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Introduction

As best as can be determined, the first book ever published about the Catskills was a slim volume devoted entirely to a 1753 expedition into researching the plant life of upstate New York, although valuable light was also shed on these early explorers’ accommodations: “7 or 8 of us…in ye hut hardly big enough for A hen roost.”

Since then, the Catskills have inspired any number of books, articles, websites, television stories, and movies, not to mention far better places to bunk. These accounts have run the gamut from general fishing and camping guides, to obscure academic treatises, to nostalgia-rich compendiums about the glory days of the Sullivan, Orange, and Ulster County summer resorts. No less glorious was local historian Alf Evers’s encyclopedic The Catskills: From Wilderness to Woodstock, first published in 1972 and still the go-to resource for regional lore.

What is presented here, beyond an abiding appreciation for those writers and adventurers who blazed the first trails, is an effort to capture a sense of the color, charm, and even lunacy that for the past four hundred years have characterized the Catskill Mountains and the people attracted to them. At the same time, attention must be paid to how these individuals also managed to place their stamp on America, and how impossible it often was for them to exist anywhere else but in the Catskills. Among the earliest, Henry Hudson arrived purely by accident, only to make the foolish mistake of moving on. Others, chiefly Prohibition-era mob figures famous enough to be remembered by their nicknames (Waxey, Lucky, Legs, Dutch), literally got there by hook or crook, conspiratorially aware of how the remoteness of the terrain protected them. And others still, among them businessman manqué Selig Grossinger, wandered into the woods wishing nothing more than to become simple farmers, only to find themselves (in Selig’s case, by necessity) evolving into the standard-bearers for the world-class American hospitality industry.

Besides providing a perfect hideaway as well as an incubator for new ideas, the Catskills offered an abundance of remarkable and marketable resources: bluestone for the early nation’s sidewalks, forests for the materials to process the world’s leather supply, and lakes and streams to quench the water demands of New York City—possibly even a repository for the natural gas supply that could power the nation. The pioneers who helped exploit the area’s assets ranged from the put-upon “quarry Irish,” to the miserly leather tanner Winthrop Watson Gilman, to Aaron Burr, whose double-dealing first forced New York City to tap the Catskills for its H2O, something more than eight million people continue to do to this very day.

The first Christmas trees ever sold in the United States are attributed to a Catskill village farmer named Mark Carr. “About two weeks before Christmas” in 1851, The New York Times reported, Carr, whose crops had failed, took his axe to some firs and spruces and “drew two large shed-loads of these trees to the river with his oxen, and started with them to the Metropolis.” Renting space at what is now the TriBeCa corner of Greenwich and Vesey Streets, the “jolly woodman…found buyers at good prices” for what the newspaper termed “his mountain novelties.”

By then, the Catskills had achieved practical recognition as an American brand. Credit here belonged to the publicity generated by the formidable reputation of the Catskill Mountain House, the first such facility of its kind, and the romantic Catskills landscapes conceptualized by the painters of the Hudson River School, the nation’s first art movement. The earliest American folk heroes were also firmly rooted in the Catskills: the somnolent Rip Van Winkle and the indefatigable Natty Bumppo.

The Catskills boasted nonfiction heroes too. As the British noose tightened around New York City in 1776, General Washington’s orders to evacuate ultimately delivered the state Constitutional Congress to the Ulster County town of Kingston—causing the redcoats to view the new capital as so traitorous that they burned it to the ground. Another virulent act of rebellion, the Anti-Rent War of the 1840s, conclusively extricated Catskills tenant farmers from the stranglehold of their dictatorial landlords and redefined the principles of land ownership in America. It also gave birth to the Free Soil Party and the later Republican Party.

Not that the high elevation always equated with a gift for loftiness. On the subject for which the Catskills remain best known, the Jewish resort area known as the Borscht Belt, Canadian author Mordecai Richler mordantly dissected a seasonal stay for a July 1965 Holiday magazine piece that is still quoted to this day. Referring to the entire stretch as the “Land of Milk and Money,” he coined a permanent nickname for the Kosher Acropolis that was Grossinger’s: “Disneyland with knishes.”

To Richler,


[E]verywhere you turn, the detail is bizarre. At the Concord, for instance, a long hall of picture windows overlooks a parking lot. There are rooms that come with two adjoining bathrooms. (“It’s a gimmick. People like it. They talk about it.”) All the leading hotels now have indoor ice skating rinks because, as the lady who runs The Laurels told me, our guests find it too cold to skate outside.



Little could Richler realize that while he was beatifying the Borscht Belt for both its beauties and its blemishes, his visit coincided with the beginning of the end of La Kvell Epoch. Still, the author was no more myopic than the skilled social observers (and the inevitable real estate speculators) who grandly predicted that once the primarily Jewish hotels and bungalow colonies closed their doors, the mountains would turn into one giant molehill—forever. On the contrary, as what has been occurring during the past few years bears witness, the story of the region has yet to play out.

“A road trip through New York’s Catskills shows that the once-sleepy area is giving the Hamptons a run for its money,” Travel + Leisure trumpeted in the summer of 2011, showing the love for the “hot” Sullivan County town of Narrowsburg, “where creative New York City transplants have set up shop on Main Street.” At Narrowsburg Roasters, for instance, former West Village set designer Will Geisler “makes a killer latte, and his biscotti and maple shortbread are addictive”—a long leap from knishes.

In another highly detectable sign of Catskills transformation, sales for the Chapin Estate, a newly developed twenty-five-hundred-acre gated community in Bethel, are handled exclusively through Sotheby’s International Realty. One of Chapin’s hundred homes, a seventy-six-hundred-square-foot private residence on Woodstone Trail, comes complete with six bedrooms, two bunkrooms, nine bathrooms, and a 1950s-style diner in the basement. Calling itself Great Bear Lodge, the estate sits on more than five and a quarter wooded acres that lead to a reservoir connected to the Delaware River.

The original owners bought the property for slightly more than $3 million in 2007. A February 2013 listing set the price at $4.25 million.

—
“IT HAS BEEN a major boost to the economy,” the official historian of Sullivan County, John Conway, said about the Bethel Woods Center for the Arts, a state-of-the-art concert, film, and festival venue that stands, symbolically, on the site of the original Woodstock Festival. “There are other things, as well,” said Conway. “A very upscale motor track has been built, the Monticello Motor Club, which caters to New Yorkers who have sports cars. The county has also made several efforts in recent years to attract environmentally friendly businesses to the area, with some success. Casino gambling certainly would be another brick in that foundation.”

Only that, too, comes with no guarantees. “Historians don’t like to talk about the future. It’s the one thing we haven’t studied,” acknowledges urban and environmental historian David S. Stradling, author of 2007’s Making Mountains: New York City and the Catskills. “One thing is certain: regardless of what happens in the Catskills, New York City plays a role in determining what happens here.”

Not that it has ever been an easy blend. According to Stradling, “The real estate boom, felt throughout the Northeast, has been especially evident in the Catskills, where rural homesteads have sold for suburban prices.” The latest rush to build safe-haven second homes in the Catskills started in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, and then picked up again as the post-2008 economic collapse finally began to ameliorate.

