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James Thompson & Co. Mill  

          of Valley Falls Destroyed by Fire 
 

By Dick Lohnes 

 
It was a sad day Wednesday, April 22, 

2009 when the James Thompson & Co. Mill in 
Valley Falls was destroyed by fire. It was the last 
of the old brick mills that existed on the lower 
Hoosic valley in the villages of Johnsonville, 
Valley Falls and Schaghticoke. Johnsonville had 
its Axe Factory, Valley Falls its Thompson Mill 
and the Lape Mill paper manufacturers. The 
Powder Mills closed after the explosion in 1928, 
and in Schaghticoke, the Cable Flax Mill and the 
Woolen Mill all succumbed to either fire, 
economic times or no longer needing to rely on 
water power. 

The Thompson Mill was the heart beat of 
the small Village of Valley Falls, and even if you 
did   not   work   there   you   were   aware  of  the  

The Thompson Mill,  April 23, 2009, the day after it             morning,  noon,  and  evening  whistles.  Keeping  
caught on  fire, photo courtesy of Dick Lohnes                     the whistles on time was extremely important,  and  
 
woe be it to whoever pulled the chain, 
if it was off by several minutes. Most 
workers lived close by in the village 
and walked to work in the morning, 
some home for lunch and home again 
at night. It was the one common thread 
that tied most folks together. 

 James Thompson Sr. learned 
the linen trade as a native of Belfast, 

Ireland. He came to this country in 
1868, and after a short time in New 

York City, moved to Valley Falls, 
where he set up the manufacture of 

cotton and linen goods. He formed the 
James Thompson & Co. business, and 

between 1871    (Continued on page 2) 

                                                                        Undated postcard of the Thompson Mill, photo courtesy of PHS 

 

 



    

PPPPITTSTOWN ITTSTOWN ITTSTOWN ITTSTOWN HHHHISTORICAL ISTORICAL ISTORICAL ISTORICAL SSSSOCIETY OCIETY OCIETY OCIETY NNNNEWSLETTEREWSLETTEREWSLETTEREWSLETTER          ����Issue XVI ����       Fall, 2009 

 

 
(James Thompson & Co. Mill, continued from page 1) 

 
and 1881, the brick buildings 
which were destroyed in the fire 
were constructed. 

With the assistance of 
his son James Thompson Jr., the 
business expanded. At its peak it 
is reported that approximately 
300 persons were employed in 
the production of flax and hemp 
twines, mosquito netting and 
buckram. During the World 
War II era, much of the 
mosquito netting manufactured in 
the Valley Falls mill found its 
way to our troops in the South 
Pacific. 

Later, owners of the mill moved the manufacture to other                           Postcard circa 1910, 

courtesy of Dick Lohnes  
locations, and by the 1970s and 1980s, only a skeleton force remained. 

Sadly the buildings stood vacant and in disrepair for the last 20 years or so, hoping that some 
enterprise would find a use for them. Memories of the mills are for many people still alive, as they recall the 
activity of bygone days and the labors of their parents and grandparents who were employed at the mills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Detail of the 

James Thompson 

& Co. Mill 

complex, 

Sanborn Map 

Company, 1902 
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Gibbs Cemetery Restored by Descendants of the 

Gibbs Family, Early Settlers in Pittstown 
 

A unique and inspiring event occurred in Pittstown this past May.  
A group of 21 descendants of the Gibbs family arrived in Pittstown with the intent of restoring their 

ancestral cemetery. Traveling from a collective 100,000 miles away from California, Nevada, Arizona, Texas, 
Ohio and Massachusetts, three generations of the Gibbs family members spent a weekend clearing brush and 
cleaning gravestones at the Gibbs cemetery on Groveside Road.  

Once clearly visible from the road, the small iron, gated cemetery of 11 stones, is now hidden by trees 
that have sprouted around it. When the Gibbs clan arrived, the cemetery stones were covered with brush and 
were in disrepair. 

The Gibbs reunion was masterminded by grandfather, Phil Gibbs (age 71), who has chronicled the 
Gibbs heritage (see article by Phil Gibbs on the following page). Phil reached out to Gibbs descendants 
throughout America, tapping into their ancestral spirit of adventure and fun. Although related, many from the 
group that convened in Pittstown had never met each other before.  

Equipped with “Got Gibbs” tee shirts and a great deal of enthusiasm and good will, the group (ages 
ranging from six to 77) trekked through a field and into the woods to reach the cemetery. They then got to 
work with the help of Pittstown Historical Society’s intrepid Joe Ferrannini (leader of all Pittstown cemetery 
restoration initiatives). The results of their labor can be seen on Page 5. 

