic. In 1835, for example, a young Andrew Jackson Downing wrote a 
travel piece for the New York Mirror newspaper entitled “Beacon Hill” 
(an early name for Mount Beacon derived from its revolutionary War 
days), which extolled the climb to the Highlands’ highest peak as one of 
the “most picturesque prospects in the world.” Downing wrote passion-
ately about the view of the river and the surrounding hills from Mount 
Beacon’s summit:

How beautiful! How magnificent! How sublime! …that mighty 
stream immediately before you is the Hudson—the prince of rivers! 
It appears to you that you see it rising like a silvery rivulet, 30 miles 
north of you in those distant hills, gradually widening, meandering, 
spreading life and freshness around until it loses itself, a deep, broad 
powerful torrent in the rent chasm of the Highlands at Butter Hill. It 
bears upon its bosom a thousand vessels. Sprinkled over its surface 
the white sails of the sloops and schooners break upon the vision, 
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and now the proud steamer, gliding swiftly along, sends up its wreaths 
of dark vapour to mingle with the clear blue of the summer sky.

Mount Beacon’s vistas, Downing would argue, were better than those 
seen from the Catskill Mountain House. As a guide for his readers, he 
outlined a step-by-step itinerary to this natural observatory: first, the 
traveler would take a steamboat to Newburgh, next a steam ferry to 
fishkill landing, then ride by stage or horse to the base of the mountain. 
At the mountain road one could ascend either on foot or by carriage. for 
the next 67 years after this article appeared, Downing’s directions still 
held true, concluding with that same tiring final trek to the top of the 
mountain. 

the journey remained essentially unchanged for decades until a visitor 
from Barnstead, New Hampshire arrived at the same mountain but with 
a different perspective and a new vision. A nurseryman too, like Down-
ing, this visitor’s name was Henry George. While on a business trip to 
the Newburgh area in 1893, George fell under the lure of mountain and 
river just as Downing had. looking down from Mount Beacon’s sum-
mit, George envisioned building a mountain railroad like the recently 
opened 1892 Otis Incline railway in Catskill that would bring tens of 
thousands of tourists to these same heights where he stood. 

Immediately acting on his dream, George enlisted the aid of two ac-
quaintances who were local residents and businessmen, brothers Wil-
bur and Weldon Weston, who like George happened to be from New 
Hampshire. By further fortunate happenstance, the Weston brothers had 
the wealth and business background needed to get the project off the 
ground. Wilbur was the president of the newly formed Central Hudson 
Steamboat Company of Newburgh, owners of the Odell and the Rams-
dell along with seven other passenger and freight steamers. Weldon was 
the president of the local Board of trade and owner of a stage and freight 
livery business. George’s partnership with the Weldon brothers laid the 
foundation for buying the plot and parcel of craggy land needed to make 
the mountain resort a reality.

But considerable money was required—upwards of $100,000—for such 
a complex scheme as this. for that, George returned home to the Man-
chester, New Hampshire area and rounded up supportive financial back-
ers who knew something about the potential of funicular railways (after 
all, Manchester’s Uncanoonuc Mountain Incline railway was soon



to follow Mount Beacon’s). By 1900, with a small coterie of  investors 
(four-fifths of whom were from New Hampshire and Maine), the men 
from New Hampshire announced the formation of their new corporation 
called “the Mount Beacon-on-Hudson Association.” the “on-Hudson” 
tag was telling, for the group realized not only that the river was an in-
tegral part of the natural beauty of the landscape but more importantly, 
riding on its tides would come throngs of paying customers. Without 
the Hudson river and its steamboat wharf at Newburgh less than five 
miles away from its cable cars, there could be no Mount Beacon Incline 
railway.

Another determining factor in the success of the Association’s new en-
terprise was an already existing mass transit linkage from the river to 
the mountain. A ferryboat-to-streetcar connection on the east side of the 
river had been in place long before the Incline railway idea was born. 
Steamboat passengers disembarking at the Day line wharf at Newburgh 
had only a short stroll to the Newburgh ferry terminal and then it was 
mostly sitting again for the next leg of the trip. A nickel’s fare and a fif-
teen-minute ferry ride brought them across the bay to fishkill landing. 
Outside that terminal’s gates awaited trolley cars of the Citizens Street 
railway Company. the villages of fishkill landing and Matteawan 
(which would unite in 1913 to become the city of Beacon) had had an 
electric streetcar system in place since 1892, the first of its kind in the 
Hudson Valley between New York and Albany. 

Citizens railway also owned the Carroll electric Power Company; and 
Citizens’ board of directors, recognizing the financial rewards of a po-
tential hundredfold increase in ridership coupled with the opportunity to 
supply power to the Incline, early on joined forces with the Mount Bea-
con Association. for their part in the enterprise, the traction company 
needed to lay a half mile of rails and ties in order to extend the new line 
to the foot of Mount Beacon. to save time and money, work gangs tore 
up an abandoned line to the short-lived Groveville Amusement Park off 
Washington Avenue in Matteawan and recycled those rails for the new, 
zigzagging trolley route to the mountain. 

By late spring of 1902, the Mount Beacon Incline railway was ready to 
roll. the Mohawk Construction Company of Mohawk, New York, with 
its work force of 73 laborers had completed the mountain railroad con-
struction through the winter in an impossibly short six months. the Otis 
elevator Company of Yonkers, under the guidance of its consulting en-
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gineer genius, thomas e. Brown, contrived a single-track incline cable-
car system with a turnout in the middle that enabled the two cars to pass 
one another while each stayed on its own side of the tracks. the Otis 
design was simple, safe and efficient to run. the Incline extended 2,200 
feet from the base to the top, rising in spots 68 feet in a hundred feet of 
length—making stretches of the railway’s ascent steeper than any other 
Incline in the world. the two cable cars had ten rows of seats, five to a 
row, with all seats laid out in grandstand fashion and facing the height-
ened view of the Hudson river. 

By May of 1902, a rush-work job was complete on the summit’s Casino 
(a dance hall and restaurant, not a gambling house) with all construction 
materials having been hauled up by the now functional Incline cable 
car. Also finished by that May was the Citizens railway loop of track 
on its private right-of-way located in front of the Incline’s base station. 
At least five of the company’s single-track open and closed trolleys now 
were available to carry tourists from the ferry plaza to the mountain. 
Directions of “take the red flag trolley to Mount Beacon” were posted 
near the ferry for first-time tourists (a trolley with a white flag went to 
fishkill Village, five miles in the wrong direction). 

the three-mile, 15 minute ride on the red flag trolley to the turnabout in 
front of the Incline base station was a sightseeing mini-journey in itself. 
the streetcars climbed the steep hill from the river to Main Street on a 
long straightaway, seemingly with the mountain dead ahead. But near 

Streetcar returning from Mt. Beacon nears ferry Plaza, circa 1913
 Beacon Historical Society Collection



the fishkill Creek in Matteawan at a bend near the old hat manufactur-
ing buildings, the trolley made the first of six abrupt 90-degree turns in 
the last mile to the Incline. Beyond the hat factories, the trolley line led 
through ever rising ledges of tree-lined neighborhoods in Matteawan’s 
foothills. Suddenly the trolley wheels clanked past the last rows of tight-
ly packed houses onto a high ground of open fields and pastureland—
passengers had arrived at the Mount Beacon Incline railway. 

On a hot, sunny Memorial Day in 1902, large crowds gathered at the 
foot of the mountain to take part in the grand opening of the Mount Bea-
con Incline railway. More than 1,400 fares (at 25 cents a ticket) were 
sold that holiday, due in large part to the Central Hudson Steamboat 
Company’s advertisements placed in New York City papers, promoting 
an excursion to the mountain resort and return to the city on the steamer 
Homer Ramsdell for the inclusive cost of one dollar. 

the marketing of this travel package deal most likely was arranged by 
Wilbur Weston, one of the original investors in the mountain and the 

aforementioned president 
of Central Steamboat, and 
now also the vice president 
of the Mount Beacon-on-
Hudson Association. (His 
brother Weldon remained 
in the livery and freighting 
business, though like his 
brother, he too was a major 
stockholder in the Associa-
tion and took on the added 
responsibility of being its 
treasurer and secretary.) 

Henry George, who had 
witnessed his dream of 
a mountain house and 
incline finally come to 

fruition, remained mostly in the background and stayed home in New 
Hampshire on opening day. Some ten years after the Incline’s opening, 
George did return to Mount Beacon, however, to manage the resort for 
a year. 

Passengers from the Newburgh ferry connecting 
to steamers home, circa 1914

Beacon Historical Society Collection
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Wilbur Weston did not live to see the propitious end of the first season 
of the Mount Beacon Incline. He died after a short illness in September 
of 1902 from blood poisoning after he bruised his leg on a deck table 
aboard his company steamer Homer Ramsdell. If he had lived, Weston 
would have been cheered by a very successful first year of operation for 
the Incline: by October 1902, when the resort had closed for the season, 
over 60,000 fares had been sold.

the Mount Beacon Incline railway and its summit resort and casino 
only grew more popular as each succeeding year unfolded. Sunday ex-
cursionists coming by steamboat from both up and down river continued 
to be the Incline’s mainstay. It was not uncommon to have 2,000 people 
on the mountain on a summer afternoon. the steamer St. John alone 
once had 1,700 passengers disembark at Newburgh in July1903. Down-
stream passengers from Kingston and Poughkeepsie also made the jour-
ney to partake of afternoon outings on Mount Beacon. the steamer Ur-
sula, for example, brought down 500 tourists destined for the mountain 
in September of 1912.

excursionists pose in this undated photo taken on Mount Beacon’s summit
Beacon Historical Society Collection

from the start, the Hudson had been the steady, silent partner in the 
Incline’s success, and the resort’s managers knew with certitude that the 
river was the source of their money. By day, telescopes mounted on the 
Casino roof looked down on river traffic below. By night, on the Casino 
roofline facing the river was an illuminated sign with huge letters 10 feet 
tall by 6 feet wide spelling out “Mt. BeACON.” Mounted on the Cas-



At 1,540 feet above sea level, Mount Beacon offered superb views of the Hudson and 
a thrilling steep ascent to the top of the mountain by funicular railway car. Dutchess 
County Historical Society Collection.

the steamboat Benjamin B. Odell began bringing tourists up the Hudson in 1911 to 
enjoy sites like Mount Beacon. the Odell was equipped with 68 staterooms, a 100 seat 
dining salon and an observation lounge. Passengers could depart New York at 9:30am, 
reach the top of Mount Beacon by early afternoon and at the end of the day, enjoy a 
moonlit voyage home. Dutchess County Historical Society Collection.
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Mount Beacon’s Casino (left) and railway Powerhouse (right): Although a 1927 fire de-
stroyed the Casino, the Powerhouse survived - enabling the railway owners to continue 
operation and rebuild on the site. Dutchess County Historical Society Collection.

Mount Beacon Casino built in 1902 with wraparound verandas and an observatory for 
enjoying the scenic views. A searchlight in the cupola (to the right of the roof deck) lit up 
the night sky. Dutchess County Historical Society Collection.



ino’s cupola was a 36-inch reflector searchlight, powerful enough to be 
seen by the big night boat steamers plying the dark Hudson river be-
tween Albany and New York. the night boats in turn pointed their own 
huge searchlights upward to the Casino, and a dance of streaming lights 
would illuminate the night sky.

But the Mount Beacon experience was much more than just an exciting 
4½ minute cable-car ride up a mountainside, with accompanying superb 
panoramic views drawing crowds back year after year. the resort’s man-
agement offered dancing in the Casino with an orchestra every Wednes-
day and Saturday night during the summer. On the summit there were 
picnic groves, burro rides, hiking trails, a miniature amusement park, 
and open-air movies shown on the Casino’s veranda. 

In 1908, the Mount Beacon-on-Hudson Association expanded its opera-
tion to an even grander scale by building the luxurious Beaconcrest Ho-
tel adjacent to the Casino. the three-story hotel had 75 guest chambers, 
with rates of $2.50 per day or $15 per week. Now with a new modern 
hotel, a thriving summer cottage colony on the summit, a nightclub-like 
atmosphere of dancing, dining and music at the Casino, and of course, 
“the Steepest Incline in the World,” Mount Beacon had grown from a 
regional to a national tourist attraction. 

left to right:  Beaconcrest Hotel, Casino and Powerhouse on the summit of Mount 
Beacon, circa 1910. Beacon Historical Society Collection.
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these were the golden years - from 1902 to 1927 - of Mount Beacon and 
its Incline railway. In this 25-year period more than two million people 
rode the Incline (there are no hard figures available; the best year was 
in 1926, when 110,000 fares were sold. A good guess estimate is 90,000 
riders per year). But this golden age coincided with the slow decline of 
glamorous travel by steamboat on the Hudson. By 1927, the Central 
Hudson Steamboat Company was about to go under. In daily travel, the 
streetcar had only a few short years left in Beacon before it too disap-
peared. the automobile clearly was on the ascendant.  

for the Incline, 1927 was a momentous year. On the 16th of October 
1927, fire engulfed the Casino and the Beaconcrest Hotel. Only the Pow-
erhouse, cars and track were spared. Manager John B. lodge resolutely 
vowed to rebuild, and indeed a new Casino opened the following spring. 
the Mount Beacon Incline railway survived for another 50 years, out-
lasting the steamboats, the ferries, the trolleys, and most other Inclines. 
today, though only rusting tracks reveal the spot where thousands once 
rode, the mountain and the river still beckon. Dreamers still come; and 
like Downing, George and Weston, in awe they dream what might be. 

for further reading:
Bailensen, len. “the Decline of an Incline railway,” Electrical Apparatus 44, no. 9 
(August  1991): 23-24.   
Buckman, David lear. Old Steamboat Days on the Hudson River. New York: Grafton 
Press, 1907.
[Downing, Andrew Jackson]. “America Highland Scenery—Beacon Hill.” New York 
Mirror, March 14, 1835.
Milster, Conrad. “Steam Navigation on the Hudson river: Its Origins, Glorious Achieve-
ments, Slow Decline and Apparent Demise in Our time,” Sea History (Spring 1978): 
8-11.
Murphy, robert J., and Denise Doring VanBuren. Beacon Revisited. Portsmouth: Arca-
dia Publshing, 1998.
______. Historic Beacon. Portsmouth: Arcadia Publishing, 2003.
Otis elevator Company. “Otis Incline railways.” 1913.
______. “She’ll Be Comin’ ‘round the Mountain,” The Otis Bulletin (March/April 
1952): 9-11.
Stanford, Peter. “’A Peculiar Note of romance: the Heritage of the Hudson river 
Steamer,” Sea History (Spring 1978): 4-7.
Whitney, eugene. “Memorandum on Mount Beacon Incline railway,” November 16, 
1916.
Beacon Historical Society Archives. Beacon, New York. 
Newspapers: Beacon Journal, 1923-1926; Beacon News, 1927-1930; Fishkill Daily 
Herald (fishkill landing and Beacon), 1908-1913; Fishkill Standard (fishkill landing 
and Beacon), 1900-1909; Matteawan Journal May 6, 1905; Newburgh Daily May 27, 
1902; Newburgh News, 1927-1930.                



 The Hudson River in Maps
by Nan Fogel

When Henry Hudson left Holland in 1609, he didn’t have a map of the 
Hudson river. He had some instructions from fellow englishman, Cap-
tain John Smith, who advised him “to seek a passage to the Pacific Ocean 
at about the 40 to 50 degree North latitude, or still farther north.”

early mariners did make notes and chart-like drawings of their explora-
tions. But these records were kept secret to give a commercial or military 
advantage to the nation or company sponsoring a voyage. the Dutch 
east India Company had organized chart production as a secret func-
tion, and they furnished ships with charts only in manuscript. In 1602 
the Dutch Government appointed a cartographer to update charts with 
the latest information from returning explorers. the mariners who most 
needed sailing information for ocean and coastal navigation in the early 
17th century were those working for trading companies, particularly 
companies from england, france and Holland who were all looking for 
a route to the east Indies at that time. 

Hudson, an englishman hired by the Dutch east India Company, sailed 
on the Half Moon with a crew of eighteen seamen - half of them Dutch 
and half of them english. When they reached Greenland, they went 
south, arriving at Cape Cod on August 6 and the Chesapeake Bay on 
August 26. Sailing north, they entered the mouth of the Hudson river 
on September 12. robert Juet, an officer on the Half Moon, kept a log of 
the voyage, now a historical document. He noted, “this is a very good 
land to fall with, and a pleasant land to see.” 1 

Juet made the first “map” of the river as he took soundings on the way 
upriver. “Sounding” is an ancient method of measuring the depth of 
water, going back at least 2,500 years to the egyptians. Sailors used a 
marked pole to calculate depth or a sounding line with a piece of lead 
at the bottom “armed” with tallow or clay to provide information on 
bottom material. this vital procedure helped prevent ships from being 
grounded on rocks and shoals, invisible beneath the surface of the water. 
Because depths can change with tides, currents and shifting sediment, it 
was important to sound often.
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As Hudson and his crew sailed north on the river, they marveled at the 
lush forests on either side, the sumptuous oysters the Indians brought as 
gifts and the wild animals that could be seen on shore or in the clothing 
worn by native men and women. the river narrowed as they went fur-
ther north, and at one point they sent men ahead in a small boat to sound. 
Upon receiving news that the water was too shallow for the Half Moon 
to go on, Hudson had to assume he had not found the route to China. 
the Half Moon sailed back down the river and out to the sea bound for 
Holland.

We know now that the Hudson river is an estuary, a tidal river with 
twice-daily tides going as far north as troy. Depending on the season 
and weather conditions, salt water from the Atlantic can go as far as 
Newburgh and even to Poughkeepsie during drought conditions. the 
smell of salt air in Poughkeepsie is rare but possible on hot dry sum-
mer days. In spring the opposite conditions prevail. the salt line drops 
below the tappan Zee as fresh water from rain and snow melt flow from 
tributaries into the river. from Catskill north to troy are sandbars and 
islands formed by sediment flowing downstream on tides and currents - 
obstacles that have demanded attention from the nineteenth century on 
to keep the shipping channel navigable. 

Probably the reports of Hudson and his crew on the abundance of rich 
land and animals for pelts was the catalyst for Dutch traders to begin 
coming to the New World. In 1614 three merchants from Holland came 
to the New World and within two years, they had received a charter from 
the government giving them rights to trade on land between the “North 
and South rivers,” i.e. the Hudson and the Delaware. A trading post and 
a few houses were built at the tip of present-day Manhattan and a trading 
post, fort Nassau, at Albany. By 1620 there were several more Dutch 
traders. A year later, the Dutch West India Company was chartered to 
control trading in what was now known as “New Netherlands.”

the first permanent settlers arrived in 1625, dividing themselves into 
four groups to settle along the Connecticut and Delaware rivers, and 
in Manhattan and fort Orange at Albany. Peter Minuet brought anoth-
er group of permanent settlers in 1626 and made his famous purchase 
of Manhattan Island from the Indians. the new settlement was named 
“New Amsterdam.” river Mauritius was the name given to the Hudson 
river in honor of the Dutch Prince, although later its name was changed 
to the North river. the Dutch explored their water highway, especially 



the 150 miles between New Amsterdam and fort Orange, dividing it 
into fourteen sections called reaches - a reach being the length of a 
straight sailing course between two bends in the river. Sailing charts 
from the 1630s on show these reaches and accurate markings of shore-
lines and anchorages. 

the Dutch West India Company offered their members a “patroon” sys-
tem of owning land along the river. Sixteen acres of riverfront land on 
one side of the river or eight acres on both sides “as far east or West as 
any habitation” would be given to any member who would bring fifty 
adult settlers to work as tenant farmers. few took the opportunity. life 
in Holland was pleasant enough at the time and from the very beginning, 
the Dutch intent was trade, especially furs (the skins and pelts of beaver, 
muskrat, mink, lynx, and otter) rather than farming. (the official seal of 
New Netherlands had an image of a beaver at its center.) With few ex-
ceptions settlement along the river was limited to New Amsterdam and 
Beverwyck, the name of the community at Albany.

Adriaen Van der Donck was a young lawyer from Holland who came to 
New Netherlands to work for the Patroon Kiliaen Van rensselaer. Van 
der Donck later lived in New Amsterdam and owned several thousand 
acres in what is now Westchester County. In his book A Description 
of the New Netherlands, he gives glowing accounts of the extravagant 
natural resources and beauty of the river valley in an effort to encourage 
settlers to emigrate from Holland. He also left us a map of New Nether-
lands (figure 1) with a view of New Amsterdam, c. 1656. 

On this map, all place names are Indian or Dutch. fort Orange is marked 
along with the Mohawk river (called the Marquaa Kill) with Quebec 
indicated just north. the Adirondacks are unmarked and were yet to be 
explored. Patroon Van rensselaer’s holdings are shown as “renselaer’s 
Wyck.” Although we see none of the state boundaries we are so accus-
tomed to, enough names are recognizable for the map to be familiar. 

Also eager to be part of the prosperous fur trade were the english. they 
had long harbored ill will toward the Dutch, believing that Sebastian 
Cabot’s 1498 voyage had established england’s ownership of the land 
the Dutch claimed. In the early 1660s, the english colonies in New eng-
land and Virginia greatly outnumbered the Dutch population of 10,000. 
When english ships arrived to claim their territory in 1664, the Dutch 
Governor Peter Stuyvesant surrendered.  
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figure 1: Map of the New Netherlands with a View of New Amsterdam, A.D. 1656: 
from A Description of the New Netherlands by Adriaen Van der Donck.

Although the Dutch recaptured their city briefly in 1673, the following 
year a treaty restored it to england. In November of 1673 the Province 
of New Netherlands became New York; and in short order, fort Orange 
was renamed fort Albany; Dutchess County was given its name in honor 
of the english Dutchess of York, Mary Beatrice; and the North river be-
came “Hudson’s river.” Unlike the Dutch Patroon system, the english 
preferred the use of  “Crown Patents” which were lands granted by the 
King upon application, usually to men of influence or connections with 
the colonial government. A license to purchase the land was needed to 
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insure the sale had been negotiated with the Indians, and an Indian had 
to be present to give consent before the patent was granted. 

Often men formed partnerships to buy large tracts of land for business 
reasons (like fur trading) or purely on speculation. the rombout Pat-
ent, for example, was a partnership of three men – francois rombout, 
Gulian Verplanck and Stephanus Van Cortland – who purchased 85,000 
acres between the fishkill and Wappingers Creeks eastward “into the 
woods fouer Hours goeing….” the patent is dated October 17, 1685 and 
is the first crown patent issued in New York.

In 1697 a license was granted to Caleb Heathcote and Augustine Gra-
ham, Surveyor General of the Province of New York, to acquire land in 
central Dutchess County. their negotiations with the Indians resulted in 
the purchase of 145,000 acres, which included the last unclaimed land 
along the river. Heathcote and Graham were joined by seven additional 
investors to receive in May of 1697, the Nine Partners Patent extend-
ing from the Hudson river to the Connecticut line. two years later the 
riverfront land was divided into nine “water lots” to give each of the 
patentees all-important access to the river. 

Some of the owners divided and sold their land quickly to immigrants 
or settlers pushing west from New england. In 1734, the main body of 
the patent was again divided into 36 equal shares, four shares apiece to 
the original nine patentees, their heirs or new owners. By 1700, all the 
land along the Indian trail from Manhattan to Albany had been sold by 
Indian owners who began to move back from the river. figure 2 shows 
the first two divisions of the 9 Partners Patent: the water lots in 1699 and 
the division into 36 lots in 1734.

early Hudson river commerce was heavily influenced by the Dutch who 
brought their maritime experience with them. they were used to shallow 
water and tides and built the broad-bottomed boats that worked well on 
their canals. their designs fit conditions on the Hudson, and their sloops 
were to dominate the river for 200 years. 

Over time sloops were modified according to use - for passengers or 
freight, usually both. As lands along the river were settled, the demand 
for travel and shipping increased. By 1812 there were 200 sloops on the 
river and by 1832, after the erie Canal opened, there were 1,200 making 
regular runs between New York and Albany, stopping at landings up 
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figure 2: Map of the Great or lower Nine Partners, from copy of a map made by rich-
ard edsall, esq., 29th May, 1734. Dutchess County Historical Society Collection.

and down the river to drop off or pick up passengers, freight and mail. 
Under perfect conditions, the 150 mile trip between New York and Al-
bany took 24 hours; more often, wind and tides extended the time from 
four to seven days.

The Hudson in the American Revolution

Colonial soldiers fought alongside those from Great Britain against 
france in the french and Indian War of the mid-18th century. At the end 
of the war, the english Parliament sought increased taxes on the colo-
nies to recoup war expenses. to be forced to comply with a government 
in which they had no voice to protest brought defiance. the American 
colonists made their feelings known in acts such as the Boston tea Party, 
and the British retaliated by closing the port of Boston along with other 
measures. the conflict escalated until the first Continental Congress was 
appointed. Since the British controlled Canada and the Atlantic seaboard, 
taking the Hudson river - either from the north or the south - meant they 
would be able to stop ammunition and food supplies coming from New 
england to reinforce the Patriots. the Americans, for that is how they 
had begun to think of themselves, also believed the Hudson and the 



Fort Constitution

Fort Independence

Fort
 Montgomery

Fort 
Clinton

figure 3: locations of American forts in the Highlands at the time of the revolution. 
Detail from: A topographical map of Hudson’s River, with the channels, depth of water, 
rocks, shoals, etc. and the country adjacent from Sandy -Hook, New York and bay to Fort 
Edward. library of Congress Digital Map Collection. 
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this revolutionary War era map, which includes the Hudson river, was published in 
england in 1775. Given the unrest in the American colonies at that time, it is not unrea-
sonable to assume the map may have been made for military purposes. The Province of 
New York with Part of Pennsylvania and New England Map by John Monstresor (1775).
Copper plate engraving. Albany Institute of History and Art.
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Highlands were key to their success. the Continental Congress passed 
resolutions to build fortifications on both sides of the Hudson’s High-
lands to prevent British ships from moving north and cutting off the 
ferry crossings that were supply routes. 

