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FerrymanThe

The Dobbs family has been the victim 
of a colossal address mix-up. No 
need to file a change-of-address form 

at the post office, however — I’m talking 
about the Dobbs Family of the 1600s, and 
the mix-up seems to have occurred a few 
hundred years after all were dead. Histori-
ans have placed them on Barren Island in 
Jamaica Bay, part of today’s Brooklyn. But 
the evidence I’ve discovered indicates that 
they were never there. I also discovered 
how the mix-up occurred, and a lot of 
other interesting things about the history 
of the family and the ferry.

This project started small. After reading 
Jean Fritz’s wonderful series in the Ferry-
man, starting in 1993, about the history of 
the village, I wanted to distill out of it just 
the story of the ferry and the family, and 
then add more detail from other sources. 
I thought it would be easy and the infor-
mation would be readily available in the 
works of other historians.

Since there was a pretty good consensus 
the family settled on Barren Island, Brook-
lyn (a.k.a. Floyd Bennett Field), around 

1664, I started by researching that place’s 
early history, to find out what life there was 
like in the 1600s.

What I found surprised me: No one lived 
there. Barren Island was a barren mass of 
shifting sands with no roads, no houses, 
and no potential for agriculture. It was 
valued only as grazing land and for the 
occasional beached whale.

So I had to start from scratch, digging in 
original historical documents and not 
trusting secondary sources. It took hun-
dreds of hours of research, hunting down 
scattered clues in court records, meeting 
minutes, land records, tax rolls, will ab-
stracts, etc., and then fitting them together 
to tell a story. A very interesting story 
emerged, quite different from anything I 
had read elsewhere.

I also found the same contemporaneous 
newspaper articles and original marriage 
records that others had found that seemed 
to tie the Dobbs family to Barren Island. 
How to reconcile these with the evidence 
showing no one lived there? Finally, I figured 

out it was a case of mistaken island identity.
I found in primary-source documents that 
the Dobbs family actually settled in Man-
hattan in the 1600s, and then in the early 
1700s, shortly after one of the sons (John) 
moved to the future Dobbs Ferry, another 
son (Walter Jr.) and the boys’ mother 
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Continued from page 1 
(Mary) moved to Barn Island. That island 
is today called Wards Island, and it lies in 
the East River off Harlem.

Historians apparently made two errors: 
They thought references to “Barn Island” 
in historic records meant Barren Island, 
and they assumed the island where some 
of the family lived in the early 1700s must 
have been the place where they settled in 
the mid-1600s. Some historians have taken 
notice of some of the facts connecting the 
family to Manhattan, yet they allowed the 
Barren Island myth to persist. No coherent 
story of the Dobbs family on Manhattan 
has been told before.

This is a story with a lot of identical 
names for key people, spanning many 
generations — many Walters, Johns, 
Marys, and Williams. So I have reached 
into the afterlife and brought back John 
Dobbs to write his autobiography. It will 
be clearer when he says “My dad Walter,” 
“my brother Walter,”  “my son Walter,” 
“my mother, sister, or daughter Mary”  
than if I was laboriously identifying each 
character each time. 

Unfortunately, by the rules of time travel, 
John is not allowed to tell us anything that 
is not knowable from the written record. 
What he can do is call our attention to 
things in the written record that histori-
ans have overlooked if I have been able to 
find them. And, being from the eternal 
afterlife, he is not restricted to telling only 
events from his lifetime.  

To back up his historical accounts, I have 
compiled a complete list of references 
for key facts and posted them online at 
Tinyurl.com/LuckettDobbsInfo.   

Without further ado, I give you:

The Autobiography of John Dobbs

Written more than 250 years after his 
death, through the fingers of Jim Luckett

My name is John Dobbs, and I lived from 
about 1675 to perhaps 1759. My family 
started the ferry service that gave Dobbs 
Ferry its name. The traditional story as 
handed down to my descendants in the 
20th century is that I started the ferry 

around 1698, passed it to my son Wil-
liam around 1729, and he turned it over 
in the mid-1700s to his half-sister Mary 
(my daughter by a different mother), who 
operated it from the west bank with her 
husband, Robert Sneden.  

