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Xy DESCRIPTION

CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE

i XEXCELLENT __DETERIORATED X _UNALTERED X _ORIGINAL SITE

—GOOD —_RUINS -_ALTERED __MOVED DATE

“"*“IE —_FAIR —UNEXPOSED '

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

TEE? The Niskayuna Reformed Church is located in the hamlet of Nisk-
il AT v s
.ﬂ%& - ayuna on a busy highway, State Route 7, which connects Schenectady and
e Troy. The church property also contains auxiliary buildings used for
-ﬁ%%- church purposes which are lacking in historical significance.

Only the church proper and the old cemetery as indicated on the
attached map are included in this nomination. The area is now a suburb
sy of Schenectady and is built up with a mixture of residences both old
TP and new. The church itself is set back from the road on landscaped
...  grounds.

A handsome example of the Greek Revival style executed in brick,
the gable-roofed church has brick pilasters supporting a brick frieze .
around the entire building. The facade has a pediment with a fanlight.
A two-stage central tower surmounts the roof at the front of the
building. The first enclosed stage of the tower is square with corner
pilasters and an entablature of the Tuscan order. The second stage is
an open hexagonal belfry supported by fluted Doric columns. The en-
tablature has a crenalated parapet. The 1860 bell was manufactured
by the Meneely foundry in Watervliet. The church windows are tall
narrow rectangles with limestone lintels and sills. The stained glass
consists of naturalistic patterns and diaper work without representa-

?%%% tions of figures, as befits the reformed church philosphy. There is
;& datestone (1852) over the central entrance. As is stated in Part

8, the church design resembles New England models.

On the interior, the church is as unadorned as on the exterior.
A vestibule contains flanking curved staircases leading to a horseshoe-
: shaped gallery supported by cast-iron columns. Facing the entrance
e is the communion table and the pulpit. An alcove behind the communion
§ii table contains the organ which is screened from view.

R The church records contain numerous references to repairs and

;gf changes. The church horse sheds were removed in 1942, while the
- trolley car waiting room was removed in 1933. Around 1928, the old
pews were replaced. A major change was the rebuilding of the three-sided
gallery to a horseshoe shape in 1888. Revisions to the pulpit area

took place during several periods of activity. ~

The cemetery contains the graves of early settlers; many of the
burials date from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Niskayuna Reformed Church, established in the middle of the
eighteenth century to provide a cultural center for Dutch settlers in the
area between Albany and Schenectady, still serves a vital function
in the community today. The present church structure, built in 1852 on
the site of a previous church presents a picture of a typical Greek
Revival period Protestant church derived from New England models.

An old cemetery located behind the church contains pre-Revolutionary

War burials.

Histories tell little about the early settlement period in the
area which is now the town of Niskayuna, possibly because the area in
general censisted of poor sand and clay farmland, except for the
Mohawk River Tlats, and also lacked the water power to encourage mills.
This area at the confluence of the Mohawk and Hudson Rivers was also
isolated by the difficulty of river navigation between Schenectady
and Cohoes, where the great Cohoes Falls created a major obstacle
to water travel. Indeed, the settlement at Schenectady remained the

"gateway to the west," with all goods destined west beilng transported
overland from Albany until well after the building of the Erie Canal.

We can see, then, that geography mitigated against the development
of the area of the town of Niskayuna as a population center. However,

* there were some fertile flats along the Mohawk River between Schenectady
and Cohoes and, as elsewhere in the valley, these were taken up by
Dutch settlers reaching out from Albany at a very early date.

Probably the area had had trappers and traders soon after the first
settlement at Albany. Land records show that by 1669, Jan Verbeck,
Phillip Peter Schuyler and Peter Van Olinde had purchased land at
Niskayuna on the south side of the river. Other early settlers were
the Clutes, Vedders, Van Vrankens, Groots, Tymesens and Pearses,
names which still appear on the 1866 map.

The hamlet of Conistagaiane, later called Niskayuna, is marked on
a 1756 map as a small cluster of houses adjacent to the river. This
map shows a read pattern derived from early Indian trails which per-
sists to this day. On it, the settlements at Albany and Schenectady
are linked by a road which later became the Albany-Schenectady Turnpike.




]

&"‘ AR R
r -lh [ F ..._-. L
-'f"!-k,.-__r '.:__'_.:_._-..'.:. _'-:-I .-.'-.
R SR e A
I{_' I.F!.;'. ‘r:- 4 e

= r’_ .
;-,":.1
i

Form No. 10-300a
(Hev. 10-74)

