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AS IT WAS

Adventures in Discovering
an Old House II

by Dr. Susan Jane Staffa

In my last article I outlined the process by
which 1 came to realize that our house at 32
Front Street which had long been thought to be
the house of Henry Peek dating from about
1815, was actually an older house which had
belonged to one, Jellis Yates during the last
decade of the eighteenth century. In conclusion,
I mentioned that although the results of my
hard work were most gratifying, there were
still some loose ends which could not be tied
up through reference to Jellis Yates. In this
article, I will show how persistent attention
to detail and particularly an openness of mind,

finally paid off in yielding an astonishing

discovery that I could not have forseen in my
wildest dreams.

The “loose ends” which disturbed my peace
of mind were essentially revealed in the process
of mapping the lot. I had begun to do this very
early in the study, but as the lot proved to be
as complicated as the house, it took more than
two months to complete the project. The lot,
indeed, is very odd. It is narrower across the
street front than at any other point and it
extends back about two hundred feet. On the
northwest (in the front) a corner parcel has
been taken out, and on the east (the side toward
Ferry Street) the boundary slopes subtly
outward so that the lot is nearly twice as wide
across the middle as it is in front. Then, about
thirty feet before the back, there is a jog in-
ward making it look as though another corner
had been sold on the southeast.

The first “loose end” concerned the northwest
corner parcel. John Teller who had bought our
house from Peek in 1817 sold the cornerin 1849,
but we owned a deed, dated 1820, whereby he
himself had repurchased it from a previous sale.
The deed said the corner had been sold by
Christopher Yates, older brother of Jellis Yates,
when he owned the entire lot in the eighteenth
century. The deed of sale of the house from
Peek to Teller mentions a storehouse that
bordered the house on the northwest. Dutch-
style “gable-enders,” as I had determined the
house to have been, often had such an out-
building attached on the side. Moreover,
architectural scrutiny of the house had revealed
that its foundation had been integrated with
the foundation of the little storehouse. Therefore
they must have been built at the same time.
Jellis Yates could not have built the house
because he never owned the corner parcel with
the storehouse on it. Could the house have

been built by Christopher Yates who owned the
property before him? An old tax account book
in Dutch in the vault of the Historical Society
indicated that Christopher had inherited it in
his youth from his father. That he built the house
seemed unlikely. He had a very active military
and political career and died in 1785 at the
youthful age of forty-eight when he was just
completing work on a large brick Georgian-style
renovation of an early house his father had built
at 26 Front. Considering his life history, it is
very improbable that he built two large houses
side by side. Then there was Mrs. Paige’s note-
book description which had made me aware of
the “gable-ender” in the first place. She had
said that it was an “old gable-ender” at the time
when Myndert Wemple married Jellis’ daughter

_(1790) and she had said that Jellis had “owned”

it not “built” it. (On many other occasions she
wrote that “so-and-so” had “built” his house.)
Lastly, when I began my investigation, I had
assumed that architecturally the house
represented the early nineteenth century and had
thought that probably if I could find an earlier
owner than Peek, that he might have built it
at about the turn of the century. The discovery
that it had been “an old gable-ender” presented
me with a “whole other kettle of fish.” It was
not a late eighteenth century Federal house or
even a mid-eighteenth century Georgian house
but a Dutch-style house typical of the early
eighteenth century. Moreover, structural
analysis of the essential fabric and comparison
with other old houses showed that it probably
belonged to the first quarter of that century.

There is a tendency among professional
archaeologists and architectural historians to
avoid assigning an early date to a building if
the issue is at all in doubt, but in this case
the evidence could no longer be ignored. At this
point I would like to say something about my
own attitude as these wonders were being
revealed. Being trained as a professional in a
closely related field, I also was very hesitant
even to admit to myself that an early eighteenth
century date was a possibility. (You may
remember that during the first week of research
I had seen an anonymous note that the property
had belonged to “the Widow of Capt. Phillip
Schuyler, 1725” and that I had dismissed the
idea out of hand). It was only the irritation of
“those messy loose ends” that forced me to
confront the issue.

