D O B B S

F E R R Y

H I S T O R I C A L

The

S O C I E T Y

Ferryman
Did you have a chance to
stop by and see us at the
Ferry Festa?
We are always so happy
to meet and greet our
fellow DF history buffs.
It’s a great way to let you
know what’s happening
and to find out what
areas of history interest
you. Do you have an idea
for a program you’d like
to see? Let us know!

!

!

Would you please be
our “Friend”?
Have you seen our
Facebook page yet?
Dobbs Ferry’s own
Denise Wilson has done
a fabulous job of posting
interesting and
entertaining tidbits
about the history of
Dobbs Ferry for all to
enjoy. Check it out!

Don’t miss our very special
event on Nov.14th!
Bongiorno! We are pleased to
announce an event that
celebrates the history of the
Italians in Dobbs Ferry. Come
meet with friends old and new
and discover some of the Italian
treasures from our archives like this amazing photograph of
Francesco Riccardi who was
our town grocer and the “go to
guy” of his day. Ciao!
See back page

And the winner is ...
Each year the Fiber Arts
Guild raffles off a beautiful
handmade piece created by
their members to benefit the
Historical Society. This
year’s lucky winner of a
beautiful cream colored knit
afghan was Rosemary
Kindler of Dobbs Ferry.
Congratulations and thank
you for your support!

Volume XXVI, Issue No. 4!

Fostering an awareness and appreciation for the
history of Dobbs Ferry and all the people, noted and
humble, who transmitted the good things of the past
to the present and the future.
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FOWL PLAY IN DOBBS FERRY
BY ALAN STEINFELD AND MADELINE BYRNE
The US Federal census, held every 10 years since 1790, provides a snapshot of life in the United States and serves as a
valuable resource for historians, genealogists and other researchers. Originally intended as a means to allot seats in
the House of Representatives, the census has been used over the decades as a way to collect other types of information
felt to be of use to the government. Thus, the questions asked on each decennial census vary from decade to decade.
Recently, while working on a
project, Alan came upon a
portion of the 1920 census for
Dobbs Ferry with some
unusual added notations. In
1920, Dobbs Ferry was
surveyed
using
four
enumeration districts. Each
district was the responsibility
of a single enumerator. Two
districts
were
the
responsibility
of
Charles
Siess, while the others were
counted by Michael Francis
and Edward McClure.

While recent censuses have
largely been conducted by
mail, those done in the early
and mid 1900s used
enumerators, people paid to go
from house to house and
interview the occupants. Their
answers were recorded on large
sheets, copies of which were
sent to Washington. The sheets
had columns to record the
response to each question and
numbered rows to be used for
each individual in a household.

PLEASE VISIT US ON THE WEB AT WWW.DOBBSFERRYHISTORY.ORG
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Figure 1. A portion of the 1920 US Federal census for Dobbs Ferry showing the households of Margaret
Cosgrove and Alfonso Stacheli with notations in the left margin showing “chickens.”

Siess did his counts over several days at the end of January and early February of that year. For some reason, he
chose to add a marginal notation indicating which of the households he visited had chickens. (See Figure 1.)
In the smaller of the two districts visited by Siess, he found that 13 of the 57 residences had chickens. These
homes were located on Field, Railroad and Ashford avenues, near the tracks of the New York and Putnam
Railroad. (This area was changed greatly by the construction of the Saw Mill River Parkway, which began in 1925
and was completed in 1954. Railroad Avenue is gone, but Field Avenue remains as Northfield and Southfield
Avenues. See Figure 2.)
Siess enumerated a second section of town. A total of 204 households were counted with notations that 54 had
chickens. Neither of the other enumerators made such notes and in our experience of looking at hundreds of
pages of censuses from around the country, no such notations have ever been seen. Why he chose to make these
notations is a mystery.
Charles Edward Siess was born in Dobbs Ferry in 1875. He lived on Ashford Avenue, was a plumber and never
married. He died in 1956 of a heart attack at age 81, while working on a plumbing job on Ogden Place in the
village.
In the 1920 census, he is living with his widowed sister. And yes, they kept chickens.

