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AS IT WAS

Adventures in Discovering an Old House I
by Dr. Susan Jane Staffa

As several Stockaders have asked me how I came to discover the early history of our house, I here
take this opportunity to recount this personal tale of adventure on the ground that it contains much
information that will be of general use. Although I have, from time to time, published articles which
grew out of this research, none of them dealt with the investigative process which is fascinating in itself.
The matter of discovering an old house is indeed multi-faceted and well deserves a series of articles
which will be forthcoming.

It is probably true that there is no single method, or even set of methods which should be used to
discover the history of an old house. The circumstances of specific structures even within our Stockade
vary considerably and the interpretative resources also vary. Actually, this. archeological aspect of
architectural history demands the eclectic approach of a detective — an open mind, a willingness to seek
out and utilize clues from diverse sources, and above all, a willingness to continually reassess the
evidence as it accumulates. The history of our Stockade is not as well understood as is commonly
supposed and local historians have, for the most part, tended to simply repeat earlier historians without
rechecking old sources or bothering to discover new ones. Because the discipline of architectural history
of our area is yet undeveloped, the burden falls on us not just to uncover and present essential facts
about given structures, but to collect and organize comparative information to contribute to a total
picture. Ultimately, the validity of an interpretation depends upon its “fit” both with general norms of
region and period, and with the specific historic conditions of the Stockade itself.

When I began my inquiry about our house at 32 Front Street, I really had no idea of the outcome.
Since the mid-1950s the house had been designated the “Henry Peek House (ca. 1815)” on the basis of
apparent architectural evidence and a deed showing the sale of the property by Henry Peek to one, John
W. Teller, in 1817. Therefore I was simply curious to see if I could find any record of how Henry had
acquired the property.

Ordinarily one would begin such a study by going to the county clerk’s office and making a search for
earlier deeds or mortgages. I knew, however, that such a search had been made when the plaque was put
on with no results. Even a search in Albany, where deeds prior to 1809 are kept, had proved fruitless.
Many of the earliest Schenectady deeds were destroyed by fire there during the last century and nearly
all that survive relate to land holdings in the country. Therefore evidence from deeds must be built up
largely from the few owners copies which survive at the Historical Society or in private hands. In the
absence of deeds which relate directly to the property in question, one has to be alert for possible
references to it in deeds of adjacent lots where these have survived.

My first step was a visit to the Historical Society where I tried to find reference to any documents
which involved Henry Peek. In short order I discovered that it was no simple matter even to determine
which Henry Peek this was. No fewer than six of that name were born here during the last part of the
eighteenth century! Finally, I determined, througha comparison of signatures with the signature on our
deed, that he was the one who had the store at 32 Ferry and was a councilman about 1830. During the
first week I took the opportunity to peruse many old manuscripts and scrapbooks. One valuable scrap-
book, made during the late nineteenth century by the historian Jonathan Pearson, contained maps and
deeds citations of early Stockade lots. On one diagram of our lot someone, apparently in this century,
had pencilled in “House and Lot of the Widow of Capt. Phillip Schuyler, 1725.” 1 reacted to that as
questionable. (After all,” I thought “everyone knows that the Schuylers were an important Albany fam-
ily; surely if one had been here, we would have heard more about it. If it is true, perhaps the widow was

(Continued on page 3)
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The Art Show

The Saturday of September 6th shone bright
and clear as a benediction for the success of the
29th Annual Outdoor Art Show. Eager for the
best locations, artists arrived with assorted
vehicles and necessary paraphenalia as early as
eight o’clock.

The quality of the majority of entries, in my
opinion, was a real challenge to the judges,
George Weinheimer, Sal Cascio, and Florence
Gronvall.

Among the exhibitors was Jay Wetmore. Jay
was the recipient of the first Stockade Villagers
Scholarship to the New York State Summer
School of the Arts.

That the day was a success is thanks to the
following very able people and their helpers who
worked for the show. Dottie Libbon, Al and
Ellie Strack, Pat and Hank Binzer, Connie
Colangelo, Jim Gilliland, Jean Zegger, Jody
Schein, Bryan and Mary Liss, Dorothy Dietrich,
Frank Marro, Elliott Shanklin, Matt Wein-
heimer and the very supportive advice of Mary
Van DerBogart and Susan Bokan.

A welcome addition to the accustomed
pleasure of the sounds and sights of artists and
spectators was the appearance of three musi-
cians, Fay Tischler, Sue Hoetker, and lament-
ably the third, name unknown, with banjo,
fiddle, flute and recorder. This voluntary
performance was a pleasurable addition to the
ambiance of the day.

