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Introduction
There are several aspects to focus on in the life of Captain John Gillespy, 1741-1810, but let's begin at
the beginning. Besides militia records, what other records tell us anything about this John Gillespy?
This article will focus specifically on three Ulster County deeds:
•
•
•

1765 John from George Wilkins, HH-252, both of Walkill, parcel #2 of a 10K-acre patent, 91
ac; reference to north side of Dwaar Kill; wits were John Wilkin and J. Bruyn.
1776 John of Hanover from James Hunter of Shawangunk, HH-255, involves the grist mill, lot
#6 of the 3000-ac patent, 8.5 ac, witness was David Hunter
1786, John and Magdelena to McKinstry, II-278, both of Montgomery, lot #2 sold to him by
Geo Wilkins and lot #6 sold to him by James Hunter

We might wonder if the John Gillespy of Walkill in 1765 was the same John Gillespy of Hanover in
1776, especially because the first deed doesn't mention a grist mill, and the later deed does. But by the
time we get to the 1786 deed, we can identify John Gillespy of Montgomery as the one who married
Magdalena Smedes, and together they sold both of the exact properties previously acquired by John in
1765 and 1776.
But I'm curious about these John Gillespy properties especially because they involve both the Wilkins
and Hunter surnames, names that have long been associated with Gillespy genealogy. According to
widespread family history lore:
•
•

Robert Hunter, an early settler, married Elizabeth Gillespy, who was reportedly an aunt of
Samuel Gillespy who served in the Revolution and lived in Pine Bush.
Elizabeth Wilkins has been named as the mother of Capt. John Gillespy; she supposedly died
early, no further mention.

These two Gillespy family groups are commonly understood to be unrelated, and yet it's hard not to
notice close ties. For example, the Company of the Walkill in the 1738 Ulster County militia had
several privates of the names Gillespy, Hunter, and Wilkins. Furthermore, Capt./Major John Gillespy
and Ensign/Lt. Samuel Gillespy served in the same unit throughout most of the Revolution, along with
officers of the names Hunter and Wilkins. Given that nepotism was common in the NY militia,1 more
research into the question of whether and how these Gillespys were related is called for.
But the point of this article is not to argue these stories about Gillespy–Hunter–Wilkins relationships.
Today, we focus on three Ulster County deeds, which are the only ones we have involving our Captain
John Gillespy. Maybe we can learn something new about him.

1 New York in the Revolution as Colony and State; NY State Comptroller; Albany; 1904, p. 10
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Precincts and Patents
First, let's get the Big Picture. According to the History of Orange County (OC), here is the description
of the boundaries of Walkill precinct as of 1743:

Here is a map showing Ulster County (1829-1839); this section shows one of the southern boundaries
of Shawangunk precinct. Note the Gerrard Beekman Patent. Contrary to the history written above, this
patent contained 3000 acres (not 4000), and this patent was the location of the properties of James and
William Gillespy, as well as the Hunter and Rea families.
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Now, here is a map of Orange County (1829-1839);2 this section shows the northern boundaries of
Walkill Precinct – part of which was later called Hanover Precinct – later called Montgomery Precinct.

As described in the History of OC, it appears that Gerard Beekman had a 3000-acre tract on the north
side of the Walkill-Shawangunk precinct line, and Jeremiah Schuyler had a 10,000-acre tract on the
south and west sides of the Walkill-Shawangunk precinct line.