After the handoff to the Snedens, there 
was an unbroken chain of Snedens, plus 
a Sneden husband, at the helm through 
1902. The final 44 years of the ferry’s 
existence (it ended in 1946) saw mostly 
non-family members at the helm, but 
there was a Dobbs or a Sneden involved 
for at least five of those years. Thus, as-
suming my dates and facts are correct, the 
ferry ran for 248 years, with my family 
involved for at least 200 of those years.

The Dobbses were English. I know some 
historians have said we were Swedes or 
maybe Dutch, but that’s nonsense. My 
uncle and his friends founded Trinity 
Church in Manhattan — there were no 
Swedish or Dutch Anglicans/Episcopa-
lians. We did register births and mar- 
riages at the Dutch church in Manhattan 
or Tarrytown, because that was the cus-
tom even among the English. The Dutch-
men keeping the records Dutchified our 
names — “Jan” for “John,”  “Wouter” 
for “Walter,”  and “Dopse” or something 
similar for “Dobbs,” and we didn’t correct 
them. Spelling in my era was anarchic.  

As further proof we were English, we 
have the 1671 case of the ship Tryall, 
seized in the island of Jamaica as an 
allegedly foreign ship. One piece of evi-
dence used by the governor of New York 
to contest the seizure was the fact that my 
uncle William Merritt, the captain, was 
English. More on this later.

I cannot tell you for sure when or where I 
was born. There is no baptismal record.  

Let me introduce you to my family as it 
was composed when I was young: My 
mother was Mary and my dad was Wal-
ter, and I had many siblings, including 
William, Walter Jr., Mary, and Margery. 
My mother was born Mary Merritt. Her 
brother (my uncle) was William Mer-
ritt, and their sister (my aunt) was Sarah 
Merritt Meeks. Uncle William’s wife was 
Margery Merritt, and their son’s name 
was the same as mine: John. Aunt Sarah’s 

husband was Ed Meeks. I won’t trouble 
you with the Meeks’s kids’ names.    

My parents and my Aunt Sarah and Uncle 
Ed Meeks stuck pretty close to my Uncle 
William Merritt. Aside from family affec-
tion, there were practical reasons to do 
so: Uncle William   had an amazing talent 
for making money, forging useful alli-
ances, and making things happen, as you 
will see. In addition to captaining ships, 
he was a merchant, a judge, real estate 
investor, military officer, and holder of 
public office. And he used his wealth and 
prodigious talents to take care of relatives.
   When I reached adulthood and settled 
at the future Dobbs Ferry, I was following 
him. I leased the east bank of the river, 
and he bought the west bank directly 

Russ Sneden at the wheel of the ferry Katama in 1936.

opposite and settled there. Aunt Margery 
(his wife), Aunt Sarah (his sister), and 
cousin John Merritt (his son) moved with 
him to the west bank. Thus, the extended 
family controlled both banks at a strategic 
point on the river — perfect for starting a 
ferry service.

It is widely written that my dad and my 
Uncle Ed were mariners, like my Uncle 
William. There is no evidence for this. 
I will relate things that they did that are 
provable. All were on land.

There is plenty of evidence that Uncle 
William was a sailor. His land-based 
accomplishments far outstripped his sea-
going exploits, but he never lost his salty 
skills. He is not known to have captained 
ships after his 30s, but even as a wealthy 
old man and ex-mayor of New York 
and ex-Chief Justice of Orange County, 
he piloted at least one big ship in local 
waters. A pilot is a land-based mariner 
with detailed knowledge of local waters, 
who comes aboard a ship and takes over 
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from the captain temporarily, going back 
ashore when the ship leaves for the open 
sea. Historians who don’t know the differ-
ence between a captain and a pilot have 
written that Uncle William went back to 
sea in his old age. He did not. 

