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Getting To Know Pittstown’s Historic Places 
This issue of our newsletter features NYS Route 7 as a place of historic interest. But, instead of 

publishing photographs of Route 7 as it was in the past, we are showing it as it is today. Route 7 runs 
east and west, the length of Pittstown. It is by far Pittstown’s most trafficked road. It also serves as a 
hub for the area’s commercial activities. Included below are photographs of virtually every sign on 
Route 7 in Pittstown (excluding traffic and real estate signs), from Tory Hill Road in Boyntonville to 
Cooksboro Road in Raymertown. 

While these signs are familiar to all of us, viewing them in isolation from their physical context, 
offers us an opportunity to reflect on where we live. These signs provide us with information about our 
economy, interests and values.  

While we have scant information about what signs dotted Route 7 one hundred or two hundred 
years ago, this article can serve as a benchmark for future generations.   
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The Northern Turnpike in Pittstown 
Last September, local historian Ken Gottry gave a fascinating and informative lecture on the 

history of the Northern Turnpike, which ran through Pittstown, crossing what is now the Tomhannock 
Reservoir.  

Included below are highlights from Gottry’s lecture (as well as excerpts from Gottry’s writings on 
the subject). 
 In the years between 1797 – 1845, there was a rash of private corporations building turnpikes 
throughout New York State. This boom in road development was a “story of privatization, big business vs. 
big government, outsourcing, influential lobbyists, voting irregularities, corrupt public officials, and a 
widening gap between the Haves and HaveNots”, 
according to Gottry. 

In colonial times, roads, which were the 
responsibility of the local towns and districts, were 
often in poor condition. A “road tax” was levied in 
time worked. Men were required to devote a 
minimum of 3 days per year to maintaining roads. 
This loose arrangement involving road maintenance 
resulted frequently in poor road conditions, which 
then hindered economic development. 

As interest in western trade developed, 
entrepreneurs began forming corporations that would 
finance the building of turnpikes by skilled workers. 
“Great wealth awaited whoever could connect the 
ports on the east coast to the rich trading centers 
along the Ohio River. Steamboats were experimental, 
canals were hard to finance, and the railroad hadn’t 
been created yet,” wrote Gottry. 

Turnpike corporations faced a number of 
hurdles. For example, many disputes arose across 
New York State as turnpike corporations tried to 
assume ownership of farm land.  
 An Act to establish a turnpike corporation (the 
Northern Turnpike) was passed on April 1, 1799. The 
first commissioners included: John Lovett, John 
Carpenter, Martin Van Buskirk, Edmond Wells Jr., 
John Williams, David Long and Timothy Leonard. 
John Carpenter was the representative from Pittstown. 
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The corporation was formed “for the purpose of making a good and sufficient road from the 
village of Lansingburgh in the county of Rensselaer through Cambridge and Salem to the house now 
occupied by Hezekiah Leaving in the town of Granville, and from the dwelling house of John Faulkner 
junior in the town of Salem to the line of Rupert in the State of Vermont”. 
The Northern Turnpike was focused on the trade route to Canada. 

The road was to be at least 4 rods (66 feet) wide, 20 feet of which was to be well compacted. The 
corporation raised $20,000 by selling 500 shares of stock at 40 dollars per share. Marble milestones were 
erected and placed at every mile of the 53 mile turnpike road to mark the distance from Lansingburgh.  

To help with the cash flow, tollgates were erected as each 10 mile section was completed. The Act 
of 1799 established a complicated system for charging and receiving toll fees. 