Let me return now to the mapping of the lot.
The eastern side was still an enigma. I collected
all the historic maps of the Stockade I could
find. Three were most revealing. These were the
surveyed map of Col. Wolfgang Romer, the

King’s Chief Engineer in America, 1698; the
surveyed map of Isaac Vrooman 1768; and the
Atlas of 1880 which I used comparatively to
relate the earlier two to present lots and was
useful also in that it had houses on it.
Comparison of the maps showed that our lot
had originally been bordered on the east by
Queen Anne’s Fort which was built in 1703 at
the intersection of Ferry, Front, and Green.
(The space between our boundary and Ferry
Street is only one lot deep. Ferry Street from
the bend in front of No. 27 where the fort gate
was, to the Indian, runs through what was once
the middle of the fort.) Actually, I had long
been aware of that fact, but its importance had
not risen to my consciousness until I saw the
Romer map of 1698 which was made just prior
to the building of the fort. The land upon
which our house stood was not part of the
original stockade but was on a triangular
parcel which was added on the north side of the
northeast block when the fort was built at that
corner. At that time Front Street was rerouted
northward at Church Street to pass outside the
fort and include it in a reconstructed, extended
stockade around the town. The southern
boundary of our lot was the earliest northern
boundary of Stockade house lots.

But what about the irregularity of our eastern
boundary, the jog thirty feet before the back?
When I was going through the manuscript books
of the vault of the Historical Society, looking
for references to Jellis Yates, I had come
across the Town Council Minutes of 1795 when
the fort was torn down. There was a note:
“Resolved to sell Jellis Yates ten feet along
his lot, called ‘the Old Fort’ (up to a point
even with) the house of John Peek.” So Jellis
had bought a ten-foot strip of the road which
ran around the fort so that he could get into
the back of his lot when it was no longer public.
The reason that the eastern side of the lot slopes
outwards as one proceeds towards the back is
that the fort itself was not squarely aligned
with the main line of Ferry Street but was at a
25° angle so that it fronted on the river at the
bottom of the hill. (The top of the hill in fact
is in our backyard. Originally there was only
pasture between the fort and the river so the
view would have been clear.)

But the ten-foot strip of roadway still did not
account for the jog. I could see where the House
of John Peek was (27 N. Ferry) and the strip of
roadway came to an end forty feet before the
fence turned in. In other words, there was a
rectangular parcel, about twenty by forty feet,

Continued on Page 3
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Election Commentary

What is Election Day?

It’s when you vote for a guy.

You don’t keep a president for too long ’cause
they get too old.

You gotta pick 2 guys and then everybody votes
on one and the one that wins does all the work.

It’s like when the Olympics come and it’s like
every 4 years you just gotta do it every 4 years-
voting and Olympics and Leap Year when it’s
February. So watch out every 4 years.

It’s very important because you gotta get a new
president ’cause he gots to learn more about
states.

When voting comes a new president comes and
it keeps on going and going.

What does the president do?

Well, they talk all the time to a lot of people
and stuff.

They, like, tell speeches like maybe the prices
for food goes up and oil goes up and he has
to change stuff.

When the people picket, he yells.

He talks to the senators and travels around the
world.

He talks a lot about oil.

He makes food go up.

He works in his house. No, he works in a ware
house.

He really works in his office in the white house.

The senators help him. Rosalyn helps him with
his work because it’s a very hard job and
sometimes the Pope comes around and so the
president has to watch out or else. It’s a very
hard job.

The president has to make everything the way
it should be.

The food should be higher and the schools
should be lower.

He has to talk to other presidents about the
hostages and getting the hostages out of Iran
and they want to get the people out of that
war and he wants to give them some freedom.

Amy is the president’s child. She tries not to
bother him but it’s so so so hard because she
is learning how to play on the violin so she has
to be really quiet, really really, so she doesn’t
mess up the president’s work.

