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Bill Tousey Remembers
“The Great Hurricane of  1938”

by Trip Sinnott

(continued on page 2)

As Hurricane Sandy stormed 
through our area, 84-year- 
old Bill Tousey thought about 

another hurricane that shook the 
Town of  Clinton nearly 75 years ago. 
Recently Bill spoke about his memories 
of  that event.
 At the age of  ten, Bill huddled 
with his parents and two older siblings 
in their Clinton Corners home when 
the 1938 hurricane forcefully struck 
the Eastern seaboard, with devastating 
consequences. Bill’s father and mother, 
Ben and Gertrude Tousey, watched 
and wondered what might befall their 
home and family on that unforgettable 
September day. Bill’s father, known 
throughout the town as “Uncle Ben,” 
had built their large home 25 years 
earlier, naming it “The Willows.”    
 “Dad was a great lover of  trees,” 
said Bill. “In the area between our 

house and the big stone wall entryway, 
he had planted dozens of  locust trees. 
And all along the little stream running 
up from the Webster [now Kraushaar] 
farm on Schultzville Road, my dad had 
planted lots of  weeping willows.”   
 As young Bill looked out the bay 
window of  their house on September 
21, 1938, the first thing he noticed 
was that “the wind was so strong 
that the locust trees were falling like 
matchsticks.” 
 “It was really something,” Bill 
recalled. “Those locusts were probably 
less than six inches in diameter and 
they were certainly no match for the 
hurricane winds.” “What was worse,” 
he added, “was that we had five acres 
of  lawn with beautiful maple and 
willow trees.” The willows were soft 
trees and we lost dozens of  them that 
day, many of  them falling across the 

“The Willows” is listed on the National Register of  Historic Places.  Inset photo: Betty and Bill Tousey

stream. By the time the hurricane was 
over, we had lost practically all the 
locusts trees, lots of  the willows, and 
even a few of  the maples around our 
circular driveway. Some of  the big 
willows were really gorgeous, nearly 
three feet in diameter.”     
 “I don’t remember how long we 
were without power,” said Bill. “But 
the fortunate thing is that there wasn’t 
any serious damage to our house or 
outbuildings.” Others were not so 
fortunate. The Great Hurricane had 
moved ferociously through parts of  
New York and New England and 
was soon called “the greatest weather 
disaster ever” on the East Coast. By 
the time the Category 3 hurricane had 
swept through, nearly eight hundred 
people were dead and millions of  
dollars of  damage had been suffered.  
 More than a few who survived the 
hurricane in the hardest-hit areas still 
remember the Great Hurricane as 

the most terrifying 
moment of  their 
lives. Loss of  
electrical power 
was widespread. 
In New York 
City the flooding 
knocked out power 
in large portions 
of  Manhattan and 
all of  the Bronx, 

with a hundred large trees in Central 
Park destroyed. In Dutchess County 
widespread flooding occurred. 
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“The Great Hurricane of  1938”   continued from page 1

 Looking back at that memorable 
day during his own childhood in 
Clinton Corners, Bill Tousey is grateful 
that no serious tragedy befell his 
family and neighbors when the Great 
Hurricane of  1938 visited his boyhood 
town. It is one of  the most vivid 
memories of  his long life.  
 Bill also reminisced 
over other memories 
of  his life in Clinton 
Corners, where he was 
born and lived for nearly 
two decades. For Bill 
and his brother Ben, Jr. 
and sister Ruth, the walk 
across the road from their 
home to the local one-
room schoolhouse (now 
the Clinton Corners Post 
Office) took only a couple 
of  minutes. There they 
attended school from 
grades one through six 
under the watchful eye of  
Ruth Wooden, who taught 
school for 47 years and 
whose husband served 
as the local Boy Scout 
leader. When the Touseys 
reached the upper grades, 
the commute for Bill and 
his siblings wasn’t quite so 
easy. For the sixteen-mile trip to Pine 
Plains, they rode a school bus driven by 
longtime bus driver Henry Burkowske.   
 Years later, after Bill became a 
teacher himself, he was asked if  he was 
inspired by his one-room schoolteacher 
in Clinton Corners. Bill laughed and 
said, “Not a bit! I was just a little toe-
headed rascal at the time.”   
 Despite being a self-described 
little rascal, Bill enjoyed the simple 
pleasures of  his childhood at “The 
Willows.” He remembers the root 
cellar, with its “bushels and bushels of  
potatoes,” along with lots of  apples 
from their orchard. Storage shelves 
in the house were usually stocked 