 

“The president and directors may appoint toll gatherers to collect and receive of and  from all and 
every person or persons using the said road the tolls and duties herein after mentioned and no 
more, that is to say, any number of miles not less than 10 in length of said road the following 
sums of money and so in proportion for any greater or lesser distance or for any greater or lesser 
number of sheep, hogs or cattle, to wit, for every score of sheep 5 cents; for every score of hogs 5 
cents; for every score of cattle 12 cents; for every horse and rider or led horse 4 cents; for every 
sulkey, chair or chaise with one horse 12 cents or every chariot, coach, coachee drawn by 2 
horses or oxen 12 cents, and 2 cents for every additional ox or horse; for every cart sleigh or sled 
drawn by 2 oxen or horses 6 cents, and for every additional horse or ox 2 cents; and it shall be 
lawful for any of the toll gatherers to stop any person riding, leading or driving any horses, cattle, 
sheep or hogs, sulkey pheaton chair chaise, cart, wagon, sleigh or other carriage of burthen or 
pleasure from passing through the gates or turnpike until they have respectfully paid the toll as 
above specified.” 

 
But, turnpikes were not the 

financial windfall that supporters 
thought they would be. Once built, 
the maintenance of turnpikes 
proved to be problematic. The 
incorporation law provided little 
direction for the upkeep of the 
roadways, and the toll revenue was 
not regularly directed towards road 
repairs. In addition, people started 
traveling free roads, called 
“shunpikes”, which were devised to 
avoid paying tolls. 

In 1810, a mile of turnpike cost 
about $2,000 to construct 
compared to a mile of canal. But the 
original price advantage of the 
turnpike construction over canal and 
railroads disintegrated between 1840 
and 1860.  
       (continued on page 7) 

     
     

         

    

The old Northern Turnpike road as it passed through 

Pittstown is highlighted. Note that the Turnpike predated the 

Tomhannock Reservoir.  
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While the era of the turnpike corporations ended by the mid 1800s, the routes established by them 
remain (as well as the shunpikes). In the contemporary map of Pittstown below, a portion of the original 
Northern Turnpike still 
bears its name. 
            In our fall 
newsletter of 2004, we 
showed a photograph of 
the marker stone that 
was found by the Shea 
family in the ground by 
their home in Darien, 
Connecticut. It was once 
located on Route 67 at 
Marpe Road. The Sheas 
kindly donated the 
marker to the historical 
society. Only a few 
turnpike markers remain 
along the turnpike route. 
None in Pittstown.  
 

Covered bridge over the 

Tomhannock Creek was 

part of the Northern 

Turnpike, photo undated 

 

  Pittstown Town Historian Honored 
 
Ellen Wiley has been preserving Pittstown’s history for a long, long time. At the age of 94, she has 

served as the town’s historian for 23 years (She was appointed Associate Town Historian in 1976 and then 
Town Historian from 1983 to the present). Ellen helped found the Pittstown Historical Society in 1975 
(she is currently serving as a Trustee). For 34 years, she has lived on and maintained the historic Sherman 
Farm – nominated to the National Register of Historic places in 2004 and considered one of the most 
historically intact farmsteads in New York State. 

Aunt Ellen, as she is affectionately known to family and friends, has spent her time, since retiring 
from teaching in 1969, researching Pittstown’s past. While her eyesight has suffered in recent years from 
macular degeneration, she remains the authority of just what happened in Pittstown to whom, when and 
where.  

Last fall, Ellen was honored by the Rensselaer County Historical Society. All of the County’s town 
historians received the Hart-Cluett Award for their outstanding service and dedication to preserving and 
advocating for our local history. But Ellen received special recognition as the longest serving town 
historian. 
 Most recently the Town Board honored Ellen for her contribution to the Town by given her a clock 
with a plaque attached. The plaque thanks Ellen for her “remarkable knowledge of our Town”. 
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Pittstown Highway Road Scraper 
Then….And Now 

The Pittstown highway department has certainly come a long way since the early 1900s. Below are 
two photos of a road scraper used by the highway department.  

 

 
Pittstown road scraper circa 1920s 

 

 
Pittstown Town Highway Superintendent, Bob Masterson, standing beside the town’s road scraper 
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Who's/ Whose History?  
By Maren Stein 

 
Who is in the history books?  Why?  Who decides who is in the history books?  Which groups and 

individials are included or not included and why or why not? 
Some of the inclusions and exclusions are almost like accidents of history.  Without Catholic 

Church records, I would know nothing of my French Canadian and Indian ancestors in the Mississippi 
Valley.  And I still know nothing of those who didn't have their children baptized or those whose churches 
burned.  As the former French colony was diluted by incoming Americans, the church became less central.  
So my  six times removed sixth cousin Louis remains a mystery. (He connects the St. Louis group with the 
Canadian Northwest Territory group --maybe!) 

