RHS: Winter 2017
Friday, November 17, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, Tales from the Dutchess County Ancient Documents:
Crime and Society in Rhinebeck with Will Tatum
How did residents of eighteenth-century Rhinebeck react to suspicious deaths? In what ways did local slaves interact
with the legal system? What were the consequences when a Lutheran minister horsewhipped his flock into the street?
What fate awaited unwed mothers? Join Dutchess County Historian Will Tatum for a journey through the county’s
early court records, available online for the first time thanks to New York State Archives funding. These stories,
drawn from the period 1721-1759, illuminate little-known episodes in the everyday life of early Rhinebeck.
Refreshments will be served.

President's Message Winter 2017
The Fall program season began with a fabulous
program by Tony Musso who lectured on the life of
Eleanor Roosevelt. We indeed learned about all of
her “Challenges and Triumphs”. Once again, a great
program from Tony. Last month Chip Holman told
us an amazing story of one of Rhinebeck’s famous
sons, Olin Dows as he painted his way through
Europe during WWII. Both lectures were filmed and
are on our website.
On January 27,1967, Rhinebeck Town Historian
DeWitt Gurnell formed the “Rhinebeck Historical
Club,” which held its first meeting at Town Hall that
date. His goal was to promote interest in local
history, collect local historical papers and articles
and find a suitable place to house them. The “club”
worked all year to set up a not-for-profit and have it
registered with the state. In November of that year
the Rhinebeck Historical Society was officially
chartered by New York State. So, this month we
celebrate our 50th Anniversary.
I invite all of you to come to our Anniversary party
on Saturday night, December 16 at the Rhinecliff
Hotel and help us celebrate this great occasion. Our
flyer is included in this newsletter.
On behalf of the RHS board I want to wish you and
your family a wonderful holiday season and a very
Happy New Year.
David Miller

John H Newman – Wilderstein’s famous
Chauffeur
by Jack Conklin
“In the cobwebby coach-house of the old
stable she found the man-of-all-work, Jacob, who
was chauffeur when he was not a gardener and
dairyman, lying on the floor with his head under the
car.”
This opens Chapter VIII of Edith Wharton’s
novel, “Hudson River Bracketed”. Edith’s setting for
this story is a thinly disguised “Wilderstein”, the
Suckley’s Rhinecliff Estate, and her Jacob/chauffeur
is an accurate depiction of the Suckley’s chauffeur
and man-of-all-work, John H Newman.
Cynthia Owen Philip’s book on the history of
Rhinecliff includes an accurate description of this
man. She wrote: “John Newman, who still lived in
the apartment of the Suckley’s Coach House, was a
mainstay in the smooth running of the household.
Always “polite, reserved and deferential he met the
train, drove children to tennis and riding lessons,
taught them a good deal about driving cars, got the
mail and did special errands.” A good summation of
the work history of the man who was at
“Wilderstein” for 50 years. But there was much
more to the Newman story than his connection to the
Suckley’s.
John H Newman was born in Washington,
DC, in 1885 to immigrant Irish parents. His father
and mother were living in Verbank a town in
Dutchess County when Civil War General and
Washington Congressman John H Ketcham arranged

a job for him in the US Treasury Department. His
father was employed there for 44 years until his
death in 1935. By 1906, his son John was back in
Dutchess County, passing a chauffeur's exam, and
"wooing" the "Belle of Rhinecliff," a Miss Helen
Kieley. He found employment as a chauffeur at the
Suckley's "Wilderstein" and remained there for the
rest of his life – some 50 years. In 1915, the Suckley
employed six servants in addition to Newman and his
wife. By the 1940s they were down to two, the
longtime cook, and John H Newman, the
indispensable handyman, gofer, trouble shooter,
mechanic, part-time car salesman, all on a reduced
salary. He was the last of Wilderstein's employees,
dying in 1957.

