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B
orn in America in 1854 

to Irish Potato Famine 

immigrants, John Lyon 

fondly remembered his early 

years in Schultzville, though 

he didn’t return to the town 

of  Clinton after attending 

law school in Albany. Never 

married, he died in Hempstead, 

Long Island in 1920 leaving 

$9,500 to build the Lyon Town 

Hall, still the center of  Clinton’s 

government. Among the Irish, 

John’s educational achievement was rare. Indeed, his mother, like 

a substantial number of  Irish, particularly women, could neither 

read nor write. So too, was accumulating funds to pay for his 

education. Like most Irish Famine immigrants, his father Patrick 

was a farm laborer with four little ones to feed. Ten years his 

senior, his brother Martin, to whom John’s legacy was dedicated, 

lived with and worked for the well-o昀昀 William Schultz family. Also 
never married, Martin paid for John’s law school education.

 The Lyon family was among the roughly one million that 

left Ireland within 10 years after the famine of  1845 to 1849. They, 

I suspect, were among families whose children died of  starvation. 

The eight-year gap between their 昀椀rst child, Martin, and the next 
child suggests as much. A population boom from 1780 to 1845 had 

doubled Ireland’s population from four million to an unsustainable 

8.5 million. Potatoes fed that growing number until they rotted in 

the ground from a killing disease (from a North American strain) 

in 1845, ’46, and ’47. Rampant starvation and hunger-related 

diseases followed, resulting in the death of  a million young and old. 

Including the emigrants, Ireland’s population decline by the mid-

1850s totaled more than two million.

 Sure, greedy landlords, English and Irish alike, who had 

divided their rental farms into ever smaller units to generate more 

income, deserve blame. But so too, do Ireland’s young. Unwittingly, 

young Irish men and women less willing to marry only after 

achieving a somewhat secure income, began to marry younger in 

the late 18th century. Irish farms at that time passed to sons willing 

to wait for parents to transfer the farm in exchange for care during 
their waning years. But when it became possible to grow all the 

potatoes a family could eat on a quarter acre, marriage at younger 

ages became feasible. Then, Ireland rushed headlong toward 

catastrophe when the potatoes failed.

 Only 14 young Irish folks, all unmarried, came to Clinton 

before 1850. Margaret Hanley 

was only 15 when her feet touched 

American soil in New York after a 

long voyage. Within weeks she was 
serving meals and cleaning house 

for the six-member Lewis Van Vliet 
farm family in Pleasant Plains. Her 

days were long and depressingly 

lonely with so few Irish in the 

community. But there was some 

relief  when 80 other Irish, some 

with families, came to Clinton in the 

next 10 years. Like Mary, almost all 
were employed as domestics or farm 

laborers.

 The Irish received daily prejudicial treatment in cities 

where most lived and were employed. “Go back to where you came 

from, you drunken Pope-worshipping monkeys.” Indeed, there was fear. 

Typically, immigrant arrivals before 1845 were in small groups, 

but the Irish came in waves of  about 5,000 to 7,000 monthly 

during the 昀椀rst 10 years. Willing to take any kind of  job for, in 
many instances, whatever salary was o昀昀ered, was a real threat to 
American blue-collar workers. Top that o昀昀 with a religious threat 
from the Catholic Irish at a time when the number of  Catholics 

in America was relatively miniscule. Of  course, we now know the 

Irish became an assimilated group with over 25% of  the present 

population proudly claiming Irish heritage. $

Bill McDermott, founding president of  the Clinton Historical Society, is the author of  16 books, including Clinton, Dutchess County NY: A History of  a Town and 

Eighteenth Century Documents of  the Nine Partners Patent, co-authored with Cli昀昀ord Buck. 

CLINTON AND THE IRISH POTATO FAMINE

by Bill McDermott

Portrait of  John Lyon hangs in Town Hall
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NEWS & NOTES
∑

Friend us on Facebook at
Clinton Historical Society
clinton_historical_society.

Clinton Historical Society is a not-for-pro昀椀t 
organization established to preserve, maintain, 
promote, and educate on matters of  historical 

signi昀椀cance and interest in the Town of  Clinton  
and Dutchess County.

