
The formal, stated mission of the Dutchess County Historical Society is to collect, 
preserve and interpret the history of Dutchess County. One of the central ways we 
do so is through the acquisition and care of objects that come in many forms: 
documents, ledgers, photographs, paintings, sketches, and textiles, for example. 
They range in sophistication from the highly artistic meant to be centrally, 
permanently displayed in the home, to the very transactional, called “ephemera” in 
reference to their transient purpose (like a railroad ticket) which can tell an 
important story in a larger context. 

These are the reasons we accept Collections gifts. But what are the dynamics and 
conditions that prompt a family to part with such items, especially if they have 
been in the family for generations and are designed to have more stature, 
prominence and permanence, like exceptionally executed portraits?  

The answer, of course, can vary widely. But the recent gift of early 1800s husband 
and wife portraits of Abraham and Martha Oakley Bockee (oil on board, artist 
unknown) to the Dutchess County Historical Society illuminate some of the 
reasons. The portraits likely would have originally hung on the walls of the 
Bockee ancestral home that still stands today, but is no longer in the family, in the 
Town of North East. 

In the accompanying photograph, you can see a combination of joy and relief in 
the manner of the donor, Jean Fisher, who is holding the portrait of her ancestor, 
Martha Oakley Bockee (pronounced boh-KAY). Jean’s full name includes 
“Oakley,” a reference to her ancestor’s name before marriage, the prominent 
Oakley family of Poughkeepsie. 

Perhaps it is the kind of 
m i x e d e m o t i o n w e 
experience when we see a 
child go off to college, or 
get married. While they are 
no longer so easily “within 
reach” we know that they 
are taking important steps 
that bode well for them in 
the long run.  

The paintings have been 
under the care of Ms. 
Fisher since she inherited 
them in the 1960s. They 
were l e f t t o he r f o r 
i m p o r t a n t r e a s o n s 
including trust that they 
would be in good, careful 
hands, and in this instance, 
because Ms. Fisher is 
named for her ancestor, as 
mentioned earlier. 

The portraits were on a brief, temporary display at DCHS’s Clinton House in Poughkeepsie. 
They have been removed to a professional conservator to evaluate restoration needs. 

By Bill Jeffway

A version of this article appeared in the May 5, 2021 Northern/Southern Dutchess News/ Beacon Free Press

When is the right time to part?



So what can lead to this “separation?” Here are the kinds of questions 
that a potential donor can ask themselves. 

Am I the right person to care for their physical condition? Do the 
paintings need some sort of professional restoration? This is definitely 
the case here. Especially the portrait of Martha, known as “Patty,” 
which has visible decay in spots. A professional conservator will need 
to assess to what degree any visible or invisible structural damage can 
safely be repaired. 

Do they need to be in a more protected environment? This is always the 
case for any physical item of this age. It is better to put a high quality 
reproduction above the fireplace, than to expose the originals to 
varying temperature and humidity. The originals will be stored in 
archival conditions until such times as they are taken out for exhibition. 

Is there a family member in the next generation who will be careful 
stewards of them? Even if the answer is yes, and they are willing to 
take on the issues of conservation and preservation, the unpredictability 
of life can bring surprises to the best laid plans. 

Can they be put to a greater public use, than private enjoyment? This is 
actually an important matter that any donor should discuss with a 
potential recipient. Does the receiving organization see a way that the 
gifts can help it achieve its mission, in our case, of interpretation and 
education? This discussion was certainly had in this instance, and the 
answer was fast and easy! 

Beyond the sheer beauty and surface quality of these portraits, accepting that they 
will be professionally, physically cared for, they open doors to extraordinarily rich 
stories of this family. 

The woman in the portrait, known as “Patty” came from the accomplished and 
wealthy Poughkeepsie Oakley family. Oakley Street in north Poughkeepsie is 
named for them. She was known as a well read, well educated, sophisticated 
woman who was at once reading Shakespeare, and another time in the garden, or 
managing their 300 acre 
es ta te , which inc luded 
agriculture and active lead 
mines. 

The gentleman in the portrait 
served in NY State Assembly 
and NY State Senate. His 
father, Jacob Bockee, served 
in the NY State Assembly 
and twice put forward a bill to 
abolish slavery in New York in 
1795 and 1797. He was a man 
ahead of his time, the bill finally 
passed in 1799 and led to the 
abolition of slavery in New York 
State in 1827. 

The gift included four photographs of the Bockee ancestral 
home in the town of North East, which still stands.

Above right: Donor Jean Oakley 

Winans Fisher holds an early 
1800s portrait of her ancestor for 
whom she is named, Martha 
Oak ley Bockee , wh i l e he r 
husband, Gerry Lantz, holds the 
portrait of Martha’s husband, 
Abraham. F isher gave the 
portraits to DCHS in memory of 
Margaret Bockee Link.



Other things that add to the growing story include the following. The gift of the 
portraits included four photographs of the family at their homestead in the mid 1800s. 

We are also fortunate to have been 
gifted some years ago, from 
Nancy Link Greer, a Bockee 
descendant through another 
family line, a cousin to Jean 
Fisher, a beautiful calico to wrap 
infants from the Revolutionary 
War period and an embroidered 
quilt from the 1800s. The DCHS 
investigative pair of Helen 
Wilkinson Reynolds for research 
and writ ing, and Margaret 
DeMott Brown with photography, 
p u b l i s h e d a n a r t i c l e a n d 
photographs in 1928 on the 
ancestral Bockee house. Martha 
Bockee Fl int , publ ished a 
thorough family genealogy in 
1897. 

We are keeping an informal 
w o r k s p a c e w i t h g r o w i n g 
information which you are invited 
t o v i s i t a n y t i m e a t : 
www.dchsny.org/bockee . 

Above: Abraham Bockee was a third generation 
Dutchess County lawyer and politician. Right: Martha 
“Patty” Oakley Bockee came from a wealthy 
Pougkeepsie family, for which Oakley Avenue is named 
near College Hill. Convervation specialists are 
assessing both visible damage due to aging, and 
invisible structural weakness.
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The Bockee portraits are a gift of Jean Oakley Winans Fisher 

in memory of Margaret Bockee Link, DCHS Collections, 2021.
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