I am most amused by the wide-
spread (but false) consensus that I 
was born and raised on Barren Is-
land (later to become Floyd Bennett 
airfield) in Brooklyn. What a lonely, 
poor existence my childhood would 
have been in that uninhabited place 
with no streets, no buildings, poor 
soil, and no community of any kind!  
   
I grew up in a Manhattan farming 
area, near a beautiful spring-fed 
pond. The urban part of Manhattan 
was a short walk away. Barren Island 
was almost 11 miles from where I lived.    
Since the Dobbs-family-on-Barren-Island 
myth is so firmly established in many 
written histories, I should share some 
evidence this is false.

The Barrenness of Barren Island
During my lifetime, the entirety of Barren 
Island was owned by one Dutchman and 
his heirs.   His name was Elbert Elbertsen; 
at some point he added “Stoothoff” to the 
end of his name.  He lived in Flatlands, a 
largely Dutch town that is now a neigh-
borhood of Brooklyn, ran a store there, 
and bought more land in that area than 
any other Flatlander. Barren Island was 
adjacent to Flatlands. 

Fortunately for anyone interested in the 
history of Barren Island, there has been 
a lot of litigation surrounding the title 
to the island and adjacent lands down 
through the centuries, including lawsuits 
in the 20th century that required inves-
tigating the title all the way back to the 
1600s. So one can learn a lot by reading 
court records.  

Owning Barren Island did not come easy 
for Elbertsen. A man named Gerritsen 
had owned it, under a title dating back to 
1636 that originated with buying a large 
tract from some Indians and getting a 
patent ratifying his title from the Dutch 
authorities. Elbertsen married Gerritsen’s 
widow and bought out the interests his 
new stepsons had inherited. 

Then the town of Flatlands sued him 
in 1679, claiming the town owned the 
island. The boundary descriptions in the 
Gerritsen title were vague, and the town 
claimed the island was not part of the 
Gerritsen tract. Elbertsen won.
In the same court session in 1679, Elbertsen 

are no rent payments from us in them. If 
we had lived on Barren Island, not only 
would we have been paying rent to El-
bertsen, we probably would have bought 
things at his general store in Flatlands 
and got into his accounts that way as 
well.   Currency was scarce in New York 
in those days, so most business was done 
on account.   

Elbertsen’s account books came into the 
hands of Teunis Bergen, a 19th-centu-
ry historian/genealogist specializing in 
Kings County, the county comprising 
today’s borough of Brooklyn, including 
Barren Island. Toward the end of his ca-
reer, Bergen compiled a list of every name 
of every person living in Kings County in 
the 1600s that he had come across in his 
research, drawing on tax rolls, baptismal 
records, marriage records, voter lists, 
property records, and business accounts, 
including  Elbertsen’s account books. He 
then alphabetized and published this list. 
We are not in his list. No Dobbses, no 
Merritts, no Meekses.   

So if we were on Manhattan Island, what 
did we do there? We’ll get to that in the 
next article in this series. 

Thanks to Allegra Dengler

The Historical Society, and indeed, all 
of Dobbs Ferry, wishes to thank the 
Laurence and Allegra Dengler Family 
Fund for providing a grant to refurbish 
the “chicken coop” on the Mead House 
property. It is now in good shape and will 
be used as a potting shed.

sued three men for trespass because 
they were grazing their horses on Barren 
Island without his permission. He won 
that suit too.

But, lurking in the background, were two 
men from nearby Gravesend (an English 
town just west of Flatlands) named  Sam-
uel Spicer and John Tilson, and they had 
a deed saying they bought the island from 
some Indians in 1664. The purchase price 
was an assortment of goods — includ-
ing a kettle, a gun, some brandy, a coat, 
wampum,  three shirts, some powder and 
lead.  The Spicer-Tilson deed reserved 
to the Indians half of any future beached 
whales.   Rather than fight Spicer and 
Tilson, Elbertsen bought them out. 

