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Welcome to Weird & Wonderful New York State
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New York State has never been good at staying in one category.

It is a skyline and a mountain range. A harbor and a gorge. A bagel, a battlefield, a Broadway marquee, a lake monster, a Wall Street mood swing, a snowstorm with opinions, a presidential oath in Buffalo, a haunted village on the Hudson, and a city so famous it keeps trying to answer for the whole state.

In this book, you’ll meet the New York behind the shorthand: Native homelands, Dutch traders, Revolutionary War turning points, Sleepy Hollow legends, Buffalo wings, Rochester plates, Adirondack wilderness, Finger Lakes wine, Broadway lights, hip-hop beginnings, Kodak memories, canal towns, strange roadside stops, famous names, official symbols, big comebacks, and a few myths that still know how to gallop through the fog.

This is not a textbook. It is not a travel guide. It will not help you find a cheap apartment in Manhattan, choose the correct subway platform under pressure, survive a Buffalo blizzard, or explain why everyone has such strong opinions about pizza. It is a fast, curious, bite-sized ride through the facts, stories, symbols, legends, and wonderfully odd details that make New York feel like New York.

Some entries are funny. Some are serious. Some are strange because history got there first. A few legends are included as legends, because New York folklore deserves a seat at the table — but it does not get to wear a fake badge and call itself evidence.

Read straight through or jump around. Take one fact at a time or wander through a whole chapter. This book is built for short breaks, train rides, road trips, waiting rooms, coffee tables, airport delays, diner booths, and yes, the occasional bathroom visit.

So come on in.

The Empire State is loud, layered, brilliant, beautiful, difficult, hungry, haunted, ambitious, restless, resilient, and never quite as simple as it looks.

Which is exactly why it belongs in this series.
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Before New York Was New York

Before there was New York, before there was New Amsterdam, before there was a Dutch trading post, a British colony, Wall Street, Broadway, bagels, skyscrapers, or anyone saying “upstate” with suspicious confidence, there were Native peoples.

The region now called New York has long been home to Indigenous nations and communities, including the Haudenosaunee in much of upstate and western New York, and Lenape peoples in the lower Hudson and New York Harbor region. The Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American Indian puts it plainly: New York “is—and always has been—a Native place.” 

That is where the story has to start. Not with a boat. Not with a land deal. Not with a European mapmaker squinting at a river and getting ambitious.

The Dutch Arrived Looking for Trade, Not Pizza

The early Dutch presence in what became New York was driven by commerce. The New York State Archives holds surviving records of the Dutch colony of New Netherland, whose settlements eventually fed into the histories of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware. Those records also show the colony’s dealings with Native inhabitants, including Mohawks, Mahicans, and groups around New Amsterdam and the Delaware River. 

So yes, early New York had a very New York origin: trade, paperwork, negotiation, land, power, and people trying to make money in a place where other people already lived. The stock exchange came later, but the energy was warming up.

Henry Hudson Was Looking for Asia. He Found a Real Estate Future.

In 1609, Henry Hudson sailed the Half Moon for the Dutch East India Company, searching for a route to Asia. Instead, he explored the river that would later carry his name. The Library of Congress preserves material from the voyage of the Half Moon in 1609. 

This is one of history’s great wrong turns. Hudson did not find a shortcut to Asia. He helped open European interest in a region that would become one of the most commercially powerful places on Earth. Not the route he wanted. Definitely a route to money.

Fort Orange Was Albany Before Albany Had Government Buildings

New York’s Dutch story was not only a Manhattan story. In 1624, the Dutch West India Company built Fort Orange as a trading post along the Hudson River at the site of present-day Albany. The New York State Museum describes it as the first permanent Dutch settlement in New Netherland. 

That matters because New York State is not just “New York City plus scenery.” Albany’s roots go deep. Before state politics, before governors, before legislative sessions, before people complained about budgets in very serious rooms, there was a fur-trade fort on the river.

New Amsterdam Was Small, Busy, and Already Complicated

New Amsterdam grew at the southern tip of Manhattan as the capital of New Netherland. The Museum of the City of New York describes Dutch New Amsterdam as a multicultural, dynamic colony shaped by Dutch origins that continued to influence the city even after the British takeover in 1664. 