Elsa, the youngest 
member attending the reunion, 
attempted to count the number 
of “greats” between herself and 
Job Gibbs, her earliest ancestor 
buried in the Gibbs cemetery . 
 The Gibbs home (the 
second built on the farm) is a 
fine example of Greek Revival 
architecture with a handsome 
front entrance. Stone 
foundation remains of the 
original homestead are located 
nearby. Two historic barns 
compliment the picture of an 
early farm. The farmstead is 
currently owned by Bill White, 
who welcomed the Gibbs 
family members at the site.  
 

 

Gibbs family descendants at Pittstown reunion, 2009, photo courtesy of Constance Kheel  

Back row, left to right: Fisher Gibbs, John R. Gibbs, Brian Chuss, Dawna Cogan, Charlotte (Gibbs) 

Peterson, Jim Gibbs, Paul Gibbs 

Front row: Jill Gibbs, Bob Gibbs, Debbie Gibbs, Les Williamson, John H. Gibbs, Marilyn Gibbs, Phil Gibbs, 

Cyndi Salaices, Alex Salaices, Jody Gibbs, Heidi (Gibbs) Baumgartner, Eileen Gibbs 

Kids in front: Anthony Salaices, Elsa Baumgartner, Annika Baumgartner 
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History of the Gibbs Family in Pittstown 
By Phil Gibbs 

 

 In 1850, David B. Gibbs purchased the approximately 100 acre farm from his siblings. My great, great 
grandfather Job Gibbs II and his wife Cynthia Miranda Spicer (daughter of Captain John Spicer, 
granddaughter of Cyrus Spicer), traveled back to New York from Michigan to sign the papers.  David paid his 
siblings $900 each for their share of the estate.  
 David and Lucy built the existing farmhouse in 1851. Sometime in the 1920s, the farm was purchased 
by Bill and Ruth White. It is not clear who owned the home between David's death in 1878 and the White's 
purchase. 
 After Bill White's death in 1953, Ruth married Lawrence Olson. A member of the Gifford family, who 
was raised on the adjoining farm, told me that Lawrence and Ruth dammed the stream behind their home to 
make a pond for the neighbor children to skate on in the winter. The neighbor children also enjoyed the 
Olson's in-ground pool. 
 In 1986, while on a business trip to New England, I visited the Swansea Town Hall and found in the 
vital records the marriage certificate for Job and Louise. I also found their son Job in the genealogical book, 
The History of the Descendants of Peter Spicer, which stated that Job was born in Pittstown.  
 I called Barbara Squires, who was the Pittstown Town Clerk, and she said I was welcome to visit the 
Town Hall and look at the few records they had. I drove to Pittstown and visited the town hall which was 
open on Thursdays from 7:00 to 9:00 pm. 
 I could not find any references to my Gibbs family in the records and was about to leave when Barbara 
asked if I would like to see the 1955 census of private cemeteries done by the Boy Scouts in 1955. On the last 
page I found the Gibbs cemetery on the farm of Ruth Olson on Groveside Road. Another couple in the town 
hall said they knew Ruth and gave me her phone number. 
 The next morning I called Ruth, and she invited me over. She showed me her deed but it didn't 
mention the name Gibbs. She asked a neighbor, Art Gifford, to guide me through the woods to the Gibbs 
cemetery. We went across the road and cornfield, and about 100 yards into the woods was the cemetery. I 
believe I am the first Gibbs descendant to see the cemetery in about 100 years! 
 Ruth said the original Gibbs home, adjacent to her house, blew down in a 1920s windstorm. All that is 
left is the cellar and the well. She said she could see the cemetery from her front window until the 1950s when 
the trees grew too large. She showed me a bench near the pool which was the marble fireplace mantle from 
the old home.     (Continued on page 5) 
 

Job Gibbs (born Swansea, MA 1770, died May 7, 1842), married Louisa Eddy (born 1771 Swansea, 

MA, died May 25, 1843). Shortly after they married in 1794, they followed her relatives to Pittstown, 

NY where Job and Louisa built their home on Groveside Road. Job and Louisa are buried together in 

the Gibbs family cemetery. 

