
The musical is not overly interested in the grander political 
forces at play in colonial New York, but there are some key 
moments when they come crashing in. We see a meeting 
between French Canadian officers and their indigenous 
allies where they plan their strike on upstate New York, 
initially targeting Albany. This moment situates the story 
in the complex web between the English, the French, the 
Haudenosaunee (Iroquois), and the indigenous peoples of 
Canada. At the end of Act 1, as rumors of the attack swirl 
during autumn 1689, Governor Jacob Leisler releases a 
proclamation that no residents can leave the village, trapping 
Anna and Simon before 
they can move to the 
Netherlands. Leisler 
and his rebellion are a 
separate topic deserving 
of their own article, but 
rest assured that he 
was causing a lot more 
trouble than ruining the 
van de Bogarts’ travel 
plans. 

All of this builds to the 
climactic massacre of 
Act 2. The French and 
indigenous soldiers 
march through an 
Adirondack winter, 
changing their target 
from Albany to the less 
protected Schenectady. 
While the scene is far 
more gruesome than 
you would normally see 
in a musical (people 
are gunned down in 
the street, a prop baby 
doll is slammed into 
a wall, the indigenous 
characters claim the 
scalps of those killed), 
the emotional impact 
is also greater. Many 
of these characters 
are people we had 
spent the last two 
hours getting to know, 
watching their joys and 
their sadness as the narrative works its way to their doomed 
conclusion. Plus, the Bradt, Schermerhorn, and Vrooman 
families were all real people who lived in Schenectady at this 
time. Jan Baptist van Epps, a young man who gets taken back 
to Canada, was a real captive who later escaped and returned 
to Schenectady. Alexander Glen, who had a good relationship 
with both the French and the indigenous peoples, claims that 
many survivors are members of his family so that they were 
not taken captive. Lawrence, a member of the Mohawk nation, 
appears to lend his aid. These historically accurate moments 

in the musical show that there were acts of heroism in dark 
times. Anna, who survived the massacre alongside Simon 
and Jan, provides a final message of hope in this moment, 
urging the townspeople to rebuild. This is the same message 
that Simon in 1776 is attempting to pass on to his nephew; 
that Arent must be hopeful and stay strong to support this 
new America, as a way to honor his ancestors of the Mohawk 
Valley. 

Hearts of Fire is not a perfect musical. Like any piece of 
historical fiction, it takes some liberties with the facts. Its 

depiction of indigenous 
peoples is earnest yet 
outdated, especially 
to a 2026 audience. 
Enslaved peoples are all 
but nonexistent in this 
version of Schenectady, 
although in real life 
they made up a large 
percentage of the 
casualties and captives 
of the massacre. On a 
technical level, some 
moments can feel 
almost sickeningly 
sentimental. But that 
sentimentality is the 
very thing that can 
make theater, and art in 
general, so powerful. I 
love musicals because 
they are one of the most 
humanizing forms of 
storytelling; they are 
all about big emotions 
and dramatic decisions. 
Thus, this piece 
accomplishes the same 
mission that we at the 
historical society strive 
for: to show that history 
is not made up of great 
men but of average 
folk just like us. Those 
people, with families, 
and fears, and dreams, 
are the ones who built 
our region into the place 

it is today. 

And now that all of the songs are thoroughly stuck in my head, 
it is time to hunt on eBay for a CD copy of the soundtrack. A 
task more daunting than hiking through the Adirondacks in 
February. 

Images: Hearts of Fire promotional materials. SCHS collection.
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Around the County 
with Bill Buell 
by Bill Buell, Schenectady County Historian

There’s a lot to see in upstate New York this summer if you’re 
looking to dive into Revolutionary War history, and you might 
want to add to your list of destinations a place like Old Fort 
Johnson on Route 5 just west of Amsterdam.

Fort Johnson? A Revolutionary War site? Well, yes. Sort of. 
While some of you historical nit-pickers out there might like to 
point out that there was never a battle fought at Fort Johnson, 
there was plenty of relevant activity going on at William 
Johnson’s former home on the Mohawk River.