It was not yet the city that never sleeps. It was more like the settlement that rarely stopped bargaining. Dutch, Indigenous, African, French-speaking Walloon, German, Scandinavian, English, and other influences passed through the colonial world of New Netherland. Early New York was already diverse, messy, commercial, and allergic to being simple.

The Manhattan “Purchase” Needs a Giant Asterisk

The famous story says Dutch colonial officials “bought” Manhattan for trade goods worth 60 guilders. It is one of the most repeated New York origin stories, often translated into the old “$24” line. But that version is far too tidy.

The 1626 letter mentioning 60 guilders exists, but modern Indigenous-focused interpretations challenge the idea that this was a simple sale in the European property-law sense. Lenape perspectives emphasize that land was not understood as a thing to be permanently owned and sold in the same way Dutch colonists understood it. Recent exhibitions have explicitly questioned the “purchase” story as mythic shorthand rather than a clean transaction. 

In other words: good campfire story, bad legal summary.

Wall Street Had an Actual Wall

Wall Street is now shorthand for finance, markets, suits, stress, bonuses, and people saying “volatility” like it is weather. But the name comes from an actual defensive wall built in Dutch New Amsterdam along the northern edge of the settlement.

That is a wonderful New York evolution. A wooden barrier meant to protect a small colonial town eventually became the name of a global financial symbol. The wall is gone. The anxiety remains impressively durable.

Enslaved Africans Helped Build Early New York

Early New York was not only merchants, beaver pelts, ships, and charming Dutch rooflines. Enslaved and free Africans were central to colonial New York’s development. The African Burial Ground in Manhattan is the oldest and largest known excavated burial site in North America for both free and enslaved Africans, and the National Park Service describes African labor, resilience, and cultural contributions as fundamental to New York’s development. 

That history belongs in the origin story. It is not a footnote. It is under the streets.

Peter Stuyvesant Had a Wooden Leg and a Losing Hand

Peter Stuyvesant, the last Dutch director-general of New Netherland, is often remembered as stern, stubborn, and equipped with a wooden leg. He wanted to resist the English in 1664, but wanting and winning are different hobbies.

When English warships arrived in New Amsterdam’s harbor, Stuyvesant’s options were limited. The colony was outgunned and not exactly eager to be flattened for his pride. The result was less cinematic than many takeovers: not a heroic last stand, but a negotiation with cannons nearby.

The British Took New Amsterdam Without Much of a Fight

On August 27, 1664, four British warships under Colonel Richard Nicolls entered the harbor of New Amsterdam and demanded that Peter Stuyvesant surrender New Netherland. The Library of Congress notes that Stuyvesant, outgunned, had little choice but to comply; under English rule, Nicolls became the first governor of the renamed Province of New York. 

For a place that later specialized in drama, this takeover was surprisingly administrative. Ships arrived. Terms were negotiated. The Dutch colony became English. New York changed hands with fewer explosions than a modern subway delay.

New York Was Named for a Duke, Not for Attitude

After the English takeover, New Amsterdam became New York, named for James, Duke of York, the brother of King Charles II and the future King James II. The name stuck, which is lucky, because “New Amsterdam” would have made every baseball cap slightly more crowded.

There is something funny about one of the loudest, most self-inventing places in America being named after an English aristocrat. New York sounds sharp, fast, and modern. The origin is basically royal branding.

The Dutch Briefly Got It Back, Because History Likes Rematches

The English takeover in 1664 was not quite the final Dutch curtain. During the Third Anglo-Dutch War, the Dutch briefly retook the colony in 1673 and renamed the city New Orange. Then, in 1674, it returned to English control under treaty arrangements.

So for a brief moment, New York had a Dutch sequel. It did not last. New Orange sounds like a promising soda flavor, but New York had already begun learning how to survive rebranding.

Dutch New York Never Fully Left

Even after the English took over, Dutch influence remained. Place names like Brooklyn, Harlem, Staten Island, and the Bronx carry Dutch-era roots or connections. The Museum of the City of New York notes that Dutch influence remained recognizable in New York’s geography, diversity, tolerance, and entrepreneurial spirit. 

New York is very good at absorbing conquerors, immigrants, businesses, languages, foods, and grudges. The Dutch lost political control. They did not lose the map. If your city names still sound Dutch centuries later, that is a pretty decent long game.

New York City Was a Revolutionary Prize

During the American Revolution, New York City was strategically valuable. It had a major harbor, access to the Hudson River, and a location that made it useful for controlling movement between New England and the rest of the colonies.

