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         The Reed Farmstead 
 
 One of Pittstown’s most picturesque historic farmsteads suffered a setback this past summer, when an 
addition built onto its Greek Revival farmhouse caught on fire. The house could have been destroyed, as the 
fire swept through the addition. Fortunately, this did not occur. Although the roof system of the house was 
damaged, the fire could not penetrate the exterior walls.  
 The extraordinary construction of the Reed house turned out to be its saving grace. Every section of 
the main house is lined with stacked lumber, with the outside walls having a double stacked pile (imagine 2 X 
4s seated horizontally one on top of the other). It is astonishing how much lumber was expended in building 
this house! The fire was only able to char the outer edges of this dense packing of wood (also known as ribbon 
construction), which circles the building.  
 Equally noteworthy is the communal effort that was organized to repair the house. The Volunteers in 
Mission, a group formed by the Troy Conference of the United Methodist Church, raised funds and oversaw 
the restoration of the house. At least 50 volunteers participated, and $20,000 was raised, in addition to 
donations of materials. The Mission’s work serves as an excellent example of a tradition in America, as old as 

the house itself, of a community generously 
supporting its local residents. Jack Hill, leader of 
the Mission, said “We were glad to be able to do 
it”.  
 The Reed farm, owned by Philip and 
Marie Reed, is located on County Route 111, a 
couple of miles off NYS Route 7. It is largely 
intact and a fine example of an agricultural 
property settled by New Englanders after the 
Revolution.  
 The farmstead retains numerous buildings 
dating  from   the  early  19th  century  to  the  last 
quarter  of   the  19th century.  The  layout  of  the 
farm  buildings  includes  an impressive 100 foot 

Reed farmstead,1913, photo courtesy Reed family                  long  barn  flanked  on  both sides by other barns.  
Linked together, the barns form a U-shape 
enclosing a barnyard. 
 Five generations of Reeds have lived on 
the farm. This remarkable continuity of 
ownership has allowed the family to maintain a 
detailed knowledge of the farmstead’s use and 
occupancy. 
 Hugh and Jane McChesney Reed, who 
moved from Grafton, purchased the farm from 
James Burtiss in 1836. Hugh practiced a 
diversified agriculture.  He cut abundant amounts 
of hay, made butter, raised sheep, and grew  corn, 
oats, potatoes, flax  and buckwheat. Hugh greatly 

 Reed farmhouse, undated, photo courtesy of Reed family                                                  
                   (Continued on page 2) 
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(continued from page 1) unusually large number of pigs in 
1850, slaughtering several times more livestock for meat 
than almost all other Pittstown farms. In fact, he 
outstripped the vast majority of other Pittstown farms, 
which kept fewer than 6 milk cows. Hugh milked 30 cows 
and produced prodigious amounts of butter and cheese.   
 In 1860, Hugh slaughtered $3,335 worth of 
livestock. This is more than ten times the amount 
slaughtered by almost any Pittstown farmer.  
 Hugh and Jane had nine children, two of whom 
(Harvey and Silas K.) took over the farm. According to the 
1875  US  census,  the  Reed  farm  was  one of Pittstown’s  
                                                    (continued on page 3)      Stacked wood interior walls of the Reed       

             house, 2010, photo by Constance Kheel 
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Harvey Reed, 1924, photo courtesy Reed family     Philip Reed,1941,  photo courtesy of Reed family 

 

 

 

Reed family, circa 

1888, photo courtesy 

Reed family 

Back row ( left to 

right): Satie Reed; 

Irving Reed; Jen Reed 

Middle row: Harvey 

Reed; Maryanna Reed; 

George Reed 

Front row: Rena Reed; 

Carrie Reed; Silas Reed 

(father of Philip Reed) 
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largest, most valuable, and 
most profitable properties. 
The house continued to 
shelter a large group. 
Brothers Harvey, 28, and 
Silas K, 24, were both 
married and lived in the 
house as well as their 
widowed mother, two 
laborers, and Harvey’s three 
youngsters. The sons carried 
on with the butchering 
business developed by their 
father. Harvey and Silas K. 
were known to have had 
their own regular routes to 
Troy, where they sold 
produce out of their horse 
drawn wagon. 
 When Silas K. died, 
Harvey ran the farm on his 
on, continuing in the butcher-                  Sketch of the Reed farmstead by Jessie Ravage, 2009 
ing business. But when his son, Silas, took over in the late 1920s, the farm was shifted entirely to dairy 
farming. Silas bought the first tractor circa 1945, but continued using two teams of horses until after World 
War II.   
 Silas and his son, Philip, expanded the dairy operation, making a number of alterations. At peak 
production, they were milking 50 cows. In 1987, Philip stopped milking and turned to raising beef cattle and 
heifers. Philip and Marie’s children (Wayne, Randy and Lance) have all stayed on or adjacent to the home 
farm.  
 