What does this mean for anyone wanting 
to cling to the Dobbs-family-on-Bar-
ren-Island version of history?  It means 
they have to contend with Elbertsen. 
Clearly, we were not  homeowners on 
the island because Elbertsen owned the 
whole thing. Clearly we were not squat-
ters on the island, because Elbertsen 
zealously defended his rights against 
trespassers. So, if we were there, we would 
have to have been Elbertsen’s tenants.

But Elbertsen was a meticulous record 
keeper, and, amazingly, his account books 
have survived the centuries. And there 

The Dobbs family, ca. 1900, with Captain Henry 
Dobbs Jr. in the center.
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The topic of this year’s essay contest was 
“Why Immigrants Matter.” The objective 
was to foster and inspire an appreciation 
of the long, rich history of the Village of 
Dobbs Ferry and to introduce students 
to the role the Historical Society plays in 
preserving our village history.

Unless you are a descendant of Native 
Americans, almost everyone has immi-
grants somewhere in their family history. 
Many immigrants have brought strong 
skills and a willingness to do almost any 
type of work to succeed. Historically, wars, 
famine, lineage, and poverty have been 
powerful forces for personal change. A 
desire for a new start and a chance for a 
better life have been key motivators. Even 
so, beginning a new life isn’t easy, then or 
now. 

Throughout the years immigrants have 
been the working backbone in many jobs 
throughout Dobbs Ferry. The goal was to 
inspire students to write about how and 
where immigrants worked, how they made 
a living, and thus how they helped develop 
the village. The subject could be interpreted 
by students in any way they wished.
The contest was open to 9th graders at 
Dobbs Ferry High School. Darian Ahma-
dizadeh was chosen as the winner, with 
Marijn Laban and Emily Tan accorded 
Honorable Mentions.

Why Immigrants Matter
By Darian Ahmadizadeh 

Immigrants. We are surrounded by them 
in our country. America is the land of op-
portunity, the land of justice, the land of 
freedom. Black, white, Native American, 
Middle-Eastern, Asian, Latino, rich, poor, 
disabled, homeless, nothing matters. As 
long as you are here you can be “Ameri-
can,” and that is what makes our country 
great. 

My father. My mother. My brother. My 
aunt. My uncle. My cousins. All of them 
are immigrants. They are proud immi-
grants. 

Dobbs Ferry Historical Society Essay Contest

My mother and father fled from Iran in 
1980. They were born and raised in Ah-
vaz, a small city in the southwest of Iran. 
A war broke out when my mom was just 
16 years old. She was a student in high 
school. Her parents had to stay in Iran for 
the war because my mother’s father was 
a doctor and had to help the soldiers and 
injured victims. My mother, 16 years old, 
and her little brother, 13 years old, went 
to Paris to have more opportunities and 
continue their education. They were by 
themselves in an unknown land, and they 
were teenagers. 

Fast forward 7 years; it was the sum-
mer of 1987. My mother and father got 
married in Tehran, Iran. They wanted to 
come to America, though, so they could 
have better opportunities for their future 
kids. They had little money, spoke little 
English, and had to separate from their 
families. 

What was going through their heads at 
that time, I still to this day do not know. 
However, what I do know is that they 
persevered. They persevered through 
their hardships, and every sacrifice was a 
milestone in their journey. 

One has to be grateful for the little things 
that they have, because it could be a 
dream of another person to have the same 
exact thing. My daily problems in life 
are someone else’s dream. Having a stain 
on my $39.99 Polo Ralph Lauren shirt is 
nothing to be worried about. There are 
people in the world that wish to even 
have a 50-cent shirt. 

Looking back at it now, as the son of two 
hard-working immigrants, I appreciate 
every little thing I have. A pencil, for 
example. You think that everyone has 
them, when in reality, there are thousands 
of children in the world wishing to have a 
pencil. A notebook, a textbook, a desk are 
all tools that are gateways for a student’s 
quality education. 

In Dobbs Ferry, we are surrounded by 
working immigrants. Our grocery store 
employees, nurses, doctors, teachers, 
police officers, cooks, and more. They are 
the fuel to our town. They are part of our 
everlasting and uniting community. 

