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MADISON COUNTY HILLS

I. Stockbridge Hill Site
2. Fenner Hill

Generally speaking, there 1is
more history made, and more
events of historical importance
occurring in the valleys of any
county — than there is history
made on its hills. The valleys
contain the arteries of com-
merce: the highways, roads, ca-
nals; as well as the hamlets,
towns, cities and villages.

STOCKBRIDGE HILL SITE

Hills are generally of less
historical importance because
they are usually in inaccessible
places, poorly populated, and
generally covered with a forest
growth of trees.

There are exceptions of
course. Exceptions which bring
noted hills into historical prom-
inence because of special events
which have oceurred on them.

The Stockbridge Hill Site, on
the scuthern edge of the City of
Oneida, has achieved historical
importance in the last two years
because of a scientific develop-
ment in which it played a part.
This was the development of ra-
dio telephone ecommunication
between scientists from the
Rome Air Development Center,
talking over a distance of 9,000
miles with an airplane flying at
the scuthern tip of South Am-
erica.

This installation can be seen
by traveling up the Stockbridge
West Hill, on Peterboro Road.
This road is the old coach
route from Vernon and Cazeno-
via. It intersects Oneida’s West
Road at the Five Chimmneys
Corner at Peterboro Road.

This amazing and costly de-
velopment had many problems
to solve before success was ac-
chieved. There were problems
concerned with the absorption
of radin waves in outer space;

with the earth’s curvature, pro-
b_lengs with heat, light, and ra-
diation occurring in outer space.

The solving of many of these
problems with the aid of the
Stockbridge Hill Site and other
similar installations will make
possible man’s exploration and
development of inter-planetary
flight in the near future.

This development projects the
thinking of our scientists thou-
sands of miles away from the
earth on which we live, far far
away from Madison County —
far, far away from another
scientific event which occurred
along the old stage coach route
from Vernon to Peterboro to
Cazenovia.

Both had one thing in com-
mon. They were both parts of
scientific projects which had
never been attempted before.

FENNER HILL

The second scientific project
occurred along the old stage
coach route just west of Peter-
boro, on Fenner Hill. To reach
the site, drive thru Peterboro,
headed South, over the road at
the western end of the Village
Green. Half a mile beyond the
Village Green make a right turn
on a good county macadam
road which leads directly into
Cazenovia.

On the crest of the hill be-
hind the farm houses on the
south side of the road, lies the
top of Fenner Hill, where a
granite marker is set into the
ground to mark the spot of a
major scientific development,
which occurred here about 1879.

This 78 year old event at Fen-
ner Hill, when compared with
the Stockbridge Site installation



of 1959, highlights changes
which have occurred in that
length of time. Changes which
leave us breathless, as we con-
template their effect on our fu-
ture — as we look forward to
outer space exploration and in-
ter-planetary travel.

The scientists at Fenner Hill
back in 1879 were concerned
with the foremost scientific
project cof that day — the first
accurrate mapping of New
York State. Fenner Hill was
one of a chain of stations across
the center of the state, from
which the {irst primary trian-
gulations were made in the
survey.

Accurate maps are among
the first requirements of civil-
ized communities. A map is a
book in one page. It is indispen-
sable to the property-owner, to
the tax-collector, and to all in-
terested in an orderly society.
It is also a military necessity.

As early as 1827 Governor
DeWitt Clinton wrote in his an-
nual message to the legislature,
“An authentic and official map
of the State is a desideratum
which ought to be supplied.”
Succeeding governors repeated
the request each yvear without
any action being taken by the
legislature.

Finally in 1875, the American
Geographicai Society, which,
from its founding in 1852, had
regretted the inexactness of the
best existing maps of the State,
made a careful study of the pro-
blem; and then proceeded to
Albany to lay an organized pro-
gram of action before the state
legislature.

The committee from The Am-
erican Geographical Society in-
formed the State Legislature in
1875 that maps of the state
were grossly inaccurate, that
they were made from old chain
and compass surveys made thru
the woods nearly a hundred
years before that date, for par-
celing out tracts of land to set-
tlers. And that while the State
of New York was the most pop-
ulous and wealthy in the Un-

ion, the maps of the state were
worse than those of almost any
other Commonwealth.