 *This brief summary of the Reed farm is based on a survey report prepared by historic preservation 
consultant, Jessie Ravage. Cultural resource surveys of 26 historic farmsteads in Pittstown have been 
completed by Ravage. Funding for these surveys was awarded to the Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) by 
the Preservation League of NYS and the Hudson River Valley Greenway, with in kind services provided by 
the Town of Pittstown and The Persistence Foundation. For more information about the surveys, please 
contact the PHS at our website: www.pittstown.us    

 

REED FAMILY, 1850 US CENSUS 

Hugh Reed, 45, farmer, born in New York State, was listed as head of household with real estate valued at 
$10,000.  He lived with his wife Jane, 40, also a Yorker and their children Samuel, 15; Joseph, 12; Mary L., 
11, Eliza J., 9; Sarah F., 5; Catherine E., 7; Harvey, 4; Hugh, 2.  The six older children all attended school.  
Also living with them were Catherine Simmons, 60, a domestic, born in New York State; Irish laborer Hugh 
Rumsey, 20, and native born laborer, Ezekiel Odle, 21.   His farm was valued at $10,000.  He had 210 acres 
improved land and 30 unimproved.  He had $200 in implements and stock totaling $1,470, including 3 horses, 
30 milk cows, 2 oxen, 4 other cows, 78 sheep, and 41 swine.  The cows produced 2,000 pounds of butter and 
5,000 pounds of cheese.  The sheep bore 325 pounds of fleece.  He harvested 440 bushels of corn, 430 bu. 
oats, 300 bu. potatoes, and 75 bu. buckwheat.  He cut 90 tons of hay, raised 1,200 pounds of flax and 40 bu. of 
seed.  He slaughtered $900 worth of stock for meat.                                                                              
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Barns on Reed farm, 2009, photo by Constance Kheel 

Barns on Reed farm, 2009, photo by Constance Kheel 

 

Pittstown Historical Society Members Visit the 
Knickerbocker Mansion 

 

 Members of the Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) were treated to a tour of the Knickerbocker 
Mansion last June. The Mansion, which is located adjacent to corn fields at 132 Knickerbocker Road between 
Schaghticoke and Mechanicville, is a remarkable old Dutch mansion, dating from the 1780s. Stana Iseman, 
who was our tour guide, gave a delightful presentation on the mansion, which was built by Johannes and 
Elizabeth Knickerbocker. For more information on this local treasure, visit www.knickmansion.com 
 

              

     Pittstown Historical Society members visiting the Knickerbocker Mansion in June 
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Charlotte Lennox, Esteemed Novelist of the Colonial Era 
 

By Walter Auclair 

 

    Charlotte Lennox, America’s first novelist? 
  
 It may be a bit of an exaggeration to say that 
Charlotte Ramsay Lennox (1727?-1804) was America’s first 
novelist, but certainly her first-hand descriptions of life in 
early America were ground breaking. Not much is known 
about many details of her life. She was probably born in 
Gibraltar, the daughter of a British officer, James Ramsay, in 
either 1727 or 1729. Her father was appointed Captain under 
the Governor of New York about 1739 and stationed in 
Albany, taking his 12 year-old daughter Charlotte with him. 
He died three years later, and Charlotte returned to London 
to live with a wealthy aunt. The aunt became incapacitated, 
and Charlotte was passed among several women associated 
with the Court of England. She ended up settling with Lady 
Isabella Finch, known for her interest in literature and for 
being the only lady in court with her own private library.  
 Charlotte,  in   her  teen  years,  was  already   writing 
poetry   and   reading  avidly,  particularly   French  romance 
novels,  popular  at  the  time  in  England.    This  privileged 
existence   ended  with her  marriage   in  1747  to Alexander 
Lennox,  a   printer. That  same  year,   she   also   published  

