








  
The whole town is a perfect cow-yard.”  A German 
geologist named Friedrich Rohde agreed with other 
travellers that Schenectady was not fulfilling its 
potential, that it was “not quite as prosperous” as it 
appeared. Of Union College that year (1802) he could 
only write: “There must be…very few students, or they 
must be kept in their cells, for I did not see a single one.” 
Yet missionary John Taylor, stopping that same year, 
saw in the city “a simplicity, a neatness that is very 
pleasing.” 

state is a matter of 
regret and astonish-
ment; - apparently 
following the di-
rection of original 
Indian footpaths, 
whereas the nature 
of the ground will 
admit of a spacious 
turnpike road; which 
I am confident, may 
be established at a 
moderate expense, 
compared with its 
great importance…. 
Schenectady is hand-
somely laid out… 

 
     In 1810, New York City Mayor De Witt Clinton was 
appointed to a legislative commission to explore “a route 
for a canal from the Hudson River to Lake Erie,” a 
connection to the Erie Canal that led to his election as 
governor in 1817. His Private Canal Journal, 
unpublished until 1849, reveals his thoughts on 
Schenectady, whose “dullness” caused him some 
“anxiety,” especially since he visited on the Fourth of 
July: 

   Cardinal Francois-Joseph leMercier 
 
 It contains about three hundred houses, and sixteen 
hundred inhabitants, mostly of Dutch descent. The fur 
trade has vanished, and with it their enterprise. Although 
they are situated in a country abounding in resources, yet 
they will not depart from their old track, and strike off 
into a new road, which would lead them to affluence.” 

 
“Imagine yourself in a large country village, without any 
particular acquaintance, and destitute of books, and you 
will appreciate our situation. Schenectady, although 
dignified with the name of a city, is a place of little 
business.  It has a Bank, a College, and a Courthouse, 
and a considerable deal of trade is carried on through the 
Mohawk; and all the roads which pass to the westward 
on the banks of that river necessarily go through this 
place. A great portion of the crowd that visits the 
Mineral Springs at Ballston and Saratoga also visit 
Schenectady. With all these advantages it does not 
appear pleasing, and we endeavored to fill up the 
gloomy interval between this time and our departure, by 
viewing the pageantry which generally attends this day.” 

 
     In July of the next year, Dutch scholar Adrian van der 
Kemp traveled through Catskill, Coxsackie, Albany and 
finally Schenectady: 
 
     “On Friday morning, I rode on to Schenectadi, where 
I spent a few hours with the Rev. Romeyn, one of the 
most learned and eminent divines of the Reformed 
Church in this State.  He communicated to me many 
important observations with regard to the soil, the 
stupendously increasing population of the western 
country, with its vast increasing strength. He assured me 
that fifteen hundred families passed by his house during 
the winter of ’91, to various parts of the Western lands.” 

 
 
 
 

       As the Irish author 
Margaret Wolfe Hunger-
ford wrote in her popular 
1878 romantic novel 
Molly Brown:    

    Isaac Weld, Jr. observed in 1795 that Schenectady’s 
older houses, built “in the Dutch style,” gave the city 
“the appearance of an ancient European city.” 
 
      Historian and clergyman Jeremy Belknap, founder of 
the Massachusetts Historical Society, had few positive 
things to say about the city when he stopped here on 
June 16, 1796. “This village is not a very sightly place 
either from a distance or when you are in it.” He briefly 
mentions Union College and the city’s boat-building 
industry, but: “At Skenectada the cows parade in the 
streets by night, and  make  dirty work before the doors. 

 
“Beauty is in the eye of 
the beholder.”  
 
 
 
                                          Lady Margaret Wolfe Hungerford 
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