There had been great diffi-
culty also in establishing accur-
ate county boundary lines, The
county line between Schenecta-
dy and Saratoga, some years
before had caused the most
trouble because it was in a
growing section at the time, and
affected a considerable area. For
22 years a large tract of land
remained unsettled until the le-
gislature of 1792 passed an act
“to establish a temporary jur-
isdiction line between the two
counties.” Over the years, the
“temporary line” had been ac-
cepted as the permanent line
with no further legislation.

As a result the legislature of
1876, with the approval of Gov.
Tilden, appropriated $20,000.
“for making an accurate trigo-
nometric and topographical sur-
vey of the State.” The act al-
so appointed commissioners to
conduct the survey who were
to serve one year without pay.

The costly, but absolutely ne-
cessary primary triangulation
was begun in the Eastern part
of the state in 1877. The work
was begun by selecting the high-
est known hills across the state
from the Massachusetts border
to the Niagara River, from
which to work.

Two lines of stations, across
the center of the state were sel-
ected, roughly about forty miles
apart. From the center of the
state to the East the northern
line included: Oswego, Loomis,
Florence (in Oneida Co.), Pen,
Hamilton (in Hamilton Co.), and
Prospect.

The southern line included:
Howlett (a hill in southern
Onondaga Co.), Fenner (in Ma-
dison Co.), Tassell (in southern
Oneida Co.), and Helderberg
(named from the mountain
south-west of Albany.) Unfam-
iliar names are those of the
property owner who owned the
land on which the station was
located. This was the general
practice except for the use of
a few well known area names.



VICTORY
Cuyuaa.Ca

OSWESQ Co
OSWEGo

OSWego Co.
Loomis

HOWLETT HILL
Onondasa Co.

Oneida CO-
FLORENCE PEN

FENNER
Maed isen Co.

TRIANGULATION POINTS ACROSS
CENTRAL NEW YORK

Lines were drawn from the
northern station to the south-
ern station opposite it. Triangles
were made by then drawing
lines from the station on either
side, to the directly opposite sta-
tion.

Each of these primary tri-
angles—by means of geometry,
trigonometry and competent
surveyors was turned into ta-
bles of figures for Latitude,
Longitude, Azimuth, Adjusted
Angles, Setting Angles, Spheri-
cal Excess, Plane Angle, Log,
Sine, and Log. Dist., etc.

Fenner Hill was selected for
a primary triangulation point
because it is the highest in the
north-central part of the coun-
iy, and was about the desired
‘seeing” distance from Howlett,
Florence, and Tassell stations.

The ground work at Fenner
Hill was done in 1878 or 1879.
A report of the state survey
commission issued in 1887 states
that, “In 1878 preparations were
made to extend the triangula-

tion in the central part of the
state . o

However, I am using the year
1879 because the report states,
“In 1879 Assistants Wilson and
Bogardus worked in the central
part of the state between Sy-
racuse and Rome.”

At Fenner Hill granite mark-
er No. 130 was set in the ground
to mark the spot from which
all triangulations were made,
using that point. Its altitude is
1862 ft. above Mean Tide at
Governor’s Island in New York
harbor. The land it is on was
then owned by O. E. Wormuth.

After the primary triangula-
tions wer made additional trina-
gulations then were made to
many nearby points; to give an
accurate mapping location, as
the process continued, to almost
every town and village. Addi-
tional Madison County stations
were: in the Town of Lenox —
Allis, Bulger, Canastota and
Cranson — also Eaton in the
Town of Stockbridge.
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Messrs. Allis, Bulger, Cran-
son, and Eaton owned the land
on which the station markers
were set.

As further triangulations
were made, they called ‘“subsi-
diary points.” In Madison Coun-
ty these subsidiary points in-
clude: The Bridgeport M. E.
Church; in Canastota the Bap-
tist, M. E. and “Free Church.”
In the Town of Sullivan: the
Free Methodist Church near
Chittenango Station, and the
Fyler Wesleyan Methodist
Church. In Oneida: the Opera
House Dome, and the Presbyter-
ian and Baptist churches. In the
Town of Fenner: the “Perryville
M. E.. Church?”

