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State Road gver Bear Gutter Creek looking South from Pfister's Store, Kensico,
around 1900,
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The North (astle Historical Society

Bedford Road, Armonk, New York 10504

- PRESIDENT’'S MESSAGE

Dear Members and Friends,

As I 'write this message, the Society’s Youth Committee has just completed
a very successfull “Crafts Fair” on the Smith's Tavern grounds for the fourth
graders of the Byram Hills School District. I make this judgment, based on
witnessing the enthusiasm of the children as they went from exhibit to exhibit
~ listening, participating, even sampling. History was being presented in a
“come alive” way that would have been difficult to duplicate in the
classroom.

The restoration work on the early kitchen and the small "red" bedroom is
almost completed. Soon you will be able to see the results of the efforts of the
House Committee and the Restoration Compmittee. Some of the history of
Smith’s Tavern will come alive before your eyes.

The current exhibition at the Tavern is based on early colonial crafts. A
unique feature will be the demonstrations to be given by various people skill-
ed in each of the crafts featured. Come, learn how it is done — maybe even
pick up a new hobby.

As you probably know from reading the papers, your Society is currently
exploring the possibility of adding two historic  buildings to the present
Tavern site. It is too soon to say more than that we are optimistically hopeful.

The above is just a vignette of current activities. There is plenty fo'do and a
variety of opportunities for involvement. If you have some spare time and an
Interest in preserving and promulgating local history, let us hear from you.
Somewhere in the wide range of our current activities there is a place just
waiting for you. Come, get involved.

Sincerely,

Mg N gt

Guy H. Papale
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The History of Kensico
and Its Inundation

THE LOST _—
¢ by Neil S. Martin

Bach minute, 335,000 gallons of cool mountain water push their way
into the northwestern depths of the Kensico Reservoir, flowing from
the subsurface mouth of the 17%:-foot wide Catskill Aqueduct at a
steady 2% miles an hour.

On the eastern side, the Rye Lake arm, the newer Delaware Aque-
duct delivers 599,000 gallons every minute through an even larger
opening. Together the two account for most of the 30 billion galions that
fill the 2,200-acre reservoir behind the masonry pile of the 66-year-old
Kensico Dam:.

There is a regular, if nearly imperceptible, drift through this enor-
mous emergency canteen that replaced a much smaller man-made lake.
As it pours into the upper end, the water is drawn off at the lower end
for the faucets, fire hydrants and toilets of New York and southern
Westchester. '

And in its lazy passage through the reservoir, the water swirls over
the silted remains of the little crossroads village for which the reservoir
was named. Farms once flourished and mills turned here; generations
were born, raised families and were buried.

There is a story, periodically revived, that fisherman skimming along
the reservoir surface near the Rye Lake outlet can glimpse the shadowy
steeple of Kensico's little Methodist church reaching up from the
gloom. But there's no truth to this.

The church did not survive the flooding of the valley anymore than
did Pfister's store, the Ravens' hotel, Joe Carpenter's blacksmith shop
or the farm of Willis and Hattie Hustis. All we really have of that place
and time are a few photographs and the memories of children grown
old.

The valley lay white under a cold January moon as the horse drew the
sleigh up the lakeside road. Except for the squeak of the runners and
the muffled, regular clump of the horse’s hooves in the snow, there was
no sound. A little boy snuggled deeper under blankets and straw, be-
tween his bundled father, who held the reins, and his mother, who in-
stinctively pulled the boy closer as she watched the valley slide by. A
dog, curled around the boy's feet, bounced slightly when the runners
caught a mt.

The boy's name was Eddie Ward, and he was going fo see his Grand-
mother Carpenter and his aunts, uncles and cousins. They all lived at



the small crossroads called Kensico at the head of the lake. Eddie's
mother, the former Olgee Green Carpenter, had grown up in Kensico
and had married his father in its little Methodist church. Eddie couldn't
tell you how his mother had gotten such an unusual name.

Eighty years later, Edmund F. Ward, a prolific illustrator and a
former county supervisor, remembers the warmth and security of those
winter trips to Kensico. He sketches the old roads with sure motions.
""This is the State Road, which was unpaved then. It ran from White
Plains to Valhalla to Kensico to Armonk and on up. The new road is
Route 22. The road from Tarrytown came into the State Road here, at
Kensico."

He draws littie squares along the roads. ''This was where the
Reynolds family lived, on Reynolds Hill, overlooking the lake. Across
the lake, here, was the Raven’s hotel. Over here is where the school-
house was, next to Uncle Joe's blacksmith shop, Next to that was Uncle
Joe's house and right at the crossroads was Pfister's.”

Pfister's store was the main meeting place in the Kensico of 1900.
Jacob Pfister offered almost everything the valley's farm families need-
ed, from flour, sugar and nails in huge barrels to kerosene for lamps. No
one had electricity in Kensico.

