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The best place on Earth I’ve ever been to is Maple Point, the nineteenth-century cottage passed down to and owned by my husband’s mother until she sold it in 2005. I thought it was a town or village rather than a home when I first heard about it. But after spending twenty-two years each summer at this iconic location, I realized it was not just a place, but a way of life, that became my sanctuary then and now. 

Maple Point lies halfway between Hammondsport and Penn Yan in upstate New York on East Bluff Drive overlooking Keuka Lake’s deep, clear, sparkling waters. Keuka stretches across west-central New York and is the third largest of the Finger Lakes. Altogether, eleven of these long, narrow lakes make up this region, which, on a map, resemble the fingers of an outstretched hand. 

A legend attributed to the Iroquois Native Americans who inhabited the Finger Lakes region as early as 1000 CE tells how the Great Spirit reached down and pressed his hands against the earth one day to bless it. The imprint of his fingers left behind eleven lakes altogether due to the Great Spirit having an extra finger shaped like a two-pronged fork, which is why, according to legend, Keuka Lake is Y-shaped and has two branches.

Archeologists, however, estimate that the lakes were created long before the legend. Millions of years ago, there were no lakes, only streams flowing northward through V-shaped valleys. During the Pleistocene Ice Age, which began about 2.5 million years ago, these valleys were buried under large ice sheets. For thousands of years, the glaciers advanced southward from Canada. As the earth warmed, the ice receded. The melted water flowed into the deep trenches that the glaciers had chiseled on the bottoms and sides of the valleys, transforming them into the beautiful Finger Lakes. 

There is some evidence of pre-Iroquois inhabitants on Keuka’s Bluff Point. The only thing that remains is the ruins of these mysterious structures, which some speculate were built by Nordic visitors before Columbus set sail for the New World. The Seneca Indians tell of “a great canoe, manned by men with flowing hair, and carrying shining shields on its side.” There are several conflicting accounts of who may have settled briefly in this region and the purpose for the structures they left behind. No one disagrees, however, that Keuka Lake was and still is a favorite fishing site. 

The five members of the Iroquois Confederacy or League, which include the Cayuga, Onondaga, Seneca, Oneida, and Mohawk tribes, are referred to as the Haudenosaunee or people of the long house. They are called this because they live in long houses made of elm bark that house several families, often as many as twenty. During the winter, they gather inside these elongated structures to tell stories, perform ceremonies, or socialize. 

The two largest lakes, Seneca and Cayuga, were named after Iroquois League nations. The names of the other lakes were based on characteristics or surroundings. Keuka means “canoe landing” in the Iroquois language and is translated as “lake with an elbow” in the Seneca language. Early European settlers called Keuka Lake “Crooked Lake” because of its unique Y shape. Even today, merchants still use this moniker with their business name. 

Of all the lakes, Keuka stands out for several reasons. It is positioned in the middle of the eleven Finger Lakes like a fork in the road. Keuka is the only lake in the country that flows north and south because of its two branches. It flows north from Hammondsport to Penn Yan up the East Branch and south from Branchport to the end of the Bluff down the West Branch. It then combines with the water flowing north from the lake’s southern end. Keuka empties into Seneca Lake, while the other Finger Lakes drain north into rivers that eventually wind their way to Lake Ontario. 
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Keuka is 19.6 miles long and 1.9 miles wide at its broadest point. It is 715 feet above sea level and has a maximum depth of 187 feet, which is shallower than its sister lakes. The Bluff, which straddles the East and West Branches, is 1,426 feet above sea level at its highest point. 

This “Lady of the Lakes,” as it is sometimes called, is often deemed the most beautiful of the Finger Lakes. Most of the shoreline is dotted with residential dwellings, but several locations have public access to the lake. The lake is a favorite for fishing, boating, and swimming. Many families own lake homes passed down from generation to generation, and even those who don’t own property often vacation on Keuka Lake every year. It’s that kind of place. Once you’ve experienced Keuka Lake’s natural beauty and serenity, you keep coming back. 

Several notable vineyards and wineries have sprung up over the years in the Keuka Lake area due to a favorable climate and soil conditions similar to the Champagne region in France. The first bonded winery, Pleasant Valley Wine Company, was established in 1860. The Finger Lake wineries attract visitors worldwide and are considered some of the top wine producers in the United States. Keuka stands out among them as having the lengthiest history of winemaking, dating back to 1829 when grapes were first grown along its shores near Hammondsport. 