They had the following 9 children: 

 Polly Gibbs (1795-1860), buried in the Gibbs family cemetery 

 Job Gibbs II (1805-1883 buried in Ada, MI) 

 Preserved Gibbs (1797-1869), buried in the Gibbs family cemetery 

 Hannah Gibbs 

 Gilbert E Gibbs (1801-1852) 

 Lydia Gibbs (1803-1822), buried in the Gibbs family cemetery 

 Eunice Eddy Gibbs (1812-1897), married Philip Slade, buried in Saratoga, NY 

 Asenath Gibbs 

 David B. Gibbs (born 1810-1878), buried in the Gibbs family cemetery 

Page 4 
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(Gibbs history, continued from page 4) 
 

 Several years later, I was speaking with a Mrs. Wiley regarding school equipment. I told her about my 
connection to Pittstown, and she said, "You must talk to my husband's Aunt Ellen Wiley.  She is the town 
historian." I corresponded with Aunt Ellen numerous times, and she was very helpful to my research. She sold 
me the book, Pittstown Through the Years.   
 Since my initial visit in 1986, I have made numerous trips to the Gibbs cemetery. My son, Matthew, 
and I cut down some of the trees in the cemetery. In 2002, I showed the cemetery to my four grandchildren, 
who are the 5 times great grandchildren of Job and Louisa. 
 This year, fifteen of my cousins and their spouses came to Pittstown to clean up the cemetery with the 
expert help of Joe Ferrannini. It was a very successful endeavor. 
 The Gibbs are related to many of the families in Pittstown -  Geers, Eddys, Chapmans and Spicers 
included. The Pittstown Historical Society’s Spring, 2009 newsletter subject was the Simeon Button house. 
Simeon's wife, Ruth Eddy, was sister to my four times great grandmother, Mary Eddy, who was the wife of 
Cyrus Spicer. 
 My family intends on returning to Pittstown occasionally to visit the cemetery. 

 

Gibbs Cemetery Restoration May 16 & 17, 2009  
Photographs courtesy of Joe Ferrannini 

 

 

Gibbs cemetery before restoration (above left) and after restoration (above right) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Les Williamson on left and Phil Gibbs on right       Les Williamson on left and John Gibbs on right 
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Petty Crime in Old Pittstown 
By Walter Auclair 

  

 Recently Bill Morris, Trustee of the Pittstown Historical Society, discovered as part of his research on early 
Cooksboro history at the Troy Public Library, the following item in the January 20, 1802 issue of the Lansingburgh 

Gazette: 
 

 CAUTION: The Public are cautioned against purchasing hay of Thomas T. Francisco, of 

Pittstown, as he is in the habit of secreting in his hay a lubber of a fellow, of the name of Peter Stalker, 

to increase the weight – in which shameful practice he has been several times detected. Jan. 19, 1802. 

 A load of hay, brought to market by the above gentleman, was on Monday evening 

weighed at the scales in this village; and immediately after the said Stalker was observed crawling out of 

it. The purchaser, however, agreed to take the hay, on condition weight deducted; which was 

accordingly done, in presence of a large collection of persons, and a bill of the load, particularizing the 

articles of which it was composed, signed by Francisco. He has since returned the value of Stalker to 

another citizen of this village, who a short time since purchased him in the same way, at the rate of 4s 

[shillings] per hundred. 

  
 The reason this story is of interest 
is that in the previous issue of the 
Pittstown Historical Society Newsletter, 
Issue XV, 2009 there is a page from the 
Simeon Button farm accounts ledger 
listing the debits for Peter Stalker in 1797, 
during his employment on the Button 
farm. Peter and his brother Isaac worked 
on and off for Simeon from 1796-1798. It 
is likely that they were free African-
Americans, based on their attending 
primarily black festivals, Pinksterfest and 
Paas, listed in the Butto ledger as debits. 
 

On right: An example of a hay wagon, 

undated photo, courtesy of the Sherman 

Farm Collection 

  
 

Francisco Family 
 The Francisco family has a long and distinguished history, a prolific and long-lived people. One of the 
founders of the family in America was Henry, born in 1686 in France, the son of John Fransoy and a Dutch 
mother, Elizabeth Geitje. The family went to the Netherlands, having been expelled from France for being 
Huguenot. From there the Fransoy family came to New Jersey. Henry, the oldest of five sons, married 
Leventje Vandercook in 1705 in Newark, New Jersey, the first of many marriages between the Francisco and 
Vandercook families in later years. Henry was a legendary character, an American Methuselah who never lost 
his French accent. He eventually settled in Whitehall, New York, joined Seth Warner’s Green Mountain Boys 
Regiment in the Revolutionary War at the age of 91 (Continued on page 7) 
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(Francisco family, continued from page 6) 
 

