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   Once the deed was enacted to establish ñSpencers town,ò the type of governance used to organize the settlement automatically 

had its origins in English law in Massachusetts. According to mid-18th-century records, Spencers town was established as a pro-

priety with the grantees receiving the exclusive title to the property via a patent conveying a portion of the available public do-

main. The instrument was called letters patent, an open public record. In a Massachusetts colonial ordinance in 1741, a propriety 

is roughly equivalent to ñpropertyò based on old English law. A propriety or a proprietary settlement is peopled by one or more 

private landowners who retain rights that are normally the privilege of the state. Essentially these rights were those that a prop-

erty owner has by virtue of the ownership, therefore are considered ñnatural rightsò as opposed to ñacquired rights,ò such as 

easements or franchises (the latter being special privileges conferred by government). An integral assumption in a propriety is 

the right of the proprietor to make a profit. (This differs from another common method of settlement during colonial times: a 

See HISTORY on page 4 
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   District Schoolhouse #3 and the Christian 

Church of Austerlitz, two of the most signifi-

cant historic buildings in the hamlet of Auster-

litz, were 

acquired by 

the Auster-

litz Histori-

cal Society 

in early 

2011 when 

the trustees 

of the two 

properties 

legally 

transferred 

title to the 

Austerlitz 

Historic 

Society.   

   In 2009 the two buildings were deemed po-

tentially eligible for listing on the State and 

National Registers of Historic Places by the 

New York State Office of Parks, Recreation 

and Historic Preservation which noted: 

ñDistrict School No. 3 portrays the educational 

history of the hamlet, and is of the characteristic 

single-room, single-story type with front-gabled 

roof.  Christ 

Church, while 

solidly within 

the established 

meetinghouse 

tradition, nev-

ertheless dis-

plays the influ-

ence of the 

growing Gothic 

Revival move-

ment in ecclesi-

astical architec-

ture in the first 

half of the 19th 

century, though in most all respects it remains 

solidly within the Wren-Gibbs tradition with its 

symmetrical massing and prominent engaged bell

-tower.    With the hamletôs Congregational 

Church no longer extant, Christ Church remains 
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A Coffee Conversation about the Austerlitz Historical Society 
  

We talk a lot about attracting younger members to the Society. As I am very gratefully aware, 

we have excellent, stalwart, long-time, dedicated volunteers who keep us going by serving on 

committees, baking pies, dishing ice-cream, parking cars, mowing lawns, fixing problems, 

acting as a Trustee ð you name it! If you look at the list of members, however, you get the 

impression that many of us are white-haired and some of us are a bit tottery! 

  

There might be opportunities where you could encourage your friends and neighbors to think 

about the past in a new way and how we might be of interest to them. I call them coffee con-

versations ð times when you could remind someone that we are building a library of genea-

logical reference material, that we are developing a research library, that the Blueberry Festi-

val and Autumn in Austerlitz are offering more educational activities (thanks to the excellent 

work of the Education Committee), that we are looking for someone to coordinate oral histo-

ries from our community, that we need to be able to make our wonderful (and expanding!) 

facilities available to the public on a regular basis ð and that's just the beginning.  We have 

lots more ideas than we have people to organize them.  

 

Perhaps one of these activities might interest someone who hasn't yet joined-if you mention 

what we're doing and how one can sign up. When you're sharing a cup of coffee, or whatever 

you like to share with friends, keep the Society in mind. Make it part of the conversation 

where you can. Many newcomers are interested in hearing about the history of this area 

and would welcome the opportunity to become more connected. I'm sure there are 

folks who have lived here all their lives but have never been to Old Austerlitz. 

  

When I was raising a family, I seldom thought about family history or re-

gional history. I scarcely thought to ask my parents and older relatives about 

their lives. Now that I am the eldest in my family, I have many questions but 

no one to ask. So I understand why it's not easy to get busy folks to join the 

Society and help us move forward. But we are building a powerful presence 

ð help us get out the message. Take the opportunity to have a coffee con-

versation! 

