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1 August 2017 

 
This report discusses the migrations of the early Knickerbockers. 
 
This is Chapter 1.  This chapter focuses on Harmen Janse van Wye, who later became known 
as Harmen Janse Knickerbocker.  Chapters 2, 3, and 4 will focus on later generations. 
 

Thousands of words have already been written about Harmen Janse Knickerbocker.  We will 
not repeat them here.  (We encourage readers to obtain a copy of William Van Alstyneôs History 
of the Knickerbocker Family before reading this report.) 
 
The focus here is on new information that has not been previously published.    For example, we 
will devote about half of this report to clarifying when Harmen Janse Knickerbocker died, and 
where he was buried. 
 
 

Overview 
 

This map illustrates the earliest movements of the 
Knickerbockers. 
 
Harmen Janse originally settled on the west side of the 
Hudson River, in what is now called Saratoga County 
(1). 
 
Harmen Janse left Saratoga County in about 1704.  
Harmen moved south to Dutchess County (2).  It appears 
that six of his children went with him. 
 
The oldest son, Johannes, moved to Schaghticoke in 
Rensselaer County  (3).  We are showing an arrow from 
ñ2ò to ñ3ò, but perhaps should have shown an arrow from 
ñ1ò directly to ñ3ò.  (Johannes may have gone directly to 
Schaghticoke, without ever living in Dutchess County.) 
 
Johannesô descendants stayed in the Schaghticoke area 
for many years.  This will be covered in Chapter 2. 
 
Unlike Johannesô family, the descendants of the other six children quickly began to migrate.  
Their destinations initially included Litchfield County Connecticut (4) and Columbia County New 
York (5), but they also quickly moved to western New York state and more distant locations 
such as Michigan. 
 
The movements of the Dutchess County families will be covered in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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Harmen Janse Knickerbocker in Saratoga County, New York 
 
Harmen Janseôs property was in an area called Halve Maen. 
 
We will show a full translation of the Halve Maen deed, as reported in Early Records of the City 
and County of Albany and Colony of Rensselaerswyck (1916) by Jonathon Pearson.   
 

 
 
 
 
In addition to reporting the deed, Mr. Pearson 
offered some commentary on the name 
ñKnickerbocker.ò     
 
This deed shows the name Hermen Jansen 
van Wykycbacker, and Mr. Pearson 
comments on other deeds that show Harme 
Janse Knickerbocker van Wye. 
 
There is also a comment about a man named 
Harmen Jansen van Bommel, who was 
supposedly the same person. 
 
These variations of the name have sparked 
lots of discussion and speculation about 
Harmen Janseô s origins.   
 
We will not speculate about Harmen Janseôs 
origins in this report. 
 
Instead, we will focus on Harmen Janseôs 
movements along the Hudson River Valley. 
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Harmen Janse was in a Dutch settlement called Halve Maen, on land between two creeks. 
 
We do not know the exact location of the original Dutch settlement, but Footnote 1 of Jonathon 
Pearsonôs work claimed that Halve Maen was 15 miles north of Albany. 
 
Today, the town office of Half Moon, New York is about 15 miles north of Albany.   
 
By an interesting coincidence, the Half Moon town office is between two creeks that enter the 
Hudson.   This is shown on the enlarged map below. 
 

 
Our best guess is that Harmen Janseôs original homestead was somewhere in the vicinity of 
todayôs Half Moon town office. 
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Harmen Janse in Dutchess County, New York 
 

In about 1704, Harmen Janse moved south about 60 miles, to what later became known as 
Dutchess County. 
 
Various land records are available that directly link Harmen and his children to the area now 
known as Tivoli, New York (point 2 on the previous map).  Tivoli was originally known as Red 
Roode Hoek (Red Hook). 
 
The approximate location of Harmen Janseôs property can be found in the History of Rhinebeck 
by Edward Smith.   

 
As shown in this old 
map, the Knickerbocker 
land was south of 
Livingstonôs Manor, and 
north of Slipstein Island. 
 