Figure 2. Section of a 1911 map showing Field, Railroad and Ashford Avenues in vicinity of NY and Putnam
Railroad tracks. (from Westchester County, 1910 – 1911, Vol. 2, G.W. Bromley, New York)
2

THE MEAD HOUSE 12 ELM STREET DOBBS FERRY, NEW YORK 10522

T

H

E

F

E

R

R

Y

M

A

N

JUST IN TIME FOR THE HOLIDAYS!
We are so proud that three of our Historical Society trustees have published books that reflect the
history of our village. Who better than them to tell the story of our town and its rich history? This
holiday season, instead of the annual fruitcake or plate of cookies - why not bring one of these great
books to your holiday party? Sure to be a hit, they appeal to all ages

Dobbs Ferry Then and Now
by Judith Doolin Spikes and
Anne Marie Leone

Photographs of Dobbs Ferry
with historic information
comparing present images
with those from the
Village’s past.
paper back $22.00

George Washington at
“Headquarters, Dobbs Ferry”
July 4 to August 19, 1781 by
Mary Sudman Donovan

Account of George
Washington’s Continental
Army and French troops
commanded by the Comte
de Rochambeau in this area
before embarking on the
march to Yorktown.
Paperback $13.00
Hardcover $23.00

George Washington’s
Westchester Gamble The
Encampment of the Hudson
and the Trapping of
Cornwallis by Richard Borkow

Recounts the dramatic
events that took place in the
Dobbs Ferry area in the
summer of 1781 when
General Washington and
Rochambeau designed the
strategy that won American
Independence

Blanket them in History ! Our
popular 100% cotton afghan

Our famous afghan depicts
scenes of Dobbs Ferry and
evokes fond memories for
the recipient. Made of
washable cotton fabric.
Choose Cranberry Red or
Williamsburg Blue on an
ivory background. One size
48” by 64” inches
afghan $ 51.00 (includes
shipping)

paperback $ 22.00

I CAN’T WAIT TO READ MORE ABOUT THE RICH HISTORY OF DOBBS FERRY ! PLEASE PLACE MY ORDER FOR:
"

........................ Dobbs Ferry Then and Now by Judith Doolin Spikes and Anne Marie Leone paperback $22.00

"

....................... George Washington at Headquarters Dobbs Ferry by Mary Sudman Donovan paperback $13.00 hardcover $23.00

"

....................... George Washington’s Westchester Gamble by Richard Borkow paperback $22.00

"

....................... Cranberry red /ivory afghan or Williamburgs blue/ivory afghan $51.00 each ( includes shipping)
"

....................... Gift Membership in the Society $30.00 Please enroll me in the society for the 2016 year.

I have included an extra $4.00 per book for shipping
Enclosed is my check made out to the DF Historical Society for $ ...............

Send your check and this order form to :
The DF Historical Society

Please ship my book(s) or blanket to :

12 Elm Street Dobbs Ferry, NY 10522

"

NAME ................................................................................................................

EMAIL :dfhistory@optimum.net

"

ADDRESS ..........................................................................................................

PHONE : 914- 674-1007

"

.............................................................................................................................

WEB: www.dobbsferryhistory.org

"

PHONE .............................................................................................................