FERRYMAN STAFF
Larry Blizard
Peggie Blizard
Maria Harris
Hubert B. Herring
Betsy Hunter
Ellen Klein
Judith Doolin Spikes

Newsletter Design
Dennis Di Vincenzo 

Darian Ahmadizadeh, contest winner, with  
Marijn Laban, who, along with Emily Tan, received 
Honorable Mention.

DOBBS FERRY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
Annual Meeting 

September 23rd 
2:00 pm 

The Mead House, 12 Elm Street 
All are welcome
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Since 1919 the bell at Zion Episcopal 
Church has rung out to mark the be-
ginning and end of Sunday services. In 
recent years the children in the congre-
gation have taken on the task of ringing 
the bell. One recent Sunday, ever anxious 
to ring the bell, the children reached up 
and pulled and . . .  silence. Instead of the 
familiar sound of the bell, the rope came 
tumbling down, coiling up on the floor 
by their feet, the end frayed. Looking 
dismayed and a bit guilty, the children 
approached me, knowing that as Junior 
Warden I was tasked with dealing with 
everything from plugged toilets to major 
repairs.

So it was my task to ask Pablo Nunez, our 
stalwart sexton, to climb up the bell tower 
and reattach the rope. In his spare time, 
Pablo and his wife, Hortensia, can often 
be found mountain climbing, so what I 
feared might be an undesirable and even 
dangerous request was happily agreed to. 
Knowing that the bell has considerable 
historical significance for the church and 
the village, at the last moment before 
Pablo ascended the tower I asked him to 
make sure to take some photos. 

If you look up at the Zion bell tower from 
Cedar Street, you will likely see pigeons 
perched on the roof, often atop the cross, 
so it was no surprise, when I saw his pho-
tos, to see the heavily patinaed bell with 
evidence of ample bird droppings.

Despite the corrosion, though, the raised 
lettering can still be made out:

Victory Bell
Presented by Franklin Q. Brown 

Dobbs Ferry, N.Y., 1919 A.D.
Praise God from Whom all Blessings Flow

Their Country Called and They Obeyed

Engraved on the opposite side are the 
names of those from the Zion congrega-
tion who served in World War I:

Joseph H. Beatie, Edward Bunting, Wil-
lian A. Cudney, William Edgar, George 
B. Elder, William G. Forsyth, William 
Heath, Francis F. Longley, Charles F. Mc- 

The Rich History of Zion’s Victory Bell 
By Niall Cain 

Quiston, Carl G. Miller, Edwin W. Moore, 
Thomas Punnett, Charles Ruhle, Albert 
Shaw Jr., Alexander C. Shipley, William 
Stevenson, Otis J. Swift, William H. Tuck-
er, Warwick A.B. Todd, and Kenneth W. 
Todd. 

Cast in bronze by the Meneely Bell Com-
pany, of Troy, N.Y., the Victory Bell was 
installed  on Armistice Day in 1919. It 
was donated by Colonel Franklin Quim-
by Brown, Zion’s Senior Warden. Every 
year since the bell’s dedication, the village 
Memorial Day Parade pauses at the 
church as the bell is rung 31 times by the 
priest in charge (currently the Rev. Mary 
Grambsch) in honor of all the veterans 
from the village who have served and 
died in the country’s armed forces.  

At the base of the flagpole in front of 
Dobbs Ferry High School you will find 
a plaque “In memory of those from the 
village of Dobbs Ferry who made the 
supreme sacrifice in the World War 
1917-1919”: Edward J. Condon, John C. 
Eberspacher, Emil Lang, Paul Schlutow, 
and Michael Zanni, along with two addi-
tional plaques listing the names of all 227 
residents who served in the war.

