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Getting To Know Pittstown’s Historic Places 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                  The Johnsonville Iron Bridge 
 
 
The Johnsonville Bridge is a stately iron bridge, spanning the Hoosic River in Johnsonville. Built 

in 1891, it is one of the few iron bridges remaining in Rensselaer County.  
An iron bridge was simultaneously built at Valley Falls in the late 1800s. But that bridge was 

taken down in 1939. 
            References to the building of the bridge have been found in the archives of the Sherman family. 
Charles E. Sherman was one of the Pittstown road commissioners at the time of the bridge construction 
(his name appears on one of the plaques on the bridge). Sherman sold wood planks for the bridge’s floor 
system to the Groton Manufacturing Company, the company contracted by Pittstown and Schaghticoke 
to build the bridge. 

In a letter dated July 31, 1891, Charles wrote to the Groton Bridge Manufacturing Company 
complaining that he had not yet been paid for the wood planks that he had delivered for the construction 
of the Johnsonville Bridge. He enclosed a listing of what he was owed. 
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(Continued from Page 1) 
 

Charles Sherman’s 1891 list of floor planks he provided for 
the construction of the Johnsonville Bridge. 

 
12,000 three inch plank, 10 feet long 

788 feet 4 inches X 4 inches 
821 feet 5 inches X 5 inches 

Totaling: 13,609 board feet at $.03 per foot 
Total Due: $408.27 

 

The Groton Bridge Company wrote a letter of apology to Sherman. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There are a few references to the Johnsonville Bridge in Charles Sherman’s diary of 1890. The 

following two excerpts give a vivid insight into the life of a farmer who was juggling the job of road 
commissioner with his agricultural work. (Continued on Page 3) 
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Excerpts from the 1890 Diary of Charles Sherman 
  

                (Note that punctuation and some words have been added to these transcriptions for clarity). 
 

Monday, October 13: Dug potatoes 
most all day. Charley helped J. B. 
thrash buckwheat. PM.  Drawed in 
beens & load of corn. Had call for 
Groton Bridge Company about bridge. 
Boys all home. Ada Brundige here in 
evening. 

 

Wednesday, October 15: I went to 
Valley falls town board & Com. of 
Schaghticoke & Pittstown met there to 
let bridge at Valley Falls & 
Jonsonville. Boys dug potatoes all 
day. Verry nice day. Ada brundige 
went home. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Detail of the Johnsonville Bridge’s decorative iron work 
 

The plaques on the Johnsonville Bridge (which for safety reasons have been removed) included the 
names of the Pittstown and Schaghticoke officials who were involved in the construction of the bridge. They 
read as follows: 
Plaque on Pittstown Side: 1891 GEO. W. FINCH ENGR. GEORGE W LOHNES, SUPR. 
COMMISSIONERS, FRANK SHEFFER, GEO. E. CREPO, C. E. SHERMAN 
Plaque on Schaghticoke Side: 1891 GEO. W. FINCH ENGR. JAMES BEECROFT, SUPR. 
COMMISSIONERS, MERRITT BUTTON, JOHN HINES, RUSSELL BURCH 

�It has recently been determined that the Johnsonville Bridge is not able to accommodate the demands 
of present day traffic. Plans are underway to replace it. According to Fred Howard, Rensselaer County 
Highway Superintendent, the fate of the bridge has not yet been decided. Options include using the existing 
bridge as a pedestrian walkway or disassembling the bridge and relocating it. 
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SCHEDULE OF MEETINGS 
All lectures will be preceded by a brief meeting of the Pittstown Historical Society.  Meetings are free and 
open to the public.  Refreshments will be served following each lecture.  For further information about the 
meetings, contact: Constance Kheel 686-7514 or Ellen Wiley 663-5601 
 

