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House Out of Wheelwright 
Shop: The Ancient Roots 
of Urban Renewal in the 

Stockade 
by Dr. Susan Jane Staffa 

It is always a welcome surprise when a 
supposedly routine task yields major insights. 
In my experience, few projects have been as 
illuminating as one undertaken for the Walk
about this Fall. When our President, Mary 
van der Bogert, asked me to prepare some 
material on her house at No. 27 North Ferry 
Street, called "the John Peek House", which 
was to be on the tour, I thought that it would 
be a relatively simple task. Within a few days, 

ever th-&t:-h<Htse-emerged-as the central
node of a multi-layered network of facts 
involving Schenectady's role in the colonial 
and revolutionary wars, the genesis of the 
modern town after the revolution, and the 
intimate connection which continues to this day 
between community interest, political activism, 
and urban renewal and development. 

The first and most obvious clue to the 
significance of the house is its location, right 
outside the gate of old Queen Anne's Fort 
which once stood on Ferry Street. As I explained 
in an earlier article (see. Spy, May, 1981), the 
fort, built in 1703, became the nucleus of 
Schenectady as it developed during the eight
eenth century, and the Indian which now marks 
its location is at the center of the modern 
Stockade Area. (On the map which I published 
wi!h_ that article, I labeled the house as being 
ongmally some sort of fort facility, on the 
basis of what I had then observed of its location 
and architecture.) Two days of research at the 
Historical Society and the City Hall History 
Center revealed that the house had once been a 
wheelwright shop. Consulting that venerable 
early 19th century source of information 
called "The Paige Diary", I found that old 
Mrs. Jacob Vrooman, who was a niece of John 
Peek and had lived only two doors from him on 
Ferry Street, had said that her uncle had 
purchased the property where he had his 
wheelwright shop from the town and that he 
later made this shop into hi~ house. 

The greatest surprise, however, came a couple 
of days later when Mary and I entered the cellar 
of her house to look at 'the foundation. What 
an amazing sight met my eyes! I had expected 
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the fortress-like appearance of the thick stone 
walls and the huge beams running parallel to 
the hearth baes, as are commonly seen in Dutch 
colonial houses, but here were not just big 
beams, but two pairs of beams running under 
the present hallway through the middle of the 
house. Only six inches separated the members of 
each pair. This indeed, had been a wheelwright 
shop, undoubtedly the shop for the fort where 
heavy wagons and gun carriages were repaired. 
Those vehicles would have been drawn up a 
large ramp into a barn-like front door. The 
massive support provided for them is unutilized 
now, as the walls of the hall which rest on the 
beams are only ancient board partitions, 
beautiful fourteen-inch-wide horizontal planks, 
which Peek must have moved to that position 
from somewhere else when he converted the 
shop intQ a house. At that time he_must also 
have narrowed the entrance. Measurements of 
the foundation and close scrutiny of materials 
and stylistic characteristics of the basic structure 
showed that the building probably dates back to 
the first quarter of the eighteenth century. 

Just as the shop and the house made from it 
stood in the mainstream of Schenectady's 
history, so John Peek's career exemplified the 
challenges and opportunities afforded by its 
unique historical environment. When the 
revolution broke out in 1776, Peek and thirty
t~ other Schenectady men signed a labor 
contract with General Philip Schuyler to repair 
Fort George, Ticonderoga, and other places 
in New York and Quebec, and to build bateaus 
and other vessels, and construct fortifications 
as the general commanded. Peek's brother-in
law, Col. Christopher Yates, who had been a 
protege of Sir William Johnson, was in charge 
of a company of engineers, miners, and sappers 
who built and demolished fortifications roads 
and bridges as the need arose. These me~ mad; 
a critical contribution to the victory over 
Burgoyne at Saratoga. 

John Peek's career flourfished as Col. 
Christopher and then his son, Joseph C. Yates, 
rose to military and political prominen.ce. In 
1774, Col. Christopher became the chairman of 
the first Committee of Safety and John Peek 
became a member of the Committee in I 776. 
This was an important office, for during 
the war years, the Committee's range of respon
sibility grew rapidly and came to include every
thing from raising troops and funds to control
ling prices and administering local government. 
It even had the power of life and death over all 
persons suspected of treason. Following the 
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shipment of heavy military equipment upriver. 
Sir William Johnson who came to command 
the colonial forces in this region and accu
mulated the largest personal fortune in the 
colonies through trade, rose to prominence 
through his management and protection of the 
Oswego route. Schenectady was at the head of 
that route. All military equipment, as well as 
supplie~ for the Mohawk Valley settlements, 
was shipped overland from Albany and then 
transferred to boats where our park at the foot 
of Ferry Street now is. (Merchandise was stored 
in large warehouses along the Binne Kill and 
Washington Avenue was called Handelaers' or 
"Traders"' Street.) Sir William Johnson was 
Schenectady's major patron and the fountain
head of its prosperity in the colonial period. 
He was the principal employer of its builders 
and transport men a!!_d !be princip.aL::.ontrihutor 
to St. George's Church, built across from the 
wheelwright shop on Ferry Street in I 759. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that by the revolu
tionary period, Schenectady men who had • 
served as the backbone of Johnson's team, had 
become the most proficient at transport and 
military engineering to be found anywhere in 
th~ ~olonies. During the Revolutionary War, a 
Bntish secret service agent reported that they 
were building large boats here to convey heavy 
metal and shot to Fort Stanwix and that there 
was also much grain stored for the use of the 
troops. 

