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CAMP WOODLEA—A PIONEERING CHILD-CARE PROGRAM IN OUR TOWN

by Santha Cooke and Craig Marshall

F
ew local residents realize that Clinton was home to one 

of  the earliest ‘progressive’ camps for young children—a 

summer camp very di昀昀erent from most. 
 In 1932, New York City resident Nell Goldsmith purchased 

a 45-acre abandoned apple orchard on the as-yet-unnamed dirt 

road between Centre and Allen Roads. There she established 
Camp Woodlea, for which the road was later named. Nell had 
experienced the joy of  free play and outdoor exploration with 

siblings and cousins in her own youth, and she was passionate 

about o昀昀ering similar opportunities to young children throughout 
her career. Woodlea o昀昀ered refuge from hot, gritty city streets, and 
later, from the potential dangers of  war. The program followed 
children’s interests, supported by the care and guidance of  trained 

counselors. Children’s curiosity led their learning—in contrast to 
camps organized around adult ideas about what children should 

learn and do.
 Nell’s younger daughter, Gerda 

(Slavson) Cooke, was three years old 

in 1932. She still lives on the Camp 
property, and in a recent interview, she 

reminisced about campers, sta昀昀, and 
activities. She remembers: 
 • Fifty campers between 2 and 

8 years old came from NYC, the 

local area, and even other countries. 
They lived and played in groups 
housed in cabins equipped with age-

appropriate toys and materials. Each 
group was guided and supported by a 

counselor, an assistant counselor, and a 

housekeeper. Other sta昀昀 included cooks, 
a maintenance man, and a nurse, all 

resident throughout the summer.

 • A typical day began with breakfast in the large screened 

dining room, where all but the youngest children gathered for 

meals. After breakfast, children and counselors returned to their 
cabins or ventured out to explore. They waded and swam, enjoyed 
walks and picnics, gardened and interacted with animals including 

horses, rabbits, chickens, pigs, goats, dogs, and cats. They climbed 
trees, and ran barefoot. Every cabin had a sandbox, o昀昀ering 
endless opportunities to build and create together. The Woodlea 
brochure evokes some of  the options to explore: “Here are easels 
and paints, workbenches and tools, books and musical instruments, 

all carefully selected and appropriate. Here children dress up, 
make believe, play house, go berrying, catch turtles and frogs, and 

enjoy country living.” After a busy morning, children gathered 
again for lunch. Then: nap, snack, and another play period before 
dinner, a story, and bedtime. 
 • Parents paid $400 ($6,900 today) for the eight-week 

program, and visited on Sundays. Back 
then it took four hours to drive from 

Manhattan to Salt Point; the Taconic 
State Parkway did not yet exist, and the 

local road system was less developed 

than now. Much Camp food was grown 
at Woodlea. 
     Woodlea prospered for 20 years. 
The Woodlea Foundation, established 
in the 1940’s, promoted the idea that 

“Racial Harmony Begins in Childhood.” 
Supported by luminaries Frank Sinatra, 

Marian Anderson, Josh White, Harry 
Belafonte, Howard Fast, Roma Gans, 
and others, scholarship funds allowed 

children from diverse backgrounds to 

continued on page 2

Story time with Nell.
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NEWS & NOTES
Members are encouraged to submit 

information of interest to the Society at 

large. Please send your emails to us 

c/o craigmarshall266@aol.com.

∑
WELCOME NEW MEMBER

Mike Butler
∑

 

POTLUCK SUPPER

& ANNUAL BUSINESS MEETING

Friday, April 5 at 6:30 PM 

at the Creek Meeting House

New trustees will be elected after  

we enjoy a potluck supper. 
Bring a covered dish to share.

∑

CALL FOR NOMINATIONS

The Board of  Trustees is seeking 
nominations for trustees. 

Interested persons should contact 

Craig Marshall at 845-242-5879 or 

craigmarshall266@aol.com
before March 22.