and died in 1820 at the age of 134. Until someone discovers an official record of Henry Francisco’s birth date in 
France, there will be doubt about his true age, but it does make for a good story. 
 It is likely that several Franciscos came with some Vandercooks to Pittstown from New Jersey after the end 
of the French and Indian War in 1763 to the area known as Cooksboro, and neighboring southern Schaghticoke. A 
number of Francisco men joined the Continental Army in the Revolutionary War. In 1792, Rensselaer County was 
established, separated from Albany County. In the first Pittstown town government, John and Hendrick Francisco 
were listed as town officials. A number of Francisco children were christened in the Dutch Reformed Church of 
Schaghticoke. 
 In Simeon Button’s Justice of the Peace ledger from 1792-1798, John, Cornelius, and Thomas Francisco 
(father of Thomas T.) served on juries; court sessions were often held in the home of Levi Francisco; and Jeremiah 
Francisco in the mid-1790s would hold security money for the court. They also were plaintiffs or defendants in a 
number of cases and usually won. 
 Things changed in 1798 with the appearance of John R. and Thomas T. Francisco in the ledger, usually as 
defendants and nearly always found guilty. In two cases Thomas confessed in what appeared to be vandalism 
damage. The last case in the Button justice of the peace ledger involving any Francisco was in 1807. Following the 
Francisco genealogy through the next three generations, the name Thomas was never used again. It appears that 
Thomas T. became the “black sheep” of the Francisco family. As was the custom at that time with other families, 
members of the Francisco family migrated to western New York, Ohio, and Minnesota. 
 In the 1810 Pittstown census, there were four Francisco households: Cornelius, Francis, John, and L., 
probably Levi. Levi owned two slaves, and the other three families each had one slave. The same census listed 
Simeon Button owning one slave.     

 

Newspaper Reporting 
 

 Rural American newspapers in the early 19th century were not known for being politically correct. As 
an example this item was published in the May 28, 1787 issue of The Northern Centinel and Lansingburgh 

Advertiser: 
 

“ANECDOTE: Of all the vices peculiar to the aboriginals of this country, that of lying is not the least. Some 
years since, one Tom Hyde, an Indian famous for his cunning, came into a tavern at Brookfield, and after a 
little talk, told the landlord he had been hunting, had killed a fine fat deer, and that if he would give him a 
quart of rum, he would tell him where it was. The landlord did not wish to let slip so good an opportunity to 
obtain his venison, and immediately measured the Indian his rum. Well, says Tom, do you know where the 
great meadow is? Yes; well, do you know where the great marked maple tree that stands in it? Yes; well, there 
lies the deer. Away posted the taverner, with his team, in quest of his purchase. He found the meadow, and the 
tree, it is true; but his searches after the deer were in vain, and he returned no heavier, but in chagrin, than he 
went. Some days after, he met the Indian, and violently accused him of the deception. Tom heard him out; and 
with the coolness of a philosopher, replied, - Did you not find the meadow, as I said? Yes; and the tree? Yes; 
and the deer? No. Very good, continues he, you found two truths to one lie, which was very well for an 
Indian.” 

  
 In the 1802 Lansingburgh Gazette article, the only mention of anything personal is calling Peter 
Stalker “a lubber of a fellow,” whereas nothing is said about Francisco – demonstrating his dishonesty in such 
a public and satirical way was enough humiliation. And in those days that would have affected his entire 
family.   
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Isaac Singer - The King of Sewing Machines 
By Angelika Glander 

 

 Isaac Merritt Singer, who called himself the king of sewing 
machines, was an extraordinary man. He was once praised as an inventive 
genius for creating an impressively effective labor saving machine, and his 
name is still today one of the best known in the world.  But this is only half 
the story. Few would have found out about his life of posterity, if there had 
not been a scandalous contest of Singer’s Last Will after his death in 1875. 
The will was published in New York newspapers and released surprising 
revelations of his life. It showed the private Singer to be a rascal and a 
seducer, a showman and a maniac.   
 Singer was born in 1811 in Pittstown, New York.  His German 
parents immigrated to the USA in 1803. He was the last of eight children.  
Singer’s father, Adam Reisinger, worked as a millwright in a sawmill. The 
family was poor and illiterate. Still, when Singer was a young boy, his 
mother left the family and joined a Quaker Society.  Singer showed signs of 
his “independent spirit” early on in his life, causing quarrels with his step-
mother. When he was 12 years old, he left his father’s house to try his luck 

