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Getting To Know Pittstown’s Historic Places 
 The Button Farm (Part 2) 

 

Simeon Button (1757–1836), Pittstown Farmer and Rensselaer 
County Justice of the Peace 

 

By Walter Auclair 
 

 In 1791 Simeon Button was appointed Justice of the Peace following the separation of Rensselaer 
County from Albany County. The next year he began keeping two separate ledgers, one on his cases as a 
judge, the other on his farming business.  He was born 
April 5, 1757, most likely somewhere along the Thames 
River in Southeastern Connecticut. We do know from 
the justice of the peace ledgers that he acquired legal 
training as an apprentice in Connecticut, as was the 
norm in those days. There is documentation from New 
London, Ct. of his becoming executor in 1782 of his 
father-in-law’s will, Constant Eddy, who died in 1784. 
The estate was dispersed on January 15, 1788. The only 
other known fact is Simeon’s marriage to Ruth Eddy in 
Swansea, Mass. on June 27, 1782.  It was probably in 
the mid to late 1780s that he and Ruth moved to 
Pittstown and purchased farm land from his brother-in-law,                  Button farmstead, 2008 
Devotion Eddy.  
 The genealogical record of the Eddy family is more complete during this period, already a large family 
well established in the Swansea and nearby Taunton townships. Devotion owned a farm in Swansea and is 
described as being a privateer builder and owner. Swansea is located on the Taunton River, which feeds into 
Narragansett Bay, a well-known area for privateering activity during the Revolutionary War. This was a 
prosperous, if precarious, business that led to many fortunes made from capturing British freight ships and 
auctioneering their contents. Lawyers were required to negotiate the splitting of profits to owners, captains, 
crews, and the state of origin of the privateer. It is possible that Simeon Button and the Eddy family could 
have been partners in such ventures, but there is no direct evidence that this was the case. We do know that 
Simeon and several Eddys had sufficient capital to move to Pittstown in the 1780s and acquire well-located 
quality acreage to start farming and enabling Simeon to establish himself in the community to become a 
suitable candidate for a judgeship. There were active marketing centers nearby in old Albany across the 
Hudson River, and in ‘New City,’ or Lansingburgh, on the eastern shore of the river. Just to the south of the 
Button farm a new, rock-based turnpike was built in 1791 for traffic from Bennington to Albany. Also south 
of the Button farm was the long established Van Rensselaer tenant farm community.  
 This was a time of considerable migration from crowded Connecticut and eastern Massachusetts to 
Vermont, Western New York, and pockets of low population in central   (continued on Page 2) 
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(Button Farm, continued from page 1)   
 
Massachusetts and eastern New York near Vermont, including Pittstown. These pockets had been dangerous 
areas to live in until 1763, when the French and Indian War ended. Stories of kidnappings and killings in these 
places by Indians from Canada were much publicized during this period, including the kidnapping of Maria 
Kittle in nearby Schaghticoke. Among the newcomers were Revolutionary War veterans who were rewarded 
with land grants in lieu of payment in Continental dollars, which had been devalued by inflation as much as 
97 per cent during the war. Many of Simeon’s neighbors were veterans who were later buried in Cooksboro 
Cemetery off Plank Road.  
 Maintaining farm ledgers was a common practice in New England from 1790 to1840. These have been 
collected and studied extensively by economic historians in Massachusetts. A majority of the population still 
worked the land, including professional people and skilled artisans. Weather was highly variable during this 
period and led to many lean winters, particularly the years 1815, one of the hottest years ever, including a 
destructive hurricane, and 1816, when snow fell each summer month in New England and led to much 
starvation that winter. 
 Economic instability was a major problem, exacerbated by weather and constant threats from England 
and even France from 1798 to 1800. Rapid rates of inflation and recession were common and the lack of a 
federal bank led to much confusion in establishing a national currency. In a series of legislative acts Congress 
established Federal recognition of foreign coins as 
legal tender in the United States, based on the 
Spanish dollar, by far the most stable currency 
worldwide, which was made equal to one newly 
printed American dollar. In New York State it was 
also legislated that eight British shillings equaled 
one American dollar.  
(photo to right: America’s first silver dollar, 1783) 
(photo far right: Spanish Pillar Dollar,1747–1771)  
This interchangeability continued until 1857. In New York State in 1798 the legal money of account became 
the American dollar for official transactions, which can be seen in Simeon Button’s justice of the peace ledger 
- beginning in 1798 all legal judgments and fines were in dollars and cents only. 
 The Buttons, however, in the farm ledger continued to use the English monetary system of pounds, 
shillings, and pence through 1850, only occasionally using American currency. Simeon and his son Lyman 
(spelled Limon in the ledgers) never changed the rate of exchange  (see conversion chart, page 5) in the nearly 
60 years the ledger was used. It is likely that various foreign currencies as well as American money may 
actually have been used in business dealings, but the recorded ‘money of account’ nearly always reverted in 
the ledger to the currency the Buttons knew best, the English monetary system. One great advantage in using 
this method is that it probably helped to stabilize the economy within local communities by buffering the great 
rates of nation-wide inflation and deflation common during this period of American history.  
 Simeon Button used the farm ledgers for two main purposes: keeping track of expenses of hired hands, 
which would be subtracted from their salary at the end of their employment; and farm sales, usually used as 
barter for specialized work such as tailoring, blacksmithing, shoe making, house building, or daily farm work. 
Everything was given a value for fair trade. Other occasional accountings were of legal work done by Simeon 
Button; town of Pittstown duties including keeping track of election activities (only white male landowners 
could vote until 1821, when white male non-landowners were also allowed to vote in New York state, the last 
state of the Union to do so), tending to the poor, and payment to jurors and constables; house and barn 
construction expenses; and giving inheritances to two of his other sons, Lyman acquiring ownership of the  
family farm after his father’s death in 1836. Overall, the ledgers give an interesting insight into daily life in 
Pittstown 200 years ago. Just about all of   (continued on page 3) 
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(Button Farm, continued from page 2)  
 