Harmen Janse 
purchased a 50% 
interest in this land from 
Harm Gansevoort in 
1704. 
 
Harmen Janse did not 
own 100% of this land.  
This becomes important 
later in our discussion. 
 
 
 

The Will of Harmen Janse Knickerbocker 
 
Harmen Janse 
Knickerbacker wrote 
his will during the 
winter of 1708 / 
1709.   
 
A portion of the will 
is shown in the 
original Dutch, with 
an English 
translation. 
 
The will names his seven children. 
 
Harmen split his holdings among his children.  His holdings included the 50% interest in the land 
south of Livingstonôs Manor. 
 
.    
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Harmen Janseôs Last Years  
 
Harmen Janse Knickerbocker spent his last years in Dutchess County.   
 
The above will proves that Harmen was ñof Dutchess Countyò in 1708/1709.   
 
A county census proves that Harmen was still in Dutchess County in 1714.  
 
And, as we are about to discuss, we can prove that Harmen Janse Knickerbocker died, and was 
buried, in Dutchess County. 
 
The records showing Harmen Janseô death and burial were recorded as part of some 
complicated land transactions.  These are discussed below. 
 
 
Subdividing Harmen Janseôs Property 
 
Shortly after Harmen Janse died, part of his large property 
was subdivided into 13 lots.  This map illustrates the 
location of Lot 1, which was up against the theoretical 
border with Livingstonôs Manor. 
 
By the time Harmen Janseôs properties were sold, people 
claimed the border with Livingstonôs Manor was defined by 
a straight line from the southernmost bend of the Roeliff 
Jansen Kill to the mouth of the Sawyer Kill creek.   This 
diagonal border is illustrated by a dark black line on this 
map. 
 
Livingston Manor was north of this theoretical line.  
Harmen Janseôs properties were to the south. 
 
This border was different from the original perceived 
border, which was an east-west line.   
 
This border was also theoretical and hard to track.  It apparently disagreed with the archaic 
methods that were actually used to mark the property lines.  (For example, property owners 
would carve their initials into large trees.) 
 
For our purposes, there are two important issues related to these land transactions. 
 
The first issue is that nobody actually knew the location of the property lines.  This led to 
multiple lawsuits.  Court records from the lawsuits tell us when Harmen Janse died. 
 
The second issue is that only a portion of the original tract was subdivided.  Harmen Janseôs 
descendants still owned 50% of the southern part of the tract, stretching down to Slipstein 
Island.  This southern tract was referred to as ñUndivided Land.ò  The Knickerbockers later sold 
the undivided land.  One of the deeds tells us where Harmen Jansen died, and also where he 
was buried. 
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The Death of Harmen Janse Knickerbocker:  1714 
 
The uncertainties about the boundaries of Livingston Manor and the Knickerbocker properties 
resulted in several lawsuits.  Harmen Janse Knickerbocker was already dead, and was not 
directly involved.  However, Harmen Janseôs son Peter was involved, as was Harmen Janseô 
grandson Benjamin (the son of Lawrence). 
 
Alexander Hamilton was one of the attorneys involved in the lawsuits.   (See Volume 3 of the 
Law Practice of Alexander Hamilton.) 

 
As part of a lawsuit, Peter Knickerbocker 
testified that his father died in 1714.   
  
Peter was 82 years old at the time of the 
deposition.  However, his fatherôs death, when 
Peter was 12, would have been a major event.  
We can assume he would remember the date at 
which he lost his father, at least to within a year 
or two. 
  

Thus we conclude that Harmen Janse Knickerbocker died soon after the 1714 Dutchess County 
census. 
 
 
The Grave of Harmen Janse Knickerbocker in Dutchess County 
 
The above court records do not tell us where Harmen died, or where he was buried.  However, 
it turns out that land records are very useful.  
 
In March of 1733, Harmenôs son Cornelius sold his portion of the ñundivided landò in Dutchess 
County.   
 