Newsletter Team: Craig Marshall, 

Judith Grabowski, and Trip Sinnott.
∑

Welcome New Members

Susan & Joe Aiello

Lia Kudless-Campbell & 

Ned Campbell 

Pamela Chisling             

Julie & Eitan Dor

Gary Stokes 

Michael Kaplan

∑

Board of Trustees 
Cynthia Koch, president

Craig Marshall, vice president

Cathy McMahon, secretary

Frank McMahon, treasurer

Hon. Jim Brands

Anne Chen

Rise Cross

Gail Denning

Marge Fountain

William Holman
Jim Metcalfe

Richard Morse

Lisa Noval

Robert Schoch

Glenda Schwarze

Hon. Barbara Seelbach

Barbara Sweet
∑

SLEIGH BELLS RING, ARE YOU LISTENING?
by Harold Fountain

I
t’s Christmas day about 1870. Grandma and Grandpa live four miles away. Snow is 

about eight inches deep and it’s time to go for dinner. We could take the wagon but it 
would be rough on the frozen ground; it’s smoother with the sleigh. In fact, from now 

until March we will use a sleigh all winter long for travel.

 Several types of  sleighs serve our fam ily and the farm. A light cutter is the fastest 

and easiest to use: a single horse can trot without much e昀昀ort and can 昀氀y over the 
frozen, snow-covered roads. With a good fast trotter, we can go from Clinton Corners 
to Poughkeepsie in one-and-a-half  hours. Christmas 

shopping in the big city of  Poughkeepsie and back home 

in one easy day! We put the horse in a livery stall while we 
do the shopping. The heavy hauling with a team of  draft 

horses and a work sleigh — usually a set of  “work bobs” 

or double sleighs — would take about four hours for the 

same one-way trip and would make a very long day for the 

round trip.

 In the 1870s, all winter transportation, other than “shankʼs mare” (walking), was 
by some form of  horse-drawn sleigh. Snow was essential and when the 昀椀rst bare spots 
showed up, as winter gave way to spring, people shov eled snow onto the road to ease 

the sledding. In many areas, a large snow roller was used to pack the snow on the roads. 

Plowing of  the roads was just not done.

 The ice and snow of  winter was a season farmers looked forward to. Every heavy 

haul ing job was postponed until the 昀椀rst snow and heavy freeze because the inferior roads 
of  that time were then really useable. 

 There were many variations of  sleighs and horse hookups. The single horse on a 

small cutter (light sleigh) was the fastest but could only take two or three people. A two-

seated cutter, either with single runners or two bob sleighs, could take four to six people 
and maybe a little cargo. The heavy work sleigh, usually two bobs, could take loads of  

cargo: feed, fuel, wood, and any other heavy material. In fact, the heaviest loads to be 

hauled were planned to slide over the slippery snow and icy roads. Huge loads of  logs were 

hauled over iced roadways that could never be pulled with a wagon in the summertime.

 These days, it seems we have milder winters with less deep snow than we did over 150 

years ago. Also, the roads are plowed now, and salt and sand are added so we travel mostly 

on bare pavement. Maybe the quietness of  a sleigh with only the sound of  sleigh bells 

warning other drivers of  your presence was a more peaceful and ro mantic time.

 Maybe winter was more fun when sleighs were everybodyʼs winter transportation! $

Harold and Marge Fountain (current CHS Trustee) are charter members of  CHS (1975). Harold is 

Past President of  the Hudson Valley Draft Horse Association. Until recently, he had a large collection of  

antique carriages and sleighs.

The Fountain family enjoyed a sleigh ride in Clinton Corners, winter 2002.  

Cutter Sleigh

Progressive Dinner Update

The Progressive Dinner was a big 

success mainly due to our fantastic 

wine and dinner hosts. Although we 

missed holding dessert at the Creek 

Meeting House due to the renovations, 

the dessert committee managed to 

transform the Clinton Town Hall into 

an inviting dessert space — many 

thanks to the Town of  Clinton and to 

the Clinton Library sta昀昀 who were all 
so helpful with this.

∑



We welcome Anne Chen to the Board. She has a Ph.D in art history and archaeology and is an 
assistant professor of art history at Bard College. She has an impressive academic resume and is 
also an expert in digital technology.  Already she is working to catalog our collections with one of 
her students. Welcome Anne!

3
clintonhistoricalsociety.org • 845-675-1234

Construction Underway!

Two construction projects got 
underway this fall—repointing the 

gable ends of the building to exclude 
bats from the attic and modifying the 
building to make it accessible to those 
with physical handicaps. The repointing 
project is complete! If you look way up 
to the gable when you are next driving 
by, you will see a distinct difference in 
the appearance of the mortar above 
and below the line that separates the 

gable from the rest of the building. The repointed area has mortar that is closely 
inserted (pointed) between the stones rather than the rest of the building where 
is it sloppily applied over the surface of the stones. Rather than the old mortar, 
which chips away and leaves large voids, the new mortar is a custom recipe 
designed to “give and take” with changes in temperature. It is also carefully 
color matched to fragments of the 
original mortar that are still in place. 
 Just doing the two gable ends 
costs $70,000. We are grateful to 
Trustee Rich Morse who oversaw the 
project and saved us money by using 
his own heavy equipment to personally 
demolish an old chimney to make way 
for the repointing. The repointing is 
being paid for by a grant from the 
Dutchess County Historic Infrastructure 
grant program and from contributions 
from our private donors. Thank you! 