A strategic committee was appointed to select sites for one or more for-
tifications, and in 1777, the American strategy of taking advantage of 
the natural features of the river resulted in the construction of  fort Clin-
ton and fort Montgomery on high ground on the west side of the river 
across from Anthony’s Nose. these sites were situated at one of the 
narrowest and most turbulent sections of the river, a stretch called “the 
Horse race.” After the wide bay at Newburgh, the river narrows and 
bends near present-day West Point and Constitution Island, channeling 
the water into a narrow gorge. Ships had to sail through single file at 
one of the deepest points in the river where the surrounding mountains 
created cross winds as well as swift and dangerous currents. these con-
ditions gave the American patriots the advantage of being able to fire 
successfully on the British from above. two other forts – fort Constitu-
tion and fort Independence – were located on the east side of the river 
(Figure 3). 

Iron chains and booms were stretched across the river twice to prevent 
the British from continuing upriver, although British ships initially sailed 
right over these barriers and continued north to burn Kingston and Cler-
mont. (the second chain was never tested after the war’s center shifted 
away from the Hudson.) 

Navigating the River

With the maiden voyage of America’s first steamship in 1807, a new 
era in river development began. As more boats plied the river, the need 
to help mariners navigate increased. lightship boats carrying lamps 
lit with sperm oil were introduced in 1820. these stationary vehicles 
warned ships of rocks and dangerous shoals. 

A series of lighthouses was begun in 1826 as a better way to aid boats 
along the river. the first lighthouse at Stony Point was one of fourteen 
built between New York and Albany that were lit with whale oil lamps 
with parabolic reflectors. later kerosene fueled these beacons, but all 
were automated by the 1950s. Seven Hudson river lighthouses remain, 
and some are restored as landmarks open for tours. (Figure 5)

In shallow places along the river, especially north of Catskill, the growth
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figure 4: Detail of The Hudson by Daylight Map from New York Bay to the Head of 
the Tide Water. Wallace Bruce. (New York: Bryant Union Publisher, 1894). 

figure 5: Detail of map showing steamboat channel at Kingston. Note the rondout 
lighthouse, Hudson river Day line landing and rondout ferry to rhinecliff. Wallace 
Bruce: The Hudson by Daylight Map, 1894. 
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of vegetation, accumulation of sediment and newly-formed islands ham-
pered travel for boats going to and from Albany. the thirty-mile section 
of the river between the cities of troy and Hudson was filled with sand-
bars. At Castleton, the Overslaugh Bar caused boats to go aground at 
low tide and was an impediment well into the 19th century. 

In 1790 the State authorized a dyke to be built to direct water into a 
faster channel and carry away sediment. this was only partially success-
ful, and periodically the river had to be dredged to keep the main chan-
nel open for ships - particularly after the erie Canal’s opening increased 
traffic on the river. In the 1860s federal and state governments cooper-
ated on a project to dredge Overslaugh Bar, constructing dykes along the 
islands and banks of the river. eventually this function would be turned 
over to the Army Corps of engineers.

Mapping the Hudson Today

Annea lockwood, a composer and former Professor of Music at Vas-
sar College, has given us a truly unusual “sound map” of the Hudson 
river. Commissioned by the Hudson river Museum in Yonkers, it is an 
“aural journey from the source of the river, lake tear of the Clouds in 
the high peak area of the Adirondacks, downstream to the lower Bay 
and Atlantic.” 

lockwood had recorded rivers in many countries since 1970 and in 
1982, she took recordings of the “music” of the Hudson at fifteen loca-
tions along the course of the river. “each stretch of the Hudson,” she 
wrote, “has its own sonic texture, formed by terrain, varying according 
to the weather, season and, downstream, the human environment….” 
One recording was done in Dutchess County at Norrie Point in Staats-
burg. Another was done at nearby Garrison.

taking another direction, this time straight down, the Hudson is also be 
ing mapped along its bottom. With support from the Hudson river estu-
ary Program of the New York State Department of environmental Con-
servation, a team of scientists from Columbia University and the State 
University of New York at Stony Brook have made the first comprehen-
sive map of the Hudson river estuary’s floor. Although point soundings 
and core samples of sediments from the bottom of the river have been 
collected in the past and provided information, they did not provide 
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images that scientists could study and interpret. Beginning in 1998, the 
entire estuary was mapped from the Verrazano Narrows Bridge to the 
federal dam at troy.

the suspended sediment in tidal rivers such as the Hudson prevents 
visibility beyond a few inches. However, water is a good conductor of  
sound, and this is the key to producing acoustic images and interpre-
tive maps. Using sophisticated sonar systems, scientists direct sound 
toward the river bottom and measure the energy that is reflected back. 
they record the time it takes for sound to travel to the bottom, time to 
travel back and the strength of the reflected sound energy. the energy’s 
strength is controlled by physical properties of the river bottom - i.e., the 
grain size in sediments, roughness of the river bottom at various scales 
and any plants or animals living on the bottom; thereby providing a “pic-
ture” of the river floor.

A special camera system is used to get sediment profile images and cross-
sections of the upper few inches of sediments. this information, along 
with other data, allows scientists to determine the type and number of 
animals living in the sediment and on its surface. Sediment cores are also 
taken to get quantitative measures of sediment grain size and composi-
tion. these sampling techniques augment the acoustic images, provid-
ing further information to better understand and interpret sediment data. 
(for example, because it is known that sturgeon prefer a gravel habitat, a 
map showing distributions of gravel beds also indicates potential breed-
ing grounds for sturgeon.) this type of natural resource mapping is used 
to study the habitats of various species in the estuary, monitor movement 
of sediments and contaminants and provide useful baseline data for un-
derstanding how the estuary changes over time. (figure 6)

In a related National estuarine research reserve project, Department 
of environmental Conservation researcher Dan Miller looks at human 
changes to the river over time. As a restoration biologist, Miller is con-
cerned with damage to plant and animal habitats that human changes 
have wrought. the mapping he generates compares data from historic 
maps of the river with those of the present day to show how the river has 
been altered and what it means for our ecosystems.

Most modifications to the Hudson were made after the erie Canal was 
built in 1825. earlier, the channel from New York to Catskill was deep 



figure 6: Map of the Ancient Oyster reefs found in the tappan Zee. New York State 
Department of environmental Conservation.

figure 7: Map of “braided” channel showing shallows filled with vegetation, sandbars 
and islands that limit navigation. New York State Department of environmental Con-
servation.
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enough for ships of that time to pass. North of Catskill the river was a 
“braided” channel with shallows filled with vegetation, sandbars and 
islands limiting navigation. With the completion of the erie Canal, the 
movement of goods westward to the Great lakes promised increased 
opportunities for commerce, and Albany became a focal point for ship-
ping. A series of “improvement” projects were undertaken by state and 
federal agencies, and a number of dykes were built to direct water into 
the main channel. 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a major dredging project by the 
Army Corps of engineers deepened the channel to accommodate ship-
ping. federal legislation in 1925 mandated the channel be dredged to 
27 feet. Over time, dredge spoil that had been piled behind dykes filled 
in about 3,300 acres of shallow estuary habitats. the surface area of the 
river between the city of Hudson and troy was reduced by 28% as a 
result of fill and, although the river gained in depth, sixty-eight channels 
were reduced to twenty-four. today the channel’s depth is maintained at 
37 feet by the Army Corps of engineers.

Using computer technology and GIS systems to superimpose present 
conditions over historic maps, new maps are made that show the effects 
of past human actions. Areas of disturbance are identified, offering sci-
entists informed choices about restoration. 

The Hudson River and Its Watershed: The Making of a Map

One of my favorite maps of the Hudson river is actually a painting of 
its watershed, created by Connie Brown and Duncan Milne of redstone 
Studios, for Beacon Institute for rivers and estuaries. from its headwa-
ters at lake tear of the Clouds in the Adirondacks to its mouth at New 
York Harbor, the Hudson river’s watershed covers 13,400 square miles 
and encompasses parts of New York, Vermont, Massachusetts, New Jer-
sey, and Connecticut.  twelve million people live within its boundaries, 
yet very few are familiar with its geographic magnitude. Its great size 
draws attention to its importance and the need for wise stewardship.

the Brown-Milne map was commissioned in 2007 by Beacon Institute 
to celebrate its founding as a global center for research on rivers and 
estuaries and for educational purposes (Figure 8). Mapmaker Connie 
Brown spoke recently at the Albany Institute of History and Art where 
her map hangs in the museum’s Quadricentennial exhibit: Hudson 



figure 8: The Hudson River and Its Watershed: The Making of a Map. Beacon Institute 
for rivers and estuaries: Beacon, New York. By Connie Brown and Duncan Milne, 
redstone Studios.

River Panorama: 400 Years of History, Art and Culture. “I make maps 
on canvas,” Brown said, “using acrylic wash and pencil or pen. Most of 
my maps, whether commissioned by an individual or an organization, 
serve to celebrate or commemorate a place. they are intended to be 
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beautiful and geographically correct – or as correct as my cartographic 
sources. the mission of this map was to show not only the Hudson but 
the river’s watershed, an unknown shape to most people.”  

The Hudson and Its Watershed offers wonderful examples of the dif- 
ficulties of defining the watershed’s boundaries. Drawing from existing 
maps within the U.S. Geological Survey, the Center for International 
earth Science Information Network and the Hudson river Sloop Clear-
water, Duncan Milne spent countless hours tracing the branches of the 
watershed, from the widest stretches of the Hudson river to the smallest 
streams. “We think of maps as collections of finite facts, but really they 
are a series of best judgments and often guesses,” says Milne. “Ulti-
mately, the map is more human than we imagine. even with the best 
information and technology, someone has to discern its final path, extent 
and interconnectedness.”

the Brown-Milne map was also intended to show, in the form of illus-
trations, important aspects of the Hudson. Brown chose images of our 
history and culture to surround the map, all set within a beaded border in 
the old style of mapmaking. Decisions of design and ornamentation were 
inspired by the sixteenth and seventeenth century maps of Jean de Beins, 
John White, John farrar, and Willem Blaeu. this “cartographic plunder” 
is a long standing tradition in mapmaking. According to Brown, “In past 
centuries, the mapmaker – unless he was also a surveyor or a naviga-
tor – was dependent upon the work of his predecessors, improving upon 
their maps if he’d been apprised of new discoveries or refinements. fur-
thermore, mapmakers freely borrowed each other’s ornamentation and 
ornamentation from other kinds of art.”

“You can’t spend hundreds of hours mapping a place without learning 
about it and loving it,” says Brown. “In the gestation and birth of a map 
like this, I nurture a maternal solicitude for the map’s subject – here, a 
famous, beautiful and vulnerable river system whose health and contin-
ued majesty is in our hands.”2

When I think of the Hudson river, a thousand images come to mind.   
the river’s surface - as flat as a mirror or like a cauldron of white caps. 
Cloud shadows racing across the water or no clouds at all. Views of the 
flat blue planes of the Catskills in late afternoon, the changing color of 
water at sunset, or the way the water dances between tides. the whistle
of trains coming and going at all hours of the day or night, the ice groan-



ing as it moves downriver in a thaw and the “plosh, plosh” of piec-
es breaking away from the larger flow. the river’s majestic physical 
properties: its length and deepest part, the wide bays and shallows with 
sandbars, the shape of the river’s watershed, and the colorful names the 
Dutch gave to its stretches: Sailmakers reach, Martyrs reach, Clover 
reach. the river’s history: where ships ran aground, where Major Andre 
crossed the river with the plans of West Point in his boot, where Brit-
ish and Hessian soldiers tramped through forest and swamp to make a 
surprise attack on forts Clinton and Montgomery. the odd shapes of the 
early patents and the place names the Dutch left us: Kinderhook, tappan 
Zee, Catskills; and the Indian names: Poughkeepsie, Manhattan, Wap-
pingers. the beautiful paintings of the river by Kensett and Gifford and 
others like them; the stories of rip Van Winkle and Ichabod Crane. Pete 
Seeger singing “Sailing Down My Golden river.” And then, of course, 
there are the maps. their story brings together so many aspects of the 
river’s history and culture in ways that delight and inform. the more I 
learn about the river, the more I love it. 

1   roland Van Zandt, Chronicles of the Hudson, (Hensonville, NY: Black Dome Press 
Corp.) 9.
2  Special thanks to Beacon Institute staff and Patricia Dunne for contributing to this 
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Commercial Fishing in 
Dutchess County

by Dan Shapley (photos by Helanna Bratman)

the first recorded fishing trip in the vicinity of Dutchess County was 
not particularly successful - and it impressed robert Juet and other 
crew members on the Half Moon less than other expeditions had during 
Henry Hudson’s 1609 voyage of discovery. “the river is full of fish,” 
Juet wrote on September 14, as the Half Moon entered the Highlands 
around present-day Peekskill. the next day, deep in the mountainous 
Highlands, he wrote of the “great store of salmon in the river.” twelve 
days later, though, after Hudson had given up on the North river as a 
passage through the continent, Juet writes of an attempt at catching fish, 
possibly in the vicinity of present-day rhinebeck: “Our master’s mate 
and boatswain and three more of the company, went on land to fish, but 
could not find a good place. they took four or five and twenty mullets, 
breams, basses and barbils, and returned in an hour.”  

the modest results of that first fishing trip notwithstanding, fishing has 
had a fundamental place in the culture of Dutchess County and of the 
Hudson Valley for generations, and the echoes of its past importance 
reverberate still, if more faintly. there’s Sturgeon Point, a prominent 
ridge jutting into the river south of rhinecliff; fishing flats road, a 
name found on some maps for Mill road, which wraps around Vander-
burgh Cove in Staatsburg; and of course fishkill, which translates from 
the Dutch simply as fish Creek. these are signposts of mere shadows 
though. 

Neither the population of fish in the Hudson, nor the fishermen who catch 
them is as large as it once was, and consequently, the place of commer-
cial fishing in the culture of the Hudson Valley is diminished. fishing 
camps were once a part of every settlement on the river, and the spring 
spawning run was greeted with enthusiasm by the entire population; 
today only a handful of fishermen net shad or blue crabs, and the spawn-
ing run can pass without many taking notice. even the white blooms of 
the shadbush are known by other names - serviceberry, juneberry, etc. 
few today have a taste for American shad (alosa sapidissima, “herring 
most delicious”) or “Albany beef” as Atlantic sturgeon was once known. 
fewer recall even a hint of the vast store of fish the Hudson once pro-



vided: Colonial accounts record fish so abundant, one could imagine 
walking across the river on their backs; in a phenomenon some ecolo-
gists call “shifting baselines,” our idea of abundance has been revised 
down with each generation. If our farms were producing fewer veg-
etables with each harvest, we would take note with growing alarm; but 
even at a time when locally produced food is being championed and the 
station of farmers elevated, few remark on the disappearance of the local 
fisherman and his fish.

“I’m absolutely dumbfounded, appalled, and I find it incomprehensible 
that I live near this river and I don’t eat its fish. It’s a comment on the 
hubris of American society that we can live near a food supply, poison 
it and not be upset by that,” said roger Panetta, a professor at fordham 
University who has collected oral histories from Hudson river fisher-
men. “Are we that affluent that we could destroy a food source like this? 
It’s not incomprehensible from economic terms. But it’s incomprehen-
sible...that we pass that notion on to our children.”   

What happened to this vast local food supply? What happened to the 
abundance of one of the world’s most biologically productive estuar-
ies? What happened to our fish and the culture that they were a part 
of? this essay will introduce the complex set of ecological, political 
and cultural factors that have compromised or endangered most of the 
Hudson’s major food fish, while exploring the history of commercial 
fishing on the Hudson river and introducing those few Dutchess County 
fishermen who remain, as well as others who exist in the living memory 
of Dutchess residents.

Shad from the 
Bilyou nets: 

Marlboro, 
2005.

Photo by 
Helanna   

Bratman.
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The Hudson River: Ecological Context  

Where rivers meet the sea, in tidal estuaries like the Hudson, there is 
a fresh-salt slosh of water that supports some of the most productive 
ecosystems on earth. the Hudson is influenced by tides as far north as 
troy (where a federal dam interrupts its ebb and flow) and is influenced 
by salt water into the mid-Hudson region. two hundred sixteen spe-
cies of fish have been documented in the Hudson river watershed, from 
the humble hogchoker (a resident) to the ancient and gigantic Atlantic 
sturgeon (a part-timer) as well as new migrants that are introduced by 
human hands with a regularity that alarms ecologists. the latest addition 
to the list, added April 30, 2009, was the weatherfish. According to the 
Hudson River Almanac: “Doug Carlson collected an oriental weather-
fish (Misgurnus anguillicaudatus) in the Dwaarkill, a tributary to the 
Wallkill river, where he found them to be common.” 

the impressive diversity of its geology provides a platform for biodi-
versity out of proportion to the Hudson’s length: just 315 miles from its 
source at lake tear of the Clouds, high on Mt. Marcy in the Adirondacks 
to its mouth at New York Harbor in the shadow of the financial capital 
of the world. from its impressive depths (216-feet deep at World’s end 
near West Point) to the broad shallows at esopus Meadows; from its 
tidal marshes and its tiniest tributaries to the Catskill Mountain streams 
that feed New York City’s reservoirs before spilling into the Hudson and 
its wide watershed; through the agricultural hills of the Mohawk Valley 
- the Hudson river provides habitat for an array of life.  

for humans living along the river, the Hudson has been a source of food 
since long before the river took the name of the english explorer search-
ing for a passage west for his Dutch sponsors. the first migrants to the 
valley, who arrived some 10,000 years ago, were the first to tap into the 
abundance of the river’s fish stores. evidence, in the form of waste mid-
dens unearthed by erosion or archaeologists at such locations as tivoli 
Bays, suggests native cultures harvested freshwater mussels and oys-
ers; fish hooks indicate they targeted fish as well. (It’s also from native 
Americans, apparently, that comes the most colorful explanation for 
American shad’s notorious boniness: A porcupine was rewarded for his 
complaints by being turned inside out and tossed in the river.) “People 
were fishing the river for 6,000-8,000 years before europeans arrived to 
learn the trade,” said tom lake, a fisherman, scientist and archaeologist. 
“In the strictest sense, the concept of ‘commercial’ fishing was one that 



europeans brought with them. It is a Western idea. the thought of catch-
ing fish for friends and neighbors, in exchange for goods and services, 
was here long ago. A Native sense of ‘commercial’ fishing would have 
had a far different meaning.”

Juet’s observation that the river was “full of fish” led to early and ongo-
ing exploitation of that vast store of natural riches. But it wasn’t until the 
last half of the 20th century that science and government began to catch 
up with the river’s abundance by defining, understanding, protecting, 
and managing the ecosystem that supports such impressive diversity of 
life. today, in large part through the inspiration of groups like Clearwater 
and Scenic Hudson, along with the coordination and funding of the New 
York State Department of environmental Conservation’s Hudson river 
Program in New Paltz, the funding of the Hudson river foundation in 
Manhattan, and the work of scientists from a broad array of universities 
and government agencies (such as those working at the Cary Institute, 
formerly the Institute of ecosystem Studies in Millbrook), the river bot-
tom has been mapped, the migrations of its major species tracked by sat-
ellite, the perturbations caused by alien species documented, and much 
else has been accomplished in the effort to understand how the river 
works and how its abundance can be restored and maintained.

Anadromous fish - those that live primarily in the ocean but return to 
rivers to spawn - have been traditionally the most important commercial 
species on the Hudson river. Chief among them: American shad, At-
lantic sturgeon and striped bass. for this reason, influences geographi-
cally far removed from the Hudson river have had a major influence 
on the health of the Hudson river, its fishes and its commercial fisher-
men. Conditions on the Hudson also influence the health of the Atlantic 
and other east Coast estuaries. Other species including resident short-
nose sturgeon, blue crab and white perch, shad’s cousins the blueback 
and alewife herring, and the unusual diadromous American eel (which 
spawns in the open ocean but lives in rivers) have all been part of the 
Hudson’s commercial mix at times.

the Hudson river has always been one of the east Coast’s primary - if 
not the primary - sources of American shad, from both an ecological and 
a commercial perspective. It was for a time one of the most important 
commercial sources of sturgeon. Next to cod, shad and sturgeon were 
the most heavily fished species in the United States at the turn of the 
20th century. 
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In the last years of the 19th century, fishermen pulled more than 500,000 
pounds of sturgeon and more than 2,000 tons of shad from the Hud-
son river. A report in the Poughkepsie News Telegraph dated July 16, 
1887 tallies the spring fishing season: “the catch of shad at Hudson 
was 10,000; Germantown and vicinity 40,975; Malden 35,000; tivoli 
10,000; Barrytown 11,000; rhinebeck 19,000; Kingston Point 17,262; 
rondout 17,000; Staatsburg and vicinity 24,607; Hyde Park 37,230; 
Poughkeepsie 24,447; New Hamburg 15,900; Newburg 19,600; Corn-
wall 18,000.” (An 1894 piece called 1887 the “banner year in the history 
of the shad fishery of this state.”)

today, the Hudson can still boast one of the healthiest populations of 
shortnose sturgeon (an endangered species) and robust numbers of 
striped bass, never as important a commercial fish as shad or sturgeon 
but now a sport fish so popular that its importance eclipses that of the 
commercial fishery in many people’s minds. At the same time these few 
species are thriving, the Hudson’s other signature species are in sharp 
and persistent decline. A 2008 report commissioned by the group river-
keeper found 10 of 13 key species “in serious long term decline and in 
danger of collapse.” Shad - the only remaining legal commercial fish 
(not counting blue crabs, a crustacean) is certainly among them. In 2008, 
in an effort to save a population that had dwindled to historically low 
levels, the DeC enacted emergency regulations, limiting the areas of 
the river and days of the week that fishermen could legally fish (fisher-
men are currently prohibited from fishing between Wednesday morning 
and Saturday evening). Herring, still caught primarily for sale as bait 
to striped bass anglers, seem to be facing a similar, but less-well docu-
mented decline.

The Hudson River Fishery  

Who were the Hudson’s fishermen? (It’s worth noting that the term 
“fishermen” isn’t carelessly written; though women were involved in 
the trade, and fishing was in some cases a family affair, the accounts that 
contributed to this essay suggest that women mostly helped on shore - 
by helping to untangle and dry nets or cleaning and selling fish, rather 
than netting fish out on the river.) the Hudson river fishery looks today 
much as it did 100 or 150 years ago, just on a much smaller scale. fish-
ing was not typically a full-time occupation; it was a seasonal source 
of income. likewise, the seasonal abundance of shad particularly, was 
widely recognized, as evidenced by the fish’s name being associated 



with other ephemera like the emergence of the shad fly and the blooming 
of the shad bush. these terms aren’t unique to the Hudson, but there is a 
reason they are in the local lexicon.  

Nets

the techniques fishermen used varied by fish and location in the river, 
but the major fish - shad, sturgeon and striped bass - have all been caught 
primarily with gill nets. these nets stretched across the river so that fish 
of the desired size could not pass through or back out without snagging 
their gills. Shad and striped bass are netted in the mid and upper reaches 
of the water column; sturgeon, a bottom feeder, in the depths. In the tap-
pan Zee downriver, fishermen used “stake nets”: tall poles staked long 
nets of up to 1,000 feet in length in the shallows, where they could be 
left anchored for hours or days. Upriver from the tappan Zee, including 
in Dutchess County, fishermen employ a technique both more compli-
cated and more elegant. Weighted at the bottom and buoyed at the top, 
“drift nets” are left to float at slack water - the period of time only a few 
hours long at the end of the flood tide and the beginning of the ebb, or 
vice versa. While active fishermen today are less likely to fish at night, 
night fishing was once common and was practiced in the waters off of 
Dutchess County into the 21st century by fred and rob Bilyou, out of 
Milton, and the Storms family out of Highland.

the mesh size of the gill nets varies by the fish and by state regula-
tion. today, most fishermen use 5.5-inch mesh to catch shad; sturgeon 
were caught in gill with a mesh size of as much as 16 inches. Knowing 
the best tide, the right depth, the best location, and appropriate weather 
conditions all contribute to a fisherman’s ability to “read the river.” this 
folk knowledge has served not only fishermen, but scientists and others 
seeking an understanding of the river. It was often passed on from father 
to son, or from mentor to novice, but in other cases it was learned from 
distant observation or from trial and error. 

the basic technique for catching fish on the Hudson hasn’t changed; 
what has changed is the composition of the nets (from cotton to linen to 
nylon), the nature of the buoys (from wood to foam or plastic) and the 
manner in which the bottom of the net is weighted (from metal rings to 
a leaded line). these innovations saved fishermen time and effort: nylon 
dries quickly and is less easily tangled, modern buoys are more durable 
and a weighted line is easier to keep untangled than a series of weight-
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ed rings. New Hamburg fisherman tom lake, who started fishing in 
1986, describes a further development in netting: “from 1986 through 
1997, we fished multifilament nylon nets, 600 feet long. In 1998 we 
changed to monofilament nets. though not traditional, they proved to 
be more efficient. from 1998 on, we fished alternately 600 feet, or tied 
two nets together for 1200 feet - both a blessing and a curse.” A state-
regulated “lift” period, when fishermen are prohibited from setting their 
nets is designed to ensure that fishermen leave enough fish to spawn 
each season so that the stocks are sustained for future years. A history of 
overfishing and other threats to be discussed have thwarted the achieve-
ment of that goal. 

One of Steve Nack’s crew taking a shad out of the net near Germantown, 2005. Photo 
by Helanna Bratman.

The Shad Boat 

likewise the boats used have changed, but not dramatically. tradition-
ally, the most common boat was a wooden two-man round-bottom row-
boat, about 20 feet in length give or take a few feet. these boats were 
made with pride by the few fishermen who were also expert craftsmen. 
today, all active fishermen use aluminum boats of about the same size, 
with outboard motors. the last round-bottom wooden shad boats on 
the Hudson river were built by Al Storms and used by his family out 
of Highland and the Bilyous out of Milton in the early 21st century. 
(Storms once said he’d like to have his boat buried with him when he 
dies.) the Hudson river fisheries trust in Beacon completed a replica



of a shad boat in 2005. rowing was once an essential skill for fishermen, 
and oars are still favored by some for the process of letting out and haul-
ing in nets, but this too is a less common practice today, as most boats 
are outfitted with outboard motors to at least ease the trip to and from the 
nets. traditionally each boat held two fishermen - one to row and one to 
handle nets. today, several fishermen fish alone.