March 16: “200 Years and One Mile”  
Peter Stover, will give a brief history of 
the Stovers, early settlers of Pittstown. 
This personal history of his family, from 
the end of the Revolution to the present, 
will include insights into how Stover’s 
study of genealogy has “put flesh” on the 
bones of local history. Stover is a former 
Pittstown justice, whose ancestors served 
as Town Supervisor and County Clerk. 
Stover currently lives in Valley Falls, in a 
house owned by his family since 1862. 
Prior to that the Stovers lived in one of 
Pittstown’s historic brick homes, just one 
mile away.  
The meeting will be held at the Pittstown Town 
Hall in Tomhannock at 7:30 PM. 
April 20: Dinner, Annual Meeting and 
Lecture, “The 1902 Murder of Marcus 
Rogers” 
The gripping tale of the murder of Marcus 
Rogers of Hoosick by his wife, Mary 
Rogers, will be told by historian, Phil 
Leonard. Mary, who was retarded and 
mentally sick, had violent and homicidal 
tendencies. The murder became a national 
story in 1902. Leonard serves as the Town 
of Hoosick historian. He has also authored 
several books on Hoosick and is actively 
involved in the Louis Miller Museum, as 
well as serving as the Treasurer of the 
Hoosick Township Historical Society.   
The Annual Dinner and Meeting to conduct 
Pittstown Historical Society business will be held 
at 6:30 PM at the Tomhannock United Methodist 
Church in Tomhannock. The lecture will be 
presented following the dinner and meeting. 
Please bring a dish to pass.  

May 18: “The Van Schaick Mansion; A 
History”  
The history of the Van Schaick Mansion, 
located in Cohoes, NY, will be the subject 
of a talk by Johanna Shogan. The lecture 
will include the story of the purchase of 
the property, the early Dutch settlers and 
the architecture of the Mansion, which 
was built in the mid 1700s. Shogan will 
also tell of the generals at the Mansion 
and the involvement with the Battle of 
Saratoga. Shogan is Director of 
Educational Programs and Outreach at the 
Van Schaick Mansion. She currently 
works as well as a consultant at the 
University of Albany.  
The meeting will be held at the Pittstown Town 
Hall in Tomhannock at 7:30 PM. 
June 15: “You Can Go Home Again: 
The Shaker Legacy at Mount Lebanon”  
Sharon Koomler, Director of the Museum 
at the Shaker Museum and Library in Old 
Chatham, will give an illustrated talk on 
the history of the museum and its amazing 
collection. This premiere collection of 
Shaker artifacts, which was assembled by 
John Williams, has been displayed for 56 
years in the Shaker Museum. For 160 
years the Shakers at Mount Lebanon set 
the standard for Shaker life and 
spirituality. Koomler will talk about the 
current plans to move the museum to the 
North Family site at Mount Lebanon. 
Koomler is the author of 3 books on 
Shaker history.  
The meeting will be held at the Pittstown Town 
Hall in Tomhannock  at 7:30 PM. 
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Topography is Destiny 
 