By Gail Cashen 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

Î    May 15th:  QUARTERLY MEMBERSHIP MEETING 
 The Quarterly Meeting will be held at the Austerlitz Church on State Route 22 at 2pm. Join us as we celebrate the   

 acquisition of the deed to the church and schoolhouse with a historical review of the buildings. 

Î April 9th:  ETHNIC POT LUCK SUPPER 
 Come meet your neighbors and join us for a wonderful pot luck supper at the Harvey House on Saturday,  

 April 9th at 5:30 pm. The Harvey House is located at the Old Austerlitz Village on State Route 22.  

Î    June:  PLEIN AIR PAINT OUT 
 Old Austerlitz will be open to artists who wish to avail themselves of the scenic views and buildings for their artistic  

 renditions. Contact Dorothy Bakker at dbakker@hotmail.com for more information. 



   District School #3 was built circa 1852 

and reflects changes in New York State 

law concerning the establishment of 

schools as well as principles advocated 

by educators of the time who sought to 

provide a healthier environment for stu-

dents.  Its high ceiling space and many 

windows answered their call for more 

adequate ventilation and lighting while its 

small entrance vestibule met demands for 

less drafty classrooms and a more formal 

plan.2 

   The 1853 church building was founded 

by the Christian Connexion (sic), one of 

the many denominations that arose in 

New England during the religious revival 

known as the Second Great Awakening.  

Forsaking traditional practices and theol-

ogy, the sect eschewed the ritualism and 

liturgies that were becoming common-

place among mainline protestant denomi-

nations.  Nonetheless, its choice of a 

building form associated with long-

established denominations reveals the 

inner tension between the reformersô de-

sire to create a new version of Christian-

ity and the iconic appeal of the New Eng-

land house of worship that had already 

become ingrained in popular American 

imagery.  The opening of the Austerlitz 

Christian Church was attended in 1853 by 

a number of prominent ministers of the 

sect who would shortly go on to establish  

Antioch College, one of Americaôs first 

co-ed institutions of higher learning open 

to students of all races.3 

 

 

 

 

1. Krattinger, William. ñPotential State & 

National Register of Historic Places Designa-

tion Candidates Austerlitz hamlet, Columbia 

County, May 2009.ò  New York State Office 

of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preserva-

tion. 

 

2. Warren, Susanne R. ñContext Study: The 

Schools of New York State, Development of 

the School as a Building Type.ò New York 

State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic 

Preservation, Albany, New York, 1990. 

 

 3. ñThe Christian Connection,ò  Wikipedia. 

AHS ACQUIRES DEED TO CHURCH & SCHOOL 
P a g e  3  V o l u m e  2 3 ,  I s s u e  1  

as Austerlitzôs sole his-

toric 19th century eccle-

siastical resource.ò1 

   Although long associ-

ated with the Austerlitz 

Historical Society and 

the venue for a number 

of the Societyôs events, 

the buildings have been 

under separate owner-

ship until the recent transfer and were 

maintained by two locally prominent 

families, the Muglers and Herrons, both 

f o u n d i n g 

members of 

the Austerlitz 

H i s t o r i c a l 

Society who 

also incorpo-

rated their 

preservation 

in the mission 

statement of 

the Society. 

   In prepara-

tion for the 

transfer, the 

propertiesô 

trustees un-

dertook major 

repairs on 

both build-

ings, includ-

ing re-roofing 

and the exte-

rior painting 

of the church.  

The Auster-

litz Historical 

Society also 

undertook a comprehensive survey to 

assess the buildingsô conditions as well as 

the feasibility of acquiring ownership. 