Shad Shacks

Nets require drying and untangling after each “drift,” so fishermen 
would set up scaffolding made of various materials, often pipes, on 
which they would lay their nets in between drifts. Spiderwebs of drying 

nets were one hallmark of 
the fisherman’s domain: 
the riverside shad shack 
which served for some as 
a home, a home away from 
home, a retail business, or 
some combination of all 
three. While some fisher-
men sold to middlemen 
or directly to local fish 
markets or to the fulton 
fish Market in New York 
City, selling to neighbors 
has always been an as-
pect of the Hudson river 
fishery. Many fishermen 
would hammer together 
“shad shacks” where they 
launched their boats, us-
ing driftwood and other 
detritus to make a rudi-
mentary structure, which 
some would use during 
the fishing season (mostly 

during April and May); often, the shacks were left to crumble until the 
fishermen returned to repair them the following season. fred Bilyou’s 
dock in Milton was until recently a surviving example of the ingenious 
use of found materials: he hammered old signs, drift wood and other 
detritus into a serviceable dock to moor his boat.

Al Storms in front of his shad shack in Highland, 
2006. Photo by Helanna Bratman.
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Alex Sumahit, “the youngest shad fisherman:” Al Storms’ grandson on shore during 
night fishing near their shad shack in Highland, 2005. Photo by Helanna Bratman.

At shad shacks, customers would buy fresh-caught fish directly from 
the fishermen, though some also did or do business out of their homes. 
the last shad shack in the Mid-Hudson region was the Storms family’s 
shack in Highland, tucked between the railroad tracks and the river, in 
the shadow of the Poughkeepsie railroad Bridge. the 2006 destruction 
of Henry Gourdine’s shad shack in Ossining, to make way for a planned 
150-condominium waterfront development, made news and inspired a 
lawsuit. even today, when shad is in season, hand-lettered road signs 
reading “shad” or “shad roe” point customers in the right direction. 

for generations, groups of shacks were a common site at many river 
landings including at Hyde Park (as evidenced by the depictions on 
the Hyde Park Post Office murals) and in Poughkeepsie at the site now 
occupied by Shadows on the Hudson and the Grand View on rinaldi 
Boulevard. the latter site was once called “Shad row,” and when fish-
ermen had to relocate so the city could build a sewage treatment plant, 
they rebuilt at what they called “New City” near the Poughkeepsie rural 
Cemetery property. these camps were active at a time when many more 
fishermen could be found on the river. Al Storms, who fished for more 
than a half century, recalled a time when shad boats in the vicinity of 
Poughkeepsie “filled the river like a city.” these fishing camps had a 
culture all their own that today is unknown on the Hudson.



Overfishing 

the abuses to the Hudson river are numerous and well chronicled, and 
there is reason for celebration of its restoration. Since the federal Clean 
Water Act of 1972 and state laws that preceded it, sewage and industrial 
wastes no longer flow unfettered into the river (with some exceptions). 
As a result, water quality has improved to the point that swimming is safe 
in most of the river, and waterfront parks and developments have given 
the public unprecedented access to enjoy the river’s heralded scenery. 
Yet, as the cosmetic appearance and water quality of the river improved 
over the past 35 years or so, the decline of its fish has gone unrecognized 
by many of the residents who have participated in the enthusiastic cel-
ebration of the river’s recovery. the factors in the decline of the river’s 
most important commercial species are complicated, and scientists have 
not untangled all of them nor necessarily prioritized their importance. 
that said, many impacts are well documented and can be described. 
 
fisheries scientists generally agree that overfishing has been the biggest 
- but not the only - factor in the decline of the stocks of major Hudson 
river fish. In that respect, the Hudson is like other east Coast rivers and 
the ocean to which they are connected: One recent study estimated that 
29% of the world’s commercial fish stocks have already collapsed due 
to overfishing, and most others will collapse by the middle of the 21st 
century if current trends continue. Ongoing research by John Waldman 
of Queens College suggests that the decline of fish in the Hudson is em-
blematic of the state of affairs on every river connected to the Atlantic, 
both in the new and old worlds. 

On the Hudson, detailed records of fish stocks do not exist before the 
late 1800s, when the first thoroughly documented episode of overfishing 
decimated sturgeon and shad stocks. But it wasn’t the first episode. “the 
first collapse occurred prior to the known record,” write limburg et al. 
in “fisheries of the Hudson river estuary” (The Hudson River Estuary, 
Cambridge University Press, 2006). United States fish Commission re-
ports documented that in the 1870s, the Hudson stock (of shad) was 
“over-fished and in need of replenishment.” Another period of overfish-
ing followed before and during World War II, when shad were canned 
and sent overseas to feed the troops. Yet another came in the 1990s, 
as the “ocean intercept” fishery for shad took hold: A few international 
factory-scale ocean boats essentially camped out in the Atlantic, just off 
shore, and set out to catch every spawning fish of any species or size
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that attempted to return to the Hudson and other east Coast rivers to 
spawn. the scale of this fishery in the late 20th century dwarfed that of 
the Hudson’s traditional fishery, where one and two-man boats still em-
ployed roughly the same technology they had 100 years earlier; but only 
a dozen or so crews fished the 200-mile stretch of the estuary.

“Much of the technology we used was fairly traditional,” said tom lake. 
“the modern aspects were aluminum boats, outboard motors and nylon 
nets. But the basic effort was traditional: set and pull the net by hand, 
catching what was in the river at the time. Offshore ocean fisheries use 
high-tech gear ranging from fish-finders to spotter planes, as well as al-
most no restrictions on effort. time is money; guesswork is not allowed. 
Henry Gourdine, a now-departed legendary shad fisherman once said, 
‘the secret to successful shad fishing is having strong arms, a strong 
back and a weak mind.’ It is truly effort over technology.” 

the ocean intercept fishery was closed in 2004 after DeC fisheries sci-
entists Kathy Hattala and Andy Kahnle persuaded the interstate com-
mission that governs shared east Coast fisheries to restrict the ocean 
intercept fishery, but the stock has yet to recover from historic lows. In 
2008, the DeC enacted new restrictions on fishing in the Hudson river, 
expanding the “lift period” when shad nets are prohibited from the river; 
and the Atlantic States Marine fisheries Commission, which regulates 
fish coastwide, has considered further restrictions. Shad’s cousins, the 
blueback and alewife herring, are also showing signs of significant de-
clines in recent years; many states have closed commercial fisheries for 
herring, but they are still caught on the Hudson and primarily sold as bait 
to striped bass anglers. there is limited hard data, but anecdotal reports 
suggest that the once-robust spawning runs of herring in the Hudson’s 
tributaries have dwindled or in many cases disappeared. 

for Atlantic sturgeon, overfishing was most pronounced in the 1880s, 
and the stock has never fully recovered. As overfishing took its toll on 
stocks in other rivers worldwide, and the price of sturgeon caviar and 
meat rose, there was a small resurgence of fishing for sturgeon on the 
Hudson in the late 1980s through the first half of the 1990s. But the re-
surgence of commercial fishing only cut into the anemic population, and 
the closure of commercial fisheries coastwide came in the late 1990s, 
beginning with the Hudson in 1997. Scientists estimate it will take until 
about 2040 for stocks of Atlantic sturgeon to have recovered enough to
allow for a sustainable harvest. (Shortnose sturgeon, which were also



harvested in decades past on the Hudson for their meat more than their 
caviar, have been listed as a federally endangered species since 1967, 
though their numbers in the Hudson are among the strongest any-
where.)   

Striped bass have a unique and far more positive, if not uncomplicated 
story. their population crashed in the 1970s, when the Chesapeake Bay 
was the center of the east Coast fishery. A series of regulations since 
then have restored abundance to striped bass coastwide, but the spe-
cies remains off-limits to commercial fishermen on the Hudson river 
because stripers are too contaminated with PCBs (polychlorinated bi-
phenyls) and other pollutants to meet environmental Protection Agency 
or State Department of Health standards for commercial sale. (those 
striped bass caught in much of the river meet food and Drug Adminis-
tration standards for commercial sale, but strong opposition from striped 
bass anglers and concern among public health advocates have kept regu-
lators from enacting a 1999 recommendation to allow a limited striped 
bass bycatch fishery open only to shad fishermen in a limited stretch of 
the river.) 

for shad fishermen, the abundance of striped bass has been a curse: 
Predators, they voraciously eat small fish like young-of-the-year shad, 
outnumber adult shad and when they get caught in shad nets they tend 
to fight, tangling and tearing nets to a much greater degree than shad do. 
And, of course, striped bass can’t be sold, so they add significantly to 
a fisherman’s workload and expense, without providing any return on 
investment. Here is how tom lake described the impact of striped bass 
on the shad fishery:  

the coastwide recovery of striped bass made a huge impact on shad 
fishing in the last twenty years. Beginning in the late 80s, early 90s, 
the season began to shrink. In the 1980s and earlier, you could ex-
pect to fish from early April until the end of May. However, with the 
increased presence of non-salable striped bass, the focus shifted to 
when you could fish and avoid the upriver spawning rush of huge 
schools of striped bass, acres in size. Striped bass are on a later time-
table from shad (optimum water temperature) for spawning. they 
tend to move upriver about a month after shad. When there were 
only modest numbers, it was tolerable. But when they began to sink 
the nets due to overwhelming numbers, it became serious. Our nets 
were frequently ripped and torn from having to remove so many bass, 
sometimes hundreds of them. Many fish died in the process and con-
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siderable fishing time was lost. In the last decade, drift nets set in the 
river after May 1st have been a gamble. You may catch shad, or the 
net might get sunk by bass. for example in 2000, 71% of our catch 
was striped bass. 

It was traditional to fish through late May, Memorial Day and later. 
the trigger that stopped the commercial effort was the increased 
number of ‘backrunners,’ adult shad that had spawned and were now 
returning to the sea. empty of roe and having not eaten for a month, 
they were nearly worthless as a commercial product, although ex-
tremely valuable as an ecological entity. Most commercial fishermen 
recognized that and pulled their nets and ended their season. 

However, in the last decade, with the incredible presence of striped 
bass, the deeper into May you fish, the better the chance there is that 
you will either spend all day removing bass, or lose the net outright. 
Some operations, such as ours and John Mylod’s, would move up-
river in mid-to-late May, to the fringes and above the striped bass 
spawning areas, and hope for late-season shad and fewer bass. loca-
tions such as North Germantown, Castleton-on-Hudson and Stuyve-
sant, all in Columbia County, worked fairly well.  

the net of all that has produced a shorter, less productive season 
prompted both by striped bass and State regulations, fewer shad and 
more bass.”

the breeding habits of fish make recovery from overfishing a slow pro-
cess. Sturgeon, for instance, mature slowly and may not reproduce until 
their teens - so it can take decades just to see a second or third genera-
tion of fish reproduce. Shad recoveries attempted in other rivers - often 
with hatchery-raised shad originating from the Hudson river - have not 
yielded quick results. Nevertheless, the Hudson River Estuary Action 
Agenda, a blueprint for restoring the river intended to define the priori-
ties of both government and private interests, places the restoration of 
the Hudson’s “signature fishes” as a primary goal.

Pollution 

the discovery (or acknowledgement) in 1976, of widespread PCB con-
tamination throughout the Hudson river estuary led to two problems for 
fishermen. the first was the perception of a health threat - real in most 



cases - from eating fish caught in the Hudson river. PCB exposure has 
been linked to cancer, developmental and reproductive problems, endo-
crine disruption, and a range of other serious health problems. “Selling 
locally has not always been easy,” said tom lake. “Despite minuscule 
levels in American shad, the specter of PCBs since the late 1970s has 
made the public wary. It has become almost traditional to reinforce this 
reluctance annually with articles and commentary each spring by the 
media and others on the perils of eating Hudson river fish. Shad have 
always been recognized by the New York State Health Department as 
being an extremely low risk option but when there is almost no effort to 
delineate species, the public sees ‘Hudson river fish’ more as a generic 
term, which includes shad and herring.”     

the second, more overt effect was the closure, by state officials, of the 
commercial fishery for all species other than American shad and blue 
crabs, both of which remain relatively free of PCB contamination. (the 
New York State Health Department recommends limiting consumption 
to no more than a half pound of shad and six crabs per week.) PCB pol-
lution stems largely from General electric Company’s fort edwards and 
Hudson falls capacitor manufacturing plants (roughly half the PCBs in 
New York Harbor originated from Ge’s plants some 200 miles upriver). 
While the discharge of PCBs ended in the 1970s, a slow leak from the 
Hudson falls plant and the contaminated mud itself, send several hun-
dred pounds of PCBs flowing downriver each year. the ePA declared 
200 miles of the Hudson a Superfund site in 1984, but the dredging of 
PCBs from the mud between fort edwards and troy - the most sig-
nificant ongoing source of pollution downriver - did not begin until the 
spring of 2009. even if ePA expectations are met, it could take years 
before PCBs drop to a level in striped bass and other fish that make them 
either safe to consume regularly or acceptable for commercial sale.

PCBs are not the only form of pollution that affects the Hudson. Mercu-
ry, dioxin, DDt, and chlordane (in various combinations) contaminate 
striped bass and other Hudson river fish, including eels and white perch. 
Cadmium from a battery factory in foundry Cove at Cold Spring con-
taminated blue crabs but was substantially cleaned up in the early 1990s 
by a Superfund dredging project. Until the Clean Water Act of 1972 led 
to the improvement of sewage treatment at river cities, sewage was also 
a significant problem for fish, particularly shad. the sewage flowing out 
of the Capital district routinely choked the oxygen from a 20-30 mile 
stretch of prime shad spawning habitat; another 20 mile-stretch around
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New York City was similarly choked, creating a dead zone through 
which fish could not pass. (Sewage remains a problem, both because 
older sewage treatment plants were engineered to overflow during heavy 
rainstorms and because existing sewage infrastructure is failing; some 
clay pipe infrastructure is more than a century old, while most sewage 
treatment plants are 35 years old and at the end of their design life.)  

then there are the invasive species that are sometimes refered to as “bio-
logical pollution.” In the Hudson river, one tiny bivalve with a shell of 
less than two inches in length, exemplifies this type of pollution. Native 
to europe and Asia and introduced to the Hudson river in 1991 from 
the ballast of an international freighter, zebra mussels fundamentally 
re-ordered the Hudson ecosystem for two decades. Zebra mussels can 
consume up to 90 percent of the phytoplankton and small zooplankton 
in the river in their periodic boom years, and filter the entire volume of 
the Hudson river in the space of hours. they consume the same plank-
ton that young-of-the-year shad and many other fish need to survive 
their first season before venturing into the Atlantic, and shad have grown 
smaller and weaker as a result, according to the research of scientists 
at the Cary Institute. (recent unpublished data suggests that the zebra 
mussel population may have stabilized and that some plankton popula-
tions are rebounding; the implications for the wider ecosystem are still 
unknown.) Another invasive species, the water chestnut, reached the 
river much earlier in the 1930s. Since then, its leafy floating mats have 
supplanted native eel grasses in shallow freshwater, replacing that sunlit 
nursery habitat with water that is often devoid of oxygen and devoid of 
the marine life that was once sustained by the ecosystem in the shallows. 
these are just two of more than 100 introduced species that now call the 
Hudson river home, and each has - to one degree or another - affected 
the native composition of fish.

Habitat Loss 

While invasive species have compromised the habitat of important com-
mercial fishes, many species lost habitat altogether during the industrial-
ization of the Hudson. Dams block many tributaries, as well as the main 
channel of the Hudson itself at troy; in many cases these dams prevent 
the passage of fish to spawning habitat. Most urban waterfronts, as well 
as the railroad tracks that line both banks of the river, are built on filled 
land that replaced tidal wetlands and shallows where fish once spawn-
ed. the dredging needed to create and maintain the shipping channel 



that allows barge and freighter traffic to the Port of Albany obliterated 
shallow habitat in its path and also nearby, as new islands were created 
from the dredge spoils. the largest ships to ply the Hudson are the larg-
est ships to traverse the Panama Canal - the so-called Panamax ships, up 
to 965-feet long and 106-feet wide. Compared to pre-industrial times, 
shad and other shallow-spawning fish have lost enough spawning habi-
tat to cover the City of Poughkeepsie. 

 Power Plants  

the final factor in the decline of fish may be in the electricity we all 
use. the Department of environmental Conservation has compared the 
use of river water by power plants built since the 1950s to habitat de-
struction. Use of river water at just three of the Hudson’s power plants 
kills more than 1 billion fish eggs and larvae every year, according to 
a 2004 DeC study using 20 years of data gathered at the expense of 
power companies compelled to study river ecology. A single plant, the 
Albany Steam Station, every year for 50 years before being upgraded in 
2005, killed as many as half of all shad born in the river. the plants that 
produce much of the power for Dutchess County (the Danskammer and 
roseton plants in the town of Newburgh) have also been implicated in 
fish deaths, most notably of herring. Power plants use river water to cool 
condensers, but suck fish through in the process and impinge some on 
screens meant to keep fish out of intake pipes. 

Whether and how power plants should be made to upgrade their op-
erations to avoid killing fish are questions that date to the 1960s, and 
the dawn of the modern environmental movement. the “Scenic Hudson 
decision,” which provided the legal basis for citizen involvement in de-
velopment decisions that affect the environment and which was codi-
fied in the National environmental Policy Act (NePA) of 1970, was all 
about power plants and the Hudson river. A key question was whether 
and how a pumped storage power plant Consolidated edison wanted to 
carve into Storm King Mountain would affect fish. the settlement of the 
case, in 1980, established the Hudson river foundation and required ex-
isting plants to study and minimize the fish killed while producing elec-
tricity. the legalities surrounding the question about balancing power 
production with fisheries impact has yet to be fully resolved: President 
Obama’s first nominee for the Supreme Court, U.S. Court of Appeals 
Judge Sonia Sotomayor, ruled in favor of environmental groups pushing 
for a strict interpretation of the Clean Water Act (the use of the “best 
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technology available”) that would have required the construction of 
cooling towers at old plants at a cost that could reach hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars per plant; but the Supreme Court ruled in April 2009 that 
the environmental Protection Agency can weigh the costs of upgrades 
against the benefits to water quality.   

So a confluence of factors - overfishing on the Hudson and in the At-
lantic, toxic pollution and sewage, invasive species, habitat destruction, 
and the water usage at electric power plants - all have contributed to the 
decline of many of the Hudson river’s fish, including its most important 
commercial fish. As a result, and in concert with larger changes in the 
culture (the move toward mass-produced food sold at supermarkets, for 
one), the place of fishing in the culture of the Hudson Valley is weaker 
than at any point in history or pre-history. Yet, the Hudson fundamen-
tally remains a powerful source of food, if only the resource can be man-
aged so that it can provide a sustainable yield.  

 Hudson River Fishermen and the Environmental Movement  

NePA, as a fundamental part of environmental law and the environ-
mental movement, is only one of the noteworthy contributions that the 
Hudson river fishery has made to the river, region and the country. A 
handful of fishermen have played prominent roles in the environmental 
movement. robert Boyle, a recreational fisherman who wrote The Hud-
son River: A Natural and Unnatural History, broke the story about PCB 
contamination of the Hudson river in Sports Illustrated and founded 
the Hudson river fishermen’s Association in 1966. that group, which 
later became riverkeeper, pioneered the prosecution of water pollut-
ers under forgotten 19th century laws, and the success of the organiza-
tion has spawned “waterkeepers” on rivers, bays and other water bodies 
across the world. Another longtime board member of that organization 
was robert “Bobby” Gabrielson, Sr., a Nyack fisherman who died in 
April 2009 at 79. the most prominent riverkeeper to patrol the Hudson 
for signs of pollution was John Cronin, who claims a handful of seasons 
on a shad boat as a foundational experience in his life. In his capacity as 
director of the Pace Academy for the environment, and more recently 
as the director of the Beacon Institute for rivers and estuaries, he has 
championed the recording of oral histories, the gathering of artifacts and 
the building of a traditional shad boat among other projects to record the 
history of the Hudson river fishery.



tom lake of New Hamburg and Chris letts of Croton work with the 
Hudson river foundation to catch and serve pickled, smoked and 
planked shad at annual spring shad festivals in order to keep the tradi-
tion of shad fishing alive on the Hudson river. (letts learned to fish by 
working for Gabrielson.) the late everett Nack, who lived in Claverack, 
was involved in various efforts to study and restore the Hudson river. 
Perhaps no fisherman has embodied the Hudson as has John Mylod, 
Poughkeepsie’s last remaining fisherman. Mylod was for 18 years the 
executive director of the Hudson river Sloop Clearwater, and he is an 
active participant in the DeC’s Hudson river estuary Program, which 
has established a multifaceted action plan with the goal of protecting and 
restoring the Hudson river. He has been called a river hero. 

Most fishermen, however, were not known beyond their local communi-
ties. the remainder of this essay is devoted to them. the following is an 
account of the extant Dutchess County fishermen and those in the living 
memory of Dutchess County residents, based on interviews.

John Mylod pulling a crab pot out of the river near Poughkeepsie, 2005
 Photo by Helanna Bratman

The Fishermen of Dutchess County

In 2009, as few as six sets of rivermen fished for shad on the Hudson, 
and four of them were from Dutchess County.
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Red Hook - Rhinebeck

In 2009, the only fishermen in red Hook were tom Weckesser, 41, and 
Jeff Hobson, 35, who fish together for shad out of tivoli and occasion-
ally rhinecliff. Weckesser, a rhinebeck resident, is the son-in-law of 
the late Bob tator, who had fished for about 20 years out of tivoli. Hob-
son had previously fished for about 15 years with both tator and with 
Kingston fisherman leo Wojciechowski, before he and Weckesser took 
up the business in 2004. “We generally stay right in that area (around 
tivoli), and it’s one of those things that that’s the way tator did it, so we 
have stuck with that,” Weckesser said. “We know the depth. We know 
where our nets can go. that’s just what we’ve done. Now, the past two 
years with it being so limited with the lift period...before that we would 
try different things, go different places, when you had a few days to 
play with.” Hobson is an estate caretaker, and Weckesser works for a 
telephone company. they fish weekends and evenings during the shad 
season, to the extent that DeC regulations allow. they use the same 16

Jeff Hobson on the river near tivoli, 2007. Photo by Helanna Bratman.

foot aluminum boat that tator did. While tator sold to fish markets, 
Weckesser and Hobson sell their catch from a building on Middle road 
in red Hook. they sell roe, fillets and smoked shad (marinated in brine 
for two days with molasses, then smoked for two days with shagbark 
hickory). You can find your way by following the “shad” signs posted 



on route 9 and route 9G in the vicinity of the Kingston-rhinecliff 
Bridge. like fishermen with longer experience on the river, they tell the 
story of the coincident resurgence of striped bass and collapse of shad, 
and attribute much of the recent shad decline to the voracious striped 
bass. “One Sunday two weekends ago we caught 200 striped bass to 
16 shad. they just thrash and tear up the nets.... each year it seems to 
get more and more with the stripers,” Weckesser said on Mother’s Day 
weekend in 2009, the traditional end date of the shad season. Unlike 
past years, the 2009 shad run was so sparse that it could hardly be rec-
ognized, Weckesser said. “We never really saw what you could call the 
run. Maybe on the best day we got about 50 fish, and that was only once. 
It was a discouraging year.”  

Hyde Park 

In 2009, the only fisherman in Hyde Park was Kevin Coon, who is about 
50 and has fished for about 30 years. He learned to fish from Chester 
“Chet” Day, a prominent former fisherman still living in red Hook who 
Coon noted “did it the old fashioned way, with oars.” Coon uses a 17-
foot aluminum boat and fishes out of Hyde Park. 

He works extra hours for the Dutchess County Highway Department 
during snow plowing season and swaps them for a couple weeks off 
to fish each spring. He has a little green smokehouse behind his house 
on Sycamore Drive, which you can find in season by following “shad” 
signs from route 9G to a suburban home indistinguishable from any on 
the block except for the “shad” sign out front. 

His smoked shad recipe calls for molasses, brown sugar, salt, and a four-
day smoke. like many fishermen, he has no taste for the most valu-

able part of the fish, 
the roe: “I wouldn’t 
give you 50 cents 
for the roe,” he said. 
“It’s like grabbing a 
bunch of dirt. You 
have to have a taste 
for it, I guess.”

 roe, 2005 
Photo by 
Helanna Bratman
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Dan lehan, 80, started fishing for shad out of Hyde Park when he was 
about 20 years old and stopped about 10 years ago (though he admits he 
doesn’t have a head for dates). He learned to fish from his grandfather, 
James Simpson, who lived across from the railroad station and fished for 
both shad and sturgeon. lehan fished with his uncle, raleigh Marshall 
(“We were half and half,” lehan said. “He had the money and I had the 
brains.”). He worked on the railroad for 42 years as his main occupation 
- first with the New York Central, then Penn Central, then Conrail, and 
finally Metro North. 

He fished with a wooden 22-foot round-bottom boat, and he said he 
drifted nets that were 1,000 feet long, 40 feet wide and which he hung 
about 20-feet deep. they cost about $12-$14 a pound. lehan recalls 
the switch from cotton nets to nylon: “Years ago you’d get cotton. My 
grandfather had a cotton net. then it went to linen, then from linen to ny-
lon. Nylon was the best net going because it wouldn’t tangle that much, 
and if it did, you could pick out the fishtails very easily.”

He recalls two brothers both now deceased, Cecil Horan (of Albany) and 
Bob Horan (of Staatsburg), who would hammer together shad shacks 
near the railroad station; each would live there “like a hobo” through 
the fishing season. they fished with a 21-foot roundbottom boat with a 
5-horsepower engine, but like lehan they would row to set and retrieve 
their nets.  

At that time, there were four or five boats that fished for shad out of land-
ings on both sides of the river in that area (Bill Brant and Joe Cashdollar 
were the names of fishermen from Kingston and esopus who fished the 
Hyde Park reach, he said.) As was the custom among shad fishermen, 
the first one to a designated spot - the southern tip of esopus Island in 
this case - before the change of tide would set his nets first, with the next 
drifting nets 15 or so minutes later, and the next 15 minutes after that, 
and so on. the first net, presumably, would get more fish than the one 
behind it, though lehan said that was hardly an issue during his time on 
the river because “at that time the fish were so plentiful.” 

there was a practice, recorded in some parts of the river, called “plug-
ging” which involved a latecomer setting his nets ahead of the nets of 
the fisherman in front of him to essentially steal fish that, by custom, 
were not his. lehan said this was rare: “It was all friendly. One guy had 
a bottle of whiskey, he’d give everyone a drink. there was nothing bitter 



about one another. It was always friendly.”

the Hyde Park fishermen of lehan’s day sold fish to a man named Max 
friend, who operated out of Highland, on land where a new riverfront 
park is to be built. lehan’s grandfather, James Simpson used to sell fish 
out of a shack at his home near the railroad station, and his wife cleaned 
the fish. lehan’s wife, emma did the same for him. “We never knew 
how to fillet them,” he said. De-boning shad is such a rare art, given 
the 200-plus bones in the fish, that New York State even produced a 
video in the 1980s in an effort to boost enthusiasm for shad and to give 
fishermen a “value added” product. “the trick is, and it’s a nice sleight 
of hand,” said Christopher letts, a fisherman from Croton, “you give 
(the fisherman) a dollar a pound for a five-pound roe shad. You take the 
roe out and sell that for eight dollars. If you know how to bone the four 
pounds that’s left, you can take 2.5 pounds of shad and you can sell that 
too, for eight or nine dollars a pound.” Doing the math, the market letts 
describes buys at $5 and sells at $30.

like other fishermen, lehan blamed striped bass on the decline of shad 
and admitted to having no taste for shad roe: “I never cared for them,” 
he said. “My wife ate the roe. She used to go crazy over the roe. It’s a 
real delicacy. I say it’s a bunch of BBs in your mouth. I’m a potato and 
meat man myself.” And like other rivermen, he spoke about a rare con-
nection to the Hudson: “I love the river. I lived on the river. When I was 
a kid I used to swim in the river. the river and I are one piece, you know 
what I mean?”  