In the Town of Lenox: the
Quality Hill Presbyterian
Church, the Wampsville Presby-
terian Church and the Ridge-
ville Presbyterian Church .

A survey triangulation map
issued by the state commission,
when compared with a present
day map of Madison County
readily yields an answer as to
where Ridgeville was. The tri-
angulation map shows no
roads, and nearby Oneida Lake,
on both maps, pin-points Ridge-
ville as present day Whitelaw.

Mrs. Alene Warner tells me
that the name was changed be-
cause Ridgeville residents
thought the name too undistin-
guished, sounding like a back-
woods community.

An appeal was made to the
legislature to change the name,
and it was changed to White-
law in honor of Whitelaw Reid,
a prominent state official at
that time. Mr. Reid was also a
distinguished member of the
State Board of Regents of the
State University for many years.

No locations were listed in
Madison County south of Fen-
ner, as its opposite triangulation
point was to the north at Flo-
rence, in Oneida County.

A report on the progress of
the work in 1883, when two-
thirds of it had been completed
shows that some difficult situa-
tions had been met. It states

that in the central portion of
the state, the hills are so near-
ly of the same height, that dif-
ficulty often was met in getting
lines “that are visible in the di-
rection wanted.”

“Most of the higher hills and
ridges are wooded more or less,
which adds to the difficulty ma-
ny times, as it is desirable to
cut no more timber than is ne-
cessary. Timber becomes very
valuable property, and expen-
sive, when wanted for public
use.” (And land for highways
today, too!)

In the 1883 report, Mr. O. S.
Wilson recommended the fol-
lowing outfit for triangulation
work: “One man able to climb
and work in a tree-top intelli-
gently. Social talents are of se-
condary importance.” A team
and a spring wagon. A tele-
scope, an aneroid barometer,
available old maps of the area,
a county atlas for information
as to roads and owners of pro-
perty, a range telescope, hand
level, compass, two heliotropes.

Also one bolt white cotton
cloth, one bolt Simpson’s black
calico, and plenty of tacks to
make flags to erect on poles
to locate one point while look-
ing for others, also a pair of
pole climbers.

Also 400 ft. of manilla rope
in one piece, and a set of iron
tackle blocks for hoisting lum-
ber to build a platform in a
tree top; and afterwards to
hoist instruments and the ob-
server up to the platform. Such
platforms were erected and us-
ed ninety to 100 feet above the
ground.

Mr. Wilson says, “with the
above outfit we invite the read-
er to take a short trip with us
to obtain an idea how such work
is done. We will commence at
one end of a survey line and
start a reconnoissance in the di-
rection desired. Setting up the
telescope we scan the horizon
for high points, often thru gaps
in nearby hills. We head the
angle of the limits from some
known directions; a signal al-
ready built, or from the magne-



tic meridian as given by the
prismatic compass. With prac-
tice, these distances can be
guessed within five miles in for-
ty. The horizon is examined
clesely for peculiar shaped
trees, hills, houses, or anything
else to help identify the spot
when we get to it. We may
leave a man with a heliotrope
with orders to point it at us,
toward our next projected point;
day after day, until he sees our
answering heliotrope light sig-
nal.”

At Fenner Hill, and other tri-
angulation points, the field sur-
vey work was much more dif-
ficult to do back in 1879, than
it would be today. A state en-
gineer today, can drive back
and forth between any point in
northern Madison County and
state offices in Syracuse or Uti-
ca, in a matter of minutes in
a modern auto.

An account of the traveling
involved in the 1879 work is
highly interesting. With a men-
tal image and distinguishing
features of the next hill point
in mind, the survey party leaves
the starting point.

“We now pack our wagon
and descend into the valley for
the main traveled road leading
in the direction we wish to go,
using our county atlas, and ask-
ing questions when uncertain.
It is always best to be skeptical
as to the replies to questions
asked, and especially as to
what can be seen from some
hill, from which a native sees
more than anyone else can.

“The information received in
this manner is almost always de-
lusive, and we soon disbelieve
the testimony of anyone, yet
still ask questions of any intel-
ligent looking man we meet;
politely acknowledging the in-
formation, but giving it weight
zero. This is the safe way so
far as to what can be seen from
a given hill, and as to the
whereabouts of the highest hill
in town.

