RHS: Summer 2018
Saturday, May 19, 2:00pm, at Clinton House, Dutchess County Historical Society
The Dutchess County Historical Society is delighted to welcome members of the Rhinebeck Historical Society to
Clinton House in Poughkeepsie on Saturday, May 19 at 2:00. In addition to a tour of the house, among DCHS
Collections is the Van Vliet Collection. This includes a good deal of personal letters, diaries and photos of
Rhinebeck's Mercedes Temper (1867-1945), even her wedding dress.
A complimentary copy of the 1987 Yearbook which covers the topic to some degree, will be given out.
Clinton House is located at 549 Main Street, Poughkeepsie, entrance in back, off of North White Street is the address
to use in your GPS or with Google Maps. (More contact info on the back page of the newsletter)

Rhinebeck in the Great Depression
As remembered and written by:
Elma Staley Williamson

President's Message
We had three well attended programs so far this year. My
January talk about Rhinebeck During WWI, Don Fraser’s
February talk about WWI and the end of the Gilded age
and Ron Gabriel’s March talk about the History of Lionel
trains. If you missed any of the programs they were
filmed and are up on both our YouTube page and our
website.
We have been very busy this winter at the archives. We
continue to scan and interpret the Village minutes. Three
books have been scanned from the years1834 to 1919 and
the first one is up on the Village website. Working with
our tech support person, Steve Hubbert, nearly 1500 more
items are now up on our website including: The Astor
Maps, hundreds more Teal maps and hundreds of photos
and documents from our collection. We have scanned 350
images from a Schultz family album loaned to us by a
family member and 600 images from the Winne family
album’s loaned to us by his relatives. Some of the Winnie
photographs date from the late 1800’s and are the oldest
in our collection. We hope to have these images up on our
website later in the year.
Last year we lost our past president and editor of this
newsletter Elma Staley Williamson. I was looking for a
way to pay tribute to her for all of her hard work over the
years on our behalf. I found this article that she wrote
years ago and decided to reprint it. I added some
additional photographs to enhance the article but I did not
change a word of the text. I hope that you enjoy it.
We are still working on our membership renewals for
2018. If you have not yet sent in your membership form I
have attached one at the end of the article in this
newsletter. The Board of the RHS appreciates the support
that we get from the Rhinebeck community.

In October 1929 the overblown balloon of the 1920's
stock market finally burst, precipitating the country's
worst and longest lasting depression. While the
immediate victims were stock market speculators, the
repercussions were not only country-wide but worldwide.
The Hudson Valley was no exception. Worst hit were not
only New York but manufacturing towns like
Poughkeepsie and Kingston. The rest of the area felt it as
well as the demand for labor and raw materials declined.
Even the food producers were affected with the decline in
buying power of the ordinary consumer. Rhinebeck was
also affected although less severely. Its economic base
was in long-held and debt-free family farms and the
businesses that served them (its big resource however,
was the local people who quickly joined to help one
another). In addition to "cash crops" like dairy products
and fruit (mainly apples), they could also supply much of
their own needs. They raised vegetables to eat and can,
chickens and other fowl for meat and eggs, cows for milk,
butter and cheese, and most had those automatic garbage
Dispos-alls, pigs, which were also edible. Wood for fires
grew at hand, and the internal combustion engine had not
yet made much impression on local farming, so the price
of oil was not a factor. Their produce could also be used
for barter with local artisans, such as the blacksmith for
tool repairs.
However, the violet business, which flourished in the
early 20th century, had suffered with the change from the
voluminous pre-World War I fashions to those of the
scantily clad flappers of the "Roaring Twenties", now
declined still further.

David Miller, President
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communities as well. The immediate benefit, however,
was jobs for laborers and for contractors and suppliers.
The improved Route 9 brought other businesses to the
village. In those days of rising traffic, Rhinebeck was a
convenient stopping place for both cars and trucks. The
Rhinebeck Diner, run by the Djinis family, was a favored
destination, and nearby gas stations and garages
benefited.

