
 
 

 

     NEWSLETTER    Issue XXXVI     Fall, 2019 

The Schaghticoke Fair  
200th Anniversary  

                             (The 200th Anniversary of the First Rensselaer County Fair) 
 

By Chris Kelly, town historian of Schaghticoke 
 

 The first title is what you saw in the ads for our fair this past Labor Day weekend, but the second title 
more accurately reflects the truth. The Rensselaer County Agricultural Society did form in 1819, two hundred 
years ago, and it held a fair that fall on grounds “south of Hoosick Street.” The point was to allow farmers to 
show off the results of their hard work and to educate farmers on new and improved farming practices. But 
the society failed soon after, restarting in 1834. That new society finally held its first fair in Batestown, part of 
Lansingburgh in 1842. Several men from Schaghticoke were prominent in both organizations: Bethel Mather, 
who owned the land where routes 40 and 67 meet at the north end of the village of Schaghticoke; Abraham 
Knickerbocker, owner of the Mansion at the time; and Nicholas Masters, who had a farm on Masters Street, 
where St. Croix Farm is now, and ran the 
Schaghticoke Powder Mill. 
 In writing about the Rensselaer County fairs 
through the centuries, I found that I always could 
say that many parts of them would be familiar to us 
now. All of the fairs featured growers and makers 
exhibiting their best flowers, vegetables, animals, 
and domestic arts. The Rensselaer County Fair of 
the 1840s-1860s also gave awards for the best 
whole farms. But besides promoting better farming 
practices, the society, which had changed its name 
to Rensselaer County Agricultural and Mechanical 
Society, also wanted to encourage mechanical 
inventions. That portion of its mission was never 
very successful. The organization had purchased 
land and built buildings for a fairground in the 
middle of Lansingburgh, but had lost structures 
several times to arsonists, and had buildings 
appropriated by the U.S. Government to make a 
hospital during the Civil War. Attendance at the fair 
dwindled. The society failed around 1880, and the 
land was sold for non-payment of the mortgage. 
 In the 1880s, the society reorganized as the 
Rensselaer County Agricultural Society and began 
to hold a fair at Rensselaer Park, located on the east 
side of Lansingburgh above 105th Street. The Troy 
“Times” reported that at least 10,000 people had 
attended the fair from September 13-16, 1887. But 
there was no fair from 1888-1896. In the latter year, 
the Rensselaer County Fair was held at Nassau for 
the first  time.  There were the usual exhibits, plus                        1908 Rensselaer County Fair Program 
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(Continued from Page 1)  
what we now call harness racing, performances by Doring’s Band and an 
acrobat troop each day, plus a grand floral parade. Trotting races were a 
feature of the fair from then on. There was also a school display, a machinery 
exhibit, and many agricultural exhibits. Attendees could reach the fairgrounds 
by their own horse and buggy, take the stage to a connection to the electric 
railway at Sand Lake, or take the train to Niverville.  
 From about 1900-1945, Rensselaer County had two county fairs. The 
Rensselaer County Agricultural and Liberal Arts Society held its fair at 
Nassau, and the Rensselaer County Agricultural and Horticultural Society held 
its fair at Sand Lake. In 1900, the two societies agreed to share the money 
appropriated by New York State for a county fair. As near as I can tell, the two 
fairs were very similar. Both featured vaudeville performances, a floral parade, 
trotting races, plus animal, agricultural, domestic, and culinary exhibits. The 
fairs often featured a prominent political speaker, sometimes the governor. 
 In 1908, the West Sand Lake fair moved back to Rensselaer Park in Lansingburgh, to be more 
accessible to folks in Troy. It was lit by electricity so it could be open at night. The Premium List for the 
1908 fair calls it “The Big Fair.” It featured a huge roller coaster, a ferris wheel, a carousel, and circle 
swings, plus a shooting gallery, a dancing pavilion, a $500 display of fireworks, a large snake show, a 
penny arcade, and the smallest horse in the world.  
            In 1917, in the wake of the U.S. declaration of war on Germany in April, there was no fair. Then 
the land at Rensselaer Park was sold to developers. Facing loss of the state charter for the Rensselaer 
County Agricultural Society, society directors held an abbreviated fair in the old buildings of the axe 
factory in Johnsonville, used as a stable by Brockett Lumber Company. In November 1919 or 1920, Mr. 
Brockett suggested that the society could buy a farm he had recently purchased and timbered at the 
southwest corner of NYS Route 40 and 67 at the north end of the village of Schaghticoke.                                                                             

