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What Makes a House Worthy of Preservation? 

by Vivienne Ratner 

There are several criteria which I feel should be considered when 
determining whether a house is worthy of preservation. 

Age is the first criterion. I admit I get very excited when I see a 
house that is two hundred years old or more. I love the wide floor 
boards, the wooden nails, the hand-hewn beams, and, most of all, 
the hand-forged hinges. I have great admiration for the craftsman
ship that was involved. 

But if the house is off in the woods somewhere, where only the 
deer and the raccoon see it, then it becomes a house of architectural 
interest, but not of historic interest. History is not determined by 
buildings or dates; it involves people! The way they respond to cer
tain events that directly or indirectly affect them, and the way they, 
themselves, affect these events. That is what history is all about. 

Location and its occupants constitute the second and third 
criteria. The house has to be situated where things were happening. 
In addition, it has to have been occupied by families or individuals 
who were aware of and cared about what was going on outside its 
doors. 

I have two houses in mind that I am very concerned about 
because their futures are very precarious. They each meet every 
criterion mentioned above and more as being worthy of preser
vation. They are both in danger of being lost either through neglect 
or real estate development. 

The first is known as the Harmse-Odell Tavern~ situated in what 
is now the village of Irvington, but was at the time of its construc
tion, the Upper Mills of Philipsburg Manor. The house was built 
about 1693 and, therefore, meets my criterion of age. 

Jan Harmse came to the Upper Mills of Philipsburg Manor 
from Long Island, and built the house for his bride. 1 The original 

* See also Vol. IIMar. 1977, p. 10-11: Abbottsford Properties etc. 
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core was made of fieldstone, and its walls are four feet thick. The 
floor boards are covered by a relatively new floor, but if you go 
down to the cellar, you can see the original boards, each one a good 
18" wide. The bedroom doors still hang from their original hinges. 
There are hand-hewn beams, an original fire place, and the front 
door, the original Dutch door, hangs on hand-forged hinges. 

When Jan Harmse died, the land and house were tenanted by his 
son-in-law, Mathias Conklin and his wife, Sophia.2 The Conklins 
were among the original settlers of Suffolk County, L.I., Rye and 
White Plains, and also the Upper Mills of Philipsburg Manor. 3 

Conklin enlarged the house with a frame addition, giving it the ap
pearance which was typical of Dutch houses along the Hudson 
River Valley in the eighteenth century. He placed a stone to the left 
of the front entrance, carved with a large letter C for Conklin and 
the letter M and S on either side, representing Mathias and Sophia, 
with the date May 8, 1756. 

In 1749, while the Conklins were living in Philipsburg Manor, 
another young man, only nineteen years old, Jonathan Odell, and 
his wife, seventeen years of age, Margaret Dyckman Odell, leased a 
farm of three hundred acres on Anthony's Nose in Van Cortlandt 
Manor. 4 In 1752, their first son, Jacob, was born, and in 1756, 
their second son, John, was born.5 Very shortly after the birth of 
their second son, they moved into our house in Philipsburg Manor, 
previously occupied by the Conklins, and leased from the Lord of 
the Manor some 500 acres of land. The rest of their children, Isaac, 
William, Abraham, Jane, Jemima and Rebecca, were born in that 
house. 

Jonathan Odell must have been an intelligent, decent and honest 
man because everyone seems to have respected him. He is referred 
to repeatedly in documents, letters, diaries, and it is obvious that he 
was held in high regard not only by his neighbors, but by men of 
consequence throughout the county, state, and, later, the new 
country. 

The first few yea ~, Jonathan was probably busy clearing and 
farming his very large leasehold. He did not turn his home into a 
tavern right away. The Town Minutes of Philipsburg in 1760 and 
1761 list a number of tavern keepers in the town, and Jonathan 
Odell was not one of them. In 1715, when Benjamin Franklin 
became the Postmaster General of the colonies, the Albany Post 
Road had already become a very busy thoroughfare. A weekly mail 
service was established between New York and Albany, and Mr. 
Franklin's famous milestones were put in place. Two of them, #26 
and #27 flanked the Odell house. They still do so, one in Irvington, 
just north of the house on the west side of the Post Road and the 
other, in Dobbs Ferry on Mercy College property, exactly one mile 
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apart. In an advertisement by a postrider of the "Constitutional 
Post Office" in the N.Y. Journal and General Advertiser in 1775, 
notice is given that newspapers and letters will be left at various 
taverns along the way, one of them, "Owdles." 