Scott Haefner is a Schenectady native, a Linton High graduate, 
a former librarian at the Schenectady County Historical 
Society and the last person who could actually refer to the 
Mabee House in Rotterdam Junction as “home.” Now the site 
director at Old Fort Johnson, he reminded us that just because 
the Johnson family, staunch loyalists, had moved further 
west at the outset of the Revolution, doesn’t mean that there 
weren’t still things going on at the old homestead back east.

Johnson, one of the most influential men in America during 
the middle decades of the 18th century, had built Fort 
Johnson in 1749 before moving out to what is now the 
Johnstown area where he built another home, Johnson Hall, 
in 1763.

“When William moved to Johnson Hall, his son John moves 
into Fort Johnson, and [John] lives there until his father dies 
on July 11, 1774,” said Haefner, “John and his wife then move 
to Johnson Hall that fall, and stay there until heading to 
Canada in 1776.”

It wasn’t an easy time for the Johnsons and other loyalists 
living in the Mohawk Valley.

“In most places in America, there were a third of the people 
that were for independence, a third that wanted to remain 
loyal [to England], and another third that just sat home and 
didn’t do anything,” said Haefner, who lived in the Mabee 
House for five years during the late 1990s. “In New York, 
however, with the long Canadian border to the north, it was 
more of a 50-50 breakdown. You were either with us or against 
us. Some wanted to be neutral, but the Committee of Safety 
made that very hard,”

It was a visit from the Tryon County Committee of Safety that 
forced John Johnson’s hand and sent him to Canada.

“They disarmed him, and he was slated to be arrested in May 
of 1776,” Haefner said of the younger Johnson. “But he flees 
to Canada with his family, works with the British and becomes 
Superintendent of Indian Affairs up there, and a real empire 
builder. He gets very involved in creating Upper Canada and 
selling land in Ontario to the loyalists that had left America.”

When John Johnson left Fort Johnson, a fellow loyalist named 
Barclay moved into the home, but about a year later he also 
fled to Canada without paying any of the rent money he owed 
to the Tryon County Committee of Safety.

“It was weird the way the Committee of Safety treated 
loyalists,” said Haefner. “The policy of the government of New 
York was to hold the loyalists’ property in a trust, and in 1778 
they opened up the house and auctioned things off. But by 
1780 it’s pretty clear the loyalists aren’t coming back. So they 
initially sell the personal property that the loyalists had left 
behind and try to pay the militia with it. The militia always had 
a hard time getting paid because New York was going broke. 
Then they took the large land ownings of Johnson, and other 
loyalists too, and sold off 5,000-acre lots to raise some money.”

A member of the Tryon County Committee of Safety named 
Albert Vedder eventually purchased Fort Johnson in 1783 
and it remained in private hands until it was given to the 
Montgomery County Historical Society in 1906. Fort Johnson 
was named a National Historic Landmark in 1972.

So, investigating Fort Johnson to see what life was like for 
the loyalists is a good way to learn more about the American 
Revolution. And when Haefner looks to get away from 
the Johnson family and their home, he has a number of 
Revolutionary War sites in upstate New York he likes.

“Well, you have to go to Saratoga, and I recommend taking 
one of the guided tours of the park,” said Haefner, referring to 
the Saratoga National Historical Park. “You really learn more 
about troop movements and the fighting that took place 
there. Fort Stanwix and Oriskany are two good places in the 
Mohawk Valley to visit, and if you’re looking into the 1780 
raids, then you should go to the Old Stone Fort in Schoharie, 
and the Fort Klock site further west on the Mohawk.”

Image: Portrait of Sir John Johnson. Library and Archives 
Canada.
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Year Round 
Family Fun
by Audrey Jones

School is soon to be out for the summer, and if you have 
school-aged children or grandchildren they will like enjoy the 
extra freedom these months provide. While I am more than a 
few years removed from my own school years, I can still recall 
the joys of summer break and I hope you do too! Scattered 
throughout my school breaks were small, special activities 
to occupy my brother and I, giving us lifelong memories with 
beloved family and friends that we cherish to this day. These 
often involved visiting regional historic sites and museums.

We hope that through your SCHS membership you can make 
lasting memories with your own children or grandchildren 
not only in the summer, but year round. Each month we 
offer at least one program specifically created for families. 
Geared toward ages 5-12, these programs allow young 
Schenectadians to explore local history and culture in fun and 
engaging ways. For current SCHS members with a family level 
or above, you receive free admission for two children to most 
family programs. 