   Mr. Ronald Lenny, former president of 

the Austerlitz Historical Society who was 

instrumental in initiating the transfer, 

noted that the buildings were of 

ñexceptional historic value to the hamletò 

and Mrs. Gail Cashen, current president 

added:  ñThe schoolhouse and church are 

concrete reminders of the development of 

centralized communities that began in 

Columbia County and New England after 

the post-Revolutionary era.ò 

CHURCH, continued from front page 
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and because it actually was in New York 

State with a concept of municipal govern-

ment and ethnocentrism distinct from that 

of Massachusetts, and in addition, be-

cause of  political reasons, Spencers town 

never became a town in the legal sense as 

recognized by New York State. Rather 62 

years later in 1818, it acquired a different 

name: Town of Austerlitz.  

   Spencers town unofficial boundaries 

were more encompassing than the actual 

dimensions of the Town of Austerlitz in 

1818. Despite common and current mis-

beliefðand, yes, disbeliefðSpencers 

town included all of the land in both 

Spencertown and Austerlitz hamlets 

along with the various ñcornersòð

Morehouse, for exampleðencompassing 

the entire Town of Austerlitz. The deed 

description in the original deed denoted 

the eastern and southern boundaries as 

benchmarks because Massachusetts offi-

cials had already recorded the deeds for 

Nobletown (Hillsdale) south of Spencers 

town and Stockbridge, Massachusetts, on 

the east. 

   While the original Spencers town in-

cluded all of what became the Town of 

Austerlitz, it also encompassed specific 

areas in what is currently the northwest-

ern section of Hillsdale north of Harlem-

ville, the southeastern sliver of Chatham, 

and Red Rock in Canaan. These settlers 

self-identified as part of Spencers town, 

many belonging to the Congregational 

church that became incorporated as St. 

Peterôs Church in 1803. 

   The accompanying 1774 map on which 

Spencertown is identified shows the area 

covered in the original deed from the 

state line west to what became Chatham 

(1795). The chorographical (think topog-

raphical) map plotted from actual surveys 

by Claude Joseph Sauthier in 1774 by 

order of the last New York provincial 

governor, William Tryon, was one of the 

first relief, cadastral maps drafted of the 

Hudson valley area. Sauthier identified 

the property boundaries of Spencertown 

and neighboring claims, such as Noble-

town and New Canaan. He also indicated 

disputed claims, by locating both place 

names in their separate property lines. 

Thus Renslaerwyck [sic] (the Lower 

Manor of the Van Rensselaers) was writ-

ten through part of the same map area in 

Spencertown. Although this map was 

drawn 17 years after the first proprietorsô 

meeting, it was the first to indicate the 

actual dimensions of Spencertown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. I always use the punctuation, spellings, and 

conventions, copying faithfully the usage 

found in whatever original manuscript being 

consulted, because their usage or lack thereof 

can easily misrepresent the writerôs intention 

as, for example, the addition of a comma to 

separate listings not in use at that time in 

handwritten documents, which can skew the 

writerôs clarity. 

2. Henry Campbell Black, Blackôs Law Dic-

tionary, St. Paul: West Publishing Co., 1968,  

p. 1281. 

3. Black, p. 1384. 

4. Barnard Vincent, La période coloniale in 

États-*Unis people et culture, Boston: Hough-

t o n  M i f f l i n  C o m p a n y ,  2 0 0 4 

<en.wikipedua.org/wiki/Proprietary_colony>  

5. Black, p. 1384. 

6. Black, p. 298. Also Bernard Vincent, foot-

note 5. 

7. Samuel Freeman, The Town Officer; or The 

Power and Duty of Selectmenéand Other 

Town Officers: as Contained in the Laws of 

the Commonwealth of Massachusettsé Bos-

ton: Thomas & Andrews, Faustôs Statue, 

1805, p. 242.  

8. Spencers town Proprietorsô Minutes, ms 

transcribed by Sally Light and Suzanne 

Winkler, 1988, unp. 

9. March 28: History of Columbia County 

New York, Philadelphia, Everts & Ensign, 

1878, p. 36.  

10. These sections are verified in various 

documents extant in the 18th century, which 

will be discussed in later installments with the 

appropriate family. 

11. History of Columbia County, p. 384. 
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chartered company had corporate organi-

zation with potential profit distributed by 

the corporation.) 