On July 9, 1776, only five days after the Continental Congress 
announced the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia, the 
Provincial Congress of the Colony of N.Y. in White Plains for
mally ratified the Declaration. They immediately changed their 
name to the "Convention of the Representatives of the State of 
New York" and moved to Harlem, where they began the con
struction of a constitution for the new State of New York. John Jay 
was one of the writers and staunch advocates of this constitution. 
After the Battle of Long Island, when the British occupied New 
York City, the Convention moved to Fishkill. The Executive 
Committee, called the Committee of Safety, trailed behind the 
main body, attending to the immediate and urgent problems facing 
the new state, such as the organization of an army, militia com
panies, hospitals, stores of food and ammunition, and lodging for 
the refugee patriots fleeing from Long Island and New York City. 
They made several stops along the way, never staying in one place 
for longer than a day, the British loving to lay their hands on them. 
One of the stops was at the "house of Mr. Odell, Philipse's Manor, 
August 31, 1776."6 

It was also extremely important that the Convention be kept 
abreast of the activities of the New York Regiments and the forces 
being organized in other states. A subcommittee for "Obtaining In
telligence" was appointed and authorized to hire post riders to 
carry daily intelligence from General Clinton's headquarters at 
Kingsbridge to Fishkill where the Convention sat. 7 One of these 
riders was Sampson Dyckman, nephew of Margaret Dyckman 
Odell, and another was Jacob Odell, oldest son of Margaret and 
Jonathan. 8 Also, at strategic places along the route, spare horses 
were to be kept for the riders. One of these places was the 
blacksmith's shop (no longer in existence) across the road from the 
Odell Tavern, run by Jonathan's son, Abraham. 9 These people had 
to be reliable and trustworthy, since they were carrying for the most 
part important and secret documents. ' 

There was never a question, right from the beginning, where the 
Odell and Dyckman families stood in the War for Independence. 
As a matter of fact, Frederick Philipse attempted to coerce the 
Odells and other tenants into signing a petition against the 
Congress and also one attesting to their loyalty to the King. They 
refused. 10 Jonathan Odell, all his brothers, his sons, and their 
cousins, the Dyckmans, became members of the militia companies 
organized in Westchester. 1 1 In addition, three of his sons, John, 

39 



Abraham, and Isaac, their cousin Isaac Odell from Yonkers, and 
four Dyckman cousins, became members of the select body of 
young men who became indispensable in the operations of the 
American forces in Westchester, the Westchester Guides. 12 They 
were carefully selected because of their intelligence, their loyalty, 
and also their knowledge of all the back roads in Westchester. They 
could be counted on to guide light horse troops for surprise attacks 
against British companies and also for quick retreats through short 
cuts only they knew. Abraham Dyckman was killed in the course of 
one of these retreats. 

After the Battle of White Plains, when the British army withdrew 
to New York, General Vaughn encamped with his men on the Odell 
farm, destroying his orchard and his cattle, and taking Jonathan 
prisoner along with several of his neighbors to the Dutch Church in 
New York City, then being used by the British as a prison. His wife 
and daughters were terrorized and left almost destitute. Jonathan 
was the only one to return alive. 13 It was reported that he was 
helped to escape by members of his family, probably the Dyckmans 
in Kingsbridge or family living in Fordham, where Jonathan came 
from originally. 

