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WOODS:MEN, MOUNTAINEERS, AND BOCKIES: THE PEOPLE OF THE 

Until the early part of this century, a unique 
dialect, known as ''Jersey Dutch,'' was spo
ken in Rockland County, New York. It con
sisted of fragments from the Dutch, English 
and Munsee Indian languages, and was spo
ken by the mountain people of the Ramapo 
Mountains. 

The Ramapos' people, whose forebears 
first settled the mountains in the eighteenth 
century, were known as bockies, a word der
ived from the Dutch bockje, or small basket. 
They lixed a mountain culture handed down 
for over 200 years. 

A new exhibit, ··woodsmen, Moun
taineers, and Bockies: The People of the 
Ramapos,'' recently opened at the Historical 
Society of Rockland County. It traces the his
tory and Lifestyles of the Ramapos' people 
since the colonial era. Ralph Sessions is cu
rator of the exhibit and Director of the Histor
ical Society of Rockland County. 

The Ramapos are a part of the Ap
palachians, extending northeast from the 
New Jersey-Pennsylvania border to the Hud
son River at Bear Mountain. 

Much has been written about the Rarnapos' 
during the last one hundred years. 

Their exotic lifestyles have been called "hill
billies 30 miles from Broadway." Anthropol
ogists and folklorists have collected their ar
tifacts, songs and stories. According to Mr. 
Sessions, this exhibit and related catalog are 
the first attempts to reconstruct the full his
tory of the Ramapos' people. 

The exhibit is presented in four parts. First, 
it traces the colonial era through Indian ar
tifacts, illustrations and Revolutionary War 
items. Next, the growth and decline of the 
iron industry is charted through paintings, il
lustrations, photos, maps and related objects. 
The third section examines the nineteenth 
century mountaineers through handmade 
baskets, woodenware, furniture and photo
graphs of homes, farmsandfamilies. Finally, 
the Ramapough Mountain Indian community 
is highlighted through contemporary items 
such as craftwork, woodcarvings, and 
bead work. 
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Rnmsey Conklin and sons in front of Conklin cabin at Pine Meadow, 1933. 

The Original Inhabitants 

The Ramapo Clove- a break in the moun
tains near Suffern, New York-is an impor
tant geographical feature. ("Clove" is the 
Dutch word meaning "pass.") 

The Ramapo Clove separates the two 
largest groups of mountain families. To the 
south is the Ramapough Mountain Indian 
community. To the north, residents of such 
nineteenth century settlements as Johnson
town, Sandfield, and Doodletown were 
mainly of European ancestry. 

The Indians are believed to be descendents 
from the people who greeted New York's first 
Dutch settlers. The Dutch called the Indians 
Munsees, and some of their village names are 
still a part of the New York landscape-the 
Tappans, Hackensacks, Raritans, Canarsies, 
and Rockaways. 

Whites began to move into the mountains 
sporadically during the 1700's. Free blacks, 
seeking the relative isolation and freedom of 
the mountains, were also settling there. By 
the Revolutionary era, homesteads and small 
farms dotted the mountains. 

The Iron Industry and the Bockies 

Some of the early inhabitants came seeking 
gold and silver. They found, instead, iron ore. 

The ironworks brought economic develop
ment during the nineteenth century. Laborers 
and skilled workmen migrated to the area. 
Most of the original mountaineers, however, 
did not join the industrial workforce. They 
continued to live the largely self-sufficient 
lifestyle of the pioneers. At the same time, 
they supplied a number of important services 
to local industries and were an essential part 
of the regional economic network. 

Richard Parrott, a descendant of one of the 
iron barons, describes the mountaineers in 
his memoirs: 

An importaflt branch of the business was 
the cutting annually often thousand cords of 
wood and turning it into charcoal. The haul
ing of this coal from the pits and storing it in 
sheds for use during the winter required a 
great deal of labor. Numerous baskets were 
needed and they were made at their homes by 
the mountaineers or so-called "bocky-



makers." The free use of landfor grazing cat
tle; the opponunity for securingfree wood for 
domestic use as well as for making baskets, 
spoons, ladles and trays; the unrestricted use 
of the woods and the ponds for shooting and 
fishing, all tended to make the mountaineer 
indifferent to discipline. His labor ».us irregu
lar owing to his independence. 

The mountaineers were the chief woodcut
ters, charcoalburners and bockie-makers. 
Some traveled about selling homemade wares 
door-to-door. The woodsmen lived more in
dependently than their county neighbors, but 
they were not isolateo from them. 

The closing of the ironworks in the 1870's 
and 1880's brought changes to the Ramapo 
Mountains. With fewer jobs, people began to 
leave. The demand for baskets and other 
wooden ware disappeared after World War I. 
Logging had depleted the forests. The eco
nomic changes, combined with social pres
sures, exacted a heavy toll. Mountain society 
north of the Ramapo Clove began to fade. 

A few of the old mountain families clung to 
their lifestyles. Ramsey Conklin was the 
patriarch of a family that had occupied the 
Pine Meadow area since the eighteenth cen
tury. He gained national attention in 1935 by 
fighting the creation of an artificial lake on his 
property, now part of Harriman State Park. 
He refused to leave his homeplace until work
men dammed his stream, dynamited his 
potato patch, and flooded his south pasture. 