the people Simeon Button dealt with were of English origin, with two exceptions, Dutch-American 
storeowners and blacks, one of whom was a slave. He employed a number of free African-Americans, mainly 
in the early years of running the farm. The evidence that these individuals were black is based on Button 
giving them cash advances to attend exclusively black festivals, Poss, in May, and Pinksterfest, in early June. 
In 1797 he hired Peter Stalker to work for the year, beginning in March. A copy of the actual page from the 
ledger gives the details of the debits incurred by Stalker to Simeon Button (see Account Book, page 6).  
 The story of Pomp is uncertain. In the 1801 bill of sale for the purchase of Pomp to Simeon Button, 
there is no signature by Button to complete the sale, which would be necessary legally to close the deal (see 
Bill of Sale, page 7). Nor did he sign the final settlement with Tinsler in the ledger at the end of Pomp’s year 
on the Button farm (see agreement with Tinsler, page 5). Was this a way for Simeon to show contempt for 
slavery? We do know that he took on an ailing Pomp in 1805 and gave him medical treatment and rest and 
funded Pomp’s attending the two black festivals. Pomp was also a commonly used name for slaves and it is 
possible that these were two different individuals.    
 

GLOSSARY OF OBSCURE WORDS 
 

Dr. or Cr. Debtor or Creditor, used commonly in ledgers at the time. 
 

Poss. Refers to Dutch name for Easter, Paas. Originally a two day Dutch-American celebration it was adopted 
by African-Americans, both free and enslaved, in the Hudson Valley to the early 1800s. Part of the festival 
involved coloring eggs and the throwing of fried Paas cakes into the air and catching them intact. 
 

Van der Spiegel. Store just north of Lansingburgh in what is now Spiegeltown. 
 

Quilting frolic (bee, husking, haying, spinning). Social gathering for cooperative work. 
 

Pinkster. Another spring festival of Dutch-American origin adopted by the black 
community. It also originated from a Christian holiday, Whitsunday, or Pentecost, 
commemorating the appearance of the Holy Ghost after Christ’s crucifixion. The 
American version of this holiday may also be named on the flowering in early June 
of the purple or pink azalea (Azalea nudiflora), or pinkster flower. Local blacks in 
the Capital District would assemble in Albany on “Pinkster Hill” and party. The 
festival was outlawed by the Albany Common Council in April, 1811. (see pinkster 
flower on left) 
 

New City for Independence. Albany was the old city, Lansingburgh, the new city. Independence is the July 4 
celebration of separation from England, with George Washington being idolized as a national hero. 
 

Regimental training. All able-bodied men, black and white, were members of a local militia and went for 
military training at least twice a year. Simeon Button was appointed a lieutenant in the Rensselaer County 
Militia in 1791. An in-law of Simeon, Gilbert Eddy, who served as a constable in the 1790s, became a 
brigadier general in the War of 1812. 
 

Nankeen. Yellow cotton material.  
 

Bleeding. Common form of medical treatment at the time.  
                                                                         (continued on Page 4) 
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Conversion Chart 
 

 The following charts are offered in order to help readers appreciate the values included in the excerpts 
from the Button Account Book.  

Note: Simeon and Lymon Button continued to use the British currency through 1850 and maintained 
the same rate of exchange for 60 years. 
 

EQUIVALENTS: 1800 BRITISH CURRENCY & DOLLARS 
POUNDS SHILLINGS PENCE DOLLARS 
1 20 240 2.50 
 1 12 0.125 
 8  1.00 

 
BRITISH CURRENCY IN 1800 = DOLLARS IN 2009 

POUNDS SHILLINGS PENCE DOLLARS 
1   42.50 
 1  2.125 
  1 0.175 

One Dollar in 1800 = Seventeen Dollars in 2009 
 
Solomon Tinsler Agreed for his Negro Pomp to Work for One 

Year at 100 Dollars Per Year, 1805 
 

Page 130 & 134, Simeon Button Account Book 
  Lbs. Shilling Pence 

April 4 Began to work    
13 To 1 yard at 2/4 cloth for breeches at 16/ 1 4 0 

 To making breeches 0 6 0 
 To Cash at Poss 0 2 0 
 To Pomps Reckoning paid Mandarell at Poss 0 9 0 

May 10 Taken Sick and Worked no more till 21st  
To Cash Paid Doctor Bets for bleeding 1/ 

0 1 0 

 Ditto Bleeding 0 1 0 
 To half pint gin /9 0 0 9 

9 To Nursing and boarding 14 days 2 0 0 
June 2 To Cash for pinkster 0 8 0 

21 To Cash paid Redner for Two Clothes 0 10 0 
July 4 To Cash 4/7 To one pair Shoes /4 0 18 0 

 To 2 Portions Salts forgot to Charge 0 2 0 
 Settled in page 134 per Discharge:    

