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December 31, 2008

Dear Members and Friends,

Welcome to the 35" edition of North Castle History. 1 can assure you that
you will enjoy this year’s articles about life in our town in the past
centary. Just as these articles bring the past back in their own evocative
way, having the opportunity to actually touch and feel history can be even
more fulfilling. Thus, I would like to challenge each of you who is
reading this to visit our wonderful complex of buildings at Historic
Smith’s Tavern. Make a pledge to yourself to come with a friend, a
spouse, a child, a grandchild, or any combination. Enjoy an hour of being
guided through one of the oldest buildings in Westchester, with many
rooms restored to much the same as they were more than 200 years ago.
Visit the one-room East Middle Patent School House (especially great
with a child) and see how amazingly different schools were just a
generation or two ago, with its ink-welled desks and potbelly stove. Peek
into the Brundage Blacksmith shop that served North Castle’s working
horses for much of the 19" and first half of 20" centuries. And we won’t
fet you leave without a look into the Quaker Meeting House, built in
1798, and meticulously restored to the way it was when North Castle’s
active Quaker community met there weekly.

So enjoy our 2008 booklet, and please come visit us. We are open on
Sunday afternoons from 2:00p.m. to 5:00p.m. and Wednesdays from
2:00p.m. to 4:00p.m. beginning in April and continuing to December.

It is your Historical Society, and you are the ones that enable us to bring
our local history alive in so many ways.

a ack aschke
President

CHARTERED BY THE REGENTS OF TTIE UNIVIRSITY OF FILE STATE OF NEW YOHRK



MEMORIES OF COHOMONG WOOD

by Camilla Ruth Cole Smidt

This personal recollection, handwritten in pencil on old, lined yellow paper was
written by the late Mrs. Smidt, It was found amongst papers donated to The
Society by Mr. and Mrs, Richard Sylvesiri in Septemnber 2006. Mrs. Sylvestri is
a daughter of Mrs. Smidt, who wrote the recollection in 1978 for an oral history
presentation to Mrs. Ming’s elementary school class.

I am very pleased and flattered that Mrs. Ming and my granddaughter,
Kimmy Sylvestri, have asked me to tell you a little about our area. 1 think
they asked me because I've lived here so long and because I'm getting old
and have lots of memories and know some things about the “Olden Days”.

You have been studying about the Colonial Days, Indians and
Revolutionary War.  So, 1 thought I would tell you today about what I
remember of my youth here. I had thought 1 would talk to you “off the
top of my head” but so many things came back to me I had to write them
down and have decided to read them.

I’ve lived here since I was nine years old, which was in 1917, the time of
World War 1. Last year, 1977, we had lived here for 60 years so when my
children and grandchildren visited us last summer 1 ordered a very large
cake from Carvels (as | have 15 lningry grand-children). I had asked the
store to write on it “Happy Birthday, Cohomong Wood®” - with the dates
1917 — 1977, We had candles on it and sang toasts and made speeches.
It was a fine cclebration.

Until I was nine we spent-our summers i various places m rented houses
— Lenox, Massachusetts; Pleasantville, New Yorl; and Sarles Street in Mt.
Kisco, New York. My parents were always locking for a place to buy
and ook my two younger sisters and me to-all sorts of houses that

" If Mrs. Smidt was 9 years old in 1917, then she would have been bomn in 1908.

2 There are several spelling variations, which include Cohamong, Cobomong and
Cobamong.

* The September 13, 1917 issue of The New York Times reported that Dr. Rufus Cole
purchased 360 acres which were the country estate of Richard Harding Davis and that he
also purchased an adjoining plot of 32 acres on the Armonk-Bedford Road belonging to
Oliver D. Stewart. The Cole family was living at 960 Park Averue, New Yok City.
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were for sale'. When we saw this lovely wooded place and the two lakes
we all decided we liked this the best. The upper lake is near the house and
1s artificial. That is, it was man-made’. It was scooped out of a swamp
and fed by springs. A long dam was built at one end o hold the water. It
was stocked with bass and soon all sorts of wildlife appeared and settled
in. Their descendants are still there — muskrats, black snakes, geese,
various kinds of ducks and birds and turtles and frogs — preat big
bullfrogs.

