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The blue used in the printing of the cover matches the eighteenth century blue paint that originally covered much of the paneling in Fort Johnson.

The drawings on the front and back cover of this report represent Fort Johnson as it may have appeared during the third quarter of the eighteenth
century and are based on details shown in Guy Johnson’s sketch of the property circa 1759.
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Fort Johnson’s classical portico dates from the eighteenth century.



FOREWORD

Fort Johnson survives intact! No other home of a prominent
New York Citizen of the colonial period has survived unto the
present day so little altered and untouched by restoration. Un-
like Sir William Johnson’s other home, Johnson Hall at Johns-
town, or Guy Park, the house he built for his nephew just down
river, the Fort did not undergo Victorian renovation or suffer
twentieth century restoration. Indeed, after extensive investiga-
tion of the building fabric, it appears that the house was last
altered in 1770 to receive Poly Watts, the New York City bride
of Sir William’s son, John. Despite the loss of almost every fea-
ture of the eighteenth century setting, except for one building
and the geological fact of creek, river and hills, Fort Johnson re-
mains an authentic architectural document from the pre-revolu-
tionary period. It is almost as if change and growth cease for the
house with its confiscation by the patriots two hundred years
ago last fall.

For the past seven decades the Montgomery County Histori-
cal Society has maintained Fort Johnson. In recent years con-
cern for the immediate repair and long range preservation of
the dwelling has confronted the Society. Three years ago archi-
tects were engaged to study the condition of the building and to
recommend procedures for its long term preservation.

Today, when confronted with the task of preserving a historic
building, a restoration architect follows a disciplined approach
in which investigative techniques are applied to the process of
building restoration. Too often in the past, preservation and
renovation projects have been shaped by romantic notions of
history or expedient compromises in repair work. Such unfortu-
nate practices have destroyed the historic integrity of countless
structures. Before projecting a preservation scheme, the archi-
tect should assemble all known documentary materials relating
to the site and conduct a comprehensive survey of the existing

fabric. These procedures, by setting forth the historical develop-
ment of a building, establish the cultural significance and eval-
uate the condition of the historic structure. Once this has been
accomplished, plans for preservation can be formulated with-
out whim or uncertainty in a logical, sequential manner. This
approach insures that the historic integrity of the preserved
structure will survive extensive renewal.

In devising a preservation plan for Fort Johnson the architects
have been mindful of its unique qualities, and have been guided
by a respect for the extensive survival of eighteenth century
features and craftsmanship that distinguished this dwelling. The
work on the house proposed herein aims only to repair and sta-
bilize the existing fabric and to limit modern intrusions to new
minimal heating, electric and security systems. Aside from rein-
stating eighteenth century paint colors on the interior and ex-
terior, no effort at restoration on the building is necessary or
desirable. However, the preservation plan does recommend
major changes in two areas of the property: in the treatment of
the grounds, and in the disposition of the collections. Extensive
development of the grounds is proposed in a manner that will
render the eighteenth century appearance of the setting more
readily comprehensible to the contemporary visitor without
literal reconstruction of the numerous buildings that once ex-
isted on the site. Inside the Fort the extensive collections mate-
rial acquired by the Society has grown so extensively as to pre-
clude satisfactory presentation of the artifacts themselves or of
the fine interiors of the house. To rectify this situation the pres-
ervation plan proposes construction of an exhibit/storage build-
ing across the Kayaderosseras Creek which also can serve as a
modest visitors center.

Once these improvements are accomplished, Fort Johnson
should become recognized widely as one of New York’s finest
historic resources. With increased popular appreciation of its
cultural importance the prospects for long term preservation of
the house will be greatly enhanced.



PREFACE

The Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service His-
toric Preservation Grant-in-aid Program is a cooperative
partnership between the 50 States of the Union, the District
of Columbia, the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Guam, the
Virgin Islands, the Commonwealth of the Northern
Marianna Islands, and the National Trust for Historic Preser-
vation for survey and planning activities and for the acquisi-
tion, protection, stabilization, preservation, rehabilitation,
restoration, and reconstruction of historic properties listed
in the National Register of Historic Places.