Even the richest man in town, Vincent Astor, was hard hit
by the crash of the stock market and declining income
from his hotels and real estate in New York City. He
cancelled not only the free Fourth of July fireworks at
Ferncliff, but closed his chicken and dairy operations as
well. This threw many day laborers, those with the least
resources, out of work. Local leaders quietly did what
they could to help those who needed help the most.
The picture began to change when a local boy-madegood.... Franklin Delano Roosevelt became President in
1933, and the "New Deal" began to be put in place. This
was a program to create jobs while building or rebuilding
the country's infrastructure. Rhinebeck was a community
with which FDR felt ancestral ties. He had a strong
feeling for his Dutch ancestors and their homes and wish
to recreate the Kip-Beekman-Heermance house as a post
office. He appointed Henry Morganthau, the Secretary of
the Treasury, to oversee the job almost on a stone-bystone basis.

The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) gave jobs to
young men who learned useful skills such as carpentry
and masonry as new and/or expanded parks were
developed. The results of their work in stone and timber
still stand sturdily in places like Norrie Point Park.
Another program was the Rural Electrification project. In
addition to the great constructions like Hoover Dam,
electric lines were carried out from the villages along the
new roads and highways to reach the farms and
eventually, along with the car, reduce their isolation.
Rhinebeck could also have had a new school and a sewer
plant. However, certain diehard Republicans (to the
dismay of other Republicans and Democrats) decided to
put FDR in his place. No new central school was built,
the 1900 part of the school burned down, and for eleven
years elementary students camped out in such places as
the Methodist Parish Hall and the former Dutchess Inn.

This was done under the auspices of the Works Progress
Administration (WPA). Since FDR wanted the Post
Office to go as near as possible to the Beekman Arms, the
WPA had to buy the old Town Hall. Before they could
tear that down, provision for a new Town Hall had to be
made, so Rhinebeck got a double benefit. The old Post
Office was now redundant, so Central Hudson took over
and built an office on the site. Route 9, the main road
upstate from New York City, had begun to show the
effects of rapid development of automotive traffic,
particularly of trucks. A parallel road to the east, 9G, was
pushed north and an east west artery, 308, supplanted
older winding roads. The building of these brought
income to the farmers for payment of the lands bought by
the government and also gave farmers better access not
only to Rhinebeck but Poughkeepsie and other
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However, the greatest example of people working to help
each other was at a less visible level. There were many
things that could be done quietly, neighbor for neighbor.
The men mentioned above, plus others in local businesses
had a loose but effective organization. Workers, such as
those laid off by Vincent Astor, were hired whenever
possible for small maintenance jobs. There was also a
quiet supplemental plan. When there was no work and
funds ran low or even ran out, those in need could go to
the door of one of the members of the informal
association and be given a note to one of the local
grocers. There they would pick up a week’s supply of
groceries and the tab would be picked up by the writer of
the note.

The citizens of Rhinebeck did not look to the federal
government for a solution to all of their problems. There
had always been local groups of individuals who worked
to move the community into the future. For instance, not
long after Edison had opened the first power substation in
Manhattan, Rhinebeck Power and light came on line.

People shared produce and necessities such as firewood.
The “Gay Girls”, three maiden ladies who lived down the
hill, had once found work picking violets, for an industry
that almost disappeared. They had some help from their
brothers who had moved away but that was not
guaranteed. My father, Henry Staley, would send them
corn and vegetables from his garden, butter and cottage
cheese from the cows. I remember walking down the hill
with a basket of eggs hanging from the handle of my doll
carriage. It slipped off, but I managed to catch it before it
hit the ground and my heart popped out of my throat.