Newman was slight of build, 5 feet 10 inches
tall and weighing 140 pounds, according to
information on his WW2 draft registration card. At
age 57, he had gray hair and gray eyes with a ruddy
complexion.
Newman and his wife Helen or "Nellie" as
she was known lived in an upstairs apartment in the
Suckley's grand old stable and carriage house turned
garage. The carriage house was a marvel of style and
practicality. Architect Arnout Cannon of
Poughkeepsie designed the three-story, heated,
elaborately decorated structure. The exterior sports
an onion-shaped dome for ventilation, a customdesigned brick chimney for the heating plant, and
exterior walls covered with decorative sunbursts,
spindles, botanical cattails, fancily engraved initials
(RBS and the date ‘88) and a beautifully carved

horse head. The barn was used only briefly for
horses, as it was closed down in 1897 and the family
moved to Europe. The Suckleys owned a fleet of
automobiles, including a 1904 Orient Buckboard, a
1906 Packard "30" and a 1912 Hupmobile 32
Tonneau. When the Suckleys returned from Europe,
John Newman became the caretaker of the cars.
Newman thrived on automobiles, that great invention
of transportation that rendered the horse and buggy,
and the Wilderstein Carriage House, obsolete. He
made the automobile the center of his work ethic, a
skill that made him essential to continued
employment by the Suckleys, as well as providing
significant extra income to offset the dwindling
salary from "Wilderstein." (photo of Carriage
House)

Daisy, the last Suckley to inhabit Wilderstein
discussed Newman in an Oral History session with
Rhinebeck historian Marilyn Hatch. She stated her
mother wanted Newman to get another job since
Wilderstein couldn't afford to have that man
anymore. But Newman made himself useful by
coming up to the kitchen once a day to take orders
for the food. He did the shopping for the house, she
said. Daisy remarked that he sold cars on the side.
She said Newman complained to everybody that he
was living on pauper’s wages. Mrs. Suckley, Daisy's
mother, encouraged him to leave – that she could not
afford to pay him anymore, but he wouldn't leave. He
stayed here until he died.

The oral history included details of Newman's
wife Helen Kieley, called "Nellie" by the Suckleys.
After her husband died, she could no longer live in
the Coach House apartment, and she moved into the
Suckley's rented "lodge" where she "house sat" for
the tenants, watching over Freeman's dachshunds.
Daisy relates a story of Newman acquiring a car
from Douglas Fairbanks Jr, the movie star, and
keeping it in the Coach House. After he died, Nellie
refused to sell the car, which was worth a
considerable amount but gave it to the Rhinebeck
Doctor who took care of her. Daisy suspected that
Mrs. Newman had a "considerable amount of
money," which observation later proved quite
accurate.
We can trace Newman's employment from the
US Census data and account books still in
Wilderstein's archives. The Newman's listing in the
US Census in 1915 and 1920, show an occupation as
"Chauffeur" but not living at "Wilderstein." In
addition to his chauffeur duties, Newman was also
acting as the farm superintendent. From 1922 to
1926 this account book lists the employees at the
estate and the incidental expenses he requested for
reimbursement. In 1930 the Census reported his
occupation as "Superintendent" of private estate and
as renting at "Linden Hall," a property adjacent to
Wilderstein once owned by Edith Wharton's aunt. In
1940 the Census listed his occupation as "Farm
Super" at a salary of $1200 per year and living at
Wilderstein.
Newman was more than a "handy-man" and
"farm super." He acted as a "liaison" between the
Suckley family and the townspeople. Benson Frost, a
prominent Rhinebeck lawyer, used John Newman to
help him smooth over a financial matter Frost was
involved with. During the start of a town project the
Suckley's were interested in, Newman kept them
informed of the possible problems, writing a letter to
"Miss Margaret" (Daisy) with advice on a possible
solution. Daisy passed the letter on to President
Roosevelt., with whom she had a special
relationship. The project was most likely the
Rhinebeck Post Office which was of special interest
to Roosevelt.

