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Dear Members and Friends,

April 4, 1997 marked the 26™ anniversary of the
founding of The North Castle Historical Society. QOur Society
continues to pursue the goals of the founding members - by
preserving the history of our community, educating our young
and old alike, continuing to research the history of cur families
and buildings, giving tours of our historic buildings, holding
colonial dinners, presenting Colonial Crafts Days, offering
Antiques Shows, and holding monthly meetings. Much time and
energy are needed to keep Smith’s Tavern Educational Complex
a busy and interesting site,

This is my third and last letter as President. | personally
wish to thank all of you for your faithfulness in being members
of The Society. Your payment of dues and your active
participation in our various functions throughout the year are
vital. A special thanks to all of the Trustees of our Society.

Please keep informed about various activities through the
Society Newsletter.  Join our knowledgeable docents on
Sundays from 1:30-3:30pm, April through mid-December.
Contribute to our publications and archives. Remember our
Christmas Party each December. Come and usher in your
personal Colonial Christmas with special friends in a special
placel

Let’s continue to pursue together the dreams of our
inspired founding members!
Sincerely,

Constance M. Quarrie
President

CHARTERED BY THE REGENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF THE STAYE OF NEW YORK
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NORTH CASTLE’S SHOEMAKING INDUSTRY
by Doris Finch Watson

The true importance of the local SHOEMAKING INDUSTRY is
prominently depicted by the placement of shoemaking implements in
the beautiful official seal of the Town of North Castle.!

In the mid-1800s the making of shoes was an important cottage
industry in Armonk, Middle Patent, Banksville, Pound Ridge and
adjoining communities. Unfortunately, little has been written about
this large scale occupation in this area of Westchester, with only brief
references to it in a handful of books. One reference source states that
in Pound Ridge “almost 150 families were shoemakers”? North
Castle had 221 families involved in shoemaking in 1850.° This
number did not include all of the local dealers, manufacturers and
distributors.  For some residents shoemaking was a full-time
occupation. For numerous others in North Castle and neighboring
communities, it played a major role by providing an important “exira
income” source.

Background

Many early farmers had their own vats for tanning leather which came
from skins or hides of animals used chiefly for their food value. When
the skins were tanned and dressed, the leather was used to make shoes
for the family. Early shoes were shaped “straight”, with no distinction
between the right and left foot.” Sometimes leather was used by a
traveling shoemaker to make shoes for the entire farm family. He was
called a journeyman because he traveled from place to place seeking
work, using his hammer, lapstone, crude knife and awl to fashion
shoes. Early records often listed shoemakers as “cordwainers™
because they made shoes of cordovan.

' See the photograph and explanation of the Town Seal on the front and
back covers of this issue.
2 Susan Cochran Swanson and Elizabeth Green Fuller, Westchester County,
A Pictorial History (Donning Co., Pennsylvania, 1982) p. 64.
? 1850 Federal Census of Westchester County for the Town of North Castle.
* R. Tucker Wilcox, The Dictionary of Costumes (New York: Scribner,
1969). '
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As the population grew, the demand for shoes increased and tanneries
were established by local entrepreneurs. The “manufacturers™ saw
great opportunities in shoemaking. They cut the leather using patterns,
and the pieces were then taken to stores or shops for distribution to
families. A record was posted to each family for the number of pieces
they took home. When the hand sewing and cobbling work was
completed, the finished shoes were returned for credit. There was a
regular bartering system. The storekeepers’ old account and day
books provide a remarkable record of people involved, prices paid for
the shoemaking, various purchases made by the families, and the
settling of accounts at the end of each month. Some shoes made for
the Armonk manufacturers and dealers were sold locally, but most
were sent by wagons to Saw Pits (now Port Chester) where packet
boats would carry them to cities. Some Middle Patent and Banksville
shoes were sold locally, but most were hauled by wagon down to
Lower Landing’ (today called Cos Cob) and shipped by packet boats,
such as the John Romer or the Shippan, to New York City or other
distribution points.

Shoemaking Families

When the cut pieces of leather were brought home from the store every
family member knew the importance of that “extra income”, Thus, the
housewife, children and grandparents often worked during the day and
when the farmer finished farm chores, the entire family would gather
around the kitchen table and work by the glow of kerosene lamps.
Although many families kept their shoemaking materials and tools in
the house, some families built a little “cobbler’s shop” in the backyard.
When they were no longer needed for shoemaking, many were tomn
down; those remaining became storage sheds. Few of them remain
today: one on Hickory Kingdom Road, one on Middle Patent Road
and another on Bedford Road. Using these tiny buildings meant that
the cobbler’s bench, hammers, lasts and forms could all be kept out of
the house, probably to the delight of the homemaker!

* William E. Finch, Jr., The Stanwich Parish (unpublished). Mr. Finch is
Historian of The Town of Greenwich, Connecticut,
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(Photograph by Doris Finch'Watson) (Courtesy of Marie Worden)

Located on Middle Patent Road, the old cobbler’s shop pictured above is
one of the few remaining in North Castle. It was used by two generations
of the William Worden family. The present owner is Susan Anderson.
Marie Worden's grandfather, William Bussing Worden (1845-1925),
pictured above, worked and lived on Middle Patent Road,

Who were these shoemaking families? Shoemaking account books®
show that many accounts were carried in the names of women
including: Mrs. W. H. Dayton’, Mrs. John Fowler, Mrs. Lorenzo
Mead, Mrs. William Zar, Mrs. William Bird, Mrs. Thomas Davis,
Cordetia Miller, Sarah Bodey, Marie Brundage, Mrs. Simeon Sarles,
Mrs. Isaac Reynolds, Mrs, Horace Ferris, Mrs. Augustus Lockwood,
Mrs. Steve Finch, Mrs. George Reynolds, Mrs. W. D, Bird, Phebe A.
Banks, Mrs. Theodore Jones (see below), Rachel Platt, Mrs. Edward
Finch, Mary E. Mills, Mrs, W. Clarke and many others.

