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Historic Porches of Pittstown 

 
Porches are a prominent 

feature of many of Pittstown’s 
historic homes. They are, for the 
most part, narrow and long with 
roofs supported by pillars. Some 
are highly decorative and some 
quite plain. Many were part of the 
original house, but some were 
added at a later date, when porches 
became fashionable.  

The porch played an 
important role in the lives of 
families in the late 19th century. In 
those days, porches were multi-
functional additions to a rural 
home. 

Porches were the place to 
gather, socialize and gossip. 
As people drove by in their horse               Home of Lansing and Carrie Ketcham, Johnsonville, undated 
drawn buggies, they would pause to chat and talk about the news of the day with porch sitters. 

After women completed their daily kitchen and washing chores, they would change their aprons or 
dresses and go sit on the porch. There they would attend to the sedentary work of sewing, knitting and 
mending. Men in turn, would rest on the porch in between their farm chores. In the summer, the porch was 
often cooler and more pleasant than rooms inside the house. Porches also offered an appealing link to the 
outdoors.  

The unspoken etiquette of a porch was that if family members were sitting on the porch, they would 
welcome visitors. If so inclined, people passing by could pause to chat with the porch sitters. Without benefit 
of television and radio, these porch visits were excellent sources of information on current events.  

According to Pittstown Town Historian, Ellen Wiley (who is now 95 years old), it was her job to 
sweep and wash the porch every Saturday. With all the car and horse traffic, the porch would get very dusty. 
She recalls that porches were also used in winter to dry laundry. Lines were strung across the porch and 
clothes hung from them to air dry. Her family’s porch was outfitted with several rocking chairs and decorated 
with flower boxes of geraniums and vines. On the 4th of July, Wiley’s family would set off fireworks on the 
front lawn, with family and friends packed on to the porch, enjoying the festivities.  

   The majority of the early porches faced the road. Traffic was welcome and a subject of interest.  
Porches kept families connected to the community. In contrast, porches today function very differently. They  
are situated so that porch sitters can peacefully contemplate the landscape. They are built away from roads 
and secluded from noisy traffic.  
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(Porches, continued from Page 1) 
 

  Town Historian, Ellen Wiley, Sherman Farm                          Eycleshymer Home,Otter Creek Road,  
  Sherman Road, 1991                                                                 undated             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Farmhouse at Newcomb Pond, undated 
 
 
 
                                  

Nortonville Road, 1994                                                      Johnsonville, 1990 
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County Route 111 (above) & detail of porch (below), 1993 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                         Valley Falls, 1992                                                            Valley Falls, 1991 
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Rediscovering A Primary Source for Local History:  
The Account Book of Simeon Button,  

Justice of the Peace and Merchant in Early Pittstown 
 

By Dr. Ronald Bachman 
 

While conducting genealogical research at the New York State Library in Albany in November, 2007, 
Dr. Ronald Bachman of Falls Church, Virginia, came across the Account and ledger books of Simeon Button, 
Pittstown, N.Y., 1792-1821 (New York State Library call number 974.741 P692 200-14249).  Local historians 
and genealogists are always searching for new primary sources, which often can provide the factual 
information necessary for research breakthroughs.  Since Simeon Button was both a merchant/trader and the 
town’s justice of the peace in the late 1700s and early 1800s, he had dealings with nearly all the early 
residents of Pittstown, and his records are information rich.   

Bachman examined the document on microfilm at the NYSL and concluded that the source was 
potentially valuable but unusable without an enhanced finding aid.  While meeting with Constance Kheel and 
Ellen Wiley of the Pittstown Historical Society, Bachman, who recently retired from a career at the Library of 
Congress, mentioned the Button ledgers and expressed his regret that he had not had time to exploit the source 
thoroughly.  Ms. Kheel then produced a copy of the microfilm from the PHS archive and entrusted it to his 
care to enable him to produce a finding aid.  He has now completed an every-name index to the Button 
ledgers containing roughly 1,200 entries. Despite marginal legibility because of the faintness of the copy and 
Button’s poor penmanship and spelling inconsistencies, Bachman estimates that 90 percent of the names have 
been deciphered correctly. He vetted all names by consulting the numerous databases offered on the 
Rensselaer County Genweb site (http://www.rootsweb.com/~nyrensse/index.htm), which includes census, 
military, church, cemetery and other records. A more complete transcription could be produced by consulting 
Button’s original manuscript, if it still exists. In light of its rarity, historical value, and fragile condition, the 
artifact is an ideal candidate for preservation through digitization. 

