
 
 

 

  NEWSLETTER    Issue XXXV     Spring, 2019 
Settlement of Pittstown (1788 – 1815) 
 

 

The following article is condensed from Jessie Ravage’s  
                                      “Survey of Historic Farmsteads of the Town of Pittstown” 
The Town of Pittstown was erected in 1788, but the name dates to 1761 when King George III of 

England patented 60,000 acres to an association of 62 men and designated it the Pittstown Patent in honor of 
William Pitt, Earl of Chatham. This designation was approved by the provincial legislature in July 1761. In 
March 1772, four districts - Rensselaerwyck, Schaghticoke, Hoosick, and Pittstown - were designated, all 
within the bounds of Albany County, with Pittstown retaining its 1761 configuration. In March 1788, the four 
districts were reorganized into towns. Two years after Rensselaer County was set aside in 1791, Pittstown’s 
western boundary was altered slightly, but the town boundary is otherwise as drawn in 1788. 

Like the great majority of Americans of the 18th century and first quarter of the 19th century, nearly 
all of Pittstown’s residents lived and worked on farms. Because settlement in different parts of Pittstown 
occurred over a half-century or more ago, Pittstown’s settlers came from different regions where land pressure 
developed at different times. They brought traditions and expectations with them, and these directly 
influenced many of their decisions as they established themselves in Pittstown.   

All sources agree that no one knows who the first settler was within the present town boundary of 
Pittstown, but all surmise that white settlers were settled on the Hoosick Patent by the 1750s. The names 
appear to be Dutch, including some noted in Schaghticoke earlier, which suggests that at least some of 
Pittstown’s earliest residents were expanding there from nearby areas. The same may also have gone on in the 
southwest part of the town, where land was apparently surveyed in the late 1730s, mainly for people with 
Dutch names. Some families’ names on the 1767 Bleecker map of Rensselaerwyck can be found in the 
Cooksboro area, including the eponymous VanderCooks. By the mid-1700s, these people were several 
generations removed from those who had come from the Netherlands. The Dutch were generally Protestant, 
and included Huguenots, or French Calvinists, among their number.   

      
          View of the early settlement of Cooksborough named after the Vandercook family, circa 1890 
As late as the early 1800s, several travelers, including Yale’s president Timothy Dwight and tireless 

promoter Elkanah Watson, noted that Dutch farmers as well as Palatine German farmers tended to use horses 
more  than  oxen  for  draught  work,  and  that they  extended greater effort  in  building their barns than  their  

        (Continued on Page 2)    
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(Continued from Page 1)      Photo below is perhaps Pittstown’s earliest extant home. Note its center chimney. 
 

dwellings. Writing as late as 1835 in 
the “Genesee Farmer”, Henry 
Coleman wrote that as soon as he 
crossed the state line into the Town of 
Petersburgh, Rensselaer County, he 
observed differences from New 
England.  He saw hay barracks and 
some thatched barns. He described 
“Dutch” houses with low piazzas 
spanning the front façade. He, too, 
observed the greater use of horses 
instead of oxen, as well as differences 
in wagon construction. Petersburgh is 
not far from Pittstown as the crow   
flies, and although histories differ in many respects, some evidence in Pittstown suggests that in some 
lower elevation sections, similar conditions could also have prevailed. 

As people moved beyond settled areas, they sought to replicate their economic wellbeing in new 
places. In Pittstown, we can track the economic well-being of Pittstown households using the state 
censuses taken for taxation and to determine who could vote or run for political office and the federal 
decadal censuses inaugurated in 1790. By the state constitution of 1777, freeholders owning land valued 
between £20 and £100 could vote in local elections, but not in gubernatorial or senatorial races. Those 
owning more than £100 of land could both vote in all elections and run for office. In addition, tenants 
raising more than 40 shillings, or £2, worth of produce annually could vote in local elections.   

The 1790 federal population census counted 380 households in Pittstown. Five years later in 
1795, the state electoral census counted 242 senatorial electors. An additional 22 freeholders and 155 
tenants were qualified to vote in local elections. Since electors were almost always also heads of 
households, these numbers show that Pittstown attracted new residents in these five years. Of potential 
electors, about 60% were freeholders. By 1801, the number of senatorial electors rose to 294. This rise is 
associated with a drop in the number of local electors - down to 16 freeholders and 136 tenants. Thus, the 
number of electors remained steady, but some experienced increasing prosperity as they established their 
farms. At the same time, the figures suggest a decrease in tenancy. 

The 1810 federal census recorded nearly 600 households in Pittstown with a total population of 
3,692. Eighty-five of these were slaves. By 1814, 198 tenants and 280 freeholders met the requirement to 
vote locally, but the number of senatorial electors fell to 293. This drop suggests that the economic 
effects of the earlier embargo and the War of 1812 were more acutely felt by those at the upper end of the 
economic spectrum, while those lower down were fairly untouched and continued to increase prosperity. 

Some other statistics recorded in the 1814 electoral census are especially revealing about the 
differences between today’s population and that of nearly two centuries ago. Free white boys under the 
age of 18 outnumbered men between 18 and 45 years 841 to 468, while men 18 to 45 outnumbered men 
older than 45 years 468 to 203. Among females, the numbers were similar: 809 girls under 18 years 
outnumbered 496 women, and the latter outnumbered the 190 women older than 45. The ratio of children 
to people likely to be their parents is roughly 2:1. This shows how rapidly people of the period were 
multiplying over the landscape and how youthful the population was due to the high birth rate. It does not 
support, at least in this region, the old chestnut that “people didn’t live very long back then.” If everyone 
was to have a farm to live and work on, each generation would require at least as much land again as the 
previous one. The 1814 census recorded 3,108 in Pittstown, more than 500 fewer than the 3,692 recorded 
in 1810. The reason, possibly only poor enumeration, is unclear. In 1814, however, only 55 people were 
recorded as “other free persons”, probably manumitted African-Americans, while 46 slaves were 
counted.  New York State banned the slave trade in 1807. At the same time manumission increased, these 
numbers may illustrate quickly changing sentiment in rural Pittstown.   
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Pittstown’s landscape of evenly scattered farmsteads punctuated by hamlets with churches and 
small water-powered mills was largely determined by the plats used to divide the town for settlement. 
Unlike many long settled New England towns where most people lived in nuclear villages of small “inner 
lots” and farmed separate “outer lots” in the surrounding countryside, in the Pittstown area, house and 
farm occupied the same lot, a pattern more characteristic of Dutch New York.   