The horse-drawn stage stopped at Pfister's twice a day in each direc-
tion as it wandered between the Kensico Station depot and Armonk,
which everyone in Kensico referred to as ''Monkeytown." The stage
carried people, packages, newspapers and, most importantly, the U.S,
mail.

Jacob Pfister was also postmaster for this world of 200 or so souls and
no telephones. Every day he handed the stage driver a bag of outgoing
letters, each carrying his stamp: “'Kensico, N.Y."”

'There was another store on the other side of the crossroads, owned by
Clark Ryder who spent most of the time on his farm. A bell would ring
when you stepped into Ryder's. A woman upstairs would holler out the
window. Eventually, Ryder stalked in through the back way, his boots
tikely decorated with manure.

One day, a woman who did not know Ryder well, patiently waited
for him to step behind the counter and then asked for a bottle of ink.
Ryder asked if she would mind walking over to Pfister's for that. He
had only one bottle of ink left and if he sold that, he explained, he'd
have io order a whole new box, which was more trouble and expense
than her businegs was worth.

Ryder also enjoyed the distinction of being a staunch Democrat in a
community that strongly favored President McKinley, Rough Rider
Teddy Roosevelt and the Republican Party in general.

One of the leading Republicans was Joe Carpenter, the blacksmith
whose task it was to keep the valley’s horses shod. The second floor of



At the head of Old Kensico Lake School District No. 6, Kensico, showing Left to

right: Percy Pictschker, Anna Stonebanks Pietschker, J. Reynold Pietschker
and Del Pietschker.

Raven's Hotel in the village of Xensice on the East side of Kensico Lake, about
opposite today’s Orchard 5t.



Joe's shop was a large meeting room, where campaign strategy would
be debated. It was also where the men of Kensico did their duty each
election day. Women, of course, were not allowed to vote until well
after Kensico was no more.

Most of the people who met at Pfister's were farmers, like the
Reynold’s, who had a large dairy herd in the fields surrounding their
gothic, towered mansion atop Reynolds Hiil.

Florence Hustis loved her parents’ farm, particuiarly the horses her
father bought, sold and boarded. There was one chore she hated: pick-
ing cucumbers. Come summer, she and her younger brother, Harry,
would have to pull off thousands of the tiny gherkins which her father
took to the pickling plant in White Plains. Sometimes she and Harry
would fight in the hot garden. "I I got mad at my brother, I would have
to say excuse me and apologize,” Florence Hustis Griffen recalls now.
"My mother never let us go to bed angry.”

Pfister’s $tore in the village of Kensico.

Frequently, Florence would have to take one of her father's prized
horses 1o Joe Carpenter for new shoes. Then she might walk down to
the causeway that ran from the Rye Ponds into the lake. There she
sometimes found John and Merve Krepps and their little cousin from
White Plains, Eddie Ward. The boys often fished the lake, causeway
and nearby Bear Gutter Creek for bass, eels and bullfrogs.

Listening to their teacher, Dolly Merritt, the children of Kensico tried
to imagine what their crossroads looked like during the Revolution.



After the Battle of White Plains, George Washington met here with his
officers, as the bruised American troops-regrouped in the surrounding
hills.

There was no lake at all then, and Kensico wasn't even called Ken-
sico. Instead, it was Wright's Mills, named for the grist mill operated by
Reuben Wright. Washington briefly used Wright's house as a head-
quarters and the British Major Andre was dragged through on his way
to be hanged in Tappan. Wright's house is also believed to have been
the site of the court-martial of the American Gen. Charies Lee,
suspected of helping the British capture the fort named after him.

The Robbins-Wright house in Kensico {mill owners).

Other millers came and went and the crossroads was successively
dubbed Fisher's Mills and Robbin's Mills. It was not until 1849 that the
first post office was established, in a store operated by the Wyckoff
family. That was when tavern owner Jotham Washington Tompkins pro-
posed that the practice of naming the crossroads after mill owners cease
and that the new post office be named for the Indian chief who sold
most of the area surrounding White Plains to English settiers in the
16005 .

The need for a post office was evident. By the late 1840s, the valley
boasted a grist mill, a cider mill, a felt hat factory, a textile mill and a
dye works. The little Bronx River and Bear Guiter Creek supplied the
water power.



The farmers had easy access to New York City's first railroad, which
had pushed up the Bronx River. According to one story, the people of
Kensico and Armonk opposed the railroad's extension through their
communities, encouraging its builders fo turn away from the valley and -
lay track up Davis Brook toward the Saw Mill River. The Davis Brook
depot became known as Kensico Station. The post office there was call-
ed Valhalla to distinguish it from Kensico. Soon after the turn of the
century, the station’s name was also changed to Valhalla; too many
mourners bound for Kensico Cemetery, further along the line, had been
getting off at the wrong stop.