Charlotte Lennox, courtesy of Barton Collection,her first  book, “Poems   on   Several  Occasions.” She began 

Boston Public Library, from the Bartolozzi          to  circulate  among  London’s  literati  and  theater set, even  
Engraving of the Reynolds Portrait made for       attempting  to  act,  although  not  very  well  apparently,  ac- 
Harding’s “Shakspeare Illustrated”                     cording to a few reviews. We now begin to learn more about 
her -  she  was  very  petite,  and  known  for her  sharp tongue and brilliant mind. She was ambitious and hard 
working, with a strong sense of entitlement and a tendency to burn bridges, beginning with Lady Finch.   
 She began her writing career in 1750 with the publication of her first novel, “The Life of Harriot 
Stuart, Written by Herself.” In it is a very brief description of life in America, based on her first-hand 
experiences. It sold well, an auspicious start for Lennox. This attracted the attention of Samuel Johnson 
(1709-1784), arguably England’s second greatest writer after William Shakespeare. Johnson quickly became 
Lennox’s life-long supporter. In spite of many arguments between them, he admired her brilliance and 
dedication and respected her too much to allow their disputes to destroy their relationship. 
 Lennox published her second book two years later, “The Female Quixote,” which quickly became a 
best seller in England and America. It is a classic study of a young lady’s adventures in differentiating reality 
from a dream world made up of French romance novels. A recent Hollywood film, “Inception,” starring 
Leonard DiCaprio has a similar theme. The success of the novel established Lennox’s reputation in England 
as an author of the first rank. 

Lennox went on to have a distinguished career that included over a dozen books, several plays, and 
numerous journal articles. But this fame would fade with time. 

There has yet to be a satisfactory biography written about Lennox, although recognition of her work is 
slowly coming to the fore, thanks to Susan Kubica Howard, among others.                      (continued on page 6) 
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Charlotte Lennox’s last novel, Euphemia, including excerpts describing a trip 
to Albany on the Hudson River: 

 

(continued from page 5)  Lennox’s last book, “Euphemia,” was published in 1790. It is similar in theme to her 
first book, “Harriot Stuart,”  but is much more nuanced and interesting, with a lengthier and more fascinating 
description of life in the Albany, New York area, as she remembered it from the 1740s. It is an epistolary 
novel, written in the form of letters between friends, in this case primarily Mrs. Euphemia Neville and her 
close friend, Miss Maria Harley, who lives in England.  
The descriptions of America in this novel are from the memory of the author as a young teenager nearly 50 
years earlier. Unfortunately for Lennox, epistolary novels and American topics had become passé in England 
by 1790. Her last years were spent alone. Her daughter had died, and her son, who had been sent to America 
to avoid prison, was never heard from again. Lennox became bed-ridden in 1802 and died two years later and 
buried in an unmarked grave.    
After a series of letters basically introducing us to the lead characters, Euphemia Neville begins her journey 
from New York City to Albany along the Hudson River with this description: 
 

 “We had little wind, but that was favourable; and we sailed slowly along upon the most delightful 

river imaginable, the shores on each side exhibiting a prospect, sometimes all beautifully wild and romantic, 

sometimes rich with flourishing plantations, and elegant mansions.” 

 “The river here being narrow, running between a ridge of mountains on each side, whose tops, 

covered with groves of lofty trees, seemed to hide their heads in the clouds, while their sloping sides were 

adorned with the most beautiful verdure, and trees of many species unknown to us. The awful gloom from the 

surrounding shades, the solemn stillness, inspired a soft and pleasing melancholy, which we enjoyed in 

silence, being, as the poet says, ‘rapt in pensive musing.’” 
 

 Further up the river, the passengers asked the boat captain if they could stop and meet some settlers 
along the river. 
 