George and Barbara Weinheimer are to be
thanked for their generous dispensing of
ammonia and ice cubes to relieve those who were
singled out by the wasps who also found the day
one of pleasure.

Barbara Edwards

Special thanks to Dr. Barbara Rotundo for

her article on William James Stillman in the

May issue of the Spy.
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President’s Column

Well, here we go into another Stockade
Association year--so Greetings to one and all!
What the year holds in the way of surprises and,
one hopes, accomplishments remains to be seen.

At least we are off to a good start with the very
successful Annual Stockade Walkabout held on
Saturday the 27th of September. It was a
beautiful day. if a little cool, that brought out
1900 people to tour the seven houses, four
churches, the old court house at 108 Union
Street, and the Historical Society building. By
and large, it was a friendly and appreciative
crowd who seemed to enjoy themselves and, in
turn, were welcomed by their hosts. In a public
relations sense perhaps we gained a few friends
for the Stockade. On the pecuniary side, the
contributions (shared with the Historical
Society) will go a long way toward covering the
yearly expenses of the Stockade Association.

Our sincere thanks go to all the home and
building owners who so generously opened their
doors to the public for this traditional event and
to those who helped as hosts and hostesses. Your
places were greatly admired and provided
beautiful examples of the worth of preserving
old buildings. Well done!

James M. Sherwood

WALKABOUT 1980

During the 21st Walkabout on Saturday,
September 27, 1905 guests were greeted by 100
plus hostesses and guides and ushered through
13 grand old buildings. Two of the many things
enjoyed were the fresh flower arrangements at
the Historical Society done by the Hugh Plat
Garden Club and Dr. Susan Jane Staffa’s
scholarly research on the Cap’t. Phillip Schuyler
House, her home and that of her father, George
Staffa. Committee chairmen for the successful
event were: Lavinia Shanklin, Ann George,
houses; Bob George, finance; Greg Sauer,
setups;John Elsbree, brochures; and Gertrude
Naylor, tickets.

Wayne Harvery
Chairman

UNEXPECTED BENEFITS

Opening one’s home for the Stockade Walk-
about can provide unexpected benefits for the
homeowner—everything from doing that little
bit of necessary painting that you’ve been
putting off and cleaning that “Fibber McGee”
closet in the hall to adding a few more flowers to
the garden or the windowboxes. For the Lane
family of 148 Front Street the 1979 Walkabout
brought about a very special unexpected
benefit—correspondence with a previous (1913-
1926) resident of their home. After the Walk-
about last year, Mrs. Beatrice Miller of 130 E.
College Street sent the Gazette story and
pictures about the Walkabout to a friend, Mrs.
Sybil Johnson of Norfolk, Conn. Further
correspondence provided photographs and
interesting information about former neighbor-
hood people and life in the Stockade. One
picture showed the backyard of 150-148 before
the garages were built when there was a large
vegetable garden.

The Morris family, mother, father, and eight
children, came here from England in 1913; their
daughter, Sibyl, now Mrs. Johnson, started
kindergarten in the old Union Street school,
located on the site of the present Van Dyke
parking lot.

Mrs. Johnson tells of an A & P on the corner
of College and Front Streets and a coal yard
under the bridge “to which I used to take our
coal orders. When it was delivered in a horse
drawn wagon and canvas bags, they put the
chute in the front cellar window and I'd have to
sit and mark down the bags as my mother
wanted to be sure she wasn’t cheated. I had to
take a wagon down Ingersoll Avenue to the ice
house for a cake of ice; if you went after it, it cost
5 cents less per cake.”

The Lanes are grateful to Mrs. Johnson for
giving them so much information—a wonderful,
unexpected benefit. If anyone wants more
information about her reminiscences, please let
me know.

Betty Lane
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an absentee owner who had property all over the region.”) Some of the loose pages in the book were
apparently out of place. Although it was organized by streets, I found much farther on, a mortgage of
1815 with theexact same house and lot descriptionl had memorized from the Peek deed of 1817. The
mortgage was also unknown to me. Henry Peek’s name was not on it. Not knowing at that point what to
do with the new piece of evidence, I filed it away for future reference and went back to looking for Henry
Peek. Clearly what was needed was more light upon personalities.

At about the same time Elsa Church, the librarian, brought to my attention the fascinating six
volume, hand-written notebook (ca.1830) of Harriet Page. The book, although not always easy to
decipher, makes fascinating reading, as it is full of delectable tidbits of ancient neighborhood gossip.
After finding under “P” several entertaining items on Henry and other members of the Peek family, I
read through to “W”. Then I sat up with a jolt:

Myndert Wemple was son-in-law of old Jellis Yates (who was a brother of Christoper’s Yates
and lived next east of the house where Christopher’s family now lives) on Front Street. (He)
moved to old Jellis Yates’ red house which he owned — it was an old gable-ender. John Teller
built the present red brick house long after.