He has to run the whole United States. He keeps
the country clean. He makes the checks so
we can get the money.

Ques

(2)

He makes money and gives it to the bank and the
bank gives it to the people.

He goes to funerals and hospitals. He praysa lot,
a real lot.

He makes people rich but other ones he makes
poor.

Billy Carter is his brother. He helps clean the
white house and he guards the beer.

What will happen on Inauguration Day?

I think Jimmy Carter will probably get another
job ’cause Reagan is waiting & waiting.

I think Ronald Reagan will become quite
nervous because he will have to run the whole
world. He might not know what it’s all about.
Sometimes presidents get bored of being pres.
so he might want to do something else.

He will try to lower the prices.

Pres. Carter will try to make a war fighting
back at Iran.

R.R.’s planning on stopping Carter from doing
that.

Reagan is a easy word but I spell it wrong all
the time.

Sometimes pres. talk stuff over, you know, like,
they talk about cleaning up stuff, but they
never do.

I think its Reagan that wants a war not Carter.
Who knows? But I sure don’t want one
especially in Schenectady.

J.C. will grow more peanuts. He better sell a
lot to pay his bills.

J.C. will be so sad that he lost his job.

I hope Amy marries a handsome guy and grows
a family and stuff.

R.R. will make people happy by giving us new
houses and food.

J.C. gets $60.00 a week for being pres. R.R. will
“prolly” get $70.00 a week. R.R. has more
kids than J.C. that’s why he gots a bigger
paycheck. Robert Redford makes even more.
Maybe even 100.

Billy Carter feels so sorry that he has to work
in the peanut garden. He liked it more better
when he had to guard the beer.

Amy will have to go back to school and she
won’t be a rich kid no more.

I bet she gots to give back her violin too. No
more lessons for her.

by the Second Graders at

Riverside School 11/4/80
Contributed by Betty Lane
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jutting from the side of the original lot which
still needed explaining. By now accumulation of
evidence had made me begin to take the “Capt.
Phillip Schuyler” claim seriously. I went through
the Historical Society index file for any

documents bearing his name. Lo and behold! '

There in the vault was an original ninety-nine
year lease bearing his signature and seal. It was
dated 1708 and was to a “stable or barn, twenty
by forty feet, near the Queen’s Fort, bordered
southerly by the orchard of the heirs of Jan
Pootman.” (The stable had actually stood at the
southwest corner of the fort. In those days the
Pootman lot which fronted on Union Street
reached all the way up to the back of our lot!
There were no houses on Ferry, for that Street
was just a narrow lane which ran inside the
earliest stockade wall.)

At long last I felt I understood the lot, but
by far the most important revelation came from
Jonathan Pearson’s History of the Schenectady
Patent (1883), a book dealing with the earliest
period of our town which I started to go through
only after I realized how old the house was.
Pearson discusses at length the property
holdings of the original patentees and directly
quotes the ancient deeds available in his day.
Under “Adam Vrooman” whose extensive lot
lay on the north side of Front Street, he quotes
a deed by which Adam transferred a pasture to
his son in 1725. This parcel was where 31-37
Front now are and the deed say it is “over and
against the house and lot of the widow of Capt.
Phillip Schuyler” on the other side of the street.
So there was a documentary basis for the claim
that Phillip Schuyler’s house was on the lot
after all! Now this mysterious figure began to
take on more reality in my mind. At first I
thought that since the Schuylerbase-—was
Albany, that he was probably an absentee
landlord, but I discovered yet another piece of
evidence that placed him here without a doubt.

. At the City History Center, the helpful librarian,

Rhetus Galloway had shown me a list of resident
taxpayers of 1720 which included his name.
(During the eighteenth century property taxes
were paid by residents. Even as late as 1813,
renters, not necessarily landlords, paid real
estate tax.)