Turnpikes and other roads provided routes to move produce to markets in the Hudson River 
towns. These gave eastern New York an economic advantage over western towns in the first two decades 
of the nineteenth century. Local trade centers tended to develop at prominent intersections on these 
routes. Spafford’s 1813 “Gazetteer of the State of New-York” noted the hamlet of Tomhannock, with 25 
houses, located on the Northern Turnpike, and Pittstown with about 20 dwellings on the much older 
thoroughfare connecting the Hoosick Patent and the Hudson River, (now NY 7).  Chartered in 1799 and 
opened in 1809, the Northern Turnpike connected Lansingburgh on the Hudson with Cambridge, Salem, 
Granville, and Wells, Vermont. It entered Pittstown on its west boundary, just beyond the hamlet of 
Melrose in the Town of Schaghticoke. It then turned east and crossed the Tomhannock Creek, now 
flooded as a reservoir. East of the creek and north of Otter Creek it passed through the hamlet of 
Tomhannock, located near Pittstown’s geographical center. New York State Highway 40 (NY 40) to 
Melrose and County Route 117 (CR 117) approximate its route. Cutting across the southern part of 
Pittstown, a second, and older, road closely followed present day NY 7. Reputedly dating to the 
settlement period of the Hoosick Patent beginning in 1688, the Pittstown section connected Hoosick with 
the Manor of Rensselaerwyck. The route eventually connected Troy with Bennington, Vermont.  

Spafford also listed eight grist mills, 21 saw mills, four carding machines, four fulling mills, and 
one spinning machine for wool. Rensselaer County as a whole produced prodigious amounts of textiles 
recorded in the 1810 census including nearly 160,000 yards of woolen cloth (87½ cents/yard), 222,049 
yards of linen (37½ cents/yard). The county’s two distilleries, neither in Pittstown, made 28,500 gallons 
of spirits. Two paper mills and three oil mills also operated in Rensselaer County.  The number of textile 
processing mills in Pittstown by 1813 suggests that the town played a large role in Rensselaer County’s 
overall textile production. Spafford’s correspondent noted too that Pittstown farmers were improvement-
minded and had begun breeding and raising Merino sheep, which dependably produced high quality 
fleeces. An interest in sheep husbandry may have influenced construction of sheep barns, as wool sheep 
were kept over several, usually between four and eight, seasons. Furthermore, Merino cross animals were 
more costly than ordinary sheep, possibly leading to more assiduous ovine husbandry. 

With two good routes to nearby Troy, Pittstown farmers were in a good position to capitalize on 
Troy’s development as a commercial city. Its docks were the point of departure for agricultural goods 
raised on the east bank of the Hudson River. In 1798, 3,000 cattle were driven to Troy and slaughtered 
there for beef to be exported.   

Hay was used on the farm to augment winter browsing by breeding stock and draught animals 
kept year to year, but it also was sold as a 
commodity for use in urban areas where horses 
were the prime motive force and pasture and 
meadow land was rapidly disappearing. A 
clipping from a local newspaper described one 
Cooksboro farmer’s attempt to increase the 
weight of hay he was selling by concealing a 
slave inside the load at the hay scales. This 
shows that hay cut in Cooksboro was a 
commodity. It is unclear how much of a hay 
crop could be stored in the mow, and as the 
amount of hay cut increased with additional 
clearing of meadow, or mowings, it seems likely 
that hay was also stacked, stored on staddles, or                       Haystacks in field in Pittstown, undated 
under hay barracks. These artifacts have long since decayed.  (Continued on Page 4)   
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(Continued from Page 3) Until the mid-1800s, the global demand for wheat was never satisfied, making 
it the most valuable grain sold as a commodity. Early settlers in all regions of the northern colonies and 
United States, until the early 1900s, sought to establish wheat on newly opened lands. Westward 
expansion can be viewed, in part, as the constant search for new land where the fungal diseases, variously 
known as smut and blast, that infected wheat had not yet arrived. In both the Colonial and Early Republic 
periods, taxes in New York were often levied in bushels of wheat rather than in currency, and wheat 
remained a valuable export from Hudson River ports during the period, even though its price fluctuated 
greatly. With the exception of the Button farm accounts for this period, we have almost no individual 
farm data from Pittstown to calculate the degree to which farmers here still raised wheat after the War of 
1812.   

People living in New York State’s northern and western boundary regions, on the long boundary 
with British Canada, had witnessed the War of 1812 first hand, while those in the eastern and central part 
of the state were provisioning American troops, including a Troy merchant, Sam Wilson, who labeled his 
barrels of pork and beef “U.S.” for “United States.” No doubt some “Uncle Sam” provisions once grazed 
on Pittstown farms and were driven to market over the turnpikes the state was energetically chartering. 
The endless discussion in state government about building a canal across the state was nearing an 
agreement that would initiate construction in the spring of 1817. 

 

NOTE: The “Survey of Historic Farmsteads”, which was commissioned in 2010 by the Pittstown 
Historical Society, received support from the Preservation League of NYS and the Hudson River Valley 
Greenway. Historic consultant, Jessie Ravage, completed the survey in conjunction with cultural resource 
surveys of 26 historic farmsteads in Pittstown. Citations in the condensed version published in this 
newsletter have been omitted to save space, but the entire Survey is available upon request from the 
Pittstown Historical Society. Please contact: pittstownhs@gmail.com 
 

History of the Hillside Cemetery in Raymertown 
By Maren Stein 

Cemeteries contain lots of information about a town's history, but it is often difficult to find the 
history of cemeteries. I planned to do an article about the history of the Hillside Cemetery in 
Raymertown and was thrilled when Trustee Donald Cushman Sr. told me that from the time the Hillside 
Cemetery started meeting in 1874, until 1934, reports of the yearly meetings had been kept in a record 
book. Mr. Cushman retrieved the book from its storage place in the safe at the Gilead Church and let me 
read it.  