The volume consists of three elements: the account book of early Pittstown merchant Simeon Button 
from the years 1794-1831; the fragmented business records of Simeon’s son Limon (Lyman) from the years 
1829-55; and, of greatest historical interest, the justice of the peace records of Simeon Button from the years 
1792-1810. The microfilmed document is somewhat jumbled.  Several pages were filmed out of sequence, 
possibly because they had separated from the binding and had been reinserted incorrectly.  Also contributing 
to the confusion, Limon Button, who inherited the volume from his father, used blank pages wherever he 
found them for his own record keeping several decades later. About ten pages were not filmed, possibly 
because they did not survive. Each microfilm frame includes two manuscript pages, most of which were 
numbered by Simeon or Limon Button. In some cases the pagination has crumbled away or was too faded to 
copy.      

The Button account book provides insights into the relative value of physical labor, legal services, 
farm commodities, implements, household goods, and clothing in late 18th-/early 19th –century rural New 
York before the establishment of a standard national currency.  Although account balances were maintained in 
the inherited English system of pounds, shillings, and pence, relatively little money changed hands, as local 
commerce primarily was barter-based.  Debts were offset by labor and/or delivery of other goods to the 
creditor.  In some cases, a debtor would hire out his minor children or trade the labor of a slave to balance out 
his account.   

Much of the justice of the peace ledger, especially toward the end of Button’s tenure, concerns the 
settlement of suits brought by creditors against delinquent debtors.  For example, local merchants  

(continued on page 5) 
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(Button ledger, continued from page 4) 
 

Thomas Rattoone & Co. and Michael S. Vandercook & Co. repeatedly had to file suits to collect what was 
owed them.  Often the settlements allowed for “payment by installments.” In virtually all such cases, the 
justice of the peace ruled in favor of the plaintiff, frequently without the defendant even making a “court” 
appearance.  Of greater human interest are the descriptions of misdemeanors such as the willful destruction of 
property, assault, and theft (typically involving livestock).  In the early years of his tenure, Button described 
these cases in colorful detail, including information on the local residences that served as courtrooms, the 
names of jurors and “half jurors,” the verdicts and penalties.  Later, it appears that misdemeanor cases were no 
longer being tried in Pittstown, as Button then described only routine debt-settlement cases.  Finally, of 
special interest to genealogists, Button listed about twenty marriages he had performed as justice of the peace, 
identifying the bride and groom and the date of marriage.  It is likely that most of these marriages are not 
documented in any other source.  A list of the marriages is provided on page 6. 

Although the Button ledger does contain a few historically prominent surnames, such as Van 
Rensselaer, Knickerbacker, and Ten Broeck, most of the individuals were ordinary folk. The names most 
frequently appearing, aside from Simeon and Limon Button themselves, are those of constables hired to serve 
warrants and bring defendants to trial, e.g., Thomas Daggett, Gilbert Eddy, Lewis Keeler, William Ketchum, 
and the owners of houses that served as courtrooms, e.g., Edward Rawson, John Tarbell, Herman Van 
Veghten.  The attorney Neal McNeal also receives frequent mention.  Other names appearing most often 
(each with seven or more occurrences) as litigants or on jury lists include John Crab, Joseph Deleverge, 
William Douglass, Robert and Tisdale Eddy, Henry, Isaac, and John Filkin, Jeremiah, John, Thomas and Levy 
Francisco, Steven Gaston, Levy Gould, George Hoffman, Abijah and Daniel Ketchum,  Joseph Klein, Shubael 
Lewis, Solomon Lockwood, John Mandeville, James McClung, John Merill, Samuel Miller, John Moon, Jesse 
Morris, Michael Overacker, Oliver and Stanton Prentiss, William Redner, Jeremiah Reynolds,  Joseph 
Robinson, Francis Romyne, Christopher Sawyer, Caleb Sherman, Cornelius Smith, Jacob Stover, Thomas 
Turner, Manuel Van Allen, Henry S., Michael S. and Simon Vandercook, John Vanderspiegel, Leonard 
Wager, John Weatherwax, Gilbert and Thomas P. Williams, Ebenezer Wilson, and Phinehas Wright.  

