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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Dear Friends,

You have made my three years as President exciting and
rewarding. I admire and appreciate all of you who continue to be so
supportive of and interested in The Society. Your knowledge, energy
and friendship make The Society an outstanding organization!

This past year has been filled with exciting projects. Many of
you have shared with me a renewed enthusiasm for historic preservation.
Together, we have expanded the Docents Program; presented two
educational Exhibits; held two Antiques Shows; coordinated several
Colonial Crafts days for the area fourth grades; dished up a Colonial
Tavern Dinner; participated in the Town-wide Christmas Party; offered
the Mary Guion Brown Diary; and joined in the Millennium Committee
activities.

The North Castle Historical Society has numerous opportunities
for your participation. We invite you to be a part of the future while we
fearn from the past.

Please enjoy this newest issue of North Castle History. The
articles in this issue trace some of our land uses during three centuries.
Hopefully these articles will encourage you to record other portions of
our Town’s history. Please share your personal knowledge so that our
collective history is recorded and preserved before it is lost forever.

Sincerely,

Py Proct

n Krantz
President
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THE CORNELL-BIRDSALL HOUSE
ON THE ORIGINAL SITE
{1960s photograph from the Archives of The Society]

This house is an excellent example of a post-Revolutionary period
farmhouse dating back to the time when George Washington was
President of the United States. Experts believe the oldest portion
of the house dates back to around 1790.

Willett Cornell conveyed this circa 1790 house to Joseph Birdsall,
who passed it to his son, Benjamin Birdsall. James E. Brundage
purchased the property at the turn of the century and later sold it to
Cornelius R. Agnew, who called the house North Gate, Various
superintendents (including Harry Hunter, William C. Whipple and
then Arthur E. Hendry) lived in the house, IBM Corporation
purchased the Agnew estate. In the mid-1960s this house was
moved to its present location behind Town Hall, renovated and
decorated by IBM.

The present building, pictured on the front cover, consists of four
parts, one added to the original structure around 1870-1880 and
two added by the Town of North Castle since the building was
moved.

Reprints of NORTH CASTLE HISTORY
may be ordered for $5 each from
The North Castle Historical Society
449 Bedford Road
Armonk, New York 10504
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Plegse forward any corrections or additions to the information presented
herein and/or your constructive suggestions for improving this publication to
your editorial board at The North Castle Historical Society, Smith’s Tavern,
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If you would be willing to research and/or author an article, please let us
know. New writers and new perspectives are vital,




WENGA FARM
A North Castle “Great Estate”

by Doris Finch Watson

High on a hill beside Route 22 in Armonk, New York, stands the weli-
known World Headquarters of IBM Corporation. It stands on nearly 450
acres, and if that land could talk, what a long and interesting story it
could tell.

Tradition says that back in the time when Indians roamed these lands, the
Siwanoy Indians' built a type of “Fort” on the high part of that land.
When early settlers near the Long Island Sound looked to the north, they
referred to the “Fort” as a castle; thus, the name North Castle,

But long before settlers came to “North Castle”, there were heavily
wooded rofling hills, with crystal clear streams winding through the
valleys. It was Indian land. Today, some of those Indian leaders’ names
live on in such names as the Wampus Park and stream, the Mianus River
and Gorge, the Kensico Reservoir and Dam — reminders of long ago.”

Settlements in the Woods

When early settlers came in the 1700s, small settlements grew up along
the streams. Homes had to be built, so jumber mills and gristmills were
founded. By 1736 North Castle elected town officials, held meetings and
recorded town minutes.” Cart paths became muddy or frozen narrow
roads, and stagecoaches went through on what was called the New York-
Danbury Post Road. By 1787 a Methodist Church was built north of the
Methodist Cemetery on Cox Avenue; by 1798 the Quaker Meeting
House was standing.” North Castle was growing.

! The Siwanoy were one of the largest of the Wappinger subdivisions and
occupied land ranging form present-day Norwalk, Connecticut to Hell Gate,
New York. Frederic Shomnard and W.W. Spooner, History of Westchester
County, 1900, p. 26.
> Doris Finch Watson, “The Indians of North Castle”, North Castle History,
1979.

* Historical Records North Castle/New Castle, 1736-1791, jointly published by

New Castle and North Castle, 1976,

* Richard N. Lander, “Methodism at North Castle” North Castle History, 1987.

* The Quaker Meeting House was moved from Cox Avenue to The North Castle

Historical Society property at 440 Bedford Road, Armonk, and a program of
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The Setting

About 1790, it was in this setting that Willett Cornell chose the piece of
land (now IBM land) on which to establish his home and farm. About
1825 he conveyed it to Joseph Birdsall, who lived there and farmed the
land until his death. Then his son, Benjamin Birdsall, a Quaker and well-
known citizen, farmed it until his death. Later, the property was
purchased by James E. Brundage who sold it to Cornelius R. Agnew.

The New Owner

With the sale to Mr. Agnew, a whole new chapter arose in the life of that
fertile land. Mr. Agnew, a vice president of a New York bank, and “one
of the prominent citizens of Westchester County”,’ began acquiring
several neighbering farms on both sides of the highway until he had
acquired over 600 acres. He and his wife, Blanche Bean Agnew, began
planning their country home and estate. Following the custom of the
time, they turned the name Agnew backward and named their estate
WENGA FARM ... for it was to be more than just a country mansion, it
was to be a working farm.

THE AGNEW MANSION FACED IN A NORTHERLY DIRECTION, IBM
CORPORATION WORLD HEADQUARTERS BUILT ON THIS SITE AND
MOVED HERE IN 1964. {Photograph courtesy of Mrs. Cornelius Rea Agnew, Jr.}

dedication was held on October 1, 1995, It has been completely restored and is
available for community use, Refer to North Castle History, 1978, Volume 5.