By Maren Stein 
 
 Investigating the early and continuing history of Rensselaer County raises questions about why 
numbers of people live where they do.  Answering those questions involves some certainty and some 
conjecture. 
 The river-roads of the Native Americans provide the first guide to where settlements occurred.  
Native Americans used the rivers for food sources as well as transportation and trading.  Not only were 
fish and other food available, but the flood plains of the rivers provided good garden areas.  The 
intersections of two or more waterways were particularly attractive as living sites. 
 Our own Hoosic River was a major travel-way between the New England world and the world of 
the Iroquois and has even been referred to as “The Great Warpath”.  The nearby Mohawk had the added 
attraction of being in only one of two gaps in the Appalachian Mountains. 
 The earliest settlers duplicated many of the patterns of the Native Americans and indeed, might 
have needed to be where the Native American trading partners were.  So, a European settlement might be 
in the same vicinity as the Native American settlement, such as at Old Schaghticoke, next to the 
Knickerbocker Mansion.  
 The next guide is the location of falling water in a situation where it could be dammed and used for 
water power.  Many of the settlements in Pittstown are related to the sites of water-powered mills.  The 
largest, Schaghticoke and Valley Falls, on Hoosic River, used the largest source of water power in the 
town.  Many smaller sites dammed the creeks, such as the old settlement, Factory Hollow.  Troy had both 
the river hub discussed above and an abundance of water power with three major descending streams. 
 Early roads might go from settlement to settlement, river intersection to river intersection.  Since 
some of the builders were private, some went wherever the builder wanted them to!  The old road from 
Albany to Boston, going through Rensselaer County, obviously connected two major settlements.  The 
existence of a road would encourage the growth of further settlements, as shown by the settlements along 
present-day Route 7 in Pittstown.   
 Two of the earliest roads in Pittstown were the Northern Turnpike and the St. Croix Road.  The 
Northern Turnpike and the St. Croix Road were together coming up from Troy.  St. Croix Road split off 
present-day Route 40 at Fogarty Road, continued through the northern end of the reservoir to 
Tomhannock, then on after Creek Road to a settlement where the Walloomsac and the Hoosic meet in the 
town of Hoosick.  That settlement is quite old and its origins are hard to pin down. 
 The Northern Turnpike went east in Melrose, and also went through Tomhannock, but turned north 
to go to Granville in Washington County.  Granville is one of the slate-mining centers on the New York-
Vermont border.  Was the road to bring slate to the river and to Albany and Troy? 
 The railroads, beginning in the mid-1800s, often followed the roads that many times followed the 
rivers.  By this time, too, industrial manufacturing and nationwide marketing had an effect on 
Transportation.  Settlements grew up in relation to railroads, and indeed in the West, the railroads built 
and named settlements.  Johnsonville owes some of its history to the railroads.  The Mohawk River Valley 
added railroads to its transportation menu. 
 The Interstate System, built in the 1970s, had direct and indirect effects on communities and 
settlements.  For Pittstown, the Interstate System funneled visitors to New England onto Route 7, going 
through Pittstown.  That has had an effect on development along Route 7 that will, no doubt, continue. 
 In addition, the construction of faster roads has meant that people can travel farther from their 
homes to work.  That has contributed to the growth in numbers of residences in Pittstown.  What’s next? 
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Early Pittstown Doctors 
 

The resident, rural doctor, one who lives within the township where he practices, is a thing of the 
past in Pittstown. The last was Dr. James T. Lohnes Jr., who died in 1989.  

Rural doctors were very important and respected members of the community. The work they did 
(delivering babies and making house calls, for example) fostered a unique personal relationship with their 
patients.  

This article sheds some light on the practices of the Pittstown doctors of yore.  
 
Early physicians in Pittstown included Dr. Simon Newcomb of 

Tomhannock, Dr. Theodore E. May of Raymertown, Dr. Van Namee of 
Raymertown and Dr. Newcomb. Dr May, who was succeeded by his son, 
Dr. John May, had a large practice. Dr. Newcomb was a merchant and 
prominent “public man”, as well as a physician, according to Nathaniel 
Bartlett Sylvester, author of the 1880 “History of Rensselaer County”. 
Sylvester also noted (rather ambiguously) that Mr. White, a noted school 
teacher “added to his labors as a pedagogue by practicing medicine to 
some extent.” 

Teenager John Gifford, son of farmer Charles W. Gifford, kept a 
diary which principally recorded his father’s work and expenses. In 
1877, John wrote how he and his father were badly injured. Dr. Willis 
visited them almost daily for a month. Charges for those visits totaled 
$34, and medicine cost $1.87.  
  

Dr. Willis, undated (mentioned in 
the 1877 diary of John Gifford) 
 

Charles E. Sherman (born December 22, 1831) kept diaries of his daily work and accounts. There 
are several entries in his diaries in the late 1800s which make reference to doctors calling on him or family 
members. Of particular interest are the very last entries in Charles’ diaries, when he becomes very ill. It is 
touching to note that Charles’ daughter, Ellen, finishes the last few days of his diary of 1899 as his illness 
progresses. She then continues to write a diary of her own for the next 18 days, until her father dies. 
Charles died on January 18, 1900. 