Gil Pitt and Maggie Gannon were two of 
the most celebrated mountaineers during this 
century. Gil Pitt was born around 1865. He 
left the mountains as a young man to live in 
various towns in Rockland County. He 
returned to the mountains in his early forties 
and spent the rest of his days making baskets, 
brooms, woodenware and working odd jobs 
for local farmers. 

Maggie Gannon was also from a mountain 
family. She left to marry a river barge captain 
and lived outside the mountains for a number 
of years. Soon after meeting Gil, she moved 
up to Pittown to live with him. 

Though neither had traveled very far from 
home, each could compare life in and outside 
the mountains. They, like the remaining 
mountaineers in the 1930's and 1940's, chose 
the independence and poverty of a squatter's 
cabin to the amenities of a lowland existence. 
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The Ramapough Mountain Indians 

Today, the descendants of the Ramapo ugh 
Mountain Indians have organized to preser-Ve 
their culture. The group offers a number of 
social programs to the community, including 
counseling and job placement. For the past 
seven years they have conducted workshops 
in the Mahwah and Ramapo school systems. 
They teach Native American history, culture, 
and crafts. The culture and crafts of the origi
nal Munsee are lost, but the workshops seek 
to reinforce the concept of Indian identity 
among children. 

Mr. Sessions believes that the efforts of the 
Ramapough Mountain Indian organization 
are important to maintain a continuity with 

Gil Piu and Maggie Gannon of Pi/town. c. 1930. 

the mountaineer past. "Not only are they the 
descendants of the original people of the 
Ramapos," he explains, "but, as the link to 
the lifestyles of the woodsmen of the previous 
century, they are also the inheritors.of the tra
ditions of the first settlers of the New York
New Jersey border." 

Information for this article was taken from 
the catalog to the exhibit, "Woodsmen, 
Mountaineers and Bockies: The People of the 
Ramapos." 

17te exhibit is on view at the Historical So
ciety of Rockland County until August 18. The 
Society is at 20 Zukor Road, New City, NY. 
Forfimher infonnarion, call (914) 634-9629. 



NORTHCOUNTRYFOLKLDE 

Crandall Library in Glens FalJ, NY, will 
host a series of folk artist residencies this 
spring and summer. 

May 21, 7-9 p.m.: Don Morley demon
strates carving techniques and displays a 
selection of his carvings. 

June 4, 7-9 p.m.: Heide Fuge and George 
Fuge present a slide program about the his
tory of Camp Pine Knot. Ms. Fuge is Direc
tor of the Historical Society of Saratoga 
Springs, and her father, Mr. Fuge, is Djrec
tor of the camp. 

June 26, Z·30-9 p.m.: "Daddy Dick" and 
Hugh Richards, both of Luzerne, perform' 
songs from the Civil War, the early 1900's, 
"tearjerkers," and comic numbers. Both per
formers are veterans of the vaudeville 
tradition. 

August 6; 7-8:30 p.m.: Bill Morgan, a mas
ter craftsman, presents a slide program and 
lecture on the construction and restoration of 
wooden power boats. Mr. Morgan is owner 
of Morgan's Marina. 

The programs on May21, June4, and Au
gust 6 are to be held at the CrandalJ Library 
Auditorium. The June 26 program is at the 
City Park Bandstand. For further informa
tion, contact Crandall Library, City Park, 
Glens Fall, NY 12801, or phone (518) 
792-6508. 

SOUTHERN FOLK ART 

Ninety works of art, dating from 1743 to 
1915, are on display in a new exhibit at the 
Museum of American Folk Art. Southern 
Folk Art features paintings, sculpture, furni
ture, pottery and textiles from the south. The 
exhibit can be seen until August 25, when it 
begins a tour to five southern states. 

A three-day symposium on southern folk 
art is planned for July 9-11. Discussions will 
concern folk pottery, quilting, pie safes, and 
methods of documenting southern folk art. 

The Museum is located at 125 W. 55th 
Street, New York, NY 10019. For further in
formation, call (212) 581-2474. 
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CALENDAR NOTES 

WWER EAST SIDE 

"WAVES: A Festival of People and Culture 
on the Lower East Side" documents the cul
ture and folklife of New York City's Lower 
East Side. The exhibit was produced by 
schoolchildren, 10 to 18 years of age. Offer
ings include an oral history of 103-year-old 
grandmother Li Fung Chinn, a fum about life 
on Essex Street, an interview with Dona Ju
lia, a Puerto Rican healer, and photographs 
of a Chinatown martial arts group. 

The exhibit is directed by ARTS (Arts 
Resources for Teachers and Students), a non
profit group which fosters the culture and 
heritage of Chinese and Hispanic youth on the 
Lower East Side. "WAVES" is on view until 
June 30 at the New York Chinatown History 
Project, 70 Mulberry Street, New York, NY. 
For further information, phone Steve Chin at 
(212) 619-4785. 