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 provides
matching grants of up to 50-percent for the preparation of
comprehensive statewide surveys and for the acquisition
and development of registered properties. States and Ter-
ritories may transfer funds to local governments, private
organizations, and individuals. When funds are transferred
to private organizations and individuals, the public interest
must be protected for a prescribed period of time. This is
accomplished by deed convenants which guarantee con-
tinued maintenance, limited public access, and, should sale
of the property occur, first right of refusal on behalf of the
State. The administration of individual grant projects and the
supervision of project work is the responsibility of the State
Historic Preservation Officer who is appointed by the Gov-
ernor.

The Technical Preservation Services Division, Office of
Archeology and Historic Preservation, has the review re-
sponsibility for all grant-assisted acquisition and develop-
ment projects funded under the Historic Preservation
Grant-in-aid program. The Division assures that each project
submitted by the States is in conformance with “The Secre-
tary of the Interior’s Standards for Acquisition and Develop-
ment Projects.”’

In accordance with the 1966 Act, Title I, Section 102 (1)
and (4), the Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service
requires the submission of an Acquisition or Development
Project Completion Report 90 days after final expenditure of
grant funds. Project Completion Reports present a full ac-

count of work performed with Federal funds. Acquisition
Project Completion Reports describe the type of acquisition
and any unusual procedures and circumstances relative to
the project. Development Project Completion Reports de-
scribe project work in detail, citing and evaluating significant
historical, architectural, and archeological findings or ac-
complishments. To illustrate specific points in the text,
photographs, sketches, and copies of the architect’s final
working drawings are included. The historical and technical
information in Acquisition or Development Project Comple-
tion Reports is published and disseminated as case studies
nationwide.

A historic structure report is an important component of
Development Project Completion Reports. The purpose ofa
historic structure report is to (1) document and analyze the
building’s initial construction and subsequent alterations
through historical, physical and pictorial evidence; (2)
document the current state of the building’s architectural
materials and overall structural stability; (3) select an appro-
priate historic preservation treatment (protection, stabiliza-
tion, preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, or reconstruc-
tion); (4) establish priorities for project work items; and (5)
make an estimate of project costs. When completed, the
report becomes the planning document which is the basis
for developing the working drawings and specifications re-
viewed by Technical Preservation Services Division prior to
the commencement of project work. Grant funds may be
used to prepare the historic structure report.

Fort Johnson is an excellent example of a historic struc-
ture report which could well serve as a model research
study. We are pleased to be able to reprint the report and dis-
tribute it to State Historic Preservation Officers and their
staffs in the 57 States and Territories, and the National
Trust for Historic Preservation. We wish to thank the au-
thors, Mendel ¢ Mesick ¢ Cohen e Architects; the Mont-
gomery County Historical Society; and the Division for
Historic Preservation of the New York State Office of Parks
and Recreation for their cooperation in this effort.

W. Brown Morton IlI
Departmental Consultant for Historic Architecture
Chief, Technical Preservation Services Division
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HISTORICAL ANALYSIS

BIOGRAPHICAL INTRODUCTION TO
SIR WILLIAM JOHNSON

At the age of twenty-three, the young Irishman William
Johnson arrived in America in 1738 to oversee his uncle Peter
Warren’s land holdings along the south bank of the Mohawk
River near present day Amsterdam.' In the pioneer settlement
at Warrensbush, Johnson’s conscientiously honest dealings with
the Indians, as well as his willingness to tolerate and understand
their culture, established the foundation of his important future
role in Indian diplomacy. Although he assured his uncle in New
York that he did not intend to begin a settlement of his own,
Johnson purchased a tract of land north of the Mohawk in 1739
and moved there to the house he built for himself, Mount John-
son, in 1743. Here he developed the great fur trade which be-
came the basis of his fortune, one of the largest of the colonial
period. As a wholesaler with direct trade between Mount John-
son, his agents in New York City, and the market in London and
the West Indies, Johnson had a vital financial stake in maintain-
ing good relations with the Indians and keeping them as British
subjects.

The years between 1743 and 1746 were ones of frontier strife
connected with King George’s War, the first of the French and
Indian conflicts. johnson took the responsibility of provisioning
Fort Oswego on Lake Ontario, England’s porthole on the French
controlled west, and assumed the command of a New York mili-
tia. Johnson’s reputation at the Albany Indian Conference of
1746 as a valuable liaison who could tactfully settle disputes
and keep the Indians as British allies led to his appointment as
Commissary for Indian Affairs and subsequently colonel of the
forces to be raised out of the Six Nations of Iroquois.