The names listed above are just a few of the many ladies who had
accounts. That seemed practical because it was the woman of the
household who usually brought the finished shoes back for credit; who
picked up new pieces of leather to be worked, and who made
purchases such as sugar, tea, coffee, salt, thread, silk material or

¢ Record Books of Hobby, Van Ranst & Parker. See reproduction of their
billhead with this article.
" Mrs. W. H. Dayton lived on Mead Road in the house later owned by Mr.
and Mrs. R. Eugene Curry and now owned by their daughter, Meg, and her
husband, Don Gregg.
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kerosene (items which could not be produced on the farm). The
storekeepers’ detailed records show the amount of leather pieces
dispensed to each family, the number of “uppers” that were stitched,
the number of shoes produced, and how reimbursement was made for
the labor, whether in merchandise or cash. Accounts were balanced at
the end of each month, with items purchased listed on the left side of
the page and the number of leather parts given out and the shoes
returned for credit appearing on the right column of the page. A double
line was drawn across at the end of the month, and sometimes a small
amount of cash would change hands, just enough to balance the
account.

i

1853 account ledger page for Mrs. Theodore Jones, which shows amount

of purchases, work done and the cash paid ($3.29) to balance the account.
(Collection of Doris Finch Watson)

DA

Since early days women have been involved in stitching shoes, sewing
together the different parts of the uppers by hand. Poet Lucy Larcom
has given us a vivid picture of one of these workers in “Hanna Binding
Shoes™:
Poor lone Hanna,
Sitting at the window, binding shoes!
Faded, wrinkled, .
Sitting, stitching in a mournfitl muse!
Bright-eved beanty once was she,
When the bloom was on the tree.
Spring and Winter
Hanna at the window, binding shoes.

Let us bekieve the North Castle women fared much better!

Account books reveal that the prices paid for work varied. Perhaps
prices were based on style or size. As an example, the account of Mrs.



George W. Brundage shows the following on November 24, 1855: “6
pr. @14 884" and “6pr. @ 16 3.96".

Although the women did the stitching of the shoes, it was the men who
did the cobbling, hammering away at their cobblers’ benches. One of
the last Banksville cobblers was Lorenzo Mead (1814-1900), who
worked at his cobbler’s bench upstairs at Finch’s Store’. That
cobbler’s bench is now a treasured possession in the Watson home,
and a photograph of it including some of his tools appears with this
story.

A young shoemaker, who later became widely known, was Silas Derby
(1822-1900). He was born in Middle Patent and began working on
shoes at the age of fourteen.” He continued shoemaking until he saw
the need for transportation from Banksvilie to Greenwich and back. In
1861 he opened his stagecoach business, which he operated for nearly
forty years. He was known for “his mode of dress, the trim of his
whiskers and his cheery YAP to his steeds”.'® At Derby’s death in
June, 1900, “The Greenwich Graphic” devoted almost the entire front
page to recounting the story of his life and included a large pictare of
him with his stagecoach. '

Church Groups Made Shoes, Too

In 1847 The Middle Patent Methodist Episcopal Church moved from
the original 1826 church building into the present structure. Money
was imperative, and when the church women saw an opportunity for
income, *“The Middle Patent Methodist Episcopal Sewing Society”
delved into shoemaking."

Word spread, and when the Banksville Baptist Church'? (built in 1853)
needed funds, the Baptist ladies took up the cause. They formed the

¥ Lorenzo Mead was a cousin of Marvin N. Finch, store owner,

® The Greenwich Graphic, Greenwich, Connecticut 30 June 1900,

' Frederick A. Hubbard, Other Days in Greenwich (New York: J. F. Tapley
Co.,, 1913) p. 61.

"' Record Books of Hobby, Van Ranst & Parker, 1855.

'2 The Banksville Baptist Church building was pictured on the front cover
of North Castle History, Volume 3, 1976. The building was converted to a
residence in 19735,
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Page of the Day Book showing the 1839 account of Mrs. Lorenzo Mead.
Note that 17 pairs of finished shoes came IN and 36 pairs went OUT to
be completed. “Thursday, Oct. 20%, 1859. Mrs. Lorenzo Mead. 14 pr. at

20. 2.80, 3pr. at12. .36. Out 36 pr. Db. To 2 spools silk 80. 1.60.”
(Courtesy of Doris Finch Watson)

Ledger Page for The Methodist Episcopal Church Sewing Society
showing Debit and Credit columns. “Methodist E. Sewing Society.
Aungust 29 To Cash 5.04. To Cash 16.00. To Balance 1.64. July 8 48 pr.
August 16 In 36 pr. 14. 5.04. Sept. 27 In 36 pr. I4. 5.04. Oct. 18 In 12
pr. 14, 1.68. Oct. 25 In 30 pr. 14. 4.20, Nov. 12 In 36 pr. 14. 5.04. Nov.
22In 12 pr. 14. 1.68.” (Courtesy of Doris Finch Watson)
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