Of course, this land, 
purchased in 1921, 
became our 
Schaghticoke 
Fairgrounds. This site 
was attractive partly 
because it was across 
Route 40 from what 
had been the  
Schaghticoke Driving 
Park, a harness racing 
track located where the 
little mall is now. 
Trotting races were a 
prominent part of both 
county fairs, and the 
horse owners, drivers, 
and race attendees 
were familiar with 
Schaghticoke. From 
1921-1938, the 
President of the 
Rensselaer County 
Agricultural Society 
was prominent  
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Schaghticoke resident Alexander Diver, whose home is 
now Diver Library. John W. Richards, publisher of the 
local newspaper, the “Schaghticoke Sun”, was the 
treasurer of the society’s board at the same time. 
            The fair of 1921 would also have been familiar to 
us, with the same sorts of displays we have now plus 
yearly special exhibits and performances. In 1922, Troop 
G of the NYS Police put on a horse riding exhibition. In 
1924, there were acrobats and dancing. In 1928, there was 
a “Better Baby” contest. 
 The fair at Schaghticoke was held at the end of 
each summer from then on, even during World War II. 
The fair board decided that most attendees came from a 
short distance away, within what was allowable with gas 
rationing, and that the fair would be good for the morale of the farmers, who were under a lot of pressure 
with war needs and shortage of labor. But during the war, the Nassau Fair ended. 1945 was the first time 
in more than fifty years that there was only one Rensselaer County Fair. As late as 1979, the Premium 
List was titled “Rensselaer County Fairs Schaghticoke-Nassau”, with an explanation that the Agricultural 
and Horticultural Society had invited the Agricultural and Liberal Arts Society to hold its fair at the same 
time and place as theirs in Schaghticoke.  
 Over the years, the fair purchased forty more acres, and added new buildings, for example for 4-H 
displays. Different attractions have been featured, for example firemanic contests beginning in 1957. 
Pony harness racing replaced the usual trotting races about the same time. In 1958, Governor Nelson 
Rockefeller met painter Grandma Moses at the fair. For a few years after 1960, the Eastern Quarter Horse 
Association sponsored races. In the 1960s, there were also performances by drum and bugle corps. In 
1961, the NYS Conservation Department built a building, and ventriloquist Paul Winchell performed. 

Reithoffer brought its midway rides and games at least 
by 1965. 1968 brought the Northeastern United States 
Wood Chopping Championships and the Joie Chitwood 
Auto Thrill Show.   
 In 1969, the fair celebrated its 150th anniversary 
from Thursday, August 28th through Tuesday, 
September 2nd. In addition to all of the usual displays, 
there were horse and pony shows, a square dance, a 
puppet show, and the crowning of the Fair Queen. 
Special events were pony sulky racing, the Joie 
Chitwood Thrill Show, music by the Tijuana Brats, two 
singers featured on the Lawrence Welk Show, Carmel 
Quinn, and the Irish Rovers. There was also a 
“Grandstand Revue” with musicians and acrobats. 
Saturday was Fireman’s Day, Sunday there was a band 
competition, and Tuesday, September 2nd, a demolition 
derby.  

We know that the fair has continued to be strong 
and vital, keeping its basic attractions, but adding new 
ones to keep it fresh for the many visitors. A recent 
addition is a county Veterans’ Hall, housed in one of the 
oldest fair buildings. The grounds are used for other 
events through the good weather and for storage in the 
winter.   

The Schaghticoke Fair is definitely THE PLACE TO GO every Labor Day weekend! 
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Clothing Collection Reviewed 
At a recent meeting of the Pittstown Historical Society, clothing and textile expert Connie Frisbee 

Houde examined and commented on over two dozen pieces of vintage clothing from a local family’s 
collection. Connie is the long-time Curator of Clothing and Textiles at the New State Museum. 

 

By Lorraine Brownell 
 

On June 20th, Lorraine Brownell and her sister, Geraldine “Gerri” Greene, brought some pieces of 
vintage clothing to the Pittstown Historical Society’s lecture series. The clothing was part of the 
collection that their mother had retained for loaning out. It had previously been displayed at the Victorian 
Stroll several years ago. Some of the items are known to be from their Baker, Cornell & Cottrell families 
of the towns of Pittstown and Hoosick; but the original owners of some of the clothing is not known.  
         The following is a selection of items from the clothing collection with comments by Connie: 

 1.  2.  3.  4.  
 

