Statement of Mara Farrell, Co-Founder, Fishkill Historical Focus

Thank you, Chairman Udall and members of the Committee. I am Mara Farrell, Co-Founder of the citizens’ group, Fishkill Historical Focus. Thank you for this opportunity to speak on behalf of the Fishkill Supply Depot and Encampment, an important Revolutionary War Site in New York, which despite being listed on the National Register of Historic Places since the 1970’s has been severely damaged in the past. Currently, the last remaining intact sections of this site, which played an important role in the creation of the United States are endangered by proposed development. I would also like to take this opportunity to extend heartfelt thanks to Senator Schumer for his outstanding support of the Fishkill Supply Depot. With your leadership, its story and its open space have an unparalleled opportunity to achieve the legacy they so richly deserve.

Over this recent July 4th weekend, the Associated Press released a story titled, “Saving NY’s Valley Forge: Revolutionary War patriots’ graves besieged by development”. This piece was a front-page story in newspapers across the country and carried by news sources abroad. And indeed there is a vital and compelling story to report. At the endangered National Register Fishkill Supply Depot, recent archaeological surveys have revealed a large Continental Army Cemetery Complex and the remains of additional features associated with the depot. Hundreds of graves have been sited on one portion of the undeveloped acres within this historic district - a portion currently on the market and threatened with strip mall development. 

What we have here could well be the largest Revolutionary War burial complex ever identified in United States history and one of the first United States Military Cemeteries. Properly preserving the Continental Army’s burial ground should go without saying. These are soldiers buried by soldiers in a remarkable military facility that sustained the Revolutionary War effort through very lean years. Great American history is at risk here. We underscore our concern: the twenty undeveloped acres left as open space in this historic district remain in danger. Even with this great discovery of the Continental Army Cemetery Complex, commercial site plans could potentially move forward.


And so I come here today to speak for the hundreds of veterans and founding fathers buried here, in unmarked graves facing east, within the boundaries of this great American heritage site - and I come with the hope that critical funding and protection will become available through the American Battlefield Protection Program. I respectfully ask: Where is there a more urgent preservation priority in the United States? A Continental Army Cemetery Complex is at imminent risk, as well as vital land and features directly contributing to the success of the American Revolution.


-2-

The Hudson River Valley of New York State is lauded for its natural beauty and history. In the town of Fishkill, several miles from the river and surrounded by the Hudson Highlands, lies the physical space that once defined the Fishkill Supply Depot. Established by General George Washington and serving at varying times as a headquarters and nexus point for General Israel Putnam, General Alexander McDougall, General Horatio Gates, Alexander Hamilton and General Lafayette, it played an essential role in the Continental Army’s victory over British forces. In spite of its great historical significance, in the latter half of the twentieth century, rapid suburbanization obscured its stories and preservation. In 1974, the best efforts of local conservation groups failed. A substantial portion of the famous Revolutionary War site was sacrificed to build the now defunct Dutchess Mall. 
Following this fateful decision, the great legacy of the Fishkill Supply Depot was largely forgotten. Aside from the Van Wyck Homestead, which served as an officers’ headquarters, it seemed hardly a trace of the depot remained. However, prior archaeological and scholarly research revealed otherwise.


And indeed, The Fishkill Supply Depot and Encampment was an impressive military facility. Funded by the Continental Congress, it matured into the central and most extensive Northern logistical center for munitions and distribution, serving simultaneously as a medical complex, prison facility and residence for military officers and soldiers during the Revolutionary War. The activity level at this military installation was intense and constant. Ultimately, the Fishkill Supply Depot prevented the colonies from being divided by the British, which would have caused the collapse of the entire American Revolution.


The Fishkill Depot Complex, best visualized as a compact military city, is unique in it continuous military occupation during the Revolution – thousands of Continental troops and Militia units resided at the Depot Complex from October of 1776 through April of 1783 – close to the entire duration of the war. Soldiers at the encampment suffered through numerous bitter winters. We hear much about the rigors of the winter at Valley Forge; however, what the soldiers endured in Fishkill was far worse, over the course of every difficult winter of the war. Conditions were harsh, winter weather – brutal, and food scarce. We have recently learned through on-site archaeological studies conducted in 2008, that starving soldiers may have been forced to eat their beloved horses in order to remain alive.  


Historians believe that hundreds, if not thousands, of Continental Army soldiers who sacrificed their lives and died from war wounds, hypothermia, dysentery, small pox and other diseases are buried at the Depot Complex, in what has long been termed an “unknown” location.  Today, of course, the big news is that finally this location is no longer “unknown”. Through rigorous archaeological testing and remote sensing, the location of the Continental Army Cemetery Complex, which again I state could well be the largest ever identified in United States history, has been confirmed. And it is located at the precise site where new construction was to begin for a strip mall. The archaeologists on-site the night the first graves were discovered, describe the experience as deeply emotional and heart-wrenching. 
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Successful towns across America have understood the importance of cherishing their historic spaces, and have recognized that progress and development can come not at the expense of historic preservation, but hand in hand with it. Real estate carries history, but history is more than real estate – history is a force that enriches our land. Once “lost history” of this magnitude is recovered, heritage tourism and economic opportunity follows.
As Senator Schumer said on June 1, “ No matter how pro-development we are, covering up great historical landmarks like this with a shopping mall doesn’t seem like the way we should be honoring our past and honoring who we are. The bottom line is very simple,” Senator Schumer said, “The sacrifices of patriotic Americans should never be forgotten nor should their graves be paved over.”

As a result of the recent publicity, we are beginning to receive previously unknown information from Americans whose ancestors were known to have served in Fishkill. So protection of the remaining portions of the site is a deeply patriotic objective. Its preservation will help to create a sacred place of national memory, and allow us to come to better understand the brilliant record that the Fishkill Supply Depot and Encampment has yet to fully reveal.
As you know, the American Battlefield Protection Program currently provides funding to help protect important sites associated with the Civil War, but sites associated with the American Revolution and the War of 1812 are not eligible for this funding. In its current form, the act has been very effective in helping to preserve important sites associated with the war that nearly tore this nation apart, but it does nothing to help preserve sites associated with the nation’s birth. The currently proposed changes to the act would provide support to preserving those sites that helped to define the very heart and soul of America, sites like the Fishkill Supply Depot, a site that provided for those very first American warriors as they fought to create this nation.  We ask that you support this bill, that you recognize that it is just as important to help preserve places associated with the initial founding of this great Union of individual colonies into a single nation, as it is to preserve places associated with the fight to preserve that Union. I speak to you on behalf of the Fishkill Supply Depot and its newly discovered cemetery  complex, as well as other Revolutionary War sites. Today we have an extraordinary opportunity to recover from past mistakes and honor New York’s Valley Forge.

Thank you for your leadership. I look forward to your questions. 
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