Who was Capt. Phillip Schuyler and what was
he doing in Schenectady? It was somewhat
surprising that, with the exception of one or
two oblique references by Pearson, his name
did not occur in any of the books available in
Schenectady, even those which list members of
the local militia. I made an hypothesis: “He
was part of the Albany-based command and
perhaps was even commandant of the fort.”
Seeking material on the Schuyler family, I went
to Albany. At the Institute of History and Art
I found a long family history published in 1885
by a great-great-grandson of our very Phillip.
He said his ancestor was commandant of the fort
in Schenectady from 1703 until 1706 and that
he lived here afterward until he died in 1724,
leaving a house on Front Street to his widow.
(For more on Capt. Phillip Schuyler see my
article in the Spy of Sept., 1978.)

STOCKADE ASSOCIATION
MEETING
JANUARY 26, 1981
8 P.M.
HISTORICAL SOCIETY
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Now everything fell into place. When the fort
was built the large new lot beside it had been
set aside for the residence of the commandant
who had come from Albany. Several peculiar-
ities of the house could now be explained,
indeed, even should have been expected had I
known its background earlier. The size, for
instance, two wings and two and one half
stories with eight rooms not counting the half-
story above and the cellar below, made it very
atypical for a Schenectady house of the early
period. How could Phillip Schuyler have had a
small house? His family was one of the most
powerful in the province. His elder brother,
Peter, was the first mayor of Albany and his
father-in-law, an extremely wealthy merchant
who had worked closely with the Crown, had
been mayor of New York City in 1675. Phillip
himself had been personally appointed as
commandant by the governor of New York who
was a cousin of Queen Anne. Similarly, the
combination of English framing style which
tends to be found in later structures with
Dutch floor plan had disturbed me, but that too
was fully to be expected if the British designer
who had supervised the building of the fort
(the mapmaker of 1698, Col. Romer) had also
supervised the building of the commandant’s
house. And then there was the secret space
behind the fireplace where Phillip Schuyler
must have stored his contraband furs, the trade
being illegal until 1727.

One of the most important lessons I learned
from my investigative odyssey, was the
importance of having an open mind. Toward the
end, an image of my childhood came back to
me. I was eight years old, and my parents
were trying to decipher the history of the house
they had inherited. With naive insight I said:
“But if our house was next to the fort, couldn’t
it be that old, and somehow connected with it?”
But they, like everyone else, were looking at
their old deeds and early nineteenth century
woodwork. Then the plaque was put on, and
even in my mind the fort connection was dis-
missed as fantasy. The plaque had an authority
about it that discouraged questioning. A famous
scholar in the field of historical anthropology
once wrote: “Traditions persist by virtue
of being old rather than being good.” My
experience has often brought home to me how
applicable that observation is to the sphere of
early local history. Traditions have arisen and
gathered momentum as later historians repeated
earlier ones without any attempt to check the
facts or even think through the implications
of the claims. Although works of early
Schenectady historians tend to be of high
quality, they also contain much hearsay and are
lacking in disciplined orientation. It is
astonishing, for instance, that although the site
of the fort is at the center of the Stockade Area
as it now exists, and the Indian which represents
it is our most important symbol, no one ever
asked, “What was the role of the fort in the
development of the Stockade during the eight-
eenth century?” and “Who was in charge?”
Even the most obvious central facts will be
missed if we assume we already know the
answers.

The successful outcome of my investigation
was the direct result of my determination to
understand the original lot. Understanding of
the environmental context of a structure is
one of the most essential facets of architectural-
historical research. Together with the temporal
context, it provides the frame through which we
can see how good houses, like good ideas, often
undergo many transformations, generated by
the people who use them.



TIDINGS SUPERB DINING IN DOWNTOWN

o ¥ Mr. and Mrs. Charles Lasky of 19 Ingerspll SCHENECTADY AT UNCLE TEDS
ngrl S Avenue have returned from an 11-day cruise
thru the Caribbean—their first cruise anywhere. OXBOW INN
FEINKOST & KONDITOREI They. \.vent to Venezuela, Port. au Prince,
Martinique, St. Thomas and the Virgin Islands.
175 Jay Street Mary Bee of Union Street, president of
Tel. 346-7012 Madison North, has been elected to the Board

of Directors of Flahs.

