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The Moncrief Case 
by Stanley M. Holberg 

n the nineteenth century, St. 
Lawrence County had its 
share of sensational murder 

trials, and after 1828, when the 
county seat was moved from 
Ogdensburg, Canton became the 
scene of these events. Newspa- 
per accounts give the reader the 
impression that the trials provided 
one of the chief and most exciting 
sources of public entertainment 
for the village and its outlying 
areas. People thronged to the 
proceedings themselves and were 
furnished with reports of them, of 
varying degrees of completeness 
and accuracy, by the area press. 

One of the most interesting 
of these events was the case of 
William Moncrief, who was 
brought to trial in March, 189 1, 
for the murder, in the preceding 
May, of theeldest son of his neigh- 
bor, a farmer of French Canadian 
birth, Joseph Forney. Moncrief 
had gone to the yard of the Forney 
home armed with a shotgun, with 
the self-avowed purpose of killing 
twenty-one year-old Leonard 
Forney if the latter did not pay 
him the twenty dollars that he 
had borrowed about a year ear- 
lier. Leonard did not go out of the 
house, but his older brother Henry 

did, to warn Moncrief away. 
Moncrief became enraged and 
shot Henry through the heart, kill- 
ing him instantly. Making no 
attempt to see if there was some- 
thing he could do to aid Forney, 
he walked away. 

The scene of the shooting, 
about five miles southeast of 
Oswegatchie and two miles from 
Star Lake, was well described by 
the correspondent from the 
Watertown Times. 

It was the last of all the places 
that had been seen on the entire 
trip [taken by county officials 
from Canton] which one would 

Drawing of the Forney house, where Henry Forney was shot by 
William Moncrief in 1891. This drawing originally appeared in 

Potsdam's Courier and Freeman, March 18, 1991. 
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have guessed at as the scene of 
such a terrible crime. Nature has 
smiled on it and the industry and 
thrift of the Moncriefs and 
Forneys have helped to make it 
brighter and fairer than any of its 
immediate surroundings which 
are mostly thick woods, the 
wagon road [leading south from 
the village of Fine] ending at 
Moncrief's house. The horses 
stepped along on the soft green 
turf as they reached the Forney 
place, the road having been used 
so little that the grass grows un- 
obstructed all over the clearing, 
which is about three hundred 
acres in area. It is on a large 
knoll and commands a fine view 
of the mountains. The ground, 
though not fertile, is in goodcon- 
dition and yields a fair living to 
the three families who occupy 
the farms - the Forneys, the 
Moncriefs, and the McPherons 
[one ofMoncrief s daughters and 
her husband]. 

Thecoroner's inquest was held 
on the day following the killing. 
The scene of the inquiry was the 
Forney home. The Times corre- 
spondent so acutely captured its 
human flavor in his report that it 
deserves preservation here as a 
vignette of rural life ofthose times. 
Under the heading, WORKING 
UNDER DIFFICULTIES, he 
wrote: 

The holding of a coroner's 
inquest in a log house near the 
end of a road leading to an al- 
most trackless portion of the for- 
est, is not apt to be a task into 
which many elements of ease 
and comfort enter. At first it 
looked doubtful whether it would 
be possible to have the minutes 
of the court taken in ink as is 
required by law. But Justice 
Kilbourne [the Justice of the 

Henry Forney 

Peace of Fine] brought forth a 
small phial of ink and a pen. The 
Times representative was pressed 
into the service as clerk and the 
taking of evidence was begun. 

The scene was a strange one. 
In alittle square room which was 
the main "living" room of the 
home, kitchen, dining and sit- 

below. [Later, the same article. 
reveals that Henry's sweetheart 
was engaged to be married io 
him in the near future and that 
she had seen him only the night 
before the killing.] 

All the while, "in a little wood- 
shed attached to the front of the 

ting room combined in one, sat house. within ten feet of where he 
the officials of the county, the 
jurors, witnesses and newspaper was shot down, Henry Forney's 

men, ranged around the sides on body was lying on a rude couch, 
chairs and boxes. At the table sat dressed as it was when he breathed 
the coroner, the district attorney his last." 
and the clerk. The foreman of The testimony of the witnesses 
the jury occupied a seat on a pair 
of rude stairs which led UD called by the coroner provided es- 

through the room to the floor sentially the same narrative as that 
above. In the adjoining bed- outlined above. The jury rendered 
rooms some of the women of the the verdict that Henw Fomev had 
family and some friends among come to his death by buckshot 
whom was Henry's sweetheart, 
sat to listen to the proceedings; wounds inflicted by Moncrief 

UD-stairs. through the t r a ~  door. with the intent of causing death. 
" 

could be heard the voice of the That evening at his arraignment 
mother of the murdered man oc- at ~ i n e ,  ~oncr ie f  wascharged with 
casionally speaking to some murder in the first degree. His 
member of the family in the room 
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attorney, Earl Bancroft of 
Edwards, entered the plea of not 
guilty. The grand jury's consid- 
eration of his case, involving al- 
most forty witnesses, was held 
October 10, 1 890. The proceed- 
ing culminated in Moncrief's be- 
ing indicted for willful murder. 

After the grand jury's action, 
Moncrief granted a revealing in- 
terview to Canton's St. Lawrence 
Plaindealer. The court's deci- 
sion had apparently come as a 
shock to him, for "he [had] con- 
tinually been heard to say that no 
grand jury would find anything 
against him." Now he was visibly 
shaken. However, this sudden 
realization that he would be soon 
on trial for his life did not so 
preoccupy him that he failed to 
display the kindly, generous spirit 
that was in evidence whenever he 
was interviewed by the press. He 
spoke of his faith in his chief 
defense attorney's efforts on his 
behalf and of his appreciation of 
the kind treatment he had received 
from Sheriff E. P. Backus at the 
county jail. 

Moncrief went on to tell the 
Plaindealer reporter that "in the 
old country [Ireland, where he was 
born] he had been taught a little 
piece that he had always tried to 
live up to and that in his opinion 
there werernighty few lawyers who 
had ever heard of it or had obeyed 
the sentiments expressed therein." 
He recited this childhood teaching 
for his interviewer: 

My duty towards my neighbor is 
to love him as myself, and to do 
to all men as I would they should 
do unto me; to love, honor and 

succor my father and mother; to 
honor and obey the President 
and all those who are put in au- 
thority under him; to submit 
myself lowly and reverently; to 
hurt nobody by word or deed; to 
keep my hands from picking and 
stealing and my tongue from evil 
speaking, lying, or slandering; 
to keep my body in soberness 
and chastity; not to covet nor 
desire other men's goods, but to 
learn to get my living in that 
state of life in which God shall 
place me. 

Of course it is difficult to identify 
the appreciative, gentle man who 
still remembered the moral teach- 
ings of his childhood with the one 
who had intended to shoot a man 
over a twenty-dollar debt and did 
shoot another for no discernible 
cause. 

