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T H E V I S S C H E R F A M I L Y

BY WASHINGTON FROTHINGHAM.

Those who traverse the beautiful valley of the Mohawk cannot but
notice that noble mansion which crowns its north slope near the Danos-
cara creek, three miles east of Fonda. The situation is picturesque, but
nature has been highly improved by art. The spacious outhouses indicate
agricultural pursuits, while the residence, by its elegance of architecture
and also the tasteful arrangement of grounds, suggests the combined union
of wealth and culture. Such is the Visscher mansion, which is now occu-
pied by Mr. Alfred De Graff, who represents the fifth generation in direct
line of succession. The building is of great strength. It has stood nearly
eighty years, but has been recently reconstructed and enlarged, and hence
its beauty is due in no small degree to the improvements made by the pres-
ent proprietor. Looking back on the history of this time-honored mansion,
we learn that the ancestors of the family were among that better class of
emigrants who, in so many instances, marked the settlement of the valley.
They came from Hoorne (Holland), the date of their arrival being 1649,
and their new home being Albany, then known either as Beaver Dam or
Fort Orange. Here Harman Frederick Visscher was born August 24,
1701. Thirty-eight years afterwards he married Catherina Brower, whose
father, William Brower, was a prominent citizen of Schenectady, and after
eleven years of married life in Albany he sought a new home in the valley
of the Mohawk. In this he was, no doubt, influenced by the example of
Henry Hanson, likewise an Albanian, who had there obtained an extensive
patent. He purchased a thousand acres of the latter, the price being ̂ 800,
and the deed, which is dated January 31, 1750, is among the earliest on
record. Harman Frederick Visscher passed twenty-two years in this
frontier life, and his death occurred while the colonial troubles were threat-
ening an open rupture. His age was seventy-three, and his was the first
grave in the family plot in the rear of the mansion. Four sons and three
daughters survived him and shared his valuable estate. The eldest son,
Frederick, was born in Albany, February 22, 1741, being precisely nine
years younger than Washington. He was also nine years old when he
removed with his father into the wilderness, and the Revolution found
him a stout-hearted young man, who had just entered his thirty-fourth
year, Such was Col. Frederick Visscher when he was called to decide
between crown and country. In promptly espousing the cause of liberty
he was joined by his brothers John and Harman, and thus a strong cen-
tral point was established.

It is not to be forgotten that local influences were powerfully arrayed against
such a policy. His next neighbor on the west was Col. Butler, while only three
miles east dwelt Sir John Johnson, in the stone mansion built by his father.
Guy Johnson and Col. Claus (Sir William's son-in-law) were also near at
hand, and hence the decision made by the Visschers severed them from old
friends, and involved not only present danger but also the possible confis-
cation of their paternal estate. The critical point occurred at a meeting
held at Tribes Hill, where the colonists (as was then customary) were ad-
dressed by men of wealth and influence. One of the speakers was Col.
Butler, whose position as justice under the crown, as well as his vast estate,
gave him powerful sway over the community. Having every inducement
to sustain the royal cause, he labored strenuously to enlist popular senti-
ment in its favor. Col. Butler had on this occasion a large and important
audience, numbering at least three hundred of the solid men of the fr^n-
tier, all of whom were anxious for a peaceful solution of the difficulties.
His address had great effect, and he followed it by proposing an immediate
test of loyalty. "The audience," says Simms, "was ranged in a line, and
Butler then called on all who were determined to adhere to the crown to
move a few paces forward, while such as might favor rebellion should
remain behind." The result was, that but one man stood for liberty, that

man being Frederick Visscher. Others, however, who had been tempo-
rarily influenced by the orator, afterward changed their views, and some of
these became ardent patriots. The Tribes Hill meeting was followed by
an incessant struggle between the tory faction, on the one hand, and the
patriots on the other, for supremacy in the courts and other elements of
influence. Not only hot words but deeds of violence occurred, until Sir
John Johnson determined on military interference, especially to prevent
the colonists from militia training and other preparation for conflict.
Frederick Visscher had already received a colonel's commission from the
Continental Congress, with power to select his staff, and make other
arrangements for service. In this regiment his brothers held each an im-
portant office, John being one of its captains, while Harman was adjutant.
The roll soon contained six hundred names, which in that day was a
powerful force, and which Sir John's hostility was unable to disband.