1. Complete wedding ensemble made for their great grandmother’s wedding night and believed to have 
been in the 1870s (undergarments, night gown & chemise).  

 

2. A hairnet (head piece) that was their great, great, great grandmother’s and believed to be from the 
1860s. It is believed it was made from black hair.   
 

3. Their mother’s prom dress from the 1920s 
 

4. They also had a woman’s cotton bathing suit from the early 1900s.   
 

5. An 1880s bustle style dress. Connie pointed out that the buttons would have been removed prior to 
washing the dress so that the buttons would not get damaged and the dress would be easier to iron.  
 

6. A small boy’s outfit worn by their uncle when he was a young boy (early 1920s).  The outfit had 
pantaloons-type pants and a top. Connie pointed out that the boy’s tops were buttoned to the pants and so 
did not make potty training very easy!   
 

7. Nathan Cottrell’s West Hoosick band uniform (see photo to the right on the following page) 
 
 

 5.  6.  7.  
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 8. A girl’s white dress worn by their grandmother when she was 
10 years old (1890), modeled by Lorraine’s granddaughter, Mia 
Brownell.  
 

9. A young girl’s two-piece brown dress from the 1830s-1850s.  
Connie felt at some point the skirt may have been refashioned, 
due to the wear of the fabric. This dress had been worn by Gerri 
Greene when she was young at an event that Grandma Moses 
attended. A photo was taken at the event of Grandma Moses and 
Gerri together. The dress was modeled by Lorraine’s 
granddaughter, Juliette Brownell.   

 
Photo to the left: 
Lorraine Brownell 
(left); Connie Frisbee 
Houde (right) 
presenting the clothing 
collection 
Photo of items 8.&9 to 
the right 
Modeling 19th century 
clothing                     
Juliette Brownell -
wearing Girl Scout’s 
beret (left); Mia 
Brownell (right)   

Lorraine and Gerri enjoyed sharing their clothing 
collection with those attending the talk (which included 
several family members).  

Thank you to Connie Frisbee Houde for sharing her 
expertise in looking over the clothing and giving details of 
dates, materials, styles, etc.   

All who attended learned something about clothing that they had not been aware of before.   
 

 

 
West Hoosick Band circa 1890s 

Front row from left to right: 1st Nathan Cottrell; 5th Bert Baker; last Norman Baker 
Back row from left to right: 1st Everett Sherman; 6th David Baker; last Case Cottrell 
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Akin’s Point: A Popular Beach in Pittstown! 
 

Most Pittstown residents are probably not aware that there was once a very popular beach along 
the Hoosick River just outside of Johnsonville on NYS Route 67. The area was a favored picnic and 
swimming spot known as Akin's Point. This popular water body had been created as a result of the 
construction of the hydro-electric dam across the Hoosick River in Johnsonville in1909. 

The farmland, owned by the Akin family since the late 1700s, was flooded causing a lake to be 
formed. Named after the family, Akin’s Point was initially enjoyed privately by the Akins who built a 
summer camp there in the 1920s. But gradually families and church groups came to swim and picnic.  

As more and more people visited from as far as Troy and Albany, it was decided to charge an 
admission of 10 cents per car. Picnic tables were built and scattered around in the shade of the white 
birch and poplar trees. There was a bathhouse with changing rooms where soda and candy bars were 
sold. Row boats were available for rental, and there was a tent that was used for large parties and clam 
steams. It was a busy place on summer weekends. 

While the lake still exists, it is no longer open to the public. The family closed the beach in 1943 
after Howard Akin died. The property was sold and subsequently developed as the Ravenwood Motor 
Home Park. 

                    
 

                                
Akin’s Point, circa 1940s 
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Robert Frost Recollected 
 

NOTE: The author is a member of the Pittstown Historical Society's Collection Committee. She has been 
an admirer of Robert Frost's poetry all her life and specifically of Frost’s poem, "Mending Wall".  
 