Right around the corner on August 7th your family can 
participate in Farm Kid Friday at Mabee Farm. Through hands-
on activities you and your family will experience life on a 
colonial farm as you build a replica barn together, churn (and 
taste!) your own butter, and meet and greet with our sheep 
and goats. Participants will also learn of the critical role that 

the Mohawk River played in the everyday lives of colonial men 
and women throughout the Mohawk Valley. Who knows? You 
may learn something new and fascinating for yourself right 
alongside your child or grandchild. 

If your family has previously attended a Farm Kid Friday event, 
don’t worry! We will have a brand new family program on 
our calendar as we celebrate America 250. You can join us on 
September 12th at 32 Washington Avenue in the Stockade for 
Schenectady Spies and step into the world of an American 
Revolutionary spy ring. Your family will discover how spies 
on both sides of the war secretly delivered key information to 
their allies regarding war plans and efforts. Will you crack the 
code and find the information you need before time runs out? 

The above programs are just two of the five programs we 
are hosting through the remainder of the calendar year. Stay 
tuned for our October, November, and December programs by 
following our social media accounts (Facebook & Instagram) 
or checking out our events calendar on our website. Please 
remember, even with a current SCHS membership we 
still need you to sign up on our website, as this allows us 
to properly prepare and ensure that every family has an 
enjoyable experience.

If you know a family who may be interested in our events 
or membership, please share our information with them, 
or consider gifting a membership. You, our members, 
are truly the ones who make our efforts at Schenectady 
County Historical Society worthwhile and who keep our 
mission going. Thank you for your contributions to keeping 
local history fun and engaging for the next generation of 
Schenectadians!
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The Daily Gazette 
Collection at SCHS
by Marietta Carr 
 
Newspapers are some of the most important and heavily 
used archival materials in any library collection. We’ve written 
about Schenectady’s rich history of local journalism and 
newspaper publishing (which dates back to the 1790s) as 
well as our Clippings and Family Files (clipped from a variety 
of local publications, organized by topic and surname) in 
previous newsletters and blog posts. We’re excited to share 
a new effort to preserve a vital piece of our community’s 
newspaper history for future generations: the Daily Gazette 
Collection. 

The Daily Gazette was originally established in 1894 when 
the Schenectady Printing Association, under the guidance of 
Gerardus Smith, took over a weekly called the Schenectady 
Gazette and converted the paper into a daily. The Gazette 
grew quickly, surpassing its competitors’ circulation numbers 
within two years, and developing into what many consider to 

be Schenectady’s ‘paper of record.’

For 130 years, the Daily Gazette maintained an archive of its 
newspaper print issues, the photography produced by staff 
photographers, and the clippings and reference materials 
used by journalists and editors. This collection contained 
bound volumes of print issues, microfilms and microfiche, 
print photos, clippings, indexes, film negatives and digital 
files on CD. Last year, the Daily Gazette determined it could no 
longer maintain this collection, and reached out to the Union 
College Archives and Special Collections and the Schenectady 
County Historical Society for help preserving the materials. I 
worked with Sarah Schmidt, director of Union College Archives 
and Special Collections, and Bill Buell, County Historian 
and former columnist at the Daily Gazette, to review the 
collection, determine the best way to preserve the content, 
and implement a plan to ensure future access to issues of 
Schenectady’s longest-running newspaper.

After reviewing the collection, Sarah and I determined that 
we needed two plans: one for ensuring access to the articles 
and information in the newspaper, and one for preserving the 
photography collection. The clippings, reference materials, 
and indexes were the smallest part of the collection and easily 
integrated with SCHS’ existing collections (e.g. the Clippings 
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Files). Several years ago, the Daily Gazette worked with 
vendors to create microfilms of their volumes of print issues 
1899 to 2004 (with some small gaps in the run) and digitize 
issues from 1921 onward, but these copies are not available to 
the general public. The earliest newspapers in their collection 
(prior to 1899) only exist in print; bound in large, extremely 
fragile volumes. 

