Friday, November 21st, at 7:30 PM, in the Local History Room of the Starr Library
Brian Plumb will be speaking on his recently released book “Rhinebeck’s Historic Beekman Arms.” Published by The
History Press, this is his second book on old colonial taverns. A native of the area, he and his son Matthew spent the last two
years diligently researching and writing the fact-based story of both the Beekman Arms and the Post Road. Old data is
refreshed and consolidated with new discoveries to bring readers a comprehensive and entertaining story of days gone by.
Refreshments will be served.

SAVE THESE DATES

RHS: Winter 2014

was very happy when the lights came back on. It got me
wondering how electricity came to Rhinebeck. We have known
about electricity for thousands of years by observing lightning
storms and experienced shocks due to static electricity. As
children we all studied Ben Franklin’s experiments using a kite
and a key to conduct lightening down into his laboratory. But,
the real hero of electricity is Thomas Edison who, after
achieving success in the telegraph business in the mid 1800’s,
established a lab in Menlo Park in 1876. Three years later he
invented the incandescent lamp which turned electricity into
light and changed our lives forever. Edison adapted the electric
generator, invented by British scientist Michael Faraday, into a
steam powered dynamo capable of generating continuous
electric current. Electricity was generated by spinning a copper
coil through a magnetic field which, over a century later, is still
the way it’s done. His inventions were the hit of the 1881 Paris
Exhibition where Edison showed the dynamo powering his
incandescent light bulbs. In 1882 Edison built the first
electrical generator plant at Pearl Street in Manhattan. He built
the first one in the Hudson Valley on Montgomery Street in
Newburgh two years later.

President's Message Winter 2014
Mike Frazier’s September lecture and tour at St. Joseph’s
Catholic Church in Rhinecliff kicked off our fall programming
season. This program was filmed and may be viewed on
PANDA, the RHS website, or borrowed from the Starr
Library’s DVD collection. Filmmaker Jim Ormand followed in
October, showing his film, Hudson River Bricker Makers. I
was surprised to learn that one hundred years ago the Hudson
Valley once supported the largest brick-producing district in
the world and that they supplied most of the bricks used in
New York City’s housing boom. Who knew!
Over the summer I undertook the scanning of the DAR
collection of hundreds of photographs, documents and prints.
This project was completed a couple of weeks ago and I will be
preparing them for uploading to our website in the coming
year. We are also in the process of scanning more of the Teal
maps and the Southlands collection with the goal of putting
them on the web as well.
Hopefully, the Thanksgiving Turkey will forgive my skipping
ahead to Christmas, but I am delighted to announce that we
have a very special event planned for our annual holiday party
at the Rhinecliff. The actors of the Theatre on the Road
Company will perform A Christmas Haunting at the Rhinecliff.
Come join us for festive drinks, tasty appetizers, and dessert
while watching an exciting show. All this can be had for only
25 bucks thanks to the generosity of RHS board member
James Chapman! Please send in the flyer in this newsletter and
I am hoping to see you at this great event.

Before electricity came to the Village of Rhinebeck in 1900
several of the great estates such as Ellerslie, Linwood, and
Wilderstein had generators on the property. During the late
1800’s Robert Suckley had a hydroelectric generator at
Wilderstein, which is pictured below. You can see the water
coming in from the kill spinning the turbine and a belt
connected the dynamo inside of the turbine house.

A few weeks ago, I experienced a wonderful FIRST—a Letter
to the Editor from Robert Milroy, which is printed on page 7.
Thank you, Robert, sharing more history with me, and, of
course, our members. Robert’s letter prompted me to add a
Letters to the Editor column, so if any article triggers your
memories of local history, please send them to me and I will
print it in the following newsletter.
David Miller
Electricity Comes to Rhinebeck
By David Miller
Earlier this year, when a storm knocked the power out for a
day, my wife and I were having dinner by candlelight trying to
eat up the food in the refrigerator before it spoiled. It was a
very romantic dinner and she looked great in candlelight but I