John and Caroline Raven came to the valley in the early 1870s not
long after immigrating from Germany. Raven was from Berlin and his
wife was from Kassel. They bought a farm along the river and con-
verted the main house into a small hotel. It was then that engineers
from New York City announced that they were about to build an
earthen dam across the Bronx River and create the first small reservoir,
to supply ihe old Westchester towns of Morrisania, Kingsbridge and
West Parms after they were annexed by New York City.

The industrious Raven didn't hesitate, With teams of horses and oxen
and dozens of men straining at ropes, the little hotel was rolled up the
hill on logs to a point safe from the city's clutches.

It turned out that the little lake was a blessing for the large Raven
family: dam workers boarded in the hotel and ate and drank in the
tavern. Later, people would come to fish, boat and skate at the lake.
The Ravens named their establishment the Lake View Hotel.

Dorothy Raven Draper, the youngest of the couple’s 11 children and
the only one still living, remembers how her father and brothers sawed
biocks of ice from the lake 0 store in thelr ice house. The ice had to be
carefully packed in sawdust to last through the summer.

Caroline Raven would search for people fo work in the hotel among
the immigrants stepping off the Ellis Istand boats at the Battery. The
Ravens usually hired people from their native country with whom they
could converse easily. Farmers like Willis Hustis also hired hands at the
Battery during busy seasons.

Because the Raven's hotel served beer, wine and hard liguor, it was
not entirely welcome by many of the strict Methodists who populated
Kensico. They regarded it as a ''rum hole,"" even though the Ravens
were members of their church and even though it was a saloonkeeper
who had named their crossroads. ''People could be very snooty in those
days,’" one woman explained. .

Most Kensico people did not go into New York often. The big annual
outing was the church trip to Rye Beach. "It was a long buggy ride
down King Street. By the time you got there, it was time to leave,” says
Florence Hustis Griffen, who would wear a blue bathing suit that



covered most of her body. Stockings were also required of female
bathers.

Florence took art lessons, at 50 cents for each session, from Cora

. Carpenter, the blacksmith's sister and Eddie Ward's aunt. Cora was an
expert painter of china which she baked in 2 large kiln in Eddie's grand-
mother's house. On rainy days, Eddie and his friends would paint with
Cora and Florence.

When Florence was 20 and still living in Kensico, she did an oil por-
trait of a horse, which she later gave to her brother Harry. Years later,
when Harry died, the picture could not be found. Many more years
passed until the day, not long ago, that Florence’s daughter walked into
the White Plains Thrift Shop and saw the portrait of a horse hanging on
a nail. It was signed ''Florence Hustis, 1907."

It should be pointed out that Kensico has some claim to literary im-
mortality, The valley is the seiting of a rather lurid novel, Within These
Walls, written by the prolific Rupert Hughes in 1923,

In the bock, Hughes contrasts the evil of greedy, growing New York
City with the purity and simplicity of Westchester's villages. The hero
mafries a beautiful young New Yorker amid a cholera epidemic and
whisks her to safety on a Kensico farm. Alas, the city pursues them,
building dams left and right in Westchester, destroying homes and
farms, including, ultimately, their own Kensico homestead.

In between, the couple's litile daughter is violated by a local no-good
who is, in turn, killed by the husband and buried within the family's
ceilar walls. Later, the husband returns from a trip to Manhattan to find
his wife in the arms of a longtime rival. His wife offers to commit
suicide but things are patched up. One son dies in the Civil War,
another traitorously becomes an engineer on the New Croton Dam. The
times are marked by treachery, hard drinking and heartache,

At the end, the aged protagonist, RoBards, draws his remorseful
engineer son to his side: 1 had to see you, Keithie, to get one more
promise from you before I go. The city, that infernal New York, will be
demanding our farm for the bottom of one of its lakes before long.

"But don't let them have it! Fight 'em to the last ditch! And whatever
you do, don't let "emn open the cellar walls..”

No one recalls any Kensico history to match Hughes' tale—except of
course, that New York really did drown the valley.

Florence Hustis was 15 in 1902 when the engineers of "'that infernal
New York'* drew up the basic plans for the Catskill water systern. Over
the next 15 years, only the construction of the Panama Canal over-
shadowed this incredible project.

The need was obvious. Even with the New Croton Dam then nearing
completion, the exploding city population was outdrinking the water
supply. Moreover, the city had four years earlier taken in the Bronx,



Brooklyn, Queens and Staten Island, and New Croton could serve only
Manhattan and the Bronx. A key argument for Greater New York was
that creation of a single metropolitan government was necessary to plan
and finance an adequate water supply for all the new boroughs, which
had relied on well water when they were independent cities and towns.