While recognizing the positive effects New York City money has had on the local economies, Stradling also notes that “the arrival of so much city capital has increased talk of ‘them’ and ‘us’ and sparked fears that higher real estate values and taxes might force locals from their homes.” Then again, if history is any lesson, “the only thing the past assures us,” Stradling asserted in a 2010 interview, “is that it’s difficult to know exactly what will happen.”
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The Dawn

I

    
        If ever a compelling Fate set its grip upon a man and drove him to an accomplishment beside his purpose and outside his thought, it was when Henry Hudson—having headed his ship upon an ordered course northeastward—directly traversed his orders by fetching that compass to the southwestward, which ended by bringing him into what now is Hudson’s River, and which led on quickly to the founding of what is now New York.

        —THOMAS A. JANVIER, historian, 1909

    

Two years before his own crew condemned him to an icy death, a gamely determined Henry Hudson set sail from Amsterdam on April 4, 1609, having recruited sixteen Dutch and four English sailors for what all knew would be a rigorous journey. Their three-masted, eighty-ton Halve Maen, or Half Moon, took her name from Vice Admiral John Kant’s victorious flagship in a decisive 1602 naval battle against the Spanish, but for Hudson the mission at hand was not military but mercantile. It also marked the obsessive English explorer’s third attempt at finding a financially advantageous shortcut to the spice-rich Orient.

Hudson’s two unsuccessful earlier efforts, in 1607 and 1608, had been financed by the Muscovy Company, a London-based commercial enterprise that traded with Russia and as early as 1585 had employed navigator John Davis to search for a Northwest Passage to Asia. As the self-proclaimed “Merchant Adventurers of England for the Discovery of Lands, Territories, Iles, Dominions, and Seigniories Unknown,” the Muscovy Company was banking on Hudson to discover a route that would supersede the existing yearlong course around South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope.

But Hudson, having already disappointed his benefactors not once but twice, could not sell them on a third sailing, and, in what came as a blow to his healthy ego, suddenly found himself a free agent. Enter Emanuel van Meteren, the Dutch consul in London, who proffered a friendly suggestion that carefully steered Hudson toward England’s great trading rival, the Netherlands—specifically, the Dutch East India Company. In fact, the firm had instructed Van Meteren to usher the explorer through their door. According to company intelligence, Russell Shorto reported in his exceptional modern account of the Dutch colonization of Manhattan, The Island at the Center of the World, the Dutch East India Company had very good reason for wanting him: “Hudson was on the verge of discovering the long-sought northern passage of the Asian markets.”

[image: ][image: ]


Such information was hardly a secret; just as the Dutch East India Company was pursuing Hudson, the English found themselves reversing their position about letting him loose, and the French were also hoping to entice him over to their side. What ultimately persuaded Hudson to align with the Dutch merchants, beyond their already placing a deal on the table, was that he simply felt at home in Holland. Shorto suggests that Hudson, in his midforties at the time of this proposed third voyage, may have spent an earlier part of his life in the country. Certainly he could claim friends in the Netherlands, among them Joost de Hondt, a mapmaker who hosted Hudson at his home in The Hague, then served as interpreter during the mariner’s negotiations with the East India Company.

Among the many details of the contract was the immovable provision that Hudson was to devise a brand-new route and sail northeast on the Arctic Ocean, toward Russia, rather than northwest, toward Greenland, as he had in the past. As the terms firmly stipulated, he would “think of discovering no other routes or passages.”

And while Henry Hudson would meet his death without finding a shortcut to Asia, he did manage to chance upon something that he most surely never anticipated.

The Catskill Mountains.

—
ONLY EIGHTY-FIVE FEET LONG, with her unmistakable bright colors, bold geometric patterns on her wooden sides, and a single four-foot-long falconet to serve in her defense, Hudson’s Half Moon was further distinguished by her six sails, steep stern, and a bow that arched forward into a curve, or a half moon. Her main deck rose only a few feet above water, a burdensome constraint that, except on those rare days of calm seas, forced the domineering captain’s disgruntled men to remain below, where they shared space so dark and narrow that they could never fully stand or recline.

While little is known about Hudson’s early years, or even his exact year or place of birth (likely London, in the 1560s), the best estimates place him in his teen years learning to navigate the rocky shores in an area on the North Sea known as the East Marches, in the small Northumberland coastal village of Longhoughton. He married a woman named Katherine and had three sons with her: John, who accompanied Henry on his four voyages from 1607 to 1611, including the fatal one; Richard, who became a successful businessman with the East India Company and reputedly the first Englishman to acquire a residency permit in Japan; and Oliver, about whom little is known.

By the time Hudson set sail aboard the Half Moon, his reputation was such that Captain John Smith, of the two-year-old Virginia Colony in the Americas, was happy to share the latest French maps with his fellow Englishman, as well as the notion, based on Native American speculation, that a body of water existing to the north of Virginia would eventually spill out into the Sea of Cathay. This may explain why Hudson took it upon himself to change course off the coast of Norway a month into the voyage, when the ship encountered what crewman Robert Juet, a fifty-one-year-old from Limehouse, London, described as “much trouble with fogges, sometimes, and more dangerous of Ice.”

Blatantly disregarding his Dutch East India Company agreement, Hudson ordered the Half Moon westward across the North Atlantic, on what his twenty-first-century chronicler Douglas Hunter would term “a rogue voyage of discovery.”

—
“IN THE NIGHT we had much Rayne, Thunder, and Lightning, and windshifting,” recorded Robert Juet in early July, as the Half Moon reached the Grand Banks, south of Newfoundland. By mid-month Hudson had landed on what is now Nova Scotia, where his crew replaced the ship’s masts with fresh timber, feasted on lobster, and, according to Juet, were greeted by “two Boates…with sixe of the Sauages [o]f the Countrey, seeming glad of our coming.”

Continuing south along the coast to the Chesapeake Bay and the present-day North Carolina Outer Banks, Hudson then backtracked up to Delaware Bay, frustrated at being nowhere closer to his intended goal. Steering farther north, on September 3 he entered the same harbor that eighty-four years earlier had welcomed both the Lyon-born navigator Giovanni da Verrazzano and the Portuguese explorer Estevan Gómez. Except, unlike his predecessors—Verrazzano, commissioned by King Francis I of France to find a westward passage to Asia, got as far as the broad harbor between what are now Brooklyn and Staten Island, only to continue north along the coast of North America; Gómez, sailing for Spain in the fleet of Magellan, found the mouth of what later became the Hudson River, then shifted course for Florida—Hudson decided the Half Moon would proceed upstream.

His hope, based solely upon gut instinct, was that the waterway he christened the “Great River of the Mountains” was in fact what he had set out to find: the long-sought-after gateway to the East.

—
THE WEATHER THAT WEEK was “fair and very hot,” Juet wrote. From his September 4 entry:


At night the wind blew hard at the north-west, and our anchor came home, and we drove on shore, but took no hurt, thanked be God, for the ground is soft sand and ooze.



