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Page 2 The Backbone Backbone Ridge News and Update’s  
By Allan Buddle 

 

 Cemetery Maintenance 
Fall Cemetery maintenance to be at the Reynoldsville Cemetery beginning at 9 am on Friday and Saturday, 
October 12 and 13th 
 
Bring some friends and weed wackers.  All help much appreciated. 
 
The Seeley Cemetery is being considered for work next spring.  Suggestions are always welcome especially if 
they generate some interest in helping with the maintenance work. 
 
Military Lot Boundary Transcriptions 
A group of dedicated volunteers led by Robert Kibbee have been working for 
months transcribing the 1789 Survey Notes for the boundary of each of the 
100 Military Lots in each of the Military Townships on and around the Back-
bone Ridge.  They include Judy Butterfield, Rebecca Wright, Julie Morris, 
Charlotte Dickens, June Szabo and Beth Bevars. 
 
The group meets bi-weekly to compare notes and measure progress.  These 
transcriptions are leading to fully digitized and GPS located layers of history 
of each Military Lot accessible by smart-phone and computer. 

 
In keeping with the Military Lot Project, Robert Kibbee provided an interesting letter written home in the late 
1700s when the boundary line between Pennsylvania and New York was being surveyed.  The letter probably 
accurately describes conditions encountered by the surveyors working on the Backbone Ridge. 

MAIL BAG 
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Digging into the national archives 
by Dr. LouAnn Wurst, Michigan  Technological University 

After almost twenty years of researching the farms on the Hector Backbone, I finally had the chance to do a 
different kind of digging: into the National Archives at College Park, Maryland. Most of the documents are 
official government records related to the Land Utilization Program of the Resettlement Administration, the 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, and the Work Projects Administration. And while I still have a lot of 
work ‘sifting’ through these records, I did find a copy of the project proposal for the Hector Land Use Adjust-
ment Project, authored by Lyman O. Bond, the resettlement administration’s regional coordinator, dated July 
25, 1938 as well as a supplement to the final plan for New York’s Land Use project A-1 which includes part of 
the Hector Backbone dated September 13, 1935. The most important part of this supplemental plan is that it 
includes many photographs of the proposed land acquisitions, including several of the farms that we have ex-
cavated over the years. I will share a few of 
this photos here, and follow up with more in 
coming newsletters. 
One photo shows the barn on the Dunham I 
Site, located on the east side of Burnt Hill 
Road at the intersection of the Finger Lakes 
Trail. This barn was built by Jesse McNish 
after he purchased the farm in 1864. This 
photo is particularly eerie since on July 25, 
1878, the Watkins Express reported that “a 
man by the name of McNish in the town of 
Hector committed suicide by hanging him-
self” in the barn “when evidently in a condi-
tion of temporary insanity.” After his death, 
Sylvester Dunham purchased the farm and it 
stayed in their hands until it was bought by 
the Resettlement Administration in 1937. 
The caption on the photo reads “Minor Dun-
ham, unoccupied and abandoned, not 
worked in 10 years, has Federal Land Bank mortgage.” Minor Dunham and his wife Elsie were living in Cuya-
hoga Falls, Ohio at the time of the sale. 

The report also included a series of 
photographs from the Lee Farm, the 
first site that we excavated. They 
include a copy of the original illus-
tration of the Daniel Lee farm in-
cluded in the 1879 History of 
Schuyler County, perhaps to demon-
strate how rundown the farm had 
become over the years. Another 
photograph shows the Lee II house 
and outbuildings, built by Lewis 
Mattison about the time of his mar-
riage in 1895, on the east side of 
Burnt Hill Road. The caption for this 
photo reads “Frank Mattison, owner, 
Theodore Mattison, operator, house 
and buildings on above farm occu-
pied and small acreage crop” 
(Figure 2).  
           (continued on page 4) 

Figure 1—Barn from the Dunham I Site 

Figure 2—Lee II Site, house and outbuilding 
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Digging Into the National Archives 
by Dr. LouAnn Wurst, Michigan Technological University 

(continued from page 3) 