Courtesy of Wilderstein Historic Site
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The history of the first (non electric) street lights in the
Village of Rhinebeck is told in an interesting article from a
1930 Gazette Advertiser – “Back in 1879 a gas plant was
built in Rhinebeck to supply the community with light for
illuminating the streets. This plant made naphtha gas which
burned with an intensely brilliant flame. The service was
good in spite of many difficulties due to the fact that the
mains were laid during winter months and when they settled
they settled unevenly, condensation formed and settled in the
low places and at times there were stoppages in the lines.
This plant continued until 1901 and when it was finally
closed there were but two customers left. The electric plant
built the preceding year was supplying electric light and the
users of gas one by one went over to electricity. It should be
mentioned that gas was not used for cooking.”
Courtesy of the Rhinebeck Town Historian

Dutchess Light, Heat and Power Company was formed in
1900 and shares in the company were sold to the public. It is
interesting to note that all stock was bought by residents of
the Village of Rhinebeck making it a totally locally owned
company. Raymond Rikert was secretary of the company
and manager of the plant and David Beach was the chief
engineer. Both men remained in their positions for nearly 3
decades. The plant began operations with about 40
individual customers as well as supplying the power to light
the new electric street lamps in the village. Below is a
picture of the original power plant which was located at
Hogs Bridge. By the way, Raymond Rikert kept a photo
album of the power company and the next few photos are
from his album courtesy of the Rhinebeck Town Historian
Nancy Kelly.

The boiler was powered by coal. The Rhinebeck Coal
Company was also located at Hogs Bridge and served by the
Rhinebeck Connecticut Railroad which stopped at the
bridge. Raymond Rikert was also the secretary of the coal
company. The relationship between the two companies was
formalized in 1903 when the Dutchess Light, Heat and
Power bought a large amount of shares in the coal company.
You can see this in the stock certificate below with
Raymond Rikert’s signature on the bottom right.

Courtesy of the Rhinebeck Historical Society
Courtesy of the Rhinebeck Town Historian

A new 200 horsepower boiler was installed in 1905 to
handle the demands of their growing business. In 1909 the
plant was enlarged by the installation of a large two-phase
unit to replace the small single phase unit. This addition
enabled the company to give continuous power and light
service. The station now had two direct connected units
which could be operated either singly or together.

The following picture shows the original power unit. The
generator is on the left side and the steam engine is on the
right. The steam engine was powered by a 100 horsepower
boiler behind the wall. The steam engine turned the belt
which spun the copper coils inside of the magnets
generating 24 kilowatts of electricity.
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Courtesy of the Rhinebeck Town Historian
The archives of the State of New York Public Service
Commission show that, in October of 1907, they authorized
the issuance of $20,000 in additional stock which was a 50%
increase. The funds from the stock sale were used to run
power lines up to Red Hook and down to Hyde Park. In
1910 they were given a contract to install 40 street lights in
Staatsburg.
The company purchased its first repair truck in 1910 to
support the more than 25 miles of electric lines that the
company had built to date. I found an item in the Gazette
from 1913 that listed awards for an event called Rhinebeck’s
Home Day where the truck won first prize for being the best
decorated commercial vehicle. Here is a picture of one of
the company trucks parked on East Market Street in front of
the Gazette Advertiser office. This is the current location of
Pete’s Famous restaurant.

By the end of the First World War the price of coal had gone
up dramatically and the company was losing money. Central
Hudson, which supplied electricity to Poughkeepsie, and
coincidentally began service in 1900, generated their power
though both coal and hydroelectric plants which made the
cost of their electricity much cheaper to produce. From
1918 to 1919 both companies applied to the Public Service
commission to allow Central Hudson to purchase a large
share of the Rhinebeck company stock. When the deal was
completed much of the power for Rhinebeck was received
through transmission lines coming up from Central Hudson.
On December 31, 1926, the New York State government
approved a consolidation that brought together the Central
Hudson Gas and Electric Company with the Dutchess Light,
Heat and Power Company and several other companies
serving Kingston, Hudson and the Catskills. That New
Year's Eve, the new Central Hudson Gas and Electric
Corporation was born. When the merger took place
Dutchess Light, Heat and power had over 900 customers.
I will leave you with one interesting fact. In 1900 the cost
per kilowatt hour was 16 cents. That was a lot of money 100
years ago. When I look at my current Central Hudson
electric bill for this past year I have been averaging around
16 cents as well. This means that the inflation adjusted cost
of electricity has dropped significantly over the past century.