When my grandmother visited us in the summers her bedroom over-
looked the lake; she often said at breakfast thai she had heard cows
mooing or big old men talking loudly during the night down by the lake.
What she really heard were the big bullfrogs, and we used to tease her. All
of us learned to swim in this lake and in the summers we swam there
almost every day. We had a canoe and a rowboat, and we did a lot of
fishing. In the winters we skated on it (and stifl do).

The lower lake, which is far in the woods, is a natural one. It is a crater
and the only one on the Eastern seaboard of the United States of
America. A crater is made by a volcano, which erupts from the center of
the earth. It could be from one explosion or by many explosions that the
top of the volcano is blown away or sinks in and leaves a very deep
hollow, like Crater Lake in Oregon. The water in it comes from rains
and melted snow. OQur lake is so deep that no one has been able to
measure to find the bottom. There were many stories told about this
lake. One was that a man drowned in it, and his body was found miles
away in the Rippowam River. This lake was called Cohomong Lake by

1 According to a biographical memaoir written in 1979 by C. Phillip Miller for the National
Academy of Sciences, Mrs. Smidt’s parents were Annie Hegeler and Dr, Rufus Cole. Dr.
Cole was the first Director of the Hospital of the Rockefeller Institute for Medical
Research. He was appointed in 1908 and retired in 1937. His research specialized in the
study of human disease and pneumonia. At the age of 94 he traveled to Washington, D.C.,
to receive the Kovalenko Medal from the National Academy of Sciences. He contracted
pnewnomia and died there on April 20, 1966. Dr. and Mrs. Cole had three daughters:
Camilla Rufh “Camie” Cole Smidt, Elizabeth Aune “Betsy” Cole Botzow and Mary
Hegeler Cole Childs.

> Richard Harding Davis, noted author, playwright and journalist, had the lake constructed.
He was reportedly the model for the *Gibson Man’ — a handsome and self-assured male
created by artist Charles Gibson, Mr. Davis bought the property in 1903. The lake was
dug at the foot of the hill on which the home was to stand. Next he buitt a water tower and
then the house, which he called Cross Roads Facm, keeping the original name of the place.
He moved to the new home during July in 1905 accerding fo writings of his brother
Charles.
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ihe Indians, which meant “fishing place near the boundary”, the boundary
being the line between New York State and Connecticut, which is in
Banksville. Around the lake is quicksand which means one could be
sucked down in it. Cows were said to have beenr sucked down who
wandered too close from their pastures. The only times we ever went
close to it were in the winters when the lake and edges were frozen.
Sometimes we walked on it and occasionally skated on it. Fishermen
fished through holes in the ice and caught large pike. Our family got our
ice from this lake, as there were no electric refrigerators in those days. A
wide path was made from the driveway through the woods to the lake and
wooden ramps were built over the rocky and steep areas and over the edge
of the lake. A pair of work horses would be driven down harnessed to a
huge kind of sled. The ice was cut with large special saws into blocks and
then piled on the sled. The horses dragged it up hill through the woods,
and then the ice blocks were stored in an insulated icehouse, which was
built like a thermos, and sawdust was put between the layers of ice so it
would not stick. Many trips had to be made all winter to fill the icehouse
and the ice had to last all year until the next winter. A cake of ice was
brought to each house several fimes a week and placed in iceboxes. Ice
picks were used to break it up. The ice was cut from the lower lake
because it was almost always thicker there. However, when there were a
few very hard and cold winters the ice was cut from the upper lake.

When my parents and we girls first came to look at this place, Chestnut
Ridge Road was crudely paved from Route 172 to the end of Mr. Arthur
Butler’s property, which is where the Yaegers’ Riding Stable is now
(1978). Their buildings were Mr, Butler’s farm buildings. Mr. Butler had
this done (that is, the road paved) at his own expense. I'rom there on the
road was a pair of ruts that had been worn by wagon wheels. Just beyond,
where now is the Smiley’s entrance to their driveway, there was a layer of
rocks. This was so sieep and rough that all of us except the drivers had to
get out of our old-fashioned car and push it over the ledge until and after
my parents bought the place we did this every time. Finally my father
paid to have the road paved from the Butler’s place to Rouie 22, but it was
tauch narrower than it is today. The reason he paid for it was because only
the Butlers and us Coles lived on the road and naturally the Town did not
want to use the taxpayers’ money for only two families.