2 Map of the Counties of Orange and Rockland, David H. Burr and Simeon Dewitt, cartographers, created 1829, published
1839, New York Public Library Digital Collections. (also source of previous map of Ulster County)
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1765 Wilkins to Gillespy Deed
In 1765, John Gillespy of Walkill Precinct purchased 91 acres from George Wilkin of Walkill Precinct.
Who was George Wilkin? There was a George Wilkin, born 1737 in Shawangunk, son of John Wilkin
(probably the John Wilkins seen in the earlier militia list). George married Mary Bull shortly before
the Revolution. But it appears that George fought in the Revolution and was captured; he subsequently
died at a sugar house prison in NYC in 1778.
Where were the 91 acres? In Lot #2 situated in Ulster county in a certain tract of 10,000 acres. Based
on the description of patents in the History of OC, I think we are talking about the 10,000 acres in the
Schuyler Patent in Walkill Precinct, on the south side of the Walkill-Shawangunk precinct line. Here is
the further property description from the deed:
1. Start: Northernmost corner of Lot #2 at a beach tree standing at a little swamp on the north side
of the Dwaar Kill marked with two notches on four sides and the letter “E” on the south side
2. runs from thence along northwest bounds of the said Lot #2 south 22 deg 45 min west, 15
chains and 61 links
3. thence south 67 degrees and 15 min east, 58 chains and 75 links
4. thence north 22 deg 45 min east, 15 chains and 61 links to the NE bounds of the said lot #2
5. thence along the same north 67 deg 15 min west, 58 chains and 75 links to the place where it
began
• containing 91 ac
The 1765 deed does not describe a mill, and yet by 1779, the Hanover tax assessor taxed Capt. John
Gillaspy for 92 acres and a mill. It appears that John built his mill between the years 1765-1779. The
1779 tax assessment also shows Jason Wilkin was living nearby to Capt. John at that time.
The following map drawn in 1733 shows the location of Lot No. 2 in the Schuyler Patent. As we can
see, that lot ran along the southern boundary of the Beekman Patent, and it further shows where the
Dwaar Kill River was located.3

3 A Map or Chart of the Partition and Division of A Tract of Ten thousand Acres of Land lying in Ulster County upon and
near the Paltz River or Creek, Granted by Letters Patent and under the Great Seal of the Province of New York the
Second day of January 1719 ; unto Jeremiah Schuyler, Jacobus Van Cortlandt, Frederick Philipse, William Sharpas and
Isaac Bobin and Since by Sundry Mesne Conveyances the whole become the Property of the said Jacobus Van Cortlandt,
William Sharpas and of Adolph Philipse and Ballard Beckford Esqrs. Date of map includes Memorandum on 12 Nov
1733 made Partition and Division and signed by the lot subscribers. NY Public Library; research by Merrill Loechner,
and thanks to D. Hart for sharing.
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Now here is a snippet from a 1798 map of Montgomery Precinct. I have highlighted “J. Wilkins” on
the map, which was likely Jason Wilkins.4 I believe George Wilkins was the brother of Jason Wilkins.

4 1790 Federal Census shows these Wilkins: James in Goshen, John and James in Walkill, and Jason in Montgomery.

Schaefer, April 2020

genealojist@gmail.com

Page 6 of 12

1776 Hunter to Gillespy Deed
On 4 Jul 1776 (!), James Hunter of Shawangunk Precinct sold property to John Gillespy of Hanover
Precinct. Who was James Hunter? Given the year of the deed, 1776, this deed might have involved
any of the following men:
◦ the original immigrant, James, 1710-1789,
◦ the son of the original immigrant James, also named James, 1740-1784, or
◦ the son of the other immigrant brother, Robert, who married Elizabeth Gillespie – James,
1744-1822. I am voting for this last guy. When Robert Hunter wrote his will in 1775, he
left the farm he was living on to his son, James. We have already determined that Robert
Hunter owned property in the 3000-acre Beekman Patent.5
Here are the highlights from the 1776 deed description from James Hunter to John Gillespy:
• land already in possession of John
• John had erected a grist mill and a dam
• being part of the farm where James Hunter was then living
• being part of Lot #6 in a 3000-acre tract
• being in the county of Ulster
1. beginning on the patent line between 3000-acre tract and 10,000-acre tract, 3 chains and 42
links from westerly corner of said lot #6 near to a beach tree standing on the side of said
mill dam or pond
2. then traversing easterly along the same high water mark to walnut tree marked with two
notches on three sides
3. then south 60 degrees and 30 minutes east, 7 chains and 80 links to an Ironwood sapling
standing on the west bank of the Dwaar Kill marked with two notches on three sides
4. then south 2 chains and 64 links to a stake on the patent line
5. then along the same north 69 degrees west to place of beginning
• contains 8 & ½ acres
The detail about the patent line between the two tracts is telling. But the other detail that catches my
attention is Lot No. 6. We know from previous research that Robert Hunter had owned property in the
3000-acre Beekman Patent, specifically Lot No. 5, half of which Robert sold to Matthew Rea.6 The
Rea deed told us that Lot No. 5 bordered Lots 4 and 6, but there's wasn't mention of who owned Lot
No. 6. Now we know. Lot No. 6 of the Beekman Patent, at least the western parts of it, had also
belonged to Robert Hunter. Furthermore, the boundary of lot No. 6 was the precinct line between
Shawangunk and Walkill/Hanover/Montgomery.
In reviewing the 1779 tax assessments, James and Ann Hunter were assessed near Matthew Rea in
Shawangunk Precinct. In Hanover Precinct, there were both a James and Robert Hunter assessed next
to Alexander and Robert Kidd. These latter Hunters were probably the nephews of Robert Hunter of
Shawangunk. But I digress to talk about relationships.
The detail we should not skip over is this: the 1776 Hunter to Gillespy deed was very specific about
John's grist mill. And if the property description tells us that the mill was part of the Beekman Patent,
5 Hunter & Gillespy Homesteads in Shawangunk, Ulster, NY; MA Schaefer, 11 April 2020.
6 Ibid.
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then the mill was in Shawangunk Precinct. However, the only Gillespy in the 1779 tax assessment of
Shawangunk was William Gillespy, who had no mill, and furthermore, I didn't find any assessments in
Shawangunk that included a mill.
To give us the bigger picture, here is a view of where the Hunters lived in the Shawangunk Precinct,7
and as we can see, close to the precinct line.