 “… we came to a delightful spot, entirely cleared of under-wood, shaded with trees of a most beautiful 

foliage, with flowering shrubs between, and a luxurious growth of honeysuckles twining round their trunks. A 

spring of the clearest water ran meandering amongst their roots, and meeting with a hollow, which seemed to 

have been a little assisted by art, formed a bason that supplied the necessities of the family. At a small 

distance stood an oven built of clay; a large platter, formed of the same materials, hardened in the sun, stood 

upon the top, full of wild pigeons, of which, in this season of the year, it seems there is a great plenty; they 

had been baked in the oven, which was preparing a second dish to furnish out the repast, consisting of 

peaches, which grow wild in such plenty, that they feed their hogs with them all over this country. We now 

ventured to enter the cottage; the sides of which were clay, supported on the out-side by thick branches of 

trees strongly fastened together, the roof thatched very firmly, and the chimney very well contrived, and 

formed of bricks, which seemed to have been the work of the same architect.    
 “I took notice, that the fire-place was of an enormous size; the skipper said, not larger than was 

needful. The winters here are intensely cold, it seems; and the inhabitants of this cottage can, with very little 

labour, supply themselves with plenty of fuel. In one corner was their bed, composed of dry leaves and bear 

skins. On some rudely fashioned shelves, we saw several large clay vessels full of milk, which had thrown up 

a very rich cream. We were very desirous of taking some away with us for our tea, but was at a loss what to 

put it in. –Miss Clara, searching about, found some cocoa-nut shells, which had been sawed in two, and were 

ranged like tea-cups on a shelf; we filled one of these with cream, which we skimmed with a wooden spoon we 

saw there; and having deposited some half-crowns and shillings, as payment for what we had taken, were 

preparing to depart, when the Dutchman, looking at us with a mixture of contempt and surprise in his 

countenance, exclaimed – ‘No, no, this must not be,’ and was                                                                           
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sweeping all the money, except one shilling into his hat, when Mrs. Bellenden observing what he was about, 

ordered him, in a peremptory tone, to put it back; which he did, with a sorrowful look, shrugging up his 

shoulders, and shaking his head at the same time. 

 “The condition of these poor people seems to be bad; and I do not find that they receive much relief 

from the wealthy owners of the rich plantations, which are in the neighbourhood of these high lands. The 

many that need, and the many that deny pity, make up the bulk of mankind.” 
 

 The entourage arrived at Albany after eight days of travel along “this delightful river.” 
 

 “The colonel was received here with much ceremony; the cannon from the fort was fired; the soldiers, 

headed by their officers, were drawn up on the beach; the mayor, with the principal citizens, attended his 

landing, and conducted him to the fort, where the commanding officer always resides. This is a regular 

fortification, situated upon a steep hill, which overlooks the town, and has within it a large and elegant house 

for the commander, and convenient barracks for the soldiers, with a guard-room, and a handsome apartment 

for the lieutenant upon duty…  

 “The town is worse built than New-York; few of the houses have an elegant appearance on the out-

side, but an excessive neatness reigns within. The language, the manners, the dress, all Dutch. During the 

whole time of my residence in New-York, I had never seen any of the savages; but they are often to be met 

with here. The Indian trade is very considerable, and has enriched many of the inhabitants of Albany; who at 

present, however, do not make the enormous profits they did formerly. The Indians, under such excellent 

masters of traffic as the Dutch, have acquired a knowledge of the successful artifices of trade, and are 

sometimes a match even for them in knavery. 

 “They take great liberties with the town’s people, entering their houses freely, if they find the doors 

open, and seating themselves wherever they like best, remain several hours together without being disturbed. 

I had yet seen an Indian only from my window. When going one day into my kitchen, to give some orders to 

my cook, I was extremely alarmed to see one of these savages seated by the fire, smoking his pipe very 

composedly. His appearance had driven away all my servants, but a black woman, employed in the drudgery 

of the kitchen; and, indeed, that appearance was shocking enough to justify their fears. He had a fierce and 

menacing look; his copper-coloured face was painted in round spots of red, yellow, and black; his hair 

strewed up with some kind of powder of a deep red, which looked like blood streaming from different wounds 

in his head; his ears were stretched to an enormous length by the weight of the strange ornaments he wore in 

them, pieces of tin, glass, strings of shells, brass rings, and even slips of woolen cloth of several colours, 

which hung down to his shoulders. 