Now there was a corp of local business and professional
people such as Dr. George Miller, Dr. Bulkeley, Benson
Frost, Ray Rikert, Ethan Coon and Lee Stickle to name a
few. Drawing on the resources of the Thompson Trust,
they had made plans to replace the Thompson House, an
infirmary – nursing home on Livingston Street, with a
modern hospital. A site was available on land left over
from property which an earlier group, the Rhinebeck
Improvement Society, had bought to keep John Jacob
Astor in his place in 1906. (Most of the property had been
transferred to the Dutchess County Agricultural Society
for the fair grounds.) The site was conveniently located at
the intersection of Route 9 and Montgomery Street. By
1930, construction was under way, providing at first
construction jobs and then work for both medical and
support personnel. This also laid the groundwork for what
became Rhinebeck’s principal industry – health care for
Northern Dutchess and beyond with the ever-expanding
hospital and three modern nursing facilities.

My father’s income as a rural mail carrier was cut, but the
Staley Cottage Farm managed to survive the reduced pool
of summer boarders. No longer did we draw families
from ads in the “Brooklyn Eagle”. Now ads in the N.Y.
Herald Tribune drew people who had gone to more
upscale resorts.

A tennis court and a putting green were installed. One of
the guests, an architect, donated plans to add bedrooms
and importantly, more bathrooms to add to the existing
one! A new clientele was developed, 75% of whom were
repeaters. Traffic flow on weekends led to the Gays and
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Homer spent much of his free time when growing up at
my family's place, Cottage Farm. In the off season he and
my father spent hours in the woods on the Astor Estate
where the family had free range under a deal struck by
my grandfather who had a working relationship with John
Jacob Astor. There my father taught Homer not only to
hunt animals for food (think of that dog) but also to trap
them and stretch and process their pelts to sell for fur.
The days of the lucrative Beaver trade which had been the
foundation of the Astor fortune were long past, but still
available were Muskrat, Raccoon (this was still the era of
the Flapper and Raccoon coat), Fox, both gray and red,
rabbit, and even gray squirrels. Top of the line, however,
was the Mink which could run as high as $15 for a prime
pelt. He also picked up some more cash here and there by
selling for the local bank, the newfangled vacuum
cleaner, among other projects.

other neighbors putting up “over nighters”. The new
construction gave local jobs, particularly to my uncle
Irving Staley’s building crew; plumbing was by John
King. There were also jobs for teenagers including
kitchen help, yard maintenance, and particularly dining
room waitresses whose tips fattened their incomes. My
father always knew whose families would benefit most.
There was also a Woman’s Exchange, affiliated with one
in New York City that bought needlework, jams and
jellies, etc. made by local ladies.

He made an attractive figure always impeccably dressed,
slim by nature and exercise. This latter worried Mrs.
Travers, wife of the rector of the Church of the Messiah.
She felt that he was not getting enough to eat and
frequently invited him to dinner where he was always an
entertaining guest.
Hard-won experience plus his wit and humor and his
native shrewdness led him eventually to becoming a
successful real estate dealer particularly when Vincent
Astor began the breakup of the Astor Estate.
But for the most part, Barbara Frost’s mother summed up
how people got by. She mended and darned clothes and
home furnishings to keep them usable. She was “making
do”.

His part in the disposal contributed greatly to the buildup
of his business. However, I'm sure he always felt his
greatest success lay in persuading Brooke Astor to donate
to the public the great tract of woods on Mt. Rutsen
where he had spent so many happy hours. Now many
people, young and old, can enjoy those same woods that
meant so much to him and gave him his favorite title
"Ferncliff Forest Ranger".

The outlook for a young man graduating from school in
the early 30's was dim. The depression had reached
bottom. FDR and his New Deal projects were in the
future. But Homer Staley graduated St. Bernard's Prep
School in New Jersey, college was out of the question.
Although his father Irving was one of the area's major
building contractors, projects were few and payment
slow. Homer was on his own. He had a roof over his
head. But he had a sporty little roadster to maintain
(Model-A) even with gas at 8-cents a gallon. This vehicle
was a source of frequent consternation when parked as
passersby would be startled by the head of a great beast
protruding from the rumble seat. This was a dog he was
boarding for a former classmate, Victor Berlitz, who had
gone to Europe to bone up on languages for the family
business. Homer, not one to exaggerate, of course
described him as only the second largest Great Dane in
the U.S.