An illustration of a more robust fishery can be seen on the walls of the 
Hyde Park Post Office, where the 1941 Olin Dows murals depict life on 
the Hudson river. At the DeCantillion-Stoutenburgh landing, the mural 
is said to depict William Meier and Abe Atkins landing a sturgeon. At 
Hyde Park landing, the mural shows an active fishing camp with shad 
nets drying.

One indication of the importance of shad to the local culture in past 
generations can be seen in the following anecdote. In trying to track 
down former fishermen or their families, I tried to find an Upright and a 
Hornbeck who had been mentioned as people who had fished the Hud-
son. In calling Uprights and Hornbecks in Hyde Park, initially I came 
across neither fisherman I had sought, but still found evidence of fish-
ing. An elizabeth Hornbeck told me about her father, Andrew Schmidt 
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a Hungarian immigrant, who netted shad from the Poughkeepsie shore. 
And Gerald Upright, 89, told me about his grandfather, Irving Bayles 
who was a fisherman in the 1920s at the time when lehan’s grandfather, 
James Simpson was fishing. Bayles fished with Sterling Bird and they 
had a shack where they used to dry nets and sell shad to local people. 
Incidentally, Upright enjoys shad roe, but can do without the bony flesh: 
“the shad roe is very delicious if you know how to cook it,” he said. 
“You have to parboil it first, but you have to be very careful. then you 
fry it. Or, you can put it in an oven and pan roast it.”    

Hyde Park Sturgeon

Hyde Park landing was once a center of fishing. the murals at the Hyde 
Park Post Office attest to it, as does the legacy of interest in shad among 
local residents. Carney rhinevault, Hyde Park’s historian, wrote an arti-
cle about sturgeon fishing for the defunct Hyde Park Townsman that was 
to have been published before the paper’s closure in 2009. He writes: 
“there was a time in the last quarter of the 1800s...when Hyde Park 
caviar was known to be the best in the United States. the fact is difficult 
to imagine, but is completely true.”

the boom in caviar led to a boom in fishing, which is what most likely 
led to the “unexplained” disappearance of sturgeon from the Hudson, 
which virtually ended Hudson sturgeon fishing until the 1980s and 1990s 
when the collapse of sturgeon populations elsewhere led to a brief resur-
gence of a small fishery. Hansen Caviar, now based outside Kingston, 
was the major, if not the only, buyer of caviar from the Hudson at that 
time. even during the late resurgence of sturgeon fishing, Hyde Park re-
mained a center of fishing on the Hudson; round top (Greene County) 
fisherman Jon Powell recalls fishing in Hyde Park, as well as in Catskill, 
for sturgeon in the 1980s and 1990s. (A shad fisherman, he gave up after 
2006 because the profit he got out of shad no longer matched the effort 
needed to catch them.)

Sturgeon and shad fishing differed not only in the size of the mesh of 
the net, but the depth at which the nets would hang: “the problem with 
sturgeon fishing is it’s all bottom set,” Powell said. “You’d get rocks, 
barrels, cars, barges, pieces of boat - unbelievable crap. trees, Drag-up 
stuff. Unreal.” Sturgeon fishing was lucrative, Powell said, not only for 
the caviar but also for the meat. “If we could get eight or nine males for 
meat for the smokehouse, we were just as happy to do that as to get the 



cows.” He explained the process of extracting caviar from the sturgeon, 
which he would do in partnership with Claverack fisherman everett 
Nack (whose family still fishes for shad): “We built a set of screens, him 
and I. If I got one, or he got one, we’d go to his house and screen it. We’d 
have a screening party.” the process involved cutting one piece at a time 
from the “huge black mass of eggs” and screening it carefully through 
mesh, isolating the eggs, which then were washed in an iced salt solution 
to cleanse blood and membrane. finally, the men used a turkey baster 
and then tweezers to remove any matter from the caviar, before packag-
ing it and selling it to Hansen. “they just loved our caviar,” Powell said. 
“It was primo primo stuff. We used to get $60 a pound.”  

the historical account rhinevault uncovered tells a similar story, with 
a slightly different price point for a different era: “Meyer would place a 
lump of roe on a wire sieve and rub it gently backwards and forwards un-
til the ‘pea’ was separated from the fatty matter, or ‘bait.’ the pea, which 
looked like blackberry jam, was next poured into tin vessels, where salt 
was added. the salt quickly formed a brine, which was drained off when 
the vessels were emptied onto sieves that stood on a sloping trough. the 
process was now completed, and the fresh caviar ready to be packed in 
hundred-pound kegs and sold for 10 cents a pound.”  

In 1996, the DeC banned sturgeon fishing, and a coastwide ban followed 
in 1998, so that the population could recover from severe overfishing. 
Scientists expect it will be mid-century before enough sturgeon spawn 
to sustain a fishery.

Poughkeepsie  

the only remaining fisherman in Poughkeepsie is John Mylod, who is 
recognizable not only because he is tall, has thick white hair and favors 
bright orange waders when he’s working, but because he launches his 
boat from Waryas Park where he parks an old U-haul painted with col-
orful murals of river life, that he uses to haul his boat trailer and store 
gear. He catches shad and herring in the spring and blue crabs in the late 
summer and fall. 

He started fishing in the early 1970s with partner Bud tschudin (their 
business: the M/t Net Company). He sells whole fish to Adam’s fair-
acre farms, and in addition to fish, he sells smoked fillets and a smoked 
shad spread he labels “the Very Best there Is” (in my reporting, I have 
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witnessed no competition) out of his garage on Beechwood Avenue. 
to find him, you follow the shad sign on route 9 across from locust 
Grove up to his house, where in spring the iridescent scales of shad litter 
the driveway like the petals shed by a fruit tree. His customers include 
people who have grown up eating shad. “It’s generational,” he once said 
of the interest - and from immigrants from parts of the Caribbean and 
Asia where eating locally caught fish is a more fundamental part of the 
culture. “they know how to eat fish,” Mylod said, “and they’re less con-
cerned about the bones.”  

Mylod shared the river up until about 2006 with two other boats that 
launched from the Ulster County side - the Storms family out of High-
land who sold to Gadaleto’s in New Paltz, and the Bilyous out of Milton 
who sold shad to local restaurants and to local customers who followed 
“shad” signs from route 9W to their home. (they shared the river by 
sticking to their own reaches - Storms above the Poughkeepsie railroad 
Bridge, Mylod and Bilyou below.) Both have stopped fishing.

 “At one point in the 1950s, maybe before, there were 15 guys fish-
ing, all out of Poughkeepsie,” Mylod said, describing how the fishermen 
would take turns drifting their nets starting from Blue Point, with each 
beginning his drift 10 or 15 minutes after the last in the custom of Hud-
son river fishermen. “they had problems with what is known as plug-

Hanging net at John Mylod’s house, 2005. Photo by Helanna Bratman.



ging,” Mylod said. “He’d throw his net down, more or less in front of 
you. Of course, that would upset you. A lot of guys who fished for shad 
were quick-tempered and defended their territory. they might decide 
to get even. they might sneak out there and throw something over the 
guy’s net so it would get stuck, like a hunk of railroad iron. Or, they’d 
just get in a fight.”  

Mylod and tschudin, who fishes only occasionally, got advice from Au-
gust “Gussie” Zahn, who stopped fishing in the 1980s and died in 2002 
at age 92. Zahn fished with a Bob Hornbeck and sold fish from his home 
on Pine Street. In Zahn’s day there were shad shacks at the land that now 
symbolizes, for city leaders, Poughkeepsie’s resurgence. Before there 
was Shadows on the Hudson and the Grandview, there was a sewage 
treatment plant; and before there was a sewage treatment plant, there 
was “Shad row” - a set of docks and shacks where fishermen camped, 
dried nets and sold fish. 

the accounts of many of these fishermen are ephemeral and fading. Dar-
ren Minard is the nephew of the late ray Minard, who used to live on 
North Water Street and who fished in the mid-20th century, sometimes 
with his brother (Darren’s father) Harold Minard, Sr. “He used to ... set 
up a little roadside - not even a market - a little stand where he’d sell the 
roe and shad,” Darren Minard recalled. Dan lehan of Hyde Park recalls 
Minard being one of the few with the skill to fillet a shad. Other than 
that, there appears to be little in the living memory of this fisherman. 
Such is no doubt the case with others.

New Hamburg  

the only remaining fisherman in New Hamburg is tom lake, who 
started fishing in 1986. In addition to fishing, lake is a scientist, writer 
and editor, archaeologist, and professor. “We called it the ‘lake family 
fisheries,’ more as paying homage to the tradition than it being a total 
family effort,” he said. 

“My wife, Phyllis, barely tolerated the long hours and often dangerous 
conditions we encountered, not to mention that the house and all our 
clothing smelled of fish well into the summer and that shad scales were 
showing up in the laundry for months afterwards (funny that our son, 
Chris and I never noticed). Our daughter, Susanne, was, for the most 
part, an innocent bystander.” 
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tom lake at a shad fest in Nyack, 2006. Photo by Helanna Bratman.

He provided this account of his years of fishing:  “Across those 18 years, 
we caught eleven species of fish. I have them listed below in order of 
abundance:  American shad, Striped bass, Gizzard shad, Atlantic menha-
den, Blueback herring, White perch, Shortnose sturgeon, Common carp, 
White catfish, Alewife, Atlantic sturgeon. American shad comprised 
70% of the catch, striped bass 25% and the final 5% among the other 
nine species.   

 

We caught only a half-dozen Atlantic sturgeon, but one was over eight-
feet-long, a big female that my wife and I measured boatside and re-
leased in mid-river off Chelsea in the midst of a howling thunderstorm 
with three-foot combers. Very exciting...Since the early 1980s, finding 
markets for the fish has been problematic at times. Shad fishing opera-
tions closer to New York City traditionally used fulton Market on the 
lower east side of Manhattan, and always found willing buyers. Much if 
not all of the shad caught in Dutchess County was sold locally. (there 
was a six-year stretch for our operation when we sold our fish to markets 
on Cape Cod.)”  
 
lake started fishing the same “reach” of the river as had been fished by 
both Bill ferris and John Scardefield. “In 1986, in the spirit of protocol, 
I asked the family if it would be ‘OK’ if I fished ‘their reach’ for shad - 
they gave their blessing,” lake said. “At that time, the ferris homestead 



was a huge house one block from White’s Marina.”  

Scardefield fished, with some big interruptions, from the 1930s into the 
1990s. He died in 2000, just before the start of shad season. lake, who 
edits the Hudson River Almanac, published by the DeC’s Hudson river 
estuary Program, published this note from John Scardefield’s children, 
Stephen and Stacy, on April 16, 2000: 

New Hamburg, HrM (Hudson river Mile) 67.5: It was a warm 
spring day, 70-degrees f, and the shadbush was beginning to show 
color along the river. the water temperature had climbed back to 
46-degrees f. We drifted our gill net in the ebb current south from 
Clinton Point almost to Diamond reef. We caught 14 shad (11 roe, 
3 bucks). Our dad John Scardefield, drifted this reach of the Hudson 
for shad on many beautiful springs days for many seasons. today we 
scattered our father’s ashes among the shad and herring and bass that 
were so much a part of his life. 

Stephen Scardefield, 
who retired after 21 
years in the Coast 
Guard and now lives 
in the Washington 
D.C. area where he 
teaches math, recalls 
that in his lifetime, his 
family caught only fish 
they ate themselves. 
His father’s shad fish-
ing days started when 
Stephen was age five, 
and stretched on for 
about 15 years, from 
1930 to 1943. “that’s 
how they ate dur-
ing the Depression. It 
was round-the-clock 
shad fishing, day and 
night drifts,” Stephen 
Scardefield said. Ian raywid fishing near Nyack, 2007 

Photo by Helanna Bratman
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(their neighbor, lawson edgar recalls Scardefield fishing for a few 
years after World War II with fellow veteran Bill ruff as well.) His fa-
ther was not a fisherman, Stephen Scardefield said. “My father was sort 
of adopted by a local fisherman in town (ed Shay). His first job was the 
buoy boy. He was the boy that would collect the buoys as they came in 
with the nets and stack them neatly. It was a big business and everything 
was done by hand. If you weren’t precise, it cost time. You had to get 
that net in, hung, dried, and back out for another drift. So it was a round-
the-clock operation.”  

Most fish they caught in the handful of drifts for shad that he and his 
father would attempt in the 90s, ended up with lake who helped sup-
ply the Hudson river foundation’s shad bakes. Others ended up with 
neighbors: “All the old folks who remember would come into the back 
yard and grab a fish or two and some roe and start jawing about the old 
times. the old ladies whose husbands had passed and who had fished, 
they’d grab shad and cook it and prepare it the way they used to.” even 
in the 1990s, Scardefield fished with more-or-less traditional gear. He 
used hand-sewn linen nets with weighted rings and wooden buoys: “It 
was designed for the shad, but the tragedy was getting these giant strip-
ers in the net,” Stephen Scardefield said. “those stripers, by the time 
they were done kicking around and scraping, and by the time we got 
them out of the net and released them, there was an eight-foot hole in the 
net. So, he’d bring the net home and spend a couple hours repairing it.” 
they fished from the 22-foot wooden St. Pierre dory (not a traditional 
roundbottom shad boat) that John Scardefield built in 1970. He used a 
motor to reach his fishing grounds, but then rowed - or had Stephen row 
- as he set or picked the nets.   

Scardefield used a variety of gear to catch a variety of other fish: fyke 
nets in creeks for yellow perch, scap nets for herring in creeks and the 
Hudson’s shallows, and for smelt in the shadow of Storm King Moun-
tain. “the herring was so plentiful, we’d be on the front porch (on Point 
Street) and you could hear them slapping around,” Stephen Scardefield 
said. He described how they caught herring: “We’d catch one in a ran-
dom sort of fashion with a random scap. We’d put that one live herring 
on a line and use a 22-foot bamboo pole, and let him run, lead him into 
the scap net (where others would follow). It was about an eight-by-eight 
scap net on a lever with a pole. It would be my job to lure fish in on to 
the net, and dad would pick it up. I was too small to even pull it out of 
the water.”



Shad sign in front of Kevin and renee Coons’ home, 2005. Photo by Helanna Bratman.

fred and rob Bilyou returning from a trip out on the river: Near their dock in Marlboro, 
2005. Photo by Helanna Bratman.
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like other fishermen, John Scardefield had other jobs; more than many 
others he was a “renaissance man,” as his son put it. John Scardefield 
was a research chemist at IBM’s thomas J. Watson research Center in 
Yonkers. He was a celebrated high school athlete and played semi-pro 
baseball. He also built and raced power boats and was a state champion 
racer of Class D utility boats in the 1950s. “He built his own boats and 
raced his own boats. that made him a little guy amongst the big guys, 
but he was very famous for that,” his son recalled.  

Stephen Scardefield said his father learned to fish from ed Shay and his 
brother Sam Shay, and a man named frank Drake who was known as 
“Captain Drake.” Bill ruff, a WWII veteran who worked at the texaco 
research Center in Beacon, fished for a time with Scardefield. 

the rest of the history of fishing in New Hamburg comes from law-
son edgar, the Scardefield’s neighbor on Point Street, who at 79 is a 
fourth-generation lifelong New Hamburg resident, a volunteer fireman 
for more than six decades and a New Hamburg Yacht Club member, 
among other things. edgar held a commercial fishing license for many 
years, but mainly fished for fun, he said. 

fishing was most common in New Hamburg in the 1930s and 40s, he 
said, and it wasn’t just drift netting for shad, but also ice fishing for 
white perch around Diamond reef, a treacherous rock outcrop near the 
mouth of Wappinger Creek. Ice fishing required cutting five or six holes, 
each 8 to 10-inches in diameter and each 8 to 10-feet apart. fishermen 
would thread their nets under the ice and leave them overnight. the next 
day, they’d cut the nets out. “ed Shay would bring the fish in on a big 
hand-pulled sleigh,” edgar said. “they’d go into the garage, pack it in 
barrels and ship to fulton fish Market.” 

there was also a man in the 1930s and 40s, named eugene Coon, who 
sold a variety of fish in Poughkeepsie: “He was bridge tender for Wap-
pinger Creek Highway Bridge,” edgar said. “Years ago, the Dutchess 
Bleachery used to bring oil in for its boilers from upriver by barge. there 
were two drawbridges over the creek, one for the railroad and one for the 
highway (Dutchess 28). Coon was the tender for the highway bridge. He 
would also fish for carp, eels and catfish in Wappinger Creek - mainly 
with fykes...He would have a big spring-fed tank in the back of his house 
full of carp.”   



A contemporary of ed Shay, who worked on the docks and also for 
a vegetable farmer, was Dewitt robinson, a captain on the Alexander 
Hamilton and the Peter Stuyvesant Dayliners. (farther back, in the ear-
ly 1900s, there was a fisherman edgar recalls who went by the name 
Chubby Albertson.) Shay docked his 20-foot rowboat at the Dutchess 
Bleachery docks, where today there are oil tanks. DeWitt robinson 
drifted between Chelsea and New Hamburg with about 1,000 feet of 
net, while Shay drifted north of Diamond reef toward trapp rock. Both 
men built their own boats. Both sold primarily to people in New Ham-
burg; robinson out of his basement and Shay out of his garage. Ken 
Shay, 77, is ed Shay’s nephew. He recalls fishing with ed and Sam Shay 
and remembers them delivering fish by train to New York City and in 
person to large family estates in the area. ed Shay stopped fishing, his 
nephew said, after being injured in WWII. 

these memories and others like them may soon be our last links to the 
rapidly vanishing world of commercial fishing on the Hudson. (Note: 
On September 1, 2009, the New York State Department of Environmen-
tal Conservation announced its proposal to close the Hudson River shad 
fishery in response to the continuing decline of shad stock now at his-
toric lows.)

this article is based on information and interviews gathered from fishermen, scientists 
and regulators over a ten year period. 

rick Covino de-boning a shad at Adams fairacre farms in Poughkeepsie, 2005
Photo by Helanna Bratman
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Ralph Modjeski 
and the FDR Bridge

by James Storrow

With the arrival of the Walkway Over the Hudson and the conversion 
of the Poughkeepsie railroad Bridge into a pedestrian walkway, that 
remarkable (if unattractive) structure and its history are receiving a 
substantial amount of interest and attention. With the thought that the 
nearby franklin Delano roosevelt/Mid-Hudson Bridge might be feeling 
a little left out, this article attempts to correct the imbalance. 

In modern times, the idea for the building of a bridge across the Hudson 
at Poughkeepsie was first promoted in 1923.1 Up to that time, only the 
privately owned Bear Mountain Bridge crossed the river between New 
York City and Albany. Crossing the river anywhere in between required 
a ferry trip - a time consuming and weather dependent process; the need 
for a bridge was obvious. 

the location for the crossing was also obvious, determined largely by 
the width of the river at Poughkeepsie and by the convenience of bed-
rock near the surface on either shore, making creation of the footings 
and anchorages for the cables much simpler. 

the man chosen to be the designer of the bridge was a Polish immigrant 
named ralph Modjeski (1861-1940), founder of the firm Modjeski and 
Moran which still exists today as Modjes-
ki and Masters with an office in Pough-
keepsie. ralph Modjeski (an American-
ized version of his Polish name, rudolf 
Modrzejewski) came to this country with 
his mother in 1876 when he was 15. 

While his considerable ability as a pia-
nist might have steered his life in a 
wholly different direction, by 1881 he 
was in Paris, studying at the l’ecole des 
Ponts et Chaussees; his life path turned 
toward the artistry of civil engineering 
rather than the artistry of musical perfor-
mance.2 ralph Modjeski



Modjeski began his career as a chief engineer of bridges in 1899. And in 
a curious echo of the Walkway Over the Hudson, the first of Modjeski’s 
40 bridges (a railroad bridge in rock Island, Illinois built in 1899) is it-
self currently awaiting reconstruction as a pedestrian bridge.3  (Modjes-
ki also had a hand in reinforcing the Poughkeepsie railroad Bridge in 
1917.)4

In common with most bridges being built in this country at the time, 
many of Modjeski’s bridges were what are called “truss bridges,” a de-
sign about as elegant as the name suggests. there are many different 
types of trusses, and such bridges dot our landscape still. the Pough-
keepsie railroad Bridge is a truss, of which its chief engineer thomas 
Clarke was quoted as saying, “...it is not a thing of beauty...but we hope 
it may be a joy forever to its stockholders.” 5

Baltimore truss

Curved-Chord Pratt truss

lattice truss

Pennsylvania truss

Pratt truss

Warren truss without Vertical Supports

Warren truss with Vertical Supports

Quadrangular Warren truss 

Subdivided Warren truss

Whipple truss 
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Modjeski built many truss bridges, some with moveable sections to al-
low shipping to pass underneath. While serviceable, reliable and useful, 
few people find such bridges beautiful; and they were not meant to be 
beautiful. 

One possible exception is Modjeski’s 1929 tacony-Palmyra bridge, 
named for the two ferries it replaced. this bridge, built by the owners of 
the ferries, crosses the Delaware between Philadelphia and New Jersey. 

Modjeski’s Mid-Hudson Bridge which opened in 1930
Historic American engineering record, library of Congress (1986)

But to many people, suspension bridges such as the fDr Bridge are 
simply inherently more beautiful than a truss bridge could ever be, their 
cables forming a graceful and natural catenary curve (the curve assumed 
by a hanging chain). 

Although Modjeski built many truss bridges, he also built a number of 
suspension bridges, one of the more familiar being the 1926 Ben frank-
lin Bridge between Camden, New Jersey and Philadelphia. like the 
fDr Bridge, it was named for a famous American patriot only many 
years after its initial construction. Aesthetically, these two suspension 
bridges (as well as Modjeski’s twin bridges in Bettendorf, Iowa) also 
share the grid of small members joining the tops of the towers - perhaps 
a Modjeski trademark. 



the special beauty of the fDr Bridge is due not only to its graceful 
catenary curve and its magnificent Hudson river setting, but also to the 
distinctive Gothic arch of its towers - an icon in American bridge build-
ing since roebling’s 1860s design for the Brooklyn Bridge. 

Above: Hand-colored print 
of the fDr Bridge from the 
official invitations to the 
bridge’s opening ceremony 
in 1930. the bridge cost 
just under six million dol-
lars to build; its estimated 
replacement cost today is 
$220,000,000.

right: the Iowa-Illinois 
bridge in Bettendorf, Iowa; 
another impressive suspen-
sion bridge designed by 
Modjeski. 
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An unexpected sidelight to this story is that ralph Modjeski’s mother, 
an internationally known actress of the same style and following as Sar-
ah Bernhardt, performed in Poughkeepsie at what was then the Colling-
wood Opera House (now the Bardavon) in 1888 and 1895.6 Although 
her full (Americanized) name was Helena Modjeska, to the public she 
was known simply as “Modjeska”  or “Madame Modjeska.” 

Madame Modjeska and an ad for one of her local performances in 1888

the son of the great tragedienne “Madame Modjeska” presented a dis-
tinctly non-dramatic mien when interviewed by the local newspaper 
about his Poughkeepsie bridge: 

ralph Modjeski, senior partner of Modjeski and Moran, designer of 
the new Poughkeepsie bridge, is well pleased with the job. He is not 
so bold as Colonel Greene [New York State Superintendent of the 
Department of Public Works] who thinks it the greatest structure in 
the last 50 years but he thinks it’s a pretty goood job and only second 
probably to the Delaware bridge. “I’m afraid Mr. Greene forgot the 
Delaware river Bridge,” declared Mr. Modjeski. “that was complet-
ed a few years ago at a cost of $38,000,000.” the span was erected 
by Modjeski and Moran. It contains six lanes for vehicular traffic and 
three railway lanes. “I will say that the Mid-Hudson span runs a sec-
ond to that project,” the designer declared. “the bridge here is one of 
the finest spans in the world....Yes, I am very satisfied with the pro-
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gress shown and the general character of the work done,” Mr. 
Modjeski said. “Once we got started the work has gone along very 
well.” ...He was somewhat amused at the recent statement of Colonel 
frederick Stuart Greene, Superintendent of the State Department of 
Public Works, that the span here marks one of the greatest structures 
in the United States in the last 50 years.7

 ____________________________________________________
   

The FDR Bridge: In Their Own Words

“What divine right have the operators of the Hudson River ferry to lock 
up all the towns along the ‘American Rhine’ at 11 o’clock at night and 
put the keys in their breeches pocket? What justification is there for 
the ferry system anyway?....I am aware that the bridge would work a 
hardship upon men who own 
the ferries, but they must not 
stand in the way of orderly 
progress....A half a dozen 
years ago, there were scores 
of livery stables in Pough-
keepsie where horses could 
be hired. Today there is not 
a single horse for hire in this 
city.”   - Bridge Advocate and 
former Poughkeepsie Mayor 
D. W. Wilbur (1922)
 _
“It was an odd sensation, up 
there in the air above the wa-
ters of the Hudson. Walking 
was comparatively easy until 
we made the grade up to the 
top of the towers. That was 
a bit of a pull. In one place 
we walked across a plank six 
inches wide for a distance of 
more than 30 feet above one 
of the piers.”  - Miss eileen 
Nagengast, the first woman to 
walk across the bridge on the 
builder’s cat walk (1929) 
      

Walking on a catwalk during construction of the 
Mid-Hudson Bridge. Dutchess County Histori-

cal Society Collection.
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“There were many valiant citizens of Poughkeepsie who used to dream 
about a second bridge across the Hudson but [Catholic priest] Dean 
(Joseph) Sheahan brought special qualifications to the enterprise. He 
was, in truth, a bridge builder in his own right: a builder of bridges be-
tween people....The Dean was pastor of St. Peter’s Church for 28 years. 
And from his modest front porch, every day of his life, he could see the 
magnificent flow of the Hudson, where the college crews used to row - 
and above it the great shadows of the railroad bridge.
 