Analysis often yields yet other insights and 
comparison of my measured diagram of the 
cellar with a typical floor plan of an early type 
of Dutch colonial house revealed that I could 
reconstruct the general appearance of the old 
shop on paper with a great degree of probable 
accuracy. There were es:.ential similarities in 
proportions and design. Further probing of the 
present structure uncovered the fact that the 
early brick-filled walls are one and one half 
stories high, and that the present English-style 
roof, put on by Peek, rests on the top of the 
full second story as he raised the walls. The 
original gable roof would have had a steeper 
slope. We can assume also, that the building 
was clapboard-covered as nearly all buildings of 
the early eighteenth century here were, especially 

. non-domestic structures of this type. The roof 
would have been shingled as is specified in the 
contracts of the Schenectady builders who 
constructed the early forts in the area. 

I have often observed that a building can only 
be appreciated by understanding the orienta
tions and motivations of its creators and users. 
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Neighborhood Watch 
The Neighborhood Watch Program continues 

to function in the Stockade with considerable 
success even though membership in the program 
represents fewer than I 0% of the total residences 
in the area. 

On December 6, 1982, for example, a tele
phone call to the Schenectady Police Depart
ment by a Neighborhood Watch member to 
report suspicious bel}aviour by two young 
women on North Ferry Street discouraged a 
potential burglary and may have assisted in the 
apprehension· of a young woman suspected of 
other thefts in the City. 

The Stockade resident became concerned 
when a young woman appeared suddenly at her 
back door "looking for a friend". The resident 
did not open the back door; instead she told the 
other woman to go to the front door and to 
state her business from there. The woman did 
what she was told and after a short time left. 
The resident remembered what she had learned 
from the Neighborhood Watch films she had 
seen about the way burglars operate. She 
remembered that burglars often identify res
idences which are empty of occupants by simply 
knocking on doors which are hidden from the 
normal street traffic patterns. If no one answers 
the burglar decides that no one is home, the 
house is a good risk, and breaks in. If someone 
is home and answers the door, the thief mumbles 
something about "looking for a friend" or some 
other such nonsense, and leaves quietly. 
Burglars ordinarily don't want trouble with face 
to face confrontations. They just want to steal 
your most prized possessions and go away, 
richer than you. 

Having decided that the young woman was 
behaving in a suspicious way, the Neighborhood 
Watch member thought about it and then called 
the Police. She gave them her Identification 
Number and described the incident. She also 
gave them a description of the young woman. 
Later when the resident discovered that there 
was a second woman involved and also a car, she 
called the Police again and gave them the 
additional descriptions. The Chairman of the 
Neighborhood Watch was also contacted and 
given the details. He contacted the Police by 
radio and patroled the area to see if the women 
were still around. They were not. By the time 
the Police arrived, the women were gone. Later 
that afternoon, however, Sgt. Ray Wemple of 
the Schenectady Police Department left a 
message with Roy Giebel, Chairman of the 
Stockade Neighborhood Watch to say that the 
Police had apprehended a young woman with a 
description similar to that reported earlier by 
the Stockade resident, and were holding the 
woman on suspicion of robbery. 

This is a good example of the way neighbors 
in a tightly knit community like the Stockade 
can meld their efforts effectively to fight back 
against sneak thieves and worse. When the idea 
of a neighborhood Watch program in the 
Stockade was conceived, the organizers thought 
it would be possible to set up a simple 
communications network which would rely on 
the proximity of the people in the Stockade 
for its efficiency. When people Jive as closely 
together as Stockaders do, it is really difficult 
not to know what is going on in the neighbor
hoods. For such a network to be effective it 
would require cooperation among a sufficient 
number of people who as part of their day to 
day activities would be willing to keep an eye 
out for their neighbors' welfare. It was felt 
that if 50 to 60% of the residences in the 
Stockade had one or more people who would 
be Watchers, coverage of the community could 
be expected to have a significant effect on 
reduction of area burglaries. 