Another important step was the committee of safety, in which Colonel
Visscher represented the Mohawk district. The latter abounded in hostile
elements, and this rendered his supervision a difficult and dangerous
duty. A very trying feature in the latter was the disposition of families
which claimed to be neutral and yet were objects of suspicion. At the
same time, the enormous estates which reverted to the public by confisca-
tion required judicious attention. To this was added the still greater
danger threatened by the large and well equipped army which Sir John
Johnson had then under his command. The latter had fortified the Hall
(at Johnstown), which he held until May, 1776, when the general uprising
compelled him to retreat to Canada. It was feared, however, that he might
suddenly return and fall on the colonists with fire and sword. These fears
increased until their fulfillment seemed inevitable ; the next scene in
history.being the two-fold invasion which marked the campaign of 1777.
St. Leger threatened the country from the west, while Burgoyne moved
down the Hudson with the finest army this State had ever beheld. The
former intended to ravage the valley of the Mohawk, and expected to join
Burgoyne at Albany, and thus hold the mastery of navigation. It was the
most critical hour the cause of liberty had ever witnessed. Every patriot
was summoned to duty, and the call for sacrifice was not in vain. An ex-
pedition for the relief of Fort Stanwix was organized under command of
General Herkimer, of which Colonel Visscher's regiment formed an im-
portant body. The colonel was then in his thirty-sixth year, and had borne
his share in the hard experience of frontier life, but a scene was now to
open before him of whose horrors he could have formed no previous con-
ception. On the 6th of August, 1777, Herkimer's army was ambushed at
Oriskany, and amid the savage yell of the Indian and the volleys of an
unseen foe, the terrific battle was begun. Its result is told in history, and
it need hardly be mentioned here that the bloody sacrifice of that
day saved the Mohawk valley from general slaughter and conflagration.
Colonel Visscher's men were in charge of the baggage, a post of special
danger, since it was plunder rather than blood that attracted the foe. A
fierce assault took place, and some of his men fell back under the murder-
ous and unexpected fire. Stone, the historian, when referring to this
famous action says : " Perhaps no body of men were as ready and anx-
ious to do their duty as were the patriotic members of Colonel Viss-
cher's regiment.". He adds: " It is scarcely to be wondered at, that when
they saw themselves cut off, flanked and fired upon by an unseen foe, ac-
companied by the most hideous yells, they were panic-stricken and hence
failed to wheel into line."

After the surrender of Burgoyne the Mohawk valley had less to fear
from foreign foes than from those sheltered in its own population—
the professed neutrals who so often harbored British spies. At this time
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Colonel Visscher was, according to Simms, appointed commissioner for
disposing of confiscated property in Tryon county. Some time afterward
(August 6, 1779), he was elected member of the " State convention for
appreciating currency, restraining extortion, regulating prices and similar
duties." The following spring (1780) proved to be the most eventful ever
known in the history of the Mohawk valley. Sir John Johnson had been
bitterly disappointed in his expectation in regard to St. Leger. He had,
indeed, hoped that the success of the latter would have enabled him to re-
visit the baronial hall and hang his trophies on its walls; and now, to ob-
tain a revengeful satisfaction, he planned that murderous raid which filled
the Mohawk valley with horror and left a wide track of desolation. His
malignity was well known, and the fe*ars it had excited were eventually
more than realized. The entire frontier was ravaged, and the Visscher
family was a prominent object of bloody revenge. The blow was struck
in the most sudden manner. Shortly after midnight, on the morning of
the 22d of May, the Visscher mansion was assailed by a combined force
of the Tory and Indian foe. The inmates consisted of the colonel, his
mother, his sisters, his two brothers and the servants, who were subjected
to the bloody violence of more than a hundred enemies. The scene which
follows was one too deeply imbued with horror to be attempted in this
brief recital. The sisters fled, seeking concealment in the gorge of the
Danoscara creek, v/hile the mother, feeble with age and crippled by
disease, was unable to move. The three brothers, John, Harman and the
colonel, engaged in hand to hand combat in defence of their home and
mother, but were overpowered. The two first were murdered and scalped,
and the latter was also (as was thought) among the slain. He was scalped
and left for dead, after which the house was pillaged and then fired—the
enemy departing amid the blaze. The colonel revived, and recovered
sufficient strength not only to escape the flames, but also to drag away the
bloody corpses of his brothers. His mother had survived the savage blow,
and he was able to carry her to a place of safety. These statements in-
dicate a degree of nerve which almost seems incredible, but they are
among the facts of history. Colonel Visscher afterward found shelter
among his friends in Schenectady. 'His murdered brothers were buried in
one grave near their father in the family cemetery, and Colonel Visscher
was the sole male survivor of the line. He recovered his health and im-
mediately resumed active service.