as a jack-of-all-trades and worked building the Erie Canal in Rochester.  As a boy “without the advantage of 
education”, as he said in an interview in 1853, he was a “self educated man”. But not only that, he was also a 
“self-made man”. In only four months, he trained himself as a mechanic, mostly picking things up in a 
learning-by-doing manner, and by observing others at work. 
 In 1830, Singer married Catherine Maria Haley. At 15, she was four years his junior. But their 
happiness did not last long, resulting in Singer eventually abandoning Maria and their children. Singer went 
on to dedicate himself to one of his other ambitions: acting. With touring companies, he wandered around in 
the states of New York and Pennsylvania where he played in hotels, barns and open air. His favourite role 
was apparently Richard III. It was an adventurous life, and young men like him worked as factotum. 
 It was in Baltimore that Singer met Mary Ann Sponsler. He soon moved on to Illinois, however, 
where he discovered his talent for inventions. And whilst working on the Illinois & Michigan Canal, he made 
his first invention – a stone-drill machine. He got $2,000 for the patent and returned to Mary Ann.  With this 
large sum of money, he founded “The Merritt-Players” and spent the next 10 years touring with Mary Ann 
and their six children through Ohio. He travelled from East to West by wagon, or from South to North by 
boat, playing in churches or in the open countryside. But more and more it became a life of “misery, 
wretchedness and destitution”. His touring life as an “elocutionist” ended in the small village of 
Fredericksburg, where he returned to craftsmanship in a wood carving workshop. 
 In 1850, he returned to New York with Mary Ann and the children. Singer, in his poverty, was again 
gripped by the fever of invention. He worked on a “machine for carving wood and metal”, a type cutting 
machine for printing. In George Zieber, he found an investor and partner. But after a big explosion in the A. 
B. Taylor Machine Manufactory, where he displayed his machine, he lost all and was penniless. In Boston, 
the city of book printing, he started again, supported by Zieber, but again his machine failed. By chance, he 
was at this time working in a workshop, where sewing machines were repaired. In just 10 days, Singer 
repaired a deficient machine that couldn’t sew five stitches without breaking thread, and turned it into 
something fully practicable. Seeing his chance, and the need, he improved his machine and adapted it more 
and more to different sewing trades. The success of  I.M. Singer & Company came like a  miracle. Together 
with his new partner, Edward Clark, who started with marketing in 1852, he built up the company, which was 
run right from the start by the best maker of sewing machines. (Continued on page 9) 
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(Isaac Singer, continued from page 8) 
 

 An increase of purchases was, however, restricted by the American Patent Law. The monopoly of the 
thread-shuttle-combination that Singer used, was held by Elias Howe. And so began the so-called “Sewing 
Machine War” between Singer and Howe. Singer eventually lost this war, which nearly ruined the Company. 
The trails of infringements were not only a problem for Singer, but also for other sewing machine makers.  
An agreement between all these makers, called the patent-pool, finally brought peace. 
 Singer became a millionaire in just 10 years, but his extraordinary success came at a high price.  
Many said that Singer was not of sound mind thereafter. In 1860, Singer lived with Mary Ann and their eight 
children on 5th Avenue in New York City, and Singer happily showed that he was King. He was spotted not 
only in theatres, but also in the red-light-district. Occasionally, he shocked people by chasing up and down 
Broadway with his self-invented, yellow Jumbo equipage with a noisy band on top.  Rumours started to 
spread that he had numerous mistresses and more than 24 children. His dissolute double life became a public 
scandal when the National Police Gazette, a paper fighting for morals and rights, published some lurid details 
about his life. New York wasn’t Paris, and once it became public knowledge that Singer had prostituted his 
female employees, he became a persona non grata. 
 As a result of this scandal, Singer fled to Europe - first to London, later to Brussels and Paris. In 1862, 
he met Isabelle Eugenie Boyer in Paris, made her pregnant and took her to New York, where they got 
married. But if he thought his reputation and that of the company had improved over time, he was wrong. His 
partner Clark urged him to end the partnership and to change the firm into a stock company, which he 
eventually agreed to. But New York Society was not forgiving. 
 In 1866, Singer and his new family left the USA to never come back. Paris became their new home.  At the 
fine Boulevard Malesherbes, they found a suitable domicile. Here, in the splendid metropolis they could lead a life 
full of ease and amusement. But the political situation of the 2nd Empire was fragile.  When the French-Prussian 
War broke out, the Singers fled with their six little children to England. In London, they rented a small house near 
Victoria Station, but with time their health deteriorated. Singer had suffered for years from a heart deficiency that 
became worse with his obesity of late, and Isabelle suffered from postnatal weakness and pneumonia. In London, 
they consulted Sir William Jenner, the private physician of Queen Victoria, who advised them to move away from 
London. Since their return to Paris was impossible, Singer decided to move to Torquay (Devon, England), where 
they would find a milder, warmer climate to ease their sufferings. 
 In Paignton (near Torquay), he bought a small house called Little Oldway and started to build a large 
mansion. It would seem he did not feel as kingly as he had in New York, but more a chief of an expelled tribe 
since he called his mansion “Wigwam”. However, Singer died in 1875, before the completion of “Wigwam”, 
and the last monument that reminds us of him still today is the majestic tomb, made of bright white marble in 
the Torquay cemetery.   
 But the Singer story did not end there. In the contest of Singer’s Last Will, Mary Ann Sponsler 
claimed to be his only rightful widow. Although Mary Ann could prove that she had lived with him for 24 
years and that they had 10 children, she could not provide proof of their marriage. She didn’t pass the hearing 
of contest, but she told about their life together and left several details about Singer to future generations.  
Singer left an estate of 13 million dollars.   