Something there is that doesn't love collecting, 
That sends the ambulance of impermanence screaming 
Down the lanes  
Stirring such dust that the best fantasies 
Shiver and hide. 
The work of time is another thing: 
Patinas gloss and fabric ravels, 
Handwriting fades to impressionist strokes 
Pleasing all with its mystery. 
The collecting I mean 
Grasps for plots and lives 
Preserving illusions. 
We wear time out 
cataloging, numbering, storing, 
Just another indoor game 
It comes to little more. 
Here they appear: 
A ledger book of dried sorrows, 
A diary of days, a bonnet and shoes, 
A strap of sleigh bells. 
But they can never hold and I ask, 
"Why try?" 
Eastern gurus are the mischief in me 
So I say again, "Why bother?" 
Isn't it where there is permanence? 
And here there is Nothing. 
While collecting I should like to remember 
The mountains and valleys, the unborn Reservoir, 
The bedrock--all shifting. 
Something there is that doesn't love collecting, 
That misses the point. 
Still, struggle as we will,  
We regularly succumb, 
For years meeting, 
permanent shades, arming ourselves, 
With intrigues and textures, chips and cracks 
finely stitched hems, 
knives, forks and spoons; 
Shadows of time in ghostly progression 
Calling, "Remember!" 
 
   -Sandra Jacon 
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Pittstown Historical Society Collection Committee 
 
 

  
Members of the PHS collection committee, left to right: 

Connie Kheel, Nancy Grilli, Annette Hiemstra, Sandy Jacon, Betsy Tromans 
 

The Collection Committee of the Pittstown Historical Society meets once a month to catalogue 
items donated to our collection. Each of us on the Committee continues to be awed by the various objects 
we are privileged to handle (carefully) and describe (in as much detail as possible) for our data base. 

We can never truly reconstruct the lives that are represented by the objects, and that is not our 
task; however, as we work, members of the Committee enjoy speculating and attempting to recreate 
scenarios that please us based on the often slim facts that we have - or just our imaginations. Viewing the 
objects - some totally unfamiliar to our 21st century backgrounds - builds a bond with the past, giving us 
a respect for the lives people led and underlines the idea that these lives were not so different from our 
own, even if the technologies were. 

Why do we collect? We collect because we learn more of whom we are through a more thorough 
knowledge of our past culture; we are inspired by the arts and crafts, the homely and crude tools, the 
carefully tailored and hand sewn garments and even the sound of a strip of brass sleigh bells. Also of 
course, we are all a bit nostalgic. 

There is always a sort of comfort in thinking we can preserve what is important to us. 
In the photo above, we are assessing some hand written notebooks that were donated to the 

Pittstown Historical Society.  
Our cataloguing of one notebook in particular serves as an 

excellent example of how we work.   
The notebook was started by Anna M. Ryan in 1872 (see 

undated photo of Anna to the left). It contained an odd and varied 
assortment of notes. The first pages seemed to be lists of vocabulary 
words. Another section included a list of names of people and the towns 
where they lived. Some of the towns were local (i.e. Pittstown, 
Johnsonville and Potter Hill), and some farther away (i.e Half Moon, 
Cropseyville, and Rexfords Flats). Intrigued by the seemingly unrelated 
material in the notebook, we checked our genealogical and 
photographic files to see what we could find about Anna.  

Anna Marie Ryan, daughter of Jacob and Eliza Calkins Ryan, 
was born in Cooksboro (southern Pittstown) in 1854. She married 
Oscar Wing Gifford at the age of 30 in 1884. They had two children 
(Raymond J. and Ada M. Gifford). Oscar died in 1909 at the age of 56, 
and Anna died in 1949 at the age of 95.   
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While the notebook was started on September 18th, 1872, 
when Anna was 18 years old, she wrote her married name, Anna 
M. Gifford, at the bottom of the first page. She was 30 years old 
when she married Oscar Gifford. So, that inscription was written 
over a decade later. It would appear that the different topics in 
the book related to different periods in her life. Perhaps she 
began with vocabulary words when she was involved in 
education (“Class no. 1” referenced on the title page) and ended 
with cooking recipes when she had become a housewife. 

Although there still remain many unanswered questions 
regarding Anna and her notebook, we were nevertheless 
delighted to have learned more about her and to have been able 
to give some context to her writings. 

Every object that we add to our collection undergoes a 
similar process as we discuss, research, photograph, number, 
describe, and store each object. Finally we input all the 
information on our computer. While we have been working on 
cataloguing our collection since 2013, we still have a long way 
to go. 