These were indeed families that affected and were affected by the 
events that took place outside their homes. At the end of the War, 
Jonathan purchased the land he had occupied from the Com
missioners of Forfeiture: 

"Dec. 6, 1785. Sold to Jonathan Odel ofCounty of Westchester, farmer, for 
1,203 15s all that certain farm ofland situated in Manor ofPhilipsburg and 
County of Westchester, bounded northerly by land now or late in possession of 
John Jewel, easterly by land now or late in possession ofAnthony Fowler, 
southerly by land now or late in the possession ofDaniel Wilse, and westerly by 
Hudsons River, containing 463 acres more or less as the same now possessed by 
said Jonathan Odel, forfeited to the People of the said State by attainder of 
Frederick Philips ...14 

His sons each found brides and also purchased lands of their own. 
His son, John, married his childhood sweetheart, Hannah Mc
Chain, and in 1785 purchased the house 15 which is today still in 
existence in Hartsdale on Ridge Road, and is the second topic of 
this paper. 

The central part of this house was built in 1732 by John Tompkins 
who came to Philipsburg from Eastchester .18 This house also has 
the wide floor boards, plus wooden nails, and original doors and 
hinges. It, too, meets my criteria as being worthy of preservation. 

John Tompkins sold the improvements on his leasehold, in
cluding the house to Gilbert Bates some time before the 
Revolution. Bates, like his neighbors, the Harts, the Tompkins, the 
Barnes, was of English ancestry, and remained sympathetic, 
although not necessarily active, in the British cause. However, 
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unlike his neighbors who changed their minds after experiencing 
the brutality and terrorism of the Queens Rangers, the Cowboys, 
he was never ready to hand over the control of the country to a 
bunch of ill-fed, ill-clothed, and poorly armed individuals who 
wanted to overthrow the established government. Ironically, it was 
the British who came one day in the fall of 1779, tied him to his 
horse and took him prisoner. He was never seen alive again. 17 His 
wife Sarah, took her children and ran in terror to stay with her 
family. The Henry Taylor family then occupied the house for a 
time. 18 It is not known whether the Taylors lived there from 1779 to 
the summer of 1781, or whether other families made it their tem
porary home, but it is probable that the house was occupied during 
this time, since there were so many left homeless by the ravages of 
war. 

In 1781, a miracle happened. Just when Washington's armies were 
ready to mutiny because of lack of pay, clothing, food, and the 
bare necessities, Lt. Gen. Jean Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur, 
Count de Rochambeau, was authorized by the French government 
to come to his rescue with $20,000 and an expeditionary force of 
five thousand well-armed, well-trained men, not to mention a 
French fleet under Admiral de Grasse. 19 

General Washington met with Rochambeau in Wethersfield, 
Connecticut, near Hartford, on May 22, 1781. Here they made 
preliminary plans for the French forces to march to the North 
River, and there, in conjunction with the American forces to retake 
New York City and defeat General Clinton. They also discussed 
there plans for a possible second campaign to help the American 
armies in the South who were struggling against Cornwallis. 21 

In July, 1781, Rochambeau joined General Washington, after a 
march of twenty-five days from Connecticut across Westchester, at 
our house on the Sprain River, where he made his headquarters. 
His army of 5,000 men camped on the grounds behind the house. 
Washington's headquarters was in the Appleby house about one 
and a half miles away.22 On at least six occasions, Washington 
joined Rochambeau at the Bates house, meeting in the barn on the 
premises, probably for two reasons: first because the house itself 
was too small to accommodate so many people, and secondly, 
because the barn afforded proper means of protection and also 
several avenues of escape, if necessary. 

The discussions between these remarkable men were very in
teresting. 23 They could make no move until they heard from Ad
miral de Grasse and could be sure that he was in a position with his 
fleet to support whatever action they decided upon and prevent the 
escape by sea of the British forces. They waited at their Westchester 
headquarters for six weeks before hearing that Admiral de Grasse 
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and the French Navy were situated off the Virginia coast and could 
support their combined action. 

During this period, the two generals had plenty of time to discuss 
throughly many possible courses. General Washinton would 
present to Rochambeau a series of contingency plans in the form of 
questions. Should they attempt to retake New York? If not, should 
an expedition be made against Cornwallis in the south. Rocham
beau then presented his contingency plans in the form of questions. 
He also asked basic questions about where he could store his sup
plies, about medical facilities, about accessible roads, etc. General 
Washinton answered with his own opinions and suggestions. 