 

Note: Angelika Glander of Hamburg, Germany, has completed the very first biography of Isaac 

Singer, Isaac Singer – King of Sewing Machines. Glander visited Pittstown several years ago while she was 

working on the book. Although her book is written in German, she kindly provided us with a summary  in 

English. We are proud to publish this in our newsletter and are grateful to Glander for this opportunity. We 

also commend her for her excellent research on Singer’s very colorful life.                                   

To purchase the book, contact Glander at:  rose2454@gmx.de 
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The Rifenburgh House - Gone, But Not Forgotten 
By Barbara Squires (former Pittstown Town Clerk) 

 

 My maternal grandparents, Edward and Mary Caroline Rifenburgh, were married on March 25, 1908.  
Over the course of twenty one years, between 1908 and 1929, they had eight children: Ira, John, my mother - 
Phoebe, Marion, Ralph, Earl, Charles, and Glenn.  
 Their diminutive farmhouse on Otter Creek Road was their first and only home. I’m unaware of when 
it was built or if there were previous inhabitants. It had three rooms on the first floor: kitchen/dining combined 
with a small borning room at the rear behind the staircase; and a parlor which served as a bedroom. A small 
front hall with an enclosed stairway led to two attic bedrooms. The house also had an attached rear summer 
kitchen, not original to the house. It was added at some point due to the large family and need to keep the 
small living spaces cool during the summer canning and pickling season. The additional kitchen had no heat 
so was used exclusively from mid May to mid October.  

Rifenburgh house, 2005, courtesy of Constance Kheel. It was demolished circa 2007. 
 

 Warmth was supplied downstairs via two wood burning stoves. The only upstairs heat source was 
provided by the stove pipes passing through the bedrooms. There was no interior plumbing until the mid to 
late sixties when a small bathroom was installed in the back corner of the kitchen/dining room. Prior to the 
bath being added, an outhouse with a well worn path was available in the backyard. Other outbuildings 
included a garage and chicken/rabbit coop. The dairy barn was located about ¼ mile east on Otter Creek 
Road. While my grandfather was primarily an itinerant sheep shearer, my uncles operated the dairy business.
  
 My earliest memories of visits to my grandparent’s house were in the mid 1950s.  My grandparents 
did not own a TV, so we were left to our own devices for entertainment. A deep water well was located 
adjacent to the home’s driveway, and my brother, sister and I were watched like hawks whenever we 
approached the well area. We were fascinated by the dark hole, and by simply dropping a bucket suspended 
from a long rope, we could obtain ice-cold water and actually all drink out of the bucket from the same long 
handled ladle. Unbelievable as it may seem, these same paranoid adults did not stress at all when we fished, 
swam, and played unattended in Otter Creek, which was located a short walk from the house.  Although 
unsupervised, we always returned safely back home, sunburned and mosquito bitten, with jars full of water 
creatures. 
 One summer evening when I was very small, my sister and I stayed overnight at the house. We slept in 
the downstairs parlor/bedroom on a feather bed. I don’t recall that we did much sleeping because our giggling 
lasted all night. We found it nearly impossible to stay on our      (Continued on page 11) 
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(Rifenburgh house, continued from page 10) 
 