OLD SONGS SUNG 

The 1985 Old Songs Festival of Traditional 
Music will be held June 28-30, at the Al
tamont Fairgrounds in Altamont, NY. The 
festival, now in its fifth year, features Cajun, 
blues, ldezmer, Scottish, English, and North
em and Southern American music traditions. 
African, English and American dances will 
also be seen. For further information on 
ticket prices, camping, and performers, write 
Old Songs, P.O. Box Wl, Guilderland, NY 
12084, or call (518) 765-2815. 

WALL STENCILING 

Wall stenciling came to western New York 
with transplanted New Englanders. Farmers, 
innkeepers and mill-owners used this decora
tive technique to imitate the look of wallpaper. 
Examples of early wall stenciling can be seen 
at the Rochester Museum & Science Center 
through October, 1985. "Wall Stenciling in 
Western New York, 1800-1840" reproduces 
full-size stenciled wall designs discovered in 
nearby homes and taverns. It also surveys the 
stenciling of Leroy, one of the few 19th cen
tury practitioners of the craft who signed his 
work. The Rochester Museum· & Science 
Center is at 657 East Avenue at Goodman 
Street, Rochester, NY 14603. For further in
formation, calJ (716) 271-4320. 

IRISH TRADITIONAL MUSIC 
FESTIVAL 

The Irish Arts Center is presenting its 
fourth annual Irish Traditional Music Festival 
on June 22 from 1:00-10:00 p.m. (Rain date 
is July 6.) The theme is "Masters and Ap
prentices." Irish traditional music, song, and 
dance masters and their former students will 
be featured. Musicians from the United 
States, Scotland and Ireland, will perform. 
Festival-goers can participate in workshops 
on Irish instruments, dancing, and singing 
styles. Classes on playing the tin whistle will 
be ofrered. The festival concludes with a gala 
evening concert. lt will be held at the Snug 
Harbor Cultural Center, Staten Island, NY. 
For further information, contact the Irish 
Arts Center, 553, W. 51 Street, New York, 
NY 10019, or call (212) 757-3318. 

COUNTRYDANCEANDSONG 

If you enjoy camping along with folk mu
sic and dance, you will want to consider a 
week at the Country Dance and Song Soci
ety's annual summer Pinewoods Camp. 
CDSS sponsors seven weeks of special theme 
programs, including early music, American 
music and dance, and EngHsh dancing. The 
programs run from July 13 through August 
31. Pinewoods Camp, a 24-acre site, is lo· 
cated near Plymouth, Massachusetts. For 
further information about the camp pro
grams, contact the CDSS, 505 Eighth Ave
nue, New York, NY 10018, or call (212) 
594-8833. 



NOTES & QUERIES 
The American Music Center is seeking participants to celebrate 

American Music Week, November 4-10, 1985. The week honors the 
work of American composers. Participation requires that an activity 
featuring American music be presented during the first week in Novem
ber and that all promotional material state that the event is part of 
American Music Week. The Center encourages the programming of 
folk music events. For further information· about American Music 
Week, contact Robin Kirck, Project Coordinator, American Music 
Center, 250 W. 54 Street, Room 300, New York, NY 10019, or call (212) 
247-3121. 

Culinary enthusiasts in the New York City area are being sought by 
Jacqueline M. Newman and Alice Ross of Queens College. They want 
to hear from food folklorists, nutritional anthropologists, cookbook 

librarians, and others interested in the study of foodways to gauge in
terest in forming an organization. For further information, send a 
stamped, addressed envelope to Ms. Newman or Ms. Ross, Queens 
College, Department of Home Economics, Flushing, NY 11367. 

The Museum of the American Indian is seeking fllms for its fourth 
annual Native AITJerican Film and Video Festival to be held Decem
ber 6-8, 1985. Animation, narrative and experimental works, and 
documentaries on all topics conceroed with Native peoples of North, 
Central and South America will be considered. Material should be sub
mitted in 3/4 inch video cassette format. The deadline is July 15. Send 
entries to The Film and Video Center, Museum of the American In
dian, Broadway at !55th Street, New York, NY 10032. For further in
formation, call (212) 283-2420. 

:ME:MBERSik-~PLICATION 

The New York Folklore Society is a non-profit, membership organization founded in 1945. It is devoted to the study, preservation and presen
tation of folklore in New York State. 

Members of the New York Folklore Society receive New York Folklore, a biannual journal, New York Folklore Newsletter, a quarterly news
letter, announcements about conferences, festivals, and performances produced by the Society, and reduced admission charge to selected 
Society events. 

Membership dues are $15.00 annually. 

NAME/TITLE-------------------------------
ORGANIZATION ____________________ Pi HONE ________ __ 
ADDRESS ________________________________________________________________ _ 
CITY ----------------------------~TAT~E ______ ~ZIP ____ __ 

Return to: New York Folklore Society 
Paula Tadlock Jennings, Secretary 

NEW YORK FOLKI.DRE SOCIETY 
Queens Council on the Arts 
161-04 Jamaica Avenue 
Jamaica, NY 11432 

116 Pinehurst Avenue 
New York, ~"Y 10033 

c=...j 

NON-PROFIT ORO. 
U.S. POSTAGE 

PAID 
Jamaica. NY 

Permit 612 