These discussions were carefully recorded by two young officers 
with beautiful handwriting: Rochambeau's questions in the hand
writing of de Sibille and Washington's answers in that of Jonathan 
Trumbull, Jr. 24 

When word from Admiral de Grasse arrived telling of his position 
in Chesapeake Bay, the decision was made to abandon the New 
York campaign, and proceed south toward Virginia. 25 They left 
their headquarters on the Sprain River on August 18, 1781 and 
arrived at Yorktown, Virginia September 18, 1781.28 

At the end of the war John Odell and his wife, Hannah Mc
Chain, purchased the house which had been Rochambeau's 
headquarters from Sarah Bates, and 185 acres of land comprising 
the farm around the house from the Commissioners of Forfeiture, 
for 740 pounds. 

Shortly after, his young wife died, and John married Abigail 
Brown from Rye. They added a wing to the house in the late 1700's 
and began to raise a family. The descendants of John Odell have 
lived in this house right up until the present day. Ten years ago, in 
1965, Elizabeth Odell, a direct descendant of John, deeded the 
house to the New York Chapter of the Sons of the American 
Revolution with the provision that the Chapter seek to achieve its 
preservation and restoration. At present, the house is in a state of 
deterioration. Money is sorely needed to accomplish this, and it is 
now only due to the efforts of Elizabeth's nephew, Roland Odell, 
who lives there and cares for it, that the house does not meet a 
similar fate as that of the Appleby House, Washington's 
Headquarters, which burned down at the turn of the century. 

The Harmse-Odell Tavern in Irvington is in an excellent con
dition, having been lived in and cared for to the present 
day. However, the property is now being offered for sale, and the 
fate of the 1693 house is unknown. 
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"Nuit" and the Italian Villa Style 

by W. Knight Sturges 

What was the Italian Villa style? 
Although one of the less known of the nineteenth century 

revivals, it may be said to have been that which most generally 
suited American climatic and social conditions and represented a 
certain "return to normalcy" after the restricting classicism of the 
Greek Revival and the sometimes wayward romanticism of the 
Gothic. The Greek Revival aimed to fit domestic living into tJ!e 
form of a temple, while the Gothic, though allowing a greater 
freedom, was tied to religious concepts and required pointed win
dows whose medieval nature could only be made to suit the condi
tions of the time at considerable sacrifice. It is almost impossible to 
make a satisfactory window shade for a pointed window. 

The Italian Villa Style did not share these shortcomings. Its win
dows were generally rectangular and neither too large nor too 
smalL Plans tended to be compact and practical but with a whole
some latitude tending to allow a free grouping of rooms of various 
sizes. Likewise, the exteriors, in which some irregularity was per
mitted, were often composed by the introduction of a low square 
tower which rose one floor above the main roof line. It is this 
feature which, somehow or other, sets the Italian tone. Roofs, like 
their Italian forebears, were of low pitch; but, of course, were not 
of clay tile. Likewise, windows were not the legendary casements, 
but, though following them in proportion, were, for practical 
reasons double-hung. Wall surfaces were kept very plain, an effect 
often created by the use of matched boards whose flat surface, 
painted a shade of creamy yellow, was reminiscent of the stucco 
walls of Italy. 

Thus it was that by combining Italian forms with our native 
materials, our Italian villas remained essentially American and 
became a delightful new feature in the landscape. Today we 
recognize the style as part of the Victorian stylistic medley that does 
so much to lend interest to our surroundings. Houses of this type 
sprang up in the Hudson River valley; but the style was by no 
means regional. Far more adaptable than its predecessors, it is to be 
found throughout the eastern seaboard, the South (belonging, as it 
did, to the ante-bellum world) and in the older communities of the 
Middle-west. Architects who had practiced in the Greek and Gothic 
modes were quick to accept the Italian which proved so easily adap
able to the needs of the day. 
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It happens that Irvington has a particularly fine and important 
example of this style - "Nuits," which stands a couple of hundred 
feet back from the north side of Hudson Road and borders the ten
nis courts of the Ardsley Country Club. Built by Francois Cottenet, 
a French merchant, it gets its name from his home town in Burgundy 
(Wine lovers will be quick to recognize the name from the famous 
Nuits-Saint-Georges vineyard.) 