with a plentiful supply of  homemade 
jams and jellies, and an occasional 
bottle of  homemade dandelion wine. 
When his father built their home in 
1912–13, the rock and cement used 
throughout the large three-story house 
were blasted out of  the basement area. 
“And that meant,” Bill explained, “we 

had a great big cellar—
big enough to use as a 
rollerskating rink!” The 
Tousey children and 
their friends never had to 
worry about making too 
much noise because Papa 
Ben was “stone deaf,” a 
condition that developed 
when he was a sophomore 
at Cornell, abruptly 
ending his college career.   
 Perhaps heightened 
by his deafness, Ben 
took special delight in 
overseeing his property, 
including his apple 
orchard and expansive 
vegetable gardens, as well 
as hundreds of  gladiolas 
planted around “The 
Willows.” Ben decided to 
add a tennis court behind 
the house, which years 

later became a swimming 
pool. But home life was not a totally 
pampered existence for Bill and his 
older brother Ben. “We boys slept 
year-round in two unheated sleeping 
porches,” Bill recalls, “and we made 
sure we bundled up on those cold 
winter nights.” Their sister Ruth 
enjoyed warmer quarters inside.   
 Bill fondly remembers the local 
butcher, Harry Ostrander, who drove 
his truck from house to house, making 
deliveries of  “really good meat” from 
his shop in Salt Point. Eventually, 
Bill’s sister Ruth married the butcher’s 
son Harry, Jr. They raised their four 
children (Kirby, Linda, Mike, and 
Donna Ostrander) at “The Willows,” 

in an adjacent apartment called the 
“Barnola,” which had living quarters 
built above a two-stall horse barn, in a 
building that also had a workshop and 
hayloft. Brothers Bill and Ben both 
ended up living out of  state, with Bill 
and his wife Betty raising their three 
children (Steve, Tom, and Cindie) in 
Florida.
  Times were simpler for the Tousey 
family in the first half  of  the 20th 
century. No TV, no Internet, no high-
tech, up-to-the-minute, satellite- and 
radar-aided forecasts to alert them to 
impending storms and hurricanes.  
 “But we did have a telephone,” 
Bill said with a chuckle. “And we must 
have been one of  the first families in 
Clinton Corners to have one, because 
our phone number was 3!” Describing 
the brown wooden box on the wall that 
held the phone, Bill recalls “ringing 
up the operator” by lifting the hand 
crank, speaking into the microphone, 
and chatting with local operator 
Emma Luhmann at her home-based 
operator’s station on Jameson Hill 
Road. “She was the source of  all the 
local news we needed,” said Bill.   
 While he misses those chats with 
Emma the operator, Bill now enjoys 
using a cordless phone in his home on 
Cape Cod to keep in touch with his 
far-flung family and friends. And he 
happily reported that he and his wife 
Betty safely made it through Hurricane 
Sandy’s recent visit. “In fact,” he 
added, “Sandy did less damage than 
the Nor’easter that came through a 
week later” with its seventy-mile-an-
hour winds along the Atlantic coast. 
“But they were really only gusts,” Bill 
explained, “not steady winds.” 
 “This time around, we never even 
lost power here, with either Hurricane 
Sandy or the Nor’easter,” Bill noted. 
“But that certainly wasn’t the case 
when the Great Hurricane of  1938 
paid us a visit in Clinton Corners.”m
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The modest cluster of  farm buildings we named 
Rusty Tractor Farm has hugged the side of  this 
quiet, one-lane road since the first half  of  the 19th 