One final photo of the Lee Farm was 
included in this supplemental report, 
showing a fairly bizarre barn (Figure 
3). The caption reads “picture shows 
dug out barn with manure pile at en-
trance. Occupants of the barn—2 work 
horses and 2 cows.” Our work at the 
Lee II house site never identified a 
barn, so we assumed that the Matti-
son’s continued to use Daniel Lee’s 
original barn located across the road. 
This photograph suggests a different 
scenario. The configuration of stones at 
the entrance to this “dug out barn” 
matches the basement entrance to Dan-
iel Lee’s house shown in the illustration 
from the 1879 History of Schuyler 
County (Figure 4). We excavated a unit 

in the cellar of this structure and discovered a heavy lens of charcoal and ash just above the paved stone floor 
indicating that the house had burned and the foundation may have been repurposed as a barn. It is also possi-
ble that this curious barn was located in the foundations for the original barn itself. The Watkin’s Express for 
June 26, 1890 reported that “Mr. Lewis Mattison, whose barn was recently destroyed by fire, contemplates 
rebuilding soon.” This photo would suggest that they were never able to rebuild, and continued to use this 
make-shift barn for the remainder of the occupation of the farm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3—Dug out barn on the Lee Farm 

Figure 4—Detail of Daniel Lee’s house from the 1879 History of Schuyler County  
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February 20, 1775 marks the birth of William Sutton to parents James and Sarah [Hooker-Smith] Sut-

ton.  Though not the firstborn son, William was the first surviving male child in the Sutton family.  His birth 
took place in Jacobs Plains, Pennsylvania on the east side of the Susquehanna River, just north of Wilkes 
Barre.  William joined two older sisters: Polly, born at White Plains, New York on September 30, 1770 and 
Deborah, who had been born at North Castle, New York on February 8, 1773.  Between these two confine-
ments, a son had been born March 2, 1772.  This un-named child failed to thrive and passed from life the fol-
lowing morning.     

Born into a tumultuous time, the first decade and a half of William’s life saw the family relocate no 
less than a half a dozen times.  Within a year of William’s arrival, the Sutton family removed to the western 
side of the Susquehanna River to Exeter, Pennsylvania.   Two years hence, the family would seek refuge in 
Forty Fort, a garrison seven miles downriver, as the British and their Indian allies moved along the river, 
slaughtering settlers and burning properties.   At the surrender of the Fort, after the Wyoming Massacre, the 
Sutton family would flee some eighty miles downriver on a crude raft to Middletown, Pennsylvania where 
they remained for almost two years before journeying back to Wilkes Barre, Kingston, and finally, Exeter. 

By the time he was fifteen (1790), William was working in Black Walnut Bottom (about forty miles upriver 
from Exeter), in the company of Jared Smith, a known stone mason.  William also had business dealings with Ebenezer 
Skinner, a tavern owner at Skinner’s Eddy. Before the turn of the century, William had acquired property and was a half 
owner of a sawmill built on a parcel of land owned by Mr. Skinner.  On August 4, 1794, William married Ebenezer’s 
third oldest daughter, Phebe.   The following spring, April 3, 1795, saw the birth of William and Phebe’s first son 
(William Jr.).  A second son (James) followed in December of 1796 and a daughter (Lydia) was born on March 6, 1799.  
The next child that was born to the couple (Harry) was on December 26, 1800 in Ovid, New York.  

In their book,  History of Seneca County, Everts, Ensign and Everts note that “William Sutton early 
followed the trade of stone engraving.  The stones were dark cobblestone and were taken from the west side of 
Seneca Lake.”    It was not long before grey sandstone/schist gravestones began to appear in between the lower 
ends of Cayuga and Seneca Lakes, all bearing a similar shape and format.  Besides a rectangular stone, two 
other shapes began to consistently appear.  The first was a rounded top with sloped shoulders that capped off 
the rectangular body of the stone.  The second shape incorporated a rounded epaulet on each shoulder.   The 
flat face of the stone usually had an incised border that created a rectangular area for the inscription. The font 
that William used for engraving was slightly italicized.  Also unique to the stones that William Sutton en-
graved was the use of clovers in his designs in the top area of the stones, and a curious, scrolled number 7 that 
didn’t seem to match the rest of the font.                                                                        
                                                                                                                                             (continued on page 6) 

William Sutton—Stone Merchant, Stone Engraver 
A Brief Sketch by Patt Dietlin 
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Footstones were usually rounded at the top and had an incised border surrounding the 
initials of the deceased.  