The British captured New York City in 1776 and held it for most of the war. That gave the Revolution an awkward fact: one of America’s most important future cities spent much of the fight for independence under British occupation. New York has always known how to be central, even when inconvenient.

Saratoga Changed the War

New York State was the site of one of the Revolutionary War’s great turning points: Saratoga. After two major battles, a retreat, and a siege, British General John Burgoyne surrendered his army in 1777. The National Park Service calls Saratoga one of the pivotal moments in determining the outcome of the Revolutionary War. 

That victory helped convince France that the American cause was worth backing. In practical terms, upstate New York helped turn a rebellion into an international problem for Britain. Not bad for a place that some Manhattanites would later treat as “very far away.”

New York Wrote a Constitution While the War Was Still On

New York adopted its first state constitution on April 20, 1777, in Kingston. The New York State Archives identifies it as the first constitution of the State of New York, adopted by the Convention of Representatives of the State of New York. 

That is impressive and very stressful. The war was still happening. British forces were active. The future was not remotely guaranteed. And yet New Yorkers were drafting a state government. Founding a state during a revolution is basically assembling furniture while the house is still on fire.

Kingston Got Burned for Its Trouble

Kingston was New York’s first state capital under the 1777 constitution. Later that same year, British forces burned much of the city. It was a brutal reminder that declaring independence and writing constitutions did not make anyone magically safe.

That is the hard edge of Revolutionary history. The words were inspiring. The consequences were physical. New York’s statehood story was not written in a quiet room with tidy patriotic music playing in the background. It was written under threat.

The Ratification Vote Was Uncomfortably Close

On July 26, 1788, New York ratified the U.S. Constitution at a convention in Poughkeepsie, becoming the eleventh state to join the new federal union. The Library of Congress notes that the convention voted to ratify and that New York entered the new union as the eleventh of the original thirteen states. 

This was not a casual group project. The vote was close, and New York’s decision mattered enormously. A new United States without New York would have been like a bagel without the hole: technically still something, but everyone would notice.

Poughkeepsie Had a Constitutional Moment

New York City gets much of the spotlight. Albany gets the capital. But Poughkeepsie gets a major founding cameo. That is where New York’s ratification convention met in 1788.

For a brief, crucial moment, the future of New York’s place in the United States ran through the Hudson Valley. Poughkeepsie is not usually the first place outsiders mention when they think of national destiny. But history enjoys correcting lazy assumptions.

New York City Became the Nation’s First Capital Under the Constitution

After ratification, New York City became the first capital of the United States under the Constitution. George Washington took the oath of office there in 1789 at Federal Hall.

That means New York’s origin story includes a final twist: the city that began as New Amsterdam, became British New York, spent much of the Revolution under British occupation, and then became the stage for the first presidential inauguration under the new Constitution. That is not reinvention. That is a whole career change.

New York State Was Bigger Than Its City From the Beginning

The best way to misunderstand New York State is to confuse it with New York City. The city is enormous, loud, famous, and very good at taking up oxygen. But the state’s origin story stretches from Lenape homelands and Dutch Manhattan to Fort Orange, the Hudson Valley, Saratoga, Kingston, Poughkeepsie, the Mohawk Valley, and beyond.

New York State was never just one skyline. It was river, harbor, fort, farm, port, battlefield, trading post, Indigenous homeland, Dutch colony, British province, revolutionary state, and federal powerhouse.

Manhattan may object, but it was always part of something larger.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Weird Laws & Local Legends


[image: ]


New York Weirdness Comes With Excellent Scenery

New York weirdness does not stay in one lane.

It has a headless rider in the Hudson Valley, a lake monster in Lake Champlain, Bigfoot stories near the Adirondacks, haunted forts, mysterious ruins, UFO towns, spiritualist communities, and actual laws that sound like they wandered in from a séance with a notary.

The important rule is simple: fact gets to be fact. Folklore gets to be folklore. Legends are welcome here, but they do not get to sneak in wearing a lab coat.

New York is strange enough without cheating.

Sleepy Hollow Really Changed Its Name for the Legend

Sleepy Hollow was not always officially Sleepy Hollow. For much of the 20th century, the village was called North Tarrytown. In 1996, it changed its name to Sleepy Hollow, leaning fully into the fame of Washington Irving’s legendary tale.