ON THE WEB AT WWW.DOBBSFERRYHISTORY.ORG
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ESTABLISHING HISTORIC
LANDMARKS AND DISTRICTS
IN DOBBS FERRY BY SONYA TERJANIAN
Before moving to Dobbs Ferry, my
family and I lived in a historic
district in Philadelphia. During
the eight years that we lived there,
we worked closely with the
Philadelphia Historical
Commission to restore the exterior
of our 1863 row house according
to their strict standards: replacing
windows and doors, stripping
paint off the brick façade,
repairing the wooden cornice, and
so on. It wasn’t a simple process,
nor was it cheap, but when we
sold our home in 2012 we more
than recouped our investment.
Not only had our home regained
most of its original charm, but our
neighbors had been going through
the same process and following
the same rules. Our block of
historically accurate homes, with
their wooden shutters and marble
stoops and handsome Victorian
flourishes, had become, in realtorspeak, “sought-after.”
When we moved to New York, we
chose Dobbs Ferry partly because
of its historic charm, and partly
because of the burger at Harper’s
(I refuse to live in a town without
a great burger). We found a
Victorian cottage that reminded us
of our home in Philadelphia –
same graceful wooden banister,
same squeaking floors. Our street,
Belden Avenue, is lined with
houses of a similar age, and
almost all of them still have their
original front porches and
Victorian details.

4

Shortly after we moved in,
however, we realized that almost
half of the houses on our block
would soon be going on the
market. Would the new owners
respect the neighborhood’s special
atmosphere? Would developers
swoop in and knock the old
houses down? What would
happen to our home’s value if the
neighborhood became less
“sought-after?”
Thinking back on our time in
Philadelphia, I realized that living
in a historic district had made me
feel protected. I found a clause in
Dobbs Ferry’s code that allows for
the creation of historic districts
here in our village, so I decided to
start the process. I consulted with
the Architecture and Historic
Review Board, who, while
offering encouragement, were
unable to answer my questions
about what historic district status
actually means in our village. I
realized that I needed to do more
than designate my street as
historic. I needed to create a
preservation ordinance that would
provide legal protection for our
village’s historic landmarks.
Working with Mayor Connett, I
established a Historic District Task
Force, which was formally
recognized by the village on
March 10, 2015. Since then, our
group has met with a
representative from the New York
State Historic Preservation Office
and established a process for
identifying historic landmarks

and applying for official
designation on the municipal
level. We also formed a
subcommittee to start drafting a
preservation ordinance, informed
by New York state guidelines, that
will work for the unique needs of
our village.
We’ve decided to use my block of
Belden Avenue as a pilot project to
test our ideas. Since creating a
Historic District Application,
we’ve been hard at work filling
out the application for the twelve
houses within our proposed
district. With the help of the
Dobbs Ferry Historical Society
and my neighbors on the block,
we’re documenting the fascinating
story of our neighborhood,
surveying its architectural
features, and making connections
to the broader context of our
area’s culture and history.
From the beginning, I’ve tried to
make the work of our Task Force
as transparent and collaborative as
possible. Our aim is to create a
preservation ordinance that works
for everyone – protecting our
village’s unique heritage without
placing an undue burden on
property owners. As we move
forward with the ordinance, there
will be many opportunities for
residents to weigh in at public
information sessions and
hearings. In the meantime, if
anyone has questions about our
project, please feel free to contact
me at sonya@sonyaterjanian.com.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED
QUESTIONS:
Will the village be able to designate
my home as historic without my
consent?
While many municipal ordinances do
not require owner consent for
designation, our plan is to require
majority consent among property
owners within historic districts.
If my home is designated historic,
will the village tell me what color to
paint it?
No, we do not plan to regulate paint
colors.
Can the village control what I do to
the interior of my home?
In terms of historic district regulation,
the ordinance will only apply to the
exterior of buildings.
The Architectural and Historic Review
Board already reviews construction
projects for historical appropriateness.
Why are historic districts necessary?
Historic district designation will
protect important landmarks from
demolition, which is not currently
within the powers of the AHRB. The
rigorous survey and application
process will also document important
architectural features worthy of
preservation.
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Henry Villard’s Folly
It’s not the architect’s fancy that graced English Victorian
gardens and estate parks in the 19th century. But Henry Villard’s
Folly, referred to as a “ pavilion” does and has served the same
purposes as the folly did in Jane Austen’s novels: taking tea, giggling
girls gossiping, and even an assignation or two.
Villard’s folly sits on the property currently known as Villard Hill
overlooking the Hudson River in Dobbs Ferry. Today this folly has
historic signiﬁcance as it is the only surviving structure on the
original estate. It must have been built around 1880, as Villard did
not move to his country house, Thorwood, until he slowed down the
hectic pace of his incredibly accomplished life as a journalist,
railroad tycoon and family man. The pavilion needed extensive
renovation when Andrew Whittaker, one of the earliest land
purchasers after the estate was subdivided, built his house in 1937 at
26 Judson Avenue.
The second owner, Margaret Harriman who had married a
Spanish prince, was more interested in the garden ( before the deer
invasion) than the pavilion, and it again fell into disrepair. Four
years later the prince, after discovering a cache of American made
weapons on his Algerian ranch, concluded, perhaps erroneously, that
the US was helping the rebels in the Algerian war against France.
When the prince refused to set foot in this country ever again, the
princess sold the place to Richard Persinger who again restored the
pavilion.
It has been maintained like the brightwork on a yacht with
great care (and cost!) in the hope that future generations will also
honor its history.
Mildred Persinger