March 6 day 1806 This day reckoned settled and balanced all book amounts with 
Simeon Button by receiving fifteen dollars of him for my Negro Man Named Pomp 
for the labour and service that he did for the said Simeon Button from the first of March 
in the year 1805 until the date here of witnessing my hand.  
                       Solomon Tinsler                                Witness: Joseph Halsted  

 
                                                                           Page 5    
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Peter Stalker to Simeon Button, Dr., 1797 
Page 31, Simeon Button Account Book 

  Lbs. Shilling Pence 
March  To Quarter pound Tobacco 0 0 5 

April 16 To Cash at Poss 0 16 0 
 To Cash and pound of tobacco at New City 0 2 3 
 To Cash at the store to buy knife 0 2 0 

May 3 To one pound of tobacco 0 1 10 
 To Cloth at Vanderspiegel for frock 0 7 6 
 To make the frock 2/6 0 2 6 

16 To Cash at Neal’s Quilting frolic 0 4 0 
 To one pair of boots at 1 4 1 

June 4 To pair shoes 0 14 0 
6 To Cash for pinkster 0 16 0 

17 To Sundries at Vanderspiegel Store 3 3 4 
June 30 To Cash at McNeals 0 2 0 

July 1 To Cash paid Ezekiel Mulford per your seashell 
order 

1 5 0 

4 To Cash at New City for Independence 0 8 0 
 To Make two pairs Trousers at 2/6 each  0 5 0 

11 To Make 2 Cotton Shirt? 0 4 10 
13 To Cash at Regimental Training 0 8 0 
18 To Cash at my bee to pay the fiddler 0 1 0 

Aug. 10 To piece Nankeen for Trousers 0 8 6 
18  To Cash at Training 0 8 0 
30 To make pair Nankeen overalls 0 4 0 

 To 3 yards tape and 2 skeins thread to make 
them 

0 0 10 

31  To pair calve skin shoes 0 14 0 
 To Cash horse haying  ? 0 16 10 
 To Hat Vanderspiegel store 1 6 0 

Sept. 8 Paid Neal McNeal per your request 1 1 6 
11 To Cash at Elliot’s Bee 0 2 0 
15 To Cash Case Sisiot Bee 0 8 0 

Oct. 3 To one pair shoes at 0 12 0 
10 To Sundries at Vanderspiegels 0 17 2 
12  To Cash to Bastian Weatherwax 0 2 0 
21 To Cash 0 3 0 

 To Make Coat 0 12 0 
 To Make pair overalls 0 5 0 
 To Cash 0 2 0 

Nov. 4 To 2.5 yds. Muslin for Shirt at 2/6 per yard 0 5 3 
7 To make the shirt and fine thread 0 3 2 
9 To Cash 0 1 0 
 Total  21  2  6 

 
                                                                                                                                                                 Page 6 
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Bill of Sale  
for Pomp, the Slave, March 27 1801 

 

Document in the Collection of Button Family 
 
         (literal transcription of bill of sale) 
Know all men by these presance that we Allida 
Lansing and Abraham J Lansing of Schaghticoke in 
the County of Renssellaer do for and in 
Consideration of the Sum of Two hundered and 
Seventy five dollars to us in hand paid by Simeon 
Button of Pittstown in the County afforesaid the 
Receipt where of is hear by acknowledged have 
bargained Sold and delivered and by these presance 
do bargain Sell and deliver unto the Said Simeon 
Button our Negro man Slave Named Pomp about 
Twenty one years of age to have and to hold the 
Said Negro pomp to the Said Simeon Button his 
heirs Executors and administerators and assigns for 
Life and wee the Said Allido and Abraham for our 
Selves our heirs Executors and administrators doth 
Covenant and agree to and with the Said Simeon 
Button his heirs and assigns that the Said Negro 
Pomp is a Slave for Life and he is not free by any 
Law of the State of Newyork or otherwise in 
Witness – Where of wee have hear unto Sett our 
hand and Seals this Twenty Seventh day of March 
in the year 1801 - 
 
Sealed and delivered in the presance of 
Witt John Morey 
His Abijah Ketcham X his Mark 
Allida Lansingh X her mark 
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John and Elisha Doty to Simeon Button, Dr., 1799 
 Simeon Button dealt with the Doty family for over 20 years. They most likely had a farm nearby and 
shared equipment and labor in trade for food, clothes, and other sundries. The head of the household 
according to 1810 census records was Joseph Doty, who was probably illiterate, signing contracts with Button 
with an X, whereas Elisha and John did sign their names clearly. Simeon also did legal work for the Dotys, 
appearing for them before Judge Therio on January 18, 1800 in an action against Simon Lockwood.  
 