Actually, fewer than 80 people volunteered 
to be members of the Neighborhood Watch. 
The action of the people who volunteered is 
commendable, and their effectiveness is 
demonstrated by the example given earlier; 
however, the density of serious Watchers is 
really not high enough yet to ensure success. 

There appears to be a natural reluctance 
on the part of many people to join a community 
project where the basic responsbility is to 
call the police if there is a suspicion that 
something might be wrong. Some don't want to 
get involved. Some feel it difficult to call 
the police about their suspicions, feeling they 
might be wrong. There is no need for any such 
soul searching concern. The Neighborhood 
Watch puts things on a single one on one 
relationship. The Watcher detects suspicious 
behavior. The Watcher calls the police and tells 
them about it. The police take the action and 
the responsibility. That's it. The idea is to turn 
off burglaries and other crimes before they get 
out of control. Only the police can do that, 
but they have to be alerted. The Neighborhood 
Watch is supposed to do the alerting. 

As important as having sufficient member
ship, is the need to advertise the number of 
people who are active Watchers. This is done 
quite easily. Each member of the Neighborhood 
Watch gets a small white sticker to put in a 
prominent window of their house or apartment. 
The total number of stickers visible from the 
street indicates the total number of residences 
with Watch members. The idealistic goal is to 
have 800 of these stickers visible. There are 
actually about 80. That is not enough, but it 
is a very good start. 

The State of New York has made four hand
some metal traffic type signs available to 
indicate that the Neighborhood Watch program 
is active in the Stockade. Two of these signs 
have been put up. One is east of Riverside 
School on Front Street. This is directed at 
traffic from Erie Blvd. and East Front Street, 
and from Union, Green and College Streets. 
the other sign is at the opposite end of Front 
Street, east of the Washington Avenue inter
section. This is directed at traffic from State 
and Union Streets flowing down Washington 
and going east on Front. Of the two signs 
which remains unmounted, one is planned for 
the intersection of Church and Union Streets, 
and the other should go up on Union Street 
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Christmas Gathering
Schenectady County 

Historical Society 
December 19, 1982 

On December 19, 1982, the Schenectady 
County Historical Society at 32 Washington 
Avenue in the Stockade held a Christmas 

large Vrooman Room on the first floor of the 
Society at 32 Washington A venue where it 
provides a fitting emphasis for all the other 
exhibits of the Society. The Yates Dollhouse 
is important to the Stockade because it is 
representative of an important era in the history 
of Schenectady and because the work on the 
Dollhouse was done for real people who lived 
right here in 1834. 

Gathering of members and friends to celebrate The following description of ·schenectady 
the return to the Society of the 1834 Yates and its people in 1834 is taken literally from 
Dollhouse from its year Jong restoration and the Program Notes for the Christmas Gathering 
refurbishing in Cooperstown, N.Y. Over 200 prepared by Mrs. Kindl. 
guests attended the festivities which formally In 1834, the total population of Schenectady 
opened the holiday season exhibits at the was about 5000. Everyone clustered along the 
Museum. Catherine Quinlan Kindl was General Mohawk River in what is now the First Ward. 
Chairman of the event, and Sylvia Ebeling had Stockaders know the area well; they now live 
charge of the interior decorations. Marilyn there. Only a few houses extended east of Nott 
Freitas, Curator of the Society organized the Terrace or beyond the present Union College 
exhibits to provide an accurate and timely Campus. There were only open farmlands, 
background for the Yates Dollhouse. Students orchards, and woods out there. 
in the culinary classes at the Schenectady John Issac DeGroff was the Mayor of 
Community College under the direction of • Schenectady at the time. William L. Marcy was 
Professor Matteo A. Casola provided the the I Ith Governor of the State of New York; 
refreshments, including a cake replica of the Andrew Jackson was in the White House as 
Dollhouse. Judy Atchinson provided the 19th the Nation's 7th President. The Erie Canal was 
century piano music for the event, and Robert in operation and after 12 years, it had become 
Stackhouse tuned the Society's antique piano. the principal commercial link with the booming 
Greenery was furnished by the Schenectady West. However, the three year old Mohawk and 
AAUW Antiques Study Group and by the Hudson Railroad operating with DeWitt 
Louise Beebe and Hugh Platt Garden Clubs. . Clinton's first steam locomotive was just 
Costumes for the players were furnished by the beginning to be a serious source of competition 
Schenectady Light Opera Company, and strong for the plodding mules and their placid barges. 
backs were graciously loaned by members of 
the Delta Phi fraternity of union College. Howland S. Barney had just come to town 
The Golub Corporation provided financial and had taken a job as a sales clerk in a local 
support. Thomas Kernan loaned Christmas dry goods store. He was later to become one 
ornaments; Mrs. John Miller gave the Christmas of Schenectady's foremost citizens, and some 