But why should the bridge be just for railroads? Were the ferries, good 
as they were, the only way to get back and forth across the Hudson? In 
due time the Dean discovered to his delight, that the original plans for 
the railroad bridge had included a (future) lower level for vehicular 
traffic. This gave new momentum to what had been basically a one-man 
campaign [by Father Sheahan]. All kinds of people began to take the 
idea seriously - legislators included. Along the way, the state’s engineers 
had a chance to be heard. If an additional span across the Hudson at Pough-
keepsie was in order, it might be wiser to build a new bridge than remodel 
an old one. Everyone agreed, including Dean Sheahan. 

And so - on August 25, 1930, the bridge was dedicated...Governor Franklin 
D. Roosevelt was there and so was his predecessor (Alfred E.) Smith - no 
mean bridge builder himself - who had signed the enabling legislation. It 
was a warm day and a happy one. As I look back, I realize that 1930 was 
a vintage year. At the tender age of 28, I was presiding over the Board of 
Aldermen, where my father once sat. My three year old son - in time my fa-
vorite lawyer and film producer (Emmet Lavery Jr.) - was already enrolled 
in Vassar Nursery School and I was auditing Hallie Flanagan’s classes in 
Experimental Theatre at Vassar. Who could ask for anything more? I never 
did.”  - emmet lavery, Poughkeepsie native, playwright, former editor of 
the Poughkeepsie Sunday Courier, and former city alderman (1980)
   ___________________

“I heard they were going to build the bridge. I was a young fellow, 24 
or 25, and  I was looking for work. I went down to the office the Scott 
Brothers Construction Company had opened on Church Street. I told the 
man ‘I’m a construction worker. How about if I be your foreman?’ and 
he said, ‘All right, you’re hired.’ 

He told me to go buy four picks and four shovels. I paid 50 cents for the 
picks and 40 cents for the shovels. I went out on the street, walked up 



to some men and pretty soon I had my crew. I was paid 75 cents an hour, 
the men got 35 cents - but when they were digging in concrete and their 
hands got bloody I asked for and got five cents an hour more for them. 
So we went down by the railroad tracks down by Water Street, and start-
ed digging the first hole. I think that was the first shovelful of dirt - it was 
actually the beginning of the bridge. They hadn’t started the bridge yet, 
but they knew Water Street was too high, it had to come down.

fDr Bridge and abutment, east bank of the Hudson
Historic American engineering record, library of Congress (1986)

I think we [Cassetta and his 30 man crew]actually worked harder in the 
winter - you had to work to keep warm. In the winter, when the ice got 
too thick, the ferries would get stuck and we’d watch people finish their 
trip by walking the rest of the way across the ice. 

[On June 19, 1930] we were mixing concrete on the west end of the 
bridge. Just before noon, a couple of men were putting rivets in. They 
got through and took down the scaffolding and went away. Shortly there-
after an inspector came along and said one of the rivets was loose. So 
George Malloy went to replace it - but he didn’t bother to put the scaf-
folding back up for just one rivet. I looked up and he was standing with 
one foot on a concrete wall, his back against the steel. I though to my-
self, ‘My God, if he misses the rivet he’ll fall.’ The next second he yelled 
and came down, landing right at my feet. I called for help and sent a guy 
into the workhouse to call for an ambulance. Pretty soon we saw the
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ambulance going north and south on the east bank. We had to put Mal-
loy on boards and get him on a boat and bring him to the east shore. 
We learned later he had died at the hospital. ...after something like that 
you’re nervous. [the foremen asked the iron workers if they wanted the 
rest of the day off] We already missed two days this week because of rain 
- let’s work. That same day, a few hours later, Frank Landers fell about 
70 feet. He died too. I won’t forget that day. 

[On opening day] I had men working on both sides. We were still clean-
ing up when the ceremonies were going on. I was the last foreman off the 
bridge. Every bit of that concrete came out of my hands. That bridge is 
strong. We made it that way.”   - Ironworker Sam Cassetta, Poughkeep-
sie (1980)   ____________________

“...it is the symbol of one of the most notable engineering triumphs of 
our time. The public is so well acquainted with the difficulties overcome 
by the men who built the bridge to necessitate any rehearsal. It ought 
never to forget the inspiring battle waged against the obstacles of na-
ture, and the grim faith with which the bridge builders held to their task 
when the east caisson tipped in the slithering mud of the river bed and 
threatened to bring the whole project to failure. Dauntless in their cour-
age, the engineers worked on when the outlook seemed darkest. They 
had to fight the river on one front and skeptical criticism on the other. 
In the end they won; and the story of their victory is one of the epics of 
the annals of the city.” - Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle editorial (August 
25, 1930)
   ____________________

“I have been waiting for 48 years for something to happen and here it 
is - our bridge...With the coming of the automobile, the river became 
more of an obstruction to travel than ever and the necessity of a bridge 
was recognized...May this bridge...serve for generations a growing and 
properous population on both sides of the most glorious river in the 
world. Former Governor Smith is the official father of the bridge. I sup-
pose that makes me the godfather and therefore it is up to me to give the 
bridge a name. So now and hereby I declare the Mid-Hudson Bridge 
duly completed and I accept it in the name of the state from the engi-
neers and the builders. I dedicate the use of it to the citizens of the state 
and the nation for generations to come.”  - New York State Governor 
franklin Delano roosevelt (August 25, 1930)



“A great connecting link has been opened here today. ...Over at Pough-
keepsie, Governor Roosevelt said that I was the father of the bridge. 
Well, looking it over, all I can say is, ‘Some baby.’”  - former New York 
State Governor Alfred e. Smith (August 25, 1930)

“I was very impressed by the size of the bridge. I recall that my father 
said, ‘We will have to add more bridges across the Hudson River as the 
traffic grows.’ He was much more far sighted than most of the people 
then.”  - franklin Delano roosevelt, Jr. (1980) (franklin Jr. was 15 
years old when he attended the opening of the fDr Bridge)
   ____________________

“Once there was a woman driver who pulled up by the toll booth on the 
Mid-Hudson Bridge, paid the fee, then turned her ignition key. As she 
settled back for a comfortable wait she asked the toll collector, ‘When 
does the next ferry go across?’ Then there were the two women from 
Kingston. One of them telephoned to say that they didn’t use the bridge 
very often, and that its height bothered them. Would it be possible for a 
Bridge Authority employee to meet them at the west end and drive their 
car to the east side? It was. In fact, a Bridge Authority employee drove 
their car both ways for them...” - Poughkeepsie New Yorker reporter 
Helen Myers (1952)
   ____________________

“There are a number of events taking place during the year to commem-
orate the Roosevelt Centennial. They take place and the world moves 
on. This [renaming the bridge in honor of FDR] would be an enduring 
thing.  - Arthur Schlesinger, Historian and Chairman of the New York 
State fDr Centennial Commission (1982)
   ____________________

“Back then they operated by the rule of thumb. There were no comput-
ers for the intricate design work so they added an extra layer of safety 
because of the unknown. Today, we like to think we know everything, but 
the level of efficiency is always an unknown...The level of pride in the 
work and the project was different back then; they didn’t need construc-
tion inspectors...It seems that the river is just in everybody’s way now, 
something you have to get over to get where you want to be. But we have 
to remember that it was the Hudson which generated the economy that 
got us where we are today.”  - William Moreau, Chief engineer, New 
York State Bridge Authority (1988) 
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Rowing on the Hudson
by John Mylod

rowing is a sport in which you work going backwards to get ahead. It 
is a mix of personal fortitude, individual achievement and, with other 
rowers, meeting the difficult goal of working and staying together as a 
team. 

In well-rowed boats, oarsmen and oarswomen strive for a complex in-
teraction between athlete efficiency and boat speed. there is a synchro-
nization of skill, technique, physical endurance, mental toughness, and 
pride of accomplishment which, when things are going well, combine to 
reach that splendid moment when a rower is one with the boat and the 
water. In other words, “it don’t mean a thing if you ain’t got that swing.”  
the famous Seattle boat builder, George Pocock said rowing is a “sym-
phony of motion. rowing well is nearing perfection.” 1

that symphony of motion has been played over and over again during 
the past two centuries as boat design and equipment, including oars, have 
been improved upon to make the most of the mechanical advantages ad-
vanced by new shell building methods and materials. Crew shells made 
of wood are rarely seen now that tough and lightweight composite-fiber 
has replaced old materials, including paper. 2

Indeed, it is all the more remarkable that 19th century competitive row-
ers on the Hudson and elsewhere on the east Coast and in england were 
as successful as they were in covering a measured distance, consider-
ing the boat design and equipment of the period. In addition, 19th cen-
tury races were typically at distances of four and five miles with a turn, 
and winning times for these events were surprisingly good, especially 
when considering the mid-point turn. Unlike today’s boats, early boats 
could also generally row through choppy river conditions and the rolling 
wakes of other vessels which crowded in and sometimes, intentionally 
and unintentionally, interfered with a given race.

early racers used four and six oared Whitehall fishing and yawl-boat 
skiffs or other pulling boat designs. Somewhat more slender boats 
evolved with lapstrake construction, although these boats continued the 
use of a fixed seat and oars that were set between two pins on the gun-
wales. 
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One early race on the Hudson in December of 1824, off what is now the 
Statue of liberty, featured a four oared tender from an english frigate and 
an American crew rowing a Whitehall gig named the American Star. 3

the New York watermen in this early race were said to have won hand-
ily due to the important difference in the rowing styles of the two boats. 
“the British oarsmen pulled by throwing back their whole bodies, as 
though they were towing a man of war, while the Americans sat erect as 
though they were part of the boat and pulled only with their arms, thus 
working by short strokes.” 4 (today, the latter style would be anathema 
to any coach. Modern rowing stresses a style that focuses on leg drive 
followed by shoulders, back and finally, arms to complete the stroke.)  

throughout the 1820s and 1830s, amateur clubs were organized in New 
York City and crews from towns further north on the Hudson such as 
Haverstraw, Peekskill, Newburgh, and Poughkeepsie entered numerous 
races in those cities throughout the period.

In Poughkeepsie, a crew in a six oared boat known as the Washington 
(after a club by that name) was successful in several regattas in New 
York, Newburgh and their home town. On June 27, 1837, the Wash-
ington defeated eight other boats at Newburgh. two days later, a large 
crowd gathered at a hotel in downtown Poughkeepsie to congratulate the 
Washington’s oarsmen on the “brilliant performance of our club in beat-
ing the entire field at Newburgh.” Just after the race, spectators on the 
steamboat Emerald even took up a collection and gave it to the oarsmen 
for their fine showing. 5

two months later, a five mile race was held at Poughkeepsie with a 
first place purse of $200, a very handsome sum for its day -  made even 
more impressive considering that the race occurred during the panic and 
recession of 1837. Perhaps to forget hard times for a few hours or to put 
down a wager in the hopes of making some extra cash, people poured 
into Poughkeepsie on steamboats, yachts, carriages, and wagons. thou-
sands of spectators crowded the hillsides and piers along the waterfront 
and jammed the railings of steamboats and the Highland ferry to see 
the five mile race. the starting line was opposite the foot of the present 
Main Street, and the course ran north to a sloop anchored in the river op-
posite what is now Quiet Cove State Park. Again, it was the crew of the 
Washington that defeated all rivals and was awarded first prize. the un-
official time was between 30 and 31 minutes, a respectable six minute



average mile in a boat without sliding seats that relied on sheer upper 
body strength. 6

rowing continued to grow in popularity throughout this period. By Sep-
tember of 1839, a newly formed “Poughkeepsie Amateur Association” 
announced a regatta for sixes and fours with the first prize in each cat-
egory being a new boat valued at $300 and $225. 7  And as interest in 
amateur rowing rapidly expanded during this period, so did an enthusi-
astic following for professional rowing and the emergence of such well 
known heroes as Josh Ward of Newburgh, James Hemill of Pittsburgh, 
the Biglin brothers of Newburgh, and many others. these scullers were 
widely known and covered in general readership and sports papers alike. 
Josh Ward dominated professional sculling for many years and when he 
wasn’t competing in single sculls, he often joined his brothers or others 
in four oared crews.  

A two day regatta on September 5th and 6th, 1860 again brought thou-
sands of people to Poughkeepsie. Arrangements for the regatta were be-
gun a month earlier, and ward committees were formed to solicit funds 
for the event. the regatta included single and double scull races as well 
as fours and sixes racing. On the usual five mile course, a Poughkeepsie 
crew in a boat called the George Shaw defeated crews from Brooklyn 
and New York. the winners used the first spoon oars seen in Pough-
keepsie which were made by George Polk who operated a shipyard on 
what is now a parking lot in northern Waryas Park. (Spoon oars grabbed 
the water more effectively than the flat blade oars in use at that time, and 
their design was a breakthrough in equipment efficiency.) 

Although the 1860 regatta was a success and local backers wagered 
a great deal of money, a Poughkeepsie Eagle editorial disapprovingly 
noted that “one day with its excitements would do very well, but two 
days for a quiet town like Poughkeepsie was rather too much.” 8  Despite 
the editorial comment, racing continued in Poughkeepsie for both fun 
and profit. Josh Ward and Jim Hamill in 1862 raced for a $2,000 purse 
which went to Hamill. 

But the Eagle’s wariness proved justified when in 1865 a match race with 
a $6,000 purse was held in Poughkeepsie between the Floyd Fields and 
a boat called the Samuel Collyer  rowed by the Biglin brothers for a New 
York sponsor. Again, Poughkeepsie’s population swelled by thousands 
of people as spectators poured into town by the train-load along with 
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gamblers, pick-pockets, three-card-Monte con men, and outright thugs. 
Security police from New York were employed for the race day, but 
they were significantly outnumbered and helpless to stop much of the 
thievery that was rampant. 

following the same five mile course as in previous regattas, the Floyd 
Fields tried to surge ahead in the final half mile, but was cut off by the 
New York boat and prevented from taking the lead. Mayhem followed! 
A foul was claimed by the crew of the Floyd Fields, and the referees 
hastily left the waterfront in order to make their decision in private. But 
a crowd of gamblers determined to achieve the right outcome stormed 
the hotel room where the referees were deliberating and threatened to 
shoot them if the New York boat was not declared the winner. Not sur-
prisingly, the gamblers’ opinion prevailed.  

Adding to the outrage was a fight later that day on the corner of Main 
and North Water Streets where thomas DeMott was accidentally killed 
after accusing William Stevens (the stroke of the Floyd Fields) of throw-
ing the race. In the aftermath of this disastrous race of 1865, the city took 
a collective breath and went on with business a little wiser than before. 
 
three years later, another amateur rowing association, the Shatemuc 
Boat Club, was formed by three dozen well known Poughkeepsians in-
cluding Harvey eastman, John roosevelt, Aaron Innis, O.H. Booth, and 
W. A. Collingwood. their first club house outfitted for shells was an old 
canal boat that eventually sank at their dock; however, a new clubhouse 
was built at Upper landing in 1870 near the old Highland ferry slip. 9  

By 1879, however, active membership in the Shatemuc Club had dwin-
dled to such a low point that, late in the year, the facility at Upper land-
ing was turned over to James reynolds who, with other interested sports 
enthusiasts in the community, organized the Apokeepsing Boat Club 
which featured competitive and recreational rowing. eventually, the 
Apokeepsing club relocated to a new waterfront location by barging the 
clubhouse from Upper landing to the foot of Church Street at the north 
end of what is now Kaal rock Park where it continued to be a popular 
recreational rowing center into the early 1920s. 

Professional rowing was still very popular in America at the same time 
that the Apokeepsing Club was being established, and some of the top 
pros were equally well known internationally. Match races for large



purses were planned and promoted in england and Australia as well as 
in the United States. Professional rowers had managers and committees 
which raised money, determined the host community for a given race, 
set the race rules, and handled the publicity much like the promoters of 
prize fights today. 

tremendous public and not so public wagering took place and contrib-
uted greatly to the excitement and anticipation leading up to the many 
showdowns that were generally touted as “world championships.” Josh 
Ward, Walter Brown, Charles Courtney, Jim teneyck, and Jim Hamill 
were some of the well known professional scullers who raced at Pough-
keepsie.

But perhaps one of the best known professionals of all was edward 
“Ned” Hanlan from toronto. His first professional appearance was in 
1874 and he remained unbeatable until 1884 when he was defeated in 
Australia for the world championships by William Beach. So popular 
was Hanlan that prior to race day in Melbourne, he gave rowing dem-
onstrations before a crowd of forty thousand spectators.10  Hanlan and a 
few other of these professionals achieved great celebrity status and were 
true world figures in addition to being great rowers.  

In time, their competitive years behind them, several professionals, in-
cluding Courtney, teneyck, ellis Ward, and Hanlan, went on to coach 
college crews at Cornell, Syracuse, Pennsylvania, and Columbia respec-
tively. After bringing his last Columbia crew to the Poughkeepsie regat-
ta early in the 20th century, Hanlan dropped out of rowing and returned 
to toronto where he died in 1908. (At his death, there was a tremendous 
outpouring of grief throughout Canada. On the day of Ned Hanlan’s fu-
neral, the toronto street cars stopped running, and the stock exchanged 
closed. So many people clogged the streets of the funeral procession that 
the hearse could barely get through.) 11

By the time the first Intercollegiate rowing Association race was held 
on the Hudson at Poughkeepsie in 1895 between Columbia, Pennsylva-
nia and Cornell, professional rowing was finished, and the IrA regatta 
was to become the pinnacle of rowing in America for the next 45 years. 
With time out for two World Wars, the famous regatta was last rowed 
in Poughkeepsie in 1949 before moving on to Marietta, Ohio and then 
Syracuse, New York. (It is now a two thousand meter race rowed at 
Camden, New Jersey.) 
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the “Poughkeepsie regatta,” as the IrA event eventually came to be 
known, attracted as many as 100,000 people to watch three races on one 
day each year. the main event was the four-mile eight-oared varsity race 
from Crum elbow to a point about a quarter of a mile south of the pres-
ent Mid-Hudson Bridge. A 60 car observation train on the West Shore 
railroad followed the progress of each race. Other spectators watched 
from the rocky cliffs of Kaal rock and reynolds Hill (at Upper land-
ing), or from just about every kind of floating craft imaginable. 12

Boats of all kinds came out on regatta day to get a close up view of the race. 
Dutchess County Historical Society Collection

Most impressive was the means of informing spectators along both 
shores which crew was leading after each mile.  As the race progressed, 
aerial bombs were detonated to correspond with the lane number of the 
leading crew (for example, if the crew in lane 3 was leading, 3 aerial 
bombs were shot off). 

In preparation for the races, the college crews came to Poughkeepsie two 
or three weeks ahead of time to get used to the river. 13  In time, too, sub-
stantial boat houses were built for Washington, California and Cornell 
crews along the waterfront at what became known as “regatta row.” 
Navy, Wisconsin and eventually, rutgers occupied buildings at what 
was then Hudson river State Hospital property. Columbia also built an 
impressive stone boat house across the river from the hospital property, 
and other crews took advantage of existing waterfront structures on both 
sides of the river. 

In 1931, nine crews entered the varsity eight race which Navy won in a 
little under nineteen minutes. In 1940, the Junior Varsity race was run in 
pitch dark and a naval vessel had to train a spotlight on the finish line in 
order for the crews to know where to go and for the judges to see who 
won. Washington, it is said, won by eight lengths, although it is not clear 
how they determined the winning margin.14



Historic photo of the Cornell boathouse, now owned by Marist College. following reno-
vations undertaken by Marist between 2004 and 2009, the building is once again a  func-
tioning boathouse on the first floor level with second floor space reserved for campus 
meetings and events. Dutchess County Historical Society Collection. 

Also from Washington was George Pocock, the boat builder who even-
tually set the standard for wooden racing shells that went fast across the 
water. (In the mid-1930s, at the Poughkeepsie regatta, Pocock noticed 
that all 30 shells were his own design.)15 His classic Hudson river boat 
was extremely sturdy and had a lip outside along the top of the gunwale 
like a piece of molding. Its function was to “encourage” river water to 
spray away from instead of slopping into the boat.  

It was in Poughkeepsie too, that George Pocock picked up a helpful 
boat-building idea.While strolling on Main Street one evening, he no-
ticed a window dresser preparing one of the large displays for a window 
of the luckey Platt Department Store. He tapped on the glass and asked 
if he could see a new kind of staple gun that the window dresser was us-
ing to mount the display. Upon closer examination, Pocock realized that 
he could use a stapler to fasten the decking on the bow and stern of his 
shells prior to the final assembly of the finished product and thus save a 
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regatta Program 1923. In 1923, the University of Washington became the first western 
school ever to win the IrA regatta. In the following years, western schools would be-
come a dominant presence in intercollegiate rowing. Dutchess County Historical Society 
Collection. 

great deal of time tacking the fabric to the frame. 16

the Poughkeepsie regatta was suspended during both World Wars, and 
after WWII times had changed for spectators and rowing itself. Most 
spectators now came by car for just a few brief hours, and the Varsity 
eight event was dropped from four miles to three. there was also in-
creasing disappointment among the coaches when conditions on the 

- - --- --- ~ - - -. ·"' -

O 1F:1}F, t c i .A.it_ :e}R 6, G R.A ii 
.. --I~RICf +:wi(NT,Y~FIV,E-·CEN:r·s 



Hudson were less than ideal. With the races now shortened, the great 
straight, four mile Poughkeepsie course was no longer as important; plus 
it was becoming much more difficult locally to raise the funds for the 
buildings, docks, equipment, and personnel necessary to organize the 
regatta. But in its day, Poughkeepsie was to rowing what Indianapolis, 
louisville, Wimbledon, and St. Andrews are to their respective sports 
today.  

rowing, however, did not stop in Poughkeepsie with the final IrA in 
1949. the next important chapter in the City’s rich rowing history began 
the same year; and  ironically, it led to more rowing on the Hudson than 
ever before. Spearheaded by the Junior Chamber of Commerce and en-
couraged with the help of local service and fraternal organizations seek-
ing a way to hold on to the IrA legacy, the idea of scholastic rowing 
(or in those days,”schoolboy’ rowing”) caught on. In 1950, the “Mid 
Hudson Schoolboy rowing Association” was chartered, and that first 
year saw crews established for Poughkeepsie, Arlington and roosevelt 
high schools.

the rowing Association solicited equipment, located coaches and gain-

1952 Poughkeepsie High School “Schoolboy” rowers. School rowing programs were 
established in the 1950s to hang on to the Hudson river’s rowing tradition despite the 
departure of the famed IrA regatta in 1949. Dutchess County Historical Society Col-
lection. 
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ed permission to operate out of the old IrA area known as regatta row 
- all to establish a foothold in the expanding sport of scholastic crew.  In 
the first year too, the Association began the annual “Mid Hudson Invi-
tation regatta” which was staged on the second Saturday of May each 
year for 50 years. (this tradition ended in 2000, when the second Sat-
urday of May was given over to the annual state championship races on 
the fish Creek at Saratoga lake.)

early Mid Hudson organizers and supporters included W. Wendell Heil-
man, roy Kinsey, John Kuhn, Guy torsone, edson rider, Bob Hatfield, 
Dick rivenburg, Swede lindmark, emil tschudin, Herbert Haight, John 
Smith, Jim ryan, Walt Callahan, frank Bub Sr., and the Bub brothers: 
frank Jr., Dick and ronny. frank Jr. went on to lead the Poughkeepsie 
rowing Club for a decade until the club folded in the mid-1960s. ron-
nie also coached, as a volunteer, at Highland High School’s first crew 
season in 1959.

In the early 1950s, the Mid Hudson Schoolboy rowing Association ar-
ranged for the equipment and coaches while the local schools provided 
the rowers. But soon the local schools assumed the responsibility for 
the programs with the Association providing support and conducting 
the Invitation and triangle regattas. By the 1970s, women’s crew was 
introduced and became a central part of both local programs and regat-
tas. the Invitation regatta also grew in stature and by 1974, was one of 
the largest - if not the largest - one day regatta in the northeast. By then 
both men’s and women’s crew teams were flourishing, and the Invita-
tion regatta expanded to as many as 24 races for eight oared shells. By 
then too, the Mid Hudson rowing Association (MHrA) had dropped 
“schoolboy” from its name.

In 1959, on the 350th anniversary of the Hudson and Champlain explor-
atory journeys, a great many events that year commemorated those oc-
casions, including the Mid Hudson Invitation regatta. ten high school 
teams were entered for the Junior and Senior Varsity races. Heats were 
held in the morning for each category, and the six-boat finals went off 
late in the afternoon with undefeated Poughkeepsie High School varsity 
crew losing to the Kent School by a boat length after defeating them 
earlier in the day.

However, two weeks later, the members of the Poughkeepsie High 
School varsity crew boarded a train for Detroit and the National School



boy rowing Association Championships. (Crew is that rare scholastic 
sport with a national championship.) the crew headed for Detroit in-
cluded tim Mead, tony Smith, ted Occhialino, Bob Dietz, John Mylod, 
Bill Davidson, Gary Martoni, John Haight, John Watkins, Gene Motika, 
and David Simmons with manager Jack Dworak, coach Joe Catanzaro 
and trainer Ken Gearhard. the boat they used was a year-old Pocock and 
remarkably, the sixty foot eight oared shell was driven to Detroit atop a 
special rig on the car of robert Miller, an enthusiastic supporter of the 
Poughkeepsie High School crew.  

Unfortunately, the Poughkeepsie oarsmen were not as successful in the 
championships as they had hoped after a mishap in the last quarter of 
the mile race when an officials’ launch edged too close to a crew from 
Nutley, New Jersey and forced it to lock oars with the PHS boat - thus 
effectively ending the PHS crew’s opportunity to cross the finish line in 
first place. Both crews then sprinted to a dead heat, third place finish - 
only seconds behind the winner. 