People who couldn't write left no records.  People who had no means of storage weren't able to 
retain papers and other records.  I think of the  Hart and Cluett families who lived in the house on Second 
Street in Troy, now the home to the Rensselaer County Historical Society.  A few years ago, eight trunks 
of papers were found, illuminating small and large details of their lives. 

In contrast, the lives of African Americans in the 19th century in Troy are difficult to chronicle.  
Written sources are few and far between.  My recent research on a black women's organization associated 
with the Liberty Street Presbyterian Church, the African Female Benevolent Society, found a few pieces 
of information, but very few.  One newspaper article talked about the beautiful records kept by a Miss 
Putnam.  However, these records are not in the Presbyterian Church Archives or in any local archives.  I 
hate to think that Miss Putnam's beautiful records are lost forever. 

The conventional histories have neglected the story of the fight for the vote for women.  Luckily, 
groups like the Valley Falls Political Equality Club kept their records.  Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. 
Anthony and others saved their materials as well and published them in five fat volumes. 

A sculpture garden about Native American history in St. Pau , Minnesota, contains the words, “To 
the Victor Belongs the History”.  This reflects the fact that conquering groups as well as groups dominant 
in other ways write the history about themselves.  Women were long omitted from historical accounts. As 
I look at Underground Railroad history, I find only a few accounts of what women did.  I wonder, did the 
men do the cooking, sewing, bedclothing, nursing the sick?  Probably not. 

Native Americans, of course, were in the United States for thousands of years before Europeans.  
The French were in the Mississippi Valley along with the Spanish before other Europeans. However, 
many local histories in that region begin with the arrival of Europeans or Americans from the East.  The 
history of Keokuk, Iowa, they say, begins in 1835, completely obliterating Four-Greats-Uncle Maurice. 

In fact, much of U.S. history has been very oriented toward English groups and East Coast 
developments.  This ignores the Native Americans, African-Americans, Spanish, French, and other groups 
who have also been part of U.S. history.  That history is much the richer when all groups are included.   
Native Americans shaped the continent in numerous ways.  French and Spanish settlers first explored the 
rivers and lakes of the continent.  African-Americans literally built much of what constitutes the country.  
Looking at all their contributions and the contributions of women in all groups makes the record more 
accurate and provides valuable insights, bringing us the rest of the story. 
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Norton Cemetery Association Cleans Up With State Grant 
 

The Norton Cemetery Association organized a preservation committee in the spring of 2006 under 
the leadership of Joe Ferrannini, Sheryl Burke and Helen Ruddock. There is a history of long standing 
family members at Norton, and the committee felt the need to restore the pristine beauty of this small 
country burial place.  

As concerned parties of the association, we asked for volunteers to attend work days in an effort to 
renew the appearance of the older section of the cemetery. Joe was able to obtain help through the town 
from those needing to provide community service. Our goal was to clean monuments that had been 
neglected for many years, some dating back to the early 1800’s. After many hours of scrubbing and 
straightening, a large improvement has been achieved. 

Through a grant from the State of New York Division of Cemeteries, we were able to obtain funds 
to have monuments straightened that were too large for us to handle. Grethen-Cahrenger Memorials of 
Troy, NY performed those services. 

The Association has had land donated for expansion. We will continue to work toward providing 
additional burial lots in the future.   

We appreciate the hours people have donated and invite the residents of the town to stop by and 
see the great improvements that we are all so proud of.   

If you are interested in helping in cemetery cleanup and preservation in the town of Pittstown, 
contact Joe Ferrannini, Pittstown Abandoned Cemetery Committee Chairman, at 518-424-9562 or via 
email: jaferrannini@aol.com. 
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Jay Wagar standing by stagecoach, Northern Turnpike, Boyntonville 
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