That is a bold municipal move. Some towns rebrand with a new logo. This one said, “What if our brand was a decapitated ghost on horseback?”

It worked. Today, Sleepy Hollow is one of America’s great literary tourism towns, especially in autumn. Pumpkins appear. Fog becomes useful. The Headless Horseman stops being just a story and starts helping the local economy.

That is good branding. Also terrifying branding. But still good.

The Headless Horseman Is Fiction With Local Dirt on His Boots

The Headless Horseman is not a verified historical ghost. He is a literary figure from Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” first published in 1819–1820.

In the story, the Horseman is said to be the ghost of a Hessian soldier who lost his head to a cannonball during the Revolutionary War. That is the legend inside the fiction. It is a great one. It has war, darkness, horses, old roads, and an alarming lack of neck.

But the safest way to say it is this: the Horseman is fiction rooted in local atmosphere and Revolutionary-era folklore. Sleepy Hollow gave Irving the mood. Irving gave the village a ghost with permanent job security.

The Old Dutch Church Is Not a Prop

The Old Dutch Church of Sleepy Hollow is real, old, and central to the legend. Built in the late 1600s, it is one of the oldest surviving church buildings in New York State.

Washington Irving used the church and its burying ground as part of the landscape of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” That gives the place an unusual double life. It is a historic Dutch Reformed church, and it is also a stage set in the American imagination.

The ghost is literature. The stones are real. The churchyard does not need fog machines, but autumn usually supplies them anyway.

The Famous Bridge Is Complicated

In the story, Ichabod Crane reaches the bridge near the Old Dutch Church while being pursued by the Headless Horseman. Naturally, visitors want to see “the” bridge.

History refuses to make this easy.

The original wooden bridge over the Pocantico River is long gone. Over time, different bridges have crossed or marked the general area connected to Irving’s tale. Modern visitors can still see places associated with the legend, but the exact storybook bridge is not waiting there with a label and a pumpkin.

Also, despite movie versions, the bridge was not a covered bridge. That detail belongs more to Hollywood than Hudson Valley history. The legend gallops. The infrastructure changed.

Washington Irving Made the Hudson Valley Sound Haunted

Washington Irving did not invent the Hudson Valley, but he helped teach America how to imagine it.

His stories made the region feel old, misty, Dutch, wooded, superstitious, and slightly suspicious after sundown. “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and “Rip Van Winkle” helped create an early American folklore style that did not simply borrow castles from Europe. It used local roads, mountains, churches, taverns, and weather.

That was a big deal. America was still young as a nation, but Irving gave it old-feeling ghosts.

The Hudson Valley did not become haunted because of Irving. But Irving gave its shadows better publicity.

Rip Van Winkle Slept Through the Revolution, Which Is One Way to Avoid Politics

Rip Van Winkle is another Washington Irving creation, and he belongs to the Catskills rather than Sleepy Hollow. In the story, Rip wanders into the mountains, meets mysterious little men, drinks something questionable, falls asleep, and wakes up about 20 years later after the American Revolution.

This is fiction, not history. But it is very useful fiction.

Rip leaves a colonial world and wakes up in a new republic. Most people experience political change through elections, arguments, and taxes. Rip does it through a nap.

The Catskills still use his legend proudly. If a fictional man can sleep for 20 years and still support tourism two centuries later, that is an impressive work-life balance.

The Catskills Were Perfect for Tall Tales

The Catskill Mountains were ideal territory for local legends. They had mist, ridges, deep woods, old Dutch settlements nearby, and just enough isolation to make every strange sound feel like it deserved a witness statement.

Irving understood that. His Catskills were not just mountains. They were places where ordinary life could slip sideways. A farmer could meet supernatural bowlers. A nap could outlast a revolution. A quiet valley could hold old-world stories in a new country.

That is what good folklore does. It takes a real place and makes it feel larger than its map.

The Catskills did not need to be invented. They only needed someone to listen dramatically.

Sleepy Hollow Has Another Witch, and She Needs a Warning Label

Local Sleepy Hollow lore includes stories of Hulda of Bohemia, sometimes described as a healer, herbalist, outsider, “witch,” or Revolutionary War patriot. Some modern retellings present her as a dramatic local figure connected to the churchyard.

This is exactly the kind of story that needs careful handling.

There is a modern memorial marker for Hulda, and the legend has become part of local Sleepy Hollow storytelling. But the historical documentation
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