
Preservationists enjoy trumping the latest genera-
tion of sustainability promoters by declaring that the
‘greenest’ building is one that already exists, prefer-
ably an historic one. The River Street Dutch Barn is
proof that the art of sustainable building has always
existed, given these key ingredients could come to-
gether; simple, efficient design, quality craftsmanship
and materials, and a succession of owners who know
the value accrued by maintaining their buildings.

The River Street Barn, formerly located in
Middleburgh, Schoharie County, is a model of the
preservationist’s concept of sustainability (Photo 1). It
is once again crossing over into another reincarna-
tion. This is at least its fourth life. After nearly six years
in storage, it is being reconstructed to serve as a
garage and carpenter’s shop at a private residence in
Albany County. 

Getting here has been a long, mostly undocu-
mented, and speculative trip.  According to the previ-
ous owner, the barn may have come from the Hudson
Valley, purchased to replace one that was burnt by

raiding parties in the Revolutionary War. Given its last
location less than a hundred yards from the Schoharie
Creek and within the Middleburgh Village limits, it’s
possible that it was part of the first phase of barn re-
building after the war. 

Evidence of the barn’s previous lives is found
throughout the structure. Most rafters have three birds’
mouths at the purlin line suggesting they were on their
third roof construction, if not on other buildings.  It is
a scribe rule barn with the usual chiseled marriage
marks at the joints, but all the marks are not in the log-
ical sequence beginning at Bent 1, the layout end. A
few joints have two numbers and some braces to the
purlin plate have unrecognizable symbols made with
a gouge (Photo 2). One guess is that if it was on its
third reconstruction, the builder may have created a
new numbering system to avoid the confusion of a
couple old numbering patterns that didn’t match with
the current layout. 
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The Many Lives of the River Street Barn
Keith Cramer

Photo 1. The River Street barn standing on its former site in
Middleburgh, looking east, 2003 (Photo by Keith Cramer).

Photo 2. Joint with strange symbol made from round gouge strikes
(Photo by Keith Cramer).

       



From the four main Dutch H-
bents, it seems the barn began its
life as an average-sized, three-bay
barn, 45-feet wide by 35-feet long,
with a 26-foot wide center aisle
and equal 9-1/2-foot side aisles.  It
had 12-foot high side walls and
10” x 22” inch center anchor
beams and very nicely made 7” x
10” braces. 

The original barn only had one
double door and pentice roof, lo-
cated in Bent 1 facing west to-
wards the creek. The door had two
leaves in an 11 x 11 foot opening.
Evidence suggests these were piv-
oting doors, sometimes called
‘haar hung’ doors.  The underside
of the gable anchor beam, has
two, 3” diameter drilled holes next
to the door posts. Corresponding
holes were also seen in the origi-
nal door sill, which was not sal-
vageable. 

Perhaps because we have
begun specifically looking for
them, pivoting doors have come to
seem much more common than
was previously thought.  On two

DBPS tours this year we found
pivot holes at the Tarbox barn in
Rensselaer County and the
Wagner barn in Albany County.

In the last Middleburgh recon-
struction, a 20 foot bay was added

to the layout end, a typical 1800s
adaptation to increase hay storage
(Photo 3). Bent 1 was moved out to
the new gable and an ‘English’
style bent, with center post, was
added, that now became Bent 2 of
the new four-bay barn. The exist-
ing wall plates and purlin plates
were fabricated for this change; all
are the full new building length of
55 feet, and they have no older,
unused mortises (Figures 1 and 2). 

In the new reconstruction, the
owners decided to reconfigure the
original three-bay barn to be used
as a garage/barn and to use the
added 20-foot bay as a carpenters
shop (Photo 4).  Bent 1, the origi-
nal layout end gable with the dou-
ble door opening, was moved
back inside, once again switching
places with the English bent.  This
‘interior’ gable end will get wood
siding and the pivot doors will be
recreated so that from inside the
garage, it will look like a true
three-bay New World Dutch barn.