∑

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  

Kathleen Flood, Judith Grabowski,  

Craig Marshall, and Trip Sinnott

Board of  Trustees
Cynthia Koch, president

Craig Marshall, vice president

Cathy McMahon, secretary

Frank McMahon, treasurer

Hon. Jim Brands
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Rise Cross

Marge Fountain
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Jim Metcalfe

Richard Morse

Lisa Noval

Robert Schoch

Glenda Schwarze

Hon. Barbara Seelbach
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President’s Report

Hello Everybody,

It has been a busy winter 昀椀nishing the ADA accessible improvements 
funded by the county. And I have been busy writing more grants.  

Thank you all for your 昀椀nancial support as members and donors to the 
restoration!

Please plan to attend our Potluck Supper and Annual Business Meeting 
on Friday, April 5 at 6:30 PM at the Creek Meeting House. 

Save the date of Saturday, June 29 for the Driving Tour Celebrating 
Clinton Landmarks.

Cynthia Koch
President

attend, making Woodlea one of  the 昀椀rst inter-
racial children’s camps in the United States. 
In her diary of  November 9, 1946, Eleanor 
Roosevelt described speaking to members of  the 

Foundation. She visited Camp Woodlea in person 
during its last summer, 1952.

    Nell continued her work with children, as

 director of  the New York City Health 
Department’s Division of  Day Care, Day Camps 

and Institutions, and as the 昀椀rst Executive 
Secretary of  the National Association for the 

Education of  Young Children. Her grand-
daughter, Santha Cooke, is beginning to organize an archive of  materials related to her 

work and its legacy, to be housed on the Woodlea property.
 In 1942, a 20-minute video of  the camp operations was 昀椀lmed on site, and distributed 
world-wide with translations by the O昀케ce of  War Information. It can be viewed on 
YouTube, searching with the title “A Child Went Forth.”
 We thank Gerda and Santha Cooke for their invaluable help with this article. ß

Camp Woodlea... continued from page 1

The new walkway at the Creek Meeting House.
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2024 DUES ARE DUE
Your CHS membership is important!  
The address label on this newsletter 

shows the most recent year of  paid dues. 

 Student ..........................$10

 Individual ......................$20

 Family ...........................$35

 Friend ............................$75

 Donor  .........................$150

 Patron ..........................$250

 Benefactor ...................$500

 Visionary ..................$1,000

 Life ...........................$5,000

Please make checks payable to:

Clinton Historical Society
and mail to: PO Box 122

Clinton Corners, NY 12514
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HOLIDAY CRAFT FAIR FULL OF GIFTS

The Clinton Historical Society sponsored its 2023 Holiday Craft and Gift Fair, held 
Saturday, December 2 on the campus of  the Clinton Corners Evangelical Free 
Church. The location change to the Upton Lake Christian School gymnasium 

was due to the ongoing renovations at the Creek Meeting House. There was room for 
more than 20 local craft vendors in the gym. 
 The crafts featured were polymer sculptures, metalworks, homemade candy and 
jams, all kinds of  wooden objects, beaded jewelry, handwovens, knitwear, crocheted 

plushies, notecards, 昀椀ne art prints, paintings, pebble art, and more. The Society sold their 
books, seasonal tag sale items, homemade soup and baked goods. 

Many thanks to the volunteers who made the day possible.

  Kudos to the Craft Fair Committee—Pat Phelan, chair; Cathy McMahon, Lisa 

Noval, Mary Jo Nickerson, and Glenda Schwarz—for planning, organizing, and working 

before, during, and after the event. We are grateful to those who helped with a variety 
of  tasks from baking and soup making, moving and packing up boxes of  tag sale stu昀昀, 
to room set-up, table sta昀케ng, and end-of-the-day clean up. Thanks go to Julia Fountain 
Amato, Marion Auspitz, Jim and Lori Brands, Rex Bridges, Annette Cerrato, Gail 
Dennings, Marge Fountain, Elliot Hawk, Marilyn Donahue-Shiller, Judy Grabowski, 
Cynthia Koch, Frank McMahon, Jim Metcalfe, Joe Noval, Cora Oakley, Joe Phelan, Judy 
Rebholtz, Karen Summerlin, Je昀昀 and Susan Silvieus, Lisa Thomas, Jayne VonVorumb, 
and Eliot Werner. Special thanks to the Church sta昀昀 members who were wonderful to 
work with—and for the use of  their space, tables, chairs, and kitchen free-of-charge. They 
also provided holiday music during the day!