When we first looked at the place it was very wild, no lawns, no gardens.
The house was very run down and there was a row of dead poplar trees in
front of it. No one had lived there for some time. Tt had belonged to
Richard Harding Davis who was a famous writer and correspondent. One
of his assignments was to report to the newspapers about the building of
the Panama Canal. While he was there he had the upper lake made here.
1 have a letter that he wrote to his contractor after getting his bills in which
he angrily said he thought his lake in North Castle was costing more than
the whole Panama Canal. He called his place “Cross Roads Farm®™. He
spent a good deal of time here with his wife who was an actress (Bessie
McCoy), but was known as the “Yama Yama Girl™. She was very popular
on the stage as a singer and dancer. Mr. Davis wrote some of his many
books and plays here. In his lifetime he wrote several books and short
stories.

He loved the wildness and naturainess of the area and would not allow
anything to be changed. General McRoberts, who lived across Route 22,
sometimes got angry with him when they met on horseback because Mr.
Davis would not do anything about the tent caterpillars on his property,

* Author Justus Miles Forman in his novel The Blind Spot described the setting and the
house. It was a broad terrace paved with red brick that was stained and a little mossy, so
that it looked much older than it had any right to, and along its outer border there were
bay-trees set in big Italian terracoita jars; but the bay-trees were placed far apart so that
they should not mask the view, and that was wise, for it was a fine view. It is rugged
country in that part of Westchester County — like a choppy sea: all broken, twisted ridges,
and abrupt little hills, and piled-up boulders, and hollow, cup-like depressions among
them. The grey house sat, as it were, upon the lip of a cup, and from the southward terrace
you looked across a mile or two of hollow bottom, with a little lake at your feet, to sloping
pastures where there were catile browsing, and to the far, high hiils beyond. There was no
magnificence about the outlook — nothing to make you catch your breath; but it was a good
view with plenty of elbow room and no sign of a neighbor — no huddling — only the water
of the little lake, the brown November hillsides, and the clean blue sky above. The distant
cattle looked like scenic cattle painted on their green-bronze pasture to give an aspect of
hosbandry to the scene.” Mr. Forman was among the 1,198 passengers who died on May
7, 1915 when The Lusitania was torpedoed. His body was never recovered.

T According to the July 3, 1912 issue of The New York Times Ms. McCoy and Mr. Davis
raarried less than a month after his divorce from his first wite, Cecil Clark, the daughter
of a wealthy Chicago manufacturer. The ceremony was a quiet one held at his ‘Mt. Kisco’
home. The August 31, 1931 issue of Time magazine reported that Elizabeth Genevieve
McEvoy (“Bessie McCoy™) had died the previous week in Bayonne, France. The couple
had one child, a daughter whom they named Hope. Ms. McCoy's famous song included
the words: “Maybe he’s biding behind the chair, ready to spring out at you, unaware.
You’d better run o your Mamuma, for here comes the Yama, the Yama man.”
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and the caterpillars were coming over to the General’s property. Richard
Harding Davis said he didn’t want to disturb the balance of nature. In the
summers he let the Boy Scout troops of the area pitch tents and camp ount
in a meadow by the lake. He also had a small zoo by his back door, When
we first came the cages were still there but were empty. The names of the
animals were on cach cage and I remember one was Rici-Tici-Tavi, a
mongoose, like the one in Kipling’s story. He raised Chow dogs and had
a kennel in which we found many, many prize ribbons he had won, but
they were faded and dusty by then.

Earlier I mentioned General Samuel McRoberts. His place across from us
on Route 22 is called “Soundview®™. When we were younger and he was
alive, we often went to his house, which is like a castle. On the upper
floors, from the windows facing south, one could and can see Long Island
Sound and on clear days Long Island too. Mrs. McRoberts was an invalid,
for many years, and we used o go upstairs to take her flowers and books
to read. She enjoyed having company. General McRoberts often played
golf with my father and rode horseback with him in our and his woods.
We girls sometimes rode with them too. He had a very large white horse
that was extremely lively. My father had a roan named Peggy. She was
quite gentle so I rode her sometimes, and ! can remember her pulling the
lawn mower. However, whenever my father met the General on the bridle
paths, Peggy would get so excited at sceing the General’s horse that it was
all my father could do to control her. After a while she would calm down
and be her old gentle self again.