Courtesy of Ferncliff Forest
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MEMBERSHIP DUES FOR 2018

Individual……………..………………...$25.00
Family………………………..……..…..$35.00
Senior/Student……………………..…....$20.00
Business/Organization………………….$75.00
Includes ad in newsletter and a link on our website (RhinebeckHistoricalSociety.org) to yours

Amount paid for membership dues………………$______
ADDITIONAL DONATION FOR 2018
To support special projects beyond dues support………$______
TOTAL ENCLOSED……………………………………..$______
Please make checks payable to Rhinebeck Historical Society and return with
this form to Rhinebeck Historical Society, PO Box 291, Rhinebeck 12572.
Thank you for your support—RHS is a 501-c-3 nonprofit organization and your membership is
tax-deductible to the full extent allowed by law.

Name___________________________________________
Address_________________________________________
_________________ ______ _______________
City

State

ZIP

Phone _____________________
How do you want to receive the quarterly newsletter? CHOOSE ONE.
Option 1: Only via E-Mail, to _________________________
(Everyone who provides us with email address will receive newsletter as a
color Pdf attachment; the printed US Mail version is black and white.)
Option 2: Only via US Mail, to my address above.
Option 3: I want BOTH.

The Rhinebeck Historical
Society thanks our supporting
Business Members

The RHS is looking for volunteers to
help in the local history room at the
Starr Library. The room is open to the
public on Thursdays from 10 am to 4
pm. Scholars and researchers come in
looking for help with their work, and
others send in research requests via
email. Volunteers could either assist
them directly or do so indirectly by
working with the collections in our
archives. No prior research skills are
necessary. However, attention to
detail, interest in history, delight in
working with other people, and joy at
solving puzzles are all most desirable.
It is a great opportunity to learn about
our town while helping others. For
information call Mike Frazier at
845.876.7462 or e-mail
michaelfrazier@earthlink.net.

THE
RHINEBECK
HISTORICAL
SOCIETY
P.O. BOX 291
RHINEBECK,
NEW YORK 12572

Officers and Trustees
David Miller – President
Michael Frazier- Treasurer
James Chapman- Trustee
Eve D’Ambra - Trustee
Joy Gross – Trustee
John Lavin – Trustee
Connie Lown - Trustee
Don McTernan – Trustee
Duane Ragucci - Trustee
Beverly Sloane - Trustee

Stamp

Doing Local History Research?
Come visit the Rhinebeck Historical Society Archives!
We are open Thursdays 10-4 in the Local History Room
the lower level of the Starr Library in Rhinebeck
Please call or e-mail to let us know you are coming:
845-876-7462
michaelfrazier@earthlink.net

Visit us on the web @ Rhinebeckhistoricalsociety.org

THE RHINEBECK HISTORICAL SOCIETY ‐ UPCOMING PROGRAMS

The Dutchess County Historical Society is delighted to welcome members of the Rhinebeck
Historical Society to Clinton House in Poughkeepsie on Saturday, May 19 at 2:00.

A complimentary copy of the 1987 Yearbook which covers the topic to some degree, will be
given out.
Clinton House is located at 549 Main Street, Poughkeepsie, entrance in back, off of North
White Street. Google map here:
https://goo.gl/maps/pQ7EirTDqN52
Call Bill Jeffway if you have any logistical questions or special needs at 845-293-7711.
-Bill Jeffway, Executive Director
bill.jeffway@dchsny.org

SAVE THESE DATES

In addition to a tour of the house, among DCHS Collections is the Van Vliet Collection. This
includes a good deal of personal letters, diaries and photos of Rhinebeck's Mercedes Temper
(1867-1945), even her wedding dress.