For the newspaper content, the best way forward is to focus 
on making the historical issues accessible to the public for 
research through the NYS Historic Newspapers Project. We 
moved the earliest set of bound volumes (1894 to 1921) to 
our archival storage areas at Union College Library and SCHS, 
and all of the microfilm reels to SCHS. Thanks to funding from 
the Daily Gazette, we sent the first set of microfilms (1899 to 
1921, about 70 reels) to the Northern NY Library Network for 
digitization and processing for NYS Historic Newspapers. This 
process will likely take at least a year. The New York Historic 
Newspapers Project exists to digitize and make freely available 
for research significant runs of historic newspapers for every 
county in the state. The database is created and administered 
by the Northern New York Library Network in partnership with 

the Empire State Library Network. SCHS previously submitted 
twenty-four titles, all 18th- and 19th-century publications, to 
the NYS Historic Newspapers Project.

The next steps in this plan are to determine where there are 
gaps in the microfilm run and get quotes to have the bound 
volumes microfilmed and digitized. Due to the fragile nature 
of newsprint, and the condition of these volumes, we need to 
use a special vendor who can handle the materials properly. 
Due to the condition and fragility, these volumes will never 
be available for research use as merely touching and turning 
the pages leads to irreparable damage. Microfilming and 
digitization are really the only way to ensure the contents 
of these early newspapers will be accessible to future 
generations of researchers.

The second component of this project is processing the Daily 
Gazette Photography Department materials. The entirety 
of this collection was transferred to SCHS and temporarily 
stored at Mabee Farm in the Education Center. A team of 
skilled volunteers spent about six months working on sorting 
the materials, shifting the negatives into boxes for long-term 
storage, and describing the scope of the collection. In the 
spring, we moved the boxes to the SCHS Library for long-
term housing in our archival storage area, and we are now 
working on writing a discovery guide and a preservation plan 
for the collection. The collection is approximately 200 boxes 
(totaling 185 cubic feet), spans 1949 to 2010, and is organized 
chronologically. The labels and documentation accompanying 
the negatives and digital files are inconsistent, but generally 
indicate the photographer name and topic. The collection 
includes photos that appeared in the newspaper issues, but 
the majority of the images have never been published. We 
expect that this collection will be available for researchers to 
use in-person at SCHS by January of 2027.

SCHS will be the permanent home of this collection, but 
our small staff could not have undertaken a project of this 
magnitude without the support of our dedicated volunteers 
and our partnership with the Daily Gazette and Union College. 
Bill Buell and the Daily Gazette staff were essential in surveying 
and documenting the collection. Sarah Schmidt and Joanna 
DiPasquale of Union College have been instrumental in 
determining the plan of action and navigating the logistics for 
processing, preservation, microfilming, and digitization. 

Given the size, condition, and research value of the collection, 
it will take us many years to fully process the materials, and 
preservation will be a never-ending priority. Thanks to our 
volunteers and partners, we look forward to taking care of the 
Daily Gazette Collection for generations to come. 
 
Image, left: Pat and Dave Gosda pose with the processed Daily 
Gazette negatives at Mabee Farm's Franchere Education Center.

Image, above: The Daily Gazette negatives collection before 
processing.
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Revolutionary 
Women
by Mary Zawacki Graves

Threads of Liberty: Schenectady in the American Revolution 
is a new exhibition at SCHS that explores Schenectady’s role 
in the American Revolution. It makes perfect sense for us to 
open the exhibition this year; not only are we celebrating 
America’s 250th birthday, but our 1771 Liberty Flag just 
returned from spending a few years on display at the Museum 
of the American Revolution in Philadelphia. By centering the 
Liberty Flag amongst research, artifacts, and documents of 
the time period, our hope is that the exhibition will serve to 
both commemorate America’s semiquincentennial while also 
shedding a little bit of light on Revolutionary Schenectady.

 I say a “little bit” of light very purposely. Obviously 
the American Revolution is a complex subject, and the 
people who lived through it had myriad perspectives and 
experiences. It’s impossible to tell a comprehensive or 
complete history of the Revolution, even in a small town like 
Schenectady. Locally, we had patriots, loyalists, enslaved 
people, indentured servants, indigenous people, and women 
all of whom had their own ideas about liberty, equality, and 
self-government. And what makes telling a “complete” story 
of the Revolution here in Schenectady even more impossible 
is the dearth of primary sources. There’s not much in the 

way of firsthand accounts or original documents that tell us 
about Schenectady during the time period – primary sources 
that relate to Schenectady are few and far between. And the 
documents that we do have present a lack of variety in terms 
of perspective. That is to say,  every single one of the sources 
is male. And I get it. It was men who enlisted in the Continental 
Army, joined local militias, and served as quartermasters, 
on the various committees of safety, or in countless other 
positions. It makes sense, then, that the correspondence 
dealing with all of these issues would be to and from men.