Keeping records of the Hillside Cemetery was resumed in 1978 and continues to the 
present. Secretary of the Hillside Cemetery Association, Cindy Littlefield, loaned me that record book. I 
also attended the yearly meeting of the Hillside Cemetery Association. 

The cemetery and the Raymertown Lutheran Church are separate legal entities. Burials began 
next to the church before the cemetery was incorporated. The first church on the property was built in 

     
Two gorgeous views of the Hillside Cemetery, the one on the left looking down on the Raymertown Lutheran 
Church, the one on the right overlooking Raymertown, 2018 
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1818. The earliest legible stone is l8l9, 20-month-old Matilda Smalley. Deaths of infants and small 
children were more common than today. Also, many 
more women died in childbirth, so men might have 
two or even three wives buried next to them. 

The first meeting of the Association was held 
June 11, 1874. It was attended by the following 
men: John T. Williams, Harmon Cole, John E. 
Twogood, Joseph M. Cushman, Jacob Snyder, Hiram 
File, William Stanton, John Eddy, George Douglas, 
and Charles H. Barry. Barry donated land for the 
cemetery and was chairman of the meeting. (See the 
minutes of that meeting to the right) 

Annual meetings of the association through 
the years have remarkably consistent topics. Chief 
among those is maintenance. Branches and trees fall, 
stones topple, the road gets ruts, and grass grows and 
grows. One happy solution to the mowing problem 
was feeding grass clippings to their horses.  

In the 20th century, efforts to map the 
cemetery were initiated. Changes in recent years 
include a new shed, new sign and an increase in the 
size of the cemetery 

General Gilbert Eddy, a Revolutionary War 
soldier, is buried in the cemetery. The Civil War 
soldiers buried there are listed in the Pittstown 
Historical Society Newsletter, Issue XXIV, Fall 2013. 
The other veterans will be listed in a future issue of 

the newsletter. 
No 

women were 
mentioned in the 
records until 
1929 when Mrs. 
Charles Sherman 
asked for information about the books. Mrs. Carrie Lockrow became 
a trustee in 1931. 

The Hillside Cemetery contains many webs of connections 
relating to Raymertown and Pittstown history. Numerous families 
are represented by multiple graves. These families include the 
following: Hayner, Twogood, Agan, Bornt, Brenenstuhl, Brown, 
Bulson, Campbell, Carr, Clum, Coonradt, Cushman, Dick, Downing, 
Eddy, Francisco, Link, Smith, Snyder, and Williams.   

People from families on this list were active in the early 
history of Pittstown and of the association. Some family members 
continue to be active. The efforts of these community-minded people 
over the generations have been vital to the success of the cemetery 
and the town, and to the preservation of history. 

Tombstone of General Gilbert Eddy who died May 27, 1818 at age 87 
Note: A copy of the Hillside Cemetery records may be viewed by contacting the Pittstown Historical Society at:  
pittstownhs@gmail.com 
A list of Pittstown cemeteries can be found at the following link:  
https://rensselaer.nygenweb.net/pittscem.htm or at findagrave.com  
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Pittstowners Move West 
By Connie Kheel 

 

It is common lore that early settlers in the Northeast moved west in droves. In the late 1700s there 
were so many New Englanders moving into New York State that the migration was dubbed the “invasion 
of the Yankees”. Many of these New Englanders settled in Pittstown, arriving in groups of families and 
friends. Their motives for the move often included seeking more productive farmland and economic 
opportunities. The land in New England had become depleted from poor farming practices and the 
custom of primogeniture in which the eldest son inherited ownership of the farm, leaving younger 
siblings without a means of support. 

While many of these early transplants to Pittstown remained in town for generations, many others 
subsequently moved to the Midwest. The reasons for their move often mirrored those of their ancestors 
who had left New England. 

A collection of letters dating from the mid-1800s written amongst members of the Austin family 
lends some insights into the allure of the movement west. Two themes that emerge from the Austin 
collection are the appeal of the new “country” (Midwest) and how much family members miss each 
other. 

The Austin family was among Pittstown’s early settlers. William and Benjamin Austin were listed 
in the town assessment of 1788. By 1819 however, William had moved to Coshocton, Ohio as noted in 
his will, while Isaiah, one of his sons, remained in Pittstown. Isaiah, referenced in this article as Isaiah Sr. 
(1773–1853), was married Elizabeth Gifford (1778–1852). Several of Isaiah Sr.’s children moved west as 
their grandfather had done. Elijah (1800-1874) was one of them. Another was Miriam, who was married 
to Philip Whelden. Miriam and Philip moved their family to Illinois. But one of Isaiah Sr.’s sons, Isaiah 
Jr., remained in Pittstown. Isaiah Jr. (1810-1859), married to Eliza Wager (1826-1882) and maintained a 
large, productive farmstead on Austin Road. 

The Austin letters were donated to the Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) in 2017 by Eric and 
Randall Lewis. They supplemented a few letters already in the possession of the PHS. Unfortunately, the 
collection which dates from the mid-1830s to the mid-1850s consists of only eleven letters, and some are 
in very poor condition. In addition, the hand writing and grammar in the letters make them difficult to 
comprehend. Nevertheless, they do provide fascinating information about family dynamics and the lure 
of the Midwest. 

Sandy Jacon, Pittstown Collection Committee member, transcribed the letters in 2018. While her 
transcriptions adhere precisely to the written word, the excerpts included below do not. Considerable 
liberty was taken in editing the excerpts in order to facilitate reading them. Copies of the original letters 
and transcriptions are available upon request from the Pittstown Historical Society. 