All original rafters were put into
the three-bay section to reduce the
span for reconstruction.  Some
rafters were very slender—barely
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Photo 3. Interior as it looked in Middleburgh showing added bay, looking west, from the
loft (Photo by Keith Cramer).

River Street Barn (continued from page 1)

Figure 1. River Street Barn, typical bent section (Drawing by Keith Cramer).



3” x 3” at the peak—considering
the original spacing of five feet on
center.  The middle birds’ mouth is
being used again, and is about 12
feet from the outside end of the
rafter foot, which gives the roof a
10/12 slope. New, beefier rafters
were installed in the 20-foot bay.

The new owners believed that
this project presented a good op-
portunity to rescue some historic
materials that were languishing in
various collectors’ stockpiles.  The
new sills are all recycled mill tim-
bers, some up to 42 feet long.
Many floor boards are also recy-
cled mill sub-flooring planks.
Some door hardware and pancake
hinges were found on eBay.  The
foundation stones are beautiful cut
limestone from a demolished
1840s Albany County building.

The final ingredient sustainabil-
ity promoters need to know before
a building can be considered
‘green’ is whether or not it will it
remain affordable and be a good
investment over the useful life of
the building; that is, does it pass
the life-cycle cost  analysis. 

The River Street Barn has passed
that test several times; just pick any
one of its lives!
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Photo 4. River Street barn on its new site, November 2009. Old rafters are up on the 3-bay
section.  Partial siding on ‘interior’ gable wall that will separate the barn from the workshop
(Photo by Keith Cramer).

Figure 2. River Street Barn, purlin line (Drawing by Keith Cramer).
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Early American newspapers are a gold mine of infor-
mation pertaining to material culture.  Real estate ad-
vertisements are a particularly rich source of data rele-
vant to landscape uses, house and barn forms, and con-
struction techniques employed in various regions since
the descriptive text was often the sole inducement at
hand to entice a potential purchaser to visit the property.  

An examination of a number of newspapers from
New Jersey and Pennsylvania predating 1790 has
yielded a group of ads that, taken together, are evocative
of the rural landscape of New Jersey—and in one in-

stance—Pennsylvania.  At every site described in the
following ads a “Dutch barn” is specifically noted as
being among the built improvements.  Newspaper re-
search such as this is an important component of the
work being conducted for the Survey of New World
Dutch Cultural Resources that we, in concert with the
Society for the Preservation of Hudson Valley
Vernacular Architecture, are undertaking.

“To Be Sold”: Eighteenth Century Real Estate Advertisements
from New Jersey and Pennsylvania Newspapers.
Walter Richard Wheeler

1. Pennsylvania Gazette, 19 November 1767, p. 1 supplement.

2. Pennsylvania Gazette, 2 April 1772, p. 4

3. Pennsylvania
Packet, 20

October 1778,
p. 4.
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4. Pennsylvania Packet, 15 August 1780, p. 1.

5. Pennsylvania Packet, 27 February 1781, p.4.

6. Pennsylvania Packet, 10 December 1782, p. 3.

7. Pennsylvania Packet, 13 February 1787, p. 1.

8. Pennsylvania Evening Herald, 20 September 1787, p. 1.
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9. Dunlap’s American Daily Advertiser, 18 April 1795, p. 2
supplement.

13. New-Jersey Gazette, 10 February 1779, p. 4.

14. New-Jersey Gazette, 4 August 1779, p. 3.

15. New-Jersey Gazette, 22 September 1779, p. 3.

16. New-Jersey Gazette, 17 January 1781, p. 3.

10. Aurora General Advertiser, 31 December 1803, p. 4.

11. New-Jersey Gazette, 28 April 1779, p. 4.

12. New-Jersey Gazette, 7 October 1778, p. 4.
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18. New-Jersey Gazette, 13 November 1782, p. 4.

21. Political Intelligencer, 20 January 1784, p. 3.19. New-Jersey Gazette, 8 January 1783, p. 3.

20. New-Jersey Gazette, 2 April 1783, p. 4.

17. New-Jersey Gazette, 29 May 1782, p. 4.
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