1786 Gillespy to McKinstry Deed
John McKinstry has become a character of interest in my research (see Appendix), but that aside, here
is my abstract of the 1786 Gillespy-McKinstry deed:
•
•
•
•
•
•

John Gillaspy of Montgomery Precinct, late of New York (hadn't noticed this last detail before)
a lot in the precinct of Montgomery, conveyed by George Wilkin in 1765; all same land
description
a lot in the precinct of Shawangunk, conveyed by James Hunter in 1776; all same land
description
mention of grist and saw mills, penciled in specifically
Magdalen Gillespy signed the deed with her mark
Wits were Isaac Schulter and Daniel Borden

7 It can be noted that other Hunters were living in Montgomery Precinct by 1798. These families are all believed to be
related.
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So this 1786 deed, apparently, marks the end of Capt. John Gillespy's residence in Montgomery and his
work with mills. Our current understanding is that John's family next moved to New Windsor, which is
a chapter of his life that is separate from this article.

Discussion
Let's put aside wondering about how everybody was related to everybody else for a moment, and let
me propose a scenario that explains what these deeds are telling us about Capt. John Gillespy:
•

First, in 1765, at the age of 24,8 John Gillespy purchased property on the Walkill side of the
Walkill-Shawangunk precinct line, and supposedly this is where he lived after he married
Magdalena in 1766.

•

John proceeded to build his grist mill on the Dwaar Kill, but it was or parts of it were slightly
over the precinct line on the southwest corner of Robert Hunter's property. It seems unlikely
that Robert Hunter didn't know the mill was being built on his property, and assuming he did
know, for whatever reason, he didn't care.
Here is a zoomed-in view of the location where I believe the mill dam, mill pond, and grist mill
were located in the southwest corner of the Hunter property.

•

In 1775, Robert Hunter died and the farm he was living on went to his son, James Hunter, who
did care that John had crossed the line. So in 1776, John of Hanover Precinct and James of
Shawangunk Precinct settled up for an additional 8+ acres which included the location of the
grist mill. It's notable that John's 8.5 acres also included an extra stretch of the river, which
might have been the location of a saw mill (mentioned in the sale 1786 sale deed as being part
of John's properties).

•

In 1779, when things weren't going well for patriots, the Hanover assessor taxed John for 91
acres and the mill, probably because John was actually living on the Hanover side, just as all

8 John Gillespy's birth year has been calculated to be 1741 based on an age of 69 on his gravestone in Saugerties.
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militia records tell us. But the 1776 deed tells us that the mill was actually on the Shawangunk
side, and maybe the assessor knew that too and it didn't matter as long as the tax was paid.
•

In 1786, John was 45 years old and the Revolution was over. John and Magdalena sold the two
adjoining properties together, 91 acres on the Hanover side, and 8 acres on the Shawangunk
side for a total of around 100 acres plus the mills.