 “His dress was a shirt made of Osnaburgh linen [made in Germany], a short petticoat of the same 

which reached to his knees, in the manner of the Scotch highlanders, and, over all, a mantle of coarse 

flannel…, adorned with several narrow borders of scarlet list. –He had a large knife hanging at a kind of 

girdle, unsheathed, ready for mischief, as I thought. This tremendous object continued to smoke his pipe, 

without taking any notice of me, while I stood motionless with surprise and fear. When the black girl came up 

close to me, whispering in her gibberish, ‘You must be no fraid of Indian, my lady,’ said she, ‘if Indian see 

you fraid of him, he be quite mad.’ …We knew not how to get him away; when, fortunately, Mr. Neville came 

in. We told him in what perplexity we were; and he immediately marched into the kitchen, making, on 

purpose, a great noise on his entrance, which roused the Indian, who, seeing him dressed in regimentals, for 

he was just come off guard, started up, shook hands with him very cordially, and went away. They pay great 

respect to the military, and never presume to come uninvited into their houses; a circumstance I was 

extremely glad to hear.”  
 

 Lennox describes several other encounters Euphemia and company have with Indians, always 
associated with a potentially dangerous undertone. There was also tension between the British and Dutch 
settlers, hinted at earlier, when Lennox describes the “excessive cleanliness” of the Dutch. An example is 
given in this episode, in which Euphemia is preparing to deliver her child –          (continued on page 8) 
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 (continued from page 7) the letter writer is her long-time maid, Mrs. Benson:  
 

 “…I was waked by a loud and confused noise of many tongues speaking all at once. Among these I 

distinguished Mr. Neville’s, who by the oaths he threw out in quick succession, I understood to be in a violent 

rage. Alarmed and confounded at a clamour so presposterous at such a time, I flew down stairs: at the 

entrance of Mrs. Neville’s chamber I met Mr. Neville, who seizing my arm with a dreadful grip, exclaimed- 

‘Oh! Madam, come in, see what these Dutch devils have done, - they have killed my wife!’ I entered the room, 

trembling, and saw one part of it newly scoured, and streams of water running over the other, which issued 

from a large pail that had been overturned. While Mr. Neville continued cursing and raving at the nurse, who, 

being entitled by her age and her wealth to wear a forehead cloth, a distinction which the matrons here are 

extremely fond of, considered herself affronted by his behaviour. I enquired of Fanny, who stood in great 

agitation, the meaning of the strange appearances I beheld. 

 “She told me the nurse, as soon as I was retired, had called up the housemaid, and ordered the room 

to be scoured. ‘I remonstrated against it in vain,’ pursued Fanny, weeping, ‘ and called the master, who was 

so shocked at their having wetted the room, which he said would kill his wife with cold, that he kicked down 

the pail in a rage, and set all afloat as you see.’ ‘Did you ever hear of such a savage custom?’ said he, ‘what! 

scour the chamber of a lying-in woman!’ ‘The greatest mischief,’ I replied, ‘is likely to happen from the pail 

of water that was thrown down.’ 

 “’Aye,’ said he, ‘that was unfortunate, to be sure; but it was very natural for me to be in a passion you 

know, when my wife’s life was endangered by that old Dutch woman’s absurdity.’ To persuade Mr. Neville 

that he can ever be wrong is a task no human understanding is equal to. I suffered him therefore to march off 

in triumph, at having silenced me with so complete a defence, and took care to prevent any future blunders of 

the nurse, who only followed the custom of her country, to which we were strangers, and therefore could not 

guard against. 

 “Mrs. Neville and the child are perfectly well…” 
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Pittstown Historical Society News 
The Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) submitted an application to the Preservation League of NYS 

for a second grant involving Pittstown’s historic farmsteads. The funding is sought to pay for a more in depth 
study of 10 of the 26 farmsteads surveyed under the first grant.  

Trustee Joe Ferrannini has continued his work on the Cemetery Committee, working with volunteers 
to maintain cemeteries in Pittstown. 

The PHS submitted an application to the NYS Department of Education to extend our provisional 
charter.  