The raid in which this bloody scene occurred extended all through the
frontier. At Caughnawaga Douw Fonda was one of the victims. His house
was burned and he, though nearly four-score, was murdered and scalped.
Sampson Sammons's house and property were also destroyed and his sons
taken prisoners, as has been mentioned in our sketch of that family. It
may be appropriately added here that Jacob Sammons, who was one of the
prisoners, saw the scalps of the Visschers among the trophies in the pos-
session of the enemy. This he mentions in his record of those horrors
whose memory still lingers amid the beauty of the Mohawk valley. This
record has been in the Sammons family for many years, but the following
extract is the first that has ever been put in print. " I was brought," says
the narrative, " to a fort called Chamblay and never had a chance of making
my escape as I was always tied with a cord. The first night I was with
them I saw the Indians dress the three scalps of Colonel Visscher and

brothers. They put them in a small hoop and dried them before the fire
and painted the flesh red. The enemy told us they had burnt Colonel
Visscher in the fire of his own house, but to my joy, when I returned from
Canada I found him alive in Schenectady, bearing his wound where the
scalp was taken off." Jacob Sammons's narrative is written in a clear hand
and is a document of thrilling nature. His special interest in Colonel Viss-
cher arose from the fact that they had both served at Oriskany and were
united by the strong friendship of the camp. To return to Colonel Vis-
cher—he was immediately promoted to the rank of brigadier-general, and
in the reorganization of the judiciary was appointed first judge of the
Montgomery county Court of Common Pleas, an office which he held dur-
ing the remainder of his life. In June, 1782, when Washington made a tour
through this portion of the country, an elegant entertainment was given
him in Schenectady, on which occasion he placed Colonel Visscher at his
right hand in honor of distinguished services. This was a recognition of
that high respect generally accorded one who had thus suffered in the pa-
triot cause.- Colonel Visscher bore till the last the broad scar left on his
head by the scalping knife, and on public occasions this was covered by a
silver plate made for the purpose. A lady who is still living, and who was
brought up in Johnstown, being a daughter of General Dodge of that place,
often saw Colonel Visscher as a guest at her father's house, and well remem-
bers the silver head-piece which so peculiarly distinguished him from all
others.

Colonel Visscher was married on the 22d of May, 1768, (being then
twenty-seven,; to Gazena De Graff, of Schenectady. The early years of
his married life were passed amid the troublous scenes of civil war,
but his latter days were peaceful. He lived to see the thirty-third
year of independence, and died June gth, 1809. He was then sixty-
nine, and his widow survived him six years. The funeral took place
at the family mansion, which had been rebuilt after the war in a very spa-
cious and solid manner. A large attendance was present, and, amid a
general expression of honor, the old soldier was laid to rest by the side of
his father and murdered brothers, in the family cemetery which overlooks
that valley he so deeply loved and so gallantly defended. Col. Visscher
left four sons and two daughters. One of the latter became Mrs. Jacob
S. Glen, who settled in the town of that name and made it her home for
life. The other became Mrs. William Prime, of Herkimer, who died at
that place in her eighty-sixth year. The sons were severally named Jessie,
Frederick Herman, William Brower and Daniel. The first of these settled
on his portion of the paternal estate, and built a dwelling which some
years ago was destroyed by fire. His two sons are still living; Frederick
being a resident of New York, while Rev. Simon G. Visscher is a promi-
nent citizen of Rome. Both of these gentlemen attended the centennial of
Oriskany, and had a position among the representatives of those who bore
arms in that famous battle. Frederick Herman Visscher, son of the
Colonel, became owner of the paternal mansion and its adjacent farm.
He married Deborah Conyne, and their only child was Gazena Catherine,
who was early left an orphan, her mother dying when she was but six
months old, while her father survived but a year longer. This orphan
lived to become the wife of Judge De Graff, and became a highly valued
member of society.