 

Excerpts from Collection of Austin Letters 
 

August 20, 1844: Elijah Austin who was born in Pittstown, was living in Cleveland, Illinois, when he 
wrote to his parents, Isaiah Sr. and Elizabeth Gifford, who were living in Pittstown. Elijah reports that 
he has encouraged his brother-in-law Philip Whelden to move west. But simultaneously Elijah longs for 
his family back east and complains that they will not visit him. 

I have written to Philip Whelden that this is the better country for him and his family and I 
believe for his health & his wife. I say this to you because I know it to be so. He can school his 
children as well here as he can in that country. Mr. Bard has called to visit this country and is 
much pleased with it.  

I called on you and others to visit me, but distance is so great that you never will come. But 
if I and my wife have our health we shall come to your country once to visit you and her friends.  

I have said my father & mother would come and see me but I despair of ever seeing you in 
this country. My neighbors say you will never come to this country and I think it is so. If I could 
leave my business as easy as you can I would call and see you. 
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May 9. 1845:  Philip G. Whelden wrote to his brothers and sisters who were living near Pittstown, 
urging them to move west and join him. Philip and his family were living in Cleveland, Illinois. 

I take this opportunity to inform you that I and my family are enjoying good health at this 
time. The season looks very prosperous.  At this time I have written to you on the subject of coming 
to this country but I do not wish to over urge you to anything that would prove an injury to your 
general good and your family. I have often said that if you and your wife would come to this 
country it would improve your health and you could bring up your children much easier than you 
can there and you can come to my house as I can make you very comfortable. 

I have deferred urging you because I thought you would see that you could bring up your 
family better here than in that country. There was a good bargain sold last summer for five 
hundred dollars which is at this time worth fifteen hundred.  2 miles from my farm there is a 
bridge to be built worth $1,000 [?] and a sawmill this season, and next season there is to be a 
gristmill and factory. There are a number of houses about to be built this season. There is land at 
government price near this town which will soon be taken.  

The land is as a general thing much better here than it is there and now is the time to buy.  
For you to stay there one season longer to get one or two hundred dollars more is all folly. If you 
have your crop on the ground you can sell well, get all you can down and the balance on a bond 
and mortgage and all of your farming utensils. Sell on 9 months credit by improved notes. 

As for fetching bedsteads, you can buy in Chicago tables and chairs cheaper than to pay 
freight on them both. All of your bedding and plenty of stocking yarn for your family. As for 
wagons it would be better to buy them in this Country.  

Austin’s two brother-in-laws are a coming this season. Peter Austin’s family are about 60 
miles from me. You can buy lands at all prices in this country. I bought a new two horse wagon 
which is worth $75 dollars. With a four year old horse which I paid $45 for and paid $10 to boot in 
blacksmithing - so the Wagon cost me $55. That is better than to ship wagons.  

I have bought cows this spring that cost me 8 and 10 dollars. I sold them for 13, 14 and 15 
dollars which is a good profit. You can put a good team on a thrashing machine and hire a man to 
feed and clear for you at $3 dollars per day.  

Further we have a good school in this district, and my wife says that she will be a sister to 
you. And I have a fine boy six months old and so wide awake that I can’t hardly write. There are 
100 families coming in from New York this season to settle west of this.   

This season they are building a dam across Rock River which is to be done soon. They have 
a bridge across Rock River. There, a farm sold last week near me for $5,300 dollars. The man is 
from the city of Philadelphia. Good locations are being looked up every day, and your prosperity 
will not rise in value half as fast as this.  

Wheat 56 cents per bushel. Corn 31 for oats. From 22 to 25 for butter. Potatoes 25 cents, 
pork $11 per barrel. Eggs 6 cents per dozen. Horses are all prices. I sell them from $5 to $70. Good 
girls get one dollar per week. 

It is a fertile country. This begins to look like an old country. Large farms are under 
cultivation. If my father and Isaiah would sell and come here, they could farm it as they pleased. If 
you will come you can work on my farm and I will go in the shop to work.   

I learn that my father is about to come to this country. I wish you would accompany him 
through safe travel by steam to Chicago, Illinois. This is the time to settle the west under the Polk 
administration 
  

September 25, 1845: Isaiah Austin Sr. describes his travels, writing from Winnebago County, Illinois to 
his son Isaiah Jr. who was living in Pittstown. Isaiah Sr., who lives in Pittstown, was visiting his son 
Elijah and other families who have moved west.  

After going about to see our friends, which I thought best to do before I wrote, I found them 
generally out of health. Ellijah and his wife had gotten the [ague]? a few days before I got in, and 
the man that is on his farm has got it now and Sherman Eddy has got it now.  

I had a very good passage on the Line [?] boat and on the Empire [?] (Continued on Page 8)  
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(Continued from page 7)  
which brought me to Chicago in four days and a half and then I got a wagon and arrived at Joseph 
Austin’s  on the second monday after I left home and the next day at Elijah Austin’s. Since, I have 
been to Rockford and Eddy’s and back to Joseph Austin’s again and so around the country. On the 
road towards Rockford a neighbor of Elijah’s brought forth the best watermelon that I have seen 
in forty years. Four or five of us partook of it freely. 

I did not set my foot on the shore at Buffalo. We arrived at candlelight, and the biggest boat 
that ever sailed in America was ringing the bell to 
start, and they took hold of me from above. Some of 
the Line ship’s crew took half of me and put me up in 
the big ship. Directly out of sight of land, we made a 
stand at Cleveland and the next at Detroit then 
entered Detroit River, next entered Lake Saint Clare 
off of the mouth on Lake Huron arrived at Fort 
Mackinak. Arrived at Milwaukee about 10 o’clock at 
night. We entered Lake Michigan at night.  

But the like you never saw Michigan, the 
biggest water that I ever saw. I am one thousand one 
hundred and twenty nine miles from Buffalo. 

 Home in Pittstown owned by Isaiah Austin Sr.  
 

December 26, 1845: Isaiah Austin Sr. in Boon County, Cleveland, Illinois wrote to his son Isaiah Jr. in 
Pittstown. Isaiah Sr. is visiting with his son Elijah and other former Pittstown residents.  