respective sides of the bed, always rolling toward the center. I don’t think that room ever had so much eider 
down floating in the air as when we spent the night there. 
 The kitchen/dining room was a constant flurry of activity. All daily activities including: meal 
preparation, dining, dishwashing, sponge bathing, shaving, etc. were undertaken at the large kitchen table.  
My Aunt Marion, under the direction and watchful eye of my grandma (who was severely crippled with 
arthritis), did all the cooking, baking, canning, cleanup, etc.  Good country cooking, all made from scratch, 
came from the back end of that little room: jams, jellies, pickles, pot roasts with mashed potatoes and gravy, 
stewed tomatoes, corn on the cob, fried chicken, and fruit pies all conjure up delightful childhood 
recollections. A wringer washing machine was also located in this room, with clotheslines strung out back or 
on the tiny side porch.  
 Three Rifenburgh children: Phoebe, Charles, and Glenn married and left the homestead.  Ira and John 
both had modest homes nearby with Marion, Ralph and Earl remaining at the farmhouse throughout their 
lives. My grandparents died decades ago, and my mother, her sister, and all my uncles are now deceased. The 
farmhouse, outbuildings, and barn have all been demolished. New homes occupy the sites of both the 
farmhouse and barn. While every material aspect of their simple life is gone, many happy memories remain.   
 

Note: Architectural historian, Eric Gradoia, described the Rifenburgh home as a common form of dwelling 

house typical to the region in the mid eighteen hundreds. It is a five bay, center entry, wood frame structure 

with the principal architectural emphasis placed on the entry.  Though vernacular in materials and 

construction, the dwelling reflects aspects of higher style buildings through its symmetry, classically 

inspired door surround and pleasing proportions.   

 

 

Historic Farmstead Study Progressing 
 

The study of the historic farmsteads of Pittstown, reported in our last newsletter, is nearing 
completion. Consultant Jessie Ravage, with help from Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) volunteers, has been 
actively working on the study throughout the summer. Ravage is anticipating that the study will be completed 
by October. 

Close to thirty farmsteads in the Pittstown area have been evaluated with a focus on twenty five in 
particular. These are farmsteads that still retain a degree of integrity as to their historic origins and uses. The 
owners of these farmsteads have generously opened them for the study, providing Ravage and the PHS with 
background information and material on their histories. We are grateful for their generosity.  

The study, which was spearheaded by the PHS, will be made available to the public. It has been 
funded by the Preservation League of New York State and the Hudson River Valley Greenway, with 
assistance from the Town of Pittstown and The Persistence Foundation. 

Listed below in alphabetical order are the farmsteads included in the study: 
Adams, Stover Road; Auclair, Auclair Way; Backus, County Route 111; Baum, Baum Road; Brownell, 

Groveside Road; Cannon, Otter Creek Road; Cartin, Cushman Road; Colletti, Cooksboro Road; 

Cornell, Lower Pine Valley Road; Crandall, Brundige Road; Empie, Cooksboro Road; Gifford, Gifford 

Road; Gilchrist, Otter Creek Road; Giuliano, Otter Creek Road; Halford, Cooksboro Road; 

Hess/Gilbert, Goosen-Regan Road; Howard, Croll Road; Koch, Longwoods Road; Norton, Nortonville 

Road; O’Leary, Nick Mush Road; Reed, County Route 111; Schmidt, Ford Road; Skott (Don), 

Groveside Road; Skott (George), Groveside Road; Thomas, County Route 111 
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Colonel Royal Abbott’s House: 

A Mystery or a Misnomer? 
By Cindy Parillo 

 
 It wasn’t but a few days after my husband and I signed our purchase contract in 2005 that we received 
a dinner invitation from an enthusiastic neighbor wanting to introduce us around and get the straight 
information on the new residents on Abbott Road. The dinner event included half a dozen Pittstown families, 
but not everyone could quite place the exact house we’d bought. Our hostess was ever helpful. “Oh, you know 
the house. The Colonel Royal Abbott House, from the Town Quilt,” she said,whipping out the jacquard throw 
designed a few years back as a fundraiser for the Pittstown Historical Society. Sure enough, competently 
executed in cotton yarn was a fair likeness of our “new” house on Abbott Road.  
 We’d gotten the story from the previous owners. Colonel Royal Abbott was one of Pittstown’s most 
noteworthy sons, a founder of both the Whig and the Republican parties in Rensselaer County and a long-
serving town supervisor. Commissioned into the infantry by the Governor of New York, William Marcy in 
1834, Royal Jr. married a local Quaker girl, Harriet Lamb, sired eight children, and farmed the land his 
grandfather Joseph Abbott had acquired from the original Patent holder in 1789. “The Colonel” and Harriet 
occupy one of the most prominent plots in the quaint East Pittstown cemetery just down the dirt road. 
 The profile of the Colonel in 
Sylvester’s 1880, History of Rensselaer 
County, was tantalizing, but left a few 
threads dangling. And the engraving of the 
severe patrician wasn’t the same man as 
the old photo we’d found face down in the 
attic floorboards, although there might 
have been a resemblance. I spent hours 
those first months imagining poor Harriet 
and her large brood of children going 
about the challenge of growing, 
preserving, preparing and using foodstuff 
and textiles in what was even then a 
modest, though refined dwelling. The 
great pile of rotting beams in the woods is 
a testament to at least one early barn; there 
seemed to be several stone foundation 
ruins.                                              Abbott house, 1990, photo courtesy of Constance Kheel 