century. Willow Lane is home to 
several old farmhouses with large 
acreage, and it appears that Rusty 
Tractor Farm was cut from one of  
these larger properties sometime 
between 1830 and 1840.
 The property was originally 
part of  a working farm owned by 
Michael J. Maybee. A Michael 
Maybee (also spelled Mabie and 
Maybe) first appears as a Clinton 
resident in the census of  1840 and 
he and his family (wife Mary and 
children Jerusha, Clinton, Sylvester 
and Margaret) are also shown in the 
1850 census. Their adult son Michael J. Maybee, 
born in 1824, also appears in the 1850 census and is 
listed as a laborer with the Wing family. The Wings 
owned several nearby properties at the time. By 
1860, Michael Maybee (Senior) and his remaining family 
had moved to Rhinebeck leaving Michael J. Maybee residing 
in Clinton with his Irish wife Mary and their three-year-old 
daughter Sarah.
 Michael and Mary remained in Clinton for another 
38 years until they died in 1898. The house appears on the 
Clinton Township Map of  1876 with the name Maybee. 
Sarah married into the Nelson family and died in 1901. All 
are buried in Friend’s Upton Lake Cemetery, where their 
gravestones may be seen today.
 It appears that the property was used by various owners 
as a farm with animals into the 1990s. The property is ringed 
by rubblestone stone walls and more recent wire fencing. 
In 2002 the house was bought by a producer of  cooking 
shows for the Food Network and used as the set for Semi-
Homemade with Sandra Lee until legal issues forced him to 
cease and desist. We were happy to benefit from this untidy 
legal situation, and purchased the property in 2004.
 The original structure of  the main house appears to have 
once been a barn itself, perhaps an outbuilding for one of  

the larger farms on the road and converted to living quarters. 
The main structure was built into the side of  a slope reflecting 
the shallow layer of  bedrock in the area. Several older stone 

foundations, now serving as garden 
terraces, are adjacent to the house 
and may have been additional barns 
or outbuildings. The outhouse 
foundation also remains, now used 
as an outdoor fire pit. The original 
house was only two rooms and still 
retains the post and beams with 
which it was constructed. Several 
of  these beams have markings 
indicating the order in which they 
were to be attached to the posts.  
     As with most early farmhouses, 
additions were made to the house 

many times to increase its size and 
incorporate new amenities like plumbing and 
an indoor kitchen. What is now the basement 
housing modern mechanicals was once a kitchen 
and root cellar, with access from the outside only. 
A “real” kitchen was added to the back of  the 

house, probably in the early 20th century, and enlarged 
and renovated several times since. Throughout the house 
are pieces of  history mixed with modern updates. Old 
floor boards abut new sheetrock walls, and new windows sit 
happily in original beam framing and plaster. In an effort to 
retain the original aesthetic of  the house’s exterior, we have 
restored damaged wood trim and siding, replaced damaged 
windows, and added a standing-seam metal roof. Similar 
work has been done to the outbuildings.
 Several owners of  the property must have spent a 
great deal of  time and money on landscaping. The house 
is surrounded by deep perennial beds and old plantings of  
lilac, forsythia and hydrangea. A large, stately apple tree is 
the focal point of  the back yard, and we have added apple, 
pear, nectarine, peach, and cherry trees to the property. A 
fenced kitchen garden and an herb garden and patio have 
also been added. Rusty Tractor Farm is no longer a working 
farm, but its history can be seen and felt in the old chestnut 
posts and beams, the stone walls encircling the fields, and 
the colorful chickens running around the yard. m

Willow Lane Farmhouse Receives
Landmark Designation

by Paul and Lisa Thomas

The Thomas house on Willow Lane, part of  Rusty Tractor Farm 

The Clinton Historical Society offers Landmark 
Designation to any old house in the Town of Clinton that 

was built prior to 1890 and meets several criteria regarding 
architectural integrity and historical significance. 

For more information please contact 
Lisa Thomas at lisanadelthomas@gmail.com.
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Craft SaleHoliday

Saturday, December 1, 2012    
   10 a.m. - 4 p.m. * Creek Meeting House 

2433 Salt Point Turnpike, Clinton Corners
 

Artisan Breads | Homebaked Goods
Needlework | Fabric | Yarn
Rusty Tractor Farm Gifts
Holiday Arrangements
Homemade Soap
Birdhouses
Jewelry

Tim Liefer of  Fine Birdhousing

For more information 
call Glenda, 266-5203