                                                     
 

Excerpts from Anna M. Ryan Gifford’s Notebook 

       
On the left, Anna lists names and locations of a number of people, including herself (at the bottom of the 
page). On the right, is Aunt Laura’s recipe for fruit cake.  

 
Note: We welcome volunteers. The larger our collection group, the more we can accomplish.  
Please join us in our efforts to preserve Pittstown’s past!!   
Contact us at: pittstownhs@gmail.com  or call Connie at: 518-686-7514 
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Dunham Farm Recollections (Part IV) 
Note from the editor: This is our 4th 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 19 since 2017!). Dunham’s “Recollections” are 
notable for their great attention to detail. The excerpts below are taken from Chapter 5. 
 

           
Arnie Dunham (Steve’s father) milking their cows in 1971 

Cows Are Very Interesting Characters 
By Steve Dunham 

I’ve seen it many times at the feeder wagon in the pasture. Most of the cows would be eating the 
chopped grass or corn or hay off the wagon. There would be a few cows unable to eat due to every 
available spot occupied. Along comes a “Bully Cow” that slams her head into the stomach of another 
cow that’s feeding. And usually it’s the same cows that are victims of the “Bully Cows”. They pick on 
the meek, docile cows that rarely fight back. But sometimes they do fight back, either slamming their 
heads into the Bully’s stomach or going head to head.  

A cow’s head can inflict lots of injury even without horns. Recently purchased cows brought into 
the herd usually are prime targets for the “Bully Cows”. Could be called “Boss Cows” also. Although not 
all “Boss Cows” are mean or attack their fellow cows on a very frequent basis as the Bullys do. The 
“Boss Cows” are the leaders of the herd, especially when grazing pastures. They determine what areas in 
the pasture to graze each day. Generally the entire herd follows the “Boss Cows” around. They determine 
when it’s time to lie down and take a nap. When the Bosses lie down, the others do so in short order. 
Very few continue grazing while the rest are napping. Cows have a caste system or Pecking Order. A few 
determine for the others those things. Most will accept the “Boss Cows” ruling them. When “Boss Cows” 
wake up and stand up to resume grazing, then the rest of them do the same. It was like clockwork where 
they’d be grazing in the pasture. Each day, usually the same locations at the same time of the day. Same 
for when they took their naps and how long the naps lasted. Without having clocks and watches, cows are 
sure very accurate in the timeliness of their routines.  
 Cows seem to have some sort of “inner clock” that lets them know when milking time is. Around 
3:30 PM they’d begin congregating at the lower gate of the pasture in anticipation of milking time. Like 
clockwork everyday most of the herd would be waiting there. We usually put them in the barn around 4 – 
4:30 PM. I think the main reason they were anxious to go in the barn was we’d feed them their grain as 
soon as all of them got inside. They loved to eat cow grain as much as apples.  
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After each feeding there’d be some grain left over in the old wheelbarrow. We’d cover it with a 
piece of plywood. Sometimes a cow broke out of her stanchion, usually at night. Their first place to 
wander was the feed room. They’d use their nose to push the plywood off the wheelbarrow. Next 
morning at 4 AM when Dad started barn work – the wheelbarrow would be completely empty. 

Dairy cows are very interesting “characters”. They are lots more intelligent than non-farm people 
think they are. Cows each have their very own distinctive personalities. Similar to people. They’re 
certainly no dummies, cows. 

When a cow gives birth in a pasture, there’s usually a few cows that immediately rush over to 
where the mother cow is. Same ones, usually. They act as “helpers” for the cow and her calf. Sort of 
protect them in case any threats should arise. Help is especially welcome when a heifer has their very 1st 
calf and lacks all the needed knowledge for being a mother to their calf. Cows have a very strong 
mothering instinct towards their offspring. Very devoted.  