Primary sources such as the Button account book are to be treasured for what they can tell us about the 
world in which our ancestors dwelled.  Bachman was thrilled to catch a glimpse of his great-great-great 
grandfather’s youthful exuberance:  in 1795, not long before he married, twenty-year-old Jeptha Brown and 
one Simon Waldening were fined 18 shillings (plus 16 shillings for court costs) because they “without Law or 
Right Broke and distroyed one certain Cherry Dining Tabel” belonging to John Tarbell.    

A copy of the every-name index, containing about 1,200 entries, is available at the Pittstown Historical 
Society.  The compiler welcomes comments and corrections.   

 
 

 

Escaping to Whitehall; Tracking the  
Underground Railroad 

 

By Maren Stein 
 

         Who wants to do research on something with abundant information:  Not us!  I will be giving a talk soon 
on the Underground Railroad (UGR) from Troy to Whitehall.  Not much has been written about the 
possibilities of Route 22 (old road originating in New York City) activity, so we, my wonderful assistant, 
Fred, and I, set out on a slightly overcast day (forecast -- a dusting of snow) to see what we can see.  We came 
equipped with previous research on UGR people and places.  (continued on the bottom of Page 6) 
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Marriages Performed by Simeon Button,  
Pittstown Justice of the Peace1 

(arranged alphabetically by groom) 
 

Groom    Bride    Date 
Andrews, David   Wal-----, Susannah  -- 
Bristoll, James   Lyan (Lyon?), Mabell December 31, 1809 
Cogsdel (Cogsdale?), William Hanor (Hayner?), Mary Marc 4, 1797  
Davis, Ezborn   Filkin, Abigail  December 13, 1806 
Fox, Nathaniel   Knap (Knapp?), Jerusha December 8, 1796 
Hollenbeck, Michael   Stover, Hannah  September 1, 1796 
Jermon (Germond?), Jonas  Wilkinson (?), Hannah 1799 
Losee, Battis    Filkin, R-----   March 21, 1805 
McDaniels, Henry   Gould, Lydia   March 12, 1792 
McNeal, James   DeLong, Rachel  September 1, 1795 
Nilson, John    Lion (Lyon?), Betsey  April, 1797 
Odell, Simeon   Houser (?), Barbara  January 6, 1810 
Potter, Henry    Filkin, Eunice  March 13, 1810 
Pratt, Joel    Brookins, Clarisse  October 30, 1796 
Prentiss, Oliver   DeLong, Lydia  November 16, 1796 
Rowland, Jonathan   Jones, Sylvia   September 24, 1797 
Shaw, Daniel    Stover, Mary   1809 
Stover, Joseph   Shaw, Fanny   October 26, 1809 
Thompson, William   Crelles (?), Dolly  1797 
Travis, John    Clark, Sally   July 2, 1797 
Van Allen, Daniel   Filkin, Mary Ann  -- 
Weatherwax, John P.   Cookingham, Catharine -- 
 
1 Simeon Button scrawled the marriage entries on the final two pages of the ledger, which appears to have suffered considerable 
wear and tear.  Several names and dates are not legible on the microfilm copy.   It is hoped that one day the NYSL will digitize the 
original and thereby make the text more legible while preserving this irreplaceable primary source.   
 
