


i FISHKILL: A PROBLEM, A SOLUTION
: AND A CALL FOR ASSISTANCE
by: Rich Goring

I
." The sound of the bulldozer is heavy upon the land. The heritage
- and history of beautiful southern Dutchess is being paved over to allow
- for new businesses at an alarming rate. This is a fact that I became aware
of while engaged in archaeological excavations in " Fishkill over the past
- tWO years.
!- Here at Fishkill was the major supply depot for Washington's Army
- during the Revolutionary War. Large forces of men rendezvoued, camped
- and suffered through northern winters at this then desolate outpost. There
- was little glamour in spending the war here, often far away from the main
iv army, and further still from home. Men and boys as young as fifteen stood
~ huddled and shivering around small flickering fires, picking apart the bones
of horses to eat the marrow inside so they might keep from starving. The
huts in which these men lived offered little protection against the wind
and cold since the mud had washed from between the stones which formed
f the walls. The roof leaked when it rained or when the snow began to melt,
- and the hut had the distinct odor of unwashed bodies mixed with gun-
- powder which was occasionally burned to “purify” the air.
f As if this wasn't enough suffering, smallpox became so prevalent in
- Fishkill that the hospital, full beyond its intended capacity, overflowed with
sick and dying soldiers. The Episcopal and Presbyterian churches were
- pressed into service as make-shift hospitals. These also were inadequate,
L and so some of the barracks helped to house the infected.

‘ If we were to enter one of these hospirtals, we would be witness to
E a truly grim panorama. Soldiers lie all about us, many almost entirely with-
- out clothing, coughing and cursing, some moaning, some sleeping fitfully.
They rest on barren floors or occasionally upon a pallet of straw which has
- not been changed even though occupied by three soldiers prior to the one
who now occupies it. If a limb must be removed, and amputation is fairly
common, it is merely sawed off by a surgeon while four strong assistants
keep the patient from struggling. The stump is not stitched or bandaged,
but is covered with tar. There is no anesthesia to ease the pain, nor are
there antiseptics to prevent infection. Cries of pain and a call for water
momentarily distract us and, for the first time since entering, we don't
notice the overpowering stench of sweat and vomit, but it soon returns
and is inescapable.

This is how the war was fought in Fishkill. No quick merciful death
greeted those brave men, no drums and fifes urged them into battle. Yetr
‘they suffered and persevered, enduring more than most could endure to-
day. We hear much about the rigors of winters spent at Valley Forge or
Morristown, yet the winters and the suffering at Fishkill were just as severe
if not more so. Fishkill was not occupied merely for a winter or two, but
for nearly the entire period of the Revolution, from late 1776 through 1783.
It was the site of an extensive military center composed of barracks, hos-
pitals, a prison, an ordinance store, powder magazine, armory, huts, work-
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shops, a park for wagons and artillery, storehouses, a cavalry stable and a
blacksmith shop.

Despite the importance of the area, however, little attempt has been
made to make known the full story of the sufferings and sacrifices of these
patriots, or to locate and preserve the structural remains of the depot and
encampment. Archaeological work has been done only when it was learned
that certain areas were about to be destroyed. The blacksmith’s shop was
excavated while a bulldozer literally hovered hungrily over the shoulders
of the excavators. The shop's location is now marked ly a new gas station.
The supposed site of the barracks was “excavated” under similar circum-
stances, and will soon be noticeable as the site of a large shopping com-
plex. Will the cemetery containing the bodies of the soldiers who suffered
and died in Fishkill be paved over next?

Historical research has had to take a back seat due to the urgency of
gcttix:i information and artifacts from the ground before they were de-
stroyed. But ideally, historic site archaeology draws upon two sources: the
information buried in the ground, and the information buried in the docu-
ments of the times. Taken individually, each can be interesting, rewardin
and helpful in understanding the particular area to which they are apph'ecf
But it is only when the two are employed jointly that their maximum po-
tential is realized.

What is needed then, and what I have already begun, is a compre-
hensive research program, designed to bring together into one source as
many of the references to Revolutionary Fishkill as can be found. An ap-
plication for a Youthgrant, a federally%nded program under the National
Council on the Arts, is presently being prepared and will shortly be sub-
mitted to the National Endowment for the Humanities. The Fishkill Supply
Depot Historical Research Project is designed as an eight month program
in three phases. The first phase would involve research of locally available
sources (e.g., Public Papers of George Clinton), and through interviews
with local historians who have conducted previous rescarch on the subject.
The second phase will consist of research of sources outside the immediate
area, such as those in the collections of the New York Public Library, New
York and Massachusetts Historical Societies, Boston Public Library, and
the Morristown, New Jersey National Park Library. Phase three of the pro-
ject would involve organization and dissemination of the material. I in-
tend to make known the results of the research through every practical
channel, such as talks given to school groups and historical societies, and
articles written for lications dealing with state or local history. The
research will also be used to aid in the location, preservation and protec-
tion of structural and occupational remains of the depot and encampment.