It appears the Newman's were leading a
double life. The "handy-man" was an accomplished
entrepreneur. John Newman was a successful car
salesman, owned real estate in Rhinecliff,
Rhinebeck, and Millbrook. How he managed all
these activities while employed by the Suckleys
remains a mystery. Sold cars on the side hardly cover
it!
Daisy refers to her chauffeur marrying the
"Belle of Rhinecliff." Helen K Kieley was one of
eight children born to Thomas and Ellen Kieley, the
superintendent at William Kelly's "Ellerslie." This
was a prestigious job, as Kelly's model farm was well
known for its efficient operation. Her brother John
was a successful private secretary to 9 different US
Secretary of the Treasury in Washington, DC. He
spent 33 years in Government service. Her nephew,

Adrian Kieley, was a Staff Sgt. in the Army Air
Corps and was killed in action on a raid over
Germany in 1944. Another brother retired from a job
as a railroad clerk. Her father owned several rental
properties in Rhinecliff. The Kieleys, Irish
immigrants, earned their way into the middle class,
making their children successful and financially
secure. Nellie's activities were frequently reported in
the local Rhinebeck Gazette newspaper implying
some level of social standing.
In 1913, John Newman was in an auto
accident while driving Mrs. Suckley in their Packard
Touring car. The accident occurred in the center of
Rhinebeck and was witnessed by the Town
Superintendent and duly reported in the local
newspaper. He ran over a man, breaking seven ribs
and dislocating his vertebrae while swerving to avoid
an oncoming car. No blame was assigned to the
Suckley chauffeur. The man recovered.
Newman's interest in automobiles is
manifested by his appointment as an exclusive sales
representative for several car companies. From 1920
through 1930 the local paper displayed
advertisements for Chevrolet, Chrysler, and
Studebaker referring customers to John H. Newman
at the Hub Garage in Rhinebeck. The Rhinebeck
Gazette paper lists Newman's car sales to the Dows,
Merritts, Lynchs and a tractor to Morton's "Ellerslie,"
all prominent local families.
In 1914, the Newmans started to invest in real
estate. Their first acquisition was a property in
Rhinecliff purchased from Nellie's mother. In 1921,
they acquired property near Rhinecliff's Slate Dock
road; in 1928, 9 acres near Fox Hollow; in 1929 a
property on lower Mill Street in Rhinebeck. When
Mrs. Ellen Kieley died in 1929, her daughter inherits
her Rhinecliff property. In 1944, they acquired a
large farm on Chestnut Hill, south of the Village of
Millbrook, that once was the property of the Suckley
family! Not a bad accomplishment for a chauffeur
earning $1200 a year!
Local Rhinebeckians who remember him
report he was a good card player (Pinochle), was
captain of his bowling team, always wore a suit coat,
and enjoyed an occasional drink of whiskey

(probably Irish). It appears that the Newmans could
afford better accommodations, yet they continued to
live in an upstairs apartment in the Suckley's Coach
House.
The Suckleys were apparently not aware of
all the extra activity of their part-time chauffeur and
handy man. However, Edith Wharton was aware of
John H Newman's activity at Wilderstein and
remembered him well enough to use this unique
character in her 1927 novel.
New Board Members
The Board of the Rhinebeck Historical Society was
fortunate to have 3 new board members join us in the
past year. Connie Lown, Eve D’Ambra and, our
newest member Duane Ragucci.

Connie Lown was born in Rhinebeck and happily
retired here six years ago after a career in the travel
industry, specializing in the South Pacific. Attending
our informative monthly programs led to her
volunteer work on the Astor map repair project
which expanded to helping on various ongoing
archival projects.
Eve D’Ambra is the Agnes Rindge Claflin Professor
of Art History at Vassar College. For the past several
years Eve has been cataloging the materials in the
Southlands Collection that was damaged in a fire in
2011.
Duane Ragucci is a retired Elementary School
Principal from the Arlington School District and has
lived in the Hudson Valley for thirty-five
years. During those thirty-five years she has learned
to appreciate its beauty and history. Presently, at the
Rhinebeck Historical Society, she is working with
Mike Frazier cataloging the Hevenor Family letters.
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Celebrate our 50th Anniversary
The Rhinebeck Historical Society
invites you to a holiday party
Eat, Drink & Think and, of course, be Merry, too!