In spite of losing the championship, the sending of a crew to the Nation-
als in Detroit in 1959 was a signal that scholastic rowing on the Hudson 
had come of age. It was a testament to both the crew programs and 
community support in the 1950s that a public high school team could be 
sent halfway across the country to compete in a national championship. 
these days, in addition to races with traditional rivals in New York and 
New Jersey, local scholastic and club crews regularly compete in the 
nationals and in other races in Delaware, Philadelphia, Boston, Albany, 
Saratoga, and Canada. 

But the 1950s were the make or break years for the early MHrA scho-
lastic programs and hanging on to the Hudson’s rowing traditions was 
an important cultural touchstone for the community. Keeping the rowing 
tradition alive included bouncing back from a major fire in 1957 that de-
stroyed the Washington boathouse and just about all of the high school 
equipment that had been begged and borrowed from the college teams as 
they departed after the final IrA regatta at Poughkeepsie in 1949.

fortunately, insurance covered the cost of new Pocock shells for each 
school which arrived in time for the 1958 crew season. (these shells 
were treated as tenderly as week old puppies since they were the schools’ 
only boats.) By 1959, as the crew programs grew and space became tight, 
roosevelt High School moved from regatta row to the Wisconsin shell
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house at the State Psychiatric Hospital property where they remained 
until a new community boathouse was opened in 2006.

In 1960, a fledgling rowing program began at Marist College and grew 
rapidly to be competitive with comparable college crews. A new boat 
house was built adjacent to the old Washington house and over the inter-
vening years, the Marist crew has grown to be a formidable competitor 
in its division. the Marist’s men’s and women’s crews have established 
themselves as a force in their conference, winning many championships 
in such races as the President’s Cup regatta on its home waters and in re-
gattas on the road as well. (Marist has also competed in england’s royal 
Henley regatta and defeated some of the top crews in the world.) 

from the 1970s to the present, rowing at Poughkeepsie has burgeoned 
to include not only Marist College, Vassar College and the original three 
participating high schools but also Spackenkill High School, Our lady 
of lourdes High School, rhinebeck High School, Wappingers Central 
School Crew Club and two adult clubs: the Mid Hudson rowing As-
sociation and the Hudson river rowing Association. A new boat house 
now houses the seven high school programs and the two adult clubs. 
funded primarily by New York State and the Dyson foundation, on land 
essentially donated by Vassar College, the new, state-of-the-art rowing 
facility includes training “tanks,” five bays for shells and equipment and 
docks long enough to launch and land several shells at a time. 

the 1970s also saw, finally, the very fortunate inclusion of women in 
scholastic and college crew programs. With this new beginning, the pro-
gram participation numbers soared across all rowing levels and added 
greatly to Poughkeepsie’s rowing traditions. Ironically, old timers in the 
community speak wistfully about “bringing back” the old IrA regat-
ta; but today, there are more people rowing and more opportunities for 
people to row than ever before in a full range of boats including singles, 
doubles, fours, eights, quads (four rowers each with two oars), trainers, 
rough water boats, and sleek racing shells. 

Certainly, it is true that far more rowers are seen by far fewer spectators 
than in the days of the Poughkeepsie regatta, but part of the reason is 
that rowing and racing have changed significantly. the races are shorter 
and often run early in the morning to take advantage of better rowing 
conditions when the river is most likely “rowable.” (Boats designed for 
speed are less forgiving than the older shells and are more likely to take



on water in rougher conditions later in the day.) Yet with any luck, the 
new Walkway Over the Hudson will help to develop a larger fan-base for 
regattas 200 feet below.

today, rowing is enjoyed by a larger and more diverse group of enthusiasts than at any 
time in the sport’s history. Photo by rick longworth, Mid-Hudson rowing Associa-
tion.                                      

In the past 175 years of rowing and racing at Poughkeepsie, the last 50
years have seen the greatest concentration of effort in terms of devel-
oping programs and acquiring equipment and facilities to advance the 
sport of rowing. 

Sure, there are far more people here now than there were those many 
years ago when professional rowers were plying their trade; but the fo-
cus is also very different. Countless volunteers have given of their time, 
energy, expertise, skill, leadership, moral support, and money to make it 
possible for others to row and to grow. 

from the unflagging dedication of coaches to the magic of a star-lit early 
morning row; from the mundane tending of organizational paperwork 
to the inevitable frustration of those “what might have been” competi-
tive disappointments --- the efforts of scores of individuals have helped 
thousands and thousands of people learn to row. And those lessons last a 
lifetime. the music plays on.
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1 Author’s interview of George Pocock in his Seattle boatbuilding shop (September 5, 
1975).
2 Six oared paper boats were produced in the mid-19th century by the Waters and Balch 
company in troy, New York. In fact, in the first IrA regatta at Poughkeepsie in 1895, 
the Pennsylvania crew used a paper boat from troy. On race day the boat was damaged 
by the wake from a spectator’s vessel, and the regatta was postponed for two days to 
allow for repairs.
3 robert f. Kelley, American Rowing (New York, 1932), 19.
4 Ibid., 20.
5 “Glory enough for One Day” Poughkeepsie Eagle (July 1, 1837).
6 race times are difficult to match year to year due to variables in wind, tide and current 
conditions. Near shore currents can be going one way when mid-river current is going 
the opposite direction. In 1932, the lanes were put in the middle of the river to give all 
crews the same chance.  IrA races were usually scheduled for late afternoon rather than 
being based on the tides and were subject to unpredictable water conditions.   
7 Poughkeepsie Eagle (September 14, 1839).
8 edmund Platt, The Eagle’s History of Poughkeepsie from the Earliest Settlements 1683 
to 1905 (Poughkeepsie, NY, 1905), 170.
9 Ibid., 222.
10 robert f. Kelley, American Rowing (New York, 1932), 44.
11 Ibid., 46.
12 frank V. Mylod, “the regatta: As I remember” Dutchess County Historical Society 
Year Book Vol. 83, 2001-2002, 61.
13 Ibid., 61.
14 Husky Crew: 1940-1949. Washington rowing foundation, www.huskycrew.
com/1940.htm 
15 Author’s interview of George Pocock in his Seattle boatbuilding shop (September 5, 
1975).
16  Ibid. 

Sculler Bill Davies with “eights” in the distance. Photo by rick longworth, Mid-Hud-
son rowing Association.                                                                     



Bowdoin Park: 
A History (1688-1975)

by Annon Adams

Bowdoin Park, located on the Hudson in the town of Poughkeepsie 
near New Hamburg, has a remarkable history beginning with the arrival 
of european settler, Pieter Pieterse lassen in 1688.1 After colonial era 
settlement by the lassen family, the land we know as Bowdoin Park was 
used by related, wealthy and accomplished New York City residents as 
the picturesque setting for their 19th century riverfront country homes. 
eventually, these estates were donated to the Children’s Aid Society to 
become a training farm and camp for New York City’s impoverished 
children. Dutchess County purchased the land from the Children’s Aid 
Society in 1975 for a riverfront county park.

Pieter Pieterse Lassen

the first owner of Bowdoin Park land was Pieter Pieterse lassen, born 
about 1637 in Denmark, Germany or the Netherlands. twenty-two years 
later in 1659, Jan Baptist Van rensselaer in Amsterdam reported to his 
brother, Jeremias Van renssalaer in New Netherlands that the ship Der 
Vergulde Beever included Peter Petersz lassen as a passenger. lassen 
was under contract to work for Volckert Jansz of Beverwyck [Albany], 
colony of rensselaerswyck for approximately four years during which 
time, Pieter lassen learned to be a brewer.2 

In 1671, Pieter lassen purchased a brewery and took Goosen Gerritsen 
Van Schayk as his partner. Along with his partner, lassen appears on the 
list of those invited to the funeral of Jeremias Van rensselaer, director 
of the colony of rensselaerswyck - an invitation demonstrating lassen’s 
increasing importance in the community.3  

ten years later in 1681, lassen deeded his half of the Albany brewery 
lot to his partner, Sybrant Goosense Van Schayk, the son of his first part-
ner. He then left Albany with his family and settled first in the vicinity 
of Kingston, where two of his children were baptized in 1684 and 1687.4  
(Pieter lassen’s wife was Catharina Hoffmeyer whom he probably mar-
ried before 1679.)5  By 1688, lassen had settled on the east side of the 
Hudson river in Dutchess County.6
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Documents reveal that in 1683, a Highland Indian named Massany ac-
knowledged that he had given a gift of land to Pieter lassen on the 
east side of the Hudson. the land, however, was already under patent to 
francis rombout, making Massany’s gift invalid.7  

Pieter lassen next tried to purchase land from Arnout Corneliesen Viele 
in 1696. Although Viele had a deed for this land (which he had pur-
chased from the Indians in 1680), multiple deeds from Indians for the 
same land were not uncommon, and the reliability of descriptions for 
unsettled lands was uncertain. to secure the land, Viele and lassen suc-
cessfully petitioned the Governor of New York, whereupon lassen was 
granted a patent on May 4, 1704. the confirmed patent covered much 
of what is now the southern portion of the town of Poughkeepsie, but 
it also overlapped the rombout Patent of 1685 and the Schuyler Patent 
of 1688.8 

the next trace of Pieter lassen is found in the lutheran Church of New 
York’s records where it was reported that on february 7, 1709, Pieter 
Pieterse lassen died and was buried in his orchard. (this site became 
the family burying ground until at least 1794.) 9 

Pieter lassen and his wife Catharina had seven or possibly eight chil-
dren: Geertruyt, Pieter, Johannes, Maria, Antje(?), Isaac, Willem, and 
lourens.10 (the obituary of their son Willem, which appeared in the New 
York Daily Advertiser on August 15, 1791, claimed that: “He [Willem] 
was the first born white child in the County of Dutchess.”) 11 Catharina 
lassen’s death, probably in the 1730’s, most likely precipitated final 
settlement of the lassen estate.12 Since overlapping patents were com-
mon, the area covered by the lassen Patent was surveyed in 1745 by 
John Cuer and divided into seven parts of approximately 243 acres per 
share as stated in a deed dated April 5, 1745.13 

the land which comprises the current Bowdoin Park was inherited by 
Pieter lassen’s son, Johannes who was born in Kingston and baptized 
May 4, 1684 at the Dutch Church there. Johannes lassen married Mar-
gareta Jansen Van Orden, and together they had a son, Pieter Hannes 
lassen, born about 1712, who in turn inherited the land we know as 
Bowdoin Park.14  

When Pieter Hannes lassen died about 1791, his will gave the use of his 
estate to his wife Margaret and after her death, to her daughter Margaret 



ferdon and sons Johannes and Pieter Johannes.15 

there are no deeds transferring this property again until March 1, 1800, 
when “Peter lawson, farmer” sells in Deed 61:346 to Aries Vanderbilt, 
Jr. of fishkill, a farm that formerly belonged to Peter lawson patentee, 
great grandfather of Peter lawson the seller.16 (Peter lawson is prob-
ably the anglicized name of Pieter Johannes lassen.) 

James Lenox and His Sisters 

After Aries Vanderbilt, the next owner of the land that would become 
Bowdoin Park was the lenox family of New York City. this was a par-
ticularly close knit family with three members even living in adjoining 
town houses on lower fifth Avenue.17 the first in the family to buy in 
Dutchess County was John fisher Sheafe, husband of  Mary lenox, who 
built “High Cliff” on the west side of Sheafe road and later bought land 
on the east side of the road to create an estate called “Chestnut Hill.” 18 

In 1837 another of the lenox children, James lenox purchased land 
from Aries Vanderbilt and developed the estate called “Netherwood.”19 

the lenox enclave grew when Mary lenox’s mother-in-law, Mrs. 
James Sheafe of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, purchased property north 
of  High Cliff to create the estate she named “the Cedars.” 20 

Bachelor brother to five sisters, James lenox (1800-1880) of Nether-
wood was the only surviving son of robert and rachel lenox. He grad-
uated from Columbia in 1821, received a Master’s degree from Princ-
eton (also in 1821) and after studying law and being admitted to the bar, 
he entered as a partner in his father’s mercantile business: robert lenox 
and Son. Shortly after his father’s death in 1839, he retired and devoted 
himself to the family’s real estate holdings and other interests, which in-
cluded the Presbyterian Church and book collecting on a grand scale.21  

James’ father, robert lenox (1759 – 1839) had come to this country 
from Scotland during the revolutionary War. He was a successful busi-
nessman and at his death was said to be one of the five wealthiest men in 
New York City.22 from his father, James lenox inherited “a farm of thir-
ty acres at the five Mile Stone” covering fifth Avenue to Park Avenue 
from 68th to 74th Streets.23 Despite his father’s wishes, in 1864 James 
lenox began to sell the family land and also used part of it as building 
sites for his charities - which included the lenox library, a Pres-
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byterian Hospital and Presbyterian Home for Aged Women.24 

According to fellow book collector Henry Stevens, James lenox had 
a modest and retiring character that Stevens came to know over the 45 
years the two worked together acquiring the books that would make up 
the lenox library. In Stevens’ 
assessment, “Mr. lenox was 
a man of few words and few 
intimate friends, but of varied 
information, much studious 
reading, extensive correspon-
dence and many books.” 25  

the lenox library, which le-
nox founded in 1870 to hold 
his world class antiquarian 
collection, was located on the 
east side of fifth Avenue be-
tween east 70th and east 71st 
Streets. Designed by richard 
Morris Hunt, New York’s best 
trained architect, the library 
when it was completed was ac-
claimed as “…the city’s most 
architecturally significant li-
brary and one of its great buildings.” 26  (today the lenox library col-
lection, along with the Astor and tilden collections, constitute the three 
great collections which make up the New York Public library.)27 

In 1868 James lenox turned his attention to another favorite cause and 
wrote to some influential Presbyterian laymen proposing that a Presby-
terian Hospital be located on the block bounded by Madison and fourth 
(Park) Avenue and 70th and 71st Streets. lenox donated $100,000 to this 
project, became its president and hired richard Morris Hunt to design 
the new hospital building. With additional donations of $250,000, the 
building was finally completed in October of 1872. (the Presbyterian 
Hospital has been called one of Hunt’s boldest and most innovative de-
signs.)28  At its dedication on October 10, 1872, reverend William M. 
Paxton said to lenox, “I congratulate you, Mr. President, as the origina-
tor and chief benefactor of this institution, that you have lived to see this 
happy hour, when upon this spot sacred to you by ancestral memories, 

James lenox



one of the cherished hopes of your life has flowered into such usefulness 
and beauty.” 29 

Mary lenox Sheafe (Mrs. John fisher Sheafe) worked with her brother 
James on still another charity, the founding of the Presbyterian Home 
for Aged Women in 1866, followed a few years later by an ambitious 
new building for the Home on land donated by James lenox on 73rd 
Street between Madison and fourth (Park) Avenues. the new building 
was dedicated May 10, 1870. An 1872 Annual report for the Home 
proclaimed, “We engage this labor of love chiefly that we may be co-
workers with God.” 30

Ellesdie Chapel

A surviving remnant of the lenox family’s heyday is ellesdie Chapel, 
constructed in 1840 on Sheafe road for the summer use of the lenox, 
Sheafe and Donaldson families along with their servants and neighbors. 
It was named for the family’s initials l – S – D. the “S” of the Sheafe 
family derives from the marriage of James lenox’s sister Mary to J.f. 
Sheafe. the “D” of the Donaldson family derives from the marriage of 
Alethea lenox, the youngest sister of James lenox, to James Donald-
son. (the Donaldson home was where Mt. Alvernia is today.) 31 

In addition to the chapel, a manse and school were also erected. the 
school, now a home, is located on the corner of Sheafe road and De 
lavergne Avenue. On summer Sundays, the school hosted a Sunday 
School program where Mary lenox Sheafe was one of the teachers until 
her death in 1887. 

Although devoted to ellesdie Chapel, Mary Sheafe also promoted a  
Presbyterian Church in the village of Wappingers falls. the same year 
that ellesdie Chapel was created in 1840, she also requested that a sur-
vey be done of potential Presbyterian parishioners in the village. As a 
result, a congregation was formed, and later a church was built under her 
direction. In 1853 Mary Sheafe contributed to the construction of a new 
manse on South Avenue where the church was relocated in 1872.32 

ellesdie Chapel was inherited by Mary lenox Sheafe’s grandniece, Mrs. 
Isabella Banks Satterthwaite who decided that since the chapel was no 
longer used, she would donate it to the New Hackensack Church on 
condition that the church move the building to their lot and maintain it 
for Protestant church purposes.33 
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Money was raised from many sources, and the building was moved and 
rededicated on October 22, 1901 with a historical address by reverend 
J. K. Wight who had been the summer minister for many years at elles-
die Chapel.34 

Although the New Hackensack Church was torn down in the 1990s 
to create a safer runway at Dutchess County Airport, improbably, the 
ellesdie Chapel survived and was moved again in 1996 to its present 
location near the entrance to Bowdoin Park. (today, it can be rented for 
weddings.) 

ellesdie Chapel. Historic American Buildings Survey.



The Howlands

In 1849, James lenox sold Netherwood after the newly built Hudson 
river railroad cut off his access to the Hudson river.35 for a quiet, 
contained man such as James lenox, the potential noise of the railroad 
must have been enough cause for the disposal of the property. the next 
owner was Gardner Greene Howland, a member of the railroad’s Board 
of Directors when the Hudson river railroad was built, and for him the 
building of the railroad was a proud accomplishment.

Gardner Greene Howland (1787-1851) was a Mayflower descendant of 
Puritan leader John Howland. His grandfather, Joseph Howland (1749 
-1836) was one of the notable merchants in the West India trade, and in 
the beginning of the 19th century, he moved to New York City where 
he continued in the shipbuilding trade as the head of Joseph Howland 
& Son. 

His son, Gardiner Greene Howland continued in his father’s business 
becoming one of New York’s best known merchants. In addition to being 
on the Board of Directors of the Hudson river railroad, Gardner Greene 
Howland also served as a Director of the old Bank of New York.36 

When Gardner Greene Howland died in 1851, his son Meredith How-
land (1833-1912) inherited  Netherwood.37 But it was Meredith How-
land’s sister, Joanna “Josie” Howland who eventually took possession 
of Netherwood - purchasing it in 1863 with her new husband Irving 
Grinnell. Netherwood then became this couple’s home for the rest of 
their lives.38  

the Beers map of 1867 (see illustration, page 171) shows that Meredith 
Howland kept another estate nearby just north of Netherwood - the es-
tate known as “Pleasant Hill.”  

Irving Grinnell

the new master of Netherwood was Irving Grinnell, son of Moses Hicks 
Grinnell (1803 - 1877), a partner in the shipping firm of Grinnell, Min-
tern & Co. the company owned approximately 50 ships engaged in the 
South American and other foreign trades, as well as a packet boat service 
to england. In addition, Moses Hicks Grinnell served as President of the 
New York Chamber of Commerce for five years, member of Congress in 
1838, founder and president of the Union league Club, and later was 
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appointed the Collector of the Port of New York.39 Irving Grinnell’s 
mother was Julia Irving (1803 – 1872), a niece of the author Washing-
ton Irving. 

Grinnell was born in New York City in 1839. At Columbia College, he 
graduated with honors in 1859 and while there, participated in its new 
rowing program and stroked one of its famous crews. Before he was 
even out of college, he was elected to membership in the New York 
Yacht Club in 1859. 

After graduation, he entered Grinnell, Minturn & Co., the family ship-
ping business where he became a partner connected to many of the 
firm’s most famous ships, including the celebrated Flying Cloud - the 
world’s fastest clipper ship for over a century. these early endeavors 
must indeed have been successful since he retired from business in 1863 
at the age of 24. that same year, Grinnell married Joanna “Josie” Dorr 
Howland, and together they bought Netherwood from Josie’s brother 
Meredith Howland. 40 

Whether boating on ice or on water, on the Hudson or on the sea, Grin-
nell was an avid sailor. Biographer William emery observed: “Many of 
his happiest days were spent on his father’s yachts, Dream, Spray, Haze, 
Restless, and Widgeon and no keener racing man, or more active sailor 
could be found on any yacht...Much of his life has been spent in and 
about boats, and in his spare moments he is still much on the water...” 43

throughout his early retirement at Netherwood, Grinnell devoted much 
of his energy to water sports on the Hudson. (today, the foundation of 
Netherwood’s boat house can still be glimpsed from the train when the 
leaves are down.) the Shatemuc Boat Club, organized in Poughkeepsie 
in June of 1867, counted Grinnell as one of its rowers in the National 
regatta in the fall of that year, where he won the champion prize, “an 
elegant and costly gold medal in the single scull third degree race.” 41 

Irving Grinnell was also the first commodore (or president) of the New 
Hamburg Ice Yacht Club, incorporated on December 20, 1869, with a 
membership that included local millionaires, river captains and village 
residents. Grinnell owned six ice yachts in the 1880s, and the club used 
Grinnell’s boathouse as its headquarters. Also members of the Club were 
temple Bowdoin, Grinnell’s nephew and Sheafe descendants, James 
Banks and J. fisher Satterthwaite.42 



Irving Grinnell. fDr library and Archives.

In 1876, Grinnell commissioned Poughkeepsie boat builder Jacob Buck-
out to build an ice yacht for display at the Philadelphia Centennial ex-
hibition. Named Whiff, this handsome ice yacht was the first iceboat 
that many Americans had seen, and it was reported to have spurred the 
building of similar boats in other parts of the country.44 

Although ice yachting was an unreliable sport that depended on the 
weather to produce good ice and favorable wind conditions for racing, 
the New Hamburg and Poughkeepsie Club each year held challenge 
pennant racing events in a friendly rivalry. 
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In 1885, Grinnell had a new and faster ice yacht, Zero built and sailed it 
alone to win its first race. the next day, while representing the New Ham-
burg Club for a challenge pennant against Poughkeepsie, the Zero hit a 
buoy and struck a boy. After the race, Grinnell and another participant 
put in a claim of foul. Although the claim was denied, Poughkeepsie’s 
Ice Yacht Club soon after dissolved when members dissatisfied over the 
handling of the claim left to form the Hudson river Ice Yacht Club.45   

Grinnell was a member of both the Hudson river Ice Yacht Club and 
the New Hamburg Ice Yacht Club and remained the heart and soul of 
local ice yachting until at least 1900. (Years when he traveled to europe 
or California during the winter, the New Hamburg Club was inactive.) 
In 1900, the New Hamburg Ice Yacht Club was the oldest such club in 
America.46 

Grinnell’s ice yacht Whiff, designed by Jacob Buckhout of Poughkeepsie, 
was 40 feet in length and carried 347 square feet of canvas sail.

Grinnell also remained active in traditional yachting as a member of the 
New York Yacht Club and for a short time, as Commodore of the Central 
Hudson Yacht Club where he occasionally organized yacht races on the 
Hudson river. 47

During the 1890s, Grinnell was a member of the regatta Committee for 
the New York Yacht Club and participated in organizing and managing 
both the Club races and the America’s Cup Challenge.48



In 1892, Grinnell had six ice yachts registered with the Hudson river Yacht Club: the 
Boreas. the Flying Cloud, the Zero, the Whistler, the Whiff, and the Puff. Grinnell was 
a recognized expert on the sport and in explaining its nature he noted that, unlike other 
types of yachts, ice yachts can truly sail “faster than the wind.” (reprinted from “Ice 
Sailing” by Henry Buck, library of Sports and Pastimes 1892).
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Grinnell was a particularly dedicated and active episcopal churchman 
serving on the vestry of Zion episcopal Church in Wappingers falls be-
ginning in 1875. He also served as the Superintendent of the Sunday 
School, head of the supplementary choir and lay reader of the church.49 
Along with regularly giving money for physical improvements to the 
building, he rarely missed a Sunday service, and his church work con-
tinued until two years before his death. Outside his church, Grinnell was 
also an active leader in the New York Diocese of the Protestant episco-
pal Church as a member of its federal Council50 and was also treasurer 
of the Church temperance Society.51 

Working with reverend Henry Yates Satterlee, a minister at Zion epis-
copal Church, in 1867 Grinnell was instrumental in founding a library 
in Wappingers falls, at first using rented space. But in 1884, Grinnell 
made plans to purchase land and construct a new library for which he 
established a building fund, gave a lawn party to raise money and solic-
ited both his family and friends. On October 21, 1887, the new library 
opened. Its design, by New York architect Henry M. Congdon, was in 
the Swiss chalet style chosen by Grinnell. today, the library, on the cor-
ner of Market and east Main Street, continues to be actively used. 52

When Grinnell died in 1921, he was remembered as a long time member 
of the New York Yacht Club and a truly passionate water sportsman. 
As an interesting aside, in 1932 on the last day of his first campaign for 
the Presidency, franklin Delano roosevelt remembered that he had first 
come to Wappingers falls at age 5 to visit his “cousin,” Irving Grinnell. 
(the first marriage of fDr’s father had been to rebecca Howland, Ir-
ving Grinnell’s sister-in-law.)53

1867 Beers Map 
showing Irving Grin-
nell’s estate Nether-
wood and the Pleasant 
Hill estate of Grin-
nell’s brother-in-law 
Meredith Howland; 
the nearby estates 
of High Cliff (J.f. 
Sheafe) and Home-
wood (J. Donaldson) 
were created by the 
sisters of James le-
nox during the pre-
ceding generation.



Joanna “Josie” Howland Grinnell, wife of Irving Grinnell and mistress of Netherwood. 
(Josie Grinnell’s sister rebecca was the first wife of fDr’s father and the mistress of 
Springwood in Hyde Park until her death in 1869). fDr library and Archives.
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The Bowdoin Family

In the 1880s, Irving Grinnell’s sister Julia and her husband George Bow-
doin began to acquire land for their weekend home in the area of what 
we now call Bowdoin Park. first, they located on the east side of Sheafe 
road across from today’s entrance to Bowdoin Park on an estate they 
called “Oakhurst.” Gradually, the Bowdoins acquired even more neigh-
boring properties and after 1927, gave these accumulated estates to the 
Children’s Aid Society of New York.