Courtesy of the Museum of Rhinebeck History
In addition to selling electricity the company also sold
electric appliances. Following is an ad from a 1920 Gazette
for a vacuum cleaner.
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passageway between the barns, and sometimes, when the
Astors were not in residence, the caretaker’s daughter and I
would play on the tennis courts. My cousin, Louise
Swendsen and I were, at times, allowed take young calves
into a grassy area and with a halter, teach them to ‘lead’
(walk along next to us). It was a childhood full of memories.

My Mothers Memories of her time on the Astor Estate
As told to Robin McMahon
By her mother Beulah Jensen Fraser
I was born on the farm of my grandparents in Milanville,
Pennsylvania, but by the time I was a year and a half old,
my parents packed us all up and we moved to the Vincent
Astor estate in Rhinebeck, New York. My father’s cousin,
Vernon Swendsen was one of the supers at Ferncliff and I’m
sure he was responsible for getting my father a job there.

Occasionally, there was a little excitement. One day when
my parents were having company for dinner, we heard fire
engines and upon investigating, discovered that the Coach
House was on fire. Everyone was afraid that the caretaker,
the man who exercised the horses, had been caught in the
fire and everyone, including my father, searched frantically
for him. Fortunately, he was away and unharmed. I
remember being very afraid to see my father go into the
burning building and I was much relieved when he emerged
unscathed.

My earliest memories are of our home behind apple barn.
The tenant house we lived in was a two story, two bedroom
wooden structure with a hand pump at the kitchen sink for
water. There was no indoor bathroom – those needs were
serviced by the ‘3-holer’ in the back and sometimes we had
to jump across a stream to get to it! In the cold of the winter,
my father made an indoor commode – a wooden box with a
hole in the top and a bucket inside. This bucket would be
emptied as needed. The house was heated with coal and heat
came up into the house through registers in the floor.

At the age of about 13, my father began working in the dairy
milking cows and the family moved to the stone house on
the pond (referred to as the fieldstone pond cottage and
believed to be one of the oldest buildings on the estate at the
time). This was our first home with indoor plumbing, and
we had water coming into the kitchen, toilet and bathtub.
What luxury! One day, my mother was watching a
thunderstorm from a chair in front of one of the house
windows and lightning struck very close by. While she
wasn’t hit by the lightning, the shock wave was sufficient to
throw her out of her chair and knock her out completely. I
arrived home to find her just waking up. Fortunately, she
suffered no lasting injury.

We lived there during the depression of the 1930s and the
house was situated near a path that hobos walked after
getting off the train. Sometimes these hobos would come a
little too close to the house and our dog, ‘Boy’ would bark
with his ‘hair standing on end’. It didn’t take much more
than that to get them to turn back and find another way into
town!
My father , Arthur Jensen, worked as a teamster, driving a
team of horses that were used for plowing the fields,
working in the apple orchards, bringing blocks of ice to the
mansion (‘main house’), and even plowing tenant gardens so
they could grow their own crops. I remember driving a team
myself, at the ripe old of age of 10 or 12, helping to clear
brush and transport hay to the barn. My mother, Maude,
sorted apples in the apple barn and was a typical homemaker
of the time, keeping house, canning and taking care of my
dad and me.

Every Christmas, the Astors would have a party for all of
the employees of the estate and their families. This party
was held in the tennis building and everyone was invited. In
the middle of the room where the party was held, there was
always a large Christmas tree with decorations and lit (wax)
candles. The various superintendents (dairy, farm, chicken
plant) were given the task of lighting and monitoring the
candles on the tree, making sure nothing caught fire. Mrs.
Astors, with two of her maids, would distribute the family
gifts. (The men almost always got shirts). Tea sandwiches,
coffee and ice cream were provided as refreshment. It was
kind of a running joke that when the men ate these little tea
sandwiches, they would disappear in one bite! As the
‘guests’ were excused, the supers could be observed dousing
the candles on the tree.

My parents kept two gardens, one for vegetables and one for
fruit. Maple trees nearby were tapped by my father and were
a source of maple syrup for those breakfast pancakes!
Occasionally, on an especially hot or dry summer, our well
would dry up and I would walk down the hill to another well
to get pails of water for the house. During those walks,
Vincent Astor would drive by in his miniature train and
wave.

I lived at Ferncliff with my parents until I was sixteen years
old. It was a gentle time and my memories of this place have
lasted a lifetime.