But it’s still disappointing. I want to know what the female 
half of the population was thinking, feeling, and doing 
during this revolutionary time. From secondary sources, 
we know that local women were not just involved, but 
indispensable to the Patriot cause. From the outset of the 
war, when Americans began boycotting British goods, 
women increased production of clothing, including shirts 
and stockings that went directly to American forces. In the 
absence of able-bodied men, Schenectady’s women also took 
over farmwork, made, procured, and carried supplies, held 
scrap drives, and ministered to the sick and injured. We also 
know that unlike women in other colonies, Schenectady’s 
women were never forced to evacuate from their homes. 
Instead, they welcomed officers and men passing through 
town into their houses, providing food, lodging, and washing 
for them. Other Schenectady women likely went with their 
husbands’ regiments, trudging from camp to camp, and 
providing the same services of cooking and washing. Crucially, 
Schenectady’s women lost their sons, husbands, and brothers 
to the Patriot cause. Yet they remain nameless, and their 
grieving anonymous.  

The major exception is the Committee of Safety minutes. If you 
haven’t read it, I highly recommend a perusal (https://babel.
hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=miun.abp1949.0002.001&seq=5). 
Somehow it manages to be both fascinating and 
extraordinarily dull at the same time. Spies and loyalists show 
up. Men are hauled off to prison. Negotiations are made with 
the Mohawk, danger is sensed right outside town. And yet to 
glimpse these tense moments of the Revolution you have to 
sift through hundreds of, well, committee meeting minutes. 
Have you ever sat on a committee? I rest my case. But, there 
are women there! 

One example is Clarey Bastedo, who attended the January 
18, 1776 meeting to inform the Committee of Safety of “some 
intelligence…relative to the proceedings in John’s Town.” 
Clarey was sworn in under oath to give her testimony. The 
Committee of Safety then determined that whatever Clarey’s 
intelligence was, it needed to be sent to General Philip 
Schuyler: “We think it our duty to send you the inclosed, as 
the fact therein attested is in it self possible, and as it is so 
necessary to guard against and Counteract a thing of that 
sort.” I wish we could know what “a thing of that sort” refers 
to – my best guess is loyalist activity.

A month later, when the Committee wants to appoint John 
Bradt to captain of a company, they called upon his wife, 
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Maayke Bradt (née Fonda) to weigh in. John was away in 
Montreal on a trading mission, so Maayke comes in to share 
her sentiments on the matter, and to let the Committee 
know when John will return. Maayke is not the least bit shy 
to tell the fine gentlemen of the Committee that while she 
disapproves of John joining the army, “he always did as he 
pleased.” 

In May of 1776 there were a handful of prisoners being held 
at Schenectady who needed to be moved to Albany. This 
included a Doctor Sanden, who informed the Committee that 
his wife, also in Schenectady, “was near the time of delivery, 
and in such a situation that she could not with safety be 
removed.” Doctor Sanden begs the committee to allow him 
to stay with his wife for some time before he is removed to 
Albany. What follows is a debate between the Albany and 
Schenectady Committees of Safety as to what to do with 
Doctor Sanden and his very pregnant wife: “this delay will 
probibly [sic] be but a few days, we think it would be rather 
severe to order him away before his wife is delivered, but 
must leave this consideration to you.” In response: “we think 
to order him away from her would be rather Cruel.” Granted: 
Doctor Sanden, his wife, and his unborn baby can stay 
together in Schenectady. At least for a little while.

In the world of cinema, the Bechdel Test measures the 
representation of women, asking if a film features at least 
two women who have a conversation about something 
other than a man. Not surprisingly, the Committee of Safety 
minutes do not pass. While we do have another instance of 

a woman appearing, she is there on behalf of her husband. 
Huberty Bradt appears on July 8, 1777 to make an oath that 
her husband “is some time Disordred in his mind; and in a 
bad state of health and that she thinks him unfit to go on the 
Expedition.” The Committee resolves to clear him from the 
tour of duty, probably to Mrs. Bradt’s relief.