We moved into “Cohomong Wood” (the name my parents gave this
place) about a year after they bought it*. It took all this time to raise and
rebuild the big house, to build the barn, shed, icehouse, garage, cotlages
and long driveways. They wanted to have a farm so they boughi horses,
cows, chickens, and pigs. They had to find and hire help to take care of
all of these. There was little machinery then so most of the work had to
be done by horses and manpower. The only machine I really remember
was a stone crusher. Large rocks were put into this and as it crushed
them they were sorted and varions sizes came out in piles, the smallest

* The house stands today on Bedford Road in Armonk. Gen. McRoberts” property was also
called “The Ledges on the Bedford Village State Highway.” ’

? Richard Harding Davis died in the house on April 1, 1916 a few days before his 5204
birthday. He was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on April 18, 1864. His father,
Lemuel Clarke Davis, was a newspaper editor and his mother, Rebecca Harding Davis,
was a novelist.
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was gravel. This was fascinating and we often stood and watched it work.
As you can imagine, it was terribly noisy. These rocks were used to build
the long driveways. We were very happy to settle in our very own house
with all its lovely property, flower garden and vegetable garden, My
sisters and I had to work in the gardens and pick vegetables and berries
and fiuits, shell peas and string beans for canning, but it was fun. Often
we milked cows, collected eggs, helped curry the horses and gave garbage
to the pigs."

We took long walks along the road and through the woods and discovered
all soris of interesting things. We found old foundations of little houses
and root cellars and in one place a huge pile of clam and oyster shells, so
there must have been a fish market there. In another spot we found a large
pile of bits of leather so there must have been a shoemaker there. We
learned later that in this area many shoes were made, as this was the
occupation of most of the farmers during the long winter months,

In our woods we discovered a cave and were told that the Leatherman"
had often slept there. I know you have heard about him and read about
him in the wonderful book by Mrs. Glass, which T recently read too. He
died in 1889, twenty-eight years before we moved here. When we visited
the cave we could picture him all dressed in leather from tip to toe. His
clothes were probably made from deer skin as there were and still are
many deer in Westchester County. We still have raccoons, possums,
squirrels, foxes and rabbits, but in those days there were quite a few
bobtail cats, These are quite farge, have hardly any tail, have very pointed
ears and look very fierce. Only a few years ago we saw one several times
near our driveway close to Chestnut Ridge Road.

W According to family information, Dr. Cole completely remodeled and enlarged the
house. He had it raised three feet and had ten feet added to the dining room. The loggia
was Mrs. Cole’s idea, a copy of one in her grandfather’s house. The murals were copies
of Pompeian paintings, now in a musemn in Naples, Italy, and were painted by Elmer
Ellsworth Garnsey (bornn 1862, died 1946), who also painted the murals in the Library of
Congress.

" Refer to The Society’s publication North Castle Histary, 2004, pages 21-24, for more
information about the Leatherman.



There was a bridle path to the cave, and there was an open space in front
of the cave, which we liked to use for picnics. Usually we drove our
Shetland pouy, Prince, in a wicker type cart. We would put all the food in
the cart so we did not have to carry it. Prince, like many Shetlands, was
smart and stubborn. When we came to a hill he would stop, turn around
and look at us, and if we didn’t get out, he would start backing down and
no kind of urging would persuade him to go ahead. In the end we got out
and walked.

Our family became interested in the history of the early settlers in our
area. It is known the first ones came from Stamford, Commecticut and
moved to what is now Bedford Village where they had bought land from
the Indians. Bedford green was the center of their settlement. These
people had been fishermen and made their living fishing Long Island
Sound. In Bedford they became farmers and hunters, but after a period of
time they outgrew this settlement and some of them looked farther inland
for new land. They liked the section bordered between what is now Route
22 and Chestout Ridge Road, so they bought a large tract from other
Indians and started farming again, If you drive or walk along Chestaut
Ridge Road you will see many, many stonewalls which show that these
people had small farms and pastures. The rocks in these walls came from
the fields they made after cutting down trees and plowing the land.