The buyer was Nicholas Hoffman, who was living across the river in Ulster County.  Mr. 
Hoffman decided to register the deed in Ulster County.  This should not have been allowed, 
since the property was actually in Dutchess County.  The mis-filing of this deed has apparently 
caused it to be overlooked by genealogists. 
 
When Cornelius sold his land, the deed was very clear:  this property sold by Cornelius 
Knickerbocker was ñwhereof Harme Janse Knickerbacker, father of the said Cornelis, died.ò   
Also, the sale was ñexcepting and reserving é one quarter of an acre of land for a burying place 
for the Knickerbackers where the father of said Cornelis Knickerbocker lyes.ò 

 
This proves that Harmen Janse died and was buried in Dutchess County. 
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We will now describe the process of hunting for Harmen Janseô grave. 
 
We are looking for a small burial ground where the father of ñsaid Cornelius Knickerbocker lyes.ò 
 
We know that the burial ground was on Cornelius Knickerbockerôs property, which was 
described this way: 

 
 
tract of land situato lying and being in the County of  
Dutches and Province of New York on the east side of Hudsons 
River beginning at said River by a small run of water and running 
easterly along the land of said Nicholas Hoffmon to the land of 
Lowerence Knickerbacker then along said land northerly to the lott 
number two of the land of said Nicholas Hoffman running westerly 
along said lott number two to Hudsons river aforesaid and then 
southerly along said river to the first station being bound westerly 
by Hundsons River, northerly and southerly by other lands of said 
Nicholas Hoffman and easterly by the land of Lowerence 
Knickerbacker containing by estimation one hundred and eighty 
acres 

 
The deed mentions only one landmark:  A ñsmall run of waterò at the southern edge of 
Corneliusô property.    
 
 
Cornelius Knickerbockerôs lot was south of Lot 2.  Other deeds show that Lot 2 
was south of Lot 1.  (Descriptions of the subdivided lots can be found in Ulster 
County land records, book FF, page 422, and Dutchess County land records, 
book 2, page 398.) 
 
We suspect that Lot 1 was oriented primarily north-south, and that Lot 2 was 
oriented primarily east-west.  This is because Lot 2 was described as being 
south of both Lot 1 and Lot 3.   
 
 
We can use simple algebra to approximate the location of Corneliusô lot. 
 
The simplest algebra would occur if the lots were all perfect squares.  Lot 1 (119 acres) would 
be 2,300 feet by 2,300 feet, so it would occupy 2,300 feet of waterfront, just south of Livingston 
Manor.  Lot 2 (96 acres) would occupy  the next 2,050 feet of waterfront, and Corneliusô lot (180 
acres) would occupy another 2,800 feet of waterfront.   
 
For this simple ñsquare lotò example,  the southern edge of Corneliusô lot would be 7,150 feet 
south of the original Livingston Manor line.   
 
This simple example shows that these were large lots.  The ñsmall run of waterò was at least a 
mile to the south of Livingston Manor. 
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Modern satellite imagery shows a small creek in 
about the right spot. 
 
In the Google Earth image shown here, the 
creek runs along River Road, then through the 
trees, then under the railroad tracks, and finally 
into the Hudson River. 
 
Topographical maps show that this creek is the 
result of a ridge that runs from Tivoli towards 
the Hudson.  The location of this creek probably 
hasnôt changed very much in the last 200 years. 
 
This is the only creek in the area, and was 
probably the southern boundary of Corneliusô 
property.   
 
The creek is about 8,500 feet south of the mouth of Sawyer Kill creek, which was the historic 
boundary of Livingston Manor.   This is reasonable.  The ñsquare lotò calculation came up with 
about 7,150 feet.  The extra distance is easily explained if we assume that both Lot 1 and 
Corneliusô lot were elongated. 
 
We will now shift our focus slightly to the north. 

 
The photograph to the left shows a 
larger section of the Hudson River 
coastline. 
 
The small creek is near southern edge 
of this photograph.   
 
The old ñLot number 2ò was to the north 
of this photograph. 
 
Thus, we believe this photograph shows 
part of Cornelius Knickerbockerôs 
property.  
 