Julia Grinnell’s husband George Sullivan Bowdoin (1833 – 1913) was 
the great grandson of Alexander Hamilton and a member of the family 
that founded Bowdoin College.54 He attended Harvard College for three 
years, and then began his life as a Wall Street securities broker, joining 
the firm of Morton, Bliss and Company in 1871. (levi P. Morton was the 
firm’s head, and Bowdoin was a junior partner.) In 1884 Bowdoin be-
came a partner in Drexel, Morgan & Company, which later became J. P. 
Morgan & Company. (two years earlier in 1882, Bowdoin had managed 
J.P. Morgan’s purchase of the yacht, Corsair and became an original 
member of Morgan’s “Corsair Club.”) With his distinguished genealogy, 
Bowdoin was said to be exactly the type of patrician people expected to 
find at the Morgan Bank.55 

In 1862, Bowdoin married Julia Grinnell, the sister of his friend Irving 
Grinnell.56 Both Bowdoin and Grinnell were members of the New York 
Yacht Club, but there is no evidence that G. S. Bowdoin participated in 
activities on the water near New Hamburg. Grinnell and Bowdoin were 
both active in the episcopal Church however. In 1910, George Bowdoin 
gave Zion episcopal Church a new carillon of bells and a new large 
church bell.57 Bowdoin also gave substantial gifts to Grace episcopal 
Church and the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City.58 

Bowdoin’s interest in science led him to take an active part in the af-
fairs of the American Museum of Natural History. Not only did he give 
generously, but he also served on the Board of trustees and on its ex-
ecutive Committee. In business and society, Bowdoin’s interests were 
wide ranging. He was a trustee of the Mutual life Insurance Company; a 
director of the New York Central, the West Shore and the New York and 
Putnam railroads; and a member of the Union, Knickerbocker, Brook, 
turf and field, Metropolitan, racquet and tennis, Union league, tux-
edo, and Church clubs; and the Century Association. 59



George and Julia Bowdoin’s son, temple Bowdoin also eventually be-
came a partner in J. P. Morgan & Company. Born in 1863, temple Bow-
doin graduated from Columbia in 1885 then spent two years at Colum-
bia law School. After working at a few other securities firms, he joined 
Drexel Morgan & Company where he was made a partner in 1893. like 
his father, he was also a member of many social clubs including the 
New York Yacht Club, the Metropolitan Club, the racquet and tennis 
Club, the University Club, the Ardsley Club, Baltusrol Golf Club, and 
the rumson Country Club. 60

temple Bowdoin’s wife, Helen “Nellie” Parish Kingsford was a dedi-
cated volunteer at the Children’s Aid Society founded in 1853 by Charles 
loring Brace.61 Her involvement there was part of the Bowdoin family’s 
long term relationship with this particular charity. (Using current so-
cial science terminology, the Children’s Aid Society describes its work 
as “filling gaps between what children deserve and what life has dealt 
them.” Although the content of their work has changed over the years, 
their objectives have remained the same.) 62 Beginning in 1882, Nellie 
Bowdoin’s father-in-law, G. S. Bowdoin became an annual donor to the 
Children’s Aid Society. And by 1900, his daughter-in-law Nellie had 
become a member of the Auxiliary Board of Managers of the 44th St. 
Industrial School, one of the many units of the Children’s Aid Society.

the Industrial School provided classes in carpentry, ironwork, wire 
bending, cooking, sewing, and other manual training for boys and girls. 
Its Annual report of 1900 stated, “We are trying through our manual 
training classes, and pleasant lessons in other branches to win the child 
to a love of its school work and to regular attendance.” Baths were also 
arranged and hot meals provided. 63

In 1903, the Children’s Aid Society Annual report recognized the “ex-
cellent results obtained in the chair-caning class, which is supported 
by Mrs. temple Bowdoin.” It also recognized her “…loving thought-
fulness” in providing dolls for the girls at Christmas.64 In 1904, Nellie 
Bowdoin became the Vice-President of the Board of Managers for the 
44th Street School.

the Children’s Aid Society Annual report that year stated, “More than 
ever, then, will we seek to bring into these young lives entrusted to our 
care every possible joy of childhood, along with the useful instruction, 
which we hope, is to make of them useful and respected citizens.” Mr. 
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temple Bowdoin was also thanked for his assistance.65 the next year, 
Nellie Bowdoin supported a new class in cobbling, and the following 
year, Mr. temple Bowdoin made possible the provision of food and fuel 
to suffering families.66

finally in 1907, Nellie Bowdoin made her way up to the presidency of 
the Board of Managers at what was now called the east river Industrial 
School. for the next three years, both she and her husband continued 
their support of the School. 

In 1910, the Bowdoins expanded their philanthropy even further by es-
tablishing “Kinderfold” in New Hamburg. this enterprise was described 
as a beautiful country home “…where sickly and anaemic children may 
be sent to recuperate. the home is on high ground, commanding a fine 
view of the surrounding country and of the Hudson. Mr. and Mrs. Bow-
doin have taken upon themselves the maintenance and care of the Home; 
and with the greatest thoughtfulness have provided everything possible 
conducive to the comfort and happiness of the children….Ninety-seven 
children have been guests at Kinderfold and all have been greatly ben-
efited.”67 

But in 1911, the Annual Children’s Aid Society report mentions that 
Mrs. temple Bowdoin had been ill, and a year later, Nellie Bowdoin 
died of breast cancer. the Children’s Aid Society report of 1912 noted: 
“Her rare sweetness of character, ready sympathy and great fund of ten-
der human affection, endeared her to everyone.”68 

two years later, on December 2, 1914, temple Bowdoin died from a 
burst appendix. the day after his death, a letter from “A friend” ap-
peared in the New York Sun (apparently written by a close associate) 
who commented upon Bowdoin’s mastery “of all the intricate details of 
the great transactions that have centered for years past at the Morgan-
banking house. It was the habit of the late Mr. Morgan, after negotiating 
some vastly important matter or after arranging the general lines of some 
large syndicate operation to dump the papers on Mr. Bowdoin’s desk, 
with perfect confidence that from that time forward the matter would 
be perfectly handled, no cog allowed to slip, no detail left unattended 
to.”69

Nellie and temple Bowdoin’s only child, George temple Bowdoin grew 
up in New York City on east 37th Street but spent vacations at the family 



home in New Hamburg. Bowdoin biographer russell train has noted 
that “old snapshots show him sitting on a horse or holding the reins of 
a pony cart in front of the entrance to the New Hamburg house. In the 
winters there was skating, sledding and iceboating on the Hudson.” 70

At age 16 while a student at Groton, Bowdoin learned of his father’s 
death and left school before graduating to join the Army where he served 
with distinction as a pilot in the World War I  Army Signal Corps. While 
stationed in Montgomery, Alabama, he met and married emily Castleton 
ligon (1900 – 1987) who lived in a classic southern mansion that later 
became the Alabama Governor’s Mansion. the couple married in 1919, 
and George Bowdoin began his career as a banker. But unfortunately, 
the new Mrs. Bowdoin did not like New Hamburg’s relative isolation, 
and in 1925, the Bowdoins bought another vacation home in Oyster Bay 
on long Island. 71

Meanwhile Kinderfold continued to operate in New Hamburg. In 1916, 
the Children’s Aid Society Annual report noted that the work at Kinder-
fold was for “convalescent boys” and was supported in memory of the 
late Mr. and Mrs. Bowdoin by their son;72 George Bowdoin continued 
to support Kinderfold even when it left New Hamburg for another loca-
tion.

In 1925, George temple Bowdoin joined the Board of Directors of the 
Children’s Aid Society and would remain on the Board for the rest of his 
life, often serving on its executive, finance, Nominating, and “Country 
Branch” Committees. 73 

His commitment to the Children’s Aid Society increased substantially 
when he gave his magnificent estate in New Hamburg to the Society 
in memory of his parents, temple and Helen “Nellie” Bowdoin. the 
Children’s Aid Society Annual report of 1928 noted that: “One building 
has been used since last summer by a group of boys who were in danger 
of being submerged in the life of a crowded city. two camps are being 
planned to be ready for this year’s occupancy.” 74

George temple Bowdoin retired from banking in 1930 and went on to 
become the Mayor of Oyster Bay from 1931 to 1942 and also served as 
an officer in the United States Naval reserve during World War II. He 
was also a keen yachtsman.75 
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Children’s Aid Society

the land which is now Bowdoin Park and also the parcel which is now 
the tri-Municipal Sewer Plant were given to the Children’s Aid Society 
in nine land transfers between 1927 and 1949. In honor of their Bowdoin 
benefactors, the Children’s Aid Society named the camp “Bowdoin Me-
morial farm.” the Society’s 1928 Annual report proclaimed: “A Coun-
try vacation for every child has been the goal of the Children’s Aid 
Society for over fifty years – a goal we are still striving to attain.”76  With 
the donation of Bowdoin Memorial farm, many more boys and girls 
were able to come to the country for a two week vacation and boys 16 
to 21 could receive convalescent care, farm labor training and eventual 
placement at a farming job.

the Bowdoin estate was turned into two camps (one for boys and one 
for girls) with a baseball diamond, a “Joanna Howland Grinnell Memo-
rial Swimming Pool” and an additional area for pioneer camping where 
campers lived in log cabins, cooked their meals over open fires and 
hewed their own furniture. 

Accompanied by his mother, President franklin Delano roosevelt vis-
ited the Bowdoin farm training Program in August of 1933, and the 
Children’s Aid Society recorded the moment: “the President saw the 
boys at work with tractors, in the barns, the dairy, the fields, and the 
garden…these boys will not soon forget their meeting with franklin 
Delano roosevelt, nor his message to them: ‘Bowdoin farm is doing 
something to advance a cause that has long been a pet hobby of mine, 
that is, to educate young men to become useful citizens outside of the 
cities.’” 77

But with the coming of World War II, many of the young men who had 
attended the farm training School enrolled in the armed services in-
stead. reacting to these new circumstances, the Children’s Aid Society 
“…adapted its program to take boys rejected by the Army or those un-
equipped with industrial skills, and train them as ‘soldiers on the food 
front.’” 78

Although many summer camps for children closed during World War II, 
the Children’s Aid Society was able to keep its camp running with the 
aid of a skeleton farm training staff. After World War II, the Children’s 
Aid Society tried to keep its operation afloat through lowering costs with 



fDr and his mother Sara roosevelt in the backseat of their car surrounded by Children’s 
Aid Society campers at Bowdoin farm, August 10, 1933. fDr library and Archives.

a centralized kitchen, a purchasing office and administrative changes. At 
the same time, it was still trying to provide children with the security and 
stimulus of belonging to a small group (eight children to a camp cabin) 
and individual attention to each child’s needs.79

the 1964 Children’s Aid Society Annual report even championed week-
end winter camping where older children would “…plan and learn, and 
find new pleasures in an unaccustomed country setting.” Summer camps 
were to be three weeks in duration and would provide the boys and girls 
with: “the excitement of new accomplishments – mastering the skill of 
bow and arrow, discovering the infinite variety of tree leaves, making 
friends with children from different neighborhoods, giving them a new 
sense of hope and capacity to carry them through their often embattled 
days in the city.”80
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But in the late 1960’s, the Children’s Aid Society felt pressed to rethink 
its programs in response to urban riots and unrest. By the early 1970s, its 
camps closed for good. the Children’s Aid Society now had new chal-
lenges to meet in areas such as drug abuse prevention.

In 1975, Dutchess County purchased the Children’s Aid Society prop-
erty, a portion of which became the 11-acre tri-Municipal Sewer Plant. 
Another portion was developed by Dutchess County into the 301-acre 
recreational facility called Bowdoin Park. today, a few of the Children’s 
Aid Society buildings still remain as testament to the philanthropic leg-
acy of the Bowdoin family.
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Dutch Rhinecliff
     by Cynthia Owen Philip

It is hard to believe that rhinecliff – or Kipsbergen as it was called 
until the railroad came through in 1851 - is now 321 years old, and that 
descendants of the original Kips still live there. Directly opposite Kings-
ton, it was the fourth oldest european settlement on the waterfront of the 
Hudson river - at that time and long afterwards, the greatest thorough-
fare in the country. Only Albany, Manhattan and Kingston preceded it. 
In 1686, four Kingston Dutchmen acquired a long rectangle of land from 
the lenape tribe for the usual handful of metal pots, blankets, cloth-
ing, shotguns, and wampum. to the Native Americans it was a bargain 
for according to their tradition, the Dutchmen received only the use of 
land that ultimately belonged to the Great Spirit. At any rate, reduced 
by intertribal wars and diseases brought by europeans, the lenape were 
ready to move on. 

equally astonishing is that during over three centuries of often radical 
changes (steam navigation, railroads, automobiles and airplanes, for in-
stance) the hamlet remained true to its independent Dutch ways. A num-
ber of factors, including chance, account for its essential stability. 

the settlement at Kipsbergen grew slowly. Only one of the original four 
Dutchmen, Hendrick Kip (along with his wife and three children) settled 
at Kipsbergen; Kip’s partners regarded the 2,200 acres and its four miles 
of waterfront as a speculation. Moreover, Kipsbergen’s topography (char-
acterized by high bluffs, rocky outcroppings and boggy swales) together 
with its position on the ancient river crossing, determined its destiny as 
a river and rail transportation hub rather than a land hungry agricultural 
community. Its easy access to Kingston by water or over ice tied it to 
that city which, although ethnically diverse, was initially predominately 
Dutch. even more fundamental than its slow growth and geography was 
Kipsbergen’s solid Dutch heritage. the United Netherlands the Kips left 
in 1637 was enjoying its Golden Age. the home of Vermeer, rembrandt 
and leibniz, it was the most equalitarian and religiously tolerant country 
in the world. Individuals owned their houses and their farms. Both men 
and women could buy and sell property at will. Women could keep their 
maiden names when they married and often did. they could enter into 
contracts and run businesses without a father’s or husband’s permission. 
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Daughters and sons inherited family property equally. the general popu-
lace were either merchants, bankers, or in shipping. As a center of learn-
ing, many entered the professions. In short, it was predominately a mid-
dle class society where prosperity was so defuse that even the bursting 
of the tulip Mania bubble, in which hundreds of foolish investors paid 
extravagant sums for one uncertain bulb, did not wreck the economy. 
(that crisis took place, perhaps coincidentally, the year the Kips emi-
grated.) A strong sense of independence and the work ethic developed in 
the homeland would stick with Dutch settlers in the New World.
       

      The First Settlers 

the Kips first lived in New Amsterdam where they traded, shipped, ac-
quired land, and served in top governing positions. (the New York City 
Kips are still a prominent family.) When third generation Hendrickus 
Kip moved to Kingston, he flourished. Why he left Kingston for the for-
ests on the east bank of the river is not known. Probably it was a chance 
to gain enough land to share with his much younger brother Jacobus 
when he retired as a sloop captain. In any case, he built a homestead 
for his wife and their three children (one of them already a grown boy)
at a location overlooking what would become in the 19th century “Slate 
Dock.” 

When Jacobus Kip came to live in Kipsbergen, he sited his house at the 
Native American river crossing; he and his wife (the daughter of Kings-
ton’s sheriff, its highest ranking official) already had three children, and 
their flock would increase almost yearly to nine. there he developed 
the ferry service between Kipsbergen and Kingston that would continue 
operation under the same patent until World War II shut it down. Jacobus 
Kip also greatly extended his ownership of land; he would eventually 
pay the second largest tax in the nascent town of rhinebeck. 

the ruins of Hendrikus Kip’s house still stand; much enlarged, it lasted 
until 1910 when a great fire left only a few walls upright. Jacobus Kip’s 
home, which more than doubled in size, can be seen on the waterfront. 
that of Hendrickus Kip’s son Jan (later owned by Jacobus Kip’s young-
est child) is at the junction of long Dock and rhinecliff roads. 

Because of the easy proximity to Kingston, early settlers continued to at-
tend Kingston’s Dutch reformed church and to socialize, shop and own 
property there. Growing slowly but surely by intermarrying with King-



ston’s Dutch families, Kipsbergen remained true to its traditions and its 
Dutch language. 

the will of Abraham Kip (who had inherited the ferry run) not only 
gives an extraordinarily clear picture of family life in the 1750s, it testi-
fies to the persistence of the family’s Dutchness. Abraham’s wife and 
two small sons having predeceased him, his only heirs were an eight-
year old daughter and a six-year old son. His will states: 

to my son Jacobus I give my Great Bible and my gun. the rest of my 
estate I leave to Jacobus and Amelia when my son is of age. … My 
executors are to rent out my house and farm and lands and also the 
ferry across Hudson’s river to a good husbandman that will keep the 
same in good order, and also that always a good ferry boat and prop-
er attendance be kept agreeable to the Patent granted for said ferry. 
All household stuff, horses, cattle etc are to be sold at public vendue 
and the money put at interest to sure persons, or for the building of a 
storehouse. And as my servant and negro slaves have behaved faith-
ful and obedient, it is my will that my servant during the time limited 
by his indenture, and my negroes, Peggy and robin, shall be hired 
to some honest persons, as they shall like best, and if possible that 
Peggy and robin may be both at one house, and my old wench Bett 
shall have liberty to choose any good family that will take and keep 
her for victuals and clothes. My wench Diana I would have live in the 
family where my children live. lastly I beg favor of my dear mother-
in-law and my brother-in-law, Johannes Pruyn, to take my children 
and not let them want for victuals and clothes.1

there was only one drawback to the equalitarianism practiced by Kips-
bergen. that was the constant division of its property. families were of-
ten large. If a widow or widower remarried, children of the new spouse 
might be added to the household. Inheritance became even more compli-
cated if the couple also produced children of their own. In one early re-
corded case, land was divided into fifths and ninths. Such circumstances 
led heirs to sell, which they often did, although mainly within the ex-
tended family. 

A Different Sort of New World Dutch Tradition

the Beekmans’ development of the land east of what is now route 9 
was far from equalitarian. But it was also Dutch. like the Kips, the fam-
ily migrated to Kingston from New Amsterdam. However, by the time 
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Jan Kip’s house, built circa 1715. Also known as the Abraham Kip house. 
Photo by Alan Coon, 2007

the third generation came to live on the east bank of the Hudson, they 
were patroons - the name given to a very small group of immigrant Dutch-
men and englishmen who received immense tracts of land with the mild 
proviso that they place on it a handful of families in four or five years. 
the system the patroons devised to secure the labor force necessary to 
sustain even a sparse population was ingenious, at least from their point 
of view. rather than sell their land to farmers, they bound them to it 
by complicated leases that kept them perpetual tenants from generation 
to generation. the farmers not only paid the patroon a yearly rent, but 
also provided him with a wide variety of labor and produce. Moreover, 
the patroons kept water, mineral and wood rights for themselves. they 
owned the mills and required their tenants to grind grain there, taking a 
portion of the yield to pay for the service. If a tenant wished to transfer 
his lease and move, he had to give the patroon up to a third of the cost of 
whatever improvements he had made. the patroon set their worth. 

the advantage to the great landowners was both political and social. It 
was very difficult for a tenant to amass enough wealth to qualify to vote. 
Should he do so, it was easy for the patroon to direct it. thus all levels 
of government, including the courts, were controlled by the patroons. 



except for a few scattered settlements similar to Kipsbergen, no strong 
middle class, as evidenced in neighboring New england, was allowed to 
evolve. the general social pattern was reduced to masters and leasehold-
ers. 

Because the patroons were dependent on their tenants for their political 
power, their social status and their luxurious and often indolent well-be-
ing, they defended the system tenaciously. No similar neo-feudal system 
would exist anywhere else in America, except in the plantation south. 
It was only after an eight-year guerrilla uprising in the mid-nineteenth 
century, called the Anti-rent Wars, that the system was broken. even 
then it was not completely swept away. Much to its inconvenience, the 
Dutch reformed church in rhinebeck still must collect “quit-rents,” al-
beit very small ones, on the land it was given for its maintenance - else 
the property will revert to Beekman descendants. 
 
Wilhelmus, the first Beekman to come to New Amsterdam arrived in 
1647 (either by design or providentially) on the same boat as Petrus 
Stuyvesant, the shrewd new Director-General of the Dutch West India 
Company. the friendship the two strong-minded men cemented during 
the long voyage would stand both of them in good stead. A Dutchman to 
the core and by temperament an adventurer, Wilhelmus Beekman had no 
sooner acquired a competence in New Amsterdam than Stuyvesant sent 
him to govern the recently conquered unruly Swedish settlement on the 
coast of what is now Delaware. Instead of returning to New Amsterdam 
after he had finished that stint, he asked Stuyvesant to find him a place 
in Wiltwyck (as Kingston under the Dutch was called) because, he said, 
with a growing family he could not possibly afford to live in New Am-
sterdam. Stuyvesant made him “shout,” a position that gave him juris-
diction over all the lands between the borders of the city and Beverwyck, 
soon to be renamed Albany when Stuyvesant handed the entire colony 
over to the British in 1664. 

this change to British rule fazed neither man. Stuyvesant simply took 
the title of Governor and Beekman that of Sheriff. No matter the name, 
the duties and the emoluments were essentially the same. Beekman 
knew he would be able to amass a great deal of money, for his pay was a 
percentage of the fines, fees and taxes he collected. When he returned to 
the New Amsterdam that had now become New York, he was able to set 
himself up on a large farm with a brew house, two mills, an orchard, and 
a fine piece of meadowland in the area Beekman Street now traverses. 
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there he would become an alderman and a deputy mayor as well as a 
provincial assemblyman. 

Wilhelmus’s son, Hendrikus Beekman, stayed on in Kingston to manage 
family affairs. following in his father’s footsteps, he became a member 
of the Provincial Assembly and, when it was in session, resided in New 
York. Although he would never live on the east side of the river, he 
patented 84,000 acres in southern Dutchess County, where the towns 
of Beekman, Pawling, Dover, Uniondale, and half of laGrange now 
are.  At the same time, he acquired from Native Americans 21,700 acres 
east of the Kipsbergen partners’ land. Somewhat later he bought 5,500 
acres of Schuyler land north of Kipsbergen. this made him the largest 
landowner in Dutchess County and a patroon. to add to the family’s 
prestige, he married his two daughters and his son into the powerful 
livingston clan of Columbia County. that family had the distinction 
of having parlayed 2,600 acres (“bought” from Native Americans) into 
16,000 acres within the short space of three years. Although title was 
uncertain, livingston descendants were sufficiently well connected to 
retain much of this land into the twentieth century. 

In 1706, with an eye towards settling the northern parcel, as his patent 
required him to do, Hendrikus Beekman acquired a six-acre mill site at 
the mouth of the landsman Kill from Arie roosa, one of the Kipsbergen 
partners. As the partners had sworn that each must approve the transfer 
of mill sites, it is possible that they let it go in exchange for Beekman’s 
abandoning his forceful, but unsubstantiated, claim that Kipsbergen was 
included in his patent.

In 1713 Hendrikus Kip rescued 35 Palatine families, who after fleeing 
from war torn Germany, had been indentured to robert livingston (Kip’s 
son’s father-in-law) to make tar for the British navy. the project failed, 
and livingston abandoned the Palatines to their fate. Originally farmers 
and vintners with few rights, they gladly accepted Beekman’s offer to 
become his tenants. Despite the onerous provisions of their leases, some 
of them prospered. It should be noted that as they were German and lu-
theran as well as leaseholders, they mingled infrequently with the free-
holding Dutch of Kipsbergen. they erected their own church and burial 
lot at Wey’s corners – the junction of the present routes 9 and 9G. 

Hendrikus Beekman died a rich man in 1716 and left money to each of 
his three of children. His only son, whose name was anglicized from



Hendrikus to Henry, focused on Dutchess rather than Ulster County. (the 
counties were still governed as one entity.) When his wife, Janet livings-
ton died from complications following childbirth in 1724, he took a seat 
in the Provincial Assembly where he attended to local issues benefiting 
his constituents, especially the needs of his brother patroons. two years 
later he married Gertrude Van Cortlandt, an immensely rich, well-con-
nected widow, thus soldering his family even more tightly to the patroon 
elite. At the same time he acquired the Hendrickus Kip homestead from 
Jan Kip in exchange for good agricultural land in red Hook. together 
with added mill sites on the landsman Kill, this gave him a pincer on 
Kipsbergen, important to him politically because its people were voters. 
It would be a terrible shock to the community when the Precinct of rhyn 
Bec was formed in 1738, and the voting place moved inland amidst 
Beekman’s Palatine tenants. Henry Beekman would greatly enlarge his 
homestead and live there seasonally until he died in 1776. (His daughter, 
grandson and great-granddaughter would all eventually inherit it.)  

The Dutch Reformed Church

throughout these early years, the Beekmans, as well as Kipsbergen’s 
growing population, remained faithful to the Dutch reformed church in 
Kingston. Interestingly, Hendrikus Beekman had encouraged the bap-
tism of Negro, Mulatto and Indian slaves. At the same time, however, he 
endorsed giving masters the right to punish slaves, short of killing them, 
and also authorized towns to employ a “Common Whipper.” the former 
beneficent act was probably a protest against the inroads Anglicans were 
making on Dutch culture. 

When Colonel Henry Beekman decided to build a Dutch reformed 
church in rhinebeck in 1731, it was as much for political reasons as for 
convenience of worship. Well aware of the role religion played as arbiter 
of society, he wished to strengthen the Dutch reformed denomination. 
He also wished to draw Kipsbergen residents more securely into his or-
bit. Both these wishes were gratified. Kipsbergen men became the first 
elders and deacons. they were also able to buy perpetual rather than life 
time leases on lots he had set aside for church maintenance. Although 
Colonel Henry Beekman spoke competent english, Dutch was his first 
language, and services were conducted in Dutch until he died in 1776.  

Margaret, Henry Beekman’s sole child to reach adulthood, took the 
Beekman family further into the British culture when she married rob-
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ert robert [stet] livingston and went to live at Clermont, the seat of his 
great estate north of rhinebeck in bordering Columbia County. (Perhaps 
a marriage of convenience, theirs seems to have been an extraordinarily 
happy union during which she bore eleven children, only one of whom 
died young.) their first son, robert r. livingston was baptized into the 
Church of england, indicating that his father had already left the Pres-
byterian for the Anglican fold. Nevertheless, Margaret continued to rent 
a prominent pew in the rhinebeck church until her death in 1800, and 
when she could, attended services there. 

A strong self-possessed woman, she clung to many of the old Dutch 
ways. She was generally known as Margaret Beekman unless it was to 
her advantage to use the livingston name. When her husband died in 
late 1775, followed by her father in January 1776, she gained full control 
of the Beekman fortune and took de facto control of her husband’s for-
tune. (Her eldest son robert r. livingston inherited Clermont by right 
of primogeniture, that most effective British device for keeping huge 
land holdings and the social order intact. Skirting service in the revo-
lutionary War, robert r. livingston would become influential in both 
the state and the national arenas. As Chancellor of New York State he 
administered the presidential oath of office to George Washington.) 