State Supreme Court Justice 
John R. Putnam presided at 
Moncrief's trial for murder in the 
first degree, which commenced 
March 18, 189 1. Chief counsel 
for the defendant was Wilbur F. 
Porter, who was assisted by 
Bancroft. A much-admired man 
and a successful attorney, Porter 
was serving his fifth and last term 
as mayor of Watertown at the 
time of the trial. The prosecution 
was in the hands of the St. 
Lawrence County District Attor- 
ney, Charles A. Kellogg, assisted 
by N. M. Claflin. 

The particular kind of judicial 
assembly in which these proceed- 
ings took place was a court of 
oyer and terminer. Oyer and 
temziner is a legal term meaning 
"to hear and determine" that had 
its origins in Anglo-French law 
and designates "a high court of 

criminal jurisdiction." It was first 
used in English in the early fif- 
teenth century and came to be 
employed in various states in this 
country. In New York State prior 
to 1896, when they were abol- 
ished, courts of oyer and terminer, 
held periodically in each county, 
had essentially the same author- 
ity as county courts, except that, 
unlike the latter, they had juris- 
diction in capital cases. Although 
the courts of oyer and terminer 
were legally and jurisdictionally 
separate from the Supreme Court, 
they were presided over by jus- 
tices of that court. 

The centuries-old lineage of 
the term oyer and terminer re- 
minds us of the great tradition of 
English law that forms a corner- 
stone of the legal systems of our 
own federal and state govern- 
ments. In the present context, it 
lends a sense of continuity and 
stability that counterpoints the 
otherwise strange, not to say bi- 
zarre, qualities of the Moncrief 
case. In his opening remarks in 
the trial, the District Attorney said, 
according to the Times, that "the 
case was one of the most pecu- 
liar he had ever known or read 
about," and the correspondent 
from that paper wrote at the end 
of the trial, "In many respects the 
case was one of the most remark- 
able ever tried in New York state." 
Almost everything about the case 
was unusual: the crime itself, 
the courtroom proceedings, and 
their aftermath. But most excep- 
tional was the defendant himself, 
an enigmatic person to say the 
least. The story bears retelling. 

3 St. Lawrence Counf). Historical Association Quarterly 



William Moncrief 

Moncrief was, according to 
his own statement, 67 years old 
at the time of his trial. He was a 
widely liked "Uncle Billy," as 
many called him: well-behaved, 
gentle and soft-spoken, de- 
scribed by Potsdam's Courier 
and Freeman as "a short, griz- 
zly man about five feet four 
inches tall, not at all a bad look- 
ing man and the very reverse in 
general appearance of the 
'bloody villain."' Pictures of 
him in the newspapers suggest 
something of the appearance of 
a teddy bear. 

The Times, reported that he 
was "a well-to-do farmer." 
Moncrief himself is quoted 
in the St. Lawrence Plaindealer 
as saying, "I own my own farm 
and have some money, enough to 
see me through this, I guess" (an 
assertion that was something of 
an understatement, considering 
how much money it probably 
would have taken to engage 
Wilbur Porter). In an interview 
granted to the Courier and Free- 
man, he provided some signifi- 
cant information about his per- 
sonal history: 

. . . Moncrief said he was anative 
of Ireland, and came to America 
when about twenty years of age, 
settling in Canada. After about 
twenty years he crossed the St. 
Lawrence river into this country 
and found his way to the Star 
Lake region in the "South 
Woods." There he settled upon 
one hundred acres of the best 
land in the section, which he 
cleared of timber and made into 
the productive farm that he has 
occupied ever since. He spoke 
with pride of his home, saying 
he had the best hundred acres in 
Fine, with a fine fish pond, well 
stocked with trout, within a few 
rods of his residence. 

From reading the Canton, 
Potsdam, and Watertown papers, 
one is inclined to conclude that 
Moncrief was a simple rustic 
whose horizons were bounded by 
the backwoods area where he 
lived. But the Ogdensburg Jour- 
nal reported that, "Moncrief is by 
no means a stranger in this vicin- 
ity. He was a former resident of 
Lisbon and is well known there 
and in this city." 

He was not what is ordinarily 
called "a drinker," but he would 
often, in a bar at Oswegatchie or 
Fine, stand treat to "the boys" for 
a drink or a cigar. The paper 
related a touching instance of his 
generosity that was remembered 
by Oswegatchie people: 

There was a picnic at Star Lake, 
and nearly all the people resid- 
ing in that locality, and many for 
a considerable distance were 
present, among them a dozen or 
so who had brought no lunch, 
and who were not in such finan- 
cial shape as to be able to buy a 
hotel meal. Moncrief invited 
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them into the dining-room and 
had them served with a regular 
dinner, paying the bill himself. 

The Times's account of this ad- 
mirable side of his behavior con- 
cludes, " He was always ready to 
accommodate friends with a small 
loan, and he paid his debts the 
very minute they became due. . . ." 

But there was another side to 
the personality of this complex 
man. "He evidently is not what 
his face says he is," declared the 
Times. "The people say he has a 
bad temper and has always been 
considered adangerous man when 
roused." The paper relates two 
stories about Moncrief's difficul- 
ties with other men regarding 
promissory notes. In each of 
them, Moncrief believed that he 
had been improperly dealt with, 
and in both he threatened to kill 
his adversary. One of the stories, 
corroborated by Moncrief's prin- 
cipal antagonist in the case, an 
attorney of Fine named John 
Conboy, has it that Moncrief 
threw out of a window a con- 
stable who was serving a sum- 
mons on him. 

Nothing of an overt nature was 
reported as having passed between 
Moncrief and the Forneys. How- 
ever, the Plaindealer remarked 
that "there has been bad blood 
between him and the Forneys for 
some time," explaining, some 
time later, "For years [Moncriefl 
has been working up a trade in 
keeping horses for those visiting 
the woods, and was making a 
little money when the Forneys 
came and got a deal of his custom 
away from him." (The Forneys 

had been neighbors of Moncrief 
for seven years.) 

Finally, two months short of 
a year after Henry Forney's 
death, the trial began. Even for 
the empaneling of the jury dur- 
ing the afternoon and evening 
of the day before, the courtroom 
had been filled. Now that the 
trial was about to begin in ear- 
nest, it "was literally packed; 
every inch of standing room be- 
ing occupied by the eager throng, 
and quite a number of ladies 
having seats inside the rail sur- 
rounding the space appropriated 
to the bar and officers of the 
court," observed Canton's Com- 
mercial Advertiser, the 
Plaindealer adding that "even 
then the insufficient ventilation 
of the place was oppressively 
manifest." 

In their opening remarks to the 
jury, the prosecution reviewed the 
story of what had happened, de- 
scribed the scene where it took 
place, and then made some new 
disclosures: that two weeks pre- 
vious to the killing, Moncrief in- 
quired of Justice of the Peace 
Kilbourn, what would happen to 
him if he were to kill Leonard for 
not paying what he owed (the 
young man had, in fact, been do- 
ing lumbering work for about a 
year in Lewis County); that 
Moncrief had arranged with a 
friend to be notified as soon as 
Leonard came home; and that 
he had made frequent threats in 
the neighborhood to shoot 
Leonard. 

As the Times put it, the people's 
argument was: 

Moncrief went there with mur- 
der in his heart, not against Henry 
his victim, but against Leonard; 
but that when Henry crossed him 
he had abundance of time, ac- 
cording to the limit fixed by the 
law, to form a deliberate pur- 
pose to kill Henry. 