On the river shore, Hudson made contact with members of the Algonquin nation, recording in his journal that they were “swarthy natives [who] all stood around and sung in their fashion; their clothing consisted of the skins of foxes and other animals, which they dress and make the skins into garments of various sorts.” In return, according to an 1801 account by Moravian missionary John Heckewelder, the Algonquins couldn’t help but notice how the haughty Hudson was dressed, either: in a “red coat all glittering with gold lace.”

The hosts presented the captain with gifts of tobacco and his first taste of American corn, a discovery Hudson called “Turkish wheat, which they cook by baking, and it is excellent eating.”

Further describing his new acquaintances, Hudson wrote:


They had no houses, but slept under the blue heavens, sometimes on mats of bulrushes interwoven, and sometimes on the leaves of trees.…They appear to be a friendly people, but have a great propensity to steal, and are exceedingly adroit in carrying away whatever they take a fancy to.



Within that same week in September, Hudson and the Half Moon crew coasted past the steep ridge known to Native Americans as the Wall of Manitou, or the “Wall of Great Spirit,” in tribute to the invisible force that delivered both strength and balance to life. Standing more than three thousand feet high, the escarpment rises like a straight shot, practically without foothills, from the Hudson Valley floor. Clearly impressed, Juet, after several days of simply recording how unbearably hot the weather had been, suddenly grew expansive. In documenting the sighting, he provided what is the first known written account of the Catskills:


The fourteenth, The land grew very high and mountainous. The River is full of fish.…

The fifteenth, in the morning was misty untill the Sunne arose: then it cleered. So wee weighed with the wind at South, and ran up the River twentie leagues, passing by high Mountaines. Wee had a very good depth, as sixe, seven, eight, nine, ten, twelve, and thirteene fathomes, and great store of salmons in the river.…At night we came to other Mountaines, which lie from the Rivers side. There we found very loving people, and very old men: where we were well used. Our Boat went to fish, and caught great store of very good fish.



According to nineteenth-century historian John Stevens Cabot Abbott, Hudson and his men first viewed the Catskills following the onset of fog so dense that they could only see a few yards ahead of themselves. In Abbott’s words:


The sun soon dispelled the fog, and the voyage was continued, and by night the Half Moon reached a point supposed to be near the present site of Catskill Landing. The natives were numerous, and very friendly. They came freely on board, apparently unsuspicious of danger. It was noticeable that there were many very aged men among them. The river seemed full of fishes, and with their hooks they took large numbers. The next day the Indians came on board in crowds, bringing pumpkins and tobacco. The vessel’s boats were sent on shore to procure fresh water.

    
        [image: ][image: ]


        By the time of Hudson’s 1609 voyage, the navigator “had gained a reputation as a skilled seaman who bravely ventured into little-known waters and returned with ship intact and his crew alive,” said historian Peter C. Mancall.

    



As best as can be determined, those experiences marked the extent of the explorers’ first visit. “Early the ensuing morning,” wrote Abbott, “they pushed up the river five miles, to a point probably near the present city of Hudson.”

Although some sources credit the name “Catskills” to Hudson, while others cite a Mohican chief named Cat, it is generally thought to have come about by combining the Dutch word for “creek,” kill, with the mountain lions that roamed the wilderness.

Claiming the territory in the name of the Dutch, Hudson wrote in his navigation documents, “It is as pleasant a land as one need tread upon; very abundant in all kinds of timber suitable for shipbuilding, and for making large casks or vats.” Glimpsing the copper tobacco pipes used by the natives, “I inferred that copper might naturally exist there,” he noted, also surmising the same about iron, at least “according to the testimony of the natives, who, however, do not understand preparing it for use.”

Hudson progressed upriver into the following week, sailing 150 miles, as far north as present-day Albany. The Northwest Passage once more proving to be beyond his grasp, he reversed course and headed back downriver—only to run into a mud bank “in the middle of the river nearly opposite the present city of Hudson,” according to Abbott. The historian also wrote:


Without much difficulty the vessel was again floated, having received no injury. But contrary winds detained him upon the spot two days. In the meantime several boat parties visited the banks on both sides of the stream. They were also visited by many of the natives who were unremitting in their kindness.

A fair wind soon springing up they ran down the river eighteen miles, passing quite a large Indian village where Catskill now stands, and cast anchor in deep water, near Red Hook.



Over the next few days Native Americans boarded the ship, trading some small skins for the crew’s knives and other trinkets. “This is a very pleasant place to build a Towne on,” wrote Juet, alert to assessing the value of the land, given that metals and mining also fell within the purview of the Dutch East India Company.


The Road is very neere, and very good for all winds, saue an East Noth-east wind. The Mountaynes looke as if some Metall or Minerall were in them for the trees that grow on them were all blasted and some of them barren with few or no leaves.



Foul weather believed to be a nor’easter slammed the Half Moon upon its October 3 return to the waters between present-day Hoboken and Manhattan’s West Side (“Very stormy,” wrote Juet), but with the calm that returned on October 4, the Half Moon hoisted anchor and journeyed back across “the main sea.” Noted Juet:


We continued our course toward England, without seeing any Land by the way, all the rest of this moneth of October. And on the seuenth day of November, stilo nouo, being Saturday : by the Grace of God we safely arrived in the Range of Dartmouth in Deuonshire, in the yeere 1609.



Hudson returned to his native England and not the Netherlands primarily because he had violated the Dutch East India Company’s command that he sail east. After he ensured that his ship’s log was delivered to Consul Van Meteren, thereby granting the Netherlands the right to lay claim to his discoveries, “English authorities detained Hudson bodily,” wrote Shorto. Their claim against him: “voyaging to the detriment of his country” by sailing under the Dutch flag. As a condition of his release, Hudson was ordered back to the Americas, this time aboard the English ship Discovery, and was once again commissioned to find the Northwest Passage. His backers, besides five noblemen and thirteen private merchants, were, at a combined equal investment of 600 pounds sterling, the British East India Company and, once again, the Muscovy Company.
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British soldiers in World War I could open their cigarette packs and find illustrated cards showing Hudson, cast adrift by his own crew, as he faced his final days.



This time the voyage played out tragically. After spending the summer plying what would eventually come to be called Hudson’s Bay, the Discovery crew suffered a particularly harsh winter. Hudson allegedly hoarded food for favored crew members, while others, on the captain’s orders, had their sea chests searched for any concealed provisions. Finally, the men could tolerate Hudson’s pomposity and bullying no more. When the packed ice that had trapped their ship finally broke in late spring and Hudson prepared to resume his quest for the route to Asia via the frozen north—based on a theory that not only was there perpetual sunlight at the top of the world but also warm currents—he was ambushed on June 22, 1611, by those who wished to return to England. As one participant recounted, according to Abbott:


They had been detained at anchor in the ice about a week, when the first signs of the mutiny appeared. [Crew member] Green, and Wilson the boatswain, came in the night to me, as I was lying in my berth very lame and told me that they and several of the crew had resolved to seize Hudson and set him adrift in the boat, with all on board who were disabled by sickness; that there were but a few days’ provisions left; that the master appeared entirely irresolute, which way to go; that for themselves they had eaten nothing for three days. Their only hope therefore was in taking command of the ship, and escaping from these regions as quickly as possible.
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Reputedly led by Juet, the crew struck at daybreak. Seizing Hudson, tying his hands behind his back, and placing him along with seven of his loyalists, including his teenage son John, on a tiny sloop with oars—as a still-clueless captain demanded to know, “What is the meaning of this?”—the thirteen mutineers cast their prisoners adrift into freezing open water somewhere off the coast of Newfoundland.