From 1835 to 1922, steamboats ferried back and forth on Keuka Lake. They mainly carried grapes and other freight to nearby railroads, cities, and wineries. Later, passengers used steamers to get where they were going quicker and easier. There were several landings, and one of them was Maple Point. By 1895, there were a total of seven steamboats on Keuka Lake. 

On the northeastern tip of the lake, Penn Yan, named after its Pennsylvania and Yankee settlers, makes up one of the three villages on the lakeshore. Branchport is on the northwestern end of Keuka, and it was initially known as “Esperanza.” Later, its name was changed in keeping with its north branch location. Hammondsport, which lies on the south end of the lake, was named after its founder, Lazarus Hammond. 

Keuka Lake is an idyllic location rich in history, natural beauty, and unimaginable tranquility. And though I no longer lie in the porch hammock on a warm summer day, watching boats glide across its sun-glistened waters with sails like the folded wings of butterflies, I often go there in my thoughts. And once more, I relive the dream I had lived for many years. 

Sail Boats
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I would lie in the hammock on summer days;

The sky’s blue reflected on the lake,

A soft breeze would tumble over the hillside 

And parachute into the valley.

The dog would jump up on my lap and muzzle 

The open book spread across my chest.

Soon, my eye travels to a panoramic scene

Of sailboats gliding in gentle daze

As the wind lifts and billows their canvases.

They moved as if they were graceful swans

And then disappeared as they rounded the bluff.

I closed my eyes and daydreamed awhile, 

As the waves lapped against the dock house pilings 

Like a thirsty dog slurping water.

Not long after, the sailboats came back around—

This time, turning in my direction.

When closer by, I squinted my eyes and watched 

While crewmembers adjusted the sails, 

That now seem like folded wings of butterflies

Waiting patiently to catch the wind. 

Patricia Taylor Wells
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Maple Point was described as one of the most handsome spots on Keuka’s East Branch in The Elmira Daily Advertiser on July 26, 1902. The article went on to say, “The cottage itself is a marvel of beauty, and the boat landing is covered by a neat pavilion, which makes it the handsomest dock on the lake.” According to Yates County property records, the home was built circa 1850. It was formerly the summer home of George Lapham, a merchant and the principal owner of First National Bank of Penn Yan. Later on, according to the Penn Yan Democrat, he was indicted by the United States Supreme Court for embezzlement due to his role as the bank’s president when it failed in 1899. Mr. Lapham was never found guilty of the charges held against him. 
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In December 1892, Homer O. Brooks, the nephew of Rachel Brooks and her husband Silas O. Gleason, loaned thirty-eight hundred dollars to Steven B. and Harriet B. Ayres. Steven was the editor of the Yates County Chronicle and later a one-term U.S. Congressman. Half the loan amount was secured by a mortgage against their lake property, Maple Point. The mortgage was to be paid in full, along with interest, by the end of three years. In January 1893, just one month after loaning the money to the Ayres, Homer assigned the mortgage to his Uncle Silas. 

In 1895, the mortgage was in arrears. Following a foreclosure lawsuit begun by Silas Gleason, Maple Point was sold at public auction to his son Edward for thirteen hundred dollars. Edward also paid a grand sum of thirty-five dollars for the contents of Maple Point, which were also sold at public auction. From then on, the story told by family members was that the cottage was acquired in payment for a debt owed to the Gleasons. 

Maple Point was named for the large maple tree built around the cottage’s front porch. A hole in the porch roof enabled the tree to grow through the ceiling for many years. The original building was a fishing shack. Later, the cottage was built in front of it, and the fishing shack became the kitchen and back entry. When the Gleasons took over the property, it had only two bedrooms. Later, the downstairs bedroom, which had a door to the outside, was added. Edward also built a boathouse in 1897. Edward’s daughter Ada and her husband Bob had a full-time cook who slept in the downstairs bedroom once the cottage was passed on to them. In addition, Ada and Bob added an office, bathroom, and rear bedroom upstairs. They also remodeled the downstairs by moving the stairway to what used to be part of the side porch and adding a downstairs bath and two closets.