This indeed was a house on our lot for we were “next east” of 26 Front, the traditionally recognized
birthplace of Gov. Yates, son of Col. Christopher (the house now in between having been built on the
northwest corner of our lot in 1880). Moreover, from our oldest deed, I knew that Peek had sold our
house to John W. Teller in 1817. How reliable was Mrs. Paige reminiscence? Her main source was her
“Aunt Eatie” Vrooman who, as I found out by looking at genealogical records as well as the diary, had
been born in 1781 in the house now numbered 31 Front, across the street from us. She lived there until
she was ten and then moved to the other side of the block on Union Street.

More cross-checking was in order. At this point I was making a “triangular run” each day from the
courthouse and county clerk’s office, to the History Center in the city hall attic, to the Historical Society.
Genealogical records of the Dutch Church at the Society corroborrated several points. “Old Jellis
Yates” had had seven daughters, the eldest of whom had married Myndert Wemple in 1790.
Comparison with the mysterious mortgage of 1815 showed that the mortgagors were the husbands of
the daughters and that Myndert Wemple was the principal among them. In the courthouse I unearthed
thewill of Jellis Yates (1806) in which he left his “house and lot in the first ward” to his seven daughters.
To cap it all off, both at the History Center and the Historical Society, I found a tax assessment roll of
1813 (the year after Jellis died) which listed properties in order along streets as the tax assessor passed
around the neighborhood. This also confirmed the location of the house of Jellis Yates and said that his
heirs rented it that year.

How and when Henry Peek obtained the house, I never did find out. Apparently the deed simply was
not recorded. He must have acquired it between the date of the mortgage, Nov. 1815; and the date of his
sale of itin March, 1817, s0 he did not have it verylong. (Later, while researching his-career, I found that
he lived in or near his store at 32 Ferry at about the time he owned our house, and that he invested in
several other old properties which he subsequently sold at a profit.) The fact that the mortgage mentions
five hundred dollars as the value, while the deed of sale mentions a price of eight hundred dollars
strongly suggests that at least he financed a major renovation which, according to the Paige notebook
was accomplished by John W. Teller, a well-known builder. Teller sold his own house on East Front
Street the very day he bought our house from Peek so it must have been ready to move into by that time.
In 1831 Teller built the Greek revival courthouse at 108 Union Street on contract from the city for a little
over ten thousand dollars. From census data and city directories I established that he and his family
lived in our house until he died in 1852.

There could be no doubt that the house that Peek had purchased had been the “old red gable-ender”
of the notebook and that it had belonged to Jellis Yates but a major question still had to be answered:
Was that the same house as ours or was it a different house? Had Teller renovated an old house, or was
Mrs. Paige right in stating that he built a new house? I will not go into the details of my architectural
analysis here. They will be the subject of another article. Suffice it to say that I spent about two months
looking at all the architectural sources I could lay my hands on to understant the material evidence per
se. My conclusion was that Teller’s “red brick house” (which was actually just a brick front) consisted of
about two thirds of an old Dutch-style central-hall “gable-ender” (the most typical sort of Dutch
Colonial plan) combined with a new roof and a rear extension which turned it into a Federal-style
house. A Victorian renovation about 1880 obscured the essential fabric even more, so that when the
plaque committee of the 1950s came to look, no one ever dreamed they were looking at anything that
predated 1815.

Quite pleased with the unexpected results of my search which had been undertaken with no particular
aim in mind, I almost applied, three months after I had begun, for a plaque bearing the name of Jellis
Yates. But there were still some things which disturbed me — loose ends which simply could not be tied
up in the context of Jellis Yates. In fact, although the evidence I had uncovered had yielded some
answers, the contemplation of it had forced me to pose more questions which would previously never
have occurred. In my next article I will discuss these problems and consider the evidence through which
I finally came to discover the original owner of our house.

By way of conclusion, it is useful to review some of the methodological principles which emerged
from the first few months of work. In the first place, there are no real short-cuts in this kind of research.
It demands much diligence over an extended period of time. One has to look through reams and reams
of manuscript material which on the surface may not appear relevant and then when clues are found,
they do not appear in any logical order. Indeed, often one does not even recognize a clue as such until
some other piece of evidence reveals its importance. In order to interpret the facts satisfactorily, one has
continually to reassess their implications in the growing totality. Ideally, periodically, one ought to take
the time to consider the evidence undisturbed by other activities. It is very easy to miss an obscure detail
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Rabbits and a Green Heron
on the Bike Path

The best time to see rabbits on the hike bike
path between the Schenectady County Commu-
nity College and Rotterdam Junction is early in
the morning or just before sundown when
rabbits habitually feed.