-t-ree, and Den a-nd--K-a-t-hy--A\:l-Ste-a-toget-he-rw-it-h----"'S=to.g:aders remember the H.S. Barne de art-
Bush Florists provided the Christmas wreath ment store as something other than the present 
for the Dollhouse. The players who in 19th collector of pigeons. 
century costume greeted all guests were Wayne The Schenectady Savings Bank (Northeast 
and Carol Harvey, Madeline Schmidt, Savings) had just been organized, and had taken 
Alexander Roediger, Brandon and Alice Harri- its place with the Schenectady Bank (Schenec-
gan, Patrice Kindl, Paul Roediger, and Dawn tady Trust) and the Mohawk Bank (Mohawk 
Bishop. Mandy Grems and Paul Roediger National Bank) in a growing Western Gateway 
researched and rendered the genealogical banking community. In the State of Georgia, 
charts. Ann Alida Yates, daughter of Governor and 

The Yates Dollhouse which is accepted by Ann Elizabeth Yates of New York State died 
historians as one of the oldest in the United leaving her husband, Daniel Watkins, and four 
States has been a permanent exhibit of The children. The two oldest of these children 
Schenectady Historical Society. It had, how- were sent off to Schenectady to live with their 
ever, suffered the ravages of time and the grandparents, the Yates. John Delancey and 
eager but often misguided efforts of amateur Susan Watkins were to start a new life in the 
restorers. It was authentic but quite badly Northeast while Governor Yates and his wife 
remuddled. In 1981, Catherine Kindl decided were faced with the enormous problem of 
to do something about restoring the Dollhouse attending to the needs of these two young 
to something resembling its original state of bereaved and displaced children. This then is 
elegance. She contacted Professor Jonathan the origin and background of the Yates Doll-
Thornton of the Cooperstown Graduate house, for it is as the result of these events 
Program for the Conservation of Historic that Governor Yates hired Jacob Wendell to 
and Artistic Works of the State u nicersity build a large and fancy dollhouse for his grand-
of New York. He agreed to validate the daughter Susan. We are not certain about what 
authenticity of the Dollhouse and to proceed he did for John, but it was undoubtedly 
with the restoration if in fact the Dollhouse appropriately masculine. Jacob Wendell 
was authentic. It was and he did. Members completed his work in 1834, and then Governor 
of the Class of 1984 enrolled in the Cooperstown Yates hired VictQr D' A. Browere to do the 
program did the actual hand-on work. Mrs. painting and decorating for the dollhouse. 
Kindl became Chairperson of the Restoration When all was finished, the little house was 
Committee of the Society, and Marilyn Freitas given to Susan for her enjoyment. Inside, the 
acted as coordinator. Adter a one year effort, dollhouse was furnished with scale models of 
the restoration was completed and the Doll- period furniture, and this original furniture 
house came back home to the Society in time is now part of the Exhibit in the Vrooman 
to be welcomed by the Christmas Gathering. Room of the Society. The furniture was given 

The Dollhouse now stands center stage in the to the Society by John A. and Robert Levitt 
and by Joan Anderson. (Continued on pg. 4) 
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(Wheelwright con't.) 
The old shop and the house John Peek made of 
it is no exception to this rule. The association 
of Schenectady with building and transport 
goes back to the earliest days of the settlement. 
The massacre of 1690 alerted colonial officials 
to the necessity of fortifying not just this town, 
but the entire Mohawk Valley. The border 
with French Canada stretched out to Detroit, 
and Schenectady was the westernmost settle
ment. Col. Wolfgang Romer, the King's Chief 
Engineer in America who designed Queen 
Anne's Fort in 1703, wrote to the British high 
comman_d that if Schenectady and Albany fell, 
the fall of Massachusetts, Connecticut and even 
Delaware and Virginia would not be far behind. 
When he designed Fort Hunter for Britain's 
Mohawk allies in 17 l l, Schenectady carpenters 
built it. Transport, important first for the 
Indian trade, became vital for defense as a line 
of new forts was established between here and 
the Great Lakes. Bat'teau-building developed 
as a major industry in connection with the 