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

L.
Sl

"ﬁi‘
%

5 e T i g . 1 . r el o 2 3 o . iy 42
S ey e ¥ Fady! . ._ + "R'!‘-u' .ii?_ 1 el .-: ....i-'_.;‘-, 1 .1' .\g' e ]
FO’R Hl ' s U-BE 4 e e m'g?‘ Tt AT s T el e S
o e . .} ; | M i ’t‘}’?'ﬁ’ i S S AR [ . E
s T etk ﬁﬁ.“ s .\_?":-‘ i Eat s | el e A e e ﬁxﬁ'iq%_ RN -ﬁ. e e o fo Ko e 'y i " fg? i
B {&._.ﬂf.?ﬁ;- e T ;%v__%\? e T W B %ﬁﬁ | ":5::"':"". C T frii i E di i i
"ﬁ-'-.&"?'ﬂ_ '::“‘Efﬁ:':-r,-'--' . o Y II'\:.:!:"“- 7 %tf' .5::'. < Y "I' & -‘. Dk . L 4 o e E s t. i
i %ﬁ '\-'-:"::\R ﬁil' _w:ja LR, 2 _.-\iﬁ;" i ot I o .. B
bt o A - -
fosrl oyt Dt £ e Ny
e W T T S e
RECEIVED
o ] dpr e B e e ..__l. g '.-‘:%: i
o e R S e T il e Az
i g; : Q fﬂ;-\- i 'Wdy
raneibi B W i
e G
| VR X i 1) o
LG T
s S e . 1 _ = = _:.::-

1 - | i 1 '! a
i
r‘ﬁ"“"“ = :

A
X

]

L o

& L] ¥
[
g LR

]

£
Sl

~ NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
INVENTORY -- NOMINATION FORM

Niskayuna Reformed Church
Schenectady County

0 2

CONTINUATION SHEET ITEM NUMBER PAGE

Another road, later the Troy-Schenectady Turnpike, runs easterly
from Schenectady along the river as far as Niskayuna hamlet. Here
it chankes direction, veering southwards toO Albany. Just east of the
hamlet, a ferry took traffic northwards from 1724 on. Thus, the little
community of Niskayuna was cannected to its neighboring settlements

by roads very early.

An 1822 map shows this river road extended eastwards to meet
the Hudson at Cohoes. Canistaigione was by then called Nestiguina,
By 1866, Niskayuna was the only hamlet in a town of widely-spaced farms.
The road became known as the Troy-Schenectady Turnpike. The Troy-
Schenectady Railroad of 1845 passed through the hamlet as well.

Because of the distance from the settlements at Albany and
Schenectady, the first Dutch settlers at Niskayuna soon established
s church of their own. Early records are lost, but services were
probably held at Niskayuna hamlet soon after the turn of the eighteenth
century. A condensed history of the Niskayuna church which was placed

fﬁ@ inside the cornerstone of the present church building when 1t was
%  laid in 1852 reads as follows:

The first building devoted to the services of God in this
neighborhood, tradition says, was called a "Gabat House" or
"prayer house".... This building gave way to a meeting house
at an early date, which was an old building in the yar 1790 4 s

o | and stood until 1828, when a new house was erected on the '
Tt present site.... The house, commenced in 1828 was of frame
i fifty feet by sixty-five.... It was taken down in the first

part of the present month and the Lord willing it is to Dbe
replaced by a new brick edifice, the corner of which is now

e being laid.

Hind The Niskayuna Reformed Church was organized under the auspices
e of the church at Albanv, and in)its turn spawned congregations at
ot Bougt, Amity and Lishas Kill. The Lishas Kill church, built in
1854, closely resembles the Niskayuna Church.

Although the Dutch church in New York commenced the preaching of
sermons in English as early as 1763, the Niskayuna church continued
to hold services in Dutch until 1813. This fact illustrates the 1im-
portance of the church as a focal center for Dutch culture and is
amply confirmed by reading the church records which survive from 1790 on.
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Especially in the period precedipng the Civil War, the church kept
careful watch over the behavior of the closely-knit congregation. For
the early settlers, the Niskayuna church embodied a cohesive social
order and provided a frame of reference throughout a hundred years of
war and turmoil. It is not surprising to discover in the church records,
numerous occasions when members strayed from the path of virtue, were
reprimanded, suspended or reinstated if properly penitent. After the
Civil War, references to the spiritual condition of the parishoners
gradually gave way to discussion of more practical matters.

The religious convictions of the Reformed Church are well illustrated

in the simplicity of architecture and decoration of the present

church, for which the Greek Revival style was an appropriately severe
vehicle. There are echoes of Asher Benjamin in the octagonal belfry

and the fanlight in .the pediment. New England influence upon upstate
New York vernacular had become all pervasive in the early nineteenth
century. Furthermore, the spare New England church style had evolved
from the same Calvanistic principles. ©So it is not surprising to find
the Reformed Dutech Congregation of Niskayuna building a church which

so closely resembled New England models. The Niskayuna ¢church may

have been copied from the United Methodist Church in Lansingburgh which
was built in 1848. The resemblence is startling; the towers, 1in
particular, appear to be almost identical.

On the exterior, the Niskayuna Reformed Church appears unchanged
- except for the addition of stained glass. Interior changes to the
balcony, pulpit, and pews were made in the spirit of the orignal and
do not detract unduly. Still anchored in the past, the church serves
an active congregation which includes descendents of Niskayuna's

early Dutch settlers.
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