So wow, this scenario seems so obvious given the evidence, and I don't know what took me so long to
put it together – two deeds dated nearly a decade apart for two properties that were adjoined across the
Walkill-Shawangunk precinct line.
But can we locate where John's mill property actually was? Here is my current best estimation:

This location9 meets all the requirements of the 1776 deed description:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

located within the 3000-acre Beekman patent in Ulster county on Lot No. 6.
starts near the mill pond (and includes the area where the grist mill was already built)
goes 225.72 feet along the western boundary of Lot No. 6
goes “easterly” but doesn't say how far – which of course gave me lots of trouble
goes southeast 514.8 feet and must land on the west bank of the Dwaar Kill
goes south 174.24 feet to the patent line
follows the patent line back to start
equals 8.5 acres

In addition, I think this also satisfies the description of John's adjoining land in the Schuyler patent. It
started on the northernmost corner of Lot #2 at a beach tree standing at a little swamp on the north side
of the Dwaar Kill marked with two notches on four sides and the letter “E” on the south side.
9 This location is only my best estimate given my understanding of the parameters stated in the deed, patent boundaries,
and studying current satellite maps. However, the exactness of the location of John's mill is a matter of some debate
with other researchers, and we might well find that more location adjustments are necessary. But I feel fairly confident
that we are in the general vicinity of John Gillespy's residence and mills.
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Conclusion
So aside from the question of relationships, what can we conclude from this study of John's Ulster
county deeds?
•

John Gillespy first bought property from the Wilkins family which was located just south of the
property owned by the Hunter family. The property line between the Wilkins and Hunters was
also the patent line between the 3000-acre Beekman patent in Shawangunk precinct and the
10,000-acre Schuyler patent in the Walkill precinct. John resided on the Walkill side and built
his mill just over boundary line on the Shawangunk side. John literally had a foot in both
places every day.

•

I don't think Capt. John Gillespy has previously been considered by researchers, at least not by
me, as a Pine Bush Gillespy, but geographically, he was very close to being one. This much is
eye-opening for me. Some time soon, I'll map the location of the farm of Samuel Gillespy and
maybe we'll be surprised how close John and Samuel were living.

•

Truth be told, all the Pine Bush Gillespy's were not far away from Shawangunk Gillespy's
(James Jr., William, George, that we know about so far). See the map below. The first map
point on the line drawn east of Pine Bush is the approximate location of John Gillespy's
residence, and the approximate boundary between the Beekman & Schuyler patents, as well as
the Walkill and Shawangunk Precincts. The final map point shown near the Walkill River on
the east is where James Gillespy once lived (Shawangunk Precinct). From James' residence to
Pine Bush was about 5 miles, depending which way you traveled. Shawangunk is a big
precinct, and we might still find out that some Gillespys did live in the farther reaches in early
times. But at this point, we are coming to understand that the Gillespys in Walkill and the
Gillespys in Shawangunk were only minutes away from each other. To them, I'm sure it was all
the same.

All of this makes sense to me, even while so many questions about all the relationships remain.
Nevertheless, life goes on in the wake of countless changes over decades and centuries. It's been 255
years since John Gillespy settled down for over two decades to make himself a home, a family, a
business, and a life on 100 acres tucked between the lines of two precincts. I'm not sure that John cared
much about the imaginary lines that were being drawn and re-drawn on paper every few years. The big
picture of Capt. John Gillespy's life was making a living and staying alive. Oh yes, and being a part of
starting a new nation.
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Appendix – McKinstry Research Notes
I have noticed the name of John McKinstry coming up in records pertaining to Gillespys:
•

1786 - a deed from John Gillespie and wife Magdalena to John McKinstry. This deed was
discussed in more detail in this section. But as far as McKinistry, it looks like he sold the
Gillespy mill in 1795, which is the last record I can find of him in the area.

• 1788 - Sgt. William Gillespy deeded his bounty land in Marcellus, Onondaga, NY to John
McKinstry. The deed was dated at the precinct of Montgomery, Ulster, NY. McKinstry
promptly sold that property to one William Vredenburgh (a speculator of soldier lands in the NY
Military Tract).
• 1791 - the estate papers of Matthew Gillespy who died in 1797 described a contract held
between Matthew and Ann Hunter for the support and maintenance of James Neely and his
wife. That contract was being held by John McKinstry.
It could be a coincidence that McKinstry keeps showing up in Gillespie records, but it feels like he
might have had a closer connection -- maybe McKinstry's first wife was Gillespie? In addition, I've
read in different undocumented sources that this John McKinstry came from Armagh, Northern Ireland.
In January 2020, I was in touch with Donna Hasbrouck, a researcher who is a direct descendant of
McKinstry. For anybody following up on this McKinstry question, Donna's research has indicated that
the John McKinstry who famously became friends with Chief Joseph was a different individual from
this John McKinstry.
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