These are just a handful of instances of women taking an 
active part in the revolution – the handful that is documented. 
The work, fear, pride, and grief of the hundreds of other 
women who lived in Schenectady during the Revolution are 
lost to time. But we know they were there, supporting their 
families and supporting the cause.

Despite their contributions, however, and despite the 
Revolution's egalitarian implications, the status of women 
deteriorated after the war. Confining ideas of “ladylike” 
behavior were increasingly adopted as the simple settler 
society of America became wealthier. In fact, New York was 
the first state to explicitly disenfranchise all females, stating 
in its 1777 constitution that voting was extended to “every 
male inhabitant of full age.” It would take another 143 years 
and the tireless efforts of generations of new generations of 
“revolutionary women” before all American women were 
granted the right to vote.

"Threads of Liberty: Schenectady in the American Revolution" 
will be on display at SCHS at least through November 2027.
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Janet Snyder 
Emily Spinner 
Susan Spring 
Delanne Stageman 
Susan Stewart 
Kenneth Stier 
Judith Stott 
Carl Taeubner 
Raffele A. Tedeschi 
Ann M. Thomas 
Dorothy Trela 
Lynn Trudell  
Angelica Trzepacz 
Thomas Tys 
Peter Urban 
John Urbanski 
Mary VanDenBurgh 
Patricia Voorhis 
Catherine Walsh 
Linda Wegener 
Deborah West 
Ronald White 
Sonja Willett 
Robert J. Woods 
Edward Zemeck

Thank you to our recent Members!
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Thank you to our recent Donors!
VISIONARIES ($1,000+)
Nadarajah Balasubramanian 
        in Honor of Dr. Jim Strosberg
Melissa Goard
Paul & Loretta Moore
John & Cindy Seacord
John Spring
James & Margo Strosberg
Vale Cemetery Association

HISTORIANS ($150+)
Karl & Carol Felsen
Linda S. Flynt
Leah Lafera
Patricia Voorhis

DONORS
John & Gail Beatty
Bryant & Katherine Bigelow
Elizabeth Early
Claudia Gorman
Don & Anne Hotaling
Susan J. Jackson
Francis & Jacquelyn Karwowski
Sharlene King
Lorraine Knowles
Martha Leonard
Elizabeth Pieper
Joann Pirrone
Maria Sattar
Doug Sayles
Keith Taylor
Peter Tobiessen
Robert & Kathryn Van Flue 

1661 SOCIETY
Planned Giving
Steve Andersen
Linda S. Flynt
Mary Z & Roland Graves
Don & Anne Hotaling
Sarah Kirby
Christopher & Buffy Leonard
Nancy G. McNabb
Richard Robb
James & Margo Strosberg
David Trestick
Mark Vermilyea

LOCKKEEPERS 
Monthly Donors
David & Marianne Blanchard
Mary Z & Roland Graves
Jane McCloskey
Varvara Meshkov
Christine Saglimbeni
Ingrid & Urij Tabuntschikow
David Trestick
Richard & Suzanne Unger
Mark Vermilyea
David & Joann Wells
John & Marie Woodward
Heather Zogas

GALA HONORARY 
COMMITTEE
Karen Bradley
Daniel Bradt
Kathleen Burke
Michael Davi
Karl & Carol Felsen
Mark Furnish & Kimberly Boucher 
Furnish
Tom & Nancy Gifford
David & Patricia Gosda
Paula Granger
John & Lucy Halstead
Russell Hart & Tiffany Williams-Hart
Sarah Kirby
Robert Lemmerman & Gloria Kishton
Carol Lewis
J. Briggs McAndrews
Betsy Sandberg
John & Cynthia Seacord
Christopher Marney & Christopher White
David Trestick
Richard & Suzanne Unger
Mark Vermilyea
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Just as they did during the days of the Erie 
Canal, Lockkeepers -- our monthly donors -- 
safeguard SCHS through the ebbs and flows of 
economic change and enable the stewardship 
of Schenectady’s past, present, and future.

When you become a Lockkeeper, you know 
that each month, your gift directly supports 
the educational and preservation efforts of 
SCHS.

Join at schenectadyhistorical.org/support