___________________________________________________________

Saturday, December 16th, 2017
6.00pm—8.00pm at The Rhinecliff hotel
Founded in 1967, the Rhinebeck Historical Society’s mission is to preserve the historic character of the Village
and Town of Rhinebeck through the collection, arrangement and proper care of historic records of various kinds
which have a bearing on local life of the past. Enjoy a fun and educational trivial quiz program with festive
drinks, appetizers and dessert while testing your knowledge of historic Rhinebeck – there will be prizes!

First question: Where will you be on 12/16/17?
For more information, call Connie Lown at 845.516.5083 or e-mail Lownconnie@gmail.com
-------------------------------------------------------------------------Please enclose this completed form with a check payable to Rhinebeck Historical Society.
Mail to: Rhinebeck Historical Society, PO Box 291, Rhinebeck, NY 12572

Name____________________________________________

Phone_____________________________

Address_________________________________________________

# of tickets________ @ $25 per person.

Amount enclosed $____________

Seating is limited -- reservations required; checks must be received no later than 8th December 2017

The Rhinebeck Historical
Society thanks our supporting
Business Members

The RHS is looking for volunteers to
help in the local history room at the
Starr Library. The room is open to the
public on Thursdays from 10 am to 4
pm. Scholars and researchers come in
looking for help with their work, and
others send in research requests via
email. Volunteers could either assist
them directly or do so indirectly by
working with the collections in our
archives. No prior research skills are
necessary. However, attention to
detail, interest in history, delight in
working with other people, and joy at
solving puzzles are all most desirable.
It is a great opportunity to learn about
our town while helping others. For
information call Mike Frazier at
845.876.7462 or e-mail
michaelfrazier@earthlink.net.
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Doing Local History Research?
Come visit the Rhinebeck Historical Society Archives!
We are open Thursdays 10-4 in the Local History Room
the lower level of the Starr Library in Rhinebeck
Please call or e-mail to let us know you are coming:
845-876-7462
michaelfrazier@earthlink.net

Visit us on the web @ Rhinebeckhistoricalsociety.org

THE RHINEBECK HISTORICAL SOCIETY ‐ UPCOMING PROGRAMS
Saturday, December 16, 6pm at the Rhinecliff Hotel, The 50th anniversary of the Rhinebeck Historical
Society
It's hard to believe that it has been 50 years since the Rhinebeck Historical Society was created. Join us for a
celebration at The Rhinecliff hotel. We are planning a great program to challenge your historical knowledge of
Rhinebeck's people, places and events. There will be fun, games and prizes! See flyer in this newsletter.

Friday, February 23, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, World War I and the End of the Gilded Age with Don
Fraser
Don Fraser, the Educator at Staatsburgh State Historic Site (Mills Mansion), will explore how the
extravagances that characterized the Gilded Age withered away in the cataclysm of the Great War. Society
hostesses changed their bejeweled gowns for Red Cross uniforms. Staatsburgh’s Ogden Livingston Mills quit
his job as a New York State Senator to serve in France as an Army captain. And a tornado of social changes –
including votes for women, labor-saving inventions and the income tax – swept away the Gilded Age and
ushered in a new era. Refreshments will be served.

SAVE THESE DATES

Friday, January 26, 7:30pm at the Starr Library, Life in Rhinebeck During the WWI
To commemorate the 100th anniversary of The Great War, David Miller, President of the Rhinebeck Historical
Society, will discuss what life was like in Rhinebeck during those fateful years 1917-1919. Using old
photographs, war posters, and articles from the Gazette Advertiser we will learn how WWI affected daily life
in our little town. Refreshments will be served.