First dozen years on the farm we pastured the milking herd on the 70 acre pasture close to the 
lake. With lots of groves of trees and brush – cows would nearly always pick a very secluded, hard to 
find area to give birth in. Then we’d have to do lots of searching to find the mother and calf hidden away. 
After a while we wised up and didn’t let cows with 10 days or so before they’d calve to use the lake 
pasture. Would keep them close to the barn or in a box stall. Usually when the cow and calf were located, 
the cow would act very aggressive towards us, chasing us away from her calf. Had to be very careful 
dealing with those new moms. If the calf had been born a good number of hours before we found them, 
they’d be quite wild and start running away. We’d use our old 2 wheel cart to put the calves in to bring to 
the barn. That was its #1 use of all, to transport newborns to the barn. The #2 use was carrying fence 
posts and fencing tools, especially when doing the spring fence work each spring. The cows would really 
get jumpy after their calf was put in the cart. Most cows would be doing tons of mooing and sometimes 
try to jump into the cart. It was barely large enough to hold one cow. They’d keep circling the cart as we 
drove to the barn. They’d walk between the tractor and the cart, jumping over the hitch. Sometimes a 
“Helper Cow” or two would join in and do lots of mooing and running around as if it were their calf. 
Sometimes “Boss Cows” would join in too. If a calf was born in the pasture – once the calf was taken to 
the barn, there’d be no more time spent with its mom.  
 We’d keep on average about 10 calves each year to raise as dairy cow replacements. With 50 plus 
calves being born each year, that meant 40 of them had to go to the weekly livestock auction sales. Either 
Cambridge Valley Auction on Tuesdays, Stanley and Glenn McLenathan were the auctioneers there. 
Wednesdays it was Millers Livestock Market Sale in Argyle. We sent calves to either of those two 
places. Also on Mondays the Chatham Livestock Market held their weekly livestock auction sales.  
 Some years we’d have more bull calves than heifer calves. Most years we’d keep a bull calf to 
raise for veal. To determine which heifer calves to keep, we’d keep the calves from the highest milk 
producers in the herd. That was the #1 criteria. Dad had a preference for keeping calves with the most 
black in their color over calves that had lots 
of white coloring.  
 Cows never ceased to amaze me with 
their antics and interesting behavior. We had 
two cows that were the best of friends, their 
entire life. As newborns they were put in the 
small pen together. Two calves was the limit 
there. They bonded very well during their 
time as calves in the pen. After they were 
turned out to pasture, they remained being 
close friends. They were always together, 
side by side. Even after both had their first 
calf and became milk cows, they still were 
inseparable. Both were friendly to people and 
neither was a “Bully (continued on page 12) 
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(Continued from Page 11) Cow”. It was rare to have two cows like that. One was almost all white with 
some small black spots. The other one was 50/50 in her coloring. The white one’s mother and 
grandmother were also all white with a few black spots.  
 For years we had a few black Jersey cows in the herd. In the mid-1950s we bought the first one at 
an auction sale on a farm that had 200 Black Jersey cows. Black Jerseys are all black as a rule, a cross 
between a Holstein and Jersey. They produce more milk than a regular Jersey cow and still have the high 
butterfat milk content that regular Jerseys are known for. The best of both dairy breeds are Black Jerseys. 
We’d raise the heifer calves from our Black Jersey cows. Once there must have been a mix up with the 
breeder as one of our Black Jerseys had an all brown cow.  Probably from a Brown Swiss sire. We kept 
the Brown Jersey - it was somewhat larger than a Black Jersey. We never had any regular Jersey cows 
nor any Guernseys, nor any full blooded Brown Swiss. One of our very first cows when we started was 
an Ayrshire with a set of horns. A decent milk producer, about the same size as a Holstein. But Holsteins 
are the best milk producers. Other than that cow and the few Black Jerseys and the “Brown Cow”, all the 
rest were Holsteins. 

 

Tomhannock Presbyterian Cemetery Restoration  
We want to thank Kevin Cail who has spent years restoring and maintaining the Tomhannock 

Presbyterian Cemetery. The cemetery is located on Otter Creek Road in Tomhannock directly behind 
Cail’s home, which was previously the Tomhannock Presbyterian Church.  

Cail and his son, Joshua, have spent many hours locating and clearing the cemetery stones which 
were barely visible beneath brush and trees which had grown up over the years. Most recently they have 
been working on the Yates family’s cemetery stones, which are located in a separate section of the 
cemetery. The cemetery looks terrific thanks to the Cails’ diligence and hard work!  
 