Excerpts from the diaries of Charles E. Sherman 
Note: Punctuation has been added to these transcriptions for clarity. 

Saturday, March 17, 1888: Dr Pitts called to see Aunt Call. She is most sick. Paid Dr 1.50 for 
visit. 
Saturday, April 7, 1888: Paul & I stayed in the home all day. Most sick with cold. 
Dr Pits called. Got some medison of him. Paid him 50 cents for it.   
Sunday, April 22, 1888: Jonathan Sherman had to Epilectic fits. I called to see him. Dr Harry 
been there.  
Friday, April 11, 1890: Paid Dr Willace $7.00 
Wednesday, February 8, 1899: Dr Hutton left bottle Medison for Alice 
The following diary entries were made by Charles Sherman’s daughter, Ellen (Ella).  
Monday, December 25, 1899: Green Christmas. Paul, Alice, & Estella went to evening Christmas 
exercises at the Corners. Ella wrote a postal for Dr. to come and see Father. He’s got a bad cold & 
cough. Dident get up till late, stayed in dining room all day. 
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(Continued from Page 6) 
 

December 26, 1899: Father’s not feeling any better. 
December 27, 1899: Dr. called to see Father P.M.  
December 29, 1899: Dr called. Father very weak, hardly able to be up around. Ate a little hot milk 
for supper. 
December 30, 1899: Father not able to get up. Paul went to Tomhannock after Dr. A.M.  Dr. 
called P.M. & told father he would try & get him up to eat Turkey on New Years.  
 

For the next 18 days, Dr.  M. B. Hutton visited Charles almost daily. He identified Charles’ 
ailment as  Bright’s disease (ailment of the kidneys) and predicted that he would die within a 
week. Charles died at home at the age of 68. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A bill dated 1897 addressed to Charles E. Sherman for “professional services” indicates that Sherman 
had paid Dr. M. B. Hutton $40 in cash in June and October. Dr. Hutton was Sherman’s doctor at the time 
of his death in 1900.  
 
 

 Dr. Edwin A. Mason of Raymertown practiced in Pittstown for 40 years. In an article published in 
a Troy newspaper, Mason was honored for his long record of service. He was quoted as saying, “I guess I 
brought most all the babies in Raymertown in three generations”. Initially Mason traveled to patients’ 
houses with a horse and buggy or cutter. But, he was the first person in Raymertown to buy an 
automobile. He said that he relished the convenience of his new car, with its speed of 10 miles per hour! 

Lindsley J. Welling served as the Pittstown Town Clerk for over 25 years. In an article published 
in The Troy Times in the early 1900s, Welling talked about the town records listing causes of death in 
Pittstown in the mid 1800s. The chief causes of death, he noted, included “consumption, dropsy, 
inflammation of the lungs and bilious fever”. Other causes included “dropsy on the brain, inflammable 
action of the lungs, intemperate drinking, disease in the head, supposed to be worms, suffocation and fit”. 

Early physicians were referenced in an article titled “The History of Boyntonville by Mary W. 
Chapman, dated 1953 with comments and additions by N. Clifford Cottrell, dated 1972”. Chapman is 
quoted as writing “Dr. Dyer was one of the earliest physicians. He lived in the house now owned by 
August Winters Jr. He was succeeded by Dr. Archibald Robertson of Brattleboro, Vermont, who practiced 
medicine for 62 years. He never lost a case of scarlet fever.” 
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While Dr. Little was based in Schaghticoke, he served many residents in Pittstown. This bill was presented 
to William Hilt, Overseer of the Poor, Pittstown, NY. A fund for the poor was established by the town in 
the late 1700s and apparently was still in existence in the early 1900s. 
 

Dr. James T. Lohnes Jr. was last of the resident doctors in Pittstown. He first established his 
business in Valley Falls, but later moved to Johnsonville. His house, where he also practiced medicine, 
remains one of the grandest houses in Pittstown (known historically as the Gibbs house). Dr. Lohnes 
practiced for 55 years. Many of Pittstown’s current residents were treated by him. 