 Page 58, Simeon Button Account Book Lbs. Shilling Pence 
March 27 To 200 lb. Of hay at 4/ 0 8 0 

 To my Team to your house 0 2 0 
 To one bushel of Rye 0 5 0 

April 20 To 10.5 lb. veal hind quarter /5 per 0 4 4 
28 To half day plowing with our plow and Elisha 0 5 0 

May 6 To one goose 0 2 0 
15 To one sow and five pigs agreed 40/ and one 

other pig 4/ 
2 4 0 

24 To one day of my team plowing 0 4 0 
June 1 To half bushel beans 4/ 0 4 0 

6 To 5.3 lb. veal at 4/  0 1 10 
 To half bushel beans at 4/ 0 4 0 

25 To cash paid at vanderspiegel for brandy 0 0 6 
July 2 To sole leather for pair shoes 0 1 6 

4 To cash 1/6 0 1 6 
20 To two days plowing with my Team at 10/ 1 0 0 
27 To pair half soles 0 1 6 

Aug. 4 To two heifers price agreed 8 0 0 
Oct. 2 To my oxen and Elisha two-thirds of a day 0 5 0 

5 To keeping your oxen 3 weeks at 3/ per week 0 9 0 
28 Bushel apples 2/6 0 2 6 

 To cash 1/6 use my horse to New City 2/ 0 3 6 
Nov. 14 To one day plowing with Elisha and Team 0 10 0 
1800     
Jan. 18 To my fee to go to Esq. Therio versus Simon 

Lockwood 
0 8 0 

Feb. 13 To one stack of free and other straw 0 14 0 
March 9 To hilt of horse harness bripting one Collar (?) 1 0 0 

 To one pocket knife at 2/ 0 2 0 
 To cash paid at Crabs when washed his sheep 0 0 6 
 To half peck peas 0 1 0 

30 To two charges powder and shot 0 0 9 
June 22 To Cash 0 16 0 

 Lost half day at John Button’s bee 0 0 0 
30 To sole and upper leather for pair shoes 0 7 0 

Aug. 10 One piece of standing mowing grass 3 0 0 
 To one ditto 1 0 0 

16 To one quart Rum at vanderspiegels 0 2 6 
Sept. To upper leather for pair shoes 0 4 0 

                                Page 8 
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A Match Not Made in Heaven: The Ill-Fated Marriage of  
Michael S. Vandercook and Betsey Robert Pickett (1826-52) 

 

by Ronald D. Bachman (1) 
 

Atop a steep knoll in a forgotten rural cemetery in southwest Pittstown stands the simple granite 
tombstone of my great-great-great grandfather, Major Michael S. Vandercook (1774-1852).  Beside him lie 
his beloved second wife, Sally Eddy, daughter of General Gilbert Eddy, and to her right, Michael’s first wife, 
Mehitable Haskin(s).  Both Sally and Mehitable married at the age of seventeen and bore several children 
before dying in their thirties – a common fate for young women in the early 19th century.  Michael’s third 
wife, Betsey Roberts Pickett, is buried some 25 miles away in the manicured historic cemetery of the Old 
First Church in Bennington, Vermont, one of the most photographed spots in New England.  Among her elite 
neighbors is Robert Frost.  In death, as in life, the widow Pickett got the better of Major Vandercook. 

After a decade of something less than marital bliss, Michael and Betsey irreconcilably split.  Divorce 
was rare in that era, and so the unhappy couple simply went their separate ways.  But this was no amicable 
separation with equitable division of property.  Michael gave up the two young boys from the marriage and 
lost virtually all of his real and personal property, while Betsey returned to her home town of Bennington and 
moved back into the comfortable New England colonial she had inherited from her first husband.   A ruined 
man in his sixties, Michael would devote the rest of his life to restoring his good name in Pittstown, while 
Betsey lived out the final one-third of her life in the style to which she had become accustomed during her 
earlier marriage.  

Left to right: Tombstones of Major Michael S. 
Vandercook, Sally Eddy (second wife), and 
Mehitable Haskin(s) (first wife), Old 
Cooksborough Cemetery, Pittstown 

 

Left to right:  Tombstones of Betsey Roberts 
Pickett and her son, Roberts Vandercook, Old 
First Church Cemetery, Bennington, Vermont. 

 

In October, 1836, Michael published a cathartic essay explaining what had transpired – obviously 
from his perspective – under the title Exposition of Abuse of Confidence and Oppression. A rare original 

(continued on Page 10) 
 
(1) I have been researching my intriguing ancestor, Michael S. Vandercook, for two years with the intention of publishing his 
biography. I would like to take this opportunity to solicit the readers of this newsletter for any information, however seemingly 
trivial, concerning the subject. Thank you in advance for your assistance. Ronald Bachman, 3129 Shadeland Drive, Falls Church, 
VA 22044. 
             Page 9 
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(Vandercook Marriage, continued from Page 9) 
 
copy of the 23-page pamphlet, bound with a simple loop of string (perhaps tied by Michael himself) is 
held by the Manuscripts Division of the New York State Library in Albany.  The Pittstown Historical Society 
owns a photocopy, and I thank Constance Kheel for bringing the unusual publication to my attention two 
years ago. The text reveals that Michael, although referring to himself as an old man, still had command of  an 
imposing intellect and could recall minute details of events, including names, dates, and utterances, and could 
depict scenes of great cruelty with dexterity. The text is laced with legalistic jargon and obscure literary 
references, but the story line is worthy of Charles Dickens or Edith Wharton.  

Before Michael met Betsey, his life had been packed with accomplishment and the realization of 
extraordinary potential.  A bright, observant boy, his earliest memories were from the Revolutionary War, in 
which all the male role models surrounding him had fought on the patriot side. He grew up hearing his 
father’s and grandfathers’ war stories, and he personally remembered the hardships of the war years. Michael 
joined the militia as a young man and quickly rose to the rank of major. His duties included calling out the 
militia for drills and supervising training. In 1808, a special act of the New York State Legislature recognized 
Michael’s contributions by conveying to him a Revolutionary War land bounty.  As the country again 
prepared for war with Great Britain in 1812, Governor Tompkins appointed him to serve as brigade inspector 
of the detached Third Brigade, and later in the war he would serve under his father-in-law General Gilbert 
Eddy.  Major Vandercook’s critical evaluations of the battle readiness of the New York militia were published 
in The Albany Register, The New York Evening Post, and The National Advocate and republished across the 
country in such papers as The Alexandria Gazette.    