Although, as the Plaindealer 
pointed out, there had been re- 
ports that "Leonard Forney was 
and is a dissipated youth," it is 
curious but perhaps not anoma- 
lous that Moncrief should have 
lent money to the boy. He was, 
after all, a generous man, and he 
may have acted simply out of 
fondness for young Leonard. But 
what is anomalous is the fact that 
a man of Moncrief' s age should 
be outraged by the twenty-one 
year-old's failure to make good 
on his debt, for it would seem that 
a man at that time of his life, with 
sons of his own, would have found 
it possible to view Leonard's tres- 
pass in a more forbearing, under- 
standing manner. Particularly is 
this true in the light of testimony 
to which Leonard had sworn at 
the coroner's inquest and which 
was reported by the Times: 

He borrowed the money from 
Moncrief over a year ago, not 
saying when he would pay it, but 
with the understanding that it 
would be soon. In June Moncrief 
sued and obtained a judgment 
against him. Leonard says this 
made him mad and he made up 
his mind he would make the old 
man wait awhile longer for his 
money, and he did. . . . A some- 
what curious feature of 
Leonard's story is that Moncrief 
has never asked him for the 
money or written to him about it, 
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and that he has talked with The storv develovedbv witnesses Joseph Fornev went out to learn 
Moncrief only once after he bor- for the prosecution (the first of what he wanted. Moncriefangrily 
rowed it. That was three days 
after he borrowed it, and then whom was Joseph Forney , the demanded that Leonard be sent out, 

nothing was said about the loan. father) begins with William and when Forney tried to forestall - 
The two had no other trouble, 
and Leonard swore that he knew 
ofnothing else which might have 
caused Moncrief's enmity to- 
ward him. 

(It would be interesting to know 
what Leonard meant when he tes- 
tified, in the middle of May, that 
he borrowed the money "over a 
year ago." One senses that if it 
had been a matter of several 
months, he would have said some- 
thing like "last winter," but as it 
is, the statement makes it seem 
that the debt was incurred in spring 
and that Moncrief did not wait for 
a very long time before obtaining 
the judgment.) At any rate, 
Moncrief's comment to a repre- 
sentative of the Plaindealer was 
terse and made no attempt to gain- 
say the young man's testimony: 
"Since I let [Leonard] have [the 
twenty dollars] he has kept out of 
my sight. I had not seen him for 
a long time before the day of the 
accident." 

The human-as distinguished 
from the legal - center of the 
Moncrief case lay in this impasse: 
Moncrief's refusal to communi- 
cate with Leonard before obtain- 
ing the warrant against him, fol- 
lowed by his continuing sense of 
high indignation, and Leonard's 
decision to make Moncrief wait 
for his money. How could either 
of them foresee the grim resolu- 
tion of this deadlock? 

The legal proceeding was con- 
cerned with quite other matters. 

Moncrief's appearing shortly af- 
ter six in the morning of May 14, 
the day after Leonard's return, 
in the Forney front yard while 
the family were at breakfast. He 
was carrying a double-barreled 
shotgun and he made gestures 
signifying that he wanted some- 
body to come out of the house. 

him, saying, "You'dbetter go away 
and put up your gun. We don't 
want any shooting or any trouble 
here this morning," Moncrief 
raised his gun to his hip and re- 
plied, "I want Leonard, and I will 
shoot him and you too." Hearing 
the gun being cocked, Joseph re- 
treated into the house. 

Detail of the 1896 Blankman map of St. Lawrence County, 
showing the locations of the Forney and 

Moncrief family residences. 
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The oldest son of the family, 
Henry, a month short of his 
twenty-seventh birthday, was at 
the breakfast table when he heard 
what had just passed between his 
father and Moncrief. Saying, in 
effect, "1'11 go out and send the 
old man away," he started to go 
out of the house. His mother, who 
had been busy at the stove, made 
a typically maternal gesture. Ac- 
cording to the Plaindealer's ac- 
count of her testimony, she went 
to him, put her hand on his arm, 
and asked him not to go. Henry, 
with an equally typical filial ges- 
ture, said something on the order 
of "Pshaw! The old fool won't 
hurt me," and went out. 

When Moncrief again de- 
manded that Leonard be "fetched 
out," according to Joseph 
Forney's testimony, Henry said, 
"You had better go home and put 

up your gun, or the first you know 
you will get yourself into trouble." 
Moncrief raised the gun to his 
breast, pointing it at Henry, who 
dodged to one side. Seeing that 
Moncrief followed his movement 
steadily with the gun, Henry 
stooped to the ground and dodged 
to the other side. But by this time 
Moncrief had raised the gun's 
stock to his cheek, still pointing 
the weapon at Henry. He dis- 
charged the piece and shot Henry 
Forney at a distance of about fif- 
teen feet. The injury was devas- 
tating. Making a wound six inches 
in diameter, seventeen pellets of 
shot entered the breast. Ten of 
them entered the heart, five of 
them passing through it. Death 
was instantaneous. 

Without stooping down to see 
if there was something that he 
could do to attend his victim, 

Moncrief walked a few yards 
down the road toward the nearby 
home of the McPherons. He 
turned once to look back at the 
Forney family now grouped 
around the dead man; then, turn- 
ing his back on the scene, he 
continued on his way. 

Moncrief returned to his home 
through the woods (to avoid be- 
ing shot by the Forneys, he later 
said) and laid out an assortment 
of rifles and shotguns, apparently 
intending to "shoot it out" with 
whatever officers of the law came 
to arrest him. Moncrief denied to 
the Plaindealer that this was his 
intention, but his claim is belied 
by the fact that the first attempt to 
take him, by aconstable from Star 
Lake and adeputy, was turned back 
by the muzzle of a Winchester 
rifle poking out of a window. 
Later that afternoon, the Star Lake 

William Moncrief s home. 
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constable, now with support from 
Fine deputies, was able to gain 
entrance into the Moncrief home 
through the rear and to seize 
Moncrief. He was arrested and 
conducted to the village of Fine 
to await the coroner's inquest 
and his arraignment. Having 
been charged with murder, on 
the following day he was taken 
to the county jail in Canton to 
await the grand jury's hearing 
of his case. 

At some time after he was ar- 
rested, en route either to Fine or 
to Canton (the newspaper reports 
are not clear on this point) 
Moncrief maintained that Forney 
had threatened him with what 
looked like a club or a piece of a 
whiffletree and that, in waving 
his gun about to ward off the 
blows, he accidentally touched 
the trigger. (Webster 'sNew World 
Dictionary defines whifletree as 
"a wooden bar swung at the cen- 
terfrom ahitch on aplow, wagon, 

In the course of the trial, much 
of the testimony that the prosecu- 
tion was able to elicit from wit- 
nesses seemed to support the 
charge against Moncrief. Most 
damaging was that of Eugene 
Davenport, a deputy special of- 
ficer of Fine, who had been 
present at the arrest of Moncrief, 
had handcuffed him, and had 
joined Star Lake Constable D. 
Scott in conducting him to Fine 
and then to Canton. He recalled 
saying to Moncrief that the kill- 
ing was a "bad job," to which 
Moncrief replied, "Yes, I went to 
shoot Leonard but Henry came 
out and aggravated me and I shot 
him." Davenport stated that 
Moncrief made this same com- 
ment three times of his own ac- 
cord on the way to Canton. He 
also reported that on the way to 
Fine the group came upon 
Moncrief's son Willie and that 
the following words between fa- 
ther and son were exchanged: 

ing at any time during the trip. In 
all, his testimony made Moncrief 
seem a remorseless killer. At 
this point, the court rose for the 
day. 