war, Peek was one of a committee to approach 
the legislature for a charter for the district 
o( Schenectady, and by the l 790's he emerged 
as the central figure in the "urban renewal 
project" which accompanied the demolition of 
the old fort in the middle of town. Significantly, 
the first owners of the lots on the east side of 
Ferry Street where the fort had stood were John 
Peek and his relatives by marriage, Joseph C. 
Yates, his brother, and brother-in-law. Peek 
oversaw the laying out of Ferry Street through 
the old fort land. The lots on the western 
side of the street were reserved for a public 
market (now "Arthur's" Market) and a fire 
station. Modern developers like to think that 
in "adaptive use" they have discovered some
thing new, but John Peek was doing it back in 
I 795. He found an old fort barn where St. 
George's old parsonage now stands which he 
turned into an apartment house, and he made 
the old guardhouse on the corner of Ferry and 
Green into a new wheelwright shop. That was 
when he converted the old shop into a new 
house for himself. 

It is not hard to see that John Peek had a 
pervasive influence on the development of 
Schenectady after the revolution, and that his 
career as a builder and developer was inseparable 
from his community involvement in other 
respects. When Joseph C. Yates was elected 
Mayor in 1798, Peek became one of the first 
two aldermen, an office which he held for two 
terms. He was also superintendent of the watch 
of the first ward in command of twenty men, 
captain of one of the first two fire companies, 
and Commissioner of Street and Highways. 
In 1804 he supervised the cutting through of 
Governor's Lane from Front Street to the river. 
It ran from the house of his nephew the Mayor 
to his his own wharf on the water. 

Even as the Yate's connection provided 
political means of realizing his ends, recip
rocally, John Peek's achievements in urban 
development were a great enhancement of that 
first regime which created so many of our 
municipal institutions. As the old wheelwright 
shop had stood at the head of the supply line 
that preserved and protected the Mohawk 
Valley, so John Peek himself stood at the head 
of a tradition of creative preservation in the 
Stockade, which it took a century and a half 
to rediscover. 

(Neighborhood Watch con't.) 
in the vicinity of the Van Dyke Restaurant, 
directed at westbound traffic coming into the 
Stockade. These signs have not been hung 
because of difficulties finding suitable trees 
or poles without violating State or Local 
ordinances. These problems could be overcome 
if the present Neighborhood Watch committee 
were revitalized with four or five new members. 
This would bring the committee membership 
up to a more respectable five or six. 

The question of patrols in the Stockade is 
often raised. This is a very good activity for 
the Neighborhood Watch if enough members 
are willing to volunteer their time to do the 
patroling. Radio contacts between the patrols 
and a base station are real assets. Many 
communities have such networks set up. At 
least one in Schenectady is organized this way. 
Whether such a program is viable for the 
Stockade at this time is questionable. To 
organize a patrol unit requires people to do the 
patrolling; people to do the scheduling and 
planning; funds for equipment like CB radios; 
training, and management. The present 
organization can not do this kind of work, 
but there is no reason why it could not be 
expanded if there was enough community 
interest. It is a project for the future. The 
nucleus is in place. 

Other than CB radios, there are other simpler 
devices which people can own to improve their 
personal security. Very effective and not very 
expensive ($ l.25) is a police whistle. They are 
available from the Chairman of the Neighbor
hood Watch, Roy Giebel. Three blasts on a 
whistle is a signal that someone needs help. 
If you hear it, respond. Call the Police. 

A lightweight very small screamer is also 
available and is very handy if one wants to 
make a lot of noise and to summon help. 
These little devices are operated by a small 
amount of compressed gas and they are easily 
carried in a purse or pocket or in the hand. 
They are operated like a paint spray can. The 
top is depressed, and it screams. Again three 
blasts indicate an emergency. If you hear this 
shrieker, someone needs help-in a hurry. Call 
the Police. The screamers are sold by mail 
order houses like Brookstone or the Park Seed 
Co. They cost about $6.00. 

Roy L. Giebel 372-839 l 

(X-mas Gathering con't.) 

As part of the present Exhibit, there is a 
before-and-after segment which shows the 
detailed work which was done by Professor 
Thornton and his students during the restora
tion work. This segment illustrates, for example, 
how the layers of paint on the Dollhouse were 
analyzed to determine the original colors. 
The restoration incorporated the original hues. 

The Yates Dollhouse and the supporting 
exhibits, as well as all the other permanent 
exhibits, are available now for viewing by the 
public. The Society at 32 Washington Avenue 
in the Stockade is open seven days a week 
from I PM to 5 PM. There is no admission 
charge; however, as with all museums today, 
voluntary donations are requested and 
graciously received. 

Roy Giebel 

Editor's Note 
The Spy thanks Dr. Susan Staffa and Roy 
Giebel for their generous contributions to this 
month's issue. 
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