All told, the country stones cut and carved by 
William Sutton were simple and pleasing to the 
eye.  William never signed his stones, and- in 
fact - it seems that engraving was not the main 
thrust of his work.   He was not only a stone 
cutter and engraver, but also a stone merchan-

diser. He began selling cut stones to other engravers as blank stones 
or with some decoration and incised borders already carved in, leav-
ing the stone ready to be inscribed.    

William worked in Ovid for over ten years.  As time passed, his sons grew into the business.  Within a 
decade, hundreds of stones fashioned from the Sutton family workshop were dotting the countryside between 
the Lakes and beyond.  Stones, with epitaphs carved by the Sutton men, or blank stones procured from the 
workshop by localized carvers such as E. B. Smith, D. Booth or J. Benson can be found from Ovid, south 
across the Backbone Ridge, and east and west across Cayuga and Seneca Lakes   It would be fascinating to 
know how these men interacted with each other and conducted business.  Did they have more than a passing 
knowledge of each other?  Did they share workshop space?  Did they compete for clients? 

 
 

 

 

 

William Sutton—Stone Merchant, Stone Engraver 
A Brief Sketch by Patt Dietlin 

(continued from page 5) 
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Interestingly, many of William’s clients were of Methodist persuasion and also 
had roots in Pennsylvania.  It is curious to note that in 1788, William’s sister, Debo-
rah, had a religious conversion and later wrote in her journals that most of her family 
came under the spell of Methodism at that time. Whether William was still in the 
household when this occurred is unknown.  Anning Owen, circuit rider and early 
preacher at the Asbury Church in Lansing was originally a blacksmith in the Kingston/
Exeter area pf Pennsylvania.  Family ties created a web; names such as Morehouse, 
Conger and Skellenger, all related by marriage, have gravestones fashioned by Wil-
liam in various cemeteries in between the lakes.   Husbands and wives, decades apart 
in death are joined by the Sutton workshop.  In the Old Covert Cemetery, the stone of 
Sarah Smith (d. 1806) was carved by William.  Her stone stands next to an identically 
shaped stone carved for her husband Stephen (d. 1825).  That Stephen’s stone came from the Sutton workshop 
would seem a sure thing, it was nevertheless wrought by a different hand than William’s.  It could be the work 
of James or John, as it bears characteristics to their work.  

 William relocated his family sometime between the death of his daughter Lusena (d. January 26, 1812 in Ovid) 
and the birth of daughter Maryann (b. January 23, 1814 in Reading).   It was from here on the west side of Seneca Lake 
that the business expanded and became more diversified as William’s sons came into their own.   William Jr., James and 
John all engraved stones and the works of their hands became distinct from that of their father as well as from each other.  
(Signed examples of their works are documented and will become the subject of future newsletters.)  For well over a dec-
ade, the stone cutting and engraving business continued to flourish.  By the end of December, 1826, William Jr., James, 
John, Daniel, and Lydia had married and were out of the familial home.  This left Harry (26), Ashley (18), Maryann (12), 
and Sally (10) still at home with William and Phebe.  The workshop now had satellite locations;  William Jr. was living 
in Seneca (working in Geneva), John abiding in Milo (working in Penn Yan) and James living next door to his parents, 
working in the Reading shop.  Besides delivering stones via wagon, the Suttons made use of the lake and delivered their 
products via sloop.    

Death came 
abruptly for 
William on 
January 30, 
1828.  The 
brief obituary 

in the Geneva Ga-
zette speaks to the 
swiftness of the 
event.    

Fittingly; it would 
be a father’s son – 
John - who carved 
the gravestone.   

 

William Sutton—Stone Merchant, Stone Engraver 
A Brief Sketch by Patt Dietlin 

(continued from page 6) 
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Backbone Ridge History Group                                 
PO Box 62 
Trumansburg, NY  14886 

WWW.BACKBONERIDGEHISTORYGROUP.COM 
 

 
We hope that information contained in the Backbone continues to be of interest and we welcome  

suggestions for content related to the history of the Backbone Ridge and surrounding  
communities. Please feel free to contact us with suggestions or contributions of articles by mail at the  

address above or through the website at that address above.   
  

For new or renewal memberships, for an individual or household please send $10 to BRHG, PO Box 62, 
Trumansburg, NY  14886 
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