On the morning of the second 
day, the court was as crowded as 
before. Most of the morning 
was taken up with the cross- 
examination of witnesses for the 
people by the defense, finding 
little that would mitigate the 
prosecution's steady accretion of 
damaging evidence. The only 
testimony that could have pro- 
vided material support to the de- 
fense would have concerned 
Forney's alleged attack on 
Moncrief. In this connection, the 
key witness to be cross-examined 
was Constable Scott, but he be- 
came confused and self-contra- 
dictory on the stand. The judge 
found it necessary to order some 
of his testimony stricken from the 
record, and Scott endedup largely 
discredited as a witness. 

etc. and hooked at either end to The prosecution then rested 
the traces of a horse's harness." Willie: Father, do you know what 

salvation is? their case. It must have seemed to 
Whippletree and singletree are most of the people in the court- 
other words for the same object.) Moncrief: Yes, but he has got it. room that the outlook for William 
During the trial, the prosecution Willie: But you did wrong, Moncrief was bleak indeed. As the 
pointed out that Moncrief's not Father. Courier and Freeman reported: 
making this claim until some time 
after his arrest suggested that the 
story was afabrication. But why, 
in these circumstances - 
Moncrief's being armed with a 
double-barreled shotgun with 
which he had just threatened to 
shoot both Leonard and theForney 
father-Henry should have come 
out in the yard to deal with him 
armed with a club was neither 
questioned nor explained. 

Moncrief: No, I did just right. 

Davenport further testified that 
on the way to Canton Moncrief 
declared that "Leonard owed him 
$20, and if he should meet him in 
the road then he would shoot him 
like a dog; that it was no worse for 
him to shoot Henry than it was for 
Leonard to beat him out of $20." 
He said that Moncrief did not 
express any sorrow for the shoot- 

Mr. Kellogg had formed a net- 
work of evidence around the ac- 
cused through which there was 
no possible escape. No link in 
the chain which fastened the 
crime to the prisoner was miss- 
ing. The facts that he had gone 
to Forney's house for the pur- 
pose of committing a crime, that 
he was warned against firing his 
gun, that he made no attempt to 
assist Henry when he fell, that he 
did not immediately claim that 
the shooting was accidental, and 
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Photograph of the court room in the old St. Lawrence County courthouse, 
where the Moncrief trial took place. 

that he at first resisted arrest, all 
went to show that defendant will- 
fully and deliberately murdered 
Henry Forney. As the crowd left 
the court room, nearly all ex- 
pressed the opinion that only the 
prisoner's age, if anything at all, 
could now save him from the 
death chair. 

Porter began by requesting the 
judge to instruct the jury that the 
evidence was insufficient to con- 
vict William Moncrief of murder 
in the first degree. The motion, 
which seems to have been a pro 
forma gesture, was refused. 
Porter then opened the case for 
the defendant in an impassioned, 
spirited manner, making much of 
Moncrief's having been a gentle, 
peaceable, well-liked member of 

the community, against whose 
character not one word had been 
said during the twenty-seven years 
of his residence in the area. He 
was approaching the time of his 
life, Porter went on, when he 
"was now standing on the thresh- 
old ready to meet his maker, and 
to join hands with that wife who 
had gone on before." 

As far as substance was con- 
cerned, Porter's remarks focused 
on the club, declaring that the 
defense intended to show that 
Moncrief had said to Charles 
Evans, one of the numerous depu- 
ties who had been at the scene at 
the time of the arrest, the same 
thing that Deputy Scott had al- 
ready tried to say in his testi- 

mony: that according to Moncrief, 
Forney threatened him with aclub 
(the whiffletree) and in his 
struggle to defend himself, he 
accidentally discharged his gun. 
The defense further claimed that 
they would show that Mrs. 
McPheron had been able to view 
the scene in Forney's yard from 
her pantry window, that she had 
seen a person come out of the 
house and approach her father 
closely with a club, that she saw 
Moncrief move his gun, afterwhich 
there was a puff of smoke, and that 
her father arrived at her home soon 
afterward. The Plaindealer char- 
acterizedporter's opening as "one 
of the most forcible speeches ever 
recorded in the court house at 
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Canton." The Times agreed The importance of Porter's der was imminent and that this 
mildly, saying that it "was one of unusual ordering of his presenta- new plea would be the only means 
Mr. Porter's strongest, the cir- tion soon becameclear. Thecourt- of averting that disaster. Implicit 
cumstances being considered," room was again crowded to ca- in that decision was the attorney's 
but adding, "It was chiefly an pacity for the afternoon session, understanding that although he 
eloquent presentation of the sen- 
timental elements surrounding 
the case." After Porter finished 
his address to the jury, the court 
rose for adjournment until early 
afternoon. 

The Timescorrespondent, writ- 
ing about the trial some seven 
years later, offered an extremely 
interesting analysis of Porter's 
strategy. He pointed out that the 
attorney began his opening in the 
standard manner, reviewing evi- 
dence that could be interpreted as 
pointing to the defendant's inno- 
cence. The correspondent makes 
it clear that these remarks were, 
of necessity, weak. Then, ac- 
cording to this analysis, Porter 
launched into a plea for the old 
man's life as he would normally 
have done in his closing, after 
calling witnesses for the defense, 
not in his opening. The purpose 
in doing this was to detect whether 
there was "a spark of sympathy" 
for Moncrief in any of the jurors. 
The newspaperman wrote: 

The astute attorney made one of 
the most eloquent pleas of his 
life, bringing into play all his 
powers of persuasion, touching 
every chord whichmightrespond 
with the music of hope, and ea- 
gerly scanning the face - look- 
ing into the very soul - of first 
one juryman and then another, 
searching for the ray of promise 
which he could not find. 

The court then recessed for 
lunch. 

and the excitement in the air must 
almost have been palpable. The 
Plaindealer reported: 

Never before has a larger crowd 
been seen in the court house. . . . 
A hushed air of expectancy per- 
vaded the air, and the audience 
rose en masse to get a sight of 
Moncrief as he walked before 
the tribunal to his seat. All 
wanted to hear him testify on his 
own behalf. There was a short 
consultation among the lawyers 
and Judge Putnam. When they 
resumed their seats it was evi- 
dent that something was up. 

"While suppressed excitement 
held that huge throng spellbound 
in intense silence," the defense 
addressed the court: 

If your honor please, after 
consulting fully with members 
of Mr. Moncrief s family, and a 
full consultation with the defen- 
dant, and a full and complete 
discussion with my associate 
with reference to the case, and 
with the District Attorney's very 
generous and kind-hearted offer 
to accept of the defendant a plea 
of guilty of manslaughter as an 
end of this trial, and after an 
intimation that that plea might 
be accepted, it has placed a re- 
sponsibility upon counsel which 
at least is embarrassing; but in a 
cool moment of deliberation, be- 
lieving it to be for the best, this 
defendant has authorized me to 
state to your honor that he will 
make that plea. 