¢ Westchester County and Its People, Lewis Publishing Company, Inc., New
York, 1946, p. 319.
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AN AERIAL VIEW OF CORNELIUS REA AGNEW’S WENGA FARM MANSION

The terraces and reflecting pool on the rear grounds of the mansion are visible in the lower center of the photograph. A
circular addition to the mansion housed the library and Mrs. Agnew’s organ. [Photograph courtesy of Mrs. C. R. Agnew, Jr.}
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The Mansion

The new, large main house was reached by a long, winding driveway and
stood majestically atop a rolling hill. The house was elegant, with huge
white columns supporting a roof over the entrance. Mr. and Mrs. Agnew
had four children: Alice, Cornelius Rea, Jr., Donald and Sanford, so the
house contained many bedrooms, baths, sitting and guest rooms on the
first and second floors, with the servants rooms on the third floor. It was
a spacious, gracious home with all the comforts of the day.

The Agnews built a special room with a circular outside wall where Mrs.
Agnew’s organ was placed. The room was paneled in chestnut, just
before the blight hit all the chestnut trees. Even the organ has a
fascinating history. After years of use in the home, the Agnew family
donated it to the Bedford Presbyterian Church where it was used for
years. Later, the Church gave it to the Banksville Baptist Church. When
the Church became a residence, the organ went into storage at Clifford
Henry James’’ bamn for a brief period, followed by storage in Mount
Vernon, New York, and then in Silver Spring, Pennsylvania. Following
- Mr. James’ death his sister, Ethel Lewis, presented the organ to the
Vanderbilt House, “Biltmore”, in Asheville, North Carolina. The organ
has been restored and enjoyed by many.

Magnificent landscaping, including beautiful dogwoods, surrounded the
mansion, and a glittering reflection pool nestled down below several tiers
of rolling lawn. The views from the house included the Kensico
Reservoir, the rolling hills and the Long Island Sound. This country
home provided everything the Agnews loved: walking and riding trails,
room for sports-and hobbies and space for grandchildren.

Other Homes on Wenga Farm

A handsome colonial farmhouse, occupied about 1790 by Willett:
Cornell, was used as a superintendent’s house, sometimes called North
Gate. ' Long-time Armonk residents will remember that Harry Hunter
was superintendent and lived there, followed by William Whipple.®

7 Clifford Henry James was an architect-who lived at 605 Bedford Road,
Armonk in the James Gedney-Lyon house built ¢,1750. Mr. James was buried
in The Middle Patent Rural Cemetery on April 3, 1993.
¥ William Whipple's wife, Lulu, was a well-known schoolteacher. Following
his death, she later married a Mr. West.

8



Then for many years Arthur Hendry was the farm’s superintendent, and
the house became known as the Hendry House.’ Manﬁy local people
worked on the farm under the superintendent’s leadership.’

THE CORNELL-BIRDSALL
HOUSE (NORTH GATE OR
HENDRY HOUSE) PICTURED
ON ITS ORIGINAL  SITE
BEFORE IT WAS MOVED %
AND REFURBISHED BY IBM g
CORPORATION AS A GIFT N
TO THE TOWN OF NORTH &
CASTLE. The flat-roofed
addition on the right has six-
over-six windows that are smaller
than the earlier section windows.
Two large sections have been
added since the bhuilding was j
moved. [Photograph from The
Archives of The North Castle !
Historical Society] .

o s G e

When the Agnew children became adults they had homes on the farm.
The daughter, Alice’', lived in a home called Crow’s Nest not far from
the mansion. Two Agnew sons had homes on the King Street end of the
farm: one was Peach Blow, where Sanford lived; the other was called
South Gate, where Cornelius, Jr., called Rea, lived.” Paths were created

* Although sometimes called the Hendry House (because Arthur Hendry was so
well known), the proper name is the Cornell-Birdsall House. It was moved to
the lot behind Town Hall and is sometimes referred to as the “Annex”.
" Many local people worked on Wenga Farm through the years, including
William Carpenter, Frank Holmes, Mr. Light, Charlie Caston and George
Coupe. In an interview in her home, Mrs. C. R. Agnew, Jr. told a story and
talked kindly of George Coupe. It seems that on a Sunday afterncon her
children were taking a walk with their nurse. Little Billy put his hand into a
hole between rocks, only to be bitten by a snake. George Coupe hunted down
the snake and killed it ... much to the relief of the family. Some acreage on
Wenga Farm was rented to Franz and lrvin Henker. The well-known Henker
Farm was on Bedford-Banksville Road, but the Henkers rented additional land
from the Agnews for crops,
'* Alice married Dave Hennen Morris. Their daughter, Susan, married Frederic
Carter and lives in Millbrook, New York.
2 This house on King Street was called South Gate as it was at the south
entrance to the farm. The other entrance on old Route 22 was called North Gate
and, later, Hendry House.
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leading from the mansion to the three children’s houses. The sons’
houses were both pre-Revolutionary and in 1777 belonged to Daniel
Lewis."” By 1800 the Thomas Waterburys owned them, with their son,
Drake, living in the northern one. By the 1870s D. W. Smith was the
owner; by the turn of the century it belonged to O. R. Hartmann. Early in
the 1900s Mr. Agnew added both homes to his Wenga Farm.

Crow’s Nest, home of Alice Agnew Morris and her family. The children

pictured are not identified. 1BM Corporation later used this house.
{Undated photograph courtesy of Mrs. Cornelius Rea Agnew, Jr.)

Later the Byram Hills School District had offices in this old house.
1976 Photograph from the Archives of The North Castle Historical Seociety.]

¥ American Revolutionary Map of 1777 by Erskin-DeWitt shows both houses

of Daniel Lewis on what is now called King Street.
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