In 1751, in disillusionment over financial misappropriations
which deprived him of recompense for his considerable expend-
itures, Johnson resigned all offices concerning Indian affairs
and was briefly involved in New York’s Crown Council, the up-
per house of the colonial legislature. He was a delegate to the
important Albany Conference of July, 1754, and in April of the
following year, was again commissioned as Superintendent of
Indian Affairs. One of Johnson’s best known achievements was
his leadership as major general when the French forces under
Baron Dieskau were defeated at the battle of Lake George in
September of 1755. Largely as a result of this victory, he was
made a baronet and given the title of Sir. In 1756, he was made
the sole Superintendent of Northern Indians, a position of im-
mense responsibility and consequence which he was to hold
until his death in 1774. In 1759, Johnson, in command of the
largest Indian column ever mustered in America, led the drive
which captured Fort Niagara, and in 1760, joined Sir Jeffrey
Ambherst’s successful attack on Montreal.

On Sir William’s return from the wars which had involved
him for so many years, he built Johnson Hall in 1763, a more
refined dwelling in a manorial setting in keeping with his dignity

Figure 1. This painting, now in possession of the Albany Institute of History and
Art, is one of the two well-authenticated oil portraits of Sir William Johnson
done during his lifetime. Accompanying the painting which Johnson sent to his
father was a letter, dated October 31, 1754, in which he expressed his opinion of
the unnamed artist's work: “...1 send you my Picture, wh- | had drawn four
years ago, the Drapery | would have altered, but here is no Painter now can
do it, the greatest fault in it is, the narrow hanging Shoulders w"- | beg you may
get altered as Mine are verry broad and square.” (Johnson Papers, 2:ix.) From
this quotation, it is clear that the portrait was done in 1750, the year that John-
son’s new home was completed. The portrait is attributed to the well-known
colonial artist, John Wollastan.
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Figure 2. Albany County map dating from 1756. Note that the house is shown
fortified.

as baronet. He became very interested in planning the new set-
tlement of Johnstown, and took a paternal role in establishing
settlers, promoting agriculture and industry, and providing the
new community with amenities such as a free school, church
and courthouse. Meanwhile, he was attaining the peak of his
success through the diplomatic finesse involved in negotiating
the terms of the boundary settlement after the 1763-64 Indian
uprising (commonly called Pontiac’s Rebellion). The important
Fort Stanwix treaty of 1768 established the western boundary
between British settlement and Indian hunting lands.

Sir William Johnson’s forte was Indian relations, rather than
leadership in battle, and his achievement of keeping the Six Na-
tions lroquois friendly, or at least neutral, to the British side
cannot be denied its significance in American history. In accor-
dance with the English emphasis on colonization (while the
French were content to thrive on furs), Johnson must also be
remembered as an outstanding pioneer who encouraged the
settlement of the Mohawk Valley frontier.

ACQUISITION OF THE PROPERTY

The manuscript of the Loyalist Claim for the lost property of
John Johnson is the best available documentary source regard-
ing the acquisition of the land upon which Fort Johnson was
built.2 The original deeds were buried along with other valuable
papers before John made his escape to Canada in 1775, and
when he later returned to retrieve them, he found all the parch-
ments in the iron chest entirely dissolved. Although he believed
that the title was recorded in New York, the correspondant he
employed to enquire about them was unable to attain any rela-
tive information to support his claim to ownership as devised in
his father’s will. The testimony therefore relies on memory and
would thus account for the inconsistencies which follow.

According to the sworn statements of both son John and son-
in-law Daniel Claus, the land was originally part of the patent
granted to Wilson and Abeel in 1708. John described it as lying
“on the bank of the Mohawk River situated 17 miles above the
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Figure 3. Although undated, this map is undoubtedly of eighteenth century origin.
The small elevation of Fort Johnson is correct in its propositions and fenestration.

Note that the fortified forecourt is shown as well as the two flanking depen-

dencies. From the Karpinski Map Collections, Ministere De Guerre, Paris.

town of Schenectady, one mile in depth from the said river”
and containing approximately 1000 acres. The Kayaderrosseras
patent “was adjacent to the former, this tract joins the above in
the rear.” He said that his father purchased this estate in 1747
from joseph-Clement, though he could not say at what price,
“and there was then some land cleared upon it”. Colonel Guy
Johnson testified that he believed the land contained 900 to
1000 acres and was purchased by Sir William in the year 1742.
His statement “He went to law for part of it and recovered” per-
haps refers to Sir William’s words in a letter to his Uncle Peter
Warren in New York in July of 1749.