Elijah was taken with rheumatism and so remains some of the time confined to the house.  
He has lost the best horse that he had and also the best cow that he had, and he has killed 2 fat 
cows and one steer, so that we have plenty of good beef and an assortment of hides. 

I went to Sherman Eddy’s last Saturday and saw John Lamb and his son Abadiah Lamb 
[all formerly of Pittstown]. All are well. Joseph Austin’s family was well. When I was last there, he 
was most of the time on the road. He had six hundred and twelve bushels of winter wheat. That 
takes some time to get it to market at forty bushel a load. 

 I am calculating if God spares my life to return in the spring when the navigation becomes 
smooth. I had a good time coming in and I would wish a good time to go out. I am calculating to go 
and see Peter [his brother] Austin’s children before I go home 
and Garret Norton [Nortons also a Pittstown family].  
 

June 30, 1850: Miriam Whelden writing from Belvidere, Illinois 
to her brother Isaiah Austin Jr. in Pittstown is less enchanted 
with her life in the Midwest than her husband was when he wrote 
letters reporting on their life in 1845.  

You may think it very strange that I have not written 
to you before but we have been sick for a while. Philip has 
been sick. He is better now and very busy drawing away 
wheat. He draws it twelve miles. It has been very dry this 
spring and summer until about two weeks ago. It looks very 
well now, but I was afraid we was going to have a famine.  
 

June 30, 1850: Miriam Whelden wrote a letter from Belvidere, 
Illinois to her parents, Isaiah Sr. and Elizabeth in Pittstown the 
same day she had written to her brother Isaiah Austin (noted 
above). Again, Miriam describes her life as more problematic 
than how it was depicted by her husband Philip five years before.  

It is some time since I have written too you but you  
Photo to the right: Isaiah Austin Jr., his wife Eliza Wager & their       
son Adelbert, circa 1865                                                                                                                                  Page 8 
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must forgive me for not writing oftener. It is not because I do not think of you. You occupy my 
thoughts a great deal. I flattered myself that I should see all of you this summer if nothing 
happened, but we shall have a great deal of harvesting to do if nothing happens to our crops. 
Maryann’s health is poor and I do not know of any girl that we could get to do our work. Good 
help is very scarce here. They want great wages without much labor. 
 

May 26, 1856: Elijah Austin wrote from St. Anthony through the “Minnesota Territory post office” to 
Isaiah Austin Jr., his brother. Elijah wrote enticingly about the “country” where he had settled. 

Writing it is vain and folly for me to describe this country to you. I say this that a man with 
your capital can double his capital in 5 years. That is easy. Men here buy low and they rise fast in 
value. It is a fertile country and not hemmed in by winter snow banks. There was no difficulty in 
this country last winter. There is more done here by sleighing than any country that I ever was in. 
We have steady weather in the winter and beautiful summers. I think your snow banks must have 
been very annoying last winter.  

This place is flooded with strangers and freight for the upper country. There are bargains 
made daily.  

The Madigan Boys Go to War 
By Chris Kelly, Schaghticoke Town Historian 

 

 Three local Madigans, Charles, John, and Augustus went off to fight in World War I. They were 
first cousins. Their fathers: Patrick, James, and John were brothers. Two were killed in action.  Let me 
begin with the one who survived: Charles Madigan.  
 Charles Anthony Madigan was born August 23, 1894, the 
son of Patrick Madigan, an Irish immigrant, and his second wife, 
Mary Ann Keegan.  The 1900 US census for Pittstown shows the 
whole family: Patrick, 50, a farmer; Mary, 35; Katherine, 18; 
Lizzie, 13; Joseph, 11; Edmond, 9; Jennie, 9;  future soldier 
Charles, 5; Walter, 3; and Peter (Peter Francis), 1. Katherine was 
the child of Patrick and his first wife, Ellen, who died in 1884.  
  By the 1915 NYS Census, the family lived on Main 
Street in Pittstown. Future soldier Charles and his brother Walter 
were cigar maker apprentices. When Charles registered for the 
draft on June 5, 1917, he listed his occupation as “farm laborer 
for P.J. Keegan, Johnsonville.”  Peter J. Keegan was Charles’ 
uncle, brother of his mother.  The draft card went on to describe 
Charles as of medium height, stout, with dark eyes and black 
hair. 
 Charles was inducted into the Army on October 5, 1917 
at Hoosick Falls. He was in Company E of the 303rd Infantry 
until November 7, 1918, then in Company B of the 163rd Infantry 
until his discharge on July 24, 1919.  He was overseas from July 
6, 1918 to July 19, 1919 and was promoted to Bugler on August 
1, 1918. Mary Ellen Schroder, Charles’ daughter, says he was 
very musical, a fiddler.                                                                                                                                       
            I  have  not been  able to find  out for sure  what  Charles’                       Charles Madigan  
unit did in the war. I think he was part of the 76th Division, which was organized at Camp Devens in 
Massachusetts and that he ended up on depot duty in France, but I haven’t found enough information to 
be sure. Wikipedia says that many soldiers from his division were used as replacements in the front lines 

Charles’ Honorable Discharge from the Army records that he had an “excellent” character and 
was entitled to a $60 bonus and travel pay to Valley Falls thanks to his “Honest and Faithful” Service. 
Unfortunately it doesn’t detail his service any more than that. (Continued on Page 10)       
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(Continued from Page 9) After the war, Charles returned home and went back to work as a cigar maker 
for Dr. Sproat in Valley Falls, until at least 1930.  He was an active member of the Charles Waldron Post 
of the American Legion, helping with funerals. He married Mary Donovan of Pittstown in June 1935. 
She was the daughter of Anna Hogan, whose second husband was John Hogan. 