We have identified two key landmarks.   
 
One landmark is Friendship Street, a 
short street that runs along the low bluff 
above the Hudson. 
 
The other landmark (the red star) is the 
intersection of Friendship Street and 
County Road 78.  This county road was 
originally known as State Road 402, and 
was built in the 1930ôs. 
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We now turn to James H. Smithôs History of Dutchess County, which was published in 1882. 
 

 
 
The excerpt shown here was part of Mr. Smithôs 
discussion of the Hoffman Family, including Nicholas 
Hoffman. 
 
In June of 1881, Mr. Smith visited an old burial ground  
behind the Farmerôs Hotel, on a sand bluff overlooking the 
Hudson River. 
 
This was ñthe oldest grave yard in this part of the country.ò 
 
The burial ground had been abandoned for many years, 
with ñno recorded or remembered internment within the 
present century.ò 
 
The burial ground contained tombstones of Hoffman family 
members. 
 
The burial ground also contained the degrading tombstone 
of Lawrence Knickerbocker, the second son of Harmen.   
 
This burial ground was not associated with any church, 
which suggests that it began as a family burial ground. 
 
 
 

More recent documents show that the Farmerôs Hotel was on Friendship Street.  The hotel was 
torn down in the 1930ôs to make way for a ñstate road.ò   The red star on the preceding satellite 
photograph is at the intersection of Friendship Road with Route 78 (old state road 402).   
 
The red star is important for two reasons.   
 
First, the red star is a connection to James Smith, because this was the approximate location of 
the Farmerôs Hotel and the abandoned burial ground. 
 
Second, the red star is a connection to Cornelius Knickerbockerôs deed.  The red star is north of 
a ñsmall run of water,ò east of the Hudson River, and south of the old Lot number 2.  Thus, red 
star is clearly within the boundaries of the old property of Cornelius Knickerbocker. 
 
The obvious conclusion:  The burial ground discussed in the History of Dutchess County is the 
same quarter-acre burial ground set that was aside by Cornelius Knickerbocker. 
 
This burial ground was the location of Harmen Janse Knickerbockerôs grave. 
 
The deed specifically stated that the burial ground was going to be used as a ñburying place for 
the Knickerbackers.ò  Thus, in 1766, Lawrence Knickerbocker was buried near his father.   
More than a century went by before anybody documented the tombstones in this family burial 
ground.  Mr. Smith arrived in 1881, just in time to find Lawrenceôs tombstone.    
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Harmenôs tombstone was already gone by 1881.  There is no hope of finding it now. 
 
It has taken us about five pages of text to describe the search for Harmen Janseôs grave.  To 
close this discussion, we will repeat eight important words from the deed shown earlier: 
 

ñwhere the father of said Cornelis Knicerbackers lyesò 

 
These eight words prove that Harmen Janse Knickerbocker was buried in Dutchess County, on 
the property later owned by his son Cornelius. 
 
 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Knickerbocker Finances 
 

Since we discussed the court records earlier, we should also offer a brief observation about the 
Knickerbocker familyôs financial situation: 
 
Starting in the early 1700ôs, Harmen owned a 50% interest in several square miles of real estate 
along the Hudson River.   Today this would make him a multi-millionaire.  (For example, a single 
large house on Friendship Street recently sold for $710,000.)  However, the scale of Harmenôs 
land holdings may be deceiving. 
 
We will quote one more section of the court records as reported by Alexander Hamilton. 
 
Peter Knickerbocker testified during a lawsuit, and apparently thought the Knickerbockers were 
short-changed as a result of the property dispute.    
 
One of the lawyers objected to Peter Knickerbockerôs 
credibility, saying that Peter was poor and had more 
motivation to stretch the truth.  Hoffman had no inducement 
to commit fraud, since the land had little value anyway. 
 