Another outlet for young Michael’s ambition was politics, which he pursued in parallel with his 
military career.  He held various positions in the nascent Republican Party in Pittstown and in 1807 was 
selected to serve on a three-man committee of Rensselaer County Republicans to compose a letter to Thomas 
Jefferson, urging him to run for reelection. The letter is among the Jefferson Papers at the Library of 
Congress.  In 1812 the State Assembly selected Michael as one of the two presidential electors allotted to 
Rensselaer County, and, like the other New York electors, he cast his vote for favorite son Dewitt Clinton. 
Several years later, he would be nominated on two occasions to represent the county in the State Asssembly, 
although he did not win election.  On the local level, between 1803 and 1822, Michael held the offices of 
county clerk, justice of the peace, school commissioner, and county sheriff.  His military and political careers 
brought him into contact with the powerful and the wealthy, including the likes of General Henry Dearborn, 
General Joseph Bloomfield, General/Congressman Hosea Moffett, Colonel Solomon Van Rensselaer, and 
Congressman Herman Knickerbacker.  A lifelong family friend was neighbor Judge Jonathan Brown, who 
purchased 400 acres of land from Michael’s grandfather Michael Vandercook the Elder in1788. 

While fulfilling the responsibilities of public service, Michael pursued many commercial interests.  In 
addition to land acquired from his father in the vicinity of Cooksborough, he gradually acquired more than 
200 acres of land in the Factory Hollow area of Pittstown, where he lived and operated a saw mill, a grist mill, 
and a general store. But Michael also had endured some stunning financial setbacks.  In 1816 fire destroyed 
his store and all its contents, valued at an incredible     $15,000. (2)  In his own words, Michael wrote:   

It is often remarked that some people are born, from some supernatural sense, to be peculiarly 
unfortunate. If so, I have had my full share. I have been quite unfortunate. I have had property 
destroyed by fire three times. 
 

After Sally’s death in 1823, Michael was left with six young children to care for; the three  
surviving children from his marriage to Mehitable had grown, married, and left (continued on Page 11) 
 
(2)  The vastness of the sum can be appreciated when considering that Betsey Roberts Pickett’s fine house in Bennington, together 
with her deceased husband’s store, was insured at $1,300 in 1826.   
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(Vandercook Marriage, continued from Page 10) 
 
home. But Michael did not rush into a third marriage.  With so 
many irons in the fire, one marvels that he could ever have found 
time to search for a new mate. How he came to make the 
acquaintance of the widow Betsey Roberts Pickett in distant 
Bennington is a matter of conjecture.  The most likely scenario is 
that they were introduced by a mutual friend, possibly Joseph 
Wadsworth, who had married Polly Haskin(s)(3) in Bennington and 
settled next door to Michael in Pittstown. 

When Michael came calling in 1825, he may have stayed at 
the historic Walloomsac Inn, which stood next door to Betsey’s 
handsome house(4) in Bennington Center.  Betsey’s first husband, 
Saxton Pickett, had been a prominent local merchant.  The couple 
had two young sons, James Roberts and Edward Phineas.  In 
addition to their house and lot, they owned a large general store,  parcels of land in and around the village, and 
a pew in the Old First Old First Church, Old Bennington, VT Church across the street. This idyllic image of New 
England propriety was shattered on February 4, 1823, when, at the age of 41, Saxton slashed his own throat 
with a razor from ear to ear and died instantly. The Vermont Gazette wrote:  

The unfortunate termination of his life, the gloom which for a time past has shed  its ebon sway over 
his mental faculties, and produced partial derangement, adds  a deeper feeling of regret and 
sadness. - It gives a new and impressive example of  the value of the blessing of reason, and our 
dependence upon the restraining grace of our Heavenly Father. A Jury of Inquest, as provided by the 
vigilance and humanity of our law, found a verdict that the deceased "Came to his death by his own 
hands, being in a state of insanity."  

 

 
Saxton’s suicide would be a double tragedy, as it cleared the path 
for the ill-fated marriage of Betsey and Michael two years later.  

The details of Michael’s and Betsey’s courtship are not 
known.  They were married by the pastor of the Old First Church 
in Bennington, Absalom Peters, on September 25, 1825.  To all 
appearances, it was a good match for each partner: Michael’s 
young children needed a mother, and Betsey’s two young boys a 
father; Michael was a man of prominence and property who 
could take over management  
of the Pickett estate in behalf of Betsey’s sons until they reached 
majority; and the Pickett estate could provide  

Home of Betsey Roberts Pickett Vandercook, Michael a welcome infusion of capital.  In December 
55 Monument Ave., Old Bennington, VT    1826, the Probate Court of Bennington granted Michael letters of 
administration of the Pickett estate.  He provided the Court a detailed account of the assets entrusted to his 
care, having deducted bad debts and property insurance.  He rented out the Pickett house and church pew and 
moved much of the household furnishings and store inventory over to Pittstown. Michael brought Betsey and 
her two young sons back to his house, located near his mills on Sunkauissia Creek in Pittstown, and the 
couple proceeded to merge families. From Michael’s   (continued on Page 12) 
 