In addition to the Victory Bell, in 1947 
a carillon was installed — a mechanized 
system designed to ring out the hours 

and hymns at noon and 6 p.m. each day. 
Commuters  frequently remarked on 
their delight at hearing the hymns ring 
out as they stepped off the train. As a 
result, the church was designated by the 
village as the “Church of the Chimes” and 
presented with a plaque, which hangs at 
the entry to this day. This carillon fell into 
disrepair in the 70’s and was replaced in 
1988 by a new system about the size of a 
refrigerator, which also fell into disrepair 
in recent years. This year the carillon was 
replaced yet again using an iPhone app 
and a small amplifier to continue to ring 
out the hours, as well as the occasional 
hymn throughout the year and Christmas 
carols over Advent. Unlike the carillon 
system, which is dependent on a mech-
anized or electronic system, the Victory 
Bell will continue to ring every Sunday 
and Memorial Day in memory of those 
who served. Despite the occasional frayed 
rope. 

(A note about the bell’s donor, who has 
quite a resume: Colonel Franklin Brown 
and his wife, Ida, were longtime residents 
and philanthropists of Dobbs Ferry. They 
lived at Springhurst Estate from 1895 
until Colonel Brown’s death in 1955, when 
the family sold the estate to the village. 
In 1961, Springhurst Elementary School 
opened its doors on the site of the estate. 
His extraordinary career included serving 
in the Spanish-American War in 1898,  as 
president of the Florida Southern Railroad 
until 1893 and president of Dobbs Ferry 
Bank for 50 years thereafter. Dedicated to 
the village, he donated funds to construct 
the current  Village Hall as well as the 
original library on the corner of Cedar 
and Main Streets. And there’s more: He 
also served as president of the Village from 
1912 to 1919, president of Dobbs Ferry 
Hospital, president of the Dobbs Ferry 
Public Library, chairman of the Liberty 
Loan Drives in Westchester, Rockland, and 
Fairfield Counties, and chairman of the Fi-
nancial Advisory Committee of the United 
States Railroad Association. 

Not to mention Senior Warden of Zion 
Church for many years.)

The installation of the Victory Bell in 1919.
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Time and history are essentially two sides 
of the same coin, most often illustrated 
as a time line, when in truth, they should 
be thought of in layers, one event hap-
pening on top of another. Ever so often 
you find an old coin, a button from an 
old garment, or an old photograph in a 
shoebox, and you are transported back to 
a time when something else happened in 
the very spot where you are standing or in 
some other place, far away yet connected.

Such were my thoughts when I found 
that someone had left on the porch of the 
Mead House a small rectangular brass 
plaque with this information:

Sergeant Emil Lang Co. K 362nd. 
Infantry Killed Oct. 31st 1918.

More than likely, this plaque was attached 
to a memorial marker, probably among a 
group of markers placed by newly planted 
trees in front of Dobbs Ferry High School 
in 1931, and at some point, when the 
trees died or were cut down, possibly 
given to a family member. But we have no 
idea how it ended up on the porch.
My first reaction when reading the in-
formation was that no one should die on 
Halloween. And that no one should die 
with only a week and a half left in a war. 
Apparently, he was shot through the head 
by a machine gun, and the fighting was 
so fierce that he could not be moved to 
safety. But then, of course, he was prob-
ably already dead. Twenty six years old. 
He left a mother, Louisa, in Chauncey, a 
long-gone hamlet that was roughly where 
Rivertowns Square is now. His father, 
Ehrhard Lang, had died in the spring of 
1913.

Emil was probably a handsome man, 6 
feet tall and 160 pounds. Did he have a 
sweetheart? A profession? Hopes and 
dreams? He had moved from Chauncey to 
Montana, and from there enlisted or was 
conscripted into the army and shipped off 
to Europe to meet his fate.

We are able to piece together from 
surviving records a brief history of this 
young man’s life from about the age of 15, 

when he began working in Ardsley as a 
livery driver for Mr. E.J. Buck. Was he still 
in school? Was this a part-time job? He 
listed on an application that he left this 
job to “better myself.”

His next job, at 18, was working in con-
crete in Manhattan for an Ardsley-based 
construction company. That job ended, 
and that was the reason he listed for 
leaving.