 That was all I had to go on until this past spring when historian Jessie Ravage began her work for the 
Pittstown Historical Society on surveys of Pittstown’s historic farmsteads (see article on page 11). She got me 
started chaining deeds to the farmsteads and pointed me to the Rensselaer County Historical Society to find 
the old probate records. In short order, I held in my hands the actual legal foolscap will, handwritten and 
signed by Royal Abbott Senior. 
 He claims his sound mind in the customary format and then leaves his personal property to his beloved 
wife Willmira not including “Horses, Cattle, Sheep, Hogs, Grain, Growing Crops and farming utensils on the 
home farm, they belonging to my son,  William P. Abbott.” He leaves his “Gifford Farm,” a property nearby, 
to his son, Peter P. Abbott. And.... here’s the critical clause...  “I would state that having heretofore provided 
for my Four Sons Leonard J. Abbott, John V.W. Abbott,       (Continued on page 13) 
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(Abbott house, continued from page 12) 
 Jacob L. Abbott, Royal Abbott Jun., and my daughter Caroline W. Bosworth, It is my desire and wish that 
they be satisfied with such provision and raise no objection to this my Last Will and Testament.” Having thus 
provided for his older children, Royal Sr. then proceeds to bequeath “all my home farm being lot 168 of 
Pittstown Patent” to his youngest son, William Pray Abbott. What becomes immediately clear is that while 
“The Colonel” may have grown up on “the home farm,” he never actually owned it. And since he was born in 
1812, and the classic Greek Revival house couldn’t have been built before about 1835, around the time he 
married Harriet, he may never even have lived in the house at all. Still, Royal Jr. and Harriet married in 1837 
and didn’t purchase a property for themselves until 1849, twelve years that the young couple may have spent 
living on the home place, perhaps even helping with the construction of the fine, new post and beam 
farmhouse built in the latest style. 
 Surprised by this revelation, I continued reading the conditions. Royal Senior instructs his son 
William, “That he provide for and support his Mother during the term of her natural life, and that he will 
without restraint permit his Mother to have use or occupancy of our half of the house where we no[w] live” 
 The will was dated 1856. It was filed in 1859, along with a poignant schedule of possessions the 
widow would be allowed to keep (see list below). Interestingly, neither Royal Sr. nor Willmira are interred in 
the family plot.  
 William P. Abbott would retain his ownership of the farm until the 20th century (he died in 1908 but 
may have given it away before his death), passing it on to Leonard J. Abbott, thence to W. Lowell Abbott in 
1915, to Frank L. Abbott in 1934, perhaps a straight line of sons. In all, Lot 168 of the Pittstown Patent 
remained in the Abbott family for 157 years. 
 But it never actually belongs to Colonel Royal Abbott Jr.  A mid-nineteenth century map shows R. 
Abbott residing nearby on Quaker Street, a few houses away from the Quaker Meeting  House. This was most 
certainly Royal Jr. and Harriet’s place, situated near her family, the Lamb’s of Pittstown. 
 

Schedule of possessions bequeathed by Royal Abbott Sr. to his wife  

Willmira in his will of 1856 
One Large and one Small Spinning Wheel One Loom 

One quiltwheel One Bake Oven 

Cooking Utensels Family Bible 

Three Books Two Beds & Bedding for Same 

One Table Six Chairs 

Six knives & forks Six Silver Tea Spoons 

The Wearing apparel of the Widow One Brass Clock $3.00 

One Desk $2.10 One Bureau $10.10 

Seven Silver Table Spoons $15.00 Six Silver Tea Spoons $6.00 

One Table & Spread $.75 Seven Chairs $2.50 

One Stand $1.00 One Stand $1.75 

One Wash Stand $2.00 One Case Drawers $.50 

One Chest $.50 One Looking Glass $.50 

One Looking Glass $2.00 One Looking Glass $.25 

Two Rocking Chairs $1.00 One Clothes Chest $.50 

One Blanket $1.00 Twelve Sheets $6.00 

One Coverled $1.00 One Comforter $1.00 

Two Bedquilts $1.50 Two Chests $.25 
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