Clearly, Porter had come to the 
decision that aconviction of mur- 

had told the jury that he intended 
to call his client to the stand to 
testify for himself, he knew that 
this would be a most dubious un- 
dertaking, so equivocal did the 
testimony against Moncrief make 
his case seem, so precarious, con- 
sidering that if Moncrief were to 
take the stand, the District Attor- 
ney would have the right to cross- 
examine him. Time was of the 
essence, for if he was to save the 
old man from being found guilty 
of murder, he had to do so then, 
not later. 

Moncrief had strong objections 
to this course, objections of rather 
long standing, it seems, for, ac- 
cording to the Plaindealer, it was 
reported that at the grand jury 
session that had found an indict- 
ment against Moncrief six months 
earlier, the defense attorney ad- 
vised his client to plead guilty of 
manslaughter in the first degree 
then, but to no avail. Moncrief 
still refused, still expecting to be 
found innocent. But now, appar- 
ently, the attorney was able to 
convince his client that continued 
refusal would very probably re- 
sult in the worst consequences for 
him. 

In our time, the legal maneu- 
ver (of which the remarks of the 
defense attorney quoted above are 
the first stage) is called "plea bar- 
gaining," aproffered arrangement 
whereby adefendant pleads guilty 
to a lesser charge in order to avoid 
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being found guilty of a more seri- Therefore I feel that the court is dentally, thus narrowly escaped 
ous one. Today the negotiation a better judge than I would be the distinction of being the first 

myself, and I feel entirely will- takes place before the 
ing to leave it with the Court, and St. Lawrence County resident 

trial begins. Its appeal to the would say that if the court deems to be electrocuted in New York 
defense is obvious; to the court it it fit to accept that plea, the Dis- State, for this means of execu- 
offers the possibility of reducing trict Attorney will be satisfied tion had only recently been es- 
the number of cases on an already with it. tablished in the State, at the be- 
crowded docket; one of its ben- This proposal was not quite ginning of 1889.) 
efits to the prosecutor is that it enough to satisfy Justice Putnam, The reaction of the spectators 

provide an o ~ ~ " * u n i t ~  who apparently wanted a more in the court was tumultuous. The 
avoid his being placed in the para- definite assertion. area papers had made much of his 
doxical position of winning an appealing qualities before the trial 
unpopular verdict. 

Plea bargaining was probably 
not uncommon in the nineteenth 
century, but the Moncrief trial 
may have been the first, and very 
possibly the only, occasion on 
which courtroom spectators in St. 
Lawrence County could witness 
the maneuver taking place before 
their eyes. As the remarks of the 
defense make clear, there had al- 

The Court: Do you approve of 
it, Mr. Kellogg? 

Mr. Kellogg: Yes, I approve 
of it. 

The Court: Well, I will say that I 
deem that a wise and a very 
proper disposition of the case. 
There are circumstances in the 
case that would render it, in my 
judgment, improper to have a 
severe finding against this de- 
fendant. Therearecircumstances 

began, and evidences of the warm 
feeling with which he was re- 
garded abounded as soon as the 
verdict was announced. The 
Plaindealer reported, for instance, 
that "long lines of friends pressed 
forward to shake hands probably 
for the last time with their old 
neighbor, and it was evident that 
although they might think him 
guilty of the crime, he still had 

ready been some behind-the- that render it proper that this their sympathy." Leonard Forney 
scenes negotiations. To some plea should be accepted, and the himself seems to have been s w e ~ t  - 
degree, these seem to have in- acceptance of it has my full con- up in this outpouring of sympathy, 

currence and I authorize it, and 
volved the judge. Nevertheless, the plea may be entered. for according to the Plaindealer, 
that official seems to have thought he went to the jail after the trial 
it preferable not to go through the 
official transaction in his cham- 
bers, as he was empowered to do, 
but rather before the public, prob- 
ably because public interest in the 
trial had been so high. 

The District Attorney spoke 
immediately after Porter was 
through. He announced: 

I would say that in this case I 
now stand a little different than I 
would at the opening of the case, 
because now the court is in full 
possession of all the facts which 
make up the people's case - has 
in possession every fact which 
could be proven upon this trial 
unless it would be upon rebuttal. 

Counsel for the defendant then 
entered a plea of guilty of man- 
slaughter in the first degree. Jus- 
tice Putnam, showing deep feel- 
ing for the defendant and prefac- 
ing his announcement in a gentle 
manner by saying, ". . .although I 
personally have no ill-will 
against you, it is my duty as an 
officer of the law to impose a 
sentence," sentenced Moncrief to 
confinement in the State Prison 
at Dannemora at hard labor for 
eighteen years, adding, "By 
good behavior you can shorten 
the period of imprisonment by 
several years." (Moncrief, inci- 

and, "crying, paid the $20 with 
interest to Moncrief, begging for- 
giveness for all that he had done 
in bringing about the deplorable 
state of affairs." 

One who scrutinized the area 
newspapers for some indication 
of interest in the Forneys, the fam- 
ily that had just recently lost a son 
and brother, would search in vain. 
There is no word about them. It 
was as though Henry Forney had 
been a minor character in a drama 
whose central figure - perhaps 
hero - had been his killer. 

It is as difficult here as else- 
where to account for the bias of 
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the vox populi. Undoubtedly a 
good deal was made of the fact 
that Leonard did not, after all, pay 
his debt (not made, one imagines, 
of the fact that Moncrief did not 
give the young man a chance to 
pay before having a judgment 
served against him). In addition, 
the substantial prejudice against 
French Canadians in the county 
would also have to be taken into 
account in any serious attempt to 
understand this complex matter. 
Then, too, there was the attitude 
of people in Moncrief s home 
area, who seem to have made up 
a considerable portion of the 
courtroom spectators. The 
Ogdensburg Journal observed: 

At his home in the South 
Woods, although one of the 
leading men, if not the leading 
man in his locality, he has the 
reputation of being a man of 
ungovernable temper and of a 
vindictive nature. Among the 
people in that locality, it is not 
thought extraordinary that such 
a man should consider the non- 
payment of $20 sufficient cause 
for inflicting death on the 
debtor; or that opposition to 
carrying out his design should 
be considered sufficient cause 
for taking the life of the one 
who interposed. 

While in jail, reported the 
Courier and Freeman, Moncrief 
had been allowed every liberty 
that St. Lawrence Sheriff E. P. 
Backus could legally give him. 
He was, for instance, the only 
prisoner in the jail allowed to 
smoke. When Justice Putnam 
pronounced his verdict, the 
Sheriff went to Moncrief, put 
his arm around him, and "cried 

like a child," in the words of the 
Potsdam paper. 