At that time Stauffer Chemical was in 
Chauncey, and Emil was taken on as — 
his handwriting is unclear — a “sulfur 
feeder or handler.” But whatever he did 
there, he hated it; the reason he gave for 
leaving was “couldn’t stand the job.”

He must have been fed up with living 
in Chauncey, because at about age 21 
he headed west to Fargo, North Dakota, 
where he worked as a dishwasher in a 
hotel for two years.

At 23, he joined the Northern Pacific 
Railway in Fargo, again as a dishwasher; 
he was paid $30, the records show, but 
it was unclear if that was for a week or a 
month. For some reason, and we have no 
notes on this, he left the railroad in Fargo 
and moved to Montana, where he worked 
on a farm for a couple of years.
And then he joined the army. He was sent 
back to New York City before sailing for 
Europe.

After the war ended, T. Ben Meldrum 
wrote an extensive book, detailing the 
activities of his unit, titled “History of 
the 362nd Infantry.” On page 64, he lists 
“Lang (2261440) Emil Sg Co. K Died of 
wounds received in action October 31, 
1918. was about 20 feet from Sgt. Simon 
Hoye when he was shot through the 
head by machine gun fire. The fire was so 
heavy that he could not be moved to cov-
er.” And he goes on to list the location of 
his grave. He was killed in Argonne and 
buried with so many others in Flanders 
Field. One interesting note is that Sgt. 
Simon Hoye died a year later, after the 
war was over. Could it have been from the 
Spanish flu?

The Case of the Plaque at Our Doorstep  
By Peggie Blizard

  

   Letter from  
the President 
As we observe the 100th anniversary 
of the end of World War I on Novem-
ber 11, the Dobbs Ferry Historical 
Society is pleased to announce that 
plans are underway to restore the 
monument in front of the high school. 
The monument was erected in 1925 
by Rochambeau Post No. 126 V.F.W., 
which no longer exists, and we are un-
dertaking this project as a gift to the 
community. We hope the work will 
be completed in time for an unveiling 
ceremony on Veterans Day 2018. 

   How can you help? To raise the 
needed funds, we are conducting a 
limited raffle with 300 tickets at $50 
each. The drawing for the prizes of 
$3,000, $1,500, $500, $250 and $100 
will be held at our annual meeting on 
September 23 (winner need not be 
present). To get your tickets, contact 
me (914-774-0664), Ed Knecht (914-
420-4543), or the Historical Society 
(914-674-1007). Thanks for your help!

   Frank Farrington

The six Lang children. Emil is either on the far left  
or far right.
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The Lost Hamlet of Chauncey
By Judith Doolin Spikes

lie within Dobbs Ferry.
 
Yet the lost “hamlet” (a cohesive neigh-
borhood that does not have its own gov-
ernment) is much better remembered in 
Ardsley, because it lay much closer to the 
center of habitation, business, and public 
life in Ardsley, and because  Chauncey 
children were educated in the Ardsley 
School District.

The land once addressed as Chauncey, 
N.Y., entered American history as part of 
a Dutch patroonship owned by Adriaen 
van der Donck and later by Frederick 
Philipse I, who was granted an English 
royal charter in 1693. Originally farmed  

by Philipse’s tenants, with the end of the 
Revolution the farms passed  to sitting 
tenants and others.
 
One or more of the Philipse Manor 
farms passed to Jonathan Odell, some 
adjacent farms subsequently went to his 
relatives, and the area was long known 
by the name “Odells” or a variant there-
of. 

The southern section was purchased in 
1862 by Henry Chauncey Jr., a New York 
City industrialist, whose father helped 
found two national railways. The young-
er Chauncey converted about half the 
land into a lavish country estate and sold 
most of the rest to the Brussels Tapes-
try Company, which built a factory and 
erected two rows of workers’ housing.  
A handful of other firms — most of 
them in paper and pharmaceuticals — 
soon set up shop along the Saw Mill 
River. As the 19th century rolled into the 
20th, more housing sprang up to accom-
modate factory workers, and a village 
center arose along Stanley Avenue near 
Lawrence Street.
 