With reluctance, we raised our annual dues in order to better sustain our work and to come into 
compliance with the charter goals. We hope that our members will continue to offer support, in spite of the 
changes. Our annual dues are now $10 for individual membership and $5 for seniors.                                                  
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Honoring the ‘Old Barn’ 
 

By Fred Stein 

 

 Farms, and the people who built them, form the backbone of Pittstown. Some farm families are better 
known than others. Likewise, some farmhouses receive more attention than others. But rarely is an old barn 
glorified. 
 Richard Qua, however, was so inspired by the ‘Old Barn’, which once graced the Newcomb 
farmstead, that he wrote a poem honoring it. The poem is dedicated to Chester Newcomb, the patriarch of the 
Newcomb family. Qua, whose wife is a descendant of Chester, has also crafted detailed drawings of the old 
barn and the historic layout of all the other outbuildings. 
 The Newcomb farmstead, where Qua resides, is located off Cushman Road, in “west” Pittstown, uphill 
from Cooksboro, the area first settled by the Van der Cook family. The farm, which was first developed by 
the Ryan family, was acquired by the Newcombs in 1934. The existing house dates from 1875, but the ‘Old 
Barn’ was built well before that. 
 When the Newcombs purchased the farm, the historically significant barn was primarily used to raise 
young livestock. The family milked 28 cows, used 2 horses, and had an extensive chicken house. Remains of 
an ice house could still be seen, as well as other outbuildings. 
   

Excerpts from Newcomb farm accounts, 1950: 
10 to 22 dozen eggs sold “down in Troy” at 35 cents per dozen.  
A calf sold for $21.82.  
Milk checks ranged from $59.20 to $87.  
Taxes were $190.24.  
The telephone bill was $4.70. 
A doctor’s visit cost $4.00. 

 
 Following Chester Newcomb’s death in 1977, the “Old Barn” was sold to timber framer, Richard 
Babcock, in 1984. It was then dismantled board by board, and timber by timber, for reconstruction and reuse 

elsewhere. 
 The   Newcomb  farm- 
stead has been subdivided and 
is   now  occupied  by  several 
families,  including  the Levys 
and the Quas. 
 
 

Newcomb farm circa 1940s, 

Frank and Mary Newcomb, 

seated with hands folded, 

surrounded by their children 

and grandchildren. Chester 

Newcomb back row on the 

left, photo courtesy of Richard 

Qua. 

 
 (continued on page 10)
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The Old Barn 
In Memory of Chester Newcomb 

 

By Richard Qua, 1993 

 

People pass by 
  with nary a glance 
It’s stark and gray, 
  gloomy to some 
Standing alone now 
  quiet and still 
The ‘old barn’ 
  is from another time 
But a reward awaits 
  the curious soul 
Who pauses to look 
  and to listen 
You see it’s more than 
  just an ‘old barn’ 
Memories exist of 
  better times 
Memories of people 
  whose life lives again 
Reminders of labor and love 
  and people who cared 
Once this ‘old barn’ was 
  an idea in someone’s mind 
Its stout beams 
  trees of the forest 
Then with the saw 
  and the axe 
Men, strong of mind & body 
  made the idea take life 
Deft and skilled hands 
  shaped, carved and drilled 
With adze, chisel, and auger 
  intricate parts came to be 
Neighbors came to see 
  and to give their gift 
Droplets of sweat 
  like indelible markers 
That say, even today, 
  we cared! 
As strong beams 
  pulled by ancient devices 
Pointed skyward 
  unwavering and true 
There came a moment of silence 
  a moment of awe 
 
 

What a marvelous ability 
  certainly God’s gift 
To build such a building 
  so straight and so strong 
But pause a moment longer 
  and contemplate this 
By the ‘old barn’s’ memories 
  those people still exist 
When the wind gets to blowing 
  whistling and such 
You can imagine the voices. 
And what of the farmer 
  who toiled in this barn 
Memories of him dwell here too. 
Hear the hay swish 
  as it leaves his fork 
Hear his calm voice 
  to settle the cows 
Hear the sound of warm milk 
  striking the pan 
Brought forth 
  by his strong hand 
See the cats scurry 
  from all corners 
To the fresh milk 
  he kindly gave them 
Touch the door latch 
  oiled and worn smooth 
By his fingers 
  constant touch 
Relive his joy 
  as cows gave birth 
To calfs 
  in now forgotten numbers 
Look up at the straight ridge 
  and the sound roof 
Testimony to the farmer 
  he too cared 
So you see 
  it’s not just an ‘old barn’ 
Though weathered worn 
  there is beauty and warmth 
Especially by its memories 
  of people gone by. 
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Drawing of the “Old Barn” on the Newcomb farm, by Stephen Levy, 1992 
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