 Visiting with neighbors and making new friends was a delightful way to kick-o昀昀 the 
season. We had a successful day for both fundraising as well as community involvement! 

Crafter Mario D’Auria, Popeye Pen Co. Crafter Sarah Remiling, Sarah’s Crocheted Stu昀케es
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Some of  the CHS volunteers, l-r: Cora Oakley, Glenda Schwarz, Mary Jo Nickerson, 

Cynthia Koch, Lisa Noval, Pat Phelan, Cathy McMahon, and Judy Grabowski.

Book Review

by Craig Marshall

I’m here and I have 

things to tell you

by William P. 
McDermott  2023

A more complete 

understanding of  

the circumstances of  

local life and individual deaths in the 19th 

century has been brought to light through 

a study of  1,100 cemetery headstones 

by William P. McDermott. He takes the 
reader on a journey to graveyards in 

Clinton, Hyde Park, and Pleasant Valley, 
pointing out how headstone inscriptions 

give what is often the only record of  the 

existence of  former residents. In his study 
covering 1778 to 1913, those inscriptions 

often reveal the cause of  death, such 

as cholera, steamboat drownings, and 

even murder. His table “Age at Death by 
Gender” sheds light on infant mortality 
and life expectancy during this period, and 

he provides information on why these rates 

changed over time. Brief  biographies of  
individuals and families whose headstones 

are noted give interesting histories. 
Even headstone materials are reviewed, 
including early Quaker wood types that 

have long since weathered away. A pictorial 
review of  over ninety types of  headstones 

in these ten cemeteries with accompanying 

notes completes this fascinating account of  

little known local history. 70pp.  $10.

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.
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MARK YOUR CALENDAR

2024 FIRST FRIDAY PROGRAM MEETINGS 

MARCH 1, 7:30 PM via Zoom only

Susie Barstow and Her Circle: the 

Women of  the Hudson River School

Presented by Nancy Siegel

Why do we not 

know more of  Susie 

M. Barstow (1836–
1923), a proli昀椀c 
artist and notable 

昀椀gure in the 昀椀eld of  
American landscape 

painting? Nancy 

Siegel, Professor 

of  Art History at 
Towson University, 
draws on previously 

unknown archival 

materials (letters, 

dairies, photographs, paintings, drawings, 

and sketchbooks) to discuss the life and 

career of  this fascinating artist within the 

context of  the Hudson River School.

JUNE 7, 7:30 PM In person & Zoom

Carriages and Sleighs 

of  the Hudson Valley

Presented by Richard Lahey
 

Richard Lahey, a founding member of  the 

Mid-Hudson Driving Association, presents 
a program on 19th century horse-drawn 

carriages and sleighs. The vehicles were 
collected over the course of  昀椀fty years and 
many are still in his collection. Some are of  
special interest because of  their connection 

to local Dutchess County residents, and 

others for their use in various movies.

C

CAPRIL 5, 6:30 PM

POTLUCK SUPPER 
Bring a covered 
    dish to share. Annual 

Business 
Meeting

MAY 3, 7:30 In person & Zoom  
Dutchess County Schoolgirl Samplers: 

More Than Meets The Eye

Presented by Stacy Whittaker 

This talk will examine embroidered 
samplers from 

Dutchess County 

and how much 

they can tell 

us about local 

history, women’s 

education, 

religion, material 

culture and 

more. Special 
attention will 

be given to work made by 

girls from Clinton and nearby towns. Ms. 
Whittaker will also discuss the Dutchess 

County Sampler Initiative and why our area 

is so important in the history of  American 

Schoolgirl Needlework.