“Much valuable information
may be received however, as to
the best road to a certain place,

when mnecessary, as it often is,
to help out the best maps in
the state.

“After proceding about ten
miles, we leave the valley; and
wend our way up to what pro-
mises to be a high elevation.
We set up flags from cloth
strips, then work around the
hill always hoping for a better
location site.

“As we leave the hill we in-
quire who owns the land, and
pay him to see that the flags
are not molested. T have never
known one flag to blow over
when the land-owner is paid
half a dollar — and that is
generally sufficient.

“We drive-on and try to make
some village in the direction
we are going, where we can find
a hotel. We drive up to the ho-
tel, remove our personal bag-
gage and maps, and drive to the
barn where one of us stays un-
til we are sure that the team
of horses is made comfortable
for the mnight.

“From force of habit we may
ask the landlord where the
highest hill is located.

“After irritating his scalp
with his fingers, he expresses
an opinion, which he asks Jones
to corroborate; who is in doubt,
and asks Smith, if the hill up by
Deacon Brown’s is not the high-
est in the county. This point set-
tled, the ice is broken, and we
are asked if the new railroad is
going thru the place, or if we
expect to find oil near; or what
kind of patent-right we are ped-
dling, etc., ete.

“We plead, ‘Not Guilty’, and
proceed to give our audience
an idea, as briefly as possible,
of our designs upon their com-
munity.

“We are on hand for a six
o’clock breakfast, and are soon
on the road again. . ..”

“After finally settling on the
proper site from which to ob-
serve, we next spend many
hours in getting the proper fi-
gures down in our notebook.
There are but few hours during



the day when long lines can be
measured, and not only half the
day when any such work can
be done. These are an hour or
two just after sunrise, and from
about 4:00 P.M. until sundown.

“Even these early morning
hours are uncertain because of
bad atmospheric conditions. Af-
ter an early rising, often we
tramp back to a late and cold
breakfast, with nothing done;
much more tired and disgusted
with the world than if we had
had three hours of good seeing
and have pages or record to
show for it.

“The air does not become
absolutely steady until the lat-
ter part of the afternoon, and
often when the air is clear, it is
cloudy, so that heliotropes do
not show.

“Just recently the U. S. Geo-
detic Survey tried taking mea-
surements at night with the aid
of magnesium flares. It is good
but expensive to do. I made
some experiments with Xkero-
sene lamps, using a 14 inch lo-
comotive headlight, which could
be seen on a line fifty miles
long. I also made cheaper lan-
terns by using cast lenses made
at the Corning Glass Works,
which were ‘satisfactory over a
distance of thirty miles.

“Night observations were
made but one year on the sur-
vey, but were satisfactory in
every way and they will doubt-
less be improved and brought in-
to general use in the future.”

The forecast proved -correct.
Long line surveying work now
is done at night.

If the men who worked at
Fenner Hill in 1879 were to re-
visit it today, they would be
amazed. For on a nearby crest
of the hill, a modern inctalla-
tion glows all night with red
warning lights. Daylight disclo-
ses a radar light apparatus on
top of a high tower. It is a TV
relay station feeding programs
from Albany into Syracuse TV
stations.

Nearby, further back on the
hill, reached only by a main-
tenance road, is the tower of
the Madison County Mutual Aid
Fire System. This tower pro-
vides radio communication be-
tween headquarters in the Sher-
iff’'s Office, Wampsville, and
all Fire Departments in the
county.

The road from Peterboro past
Fenner Hill to Cazenovia almost
takes you back to 1879. The
beautiful Fall foliage is the same
as you break over Fenner Hill,
the road ahead of you ‘“straight
as a string”, down the long gen-
tle slope into Cazenovia.

The road is now wider, and
is a fine macadam county road.
The ruts in the road are gone
and there is no choking dust
in the air. There are no Speed
Zones and no traffic lights. The
only evidence of modern traffic
regulations is one Stop Sign,
at the cross-road from Perry-
ville to Nelson.

Fenner Hill was important to
the state mapping survey 80
years ago. It is more important
today for giving us television
programs and a county fire al-
arm system.