What if I can’t afford to renovate my
home in a historically accurate way?
The ordinance will provide exceptions
for homeowners who can demonstrate
economic hardship.
How do historic districts benefit the
village? What’s the point?
Research has shown that local historic
districts increase home values, help
the environment, encourage tourism,
promote community pride, and
deepen knowledge of local history.
ON THE WEB AT WWW.DOBBSFERRYHISTORY.ORG
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THE BELDEN BEHIND BELDEN AVENUE
BY JULIA UNGER

To walk along Belden Avenue today is to step a
century into the past—one need only know where to
look. With so many houses on the Avenue retaining
much the same look they had when first built in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Dobbs
Ferry is currently considering a proposed “Belden
Avenue Historic District” to preserve this exceptional
piece of the village’s rich history. But how did this
area come to be developed, and who is the
eponymous “Belden” for which the district is
named? We set out on the case.
Dudley Field wasn’t destined to carve out a place in
history on par with that of his uncle Cyrus, but that
didn’t stop him from following in his famous uncle’s
footsteps in another way: by purchasing land in the
Hudson Valley, likely as a real estate investment.
Dudley first bought the land in 1869; by 1872 he and
his wife had a home built for themselves there, and
in the next couple years several other houses sprung
up on neighboring lots. These lots were part of an
area that didn’t make its first appearance on a map
until 1890—under the name Belden Park. But before
that ever happened, Dudley’s life was cut short in
1880 by an untimely death from heart disease at the
age of 50, leaving much of the land still
undeveloped. It was up to his widow to carry on
with the development project. Her name: Laura
Belden.
But who was Laura Belden Field? By piecing
together information gleaned from archived
newspaper articles and some careful online
sleuthing, we began filling in the blanks: Laura
Frederica Belden was born in 1835 to George Belden
and Sophia Miles, both originally hailing from
Putnam County, NY. With George working as a
Manhattan stockbroker, the Beldens took up
residence at 13 Bond Street from 1832 to 1845,