   
 Kevin Cail at the Tomhannock Presbyterian Cemetery                     View of the Yates cemetery stones   

 

Valley Falls Historic District’s Early Mill Sites 
As reported in our last newsletter, the Valley Falls Historic District was approved late last year 

for listing on the State and National Registers of Historic Places. The nomination to the historic register, 
written by historic consultant Jessie Ravage, describes the area as an historic industrial and residential 
village. The report documents the existing as well as former buildings, including the numerous mills 
established over the years in the district.  

The earliest mills were textiles (cotton and woolen) established by the early 1810s. The early 
owners included Ludovicus L.Viele and the Slocum family. Oil (flaxseed), grist and saw mills opened in 
the 1830s and 1840s. Ravage noted in the nomination “The architectural record illustrates the rapid 
growth of Valley Falls in the period after the opening of Thompson linen mill, successor to Lape & 
Sproat, in the early 1870s.” While the Thompson Mill was abandoned years ago, please see the article on 
the following page which reports on future plans for the site of the former mill.  
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New Life for the Thompson Mill Site 
By Maren Stein 

 

If plans materialize, the Thompson Mill site in Valley Falls might become a center of activity 
again - this time for recreational activity. The Valley Falls village government, the Rensselaer Land Trust 
and the Hoosick River Watershed Association want to turn the site into a riverside park with a mile of 
waterfront. 

According to the Thompson and Company website, the mill opened in 1860. It was one of many 
water-powered mills started in the mid-1860s in rural or small-town areas. The source of water power 
determined the location of the mills. The Thompson Mill was a textile mill and used cotton shipped from 
the South.  The first products, which were made from buckram, included hats, netting and twine. The 
story was that the mill supplied mosquito netting to the Union Army in the Civil War. 

By 1910, the mill employed 200 people, and its punctual whistle, sounding three times daily, 
regulated life in Valley Falls. In the 1910s, the Buckman family bought the mill. The mills’ products had 
expanded to include net-based Christmas stockings, marble bags, and ping-pong nets. The 1950s saw 
cotton fabrics for the home sewing movement. By the 1970s, the Thompson Mill had opened several 
additional mills in various sites making craft fabrics and mesh. In 1992, the Valley Falls mill was closed 
after a fire destroyed the buildings. 

Christina Younger, Valley Falls Village Project Manager and president of the board of the 
Rensselaer Land Trust, said in a recent Times Union article, that the creation of the park will be a long 
process. There are doubtless environmentally dangerous contaminants from the manufacturing process 
itself. The 1992 fire would have created or distributed contaminants. Adjacent properties, such as a dry-
cleaning establishment, are also of concern. Such contaminated sites are referred to as brownfields. 

A Brownfields Assessment Grant awarded by the Environmental Protection Agency has funded 
Phase I, an investigation completed by Weston and Sampson. A significant first step, their report 
(available at the Valley Falls Library and Village Hall) recommends a Phase II assessment, to be done in 
upcoming months, which will involve test pits, soil borings, and groundwater monitoring wells. The 
report also contains numerous historical maps and photos, including present-day photos taken by a drone. 

A clean-up would follow before the actual construction of the park could proceed. The park 
would be constructed to be compatible with floods.  Interpretive signs could tell the history of the mill 
and the nearby worker housing. While the mill could not be preserved, its history can. 
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FALL LECTURE SERIES 
Please Join Us!!  

Meetings are free and open to the public   
All meetings will be held at 7:30 PM at the Pittstown Town Hall in Tomhannock  

97 Tomhannock Road, Valley Falls, NY 
Lectures will be preceded by a brief meeting of the Pittstown Historical Society  

Refreshments will be served following each lecture 
 

September 19: Mysteries of the Mabee Farm 
The mysteries of the Mabee Farm (the oldest farm in the Mohawk Valley) will be revealed 
by Mike Diana, Education and Programs Manager at the Schenectady County Historical 
Society. The farm, located in Rotterdam Junction, dates to 1705. From the weathered pine 
floors in the home of settlers Jan and Annetje, to the hand-pegged Dutch Barn, to the 
site’s elusive 1600s fur trading post, Diana seeks answers to the mysteries that lie buried 
beneath Mabee Farm’s soil. Archaeology, research, and deduction will be cited when 
reviewing clues to the Mabee farm’s past. Diana, who has been studying the history of the 
Mohawk Valley for years, has written the script for the award-winning reinterpretation of 
the Mabee Farm Historic Site. 
 