The accessibility project is also moving forward. A new 
deck has been laid over the concrete foundation of the 
front porch, making the surface level with the front doors 
and thus accessible to those in wheelchairs. The decking 
is gray and made from a composite material that looks 
like wood but is weather resistant. If you look at it right 
now, it looks great—but it will look even better when 
昀椀nished with new bases to the columns, which will match 
those seen in this historic photo. The accessible restroom 
is in progress and the foundation has been laid for the 
new ramp and accessible parking places. The front doors 
are being prepared for new accessible hardware and exit 
lighting. This project is paid for by a $100,000 Dutchess 
County Community Development Block Grant. And 

again, many thanks to Rich Morse for overseeing the work. 

President’s Report by Cynthia Koch

 We have had a busy fall with 
the Progressive Dinner and three 
interesting First Friday programs. I 
hope you have been able to join us. 
I have been busy writing a historical 
narrative of the Creek Meeting House, 
which is part of the Historic Structure 
Report that is guiding the building 

restoration. 
One of 
the most 
interesting 
nuggets I ran 
across is this 
statement 
from William 

H. Birdsall, written in a 1914 history of 
the Creek and Clinton Corners Friends 
meetings.
 A Friend tells me she well 
remembers how Elihue Griffen [Ben 
Germond house on Germond Road] 
and others sheltered the slaves and 
helped Alfred Underhill [who lived on 
what is today Meadowland Farm] 昀椀t 
out his family carriage to start in the 
dusk of evening ... for John Gould’s in 
Hudson and send them to Canada.
 For years I have heard that 
Friends in Clinton were active in the 
Underground Railroad, but this is the 
昀椀rst near-contemporary eyewitness 
account I have seen. I am grateful to 
Peter Bunten of the Mid-Hudson Anti-
Slavery History Project for tracking 
down a copy the pamphlet where 
this was published: 150th Anniversary 
Booklet of the Clinton Corners Friends 
Meeting: August 21, 1932.

New porch deck installed.

Progressive Dinner hosts Debra and Glenn Every  

welcomed eight guests to their home in Schultzville.

The repointed east side gable. 
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 Holiday Craft & Gift Fair - Sat., Dec. 2

at Evangelical Free Church 

of Clinton Corners

∑

Friday Program Meeting & 

Holiday Reception - Fri., Dec. 8

at Clinton Town Hall, 1215 Centre Rd.

Note locations. Details below.

TOWN OF CLINTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY

PO BOX 122

CLINTON CORNERS, NY  12514

MARK YOUR CALENDAR

FIRST FRIDAY PROGRAM MEETINGS 
Friday, December 8, 7:00 PM 
In person at Clinton Town Hall,

The Eight: The Lemmon Slave Case 

and the Fight for Freedom

Presented by Albert M. Rosenblatt, Judge, New York 

State Court of  Appeals (retired)

All but forgotten today, 

the Lemmon slave case 

was one of  the most 

momentous civil rights 

cases in American history. 

The case concerned the 

fates of  eight enslaved 

people from Virginia who 
were brought through New York in 1852 by 

their owners, Juliet and Jonathan Lemmon. 

The Eight were in court seeking, legally, to 

become people—to change their status under 

law from objects into human beings.

Presented in PartnershiP with the  

Clinton Community library.

2023 
Holiday
Craft & 

Gift Fair
Saturday, 

December 2
10 AM - 4 PM

New LocatioN: 

Evangelical Free Church 

of  Clinton Corners
20 Shepherds Way, Clinton Corners

(o昀昀 Salt Point Turnpike)

• Local Artists’ Crafts  
• Holiday Gifts 

• Homemade Soups
• Baked Goods

January 2024 - no program meeting 

Friday, February 2, 2024  7:00 PM 

Zoom only

Ammi Phillips: One of the Most Proli昀椀c 
American Folk Art Painters of His Time

Presented by Steve Lynch, former President of  the 

Fishkill Historical Society

Ammi Phillips (1788–1865) was an itinerant 

painter who painted portraits for more than 

昀椀fty years, producing over one thousand 

portraits in so many disparate styles that 

his works were once thought to have been 

painted by several di昀昀erent artists, since 
he seldom signed 

his paintings. Mr. 

Lynch will focus on 

昀椀ve Ammi Phillips 
paintings that are on 

display in the Van 
Wyck Homestead 
Museum in Fishkill.

Happy Holidays!

Holiday reception following the talk.

December eveNts