They were never seen again.



At the time Henry Hudson sailed up the “Great River of the Mountains,” the Catskills were inhabited by some two to three thousand Mohicans, also known as Mahicans—although the Dutch, having trouble with the pronunciation, most frequently said “Manhigan.” Unlike another Eastern Algonquian–speaking subgroup of the Algonquian peoples encountered by Hudson, the hostile Wappingers (who lived on the eastern bank of the river, in what would later become Dutchess County), the Mohicans who welcomed the navigator were both approachable and eager to trade, as were (in the area between the Catskills and the Adirondacks) the Mohawks, considered the “Keepers of the Eastern Door” from the Iroquois nation and the protectors of the land against native invasion from New England and lower New York regions.

Despite its failure to produce a Northwest Passage, Hudson’s 1609 journey upriver from Manhattan did serve as the catalyst for what would become a lucrative fur-trading business; in 1614, a Dutch trading post was founded by the New Netherland Company, which was to evolve into the West India Company, for the purposes of exploiting the region for profit. The post’s location, named for the Dutch House of Orange-Nassau, was Fort Orange, later renamed Albany by the English, and its setting was a riverbank that had served as the hunting ground of the Mohicans. The tribe apparently welcomed the Dutch and, according to Russell Shorto, the various foreign products they brought to trade: “fishing hooks, axes, kettles, glassware, needles, pots, knives and duffel (the rough wool cloth…which gives us the term ‘duffel bag’).”

Farther south, the Dutch gained an even stronger foothold with Peter Minuit’s May 24, 1626, purchase of Manhattan island from the natives, a legendary transaction that made New Amsterdam the capital of New Netherland. To the north, in the Hudson Valley, Esopus, later called Kingston, was settled in 1653, and other villages would be developed over the next century—although by then the Dutch empire in America had not only weakened but crumbled.

In 1664, the British, eager to expand their influence on the American continent, drove out the Dutch and instituted more than one hundred years of colonial rule. Accordingly, New Amsterdam underwent a name change, to New York, in honor of its conqueror, James, Duke of York.




II

    
        Rich merchants dreamed of land as a hiding place for the profits of trade, since undeveloped lands were not taxed. Others dreamed of founding towns in the wilderness and seeing their wooded valleys converted into patchworks of productive fields and meadows. To some, land was a means of indulging in the excitement of speculation.…All a land speculator had to do was sit tight.

        —ALF EVERS

    

The development of the Catskills officially began on April 20, 1708, when Johannes Hardenbergh, an enterprising speculator, acquired by grant from England a two-million-acre tract of land within the region, roughly the equivalent in size to all of modern-day Delaware and Rhode Island. The bargain price for the enormous parcel, which became known as the Hardenbergh Patent, was only sixty pounds—the modern equivalent of $1,500.

“The annals of the ancestry of the Hardenberg family reach back into the twelfth century, stretching in an unbroken line more than seven hundred years to 1174, when the old Castle Hardenberg in the Harz Mountains, Germany, was the abode of Dietrich von Hardenberg, the supposed founder of the family,” according to an account in the 1913 Genealogical and Family History of Southern New York and the Hudson River Valley, which also explained that the Dutch side of the family added the final “h” to the Germanic name. The first member of the family to set foot in America, in 1644, was Arnoldus Van Hardenberg, whose younger brother Jan was Johannes’s grandfather. Arnoldus was a cargo merchant from Amsterdam, and though he would remain in the New World for only ten years, until 1654, he served on the council of the director-general of the New Netherlands. Jan also arrived from Amsterdam in 1644, and, according to family records, owned a house and garden on what is now the northwest corner of Broad and Stone Streets in Lower Manhattan. With his wife, whose name does not appear to have been recorded, Jan fathered a son, Gerrit, who would become Johannes’s father. As told in The Hardenbergh Family, a 1958 genealogical study by Myrtle Hardenbergh Miller:


In 1690 Gerrit was the owner and captain of the sloop “The Royal Albany,” and received on July 3, 1690, a commission to act against the French. A few months later, on September 22, 1690, he was appointed a member of a committee to take inventory and made appraisal of the cargoes of certain vessels at New York.
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        Much of the eighteenth century was spent arguing over the boundaries and even the legalities of the Hardenbergh Patent, shown here in a 1749 map. (Credit 1.5)

    

“Johannes, eldest son of Gerrit Janse and Jaepie (Schepmoes) Hardenbergh, was born about 1670, at Albany, and appears on record, January 2, 1689, as the purchaser of a lot from the trustees of the town ‘on the corner of the street opposite the house and barn of Corneis Masten’ in the village of Kingston, Ulster County, New York,” states the family record. Johannes was twenty when acting governor Jacob Leisler of the New York Colony appointed him high sheriff of Ulster County, although the position lasted little more than a year, until Leisler was hanged as a traitor to the Crown for refusing to surrender his position to the royally appointed governor, Colonel Henry Sloughter.


In his personal life, per the Hardenbergh ancestry record, Johannes


married (first) July 10, 1696, Hillegonde Myers, a young woman from New York, probably the daughter of Andries and Vrountje (Van Vorst) Myers, as they are on records as sponsors at the baptism of the only child of this marriage, a daughter Katherine, baptized October 4, 1697, and died previous to October, 1708. The mother died previous to September 1698, and he married (second) December 5, 1699, by license granted September 12, 1698, Catherine Rutsen. Children: Gerardus and Jacobus, twins, the second died young; Marrytie, Jacoba, Johannes, Catherine, Rutse, Abraham.



“In 1709 he was again appointed High Sheriff of Ulster County,” the record states, “and was a trustee of the town of Kingston in 1707–09–12.” It was during this time that Johannes made his request to the Crown for the land parcel on behalf of himself and his business partners, whose original intention was to fend off a modest appeal by farmers regarding land along the Esopus Creek in Ulster County. Their filing read:


Petition of Johannes Hardenbergh and others for a patent for lands “beginning at ye Sandberg or hill” at ye N. E. corner of ye lands of Ebenezer Wilson & Co. (Minnisink Patent) thence northwesterly to ye Fish Kill River, and west to the headwaters thereof, including the same, thence to a small river called Cartwright’s Kill, and so by ye said Kill to ye northwesternmost bounds of Kingston, on said Kill, thence by ye bounds of Kingston, Hurley, Marbletown and Rochester, and other patented lands to the beginning.