The doctors mentioned in the article are by no means the only doctors who practiced in Pittstown. 
But, they are ones who have been memorialized in diaries and articles. If you know of any Pittstown 
doctors who have not been included, please share your information with us. 
 

Did You Know? 
Lindsley J. Welling served as the Pittstown Town Clerk for over 25 years. In an article published  

in The Troy Times in the early 1900s, Welling referenced some interesting notes from early Town 
meetings. On April 1, 1795, it was written that “Any person killing a crow (continued on Page 10) 
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1908 bill for services of Dr. Thomas C. Church of Valley Falls. Note the reference to his contact number 
as “BOTH TELEPHONES”. Presumably there were only two lines in the neighborhood at the time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Jay D. Van Wert charged $3 in 1901 for “Medical Attendance” for an entire family. 
 

Dr. Charles H. Sproat was honored in 1957 at an open house at the Schaghticoke Fair Grounds for 
the 50 years he practiced medicine in Pittstown. During those years, he delivered thousands of babies. In 
an article about him in The Record on June 19, 1957, he recalled how he had officiated at 13 births in one 
family and then went on in later years to deliver 8 children of one of the daughters, making a total of 21 
babies in one family! 

Sproat told how roads were occasionally impassible, even with a horse and cutter. In those 
instances, 

he had to walk. Sometimes, in bad weather, he was picked up by a team and a big bobsled. 
 In a lecture he gave in 1947, Sproat portrayed the life of a country doctor as being principally 
dependent on “economic conditions chiefly of roads, modes of transportation and the advances in the 
science and art of medicine”. He told of skills a rural physician needed, which ranged from pulling teeth to 
performing complicated medical procedures. 
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(continued from Page 9) 
 

within the town shall be entitled to the sum of one shilling, provided he makeath affidavit before one of 
the Justices of the town that said crow was killed within the boundaries of the town.” 

At a town meeting on May 16, 1795, the following laws were enacted, “First, hogs shall not run on 
the highways or commons of the town without being yowked and ringed from May 16 to October 20; and 
ram sheep shall not run at large from August 1 until November 10” The penalty for not obeying the law 
was six shillings to be placed in the poor fund. 

Welling explained that only land on which vegetables and grain were grown was enclosed by 
fencing. All the rest of the land was called “the commons”, and farm stock roamed on it at will. It was 
necessary that each owner of stock have and record in the Town Clerk’s Office his mark or brand. As 
there were many farmers, it was necessary that many markers be devised. To illustrate, Welling  gave the 
following example. “William Gifford marks with a swallow fork in the left ear, a half penny the upper 
side of the same and a hole in the right.” 

In an article on August 4, 1934 in The Troy Times written by Al Rockefeller on Pittstown, the 
following was noted, “According to old records, punishments meted out to residents of Pittstown at the 
July term of the Supreme Court held in Albany in 1789, were varied and elastic for identical offenses. For 
instance, Elihu Smeeds, indicted for the murder of Ezekiel Mitchel, and convicted of manslaughter, was 
ordered to receive 39 lashes at the public whipping post and to be imprisoned three calendar months. Six 
others, convicted of stealing, were ordered to receive 39 lashes each, while Francis Uss, convicted of 
robbing a store was publicly hanged.” 

 
 

 

The Abbott twins at the turn of the century. Ethel and Edith were born in 1886. They both were 
teachers and lived in Johnsonville. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

����
���� ������������������������������������ 			 	 ����
���
�����
���
�����
���
�����
���
� ���� ���������������������������� ��� � ���
����
���
����
���
����
���
����
      ��� � Issue IX ��� �        Spring, 2006 

 
 
 

 
Excellent example of a Victorian parlor room. Undated photo, Smith Abbott house on Baum Road. 
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Check Your Mailing Label:  The date to the right of your name indicates when your dues were last paid.  
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