Tonya Farley of College Street, a 2nd Grader
ARTHUR.S at Riverside, won the Gingerbread house in the
MARKET annual drawing in the school library.

AT THE E Joe and Charlotte Buttino of 153 Front Street,
INDIAN REE DELIVERY had part of their family with them for Christmas.
372-4141 Daughter Annette Casey and her family of
Merrimack, New Hampshire, were here in % oper Mon st oAt L
December. The Buttino’s daughter Charlene Sun.4 p.m. to 10 p.m.
Walker and her family from Galion, Ohio, were * beautiful new banquet facilities

o & * on Friday lunch and Friday and Saturday night dinner, both
here for Thanksgiving. floors are open for your dining pleasure.

the difference is Rel s Betty Lane * both our lunch and dinner menus are available after 5:00

p.m. on Mon.-Fri. and all day Sunday.

the difference is . . . what we carry

. ! " Ted Barnes’
the difference is . . . exciting gifts
the difference is . . . distinctive stationery and cards lQXb Dw Inn
the difference is . . . your kind of clothes
master charge - visa “At the Bottom of State Street. .. At the Top for Fine Dining!”
corner liberty and south ferry st. 10 STATE STREET, DOWNTOWN SCHENECTADY
382-7600 PHONE 372-5252

PLEASE SHOVEL YOUR SIDE —

WALK, AVOID AN EXPENSIVE

AGWAY CLAIM FOR INJURY. SALT OR
SAND SHOULD BE USED ON ICY RAINBOW ANTIQUES

Located in your own Stockade PATCHES. If you need help, call Job WE BUY AND SELL AT FAIR PRICES
Schenectady Agway Junction at the Youth Center, 411 ANTIQUES, TRADITIONAL CRAFTS, FINE ARTS
202 Front Street Union Street, 374-8822. Fees are JUST AROUND THE CORNER AT
374-4422 negotiable. 103 STATE STREET

Pet Foods B Birdseed B Rock Salt 372-6102

JIM’S BLVD. SUNOCO *

ALL REPAIRS MINOR & MAJOR
TOWING SERVICE

(518 ss2-s0e3 m Photographs By Friends
S S N of the Stockade —

1305 ERIE BLVD. SCHENECTADY, N.Y. 12305 At e Nagomiber mestimgope, the; Friouis / he
- of the Stockade, presented the Association with
a set of nine photographs (8 x 10 glossies) suit-

able for reproduction, complete with descrip-
SCheneCt_ady tions on the back. These include some of our FINE FOOD
Tax serVIce finest houses as well as vistas. Nk AOS ETRTE ST, s EHURGH
Personal & Business Tax Returns To complete the deal we are assembling a U Lt il
110 State Street group of color slides. This is-delayed because
Scheneetads, New York of a request for five from which one could be
B i 3’46-2554 chosen for “I Love New York.” Cheers!
Fred Elliot Leo Reynolds This all came about last summer when the -~ .
Chamber of Commerce had a request for a /:74:\’ *
glossy from Grand Platte, Missouri, to be used (' o
in a high-quality advertisement. We then learned *NATURAL Foobs-

- HERRS"
- KHOLE GRAIN BREADS
“FINE COFFEES ¢ TENS -

- EARTILY DeusgHTs:

/62 T ST. 372-5%0

there were no official photographs and
recognized our opportunity. We engaged John
Eoff of the Photo Lab to do the job and sold a
picture. The preprint is beautiful! There is an
increasingly frequent need and we are proud to

be available.

Barbara Sauer is the Public Relations chair-
man for the Stockade and will get in touch with
us for we have the negatives and the price list.
They are handsome for gifts as well as the
commercial media.

Elizabeth Joyce, Pres.
Friends of the Stockade
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