As a resident of Ferncliff, I was allowed to go pretty much
anywhere I wanted on the property. As an only child with
just a few other children close by, I became adept at
entertaining myself. Sometimes I played on the pile of logs
that were stored near our house. Sometimes I would walk
down to the dairy with my roller skates and skate in the
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_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Rhinebeck Historical Society
Invites you to

A Christmas Haunting at the Rhinecliff
An evening of history, mystery, and quality entertainment

___________________________________________________________

Friday, December 12th, 2014
6.00pm—8.00pm
Join us and be entertained as the actors of the Theatre on the Road Company perform A
Christmas Haunting at the Rhinecliff, a delightful show that bring to life characters and reenacts
events from the storied hotel’s past. Enjoy festive drinks, appetizers, and dessert while learning
about “The Lincoln Ghost Train,” Cornelius Vanderbilt, tragic lovers on the Hudson, Vaudeville,
and much, much more.
For more information, call 845.876.7462 or e-mail michaelfrazier@earthlink.net
-------------------------------------------------------------------------Please enclose the completed form with a check payable to RHS.
Rhinebeck, NY 12572

Mail to: Rhinebeck Historical Society Box 291

Name____________________________________________ Address_________________________________________________

Phone_____________________________ # of tickets___________ at $25 per person Amount enclosed $____________

Seating is limited. Reservations required. Checks must be received no later than 8 December, 2014

The Rhinebeck Historical
Society thanks our supporting
Business Members

were hired once a week to clean
the place. Downstairs was where
the actual sculpting took place
and the upstairs were her husband
and herself’s living quarters. We
went every Thursday morning.
After I had retired in 1982 I
joined my wife Beverly in the
cleaning of several homes which
I found to be okay in keeping
busy in my retirement years.
Most of the houses were in good
order, others not so much! We
charged $7.00 an hour and we
both did not think it demeaning in
any way to make extra money.
Isabel was very cordial to us. We
didn’t see her husband Henry
very much at all.
The house was painted red,
located off of 9G not too far from
my cousin Homer Staley’s Real
Estate office.
Letter to the Editor
August 3, 2014
Dear Mr. Miller:
I read with great interest the
article on the “Doughboy” statue
by Jack Conlin in the Fall
Newsletter.
I also know that Alan Coon was
instrumental in organizing a
committee to raise interest in
restoring it as it’s of a World War
I soldier.
I remember too when it originally
stood in front of the Rhinebeck
Firehouse and tho’ I’m not sure if
I was yet retired, passed by when
I was delivering mail to the
offices of both the Village and
the Town.
I have a connection to Isabel
Coryat, in that my wife and I

Robert Milroy, Rhinebeck, NY
P.S. I knew of a couple of
owners of that house before it
was the Coryat Casting
Company.

All members are encouraged to
submit articles for publication in
our newsletter. If you have done
some research on a historical
subject, visited a historic site or
simply have some history about
our town that you would like to
share, please contact us for
information about how to submit
an article for inclusion in the
newsletter. For information call
David Miller – 845-876-0246
or e-mail
dhmny@aol.com.
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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

Friday, December 12, 6-8 PM, RHS Holiday Party at the Rhinecliff
Come enjoy drinks, appetizers and dessert while you watch a show called “A Christmas Haunting at the
Rhinecliff,” performed by the actors of the Theatre on the Road company. It should be a great time for all
and a wonderful way to start off the holiday season.
(see flyer in the newsletter)
Friday January 30, 7:30 PM in the Local History Room of the Starr Library
Did you ever wonder what life was like in Rhinebeck during World War II and Korea? Former Mayor
Peter Sipperley will tell us what it was like on the home front during the wars.
Refreshments will be served.

SAVE THESE DATES

Friday, November 21st, at 7:30 PM, in the Local History Room of the Starr Library
Brian Plumb will be speaking on his recently released book “Rhinebeck’s Historic Beekman Arms.”
Published by The History Press, this is his second book on old colonial taverns. A native of the area, he
and his son Matthew spent the last two years diligently researching and writing the fact-based story of both
the Beekman Arms and the Post Road. Old data is refreshed and consolidated with new discoveries to
bring readers a comprehensive and entertaining story of days gone by. Refreshments will be served.