 Charles worked for the Civilian Conservation Corps out of Cherry Plain as a road construction 
worker and gipsy moth eradicator in 1935-36.  By the 1940 US census, he was a laborer at the cotton mill 
in Valley Falls. He and Mary had three children, listed in that census. Charles, 44, and Mary, 35 had 
Joseph, 4; Mary E., 1; and Dorothy, 4/12.  They lived in a house near the driveway to the mill.  
  Charles briefly worked as a farm laborer on the Bates farm on Route 40 in the town of 
Schaghticoke. The family lived in the tenant house. Then in 1942 he got a job at Behr-Manning in 
Watervliet. He worked there in various jobs for 17 years. During World War II, daughter Mary Ellen 
remembers he was a warden, and drove around at night with the headlights of his car pointed down by 
pieces of cardboard, checking that people had their blackout curtains in place. They lived near the 
Tomhannock Reservoir.  
 Charles died of a heart attack on January 29, 1966. His obituary, January 30, reported that he had 
been a maintenance employee at Behr-Manning, and active in both the VFW in Valley Falls and the 
American Legion in Schaghticoke. He was survived by his wife, brother Edmund in California, sisters 
Kate Barrett and Mrs Mary Sweeney, son Joseph, and daughters Mary Ellen and Mrs. Arthur King, and 
foster daughters Misses Mary and Dorothy Bartholomew. He is buried in St. John’s Cemetery, listed on 
the same stone as his parents: Patrick, 1852-1930; Ellen, 1857-1884 - his first wife; and Mary A. 1865-
1930. His wife Mary survived until 1983. She is also buried at St. John’s.  
 Augustus Madigan was born February 26, 1892. He was a son of James and Mary A. Madigan. 
James was a farmer, who began by renting land in Pittstown, but by the 1905 NY census owned a farm 
on Melrose-Valley Falls Road in Schaghticoke. He and Mary had ten children. The 1910 US census 
shows all of them, except for eldest son Thomas, who was off on his own. They were James, 24, working 
on the farm; Alice, 23, a collar shop seamstress; Andrew, 22; Rachel, 20, also a collar shop seamstress; 
future soldier Augustus, 18, a teamster at the water works; Frank, 14; Mary, 12; Joseph, 9; and Florence, 
6. Next door were Thomas, 26; and wife Elizabeth. By 1915, the last census before the war, Augustus 
was working as a farm laborer, but on his draft card, dated June 5, 1917, he said he was operating a pile 
driver for the Great Lakes Dredging Company in Albany. Augustus was 5’ 10 ½” tall, slender, with 
brown eyes and black hair.  
 Augustus was inducted into service at Hoosick Falls on April 4, 1918. He was overseas by May 
20, in Company L of the 311th Infantry, part of the 78th Division. Wilbur Simons of Melrose and Sophus 
Djernes, a newcomer to Pittstown, were in the same company.  He was promoted to Corporal on June 22. 
His brother Frank reported in the NY Veteran’s Data, collected in 1921, “He saw service in the Argonne, 
the St. Mihiel and the defensive sector. He was made Sergeant on the 19th day of October and was killed 
the 26th day of October while leading his company against machine gun nests.” His obituary added this 
was in Grand Pre, France.  
 According to Wikipedia, the 78th or “Lightning” Division was the “point of the wedge” in the 
final offensive which knocked out Germany, participating in St. Mihiel, and the Meuse Argonne - the fall 
offensive - from September to November 1918. It had 1,169 men killed in action during the campaign 
and about 6,000 wounded.  
            At this point, the stories of Augustus and his first cousin John merge, so let me turn to John’s 
biography. John Silvester Madigan was born in Johnsonville on August 23, 1894, the eldest son of John 
Madigan and Ellen Hegarty. The 1905 NY census showed the whole family living on East Road in 
Pittstown. John, 50, born in NY, was a farmer, wife Ella, born in Ohio, was 40. Their children were 
future soldier John, 10; William, 8; Paul, 6; Edward, 3; Lawrence, 1; and Anna, 1. By the last census 
before the war, John, Jr. was working as a lumberman. He repeated this on his draft card in 1917, stating 
he was a lumberman for the government, employed by Lawrence Brockett in Pittstown. He was medium 
tall, of medium build, with brown eyes and dark brown hair. John didn’t wait to be drafted, but enlisted at 
Camp  Syracuse  on July 19, 1917. He  was  a  Private in  Company K of the 23rd  Infantry Regiment. The  
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23rd was an old US Army regiment, formed in 1812. The 
regiment was among the first to go to France, in September 
1917, arriving at St. Nazaire. According to a website 
http://lonesentry.com/unithistory/23rd-infantry/index.html, the 
regiment trained in the area of St. Thiebault, then went to 
Rangieres, France in March 1918, in a defensive area. In May, as 
the Germans threatened Paris, the regiment counter-attacked in 
the area of the Paris-Metz Road, some rare fighting out of the 
trenches. In July the regiment attacked the German position at 
Soissons, marching for three days and nights.  In September, the 
Regiment was in the lead, attacking the St. Mihiel salient. Then 
the Meuse-Argonne offensive was launched on October 4. This 
began pretty much continuous fighting until the armistice on 
November 11. John was wounded in the midst of this battle and 
died shortly after, on October 31 in a hospital.  
 The Troy “Daily Times” reported John’s death on 
November 25, 1918 giving his biography as reported above. It 
added that he was a member of the Holy Names Society of St. Monica’s Church and of the Ancient Order 
of Hibernians of Hoosick Falls. 

Augustus and John are buried in St. John’s Cemetery in Schaghticoke. You might wonder how 
that happened. According to an article in the “Wall Street Journal” by Yochi Dreazen and Gary Fields on 
May 29, 2010, after the war, the families of the dead were asked if they wanted their loved ones’ bodies 
brought home or left in French cemeteries. Of the 43,909 dead, 24,000 or so were brought home. The 
first didn’t arrive until 1921.  
            Augustus and John were reinterred at St. John’s Cemetery on September 9, 1921. An article in the 
Troy “Times” of August 28, 1921 was headlined “United in Death. Cousins who reside in Melrose - 
bodies arrive on the same vessel-bodies to be taken to their homes”. It read “On the same steamer that 
brought to this country for burial the body of Corporal Augustus D. Madigan…were the remains of his 
cousin John, also of Melrose, … Private Madigan and his cousin Corporal Madigan resided within two 
miles of each other.” William Madigan of Valley Falls, grandnephew of John, told me that his father told 
him that the funeral was the biggest the area had ever seen. The cortege, a combination of horses and 
buggies and cars, reached the two miles from the Stover home at the east end of the village of Valley 
Falls to St. John’s Cemetery in Schaghticoke. 