The farmers had been seeking grazing fields for their cattle, although in their petition they had not adequately surveyed the property or its proper boundaries. Their other mistake was neglecting to negotiate permission to purchase the land from the Nanisino Esopus Native Americans who owned it in the first place.

This was how both luck and circumstance conspired to favor Johannes Hardenbergh, who in the name of the Crown was granted the patent and thereafter took on an unofficial title: the Lord of the Catskills.

—
THE INDIVIDUAL FROM WHOM the Hardenbergh Patent was secured, Edward Hyde, Third Earl of Clarendon, styled Viscount Cornbury, was not your typical bureaucrat. As governor of the colony of New York between 1701 (when he was forty) and 1709, Cornbury represented the interests of his cousin Queen Anne of England, in whose image he enjoyed dressing, his mustache and Napoleon III–style whiskers notwithstanding. Cornbury was also known to have a fetish for ears; his targets, often mistaking him for a drunken streetwalker, would find him lurking in the dark shadows near Wall Street, waiting to pull on their lower lobes when they would approach him for a good time. (He was also fascinated with his wife’s ears, and when he finally tired of them, it was said, he tired of her.)

Cornbury was so notorious that a posthumous portrait purported to be of him in female dress has hung for years in the collection of the New-York Historical Society, even well after it was determined that the subject of the painting really wasn’t his lordship. (The society tolerated the portrait’s inaccuracy because it was believed the work represented the American attitude toward “the decadence of British culture,” the head of the Historical Society, Valerie Paley, said in 2012.)


[image: ][image: ]Lord Cornbury (1661–1723) granted the Hardenbergh Patent but is better remembered for emulating in both dress and demeanor his rotund royal cousin Queen Anne as was gamely depicted here. (Credit 1.6)






Described by nineteenth-century historian John Romeyn Brodhead as “a mean liar, a vulgar profligate, a frivolous spendthrift, an impudent cheat, a fraudulent bankrupt, and a detestable bigot”—another called him a “degenerate and pervert who is said to have spent half his time dressed in women’s clothes”—Cornbury is reputed to have convened the 1702 New York Assembly clad in a hooped gown and carrying a fan as a self-designated tribute to his cousin on the throne. This prompted the eighteenth-century English art historian and politician Horace Walpole to tell a friend, “When some of those about him remonstrated, his reply was, ‘You are very stupid not to see the propriety of it. In this place and particularly on this occasion I represent a woman and ought in all respects to represent her as faithfully as I can.’ ”

Regarded as possibly the worst governor Britain ever imposed on an American colony (Queen Anne also made him governor of New Jersey, in 1702), Cornbury was relieved of his position and imprisoned for unpaid debts in 1708. After his death, in 1723, he was singled out by nineteenth-century historian George Bancroft for embodying the English aristocracy’s “arrogance, joined to intellectual imbecility.”

Because approval of the Hardenbergh Patent was carried out in the last remaining days of the Cornbury administration, it has been speculated that in all likelihood many of the transaction’s illegalities were overlooked. For his part, Cornbury was openly prejudiced against mountains and rocks, just as he was disdainful of “any such nonsense as letting people have a larger share in their government,” according to Alf Evers, who also detailed the governor’s July 1702 state voyage up the Hudson to confer with the Iroquois. Although Cornbury did not outfit himself as a woman for the occasion, he did dress up his barge and crewmen “in smart new uniforms,” wrote the historian. Beyond that, Evers suggested that “Queen Anne’s remarkable cousin” saw the Catskills as nothing more than a tangible asset that he could sell to the highest bidder, who was, apparently, Hardenbergh.

“If anyone wanted them—and was willing to pay for them—Cornbury was in no position to hesitate,” said Evers. “He would simply make the best bargain he could.”

—
ANOTHER UNUSUAL ASPECT of the deal was that the Hardenbergh Patent was extended not to an individual but to a corporation. By the time the gift was made in the name of “Anne by the Grace of God of England, France, and Ireland, Queen, Defender of the Faith,” to “our loving subjects,” as New York provincial secretary George Clarke put it, grants were commonly bestowed upon a particular person in recognition of service to the mother country and rarely exceeded two thousand acres. Grants to corporations, meanwhile, were not subject to such restrictions, and Hardenbergh had shrewdly formed a business operation with six others, including some who were only acting as front men: Leonard Lewis, Philip Rokeby, William Nottingham, Benjamin Feneuil, Peter (Pierre) Fauconnier, and Robert Lurting, who later became mayor of New York.

As observed by the young land surveyor Jay Gould, long before his days as a financial speculator, in his 1856 History of Delaware County:


The vast compass of the Hardenbergh Patent, when its limits had been surveyed and located—a grant of something less than two million acres to a single individual—was a species of monopoly, which, even the British government, with her aristocratic notions, failed to relish, and an order was issued [afterward] preventing grants of more than a thousand acres to single individuals, or when associated together, of a number of thousand equal to the number of associates.



Despite fifty years of ongoing but fruitless legal challenges to the patent’s validity, the original owners and their heirs were left title to nearly two million acres. To this day, those lands comprise much of what is known as the Catskills.


III

    
        A stubborn and sometimes inspired defense, and the great good fortune of General George Washington and his armies, kept the Hudson from ever falling completely into enemy hands. And this contributed mightily to the winning of the War of Independence.

        —CARL CARMER

    

As America marched toward independence, sympathies in the mountains were stubbornly divided. Owners of Hardenbergh Patent lands favored the Revolutionary cause, primarily out of fear that the British might confiscate their properties (or, at the very least, impose a crippling land tax), while the region’s growing number of tenant farmers, eager to retaliate against their often-despised Whig landlords, threw their support behind the redcoats. As a further incentive, rumors abounded that the Crown had promised the Catskills farmers free land and independence from their landlords in exchange for joining the British army.

In late June 1776, an armada of British ships under the command of General William Howe arrived precipitously in New York Harbor, gateway to Atlantic shipping and the Hudson River access route to the northern frontier. “I could not believe my eyes,” Private Daniel McCurtin wrote in his journal after gazing upon the sudden invasion. “Keeping my eyes fixed at the very spot, judge you of my surprise when, in about ten minutes, the whole bay was full of shipping.…I declare that I thought all London was afloat.”

Aboard the fleet were thirty-two thousand British and Hessian troops, prepared to do battle with the nine thousand men (only seven thousand of whom were able-bodied) led by the Continental Army’s general George Washington. Master tactician that he was, Washington chose to deal with so formidable an opponent by dividing his forces between Long Island and Manhattan. “Prompted by fear, a tremendous exodus of women and children left New York,” wrote Washington biographer Ron Chernow. Those evacuated included Washington’s wife, Martha, “exiled,” said Chernow, “to the comparative safety of Philadelphia.”

In late August, having lost Long Island, the Americans fell back to their fortified position in Brooklyn Heights. From there, Washington, in a perilous six-hour operation, successfully got them to Manhattan in a flotilla of small boats that managed to go undetected by the British (the night’s dense fog worked to great advantage). There was no time to bask in his victory; Washington next had one of two options: retreat and burn New York City, or abandon it to the British.