Cottenet married into a well-known New York and South 
Carolina family, and one of his daughters married into the old and 
established Schermerhorn family of New York City. Both families 
employed the talented young Danish architect, Detlef Lienau; and 
it would appear that his work for Cottenet preceded that for the 
Schermer horns , "Nuits" having been built in 1852. Lienau had 
come to this country in 1848 at the age of thirty; thus "Nuits" must 
be counted among the earliest works of his independent practice. 

An extraordinary thing about the house is that it is built of stone 
brought from France, a stone which possesses precisely the creamy 
stucco-like shade which was so much sought after. Here we are not 
dealing with matched boards but with a beautiful squared ashlar 
masonry set in the finest of mortars and in the finest of joints. It is 
purported to be from Caen in Normandy, famous since the Middle 
Ages for the hardness, and, at the same time, workability of its 
stone. 

Over the years the house has had many owners, and, though 
practically unchanged on the exterior, it has undergone a number 
of internal changes. Its main stair has been moved and several par
titions have been moved. Yet these changes have not destroyed the 
quality and character of the interior. One original feature which 
has remained untouched is the fireplace with a window directly 
above it, the flues being led up to either side. 

The present owner of "Nuits" is Mrs. Fearon Brown, whose 
parents owned the house before her. The best documented of the 
great Irvington houses, its original plans were discovered in the 
Avery Library at Columbia University in 1950. 

NOTE: My thanks are due to Louise Brown Risk for her kindness 
in sharing with me the fruits of her exhaustive research on "Nuits." 
Mrs. Risk is a life member of the Irvington Historical Society and 
the daughter of the present owner. 

The Roost is enlivened by personal contributions. All manuscripts will be 
given careful attention and consideration and will not be returned . They should 
be typewritten, double spaced. While every effort to insure accuracy is made, the 
Society cannot assume responsibility for statements made by contributors. 
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Remembering. .. 

by Matthew W oycik 

When I moved from Katonah, New York, in the Fall of 1929, 
Main Street in Irvington was dug up preparing for a concrete road
way from the railroad east to Broadway. Along Main Street the 
following stores were doing a thriving business: Abercrombie's 
Grocery & Butcher Shop; Butler Bros. Grocery, a big chain store 
then; Kraus' Market; Petri's Market; Bing's Hardware; Ben Lewis' 
Retail Store where he sold work clothes, bedding and anything in 
household goods that could be put on order if he didn't have it on 
hand - gloves, caps, hats, and all the clothes needed by working 
men and women. A wonderful fruit and vegetable store was owned 
by the Cavagnaro family and they had the best fresh fruits in and 
out of season. Lander's Market on Main Street, south of the then 
high school, was great. Mr. Lander always had a pot of coffee 
going and had a good business. He was always smoking those little 
cigars "Between-the-Acts" and while watching him, there were 
many "Acts" that went up in smoke. On Broadway, the A&P 
grocery adjoined the corner store, an ice cream specialty shoppe, 
where you could meet everyone in town; some time or other 
everyone could be seen there. Duncan Smith always welcomed his 
customers with a cheery smile and served wonderful sodas and 
frappes, now called sundaes. Smith later served the village 
faithfully as mayor. As mentioned above, next to the corner store 
was the A&P that was managed by Barney Reilly who later opened 
his own store, selling groceries, cold cuts, etc., at the corner of 
South Dutcher and Main Streets. His widow, Mrs. Reilly, still lives 
in Irvington. 

The streets were originally lettered before they were named after 
the first families of Irvington. "A" was the first one at the west end 
by the New York Central Railroad, followed by "B, C, D, E, F" 
and I'm hazy as to the "G" for Grinne! Street. Home place is one 
block south of Main Street and runs from "F" Street to the Croton 
Aqueduct. At that time most everyone knew the streets by the 
family names and it is so almost to this day. Buckhout Street is 
named after one of my present co-workers at Lord and Burnham, 
Ernie Buckhout, whose ancestor settled in Irvington before the 
American Revolution. 