(3) The daughter of Azariah Haskin(s), Polly probably was Michael’s niece by marriage. 
(4) I thank Tyler Resch of the Bennington Museum’s Research Library for identifying Betsey’s house on the basis of a plat 
description on file at the Bennington Court House.   
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(Vandercook Marriage, continued from page 11)   
 
version of events, the children got along well, and soon they all shared baby brothers; Roberts was born 
within a year of the marriage, and Frederick Augustus three years later.  Michael seemed to be managing his 
stepsons’ inheritance responsibly; land records show he was making profitable mortgage loans in Bennington.  
But following a flash flood on the Sunkauissia in 1828, which heavily damaged his mills and ponds, 
Michael’s own financial situation was shaky.  He rebuilt the mills, probably on borrowed money. The 
following year his father Simon Vandercook, a relatively well-to-do landowner in Cooksborough, died after a 
prolonged illness, and the burden of settling the estate fell primarily upon the eldest son, Michael. Over the 
previous decade, Simon and Michael had loaned and borrowed substantial sums to and from each other and to 
and from third parties, including other family members.  Untangling Simon’s financial arrangements with the 
numerous beneficiaries of his will took almost three years to complete and involved suits and countersuits in 
the Surrogate Court.  The ordeal probably did irreparable damage to Michael’s relationship with his siblings, 
and the frequent and prolonged absences necessitated by court appearances in Troy must have placed a 
psychological strain on his wife and children as well as on Michael himself.   

During this period, it appears that Michael was becoming more speculative in his investments, e.g., 
buying two city lots in Lansingburgh in 1832 and selling them within a year (in this case, at a profit). Because 
of cash-flow problems, he began to mortgage parcels of land in Pittstown and continued to borrow from 
family, friends, banks in Troy and Lansingburgh, and – of greatest consequence – the Pickett estate. 
Overextended and distressed by the economic downturn known as Biddle’s Panic, which shut down the flow 
of credit throughout the country, Michael himself began to panic. In his own words: 

…commencing with the spring of 1834—a time to be long remembered by many  with sorrow—when 
all active business men felt the influence of the then  pervading panic… I took fright, and am not an 
exception to the situation in the  country at that time—probably unreasonably alarmed, and 
rather hastily.   
Desperate to pay off his creditors, Michael began to sell off his property.  Having served as Rensselaer 

County Sheriff, he was well aware of the consequences of failing to meet debt obligations.  Although no 
longer sent to prison, debtors could be sued and their property sold at public auction for a fraction of its value. 
Michael himself had conducted such public sales dozens of times as county sheriff.  To preempt disastrous 
financial loss, in May, 1834, Michael attempted to dispose of his property but still keep it in the family.  After 
selling one 62-acre parcel to his son, Simon H., and his father’s widow, Harriet, Michael consulted with an 
unnamed professional gentleman of long experience to write a complicated deed transferring the remainder of 
his personal and real property to five trusted men: three sons, a son-in-law, and the aforementioned Joseph 
Wadsworth (probably his nephew-in-law).  The deed empowered the men to manage his property, liquidating 
assets as necessary, and use the revenues to pay off creditors, whom Michael placed in two categories of 
priority.  Word of this unusual arrangement soon spread, and within days Michael was besieged by outraged 
creditors.  Someone must have filed a challenge, because the courts almost immediately declared the 
instrument void.  Michael’s situation was more dire than ever. 

Foremost among those clamoring for repayment were Betsey and her son James, who, nearing the age 
of majority, was impatient to take possession of his sizeable inheritance.  Michael agreed to set up a trust deed 
conveying his property to the Pickett estate.  He was reassured by Betsey’s and James’s appreciative words to 
the effect that:  

I had always been very kind to the boys and paid every attention to their  education and interest, and 
that if I would secure them with my property, I should  have a home and be given time to settle up 
my business, and I should continue to manage the property as usual.     

Michael took them at their word, but he didn’t get it in writing.   
In making out the trust deed with Lansingburgh attorney C. L. Tracy,       (continued on page 13) 

 
Page 12 

 



����
���� ������������������������������������ 			 	 ����
���
�����
���
�����
���
�����
���
� ���� ���������������������������� ��� � ���
����
���
����
���
����
���
����
           ��� � Issue XV ��� �        Spring, 2009 

 
 
 

 
(Vandercook Marriage, continued from page 12)  
 
Michael expressed the wish that it should be the equivalent of a mortgage, and he signed the instrument in the 
belief that his wishes had been respected.  By his own admission, however, he did not read the fine print. Not 
only did the deed convey all of his real estate, it also conveyed personal property valued at more than $2,000. 
The total value of the property conveyed far exceeded what Michael owed the Pickett estate. Rather than 
insisting on a precise accounting, however, Michael writes that he was persuaded by the holder of the trust 
deed, Henry Kellogg of Bennington, that this was merely an interim arrangement and the numbers, in effect, 
did not matter; Betsey would retain control of one-third of the Pickett estate, and as her spouse, Michael 
would still retain partial control. Although Betsey’s name was not on the deed, Michael gullibly signed the 
instrument anyway. And, as soon became apparent, the instrument indeed did give control of the property to 
his stepsons, who had no intention of honoring verbal agreements.  
   The day after his twenty-first birthday, James informed Michael that he had title to all the property 
conveyed in the trust deed.  Stunned, Michael replied that this was not possible, as Betsey and Edward each 
held one-third stakes. Meanwhile, court-ordered sheriff sales of some of Michael’s personal property and land 
netted a pittance of a few hundred dollars.  In 1835, the Court of Chancery ordered a division of the real estate 
between James and Edward. For reasons that Michael does not provide, that division never occurred.  Later 
that year, James informed Michael that he had agreed to sell everything to one Gardner Wood for $15,000 (at 
least $10,000 less than its value) and that the new owner would take full possession on May 1, 1836.  At this 
point, James made it clear he was running the show and was allowing Michael to stay in the house only out of 
generosity. Later he went so far as to bill Michael for his family’s living expenses!  