Instructed by the Continental Congress to leave Manhattan standing, Washington prepared fortifications in upper Manhattan, turning away General Howe’s troops in the Battle of Harlem Heights and allowing the Americans to withdraw into New Jersey.

—
NEW YORK DECLARED ITSELF an independent state on July 9, 1776, the same day Washington gathered his troops to have the Declaration of Independence read. Not only was the document met with cheers by Washington’s men, but their celebration reached a near riot. Storming Bowling Green at the southern tip of Manhattan, they toppled the statue of King George III perched proudly on his horse and removed his majesty’s head so they could parade it around as preparations were made to melt down the rest of the figure and turn old King George into forty-two thousand musket balls.

According to an 1879 account titled “Birth of the Empire State, Formation of the First Constitution of New York,” by John Austin Stevens, founder of the Sons of the Revolution in the State of New York, “On the tenth May 1776, the Continental Congress adopted a resolution recommending” that the Provincial Congress meet to draft a constitution for New York on “the second Monday in July.” That they did, and the delegates, their lives threatened for having broken with the Crown, “continued to meet, taking action for the organizing of regiments and providing for the defense of the city, until the thirtieth of June, when the British fleet and army under Sir William Howe…entered the harbor.” The arrival prompted the delegates to take all documents and the state treasury to White Plains, but that too was a location not free of danger. Still, parliamentary procedure was followed.
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Artist Herman Gould Smith’s 1830 rendering of Kingston’s Wall Street was described as “[t]he scene of thrilling historic events attending the Birth of New York State.”



On July 10, a day before the Congress received its copy of the Declaration of Independence, “it was resolved and ordered that the style or title of the House be changed from that of the ‘Provincial Congress of the Colony of New York’ to that of the ‘Convention of the Representatives of the State of New York.’ ” Once again, however, this was no time to stand still. Having resolved to form a state government, the delegates learned “the state of affairs in and about the city of New York had become alarming [because] a second fleet, under command of Lord Howe, arrived at Sandy Hook.” It also happened to be moving upriver in their very direction.

On July 29, the Congress reconvened in a church in “the town of Harlem,” but remained there only a month. This time, word reached them that they were “liable to surprise by a small body of men from the enemy’s ships of war in the Sound and the situation of their army on Long Island.” According to Stevens’s account, “the Convention adjourned to Fishkill, in Dutchess County.”

Safety wasn’t the issue in the new location; uncomfortable lodgings were, along with a voiced complaint that their meeting place, Trinity Episcopal Church, was “foul with the dung of doves and fowls and so uncomfortable without any benches, seats or other conveniences”—not to mention the general threat of an encroaching smallpox epidemic. The dreaded disease did arrive in the dead of winter, yet again forcing the Congress, on January 25, 1777, to seek new headquarters.

Such were the confluence of events that on February 11 brought the fifty delegates, including their leaders, John Jay, Gouverneur Morris, and Robert R. Livingston, to their next—and, for the purposes of their congress, final—destination, where the New York State constitution would be written and approved: a quiet country home to wheat farmers for the past century, the Ulster County town of Kingston.

—
IN 1652, five Dutch families from the Rensselaerwyck Patroon, which later became Albany, migrated south on the river to settle on the fertile floodplains that bordered the Esopus Creek. For the previous five hundred years it had served as the farmland where the Esopus Indians, of the Algonquin nation, had grown their maize, but within a year it was sold to the Dutch in exchange for blankets and clothing, along with ammunition and alcohol. At the beginning the two groups coexisted peacefully, until such time as the Dutch farmers’ rapidly multiplying livestock trampled the Esopus crops.

As the relationship grew retaliatory, in 1658 Peter Stuyvesant, director-general of the New Netherland Colony, met with about fifty members of the Esopus and demanded they stop killing settlers and their animals—indeed, have no contact whatsoever—and sell the remainder of their farmland to him. Stuyvesant further ordered the settlers to isolate themselves by moving their log cabins and barns to a bluff on higher and more centrally located ground, demanding the construction of a fourteen-foot-high wooden stockade around an enclosed area that stretched thirteen hundred by twelve hundred feet.

This negotiated peace between the Dutch and the Native Americans lasted only a year. The First Esopus War began in 1659, after colonists attacked and killed a group they accused of being intoxicated. As retribution, several Europeans outside the stockade were captured, some were tortured, and although the stockade could not be penetrated, Dutch buildings outside the barricade were burned and farm animals slaughtered. A treaty ending the skirmish on July 15, 1660, deeded the entire Esopus property to the Dutch, who in turn were to make restitution on crops their enemies had lost. Soon after, Stuyvesant enacted a law to rename the village Wiltwyck, or “wild woods.” It would take the English to name it Kingston.

By the time those drafting the constitution arrived, making the already historic town the state capital, Kingston’s allegiance to the cause was well established. According to nineteenth-century town historian Marius Schoonmaker:


Ulster County had then already contributed largely in men toward the defence of the country. A considerable number of residents had enlisted and were serving in the Continental Army. Several of its regiments had been drafted and were serving in the passes of the Highlands, and the rest were under orders to march at a minute’s notice with five days’ rations. Thus was Ulster County situated when General Washington’s order was issued.



A marked improvement over Fishkill, Kingston still had its deficiencies. The courthouse, which served as the delegation’s meeting place, had the misfortune to be located over the town jail. “These prisoners were kept in such state of crowding and filth,” the prolific historian of the Revolutionary era, Sydney George Fisher, wrote in his 1908 Struggle for American Independence, “that the stench rose up into the room of the convention; and a curious resolution was passed on motion of Gouveneur Morris, describing the ‘nauseous and disagreeable effluvia’ in which the members were compelled to sit, and allowing them to smoke ‘for the preservation of their health.’ ”

After laboring for two months, the delegates created “[i]n forty-two sections and fewer than seven-thousand words,” according to The Oxford Handbook of New York State Government and Politics, a constitution that “embodied the great ideas and institutions for which it is justly praised.”


Its preamble incorporated the Declaration of Independence, and in particular its treatment of executive power directly influenced the work of the 1787 Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia. Just as important are the issues that were not addressed…no clause prohibiting domestic slavery was included. No provision mentioned education, and most surprisingly, no method of amendment was provided.



Voting rights for property owners, separation of church and state, religious freedom, a right to trial by jury, due process, protection against bills of attainder—all were secured by the document.

“On Tuesday, the 22d day of April, 1777, the members of the convention, together with people in the vicinity, were called together by the merry peal of the church and other bells in the village, to listen to the reading and promulgation of the constitution of the State in front of the Court House,” wrote Schoonmaker.


At the appointed hour Colonel Pierre Van Cortlandt, Vice-President of the Convention, and Robert Berrian, one of its secretaries, mounted the primitive rostrum…consisting of a few planks resting on barrels…and the secretary at once proceeded to read the document in the presence of the assembled people. Thus was New York placed under a model constitutional government, and all the sacred rights of freeman guaranteed to her citizens.
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Kingston residents fled en masse when the word spread that the British—referred to as “the vandal hordes”—were coming.