It is doubtful that many of his 
well-wishers, if in fact any at all, 
understood the manifold implica- 
tions of the judgment against 
William Moncrief. The plea of 
guilty of maislaughter in the first 
degree asked the court to accept 
the admission that the defendant 
had killed Henry Forney while 
"under the influence of extreme 
emotional disturbance," in thelan- 
guage of the New York State Pe- 
nal Law that defined this crime at 
that time and still does. Had 
Moncrief been a man of steady, 
stable behavior, it would have 
been difficult, if not impossible, 
to imagine that he would have 
been susceptible to emotional 
disturbance so strong that it 
would lead him to take another 
man's life in the circumstances 
that prevailed in the Forney front 
yard. But he was not such a 
man, and this fact is what saved 
his life. 

For years he had been known 
to have had a vicious temper, par- 
ticularly prone to violence when 
he thought he had been crossed in 
money matters, as has been 
pointed out. Certainly in all that 
came to light about his conduct 
during the crucial period in ques- 
tion there is much to identify him 
as a man "beside himself." His 
obtaining a warrant against 
Leonard a scant two months after 
the loan; his making his intention 
to kill Leonard if he did not make 
good on the loan a matter of pub- 
lic knowledge; his asking a pub- 
lic official (let alone a justice of 

the peace) what the legal conse- 
quences would be if he shot 
Leonard; his terrible expressions 
to Davenport of his fury with 
Leonard and Henry, still obdu- 
rate two days after the killing of 
Henry - all these are some ex- 
amples among many. But the 
single, central fact that attested to 
William Moncrief's not being re- 
sponsible for his actions in this 
situation is that from all appear- 
ances he seriously meant to kill 
the young man over a twenty- 
dollar debt. 

But why Henry? Why kill 
him? Armed with a gun, 
Moncrief had nothing to fear 
from the younger man. Obvi- 
ously Moncrief had no quarrel 
with Henry; in fact the press re- 
ported that Moncrief had declared 
that Henry was a good friend of 
his. Forney's role as a causative 
factor, at just that time and in just 
that place, was probably that of 
"the straw that broke the camel's 
back." It is easy to imagine a 
sense of frustration and outrage 
boiling over in Moncrief as Forney 
tried to get him to go home, not 
directed at this man alone but, 
rather at the whole Forney fam- 
ily, with Moncrief screaming to 
himself, "After all this time I'm 
not getting satisfaction! They 
aren't taking me seriously! 
They're treating me like a boy!" 
And in that paroxysm of emotion 
- at least according to this sce- 
nario - he fired the gun. Hence 
Justice Putnam: "There are cir- 
cumstances in the case that would 
render it, in my judgment, im- 
proper to have a severe finding 
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against this defendant. There are 
circumstances that render it 
proper that this plea should be 
accepted. . . ." 

All in all, the plea of guilty of 
manslaughter in the first degree 
must have seemed to most a fitting 
-indeed a welcome- solution to 
the problem of what was to be done 
with this ordinarily kindly and 
peaceable killer of another man. 

It must also be said that the 
story of the club may not have 
been a lie: it may have taken 
place in Moncrief's imagination 
so vividly that it remained there 
immovably. Still claiming inno- 
cence on the basis of that story, 
even though he knew that accord- 
ing to Davenport's testimony he 
had spoken of the killing of Henry 
as a deliberate act, he was not 
entirely pleased with the outcome 
of the trial. The Plaindealer re- 
ported that he declared that "it 
would have been better if he had 
insisted on proceeding with the 
trial [i.e., without pleading guilty 
to manslaughter], but seemed to 
take the result calmly." At any 
rate, he was taken to Dannemora, 
where, for all he knew, he would 
spend the rest of his days. 

In an interview with a Courier 
and Freeman reporter after the trial, 
Moncrief had said that his counsel 
had told him confidentially that, "if 
a certain man - Buttercup is his 
name, I think - is nominated for 
governor, he will surely be elected 
and will pardon me within a week 
after the inauguration." "Butter- 
cup" was Roswell Flower, who 
was indeed elected Governor in 
1892, but it was not he who 

Henn Forney's headstone in the 
Oswegatchie cemetery. 

pardoned Moncrief. This act 
was taken by Governor Frank 
S. Black in 1898. 

Once again "Uncle Billy" had 
won the sympathy of a St. 
Lawrence County Sheriff, now 
C. C. Caldwell, who had stead- 
fastly believed in Moncrief's in- 
nocence and was solely respon- 
sible for winning the governor's 
pardon of him. The Plaindealer 
published an engaging account of 
this man's heroic efforts on 
Moncrief's behalf. In the winter 
of 1896, he circulated a petition 
asking for a gubernatorial pardon 

of Moncrief. It seems that the 
petition was sent to Albany early 
in 1897, signed by a number of St. 
Lawrence County people, among 
them former District Attorney 
C. A. Kellogg. A year went by 
without any action from Albany, 
and so, early in May, 1898, 
Caldwell decided to go to the state 
capital himself to see if he could 
get the project in motion. Exer- 
cising what must have been im- 
pressive energy, persuasive power, 
and patience, he managed to get the 
petition before Governor Black, 
who signed it - all this between a 
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Sunday and a Tuesday. Wednes- 
day morning he arrived at 
Dannemora, and he returned to 
Canton with Moncrief on Thurs- 
day, May 12, a little more than 
seven years after the prisoner had 
begun to serve his eighteen-year 
sentence, two days short of the 
eighth anniversary of the death of 
Henry Forney. 

Again Moncrief had been a 
model prisoner, winning the af- 
fection of the prison staff. Upon 
his return to Canton, he spoke to 
a Plaindealer reporter of his time 
in prison, telling about his modus 
vivendi while there and providing 
some interesting insight into his 
personality: 

He [said] that he had received 
the kindest treatment from all 
who held positions at the prison, 
and he took pride in the fact that 
never while there was his con- 
duct criticized in any way. He 
said that while the other prison- 
ers were afraid to speak to the 
guards, and never did so, he felt 
free to address them at any time 
and ask questions or gossip with 
them. He has not been obliged 
to do any work for the last five 
years, and has had a great deal of  
liberty on the premises. 

The Commercial Advertiser 
and the Plaindealer had different 
views of Moncrief s physical and 
mental condition on his arrival in 
Canton. The former wrote of him 
as "old and broken and nearing 
life's sunset." The latter reported 
that, "he looks exactly as he did 
when tried, save that his beard is 
shaved off, and mentally he is as 
bright as ever, and seemed like a 
child in his eagerness to start for 

his home. . . ." One is inclined to 
credit the Plaindealer's account 
more than the Commercial 
Advertiser's, for William 
Moncrief lived for five more 
years, until 1903. 

Henry Forney was the first 
person to be buried in the 
Oswegatchie Cemetery, in the 
village of Oswegatchie. The only 
other member of the family bur- 
ied in the Forney plot was his 
sister Bertha, eleven years old at 

the time of Henry's death. What- 
ever became of his mother and 
father and Leonard - how, for 
instance, they withstood their grief 
and how they held together (if 
they did) after the loss of their 
twenty-seven year old mainstay 
- are not known either. 