Augustus’ obituary listed his survivors as his parents plus brothers Thomas, James, Andrew, 
Francis and Joseph, and sisters Alice, Rachel, Mary, and Florence. His father, James, died in 1923. 
           John’s obituary reported he was survived by his parents Mr. and Mrs. John, brothers William, 
Paul, Edward, and Lawrence, and sister Anna.   

Pittstown Historical Society News 
We are very grateful for the numerous, fascinating, historic artifacts and documents we have 

received in recent months. The donations include: Gladys Carpenter’s 1927 autograph book, donated by 
Ruth Scheffer; Jake Pietro’s collection of photographs and numerous items related to his shoe business in 
Raymertown in the mid-1900s, donated by Terry Duncan. Many thanks to our donors!! 

 

Valley Falls Receives Historic District Recognition 
The Valley Falls Historic District was approved for listing on the State and National Registers of 

Historic Places by the New York State Board for Historic Preservation and is now officially designated, 
having been accepted by the Keeper of the Register. The district encompasses historic resources located 
on both the north and south sides of the Hoosic River, which collectively tell the story of the village’s 
development as an industrial center beginning in the early 19th century. The district documentation was 
prepared by historic consultant Jessie Ravage and much of the initial groundwork for the project was laid 
by Valley Falls resident Shelley LaClair with the support of the NYS Division for Historic Preservation. 
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Dunham Farm Recollections (Part III) 
Note from the editor: This is our third installment of excerpts from Steve Dunham’s “Recollections” of 
his life on his family farm on Ford Road in Pittstown. In his “Recollections”, Dunham offers insights into 
farm life in the mid-1900s. Dunham, who now lives in Florida, has continued to provide us with 
additional chapters of his “Recollections” (to date fourteen since 2017!). Dunham’s “Recollections” are 
notable for their great attention to detail. The excerpts below are taken from Chapter 3. 
On the use and dangers of the silos: 

Not every year did we put grass in the silo. Depended on the weather. If a very rainy June, and 
haying season greatly delayed, usually we’d chop grass, or if there wasn’t much corn silage left in silos 
when pasture season began. Our silage program was to feed silage heavily, once a day, every day of the 
year. Most of the time, 2 full silos of corn would last an entire year. In the winter months we’d feed 
silage right after the A.M. milking was finished. I always did all the feeding of silage while dad cleaned 
the milking equipment. I made only 2 trips up into the silo. The silage was positioned right under the silo 
chute. So it filled up while I threw the silage down the chute. I’d let the cart overflow onto the floor quite 
a lot. Then, come back down. First I’d remove all the silage on the floor. Feed that to the cows closest to 
the silo room. There would be enough to feed over half a dozen. Then feed from the cart the cows at the 
other end of the barn. 2nd 
trip into silo I’d again 
throw out just as much as 
first time. Then gather up 
all from the floor and feed 
that to more cows closest 
to silo room. Then feed 
the rest from out of the 
cart – then finished 
feeding.  

One of the silos, 
the oldest, had a 6 foot 
deep pit at its bottom. It 
was 6 feet from the 
bottom of the 1st door of 
the silo. They must have 
figured they’d get about 10 more loads of silage in the silo, the previous owner, who dug the pit. But, I 
found the pit as something very undesirable. It made feeding out of the silo quite difficult. Especially 
throwing the silage up out of the silo above the 1st door so it’d land in the cart. As the silage level in the 
pit got lower & lower, the worse it was. I had to make the silage surface at a steep angle and walk up it to 
fork into the cart. The pit held the equivalent of 3 doors of silage. The full pit held enough silage to feed 
for over a month. And the last foot or more was soggy, not good to feed. A worse problem was in the 
summer or spring when there was no silage in the pit. Lots of water from heavy-prolonged rains got into 
the pit. Sometimes 4 ft deep of water. What a major nasty mess that was! So I’d have to use a pail to bail 
it all out. That’d take hours. Standing on the pit’s bottom wearing hip boots and that high reach to get the 
full pails up to the 1st door. One good thing was that the barn cleaner gutter went through the silo room to 
the outside cleaner elevator. The water in the pail could go into the gutter which was only a foot from the 
silo. The water ran out of the gutter to the outside. 

Some years we’d have a lot more corn than we had space for in the silos. In 1969, the 10 acre 
corn field in back of the barn yielded 20 tons silage an acre. Those 10 acres filled both empty silos to the 
brim. And we still had 10 more acres to chop. We’d try to get as much as possible in the silos. It’s 
surprising after a silo is completely full how much the silage settles in the silo. All that weight kept 
pushing downward. It could be filled a few feet above the top of the concrete walls – yet settle a few feet 
during the night. So we’d put another load in next day. And keep doing so for a few days. And still the 
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silage kept settling. Actually we shouldn’t have kept adding another each day for so long a period. 
Reason being all the silage exerts tremendous high pressures against the silo walls, top to bottom. A very 
good chance that the walls & silo will burst – causing the silo to collapse to the ground. 

When the silage level got within 5 ft. of the blower pipe goose neck end – then someone had to be 
in the silo while filling to keep the silage forked away from the pipe so it wouldn’t plug up. I’d fork it 
across the silo, piling it deeply. Eventually it would be full to the top of the walls. Then I’d pile it deeply 
against the aluminum dome roof. The roof holds a few loads, itself. Sometimes so much in the roof I 
couldn’t get back down the silo using the chute ladder. So I’d carefully go out the blower pipe opening in 
the roof and go down the outside ladder. That worked on one silo – the one with a section of its roof that 
moves on a track. The standing platform just under it. In the other silo its roof pipe opening was way too 
small to get out of. 