James grew increasingly scornful of any pretense to parental authority that his stepfather of ten years 
could still muster. He took over the running of the store and mills and soon proved to have no aptitude for 
business.  The store became the neighborhood hangout for delinquent youths. James brought gambling into 
the house, even on Sunday, in the presence of Michael’s impressionable young sons.  This was more than 
Michael could endure, and he warned James he would punish him if the gambling in the house continued.  On 
March 29, 1836, Michael returned from Troy to find a gambling party under way in his dining room. In a 
fury, he attempted to strike James with a witch-hazel switch as he sat playing cards dressed only in a shirt and 
pantaloons.  James rose at that instant and received a glancing blow across the face. He, his brother Edward, 
and the aforementioned Gardner Wood, grabbed Michael and nearly broke his arm. After much scuffling and 
yelling, James went to Lansingburgh and had a warrant issued against Michael for assault and battery, 
claiming that Michael had threatened to kill him.  Michael denied the accusation, writing: 

All I intended was to give James a decent flogging for being engaged here in the house playing cards 
and gambling. And I do declare that I did not use the word “kill” or “I’ll kill you, James,” as I have 
been accused of saying. It never entered my mind. This little squabble had the effect to put an end of 
the practice [gambling] in the house. 
Meanwhile, the would-be new owners of Michael’s property methodically proceeded to assume 

possession.  Michael fought them every step of the way – in the legal system and, when that failed, physically.  
Convinced he was in the right, Michael trusted that the law he had served for so many years would support 
him. Perhaps he simply was in denial that the unthinkable was about to happen: at the age of 62 he was going 
to be left destitute and alone with several dependent children.  In February, Gardner Wood and his investment 
partners posted bills offering to the public  

A large and extensive assortment of goods, together with an extensive milling establishment formerly 
occupied by James R. Pickett.  

When Wood and his hired men appeared in early February to take possession of a parcel of land and one 
dwelling house, Michael “resisted.” (He does not elaborate in what manner.)         (continued on page 14) 
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(Vandercook Marriage, continued from page 13)  
 
Wood filed a complaint, and the sheriff came out to serve Michael notice. Not finding Michael at home, the 
sheriff asked James whether Michael had assets to cover bail, to which James replied in the negative. James 
then had an execution made out “against Michael’s body.”  For the first time in his life, Major Vandercook 
would spend time (more than 30 days) in jail.  With Michael out of the way, Wood and his partners continued 
preparations to take possession of the entire property. In April, he gave Michael notice to vacate within one 
month.  In turn, Michael gave Wood notice not to take possession.  In late April, Wood’s men appeared with 
teams and plows to move into the fields, and Michael stood in the gate to block entry.  When one of the men 
attempted to move him aside, Michael struck at his head, apparently with his cane, cutting the top off his hat.  
The teams did not enter.  Michael described an encounter later that day with Wood: 
 

I met him near the store towards evening. He says to me, “You old rascall(5) , what have you been 
about?” 
“Not anything, Mr. Wood, except endeavoring to protect my rights, which you and others are 
endeavoring to take from me; you are forcing yourself into the possession without any color of right.” 
He answered, “I will horse-whip you, I will knock your teeth down your throat, and whenever I catch 
you alone I will flog or beat you within an inch of your life.” No one was present all this time. 
 
In a rambling section of the narrative, Michael then describes the exchange of legal notices, more 

threats, more court appearances, a few more days in jail for Michael, a few hours in jail for Wood and his 
partners. Wood filed a complaint that Michael had threatened to take his life and should not be at liberty.  
Michael filed the same charge against Wood and his partners.  Wood charged Michael with perjury, etc. etc.   

The net effect of this flurry of legal activity was merely to postpone the inevitable for a few weeks 
before Michael lost his property.  The poignant details of the surrender of his home of more than 40 years and 
the departure of Betsey and the boys are not revealed in Michael’s text.  He concludes with a quote from 
Shakespeare’s Othello: 

 
 Who steals my purse steals trash; 
 But he that filches from me my good name 
 Robs me of that, which not enriches him, 
 And makes me poor indeed. 
 

Bent but not broken, Michael devoted the last sixteen years of his life to restoring his reputation. The 
effort and scarce financial resources expended in publishing Exposition of Abuse of Confidence and 
Oppression bear witness to his determination to achieve rehabilitation.  By 1843, he had regained enough 
public trust to be appointed Pittstown’s deputy sheriff and coroner.  He showed his irrepressible spirit by 
winning first place in the category of “horse power” at the New York state fair in 1847, an honor which 
earned him a prize of $5 and a “diploma.” By the census of 1850, he owned real estate valued at $1,500.  In 
the final year of his life, Michael was elected to chair the South Pittstown Presbyterian Society in 
Raymertown, the church where his funeral service was held in February 1852.  Mission accomplished. 