Moncrief's grave, less than 
fifty feet from Forney's, is 
flanked by those of two of his 
sons, Willie (who predeceased 
his father by four years) and Hugh, 

William Moncrief's gravestone. Henry Forney 's 
grave is visible in the distance, on the top right 

side of the photograph. 
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and Hugh's wife Mellissa. The 
inscription on the father's tomb- 
stone offers two surprises, one 
trifling, the other rather less so. 
It reveals that his name was ac- 
tually spelled "Moncrieff," al- 
though that spelling was never 
used by the newspapers nor the 
prison at Dannemora, if the 
Chaplain's Office Register can 
be relied upon (the admission 
and discharge registers for the 
period of his imprisonment hav- 
ing been lost), nor the census 
records. 

The other surprise has to do 
with the question of Moncrief's 
age, which is puzzling. The Times 
correspondent's first mention of 
the subject two days after the kill- 
ing, is, "though he is 64 years old 
he looks as if he might not be 
more than 55." On the first day of 
the trial, he wrote, "One would 
guess that he was 72 instead of 
68" and in the same issue of his 
paper, he wrote of Moncrief's 
"long life of 67 years." As part of 
the sentencing procedure, 
Moncrief was required to give 
certain information about him- 
self under oath: his occupation, 
religion, age, state of literacy, and 
so on. For his age, he stated that 

he was sixty-seven. His grave- 
stone, which, by its very nature, 
cames with it a certain grim au- 
thenticity, makes it diffjcult for one 
not to conclude that he had lied and 
committed pe jury. Chiseled into 
the gray stone is the year of his 
birth, 18 19. He was seventy-two at 
the time of his trial. 

Oddly enough, Moncrief's 
age according to the Dannemora 
Chaplain's record was seventy. 
Perhaps this was a clerical error; 
perhaps not. The intriguing ques- 
tion here is why - certainly be- 
fore Justice Putnam and possibly 
to the chaplain - did he choose 
not to tell the truth? Was he one 
of those men, common enough, 
to whom the truth is not a com- 
modity that is easily dealt with, 
believing that the less known 
about themselves the better? Per- 
haps the Times man's intriguing 
statement about Moncrief, "He 
evidently is not what his face says 
he is," carried a broader meaning 
than he intended. 

Moncrief, with all his ambigu- 
ity, rendered enigmatic by bouts 
of something akin to madness, 
would make an interesting char- 
acter in a story. In fact, the entire 
Moncrief case would make an 

engaging fiction: it has some vivid 
characters; it features two clearly 
definedplots that rise in intensity, 
one taking place in the personal 
realm (the killing and all that went 
before it), the other in the public 
(the trial); both involve a quest 
forjustice, one of them demented, 
the other as reasonable as court 
trials ever are; both plots rise to 
climactic outcomes that deeply 
affect the lives of the participants, 
who are powerless to avert them; 
and all is saturated in dramatic 
conflict. The author's greatest 
trouble would be to try to make 
sense of it all. 
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From the Bookshelf 
by Chris Angus 

Boats and Boating in the Adirondacks, By Hallie E. 
Bond, Introduction by Philip G. Terrie, illus., The 
Adirondack Museurn/Syracuse University Press, 1995. 

n a recent correspondence 
with Christine Jerome, au- 
thor of the widely acclaimed 

book, An Adirondack Passage- 
The Cruise of the Canoe Sairy 
Gamp, she mentioned to me that 
she had just attended an author's 
gathering at the Adirondack Mu- 
seum, where she purchased acopy 
of Boats and Boating in the 
Adirondacks. It was, she wrote, a 
"feast." Her word stuck in my 
mind and solidified my intention 
to review the work. 

Now, after  reading the  
book, I can honestly say that 
"feast" is precisely the right 
word for this impressive vol- 
ume on small recreational 
boats in the Adirondacks. 
Hallie Bond, Curator of Collec- 
tions and Boats at the Adirondack 
Museum in Blue Mountain Lake, 
leaves no stone unturned. Her text 
encapsulates the history of the 
region, a history so closely asso- 
ciated with boats as to be nearly 
inseparable. From early explora- 
tion, scientific study, and pioneer 
settlement to the advent of the 
sportsman, the building of the 

Book jacket cover of Hallie Bond's 
Boats and Boating in the Adirondacks. 
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Great Camps, and the creation of 
a world-class park, we are carried 
along in a delicious narrative of 
humanity's presence in the 
Adirondacks. 

Using early photographs and 
illustrations along with blueprints 
of specific boat designs, Bond 
takes full advantage of the mag- 
nificent museum collection at her 
disposal. There is an exhaustive 
photo-catalog of the boats in the 
Adirondack Museum, a compre- 
hensive listing of pre-1975 boat 
builders, a glossary of terms, and 
an appendix containing complete 
plans for nine types of boats de- 
scribed in the text. It is an impos- 
ing body of work and an invalu- 
able reference for boat lovers. The 
mere thought of the labor required 
to put all of this material together 
might have sent alesser researcher 
to bed for a week. It should also 
be noted how finely the book has 
been designed, from the large 
pages and heavy paper to the ex- 
quisitely reproduced illustrations. 
Nearly every page combines 
photo and text to make the book a 
joy to peruse at length. 

The reason that small boats be- 
came so central to life in the 
Adirondacks isno secret. As Philip 
G .  Terrie writes in his introduc- 
tion, the Adirondacks are aregion 
"where geography and topogra- 
phy resist easy exploration . . . . 
The uncut forest.. . was roadless, 
nearly pathless, and often close to 
absolute impenetrability." But 
crisscrossing the region was avast 
chain of interconnected lakes, 
ponds, rivers and streams that pro- 

vided an avenue of transport for 
the small boat traveler. From the 
early bark and dugout canoes used 
by the Indians to the bateaux of 
the rivermen to the guideboats, 
skiffs and canoes of the "sports" 
who came later, small boats were 
the lifeline. 

The ideal Adirondack boat 
combined three important quali- 
ties. It had to be light enough to 
carry from waterway to water- 
way. It had to move swiftly across 
the water. And it had to have a 
large carrying capacity. Farmers 
and early pioneers found the small 
boat essential. Joel T. Headley, 
the Protestant minister who 
penned a romantic and effusive 
appreciation of the region in 1849 
entitled, The Adirondack: or, Life 
in the Woods, explains: "You 
travel in boats, go on pleasure 
excursions in boats, get all your 
meat, and fish, and vegetables in 
boats, and finally your milk and 
butter in boats." Headley relates 
the story of one pioneer woman 
desperate for conversation. Bun- 
dling her six-month-old baby and 
fourteen-year-old daughter into 
their craft, she rows and carries 
the trio 30 miles through unbro- 
ken forest in order to visit afriend. 
"I hope," Headley writes, "she 
had a glorious gossip to pay for 
her trouble." 

The story of the small boat in 
the Adirondacks is also the story 
of the ever-expanding human oc- 
cupation of the region. The 
Adirondacks were, at first, a track- 
less wilderness so little known to 
nearby residents that Mount 

Marcy, the highest peak in New 
York State was not climbed un- 
til 1837, fully two centuries af- 
ter the first ascentofMount Wash- 
ington in New Hampshire. From 
such obscurity, the mountains and 
lakes grew by steps into one of the 
pre-eminent recreational meccas 
of the Northeast. 