October 17: 200 Years Since the First Rensselaer County Fair 
Learn about the history of the Rensselaer County Fair, now known as the Schaghticoke 
Fair. Celebrating the fair’s 200th anniversary, historians Kathy Sheehan and Chris Kelly 
will relay the many chapters of the fair’s history, starting in 1819 with the formation of the 
Rensselaer County Agricultural Society. The Society’s mission became the fair’s mission, 
which was to allow farmers to show off the results of their hard work and provide 
education on new and improved farming practices. Sheehan and Kelly ask those attending 
to share their memories and photos of their best fair experience. Kelly is the Town of 
Schaghticoke Historian and Sheehan is the Rensselaer County and Troy City Historian 
and Registrar of the Rensselaer County Historical Society. 
 

November 21: Enterprising Waters: New York’s Erie Canal 
Brad Utter, Curator of the New York State's Museum's new exhibit "Enterprising Waters: 
New York's Erie Canal", will give an overview of the exhibit and highlight some of the 
stories and special artifacts featured in the exhibit. The Erie Canal directed the course of 
New York and American history. When it opened in 1825, this “boldest and biggest 
American engineering project of its century” unlocked the Western interior for trade and 
settlement. One of the largest public works projects in American history, the Erie Canal 
inspired a nation-wide transportation revolution. Utter will detail the Canal’s history with 
unique objects, documents and images. Utter has been the Senior Historian/Curator of 
Science and Technology History at the New York State Museum since 2014. 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

For further information about the meetings,  
Contact: Connie Kheel (518)686-7514 or email: pittstownhs@gmail.com               
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Pittstown Historical Society News 
Joyce Peckham Memorial Fund Awards: Annually, the Pittstown Historical Society gives an award of $100 
to three graduating seniors from area schools. The awards are granted by the PHS to 
students who have shown an exceptional interest in history. This year the following 
students received the award: Nicole Madigan of Johnsonville, graduating from the 
Tamarac High School; Angel Decker of Buskirk, graduating from the Hoosick Falls 
Central School; and Eloise Carlson-McNally of Valley Falls, graduating from the Hoosic 
Valley Central School 
PHS Collection: We welcome donations of artifacts, photographs and documents 
relating to Pittstown’s past. 
We thank Verna Hansen for her recent donation of the 3 mile Northern Turnpike marker 
for a toll road constructed in the early 1800s which ran from Lansingburgh through 
Pittstown to Vermont. In 2004, Jennifer and David Shea gave us the 16 mile marker. 
PHS Exhibit: Don’t forget to visit our exhibit of Early Schools of Pittstown at the Pittstown Town Hall.   

We Thank Our Corporate Sponsors for their Support!!! 
                                               

           
 

Join the Pittstown Historical Society Email: pittstownhs@gmail.com 
Visit us at: www.pittstownhistorical.org 

 
Pittstown Historical Society 
Board of Trustees 
Officers 
President 
Walter Auclair 
Vice-President 
Kenneth Miller   
Secretary 
Joseph A. Ferrannini 
Treasurer 
Connie Kheel 
 
Trustees 
Paul Wiley  
Maren Stein   
Nancy Grilli  
Tim Holt  
Connie Kheel  
 
Newsletter Editor: 
Connie Kheel 
Email: pittstownhs@gmail.com 
 

Make checks payable to: Pittstown Historical Society,  
                   P.O. Box 252, Valley Falls, NY 12185 
The Pittstown Historical Society is a 501 (c) (3) tax exempt not-for-profit organization, 
dedicated to collecting, documenting, and preserving local history. 
                         Contributions are deductible to the full extent of the law.   

 

$_______ Annual Dues   (please check one) 
 

         $15 Individual            $10 Senior (65 & older) 
 

         $25 Family                  $50 Benefactor 
 

         $50 Business               $100 Business 
    (Silver)   (Gold) 
 

$_______ Total  (enclose check for this amount) 
 

_____ I would like to volunteer my time 

Name:____________________________________________ 
 

Address:__________________________________________ 
 

City State Zip:_____________________________________ 
 

Email:____________________________________________ 
 

Telephone Number:________________________________
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Mills in Valley Falls, 1891, collection Pittstown Historical Society 

 

 
 
 

PITTSTOWN HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
P. O. Box 252 
Valley Falls, N.Y. 12185 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Check Your Mailing Label:  The date to the right of your name indicates when your dues were 
last paid.  
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