Betsey raised her two Vandercook sons in Bennington.  They appear to have had little if any 
subsequent contact with their father.  Both were destined to become successful entrepreneurs in California.  
After his death in 1910, Robert Vandercook’s body was returned to Bennington for burial next to his mother.   

 
(5)  Not a term of endearment in 1836, “rascal” was akin to present-day “S.O.B.”  
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Hoosic Valley Students Publish Booklet on Area History 
The Hoosic Valley Central School fourth graders have printed a history book called “Then & Now” . 

The booklet reflects the students’ research on a number of historic buildings in Schaghticoke, Melrose, Valley 
Falls, Johnsonville and Pittstown.  

The fourth graders were divided into pairs with a single building allotted to each pair. Under the 
guidance of their teachers, they were asked to review the history of the buildings and guess what the building 
looked like today. Subsequently, the buildings (or the sites of the former buildings) were visited, and the 
students commented on what they found.  

The fourth graders were assisted in their research by a variety of people, including local historians, 
community members, and the staff at Hoosic Valley Elementary School. Teacher Nancy Messier-Grilli 
initiated and organized the project. Funding was provided by the Hoosic Valley Educational Foundation. 
Congratulations to all who participated in this outstanding project! 

Order a Copy: “Then & Now”  is currently sold out. However, a second printing will be published, if 
more than 100 orders are placed. Orders are now being taken at the Valley Falls Library, Schaghticoke Town 
Hall, and the Hoosick Valley Elementary School.  

Excerpt from the Johnsonville Section of “Then & Now” 
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Excerpt from the Johnsonville Section of “Then & Now” 

 
 

Scholarship Honors Ellen Wiley, Pittstown Historian 
 James Flanagan has established a visual arts scholarship honoring 
Ellen Wiley and Morton Raych at the South Glens Falls Senior High 
School. As a high school student, Flanagan was educated in the arts by 
Wiley and Raych. Now a retired professor of agriculture in CA, he 
decided to memorialize the influence Wiley and Raych had on his 
appreciation of art by creating the scholarship. 

Wiley said that she was delighted and surprised by the news. She 
has not been in contact with Flanagan since she taught him 60 years ago.  

Wiley has been re-appointed to serve as the Pittstown Historian. 
She became the Associate Town Historian in 1976 and subsequently             
the Town historian in 1983. She is the longest serving town   Pittstown Town Historian, Ellen Wiley  
historian in Rensselaer County. Although she is close to 97 years old and has failing eyesight, her interest in 
and dedication to preserving Pittstown’s history is unswerving.  
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Pittstown Historical Society Awarded Two Grants for the 
Study of 25 Historic Farmsteads in Pittstown 

The Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) is proud to announce that we have been awarded two grants, 
totaling $13,250. The Preservation League of NYS awarded the PHS $8,000 and the Hudson River Valley 
Greenway awarded us $5,250. Both grants will help fund the same project, to document and assess 25 historic 
farmsteads in Pittstown. 

Jessie Ravage, a historic preservation consultant, will commence work in the spring on a “cultural 
resource survey” of the 25 historic farmsteads. Ravage’s work will include documentation of the farmsteads, 
interviews with landowners and research of historic agricultural records. The PHS will provide her with 
supplemental information on the history of Pittstown.  

The farmsteads in the study generally include an early dwelling, representative of Federal, Greek 
Revival, or Victorian era architecture and a complement of outbuildings specific to period and agricultural 
purpose. Hay barns, sheep, pig and other livestock barns, corn cribs, silos, dairy sheds and ice houses will all 
be documented. These buildings form a complex of structures that were integral to family farming throughout 
multiple generations. The Button farm featured in this issue is an excellent example of one of Pittstown’s 
historic farmsteads. 

The PHS sought the funding because it recognized that the farmsteads of Pittstown, which date from 
the late 18th to late 19th centuries, are a threatened resource.  

Historically, agriculture has been the principle land use in Pittstown, defining the town’s cultural and 
economic character. The farmsteads have contributed to our scenic and historic sense of place. They are also 
vital assets to the local and regional economies. 

But the number of active farms in Pittstown has declined substantially in recent years. Economic and 
technological changes in agriculture, as well as the pressure of suburban development, have resulted in 
significant alterations to the farmsteads. While some of the historic structures have been adaptively re-used, 
many have fallen into disuse and ill repair, or have been lost altogether.  

After the surveys are completed in the fall, the PHS intends to publish the results for educational and 
archival purposes.  

Note: The PHS would like to thank the Town of Pittstown for its assistance in the submission of the 
grants.  

Help Wanted: The PHS is looking for volunteers who would be willing to help gather information 
on the history of the 25 farmsteads. The work would entail researching historic deeds, probate records, census 
information, etc. No prior experience is necessary.  

Please call Connie Kheel for further information at 686-7514.  

 

 
 
Photo on the left: 
Pittstown Historical Society (PHS) receiving the grant 
award of $8,000 from the Preservation League of NYS 
at the Cannon Farm on Otter Creek Road.  
Left to right: John Luskin, Pittstown Supervisor; Peter 
Shaver, NYS Office of Parks Recreation & Historic 
Preservation; Verna Jane Hansen, member Pittstown 
Town Board; Peggy Cannon; Senator Roy McDonald; 
Connie Kheel, PHS; Joe Ferrannini, PHS; Erin Tobin, 
Preservation League of NYS 
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