The large front porch was embroidered with gingerbread trim like the gazebo on the point and looked out over the lake. It was the gathering spot for family and friends who often challenged one another to a board game or zig-saw puzzle. The rocking chairs had a flexible ladder back with steel banding that ran through the slots on both sides of each horizontal slat. Today, the rocking chairs are on my back porch and are still in excellent condition. We have enjoyed their flexible backs and have only had to repaint them over the years.

The croquet court was below on the ground, and in the middle of the point was a tall flag pole made from the wooden mast and boom of a sailboat that had been spliced together. It was bolted to a six-by-six post buried in the ground and was taken down and stored every winter until the following season. The United States flag, a forty-eight-star version purchased at Pinckney Hardware in Penn Yan, was ceremoniously raised each morning and lowered every evening.

A Dutch windmill next to the flag pole was perched on a wooden platform attached to a staff. Behind the windmill was a sailboat. When a breeze blew, the sails would pivot back and forth, causing the platform to turn so that the windmill was facing the direction of the wind. There are photographs of the windmill dating back to 1935, but no one knows when it was first erected. One of the projects expected of visiting family members was painting the windmill’s weathered features when needed.

Visitors could use the ornate cast iron rope pull doorbell on the porch to enter a large family/dining room. There was a brick fireplace in the corner with a wooden mantel. But what most people noticed was the intricate one-by-three beadboard tongue and groove paneling that alternated between oak and fir on both the walls and ceiling. The wainscoting had vertical boards, while the walls featured horizontal and forty-five-degree angled panels. The coffered ceiling offered interesting patterns of diagonal and straight-lay design. Fishing rods were hung above the wainscoting on the wall facing the porch. The upper section of the windows closest to the door opening onto the veranda was adorned with ruby red stained-glass squares in each corner. Across from the windows was a drop leaf table behind the living room sofa, and on it was a guest book. 

The kitchen had its challenges. Despite being large, there were no countertops, only tall cupboards that lined one wall. Initially, there was a cast iron wood stove that was used for cooking until an electric oven and stovetop were installed. For many years, the wood stove continued to provide heat on chilly days and was used to burn paper trash. 

On another wall in the kitchen was a China cabinet with upper doors and glass windows made by Uncle Bob, who worked for a cabinet maker company. 

Early on, there was a hand pump by the kitchen sink which was later replaced once the plumbing was upgraded with an electric pump motor for the water well. 

The survey reference point for all properties near Maple Point was a tree outside the kitchen window. Once the stone patio below the kitchen steps was built, the survey reference was etched into the stone.

For many years, Aunt Ada and Uncle Bob set traditions that would last as long as the cottage remained in the Gleason, Bush, and Wells families. Aunt Ada was often referred to as the Queen Bee who oversaw every detail of life at Maple Point. 

In 1983, I married Robert Bush Wells. I spent my summer vacations at the family cottage on Keuka Lake for the next twenty-two years. There has never been another place like it. 

The Cottage 
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I knew who I was at the cottage,

I didn’t think about the things I think about now.

I never wondered if I was loved or not,

Or if life had any purpose outside her rustic walls. 

I simply knew who I was, and that was all that mattered.
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It was my sanctuary, then and now— 

The only place I ever belonged:

The floors, dappled by light passing through stained glass,

And the sound of waves lapping against the shore

Could heal any heart that was shattered.
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And though I no longer lie in the hammock

Watching boats sail past on a warm summer day,

I sometimes go there in my thoughts—

And I feel like I’m finally home,

And my world is a little less tattered. 

Patricia Taylor Wells
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The first woman doctor in the United States was Englishwoman Elizabeth Blackwell. In 1847, when she applied at Geneva Medical College in Ontario County in New York, the faculty allowed the student body to vote on her acceptance. The male students considered her application a joke, so they laughingly voted in her favor. Despite the discrimination that Blackwell faced during her study of Medicine, she graduated first in her class in 1849. 

The same year that Elizabeth received her medical diploma, three more women were accepted at The Central Medical College in Syracuse, New York. The women were Sarah Adamson, Lydia Fowler, and Rachel B. Gleason. All three graduated in 1851, just minutes apart. Since their diplomas were awarded alphabetically, Rachel became the third American woman doctor but the fourth woman in the U.S. to earn her medical degree.