6

subsequently moving to 15 Gramercy Park where
they lived from 1845 to 1861. It was in 1861 that
Laura married a young lawyer named Dudley Field
and ceased living with her parents, moving into a
Manhattan residence with her groom while he
worked at his accomplished father’s firm. In 1869—
the same year Dudley purchased the Belden Park
real estate—the young couple also built a house in
Hastings-on-Hudson on land owned by, and
neighboring an existing house belonging to,
Dudley’s father, David Dudley Field. (In a sad
architectural preservation note, those historic houses
were demolished in 2007. They formerly overlooked
the Hudson River, perched on Broadway between
Dobbs Ferry and Hastings.)
And what was Laura Belden like on a more personal
level? From newspaper articles of the time we
surmise that hers was the life of a socialite:
vacationing in New England and at Elberon-by-theSea on the New Jersey Shore, and attending high
society events hosted by the legendary Mrs. Astor. In
fact, at one such event Laura’s fashion sense made
such a splash as to attract the attention of a New
York City paper, which remarked in its pages about
the notable color of her dress.
Yet Laura possessed a business acumen as well: she
owned a fifteen-acre country residence in Dobbs
Ferry with a stone manor house named “Beacon
Hill,” and bought, sold, and rented properties in the
region, including those lots on Belden Avenue. And
long before the advent of modern rental services like
Airbnb, Laura was known to rent one or more of her
Dobbs Ferry houses to visitors from Manhattan for
the summer.
Although it began auspiciously, the marriage of
Laura Belden and Dudley Field was soon marred by
tragedy: both of their children would die at a young
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age, leaving the couple with no direct heirs. The closest
remaining relation was Laura’s sole sister, Julia Belden,
who married New York lawyer and president of the
Sons of the Revolution, Frederick S. Tallmadge. When
Laura died in November 1894, fourteen years after her
husband, she still owned that first house they built on
the Dobbs Ferry land Dudley bought in 1869, a house
now numbered 29 Belden Avenue. She bequeathed her
entire personal estate to Julia, who promptly died a
month later in December 1894 and in turn passed the
estate on to Tallmadge—they, too, had felt the sting of
loss years earlier, Julia and Frederick’s only son dying
in 1873.
Alas, Laura remains something of an enigma: without a
portrait or photo known to exist, we have no clues as to
Laura’s appearance. A search for photographic evidence
proved quite challenging: the Beldens had settled in
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Putnam County, owning land in the area from the time
of the Revolutionary War forfeitures, yet because
Laura’s parents had moved to Manhattan, the Putnam
County Archives held no significant information
regarding the family. The vaunted New York Historical
Society’s library thus became our next promising
destination, but there, too, not a portrait or society
journal article mention to be found. As a final lead in
our investigation, we turned our gaze to the
Stockbridge Historical Society, in the town where Laura
is buried along with all the members of the Field family.
But once more—pardon the pun—a dead end.
If anyone reading this possesses any details about
Laura Belden Field, please share them with the Dobbs
Ferry Historical Society and help us continue to flesh
out knowledge of this fascinating period in our region’s
unique history.

WE REALLY
NEED YOU !
Our 2015-2016 membership year
began on September 1st…

BUT IT’S NOT TOO LATE TO
JOIN OR RENEW!

We are dependent on dues and
contributions from members to
fund our programs, our activities and our newsletter. Your
support (which is completely tax deductible) really makes
a difference.

HELP US KEEP THE HISTORY OF
DOBBS FERRY ALIVE!
Whether you’ve forgotten to renew, or are joining for the
first time, please take a moment now to support us by mail
or online at dobbsferryhistory.org.
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BECOME A MEMBER AND BE A PART OF
ALL THE EXCITING EVENTS WE HAVE
PLANNED FOR 2016!
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ON THE WEB AT WWW.DOBBSFERRYHISTORY.ORG

7

D O B B S

F E R R Y

H I S T O R I C A L

S O C I E T Y

Non-Profit Organization
U.S. Postage
PAID
Permit No. 2215
White Plains, NY
THE MEAD HOUSE
12 ELM STREET DOBBS FERRY, NY 10522

NEWSLETTER DESIGN: ROBIN COSTELLO

CONTACT US BY PHONE : (914)-674-1007

EMAIL : DFHISTORY@OPTIMUM.NET. ON THE WEB: WWW.DOBBSFERRYHISTORY.ORG

THE DOBBS FERRY HISTORICAL SOCIETY PRESENTS

GRAPES AND OLIVES:
A Celebration of the
Italians of Dobbs Ferry
Join us for Antipasto, Wine and Reminiscing
about the Italian sights, sounds and flavors of our village
SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 14, 2015
3:00 p.m. - 7:00 p.m.
THE MEAD HOUSE
12 ELM STREET
$20 admission at the door
OUR HEADQUARTERS IS THE MEAD HOUSE 12 ELM STREET DOBBS FERRY, NEW YORK 10522

BECOME A MEMBER TODAY AT WWW.DOBBSFERRYHISTORY.ORG