 

         The Northern Turnpike, another old road that 
went from Troy to Granville, was probably a 
significant part of the story, so we went first to the 
Buskirk Bridge to take a picture.  Apparently, people 
can travel 10 to 12 miles a night by horse and wagon.  
One of my questions is where the first stop on the 
UGR going north or northeast from Troy would be.  
Most recognized stops are further.  As we drove, I 
wondered if there was a stop now under the waters of 
the Tomhannock Reservoir.  As always, as I go 
through the rural        (continued on Page 7)  
  
 

Buskirk Bridge in Buskirk, on the Northern Turnpike, 
a possible route of the Underground Railroad                                                                                            Page 6 
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(Underground railroad, continued from Page 6) 
areas of Pittstown up into Washington County, I start thinking, "The past is not the past, it is not even over." 
          Quakers were one of the religious groups who helped escaping slaves, so we were watching for Quaker 
settlements.  White Creek had several buildings related to the Quaker hatter, John Allen, and the remnants of a 
substantial Quaker cemetery.  By this time, the Northern Turnpike has joined Route 22 and White Creek is 
five or so miles off Route 22.  When we saw the signs indicating how close Vermont is, we realized that 
leaving Route 22 to go to Vermont was a good possibility, Vermont having outlawed slavery in 1777.  Route 
22 goes near the most important Quaker settlement outside Long Island in eastern NY, the Nine Partners 
meeting in Dutchess County. 

         By now, the dusting of snow is substantial 
and I am taking pictures out the window.  In 
Cambridge, we eat lunch and remember that we 
took much the same trip to research women's 
suffrage in Washington County.  That's no 
accident, since the movements overlapped, 
Quakers being key supporters for both movements. 
         In Salem, we photographed the Battenkill, 
flowing east into Vermont as well as the Old 
Burying Ground.  A recent book, by Lloyd 
Stewart, about his family talks about the end of 
slavery in New York in 1827 and about the  
Quaker Cemetery in Whitehall                                              
availability of land in Washington County. 

Newly-free African-Americans, including some of his ancestors, moved there and some are buried there. His 
ancestors and other free African-Americans would have been available to help escaping slaves from the 
South. 
         We are now in 4-wheel drive and the photographs showing up on my digital camera are a little fuzzy.  
Near Hebron, a big truck loaded with logs passes us and the truck ahead of us, a very dangerous maneuver.  
We slow way down. 
         We find the house south of Granville once 
owned   by   a   black   minister   of   the 
Congregational Church.  There was a Quaker 
meeting here beginning in 1800, but we can't 
find the remaining meeting house.  The snow is 
slowing down. 

The hamlet of Truthville, just beyond 
the Granville "exit." has a house where 
Solomon Northrup stayed.  Northrup, a free 
African-American, was captured and sold into 
slavery.  He escaped and returned to New 
York.  The house is on the Mettawee River, 
which flows west to the Champlain Canal, 
another likely UGR route to Whitehall.                 Home in South Granville, once owned by Lemuel Haynes,          
P        We head north to Whitehall, not using        Pastor of the Congregationalist Church                         
the unimproved section of the Old Turnpike.  At last, Whitehall!  Fred asks,"Where are we staying?"  The one 
thing I didn't research was lodging in Whitehall.  There is one motel, with some good attributes, such as heat 
and a roof.   The trucks and trains going by all night reminded me of             (continued on Page 8) 
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(Underground railroad, continued from Page 7) 
 

Whitehall's history as a transportation 
hub, including for the UGR. 
         At Whitehall, the Champlain Canal 
meets the southernmost tip of Lake 
Champlain.  After the railroad came in 
1848, the lake steamers connected 
directly with the railroad. As well, the 
Champlain Canal connected and still 
connects with the lake.  Lake boats went 
to Vermont cities and to Canada. 
         One of my goals at the Whitehall 
Research Center was to find out what I 
could about two African-American 
families with Capital Region roots, the 
Schuylers and the Baltimores.  I told one 
of the people working there the names, 
and she started piling stuff on the table.              House in Truthville, where Solomon Northrup stayed. 
Fred came back after one hour, and, then, after two hours, I was almost done.  A Schuyler even married a 
Baltimore and they all continued their ties with the Capital Region.  The Baltimores are documented as being 
part of the UGR and it seems likely that the Schuylers were part, also. 
     As we drive back, we talk about how the many sites in Washington County are so close to each other.  
There were probably many and various routes, the pattern being more like electronic networks then like 
present-day railroad routes.  Any doubts about Troy to Whitehall as part of the UGR are long gone. 
 