The rabbits are very common especially near
Lock 8 and the old Erie Canal aqueduct at the
Plotterkill Creek. One rider observed 63 cotton
tail rabbits of various sizes one morning in
August. They were all well behaved as there are
no vegetable gardens on the route for them to
devastate.

On arrival at the Rotterdam Junction ter-
minal 8 miles from Schenectady a Green Heron
was seen in what used to be the Erie Canal which
still contained some water--an experience not
soon forgotten.

J. Dawson Van Eps

TIDINGS

Welcome to new neighbors Dr. and Mrs. Leon
Gilner of 140 Front Street. The Gilners are from
New York City. Leon is a doctor and Sharon a
Physicians Assistant.

Bill Witts of Ingersoll Avenue joined the Ace,
Hole-in-One Club of Schenectady Muny after
shooting 160 yards at the 17th hole. Sudy’s
Tavern Golf League voted Bill "Most Improved
Golfer of the Year.”

The Lanes have returned from their annual
trek to Maine.

Barbara Mungall, Frank Smith and their
daughter Marion Smith have returned from a va-
cation trip to the beach of Rhode Island and a
visit to relatives.

Jeannie and Jim Curtin of College Street are
the proud parents of a new baby boy. Mark was
born in the late spring and has a big brother
Jeremy who is in kindergarten at Riverside
School.

Susan Moss Shanklin, daughter of Mr. and
Mrs. Van der Bogert Shanklin and Paul Mlodzi-

anowski, son of Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Mlodzi-
anowski were married on August 16th. The
ceremony was held at St. George’s Church and a
reception followed at the home of the bride’s
grandmother, Mrs. G. Bryan Shanklin.

Commander William D. Cohen has been
transferred to head the Naval Legal Services
(Guam District) and he and his wife Barrie, chil-
dren Gregory and Linsey, all formerly of 105 N.
Ferry Street, have already moved to the Island.
Commander Cohen is on a two year tour of duty
at the facility, being formerly attached to Naval
Headquarters in Washington, D.C. residing at
the time in Reston, VA. Commander Cohen, one
of the Cohen “twins” is a native born Stockader.
His brother Larry (the other twin) is now sitting
on the Federal Bench in Boston. They are the
sons of Ernest A.R. Cohen of 27 Front Street
and the late Mildred Radleff Cohen.

St. George’s Nursery School opened with only
8 children enrolled; the usual number is 15 to 20.
If anyone knows of a 3 or 4 year old in the
neighborhood who would benefit from nursery
school, please call Jennifer Schmidt at 377-8968.

Paul Zegger was home from the University of
Massachusetts for a brief vacation in early
September.

Axel Frieberg has been living in his beautifully
restored house at 121 Front Street. He has had
new curb stones put in—-an immense project but
what a great improvement to the corner of Front
and North Streets. Clyde Van Eps was the first to
walk on Mr. Frieberg’s new flagstone sidewalk.
Setting four gray paws in the center of the stones
he walked sedately from one end to the other and
back again.

Suzanne Sherwood, daughter of the James
Sherwoods was married to Richard Unger at St.
George’s Church on Saturday, September 13.
After the wedding a reception was held in the
garden of the Sherwood’s home on Front Street.
The bride and groom are at home in Rock
Springs, Wyoming where Rich is City Planner
and Suzanne is Director of-Volunteers at
Sweetwater Hospital.

Betty Lane

Mary Jane Van Voast, daughter of Mr. and
Mrs. Horace S. Van Voast, Jr. of 25 Front Street
died on Thursday September 4th. Friend and
neighbor of Stockaders, she was also Secretary
of the Schenectady County Historical Society
where many visitors were grateful for her kind
help and guidance to the Society’s Collections.

(Continued from Page 3 )

that can open a door to understanding. The second major point I would like to emphasize is the
importance of understanding not just the historical milieu, but the roles played by specific people. Not
just genealogy, but life histories are important. After all, specific historic structures neither originate
spontaneously or modify themselves. They evolve through the purposes and means of their owners and
through the impact of human use. The “whys” and “hows” of the evolution of historic buildings are
rarely revealed in legal documents or architectural studies. It is the human element that not only “fleshes

out” but creates the bare bones of structure.
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