—
AS A SEVERE REPRISAL for New York’s having formed a government, on October 16, 1777, British major general John Vaughan and his troops moved up the Hudson River from New York City to Kingston. The military man considered the town nothing less than a “hotbed of perfidy and sedulous disloyalty to King George the Third and His Majesty’s Parliament.” The British mission: to attack and torch the town.

Citizens prepared for the onslaught as best as conceivably possible. “In Kingston,” Schoonmaker wrote, “there was, of course, the greatest excitement and commotion, the inhabitants striving to get away themselves, and moving as much of their worldly possessions and valuables as possible out of reach of the vandal hordes.” The majority took refuge with friends in Hurley, Marbletown, Rochester, and Waswasing as the cries went out, “Harness the horses before the wagon, and to Hurley ride.…Run, boys, run, the red-coats are coming.”

Vaughan and his men landed at the mouth of the Rondout Creek, opposite Columbus Point, where they opened heavy fire before burning down houses along the water’s edge. They then seized a slave and forced him to lead them to Kingston, where they arrived around four o’clock in the afternoon. As related by Schoonmaker:


As soon as the troops reached the village they were divided into small parties and led through the different streets, firing the houses and outbuildings as they proceeded. They did not tarry long, but made haste to complete their work of destruction, as they were informed by the Tory Lefferts [Jacobus Lefferts, from New York City, now residing with his family in Kingston], and knew from other sources, that Governor [George] Clinton was en route with his army to meet them, and could not be very far distant.



Given Clinton’s approach, the British worked fast as they “wantonly destroyed” all of Kingston, save for one house and one barn, then “gathered what plunder they could, and returned to their ships within three hours of the time of their embarkation,” said Schoonmaker. Though the village was reduced to ashes, providentially for the Continental Army, the very next day, October 17, 1777, the tide turned in a battle for control of the Hudson River Valley—and the Catskills’ position in history for having provided the backdrop for “a major turning point in the American Revolution” was secured, according to Thomas Fleming, former president of the Society of American Historians.

As recorded (and most distinctively, given his spelling) in the diary of one Elijah Fisher, a farmer and a soldier in Washington’s personal guard:


Gen. Burgoin and his howl army surrendered themselves Prisoners of Ware and Come to Captelate with our army and Gen. Gates.…Then at one of the Clock five Brigades was sent for Albeny (for there come nuse that Gen. Clinton was a comin up the North river).…Gen. Clinton having nuse that Gen. Birgoyne had capetlated and had surrendered his army prisoners of war he Returned back to New York.



“Handsome Jack,” as the “cool and resolute” playwright-soldier John Burgoyne was described by military historian Reginald Hargreaves, would lead the British in an ambitious but ultimately ill-fated ploy intended to shorten the war. By bringing his army down from Canada, Burgoyne could link his forces with troops coming up from New York City under the command of General William Howe, as well as with a third British contingent from Fort Niagara on Lake Ontario.

The Crown, in theory, would then control the entire Hudson Valley, and a British victory in the war would be assured. Burgoyne’s plan was to isolate the New England states from the rest of the country with the force of the two armies heading in different directions before they combined their might in Albany.

What the plan did not take into consideration were time and distance, and the fact that the separate forces had no way of communicating with each other. With his collective army some seven thousand strong—nearly four thousand British infantrymen, some three thousand Germans, as well as Canadians and Tories, “and four hundred Indians,” said Hargreaves—Burgoyne discovered that his troops were no match for the daring Americans, who used any means available to stop the British advance, including cutting down trees to block their path. Companies of British soldiers heading down from Fort Niagara also ended up delayed by the pitched battles along the route down from Albany, while General Howe’s British force of thirty thousand coming up from New York City found themselves diverted south, toward Philadelphia.


Sent up the Hudson in their place was a much smaller expeditionary force under General Vaughan, whose instructions were to act offensively but stay out of the way of General Burgoyne’s approach to Albany. After incinerating Kingston, Vaughan triumphantly continued north toward Albany, only he was too late. Burgoyne, surrounded and outnumbered, surrendered his entire army to American general Horatio Gates at the Battle of Saratoga, forcing Vaughan to turn his expeditionary force around and head back to New York City.

“And it was the defeat of the British,” wrote Hargreaves, “which turned French sympathy for the colonists’ cause from a secretive gesture into an active policy.”

America would be independent.
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John Trumbull’s painting Surrender of General Burgoyne depicts the surrender of the British major-general to the Continental Army under the command of George Washington at Saratoga, New York, in 1777. The painting hangs in the rotunda of the United States Capitol in Washington, D.C., and was commissioned in 1817. (Credit 1.9)



    
        Continental Army lieutenant Jacob Rose was court-martialed in early 1777 and fined thirty pounds for refusing to obey orders from his military superiors. Striking back, he recruited sympathizers to the Tory cause in the Catskills, largely from among a squad of tenant farmers who had their own distaste for authority.

        Rose pledged them five dollars’ bounty, a dollar to drink to the king’s health, and, after the Crown victory, one hundred acres of land for the recruit and another fifty for each of his children, though this grand promise never had the backing of England. Eventually numbering several hundred, Rose’s Rangers snaked their way through the Hudson Valley to join the redcoats in New York, hiding out or else being sheltered and fed by loyalists along the way, until their capture by fifty Whig militiamen near Schunemunk Mountain in Orange County, about sixty miles north of the city.

        Placed on trial for treason five days later by the same New York State government that had been established one month before, most of the Rangers were found guilty and sentenced to the noose, only to be pardoned in exchange for joining the patriot army.

        For Rose, no such option was available. On May 13, 1777, with Tory sentiment in the Catskills already breathing its last, Jacob Rose was hanged in Kingston.

    

    





Driving Dreams

I

    
        Only two American writers, Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper, were reported to earn enough from their writings for a family to live on (family in Irving’s case comprising mainly nieces). In fact, Cooper’s earnings had dropped ever since the 1820s, to the point in the early 1840s “no stratagem Cooper could devise—not even a return to the approved form of romance or greatly increased productivity—could surmount the conditions of the trade,” as James Franklin Beard observed in The Letters and Journals of James Fenimore Cooper.

        —HERSHEL PARKER, professor, author, and expert on Herman Melville

    

By 1809, 125,000 people lived in New York City—twice the population of Philadelphia and three times that of Boston. Keeping them informed were more than twenty daily newspapers. Among the events reported in that one year were Robert Fulton’s February 11 patenting of the steamboat; the May 8 founding of the New York Bible and Common Prayer Book Society and, a month later, at 263 Mulberry Street, the laying of the cornerstone for the original St. Patrick’s Cathedral; and, on October 26, if one read a small notice in the New York Evening Post, Diedrich Knickerbocker’s going missing.

Headlined “Distressing,” the newspaper’s coverage of this last event warned that while Knickerbocker possessed the kindly demeanor of a “small elderly gentleman,” he also gave “some reasons for believing he is not entirely in his right mind.” What warranted this publicity was that he had walked out on the bill for his Lower Manhattan hotel room. The infuriated management sought to hunt him down for the sole purpose of extracting payment immediately.