Most notably, soon after the end of 
the Civil War, railroad tracks were laid 
parallel to Saw Mill River Road. In 1880, 
the New York, Boston, and Northern 
Railway reorganized as the New York 
and Putnam Division and began to serve 
the local dairies, farms, and industries. A 
depot and later a station house with post 
office and passenger service were estab-
lished east of the intersection of Saw Mill 
River Road and Lawrence Street.
 
Almost in the blink of an eye — as it 
seems from this remove — the  indus-
tries failed, the working population 
shrank, passenger service ceased, the 
station was closed in 1958, and the busy 
little community began to disappear. The 
final blow was the construction of the 
Saw Mill River Parkway in 1929.

The postal district, however, survived 
until 1963, also serving a section of 
Ardsley, south of the village, which res-

There is no doubting the universal ap-
peal of “lost cities.” Google those words 
and you will receive hundreds of mil-
lions of results.

The Rough Guides website features a list 
of all-time top-20 “World’s Greatest Lost 
Cities,” from Tikal, Guatemala, to  Ani, 
Turkey.  

For almost a century (roughly 1880-
1963), the thriving hamlet of Chauncey 
straddled the present-day boundary be-
tween Dobbs Ferry (incorporated 1873) 
and Ardsley (1896). Prominent tracts 
of Chauncey territory — like Children’s 
Village and Rivertowns Square — now 

Continued on page 8



idents still refer to as Chauncey — and 
sometimes as Echo Hills, the name of an 

proposed for the area.

1901 to the New York Juvenile Asylum 
(founded in 1851), which in 1920 be-
came Children’s Village. Its water tower 
sits on the site of the Chauncey man-
sion, said to have been “furnished most 
lavishly as a retreat for Bonapart [sic] in 

-

Hastings News in the early 1930s. Why 

Chaunceys traced their French lineage to 
Napoleon.
 

Avenue grew over the years to include 
not only railroad tracks to service the 

Chemical Company, and other concerns, 
but also, in the 1880s, an impressive 
stone station serving commuters as well 
as freight, and housing the Chauncey 

At its height, in the early 1920s, the 
hamlet boasted four thoroughfares, most 
of which remain at least in part (Stanley, 
Ogden, and Livingston Avenues, and 

house; the Chauncey Hotel; a gas station; 
Brown’s Parkside Grill; and a Carvel 
Ice Cream stand that survived into this 
century. Several other small businesses 
and a few homes were strung out along 
Stanley as a sort of early-20th-century 
mini-mall.

Sources vary, with some saying that 
-

aries, contained a total of 17 domiciles, 
10 along Stanley and 7 on Livingston.  A 

single home survives today at the northern-
most end of Stanley Avenue.

But long before the parkway wiped 

the factories and other industries had 
closed, the Putnam Division was no 
more, and trucks and automobiles were 
rapidly replacing trains.  
 
Yet Chauncey was not totally consigned 
to the dust bin of history. Today, a co-
terie of Ardsley and some Dobbs Ferry 
residents (as well as a few Chauncey 
ex-pats) fondly remember growing up 
in “the lost hamlet.” One homeowner 
in the former Echo Hills neighborhood 
recently wrote me on stationery proudly 
emblazoned with the Echo Hills address. 
In January 2006, Gary S. Rapaport wrote 

-

feature, “Reports of Chauncey’s demise 
do not hold up to close scrutiny.” And 
he followed up with half a dozen on-line 
citations of the name since 1954.
Mr. Rapaport also recalled that in 1963, 
the year the Chauncey Postal District was 
dissolved, a spokesperson for a Wind-
ing Road homeowners group declared, 
“Chauncey is an island of peaceful homes 
in the midst of congestion, and we don’t 
want to become part of some other com-
munity.” Brigadoon, anyone?

Chauncey
Continued from page 7
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