In her widowhood, Margaret Beekman bestowed impressive estates 
upon her sons and her daughters in equal portion. With the exception of 
the preposterous n’er-do-well Henry Beekman livingston to whom she 
gave the Kip homestead, her sons got livingston land and her daughters 
Beekman land east of Kipsbergen. Because her daughters were attracted 
to magnificent views of the river and mountains, their husbands, who 
possessed control of their fortunes, acquired the southern half of the 
Kipsbergen patent for them by means of exchanges and purchases. With 
their brother in the Kip homestead, Beekman issue virtually encircled 
Kipsbergen. 

                           Kipsbergen Remains Essentially Dutch 
     

Although the Beekman family had become absorbed into the livingston 
clan, the Kipsbergen community stayed tied to its equalitarian Dutch 
roots. river transportation remained its primary focus, and Kipsbergen 
interacted with Kingston and its waterfront settlement at rondout rather 
than with inland rhinebeck. Kipsbergen and Kingston shared a similar 
history as well as a closely entwined prosperity.



As Kingston developed its industry, commerce and shipping, Kipsber-
gen became its conduit to northern Dutchess county, southern Columbia 
County and New england. New York City, growing at a dizzying pace, 
was the prime destination for shipping from rondout and rhinecliff. 

robert fulton’s triumphant run of the North river steamboat from New 
York city to Albany and back in 1807 brought the first on-time passenger 
service to the river. Steam was soon added to barges for swift transport 
of commodities. With the opening of the erie Canal in 1825 river traf-
fic increased spectacularly. the completion of the Delaware and Hud-
son Canal three years later gave both rondout and rhinecliff  a special 
boost, for it made them a dispersal point for Pennsylvania coal. Cement 
was discovered in rosendale south of Kingston shortly afterwards, and 
soon it was so sought after as a building material it was actually mined 
under rondout. By 1850, Kingston was the bluestone capital of the 
world, and brick making was a fast growing industry. Any of these com-
modities traveling east went through Kipsbergen, and a second docking 
facility called Slate Dock south of the ferry landing was developed to 
receive them. Kipsbergen would also become the premier shipping place 
for livestock and produce along the Hudson river’s east bank.

Viaduct over New York Central tracks at rhinecliff Depot: Note the variety of trans-
portation modes. Postcard circa 1915. Sherman-Mann ephemera Collection.
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the Hudson river railroad that ran along the Hudson’s eastern shore 
(and eventually joined the line to Chicago) reached Kipsbergen in 1851. 
At the same time, a member of the railroad board, Charles Handy rus-
sell, bought the 241-acre farm of the deceased Jacob Shatzell and sub-
divided it into small building lots. to attract buyers, russell called his 
development rhinecliff. Sales at first were slow, but it would become 
the most densely settled area of the hamlet. Nearly twenty-five years 
later, the rhinebeck and Connecticut railroad looped up into Columbia 
County then back to join the Connecticut line to Hartford, bringing com-
modities, especially coal, to the eastern region and the produce of the 
rural areas to awaiting steam barges at Slate Dock. As the railroad also 
carried passengers, it dramatically widened the traveling range of north-
ern Dutchess County communities, and tourists liked to ride the trains to 
savor the picturesque countryside. 

the spurt of growth that rhinecliff experienced during this period came 
mainly through Irish immigrant railroad builders and workers. Still, the 
more diverse population did not weaken the hamlet’s Dutch integrity. 
Although by 1865 there were three churches in the hamlet - Method-
ist, episcopalian and roman Catholic -  there was little rivalry among 
them. All cooperated in making each other’s fairs and special events 
successful. Dutch reformed congregants continued to attend the flour-
ishing church in rhinebeck, but they too, participated in the galas and 
fundraisers of others. 

there were also three elementary schools with from one to four class-
rooms. located geographically, the children attending them mingled re-
gardless of their origin or religion just as they did after school for such 
recreational activities as swimming, skating, fishing, trapping, baseball, 
and just messing around. In short, everybody knew everybody else and 
where they might be at a given time. Independent individualism was re-
spected. In part, this was due to Kipsbergen/rhinecliff’s habit of Dutch 
tolerance; but it was also due to its lack of connection with an inland 
town that made the hamlet a tight entity that functioned according to its 
own inner rhythms. It was not missed by the residents of the inland town 
that politically, Kipsbergen/rhinecliff was a stronghold of democrats 
who occasionally elected their candidates for town office. 

Kipsbergen/rhinecliff was fortunate, too, in the kind of famiies that 
bought the encircling great estates as one by one the estates came on 
the market. In 1832, Henry James Kip of Albany, a direct descendant of 



original Jacobus Kip, bought his ancestor’s land, less the ferry landing 
that remained in the hands of the patent owners. He built a handsome 
house and established a fine gentleman’s dairy farm on the property 
which he called “Ankony” after one of the Native Americans who had 
originally released the land. He also preserved its old Dutch houses. 
His descendants would own it until 1929, when, having suffered in the 
financial crash, they reluctantly gave it up. 

In 1842, William B. Kelly, an extremely able and respected 39-year old 
New York merchant trader, sold his business to his employees and bought 
“ellerslie,” which had briefly belonged to Margaret Beekman’s grand-
daughter and her liv-
ingston husband before 
it spun through a vari-
ety of owners. It was 
Kelly who established a 
splendid Guernsey herd 
in an exquisite park set-
ting there.

Caring as well as prac-
tical, he had served on 
the boards of New York 
City’s Colored Orphan 
and Deaf and Dumb 
Asylums and, faith-
ful to charitable work, 
he would bring needy 
children to ellerslie to 
enjoy a day’s fresh air in the country. He died childless in 1872, and 
although his widow struggled to maintain the place, it gradually disin-
tegrated. 

fortunately, after her death, levi P. Morton (an equally caring man of 
very early New england heritage) bought and revived it. the former 
United States Minister to france (and soon to be U.S. Vice President 
then New York State Governor), he nevertheless found time to benefit 
the community. 

the handsome Memorial library and community house he gave to hon-
or a deceased daughter became the hamlet’s central gathering place. It

ellerslie. Dutchess County 
Historical Society Collection.
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ellerslie, levi Morton’s rhinecliff estate overlooking the Hudson. Morton ran his es-
tate with generous, respectful  attention to his employees and to the hamlet community.  
Morton Memorial library.

buzzed with activity afternoons and evenings as children did their home-
work there or adults held banquets. Clubs of every kind and for every 
generation met at the Morton Memorial library. 

“linwood,” at the south end of the original patent, was bought by the 
James brothers of Albany (uncles of the famous novelist) as a summer 
place. When they no longer needed it, they sold it to the rupperts of 
New York brewing and New York Yankees fame. It would remain in that 
family until the middle 1930s when the nephew who had transformed it 
into a large poultry enterprise gave it to the Sisters of St. Ursula. 

the self-governing nuns turned the place into a haven for aging sisters 
and orphaned girls. Believing that God had sent them to such an extraor-
dinarily beautiful site for a wider purpose, they have offered weekend 
retreats in recent years for those seeking spiritual nourishment. they 
have always welcomed their neighbors to the grounds regardless of their 
religious affiliation.



View from linwood looking out over the Hudson. Dutchess County Historical Society 
Collection. 

Common to all these new estate owners was that they owed their status 
more to their own efforts and skills than to their family names. even 
more important was that both estate employees and estate owners rec-
ognized their interdependency. As each got to know the others’ ways, 
they found it easy to cooperate and at the same time, maintain their 
individuality.
 
the Great Depression hit the hamlet of rhinecliff hard. employment 
opportunities shrank. the rhinebeck and Connecticut railroad which 
had been in long decline, closed and its tracks were pulled up and sold 
to Japan as scrap metal. However, the New York Central (once the Hud-
son river railroad, now Amtrak) continued to run to Albany and on to 
Chicago - giving the hamlet some sense of stability. rhinecliffers hunt-
ed and fished more than before. through their habitual enterprise and 
ingenuity they survived. 

like many home-bound Americans, rhinecliffers existed in a state of 
suspension during World War II. the fate of the young men fighting 
around the world was a constant source of worry. On the practical side, 
their greatest challenge was that ferry service to Kingston was suspend-
ed because of fuel shortages. 
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rhinecliff was cooped up as it had never been before, even in its early 
Kipsbergen days. When peace finally came, the ferry run was restored, 
but only while the rhinecliff-Kingston Bridge was under construction. 
Completed in 1956, the bridge was not as quick or as pleasant as the 
ferry, but it was more convenient - providing a river crossing year round, 
twenty-four hours a day for people who owned cars as many now did. 
It not only allowed the hamlet’s time-honored shopping in Kingston to 
continue, but also offered a wider range of jobs, especially at the new 
IBM facilities where many rhinecliffers got in on the ground floor.

Nevertheless, prosperity was slow to come, not only for rhinecliff  but 
for the entire area. the development of highways drew population to 
new metropolitan suburbs at the same time the rapid growth of the in-
terstate highway system and ever larger cargo planes made door-to-door 
delivery of produce and most commodities possible. As a transportation 
hub, except for the passenger train station, rhinecliff was dead. And it 
was too far away from major cities to partake in the postwar real estate 
boom. In retrospect this turned out to be a good thing. It allowed rhine-
cliff to pause before the profound transition brought about by computer-
based communication. 

the first trickle of new rhinecliffers were weekenders from New York 
City. As computer technology leapt forward, they tended to extend time 
spent in the hamlet. Attracted by having the beauty of the Hudson river 
and the Catskill Mountains always within the orbit of their daily lives 
as well as the ease of traveling by train to and from New York, others 
joined them - some as full time residents. the price of real estate rose 
until, by the early 2000s, it stupefied even hard-core optimists. Suddenly 
rhinecliff became fashionable. 

the result, however, has been a murkily divided hamlet. Most of the 
large landowners – those in the hundreds-of-acres range - seem eager 
to develop their property in gracious, upscale ways that will at the same 
time protect their own privacy. those in the twenty-acre range, mainly 
waterfront property owners, seem to be guarding their privacy. those on 
small lots in the densely settled section of the hamlet are dealing with 
such practical problems as flooded cellars caused by asphalt-induced 
run-off and increasing traffic on narrow, rock-bound roads. the town’s 
complicated proposed planning and zoning instruments are also a source 
of worry. In such a setting it has been hard to find common ground. 



View of rhinecliff from Charles Street. Photograph by Alison J. Michaels, 2008.
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right now the global economic dislocation is slowing growth in the 
area. How severe it will be and how long it will last no one knows. But 
when it abates, it must be hoped that this fascinating hamlet will retain 
its historic Dutch values of individualism tempered by community co-
operation. 
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linwood 193-194 (illus.); locust 
Grove 21, 52; Netherwood 162, 
166-172; Oakhurst 173; Pleasant 
Hill 166, 171; the Point 44-52 
(illus.); Staatsburgh 44, 50, 51; 
Wilderstein 51

fDr 143-144, 177, 178 (illus.)
fDr Bridge (illus. 137, 138, 142, 145)

construction of 140 (illus.), 141-
143; dedication of 143-144; fDr 
and the Mid-Hudson Bridge 143-
144; suspension bridges 137-138; 
truss bridges 136 (illus.), 137

ferncliff 54
ferries across the Hudson 135, 140, 
144
ferry, Newburgh-Beacon 69-75 (il-
lus. 70, 73, 74)
fishing, commercial

deboning  124, 128, 134 (illus.); 
drift nets 108, 112, 127; herring 
107, 113; invasive species 105, 
117; lift period 107, 109, 113, 121; 
loss of fishing culture 103-104, 
119; Native Americans and fishing 
105-106; nets 108, 123, 131; night 
fishing 108, 111 (illus.); overfish-
ing 107, 112; selling fish 110, 111, 
124, 129, 132 (illus.), 134; shad 
104 (illus.), 106, 107; shad boats 
109-110, 132 (illus.); shad shacks 
110 (illus.), 111, 123; shad roe 122 
(illus.), 124; Shad row 111,128; 
smoked shad 121, 122, 126-127, 
129 (illus.); species of commercial 
fish 106; striped bass 107, 114-115, 
122, 131; shortnosed sturgeon 107, 
113-114; sturgeon 108, 113, 115, 
125-126 

Gabrielson, Bobby Sr. 119
Hanlon, edward “ted” 150

Abrams, Jane Bloodgood 1-7 (illus.)
Ankony 63, 192
Apokeepsing Boat Club 149
Barnard, frederick 29, 30
Bartlett Joseph 30, 31, 40
Bartlett Cracker Company 30
Bowdoin Park 

Bowdoin, emily Castleton ligon 
176; Bowdoin, George Sullivan 
173; Bowdoin, George temple 
175-176; Bowdoin, Helen “Nel-
lie” 174-175, 176; Bowdoin, 
temple 174-175, 176; Cedars 
162; Chestnut Hill 162; Children’s 
Aid Society 174-179; Colonial 
era settlement 160-162; ellesdie 
Chapel 164-165 (illus.); Grinnell, 
Irving 166-172 (illus. 168); Grin-
nell, Julia 173; High Cliff 162, 171; 
Howland, Gardner Greene 166; 
Howland, Joanna “Josie” 166, 172 
(illus.); Howland, Meredith 166, 
167; Howland, rebecca 171, 172;  
Kinderfold 175, 176; lenox fam-
ily 162; lennox, James 162-164 
(illus.163); Netherwood 162, 166-
172; Oakhurst 173; Pleasant Hill 
166, 171; Sheafe family 162, 164

Boyle, robert 119
Buckout, Jacob 168, 169
Coffin, robert 32-36
Comstock, Samuel B. and George 32, 
39-40
Coons, Kevin 122
Cronin, John 119
Downing, A.J. 13-14, 44, 45, 52, 
76-77
ellerslie 192-193 (illus.)
estates along the Hudson 

Cedars 162; Chestnut Hill 162; 
ellerslie 192, 193 (illus.); High 
Cliff 162-171; ferncliff 54; 
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Hart, Philip 36-37
Hobson, Jeff 121(illus.)
Hudson, Henry 86-87, 103 
Hudson river

American revolution and the 
Hudson 91-94, 102; Biodiversity 
105; Dredging 96, 99, 117-118; 
Dutch Patroon system along 
the Hudson 88, 185-186; Dutch 
sloop design and use 90-91; 
environmental Movement 119-
120; Habitat loss 117-118; land 
Patents along the Hudson 89-90; 
legal decisions (Scenic Hudson 
Decision) 118; lighthouses 94; 
Navigation 86, 94, 118; PCB’s 
116; Pollution 115, 117; Power 
plants 118-119; reaches 88, 102; 
Sewage 116-117; Soundings of 
86; tourism 77-85; Watershed 
99-101

Hudson river School 2,5,9
influence of 2,7; light and at-
mosphere 4; subject matter 10;  
technique 10

Ice yachting 167-169
Hudson river Ice Yacht Club 
169, 170; New Hamburg Ice 
Yacht Club 167, 168, 169

Jewett, Milo 22, 23
Kelly, William B. 192
lake, tom 120, 128, 129 (il-
lus.)130, 131
lane Brothers 37-38
lehan, Dan 123
letts, Chris 120, 124
linwood 193-194 (illus.)
locust Grove 21, 52
lossing, Benson 18 (illus.), 20
Magoon, elias 8, 14, 16 (illus.), 19, 
23; aesthetic theories 19-20, 24; art 
collection 8, 19, 23, 24; patronage 
10
Maps of the Hudson 

art of mapmaking 100-101; habi-

tat mapping 97-99; maps using 
sounds 96; river bottom mapping 
96-97

Marble, James f. 30
Martin, James 39
Mid-Hudson Bridge (see fDr 
Bridge)
Modjeski, ralph 135 (illus.), 139-
140
Modjeska, Madame Helena 139 
(illus.)
Moore, Charles Henry 9-10, 16 (il-
lus.) and cover image
Morse, Samuel f. B. 18 (illus.), 20-
21; Aesthetic theories 20, 24
Morton, levi 192-193
Morton Memorial library 192-193
Mount Beacon Incline railway

Beaconcrest Hotel 84 (illus.), 85 ; 
Casino 83 (illus.), 84, 85; Central 
Hudson Steamboat Company 
77, 82, 85; Citizens Street Car 
railway 78, 79-80, 85; design of 
railway 79; George, Henry 77, 
80; marketing 80; Mount Beacon 
76; Powerhouse 83 (illus.), 84, 
85; role of the Hudson river 78, 
81-82, 84; Weston, Wilbur and 
Weldon 77, 80, 81

Mylod, John 120 (illus.), 126-127, 
156
Nack, everett 120
the Point 44-52 (illus. 46, 48, 49)

architecture of 46-47, 49; Hope-
land 51; Hoyt, lydig and Hoyt, 
Geraldine livingston 44; land-
scape of 46; preservation of 
50-51; Staatsburgh 44, 49-50, 51; 
Vaux, Calvert 44-49

Pocock, George 146, 152
Polk, George 148
Poughkeepsie railroad Bridge 135, 
141, 146
riverkeeper 119
reynolds, James 149
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rhinecliff
Beekman family 186-189, 192; 
connection to Kingston 182, 189-
190, 195; Depression and WWII 
194; development of 191; Dutch 
reformed Church 186, 188, 191; 
Dutch roots 182, 184, 186, 191; 
estates of the wealthy 192-194; 
Kip family 183-184, 187, 191, 
192; patroon system 185-186; 
settlement of 183-184; shipping 
190-191, 195; topography 182

rowing  110, 122, 123
Boathouses 151, 152 (illus.), 
153, 157; IrA regattas 150, 
151 (illus.) 152-154, 157; Mid-
Hudson Invitation regatta 155; 
oar design 148; professional 
rowing 148-150; race distances 
146, 157, 159; regatta row 151, 
155, 156; rowing technique 147; 
Schoolboy or Scholastic rowing 
154 (illus.), 155-157; shell design 
146, 152-153, 157, 159

Scardefield, John 130-131, 133
Sepascots

archeology 56; daily life 55, 
56; demise of 62; lake Sepasco 
53, 54, 60; land records 56-59; 
Moravian Missionaries 61-62; 
neighboring tribes 55; oral 
history 61; origin of the word 
Sepascot 57-58; petroglyph 53-
54 (illus.); trails 59-60 

Shatemuc Boat Club 149, 167
Sheahan, father Joseph 141
Sherman, David S. 30, 40-42
Sisters of St. Ursula 193
Springside 13, 14, 15, 20, 21
Staatsburgh 44, 50, 51
Swift, Beriah 36-38, 40
tallmadge, Nathaniel 28, 41
tator, Bob 121
tourism 77-85
Vandevort, Joseph 38

Vassar College 
art gallery 18 (illus.), 20, 22-24, 
25; founding of 8, 21 

Vassar, Matthew 
biography 11-13, 21; brewery 
(illus.) 15, 20; portraits 14, 15; 
relationship to Hudson river 13, 
40; temperament 11, 21, 25

 Vaux, Calvert 44-49
Waterman, Captain Charles 29
Weckesser, tom 121
Whaling

Dutchess Whaling Company 28, 
29, 30, 31; Elbe 29, 41; Factor 
42; Newark 41; New England 41; 
Poughkeepsie Whaling Company 
28, 29, 30; Siroc 29, 41; whale 
dock 28, 30, 39; Vermont 29, 40

Wilderstein 51
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Historical Societies of Dutchess County

Amenia Historical Society
P.O. Box 22

Amenia, NY 12501

Beacon Historical Society
P.O. Box 89

Beacon, NY 12508

Clinton Historical Society
P.O. Box 122

Clinton Corners, NY 12514

Dover Historical Society
N. Nellie Hill Road

Dover Plains, NY 12522

East Fishkill Historical 
Society

P.O. Box 245
Hopewell Junction, NY 12533

Fishkill Historical Society
P.O. Box 133

Fishkill, NY 12524

Hyde Park Historical Society
P.O. Box 182

Hyde Park, NY 12538

LaGrange Historical Society
P.O. Box 112

LaGrangeville, NY 12540

Little Nine Partners 
Historical Society

P.O. Box 243
Pine Plains, NY 12567

North East Historical Society
P.O. Box 727

Millerton, NY 12546

Historical Society of Quaker
Hill and Pawling, Inc.

P.O. Box 99
Pawling, NY 12546

Pleasant Valley Historical 
Society

P.O. Box 309
Pleasant Valley, NY 12569

Egbert Benson Historical 
Society of Red Hook

P.O. Box 1813
Red Hook, NY 12571

Rhinebeck Historical Society
P.O. Box 291

Red Hook, NY 12572

Museum of Rhinebeck 
History

P.O. Box 816
Rhinebeck, NY 12572

Roosevelt/Vanderbilt 
Historical Association

P.O. Box 235
Hyde Park, NY 12538

Stanford Historical Society
P.O. Box 552

Bangall, NY 12506

Union Vale Historical Society
P.O. Box 100

Verbank, NY 12585

Wappingers Historical 
Society

P.O. Box 974
Wappingers Falls, NY 1259

Town of Washington 
Historical Society
551 Route 343

Millbrook, NY 12545



Municipal Historians of Dutchess County

County Historian: 
Vacant

City Historians:
Beacon: Robert Murphy,1 Municipal Plaza, Beacon 12508 

Poughkeepsie: George Lukacs, 62 Civic Ctr. Plaza, Poughkeepsie 
12601

Village and Town Historians:
Amenia: Arlene Pettersen, 82 Separate Rd., Amenia 12501 
ameniahistorian@mac.com • Beekman: Thom Usher, 96 Hillside Road, 
Poughquag 12570 beekmanhistory@aol.com • Clinton: Craig Marshall, 
1375 Centre Road, Rhinebeck 12572  •  Dover: Donna Hearn, 126 E. 
Duncan Hill Rd., Dover Plains 12522 historian@townofdover.us • East 
Fishkill: Caroline Plage, 330 Rte.376, Hopewell Jct. 12533 • Fishkill 
(Town): Willa Skinner, 807 Rte. 52, Fishkill 12524 •  Fishkill (Village): 
Karen Hitt, 91 Main Street, Fishkill 12524  • Hyde Park: Carney 
Rhinevault, 4383 Albany Post Road, Hyde Park 12538  • LaGrange: 
Georgia Herring-Trott, 120 Stringham Rd., Lagrangeville 12540 • 
Milan: Patrick Higgins, Milan Town Hall, 20 Wilcox Circle, Milan 12571 
Millbrook: David Greenwood, 510 Sharon Turnpike, Millbrook, 12545 
Millerton: Diane Thompson, PO Box 528, Millerton 12546 • North 
East: Diane Thompson, 516 Maple Ave., Millerton 12546  • Pawling 
(Town): Robert Reilly, 160 Charles Colman Blvd., Pawling 12564 • 
Pawling (Village): Drew Nicholson, 18 Valley Drive, Pawling 12564 • 
Pine Plains: Little Nine Partners Historical Society, PO Box 243 Pine 
Plains 12567  • Pleasant Valley: Fred Schaeffer, Town Hall, Route 
44, Pleasant Valley 12569 • Poughkeepsie (Town): Jean Murphy, 1 
Overocker Rd., Poughkeepsie 12603 •  Red Hook: J. Winthrop Aldrich, 
109 S. Broadway, Red Hook 12571 • Rhinebeck (Town and Village): 
Nancy Kelly, 80 E. Market St., Rhinebeck 12572 • Stanford: Dorothy 
Burdick, 26 Town Hall Road, Stanfordville 12581  • Tivoli: Bernie Tieger, 
96 Broadway, Tivoli 12583 village-books@webjogger.net • Unionvale: 
Fran Wallin, 249 Duncan Rd., LaGrangeville 12540  •  Wappingers 
Falls (Town): Janice Hilderbrand, 20 Middlebush Rd., Wappingers 
Falls 12590 • Wappingers Falls (Village): Brenda Von Berg, Town 
Hall, 2 South Avenue, Wappingers Falls, 12590 • Washington: David 
Greenwood, 10 Reservoir Drive, Millbrook 12545



Dutchess County Historical Society

Headquarters: Clinton House, 549 Main St., Poughkeepsie
Mailing Address: P.O. Box 88, Poughkeepsie, NY 12602

Phone: 845.471.1630
Email: dchistorical@verizon.net

Web: www.dutchesscountyhistorical.org

Staff: Stephanie Mauri, Research Coordinator

Officers:
President: Richard Birch (Town of Poughkeepsie)

Vice-President: Vacant
Secretary: David Dengel (Town of Poughkeepsie)

Treasurer: James Smith (Hyde Park)

Trustees:
Mary Bagley (Town of Poughkeepsie)

Verna Carr (Wappingers Falls)
Ellen Chase (City of Poughkeepsie)

David Greenwood (Millbrook)
Shirley Handel (City of Poughkeepsie)
Candace Lewis (City of Pougkeepsie)
John Pinna (Town of Poughkeepsie)

Trish Prunty (Pleasant Valley)
Holly Wahlberg (City of Poughkeepsie)

Founded in 1914, Dutchess County Historical Society is a research, ar-
chival and educational organization dedicated to the discovery, preser-
vation and dissemination of the history of Dutchess County. As the only 
county-wide agency of its kind, the Historical Society is an active leader 
in the collection and safe-keeping of artifacts, manuscripts and other 
priceless treasures of the past. 

The Historical Society has been instrumental in the preservation and 
continuing management of two Revolutionary era landmarks, the Clin-
ton House and Glebe House in the City of Poughkeepsie. In addition, it 
operates the Franklin A. Butts Research Library as well as publishing a 
newsletter, annual Year Book and special journals. 

The Historical Society also maintains photograph and object collections, 
mounts changing exhibits and sponsors historical trips, lectures, semi-
nars, house tours, history awards, and books sales as well as providing 
leadership and support for many other collaborative heritage and history 
education projects.  
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The Hudson River has been a pow-
erful force in shaping local history, 
with a presence both deeply inspir-
ing and astonishingly complex. 

This collection of essays by historians, re-
searchers, curators, and writers examines the 
Hudson’s central role in creating Dutchess 
County’s unique cultural landscape. 

In essays as diverse and wide-ranging as 
the Hudson itself, local scholars explore the 
river’s impact on art, architecture, landscape 
design, education, commerce, anthropology, 
transportation, tourism, mapmaking, fishing, 
engineering, sports, land use, and communi-
ty development in this engaging celebration 
of the “river that flows both ways.” 

Dutchess County Historical Society
P.O. Box 88, Poughkeepsie, NY 12602
www.dutchesscountyhistoricalsociety.org

$15.00

Reflections 
on a River

The Hudson River in Dutchess County History

edited by Holly WaHlberg
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