Having two silos and only one blower pipe meant having to put up the long pipe a few times & 
also take it down a few times each corn harvest. That was a tricky, risky job. The entire 30 ft plus goose 
neck, all connected as one piece and put up into the silos as such. A large diameter heavy, very long rope 
was tied about 2/3rds of the pipe’s distance from its end. Then I’d climb the silo outside ladder with the 
rope wrapped around my waist and an old wooden pulley in one hand. That was tricky and risky trying to 
climb that very narrow silo ladder, with no cage, with the pulley. Lucky I had no fear of climbing ladders 
or heights then. One silo had a very difficult area at the top to negotiate. When at the top of the ladder, 
one had to step up over the 3 ft. railing of the 
platform near the roof door.  

My dad had a major problem one day 
when we put the pipe up to the older silo that 
had that set-up. He got one leg into the 
platform area after he cleared the railing. But 
he wasn’t able to get his other foot and leg 
over the railing. He was trapped up there a 
while. Very scary. Finally he got his foot & leg 
over the railing and out of the platform area. 
So he came back to the ground vowing never 
to climb a silo again. That occurred in 1965. 
He was 45 then. So for the next 15 years I did 
all the silo climbing. So I then went up to the 
top, had no problems getting over the railings. 
Opened the silo door and put the pulley on a 
hook. Then threaded the rope, threw it so its 
end was on the ground. Returned to the 
ground. Then the “fun” began of setting the 
pipe up to the silo with one end securely 
wrapped & tied around the pipe and the other 
end hooked to the front bumper hitch of the 
“8N” [tractor] with me driving and Dad 
guiding the pipe up the silo. I had to drive as 
slow as possible, the pipe lying flat on the 
ground slowly rising up horizontally. Then 
very slowly starting to become vertical. He had 
to make sure it was guided just right. 
Sometimes it would slam against the silo. 
Once fully vertical, guiding it to the silo roof 
doorway. (Continued on Page 14)  

     Photo in 1972 shows me [Steve Dunham] perched on top of the silo roof. I’m not attached by anything 
to the roof. My arms up in the air. “Look Ma – No Hands!” back when I was young and fearless. 
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(Continued from Page 13) That was usually a problem getting the gooseneck inside the roof.  He took a 
big risk guiding the pipe – if it should ever break or rope broke, could be severe injuries. Once the pipe 
gooseneck was inside the roof – then line the very end of pipe up with the connecting bolt opening of the 
blower to attach. That done, up the ladder I go again to wrap smooth fencing a few times around the pipe 
near the top, then find a space between the pipe and a silo hoop to wrap the other end of the wire. That 
insured extra holding of the pipe to the silo.  
Cat stories: 

We never had a need to use it [the original milk house] with our milk as there was a bulk milk 
tank already in the milk room attached to the barn when we settled there. We stored things in it [the 
original milk house]. There was a well under it. Milk cans of milk were put in the well to keep the milk 
cooled. Besides using it for storage, we’d use it to keep our barn cats, at least some of them, in during the 
times we cut hay. Kept them in a safe place so they didn’t get severely injured or killed by the mowing 
machine or haybine. The 10 acre hay field in the back of the barn was the main field they hunted in. But 
even when cutting the closer fields to the barn, we’d also put them in the old milk house. We’d catch 
them right after the A.M. milking when giving them their milk. We’d first carry the milk bowls from the 
barn to the milk house. Some would follow us there. But, most wouldn’t go inside even with the milk in 
there. They knew something was brewing. So we’d take most of the milk back to the barn. Let them 
drink there and while drinking we would try to grab the ones that weren’t as dangerous to grab. Using 
large heavy gloves. The other ones I’d try to net with a fish net. Some went over the edge when netted 
fighting the net. If able to grab and hang on to them – they’d be put in feed bags ASAP. Same for the 
netted cats. Always wore face protection and a coat. Never would be able to catch every one, every time.  
          About the most cats in the milk house at once was around 10. At one time we had 30 barn cats. Our 
most ever. They earned their “room & board” by killing rats and mice. A great asset to a farm. … When 
all those cats were together in the milk house, tempers flared up. Lots of cat hissing and occasionally 
batting their paws at one another. They got along ok together in the barn. But not in that very small milk 
house. They could leave the barn at will. But keeping them cooped up saved some of their lives. 

There was a barn cat named Ricky – he decided he liked it better at the Sherman farm, over a mile 
away. So he lived there. Nellie Herrick had 25 – 30 cats. She loved cats. All were allowed in a few of her 
unused rooms in her huge farm house. She’d let us know how Ricky was doing. During the summer he’d 
visit our farm for a day or so then return to Nellie’s. Once or twice during the summer he’d do so. We’d 
always let Nellie know in advance when we were going to cut hay there. She’d keep her cats inside – at 
least many of them.  

There were about a 
dozen trees in the yard. 
Locusts, Maples and 2 Elms. 
We had to cut down a 40 ft. 
locust close to house. A 
housecat had climbed that 
tree and was too scared to 
come down. It got as high as 
30 feet up the tree. We waited 
2 days hoping it might change 
its mind and come down - but 
no. We had tried to reach it 
on a ladder but it was not long 
enough. So we got the ropes 
out, tied around the tree, 
hitched to tractors to guide 
the cut tree away from the 
house. It landed just to the left  

              Trees in the yard in front of the Dunham Farmhouse  
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of our small pond area. Just before the tree hit the ground the cat took a flying leap off the tree and hightailed  
it across the road across the big field at a rapid rate. It must have been scared out of its wits. We got hold of  
it in the field & put it in the house. It wasn’t injured. Just starving and scared. That old locust gave us at  
least 100 fence posts for our annual spring fence repairs. 
 

Early Schools of Pittstown 
Please visit the Pittstown Historical Society’s             
exhibit in the Pittstown Town Hall in 
Tomhannock.   
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