The public’s curiosity aroused, the Evening Post wasted no time in shedding further light on the culprit, this time through a letter signed by Seth Handaside, landlord of the Independent Columbian Hotel on Mulberry Street:


Sir, You have been good enough to publish in your paper a paragraph about Mr. Diedrich Knickerbocker, who was missing so strangely from his lodgings some time since. Nothing satisfactory has been heard of the old gentleman since; but a very curious kind of written book has been found in his room in his own handwriting. Now I wish you to notice him, if he is still alive, that if he does not return and pay off his bill, for board and lodging, I shall have to dispose of his Book, to satisfy me for the same.



Had the truth been told—as it later was—no outstanding hotel bill existed, let alone any scofflaw named Diedrich Knickerbocker. He had sprung full-blown from the fertile imagination of Manhattan native Washington Irving, the witty and sagacious writer who would give both the Catskills and the nation something neither had experienced before: their very first taste of literary fame.
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By the time he was twenty-six, the author and future diplomat to England and Spain had shown himself to be as gifted at self-promotion as he was at prose. Riding the wave of interest he had created with his widely discussed hoax, Irving published, under Knickerbocker’s name, a book titled A History of New York from the Beginning of the World to the End of the Dutch Dynasty. “It took with the public,” a stout and satisfied Irving would later say, “and gave me celebrity, as an original work was something remarkable and uncommon in America.”


We go to Europe to be Americanized,” Ralph Waldo Emerson observed about his own young country’s influences, despite its break from England. The poet could have gone on to say that Americans looked across the Atlantic to shape their cultural, literary, and artistic tastes. Those with the education and means tended to plant their gardens in the English style, adorn their walls with Joshua Reynolds portraits and Thomas Gainsborough landscapes, and read the novels of Sir Walter Scott, Henry Fielding, and Daniel Defoe, and the poems of Samuel Coleridge and William Blake.

In manner of speech, eighteenth-century Americans similarly took their cues from England, particularly because an American accent, let alone an American style of writing, simply did not exist.

“Literary emancipation took much longer to achieve than political emancipation,” said Richard Freedman, author of The Novel, in which he noted that the Declaration of Independence “is written in a highly formal, eighteenth-century British English that is useless for the novelist seeking to capture the peculiarities of the native American idiom.”

While it would take decades before distinctive American customs would begin to develop, the self-imposed dependence on Old World culture and conventions began to erode with the War of 1812—three years after Washington Irving published A History of New York.





The youngest of eleven children (three of whom died in infancy), Washington Irving was born to the Scottish parents Sarah Sanders, a genial Anglican, and William Irving, a stern Presbyterian, in 1783, just as the thirteen colonies had won their independence from England and New York City’s census figure had climbed to twenty-five thousand. A prosperous merchant family that imported luxury European goods, the Irvings lived at 131 William Street, between John and Fulton Streets in Lower Manhattan, although when the budding writer was fifteen and already showing signs of the ill health that was to plague him the remainder of his life—and New York City was faced with the yellow fever epidemic of 1798—his parents sent him to live with family friends in Tarrytown, twenty-five miles to the north.

“I visited the neighboring villages and added greatly to my stock of knowledge by noting their habits and customs, and conversing with their sages and great men,” Irving recalled. What the young man also happily discovered in the bucolic setting, with its Dutch farms and old country church in Sleepy Hollow, was a bottomless cauldron of legends about witchcraft still being practiced in the hills. Residents, he noted objectively, “are subject to trances and visions, and frequently see strange sights, and hear music and voices in the air.”
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On stormy nights, locals claimed to see ghostly figures, including the so-called Woman in the Cliffs, just as superstitious farmers calling their oxen would speak of hearing faint, echoing replies from the hills—the voices of long-dead tribal chiefs, crying out to their warriors, the farmers insisted.

“It is remarkable that the visionary propensity I have mentioned is not confined to the native inhabitants of the valley, but is unconsciously imbibed by every one who resides there for a time,” Irving, in his guise as Diedrich Knickerbocker, informed his readers in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” “However wide awake they may have been before they entered that sleepy region, they are sure, in a little time, to inhale the witching influence of the air, and begin to grow imaginative to dream dreams, and see apparitions.”

It was while he was still in Tarrytown, “in the happy days of boyhood, when all the world had a tinge of fairy-land,” that Irving—having been weaned on Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, and “astonished to find how vast a globe I inherited”—boarded a sloop and took his first journey to the Catskill Mountains, which, in his words, “called forth a host of fanciful traditions.”


I shall never forget my first view of these mountains. It was in the course of a voyage up the Hudson in the good old times, before steamboats and railroads had driven all the poetry and romance out of travel. A voyage up the Hudson in those days was the equal to a voyage to Europe at present, and cost almost as much time; but we enjoyed the river then—we relished it as we did our wine, sip by sip, not, as at present, gulping all down at a draught without tasting it.



Remembering the voyage as “full of wonder and romance,” even through the biased eye of “a lively boy, somewhat imaginative, of easy faith, and prone to relish everything which partook of the marvelous,” Irving in particular recalled one of the passengers on the sloop, “a veteran Indian trader, on his way to the lakes to traffic with the natives.” Finding an attentive audience in Irving, the trader provided the boy with “Indian legends and grotesque stories about every noted place on the river, such as Spuyten Devil Creek, the Tappan Sea, the Devil’s Dans-Kammer, and other hobgoblin places.”


In these mountains, he told me, at least in Indian belief, was kept the great treasury of storm and sunshine for the region of the Hudson. An old squaw spirit had charge of it, who dwelt on the highest peak of the mountain. Here she kept Day and Night shut up in her wigwam, letting out only one of them at a time.



Hers was the spirit responsible for making and hanging the new moons in the sky every month, said the trader, who went on to explain that she was employed by the great Manitou, or master spirit, to manufacture clouds:


[S]ometimes she wove them out of cobwebs, gossamers, and morning dew, and sent them off flake after flake, to float in the air and give light summer showers. Sometimes she would brew up black thunder-storms, and send down drenching rains to swell the streams and sweep everything away.



On the long summer day he listened to these tales from the trader, Irving would gaze


upon these mountains, the ever-changing shapes and hues of which appeared to realize the magical influences in question. Sometimes they seemed to approach; at others to recede; during the heat of the day they almost melted into a sultry haze; as the day declined they deepened in tone; their summits were brightened by the last rays of the sun, and later in the evening their whole outline was printed in deep purple against an amber sky.




From Washington Irving’s “The Catskill Mountains,” as it appears in E. (Eliakim) Littell’s Living Age (1851):


The Catskill, Katskill, or Cat River Mountains, derived their name, in the time of the Dutch domination, from the catamounts by which they were infested; and, which, with the bear, the wolf, and the deer, are still to be found in some of their most difficult recesses. The interior of these mountains is in the highest degree wild and romantic; here are rocky precipices mantled with primeval forests; deep gorges walled in by beetling
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