The Catskill scheme called for construction of a huge reservoir at
Asholkan in the Catskills, 2 smaller reservoir on Schoharie Creek con-
nected to Ashokan, the large emergency reservoir at Kensico to replace
the small lake and an equalizing reservoir at Hill View in Yonkers to
balance the flow from the aqueduct against the fluctuating hourly thirst
of the city. The Catskill Agqueduct would bore 93 miles through moun-
tains, under streams and lakes and dive 1,000 feet into the bedrock
beneath the Hudson River at Storm King. From Hill View, the water
would be taken to each borough of the city by a cavernous tunnel
driven entirely through the city’'s rock base.

"The news spread through Kensico like wildfire,” Florence Hustis
Griffen recalls, The people could not believe the maps they were
shown, outlining a reservoir covering 10 times the surface of the small
lake they knew. The 1,800-foot-long, 160-foot-high dam would raise the
water level an incredible 100 feet up the slopes of Reynolds' Hill,
Cooney Hill and Ackerley's Hill. Archer’s Hill, where the family of that
name had farmed for generations, would be turned into an island! The
Rye Ponds would be completely flooded, All but a few hilltop farms
would be taken and the crossroads where Washington's officers con-
vened would be put under many feet of water. Church, school, stores,
blacksmith shop, hotel, all would be razed.

Kensico made little effort to stop the plans. "People whose homes
were taken objected to it, of course, but there was no organized opposi-
tion,” is the way Edmund Ward remembers it. ""They figured New
York had to have the water and it was no use kicking against the
prickles, as it were. And 1 think people got a decent value for the
land...Still, the city was drowning out an entire community.”

One must remember that the early 1900s were a time of exciting
change. The young people of Kensico, who had grown up much as their
Civil War ancestors had, could sense that the inventions of Bell, Edison,
the Wrights and Duryvea were about to change their lives as they were
changing the lives of those in the cities. People were more receptive to
accelerating progress—the Briarcliff Trophy Race that tore through
Kensico in 1908 was a grand demonstration of the qualities of the
automobile—and most did not feel overwhelmed by change as many
people do today.

But Florence Hustis Griffen still feels the loss of Kensico. ""The most
gloriou$ times of my life were spent in that picture," she says, pointing
to a large photograph of her parents’ farm. “The city of New York came
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and ruined everything. And they never gave the farmers what their
land was really worth.”” Asked if her father considered fighting the city
on his own, she says, "He didn't believe in lawsuits.”

Increasingly fearful of drought and disease, New York City won
quick approval from the state legislature to take what lands it needed at
Kensico; special three-man commissions were to decide on '‘fair
prices”” for landowners. In 1905, the bonding legislation was passed, in
1906 final state planning approval was won. And in 1907, at Garrison in -
Putnam County, New York City Mayor John McClellan celebrated the
beginning of construction of the agueduct.

First to sell his Kensico land was John Raven. But not to the city. To
the Jennie Clarkson Home for Children, which built on the high land
unaffected by the city’s plans. "I have raised all my children here,”” he
told friends in 1904. "If the Jennie Clarkson people think it can help
their children, they should have it.”* The hotel was used as a temporary
children’s home before it was burned as a fiery prop for an early motion
picture. Unfortunately, no one seems to rermember the name of the
film.

When John Wyckoff moved to Connecticut in 1906, taking his
family's name out of the valley for the first time in 100 years, the
church had to search for a new treasurer. ‘

Belle Miller, another of Joe Carpenter's sisters and head of the Ladies’
Aid Seciety, finally prevailed on C. Frank Reynolds to take over. This
was a surprising choice because Reynolds, who had inherited the dairy
farm on Reynolds’ Hill, was not even a member of the Kensico church.
Belle explained: ''Frank, the city is going to take the church property in
the next few years and there will be quite a summ of money to handle. As
you have a farm, we do not believe you will run away with the
money."”’ _

Reymnolds, who appreciated Belle's direct approach, found the city
had set up a $2,500 fund for care of the church before taking the proper-
ty. With this, he and the ladies put on a new roof, redecorated the in-
side, varnished the pews, bought a new red carpet from Sloane's and
put in a hot-air furnace,

But the people who gathered at Plister's saw no point to investing
money in a doomed church. When Reynolds went to Pfister's for his
mail he was greeted like this: “"Here comes the Ladies’ Aid man. He
does anything the women want him to do. He even believes in women's
suffrage and he spends money on a building that's going to be torn
down soon because they say so."”

The jokers choked when the city commissioners awarded the church
a whopping $21,000 for its improved property, 50 percent more than
the most optimistic church member had dared predict. Peopie began
painting and rebuilding all through the valley. Years later Reynolds
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