I have a letigious Neighbor whose land joins that

of mine, wh you have the deed of, he and | are

now beginning a law Suit abt. the bounds of $’d

lands, wherefore Shall have occasion for Said

deeds, wh Should be glad Sir, You would please

to send, me (?) first opertunity to prevent his have-

ing any advantage of me.?
The fact that Uncle Warren held the deeds explains John’s belief
that they were recorded in New York. A letter of congratulations
two months later to Sir William from James Ross of New York
undoubtedly refers to the successful resolution of the law suit
and tends to support the later 1747 purchase date rather than
Guy Johnson’s 1742 recollection.

| wish you a Great deal of joy of yt purchase

from Jos Clement & am Glad you’ve Got Rid on
so bad a Neighbor.*

This description of the land (running back one mile from the
river to the boundary of the Kayaderrosseras patent and con-
taining approximately 1000 acres) is the best conception which
we can derive from primary sources of the tract Sir William
bought to build his new home. With 640 sqaure acres to a square
mile, we would assume that the tract stretched about a mile
and a half down the Mohawk.

PREVIOUS USES OF THE SITE

In August, 1929, the destructive storm which uprooted the
legendary black walnut tree revealed evidence of a prehistoric
village site in the immediate area of the house. Indian pottery
relics found three feet below the surface, directly under the
stump, indicated the occupancy to have been Alogonquin, not
Iroquois-Mohawk.®* The small amount of cleared land at the
time of purchase referred to in John’s claim perhaps relates to
the former Indian settlement. Seeing that in the descriptions of
the tract as it was in 1775, John thought that not more than 50
acres total was cleared and improved (“this was chiefly mead-
ow, the remainder was in woodland”’¢) while Guy Johnson put
the figure at only thirty acres, we would assume that the land
was largely wilderness at the time of purchase. The earliest map
available, which shows Albany County in 1756, shows the sparse
settlement of the area and the absence of neighboring homes.

It is evident that Johnson deliberately located his 1749 house
in close proximity to mills already on the site. In the aforemen-
tioned letter Johnson writes about the “letigious Neighbor”, he
informs his uncle: “I am busy to build me a good Strong Dwel-
ling House in the Mohawks by my Mills, all of Stone.”” Perhaps
this can be identified in the sketch Sir William’s son-in-law Guy
Johnson made in October, 1759 as G, a structure which appears
to be a gristmill with its grainary dormer.

CONSTRUCTION HISTORY OF
FORT JOHNSON

The earliest mention of the construction of Sir William’s new
house comes in a letter he wrote to John Catherwood dated
December 30, 1748. Johnson gave his apologies for not being
able to visit Catherwood in New York as planned, but explained
that:

Now [ am busy preparing all Materials to build
me a good House next Spring, which must de-
prive me of that Happiness, as | am obliged to be
present to forward the work.®

This conclusively fixes the construction date at 1749 (and not
1742, as erroneously published in the 1921 Architectural Forum
article, nor 1744, as often cited in county histories), and it estab-
lishes Johnson’s role in the building of the house. He clearly put
himself in charge of the preparation involved before breaking
ground and planned on the necessity of being on the site to dir-
ect the construction. Documentary evidence on the progress of
the actual building is very sparse, with no information whatso-
ever on the craftsmen involved or the master builder/architect
(if indeed one existed), so that much must be inferred from the
few existing sources.

Gathering materials for a project of this nature in a wilderness
environment was no small accomplishment. Contracting mer-
chant suppliers through colonial agents and then waiting for
delivery could sometimes involve a year’s planning. The day
following Johnson’s polite excuses to Catherwood, he was in-
deed busy collecting materials in a letter to the London mer-
chants Samuel and William Baker.

this only Serves to desire the favour you would
Send me these trifles mentioned In the Inclosed
and of a good Sort, as they are for a House which
I am building for myself & that thy may the bet-
ter know what Sort & Size | shall give you the
dimensions of the House, which is 60 foot long,
by 32 Wide two Story High, all Stone. | should be
glad you would please ask a Workman there, how
Much lead would be sufficient to Cover Such a
House & what it would amount to with the
freight here & also of Slate for Either of the two |
propose covering of it with.®