The National Endowment for the Humanities gives preference to pro-
jects which are co-funded by local organizations and individuals interested
in the results of the research. The Endowment urges applicants to secure
one half of the funds for the proposed project. The budget for the Fishkill
Supply Depot Historical Research project totals $4,778, and so, in this case,
$2,389 must be raised from donations and pledges of donations.
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Contributions, which should be sent to the Chairman of the National
Endowment for the Humanities, Washington, D.C., are tax deductible and
the donor may remain annonymous if he desires. Donations or pledges
should name the Project Director (Rich Goring), the name of the project
(Fishkill Supply Depot Historical Research Project), and the donor’s name,
address and amount of donation or pledge. So that I will be able to know
how much has been contributed to the support of the project, donors should
also send a copy of the pledge to me at 7 Sherwood Place, Hyde Park.
Copies sent to me, the Project Director, need not include the donor’s name
if the donor wishes to remain annonymous.

This project, and others like it, is designed to be supported by the
people, and the results are intended to be available to all. The soldiers and
patriots cannot tell their own story. They lie silent in their graves, their
sacrifice all but forgotten. They deserve to be remembered, but it cannot
be done without your help. Celebrate the freedom and the life that these
men made possible by their sacrifices and suffering. Give what you can so
that we may know.
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“Pawling — History and traditions.” Part II (Includes much Quaker his-
tory).V. 30, 1945, p. 42-53.

“Moravian Mission to the Indians at Shekomeko.” V. 37, 1952, p. 35-41.

"Old Stone Church — Rhinebeck.” V. 40, 1955, p. 29-31.

"St. Paul's Church — Red Hook.” V. 40, 1955, p. 32-37.

“Passing of the Dutchess County Bible Society — 1965.” V. 50, 1965,
p. 28-30.

“The Refczzmed Churches of Dutchess County 1716-1967.” V. 51, 1966,
p. 32-42,

“Trinity Church, Fishkill” V. 52, 1967, p. 35-43.

“Dutchess County Quakers and Slavery — 1750-1830.” V. 55, 1970, p. 55-60.

“Clinton Corners Friends Church.” V. 55, 1970, p. 66-69.

"Westminster Presbyterian Church — Salt Point.” V. 55, 1970, p. 71-74.

"Christ Church, Poughkeepsie 1766-1966.” V. 51, 1966, p. 58-62.

“The Friends Meeting House.” V. 56, 1971, p. 48-52.

"St. Paul's Church, Tivoli.” V. 21, 1936, p. 38-67.
|
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REVOLUTIONARY ERA

(See also articles under “Biography, Revolutionary Era”)
“Vessels at Fishkill during the Revolution.” V. 10, 1925, p. 25-28.
“Clinton P(;izt — Poughkeepsie.” (Home of George Clinton). V. 11, 1926,
p- 31-34.
"Farm-life in the Hudson Valley, 1769-1779.” V. 18, 1933, p. 41-53.
“Events on Hudson’s River in 1777 as recorded by British officers in con-
temporary reports.”
Pare I — V. 20, 1935, p. 88-105.
Pare II — V. 21, 1936, p. 105-120.
Pare IIl — V. 23, 1938, p. 34-38.
“The Congress and the Montgomery — Continental Frigates.” (Built in
Poughkeepsie — 1776). V. 21, 1936, p. 99-103.
| “The Founding of the Society of the Cincinnati.” (Officers in the Revolu-
: tionary Army). V. 28, 1943, p. 23-29.
“Dutchegs County Tories of the Revolutionary Period.” V. 29, 1944,
p. 68-75.
| “Ratification of the Constitution by the State of N. Y. at Poughkeepsie —
}J 1788.” V. 48, 1963, p. 30-41.
\‘ “Defending the Highlands in the Revolutionary War." (The military im-
| portance of this part of the Hudson River). V. 49, 1964, p. 36-38.
“The Restoration at New Windsor Cantonment.” V. 49, 1964, p- 39-42.
“Derick Brinkerhoff home.” (2 miles east of Fishkill — Revolutionary
;‘ period events there). V. 52, 1967, p. 28-32.
| “Fishkill, the Breadbasket of the Revolution.” V. 52, 1967, p. 44-48.
" “Dutchess County people — Loyalists and Quakers, 1783.” (Concerns 264
| families whose property was confiscated and who were forced to settle
|
|

in the Province of Ontario, Canada). V. 52, 1967, p. 91-99.
(Additional note: V. 34, 1949, p. 13. Mention of a Tavern at Noxon which
was used by Rochambeau and his retinue as they journeyed from the
east to confer with General Washington at Newburgh. This tavern
is now the home of Emil Walters, a local artist, town of LaGrange).
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