Thus we can conclude that Harmenôs land holdings did not make him a wealthy man, and that at 
least one of his sons  ï  Peter ï was a poor man, even after selling his inherited land. 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 

End of Chapter 1 
 

Chapter 2 will discuss the family of Johannes Knickerbocker in Schaghticoke. 
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Migrations of the Early Knickerbockers 
Chapter 2 of 4 

 
Bryan Knickerbocker 

1 August 2017 

 
This document discussses Johannes Knickerbocker, the oldest son of Harmen Janse 
Knickerbocker. 
 
Johannes is well known for founding the line of Knickerbockers in Schaghticoke, New York.  
Sources of information about this family include William Van Alstyneôs History of the 
Knickerbocker Family; Kathlyne Knickerbocker-Vieleôs history; and  the Knickerbocker Historical 
Society, which is based at the Knickerbocker Mansion in Schaghticoke, New York. 
 
Since the Johannes line has been documented elsewhere, this report will be brief, and will 
attempt to shed some new light on all of the prior information. 
 
 
 

Johannes Knickerbocker of Schaghticoke, New York 
 
 

Johannes Knickerbocker moved to Rensselaer County in about 1708, and remained there for 
the rest of his life.  Johannes was buried in Schaghticoke.   
 
Johannes was approaching 30 when his father, Harmen Janse Knickerbocker, moved from 
Saratoga County to Dutchess County.  Johannes probably went directly from Half Moon to 
Schaghticoke, without ever living in Dutchess County. 
 
Schaghticoke is about 70 miles from Tivoli.  This means that Johannes and his children were 
somewhat isolated from the rest of the Knickerbockers.  As discussed below, many of 
Johannesô descendants tended to stay close to home.  Thus, we will refer to this group as ñthe 
Schaghticoke family.ò 
 
The Schaghticoke family achieved a certain degree of fame and fortune,   
 
However, there are relatively few ñKnickerbockerò descendants of Johannes who are alive 
today.    
 
Most ñKnickerbockersò alive today are descended from Lawrence Knickerbocker of  Dutchess 
County, not from Johannes Knickerbocker of Schaghticoke.   
 
This is discussed below. 
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Fortune and Fame 
 
 

The ñfortuneò of the Schaghticoke family is illustrated by the 
Knickerbocker Mansion in Schaghticoke. 
 
This has recently been restored, thanks to the 
Knickerbocker Historical Society. 
 
The history of the mansion is well documented, and will not 
be discussed here. 
 

 
 
The ñfameò of the Schaghticoke family is the result of their friendship with the author 
Washington Irving.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Knickerbockers have always been a tiny little family.  The early generations included mostly 
middle-class or lower-middle-class farmers.    
 
Our ñKnickerbockerò name would never have been as widely known, except for the works of 
Washington Irving. 
 
  

1808 

Knickerbocker  
History of New York  

 
 
 
 
 
 

1820 

 
The Legend of Sleepy Hollow 

 
Found among the papers of the late 

Diedrich Knickerbocker 
 
In the bosom of one of those spacious coves which 
indent the eastern shore of the Hudson, at the broad 
expanse of the river denominated by the ancient Dutch 
navigators the Tappan Zee, and where they always 
prudently shortened sail, and implored the protection of 
St. Nicholas when they crossed, there lies a small 
market town or rural port, which by some is called 
Breensbugh, but which is more generally and properly 
known by the name of Tarry Town.  This name was 
given, we are told, in former days, by the good 
housewives of the adjacent country, form the inveterate 
propensity of their husbands to linger about the village 
tavern on market days. 

 
  
 
 
 
 

Washington Irvingôs books have been 
described as the first best sellers written 
in the U.S.  
 
Washington Irvingôs pen name was 
Diedrich Knickerbocker.  Even now, when 
you buy or download a copy of the 
Headless Horseman (ñThe Legend of 
Sleepy Hollowò), it includes the heading 
ñfound among the papers of the late 
Diedrich Knickerbockerò. 
 
As a result of Washington Irvingôs books,  
ñKnickerbockerò soon became a common 
word.  It also became a popular name for 
any business whose owner wanted to be 
identified with New York culture.  This 
was especially true in New York City 
(although few Knickerbockers ever lived  
in New York City). 
 