It was through the writings of men 
like Headley, Samuel H. Hamrnond 
and W .H.H. "Adirondack" 
Murray that the Adirondacks first 
came to the serious attention of 
sportsmen and tourists in the 
1850s and 1860s. Soon, tales of 
magnificent fishing and hunting 
adventures were being published 
in Forest & Streanz and other 
magazines. Citified "sportsmen" 
required the services of profes- 
sional guides to provide not only 
guided and human-powered ex- 
cursions, but all the necessary 
woodland amenities from gather- 
ing firewood and cooking to track- 
ing game and making camp. 
"Roughing it" had a decidedly 
different meaning in the 1800s. 
In Camp Chronicles, her descrip- 
tion of her family's move from 
Forty-second Street to their is- 
land camp at Ausable Forks, 
Mildred P. Stokes Hooker listed 
the necessities brought along: 
"about ten servants, Miss Rondell, 
one coachman, three horses, two 
dogs, one carriage, five large 
boxes of tents, threecases of wine, 
two packages of stove pipe, two 
stoves, one bale china, one iron 
pot, four washstands, one barrel 
of hardwood, four bundles of 
poles, seventeen cots and seven- 
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teen mattresses, four canvas pack- 
ages, one buckboard, five barrels, 
one half barrel, two tubs of butter, 
one bag coffee, one chest tea, one 
crate china, twelve rugs, four milk 
cans, twodrawing boards, twenty- 
five trunks, thirteen small boxes, 
one boat, one hamper." 

As the century progressed to 
its close, hotels and boarding 
houses sprang up to cater to the 
growing numbers of sportsmen 
and tourists. There were stage 
coaches and even a railroad as far 
as North Creek by 187 1. In addi- 
tion, large private clubs grew 
popular among wealthier 
outdoorsmen. All of this increased 
the demand for small boats. There 
to meet the demand were builders 
and craftsmen like J. Henry 
Rushton, Caleb Chase, Henry 
Dwight Grant, Herbert M. 
Sprague and Reuben Cary. By 
the end of the 19th century, the 
boat building profession had 
caught on fire. All types of small 
craft for sail and oar were per- 
fected and refinedusing the many 
new technical innovations that 
were developed prior to the ad- 
vent of the gas engine. 

Small boat lovers who are un- 
interested in lengthy discourse on 
building techniques need have no 
fear. While such discussions are 
well done, Bond does not draw 
them out unnecessarily. As one 
whose own interests lie more in 
the realm of what can be seen 
while riding in acanoe rather than 
in the construction itself, I none- 
theless can appreciate the beauty 
of finely made skiffs, guideboats 

and canoes. Herein lies, perhaps, 
at least part of the reason for the 
widespread popularity of the small 
boat. Literally works of art, they 
can be enjoyed on many levels, 
by craftsmen, recreationists, 
sportsmen or even by someone 
who may never set foot in a ca- 
noe. The high attendance at the 
Adirondack Museum's fine col- 
lection is testimony enough to the 
enduring fascination we all have 
for these boats. 

By the late 1920s, guiding as 
a profession was in decline. The 
Adirondacks had grown more 
tourist friendly with good maps, 
plentiful accommodations and 
rail transport increasingly easy 
to come by. Well-made and in- 
expensive canoes were widely 
available. More and more people 
were becoming familiar with the 
region. By 1925, the mountains 
boasted no fewer than 54 
children's summer camps. An- 
other big change was also well 
underway, the advent of the gaso- 
line powered boat. 

J. Henry Rushton of Canton 
was one of the earliest power boat 
builders. He constructed his first 
steam launch in 1882 and adver- 
tised naphtha andelectric boats in 
his catalog of the same year. In 
1902 he added internal combus- 
tion. Rushton's venture intopow- 
ered craft was never a true suc- 
cess, however. By 1903 his cata- 
log stated categorically, "I build 
no power boats of any kind." 

But others were embracing the 
new technology. By 1910 Lake 
George had a fleet of 600 powered 

boats and Lake Placid boasted 150. 
Powerboaters formed the same 
sorts of clubs and associations 
and held the same sorts of regat- 
tas and races that the early 
guideboat and canoe enthusiasts 
had so cherished. While human- 
powered craft remained the most 
common boats in the north woods 
until after the Great Depression, 
the fine craftsmen who made them 
virtually disappeared. The 
guideboat was a rarity by the 
1930s, replaced by wood/canvas 
boats and, in the 1940s, by the 
aluminum canoes built by the 
Grumman Corporation. In the 
1970s' Grumman would turn out 
20,000 aluminum canoes a year. 

At the 1969 New York Boat 
Show, the nation's premier show- 
case for recreational watercraft, 
there were no wooden boats. Yet 
there is a happy ending to the 
demise of the finely crafted 
wooden boat. A revival in inter- 
est is well underway. Hallie 
Bond's fine book can only ensure 
that it will continue and grow as 
modern boaters once again learn 
to value the quiet and serenity of 
an Adirondack lake without mo- 
tors and oil slicks. 
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Quarterly Update: 
The Ogdensburg Trolley 

nspired by the SLCHA Quarterly article, "The 
Ogdensburg Trolley," by Scott Wich (Summer, 1994, 
pages 1 -7), long-time Historical Association mem- 

ber, Floyd Beswick of Madrid, recently donated copies of 
two photographs of his grandfather, Charles Beswick, 
who worked for many years on the trolley. 

Charles Beswick was a conductor on the New York 
Avenue trolley. Prior to his Ogdensburg days, Beswick 
was a conductor on the Rutland Railroad, travelling on 
the Malone line. 

In the photograph to the right, Charles Beswick is 
pictured next to his trolley. Below, Beswick (on the left) 
and an unidentified man are standing in front of the New 
York Avenue trolley. The photographs were taken 
between 1910 and 1915. 

-Thomas E. Price, 
SLCHA Collections Manager 
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THE OLD WEST LIVES! - 
n February, 1882 Harper's 
Weekly magazine published an 
illustration of a twenty-one "Blowing like hell-and quite 
year old New Yorker, kederic tiresome. I to day [sic] 

Remington. And so began the career of finished Indian Raid and 
the work I had laid out for 
summer. Intend to sketch 

create hundreds of i for study now and loaf-a 
sort of vacation. Mrs. 

Up S a n  Juan  Hill to the picking her last peas. Our 
garden is so poor it hardly 

New York. He produced many p 
of the St. Lawrence River and 
Adirondack Mountains. Make 
visit the Frederic Remington 
Museum and see the 
life. The works are so 
think you hear the thund 
hooves. 

Museum is open year-round. 

-*  Admission '- 
Museum members are free 

Monday-Saturday 10 a General admission $3 
$2 
Free 

November -April 
Tuesday-Saturday 
Closed Sunday & Monday Last gallery tour at 4:00 pm 

Closed major holidays 

Visit the Museum Shop for Remington reproductions, books, t-shirts, Native American music and 
videos, Navajo woven rugs, and sterling silver jewelry. 

E FREDERIC 
REMINGToN ART MUSEUM 
303 Washington Street + Ogdensburg, New York 1 3669 + 3 1 51393-2425 
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