More History of an Early Feed, Coal and 
Lumber Business 

 

 In the fall, 2006, issue of our newsletter, we wrote an article about the anniversary and success of the 
Wiley Bros. store, a business that was first established in Pittstown. Recently we found an early photograph of 
that business. At the time, it was called Ryan & McMahon. Harold and Abbott Wiley, who later renamed the 
business Wiley Bros., purchased the store from Ryan and McMahon. 

As can be seen by the photo on page 9, the company (located at that time in Valley Falls) sold a range 
of products.  
 David McMahon, a local historian and descendant of Harold McMahon, has compiled the information 
that follows on the history of Ryan & McMahon.                                 (continued on Page 9) 
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        Frank Frizino (left) and Harold McMahon at the Schaghticoke Fair  
in the late 1930s demonstrating a Universal milking machine sold by Ryan & McMahon 

 

By David McMahon 
 

In 2006, Wiley Bros. celebrated 60 years of business in the Hoosic Valley. In 1946, the Wiley 
brothers, returning from overseas duty, acquired the business from John Ryan and Harold McMahon. Ryan 
established the business in 1924 and formed a partnership with McMahon in 1935. 

Between 1870 and 1966, the business had a succession of owners (nine in all) and was located on 
Charles Street in Valley Falls, along the Troy rail line. Over the ninety year period, the business consisted of 
feed, coal, lumber and hardware. Only after 1925 was a grist mill located at the site. Wiley Bros. was the last 
to operate a business at the site, when in 1966 it was relocated to Route 40 north of the Schaghticoke 
Fairgrounds. 

Besides Ryan and McMahon, other owners of the feed, coal and lumber business included: A. Lohnes 
(1876), Silas Herrington (1890), and John L. Casey (World War I).  

The railroad line changed ownership as well several times. It was alternately owned by Troy & Boston 
Railroad, Fitchburg, and later Boston & Maine.                              (continued on Page 10) 
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(Early businesses, continued from Page 9) 
Grist mills also flourished near the feed businesses. In the late 1920s, Ryan installed a grist mill near 

the Ryan & McMahon store. Another grist mill was previously located near the Thompson linen mill along 
the Hoosic River. That grist mill was operated by a number of owners, including Dan Andrus (1876), Thomas 
Lape (1891), the Hunter Bros. (1896) and Peter Stover (1920). It was situated beneath the present highway 
bridge crossing the Hoosic River. On January 22, 1925, it was destroyed by fire, when Peter Stover operated 

it. A grist mill on that 
site had also burned 32 
years earlier, when 
owned by Thomas Lape. 
In 1896, the Hunter 
Bros. had purchased the 
mill for $6,500. 
 To learn more 
about the Ryan and 
McMahon businesses in 
Hoosick Valley, refer to 
“Valley Falls Over the 
Years” by David 
McMahon (Available at 
the Valley Falls Free 
Library). 
 

  

 
 Wiley Bros. business in Valley Falls, along the Boston and Maine railroad  
 tracks in the 1950s (left to right: Freight house, lumber shed, grist mill) 

 
HISTORY OF ONE OF PITTSTOWN’S EARLIEST, AND MOST SU CCESSFUL FEED, COAL AND 

LUMBER BUSINESSES, LOCATED IN VALLEY FALLS 1870 – 1 966 
 

Year Business owner Products/comments 
1876 A. Lohnes & Company 

Edward O’Neil 
Coal & lumber 
(Troy & Boston RR) 

1880 G.W. Lohnes & Cunningham Coal & lumber 
1891/1900 Herrington & Company 

(Silas Herrington) 
Coal, lumber, feed & cement 
(Fitchburg RR) 

Circa 1915 John L. Casey (He purchased Schaghticoke 
Hotel in 1924 on Lower Main Street. Sam 
Cohen later purchased the hotel) 

Consolidated Herrington & 
O’Neil businesses 
(Boston & Maine RR) 

March, 1924 John H. Ryan Acquired Casey business & 
added grist mill 

January, 1935 Ryan & McMahon Partnership formed with 
Harold McMahon 

March, 1946 Wiley Bros. Abbott and Harold Wiley buy 
business 

1965 Wiley Bros Moved operation to Route 40, 
Schaghticoke (grist mill 
remains for a few years) 
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