Rachel Ingall Brooks was born in 1820 in Winhall, far up in the hills of Vermont. Before the American Revolution, her family’s homestead was founded as a wayside inn on the King’s highway. When news that the Declaration of Independence had been proclaimed, the landlord filled everyone’s cup to celebrate. A few years later, the inn became the beautiful home of Rachel’s parents, Reuben M. Brooks and Lucy Muzzy Brooks. Rachel’s mother gave birth to eight children, four of which died in infancy or early childhood.

When she turned eighteen, Rachel asked for permission to teach at a district school believed to have been in Rutland County. The district gladly accepted her services and arranged for her to board with a family near the little red schoolhouse where she taught. Initially, Rachel met with opposition from those who doubted her ability to control students who were more used to receiving discipline than learning. But the young woman who taught by choice rather than necessity surprised them all. One of her former students sent word twenty years later that her teaching had made his life successful. Rachel inspired her pupils through the love of knowledge she had acquired and sought as a young girl and with her patience, encouragement, and devotion to helping them learn. In the evenings, she would gather her students around her, with the youngest sitting on her lap as she read them stories.

It wasn’t just the children Miss Brooks taught that admired her. According to someone related to the family with whom Rachel boarded, a tall, slender young man occasionally visited the school and its remarkable young teacher. Silas Gleason was a student at Castleton Medical College in Vermont. Although born in Massachusetts in 1818, his family moved to Vermont in 1823. After attending Oberlin College in Ohio for two years, Silas returned to Vermont to study Medicine at home. He finished his education at Vermont’s Castleton Medical School, graduating in 1844. That same year, he married Rachel.

After marriage, Rachel suspended her teaching career to manage her household and serve as her husband’s business partner. She became interested in medicine then, but no colleges were open to women. She read her husband’s medical textbooks and, in the process, taught herself the equivalence of a college education. Rachel also studied and practiced alongside Silas at the sanitarium he had opened in 1846 in a small village on the western border of Allegany County in New York. Silas and Rachel had become intrigued by a medical movement known as hydropathy, which uses water to treat disease or maintain health. It was first developed in Austria in the 1820s. By 1840, several water cure sanitariums existed in Germany and England.

While Rachel continued to study at home, Silas started two other sanitariums in New York state. Rachel practiced for three years at Glen Haven and one year at Ithaca. During this time, Silas became a professor of hygiene at the Central Medical College, an eclectic college in Rochester, New York. Eclectic medicine used noninvasive therapies and healing practices instead of conventional bloodletting, mercury, or other disinfectants to cure severe infections in the 1800s. Eclectics relied on herbs and plants for treatment and closely followed Native American medicine traditions. They believed in the curative power of nature and choosing or selecting the most effective methods and remedies with the slightest toxicity for treating patients. Most importantly, they determined that the lack of sanitation was killing people, which gave rise to the popularity of sanitariums. 

When the New York State Eclectic Society held a meeting to plan the opening of a college in Syracuse, Silas attended and proposed a resolution that the college should open its doors to women. Once the resolution passed, Rachel immediately applied and was accepted for enrollment. Prior to graduating from Central Medical College, Rachel gave birth to her first child in 1850 while still a student. Later on, her daughter, Adele Amelia Gleason, also devoted her life to studying and practicing medicine. A year after Rachel graduated from medical school, Silas was persuaded to come to Elmira, New York, to treat an influential local businessman. After Silas restored his health, Fox Holden pleaded with him to remain in Elmira. It wasn’t that difficult of a decision for the Gleasons, who found the countryside pleasant and a perfect place to open a sanitarium.

Throughout her role as head of the Elmira Water Cure, Rachel maintained a large and successful consulting practice that extended across New York state. She went from town to town and house to house with her “parlor talks” to educate women about their health. As one of America’s first women doctors, she was also one of the first to insist that women naturally understood the health needs of women better than male physicians, who often dismissed a woman’s physical ailments as nonsense or due to emotional breakdown. 

Rachel often contributed to health journals regarding dress reform, traveling, and women’s health. The female patients at the Water Cure were required to wear loose garments since Rachel strongly believed tight-fitting clothing was responsible for many of the common disorders they suffered. Besides
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