On the edge of our property, right by our gate on Route 22, is the original
Coman School”. It was built about 160" years ago and was made of
natural stone. It is a one-room building where one teacher taught eight
grades. My family lived in New York City in the winters where my
father worked and where my sisters and T went to school. In the
summers and on weekends we lived here. Our school term ended in May
so we were here for the last school day at Coman School in June. The
children of the men who worked for my parents and lived on our place
attended this school. We knew them well and played with them a lot.
On the last day, graduation day, my mother and we three girls would go
to help celebrate. We took lots of cookies, cakes and lemonade. At the

 Refer to North Castle History, 1978, pages 20-28, “The Four Coman Hill Schools” by
Constance Quarrie,

" Additional research revealed that Mrs. Smidt was in error regarding the stone school
building. There was a school at or near ihis site since about 1813, however the stone
building was constructed in 1915 on land sold to the school district by Gen. Samuel
MecRoberts for $1.00 and using stone and materials donated by him.
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beginning of the day everyone pledged allegiance to the American Flag,
said a prayer and some of the children recited poetry. The eight grades
were given their diplomas and some prizes were awarded. Then everyone
had a picnic and played games. We loved this day and looked forward to
it each year. Mrs. Ferris, who lived at Paines’ Comers, close to the
blacksmith’s shop at the foot of the hill, was trustee of the school, and my
mother often helped her keep books and see about improvements. During
World War [1, after the school was no longer used as a school, a group of
women in the neighborhood used it to make bandages for the Red Cross.
My mother was very active in this project, and we often went with her to
help. After the school was closed it stood idle for many years. Finally a
few years ago the Town auctioned it off, and a Mr. and Mrs. Adams
bought it, dug a well, renovated it and moved in and are very happy living
there now.

You probably know the history of the yemains of a building close to your
school, but I'd like to tell you how I remember it. 1t was the home of Mr.
and Mrs. Watkins" and was a very large and formal stone house. My
parents went there to dinner parties once or twice a year. It was built on
the side of a hill and so it was quite damp. The Watkins decided to move
away and much later sold the house to the owners of a famous restaurant
in New York City, calted “21”.

These people named it the “Embassy Club”, They did over the whole
house, made a large dining room on the first floor and made a large
outdoor dining place on a terrace, surrounded by gardens and lighted by
pretty lights. Next to this was a swimming pool and by its side they
erected a dance floor and had a fine orchestra to play. In those days we
danced the fox trot, waltz and sometimes the Charleston. It was said that
the top floor of the house was used for gambling, which was against the
law, but none of us ever went up there. By this time we were in our late
teens. We went with our friends and sometimes our parents went too as
they and we all Iiked to dance. This was one of our favorite spots and
one of the few public places in the United States where one could dance
out-of-doors. On a starry, moonlit night it was perfection. In Europe
(mostly in France and Germany) there are many outdoor places to do
this, When the fire broke out it was a terrible one. We went up and

" Refer to The Society’s publication North Castle History, “The Story of a Grand
Building”, 1995, pages 23-30.
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watched the firemen try to put it out, but to no avail. We were sad, as we
had spent many fun evenings there.

Before the IBM Company bought the home of Mr. and Mis. Cornelius
Agnew, who lived there with their four children, we often went to visit
them. We played tennis on their court, swam in their pool, and loved to
go to their stables to see their many horses, as all six Agnews were ardent
riders. They had a huge orchard and so many apples that Mr. Agnew
asked their caretaker to sell them from a stand by their gate every fall.
There was a large house near this gate where the caretaker, Mr. Hendry,
and his wife hived. When IBM built their buildings and changed the
property, this whole house was moved down to Armonk behind the police
station and is known as the Hendry House. It is used for the senior
citizens, meetings and recreation. So it is nice that this old house was
saved and has become so useful®. '

My mother, Mrs. Cole, was an active member of the “D.N.A.” which had
its headquarters in Mt. Kisco. “D.N.A” stands for District Nursing
Association. This group raised money to engage trained nurses to go to take
care of people in their homes who were sick, not siclk enough to be in a
hospital or sometimes they were just out of the hospital. There was no
branch in Armonk, and my mother feit there should be one. She suggested
this to Mrs. Hendry and between theim they got a group to join and to raise
money. Soon they had it well organized. Meetings were often held at our
house, sometimes very large ones, and my sisters and [ helped get ready for
these, served fea and coffee and food and helped entertain the ladies after
their business meeting, Mr. and Mus. Crittenden™ came sometimes. Heis
the principal for whom the Armonk school is named. Once he showed
slides he had taken in Hawaii. He was a fine and likeable man.