   Under English common law, the ad-

ministration of patentsðor proprietiesð

included the usual attendant necessities 

for the common good of the populace, 

such as surveying and building roads and 

developing common lands, as well as 

establishing private property boundaries. 

Furthermore, the properties were held by 

the populace as common land for the 

schoolhouse[s], the commons or green 

(grazing area usually within the center of 

a hamlet for the protection of the larger 

domestic animals), a cemetery, and a 

meetinghouse for all gatheringsð

governmental, religious, educational (as 

in lectures), and recreational. These vari-

ous areas of commonly held land often 

were contiguous with no legal subdivi-

sions separating them into individual 

deeds. 

   They represented the values of the ar-

riving group and were an integral part of 

the propriety. In this case, the church was 

Congregational. The primary purpose of 

the schools was ñto teach their children 

and youth to read, write and cipher.ò 

   Eight months after the deed was writ-

ten, the proprietors held their first meet-

ing on May 31, 1757, passing seven votes 

of a housekeeping nature. In the next 

installment the emphasis will center on 

these ñtownò records to show what was 

important to them in developing the pro-

priety and how they dealt with the chal-

lenges that manifested. 

   Note that quotes were placed around 

ñtownò above. A town is a completely 

different concept from a propriety. In the 

progression of laws controlling munici-

palities from the 1750s through the 19th 

century, different solutions were enacted 

to fine-tune municipal government. In 

Freemanôs book on Massachusetts town 

officers and laws, town laws started in 

1767, ten years after Spencers town was 

established and were modified continu-

ally. 

   Towns represent the legal subdivision 

of the larger government while proprie-

ties are not subdivisions. Because of this 

History, continued from front page 
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By Connie Mondel 

 
This  item is from the AHS collections. It is constructed from hand-carved wood, 
circa early 1800ôs. Is it: 
 a.)  A shoulder yoke ð These yokes fit across the shoulders with a 
 cut-out for the neck. Ropes or chains were attached to each end to 
 carry buckets of milk, water or maple syrup. 
 b.)  A native American paddle ð These paddles were used by north-
 eastern tribes to navigate their canoes in shallow streams. The unique 
 design  enabled them to make quick turns and to push obstructing  
 rocks out of the way. 
 c.)  A butter churn ð This hand held churn is placed in a barrel of 
 milk and rotated back-and-forth between the palms to churn milk into 
 butter. 
 
 
 

See bottom of page 9 for the correct answer. 

What Is It? 

 

Ethnic Pot Luck Supper 
 

An Ethnic Pot Luck Supper is being planned for Saturday April, 9th, to be held at the Harvey 

House at Old Austerlitz.  It is our hope that a major snow storm will be a rarity in April; that 

the prospect of being able to meet, after many months of shortened or fewer social activities, 

will cause our members to welcome this early April event. 

 

An Ethnic Pot Luck can provide some of our members the opportunity to prepare and share 

a meal associated with a nationality or culture and be a joyous and ñtastyò occasion.  Some 

of us may have relatives from Ireland, Germany, Spain, India, Sweden, China, etc. in our 

background. (Recently, I asked a neighbor if that was true of his family. He recalls asking his grandfather about his background 

and got the answer ñIôm a Yankeeò. In that case we could be enjoying a ñYankee Bean Soupò). 

 

Your dish can be one that you have enjoyed or found to be delicious in a cookbook, perhaps from Madhur Jaffreyôs ñInvitation 

to Indian Cookingò. Our plan is to have those interested prepare a dish for at least 6 to 8 diners. Arrival with others, who have 

prepared dishes, between 5:30 and 6:00 pm would enable all guests to dine together at 6:00 pm. In addition we suggest that 

those preparing dishes bring the recipe so it can be shared. 

. 

The Harvey House is located on the Old Austerlitz site on State Route 22.  

 Once you know your schedules, if you are interested in participating or have questions, call Connie Mondel at 392-5874  
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Holiday Sing 
December 5th, 2010 