Main Street was always a beautiful thoroughfare with an abun
dance of great trees, mostly elms. Unfortunately few of them sur
vived the Dutch elm disease. The only one I know of that was 
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not attacked by the disease was the last healthy elm growning on 
the southeast corner of Ferris Street and Home Place; this tree was 
cut down within the last three years by the new owners of the house 
who feared that if we had a storm strong enough to cause it to fall, 
it would fallon their house. I know trees and when this tree was cut 
down by expert treemen, I examined it before it was cut and split so 
as to handle it to take away, and it took several days to do the job. 
It was at least 130 years old and was as healthy as could be and I 
believe it could have lived another 25 years or so. It was a sorry 
event to destroy such a beautiful specimen of one of "God's" trees. 
How I miss it - it was a most fit setting, shading the house and 
also stopping the gusts of wind that now lash that way. 

Irvington was able to boast three barber shops, one operated by 
Pop Maffucci, one by Charles Howeiler and the third by Mr. Seus. 
In those days haircuts were twenty-five cents for children, including 
tonic, and fifty cents for adults. 

Joe Schunk operated the garage business at Broadway's north
west corner for many years and he was well-liked for his honesty 
and mechanical ability in keeping most of the estate owners happy 
because of his loyalty in service. He really was a nice guy and Ir
vington was fortunate in having him. 

Today, Irvington, like other communities, has given way to the 
supermarkets and people have lost touch with the independent 
storekeepers who naturally have lost out to the new trend in super
market buying. That's progress! The increase in population has 
brought us the recent decline in little business activity. 

The Sunrise Ferry operated across the Hudson River from Ir
vington to Piermont; the ferry slip can still be seen at the most 
westerly portion of the Burnham property. While the service only 
lasted a couple of years, it was always a pretty sight, watching the 
ferry anchor. 

In 1929, I was employed by the John L. Thurston Estate on 
Harriman Road directly opposite the entrance to the Cedar Ridge 
development. My job as gardener and dairyman provided me with 
milk, vegetables and fruit, as well as wages. Private estate gar
deners and superintendents were then expected to keep all shrub
bery and trees in good condition. In those days you didn't have ex
pert treemen do the pruning and necessary tree bracing, plus all 
that estate-keeping demanded, and the owners questioned your 
knowledge when hiring. 

On Mr. Thurston's estate the livestock I had to take care of con
sisted of two Jersey cows and one bull, and quite a few chickens 
that provided all the eggs we needed. I believe the only other 
livestock was on the duPont and Halsey estates plus the last estate, 
Rutter'S, which was at the top of Main Street. (Mr. Rutter owned a 
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lock of George Washington's hair.) 
Along Harriman Road, then, from Broadway going east as far as 

Cedar Ridge, there were only about six homes you could see on the 
south side, while on the north side, around six or seven homes; in 
Cedar Ridge at that time, only seven or eight homes were built and 
occupied. The Rice Brothers were developers of Cedar Ridge and 
the Rey, Morgenstern, Schreiber, Templeton and Anton Wang 
families lived in the new homes. Mr. Wang later served as village 
trustee for a number of years. 

You can imagine the changes that took place on Harriman 
Road; going east to the reservoir, counting north and west, there 
were only about a dozen or so homes. You can see many new 
homes that are now on what was my garden on the Thurston estate 
- a tremendous change to the countryside. 

I recall Mayor Dickinson as the first I knew. Others- who served 
the Village well include Matt Murtha, who fathered the purchase of 
Memorial Park - a memorial to his very keen judgment - a very 
excellent man to whom we owe gratitude. Bill Murphy also served 
as Village Trustee at the age of 26, I believe, and made an excellent 
record also as Mayor. These two honorable men were held in high 
esteem for supplying work for the unemployed when the depression 
really hit Irvington. Many a man can thank Matt and Bill for 
keeping their families off the relief rolls. All of the Irvington 
residents who were elected to public office served honorably and well. 
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