In 1937 all of us were very excited when Merle Vandenberg, Public
Enemy No. 1, was caught in Armonk. The newspapers had been telling
us for months how bad this man was and how many robberies he had
committed all over the country, [t seemed as though he would always
elude the police. In those days crime was rare and no one locked their

" Refer to North Castle History, 2000, for more information about the Aguew property, the
IBM purchase and the Cormell-Birdsall House, located at 17 Bedford Road which some
call “the annex™.

18 Harold C. Crittenden, for whom H.C. Crittenden Middie School is named, was an uncle
to North Castle Deputy Supervisor Councilwoman Becky Kittredge.
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doors or cars and it never occurred to anyone that anything bad could
happen. Yet, this man kept on robbing and escaping. It was a big event
when Sgt. Hergenhan'? and Pvt. Hendricks caught him. They became
national heroes overnight, We knew these officers well."®

Willard Hawxhurst had been made chief of police for North Castle in
1929. When he retired he went to work for Mr. Butler on Chestnut Ridge
Road, as a teamster. That is, he was in charge of the work horses and did
the plowing and mowing and brought in the hay and ice. Later when Mr.
Butler died, Mrs. Butler sold the place and Mi. Hawxhurst was looking for
another job. Just at that time my husband’s family, who lived in
Cornwall-on-Hudson, needed someone to be in charge of their place. We
suggested Bill Hawxhurst, and he took the job and was there for a long
time,

Bill was a great worker and one of our favorite people. His wife had taken
courses in a hospital to learn to take care of newborn babies and young
children, and when Kimmy’s mother (my daughter) was a baby she took
care of her on the weekend she was christened in Cornwall. Mrs.
Hawxhurst was a lovely person and all who knew her called her
“Hawkie”.

I have told you about various people who
tived here and T think [ should tell you about
my father, Dr. Rufus Cole, who is Kimmy’s
great grandfather. He is a famous man in the
medical world. He was the director of the
. Rockefeller Hospital for Medical Research
in New York City. When he wasn’t
directing he worked in his laboratory and
y before World War 1, he discovered a serum
i that could cure some types of pnenmonia.
He aiso discovered that there are many types
; of pneumonia.

Collections of The Society
DR. RUFUS COLE

7 John C. Hergenhan later became police chief. The old Armonk Fire House, 40 Maple
Avenue, was recently remodeled for use as the John C, and Goldie Hergenhan Recreation
Center and Tunded by a very large denation from their daughter Foyce Hergenhan.
** Refer to Morth_Castle History, 1996, pages 17-24, “The Capture of Public Enemy
Number One” by William Gerald Hendricks.
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When we entered the War he was sent to Texas with some other doctors
to help cure the many young soldiers who had pneumonia and were in
training camps there. Unfortunately there was not enongh serum for so
many, so quite a few died, which made my father sad. He was in Texas a
very long time, and we missed him.

He had to retire when he was 65 so he and my mother moved here to stay
all year round. He wrote two large volumes about English history of the
Queen Anne period. Long after these were published and he was 80 years
old, he took up painting. He painted lots of lovely pictures of this place
and also of Byram Lake and of flowers. He never took a lesson in
painting. It seemed to come naturally.

Collections of Doris Finch Watson

STROLLIMG THROUGH COHOMONG WOODSY

Just before he was 94 years old, he was to receive a gold medal from the
National Academy of Sciences in Washington. He had received many
medals before from universities all over the world, but he felt this one
was special. He went to Washington to receive if, but caught pneumonia
there and died three days before the ceremony and before his 94*
birthday.*

" Dr. Cole wrote a paper eniitled “The English Garden” and read it before the Charaka
Club, February 21, 1940, The paper and this photograph were reprinted into booklet form.
= Refer to fooinote number 4 herein.
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