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THE MANOR OF SHELTER ISLAND 

Shelter Island lies between the two anns of the fork at-the 
east end of Long Island, New York. The Indian na111e was 
l\1anhansucke Ahaquatsuwan1ock, n1eaning "island sheltered 
by islands," hence Shelter Island. Both na111es are 111entionecl 
in the grant of the Manor. In 1665, Long Island and Staten 
Island were erected into a shire, called after the one in Eng
land Yorkshire. This was in like n1anner divided into sepa
rate districts called Ridings. The present Suffolk County 
was the East Riding, and that Shelter Island was therein is 
also n1entioned in the 111anor grant. 

Shelter Island consists of about eight thousand acres, of 
hills ?,rid harbors and creeks, winding far into the land. There 
are extensive woodlands and son1e of the best arable land in 
Suffolk County. 

About three hundred or n1ore deer run free in the woods, 
and a few foxes. Many fish-hawks return year after· year to 
rebuild their picturesque nests. There are other hawks, owls 
and bats, pheasants, woodcock and quail, little green herons, 
and the black-cro-wned night heron. Occasionally the great 
blue heron n1ay be seen fishing at twilight on the n1arshy 
shore of son1e creek. · Of late a pair of pure white herons 
have spent the sumn1er near the Manor House. .,of course 
there are many varieties and great nun1bers of song birds and 
other birds both rare and con1111on. 

The Indians found here by the white 111en, were the Man
hansett tribe, of which Pogatticut ( also called Yoko and 
about nine other nan1es), was the Sachen1. He ,vas the Great 
Sache111 of all the tribes, ten or 111ore, of Pau111anocc, or Long 
Island fro111 He111pstead to the east. 

When Yoko •died on Shelter Island where he resided, he 
was carried by his braves to Montauk for burial. On their 
way they stQpped over-night in a hollow between what are 
now the villages of Sag Harbor and East I-Iampton. A dead 
Sachem was never laid· down. The place where his feet 
rested was considered sacred ever after by the 111en1bers of 
his tribes. The excavation was about twelve inches deep by 
eighteen in diameter. For a century afterward or 111ore, any 
Indian who passed that way stopped to pay tribute to his 
111en101\1,:clearing the spot of dead leaves and stones. It was 
called "Whooping Boy's Hollow." In 1897 a stone was dug 
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up on Shelter Island which had curious characters cut on it. 
A rubbing of this was sent to the late Professor John Can1p
bell of McGill University at Montreal, who was a noted 
reader of _inscriptions. He said that the characters belonged 
to a tribe of Iroquois Indians living in South-eastern Nova 
Scotia. He \\:as therefore unable to· account for their appear
ance at Shelter Island ; ::but the nan1e Yoko was on the stone~ . 
and it is a fact that an Indian wo1nan in Sag Harbor told 
John Gardiner that the Montauks ~nd Iroquois understood 
each other. This stone now stands upright under the great 
trees near the Manor House. 

* * * 
Shelter Island passed through the hands of various agents 

under ·King Charles I and King Charles II. It was finally 
bought. by a group of English111en for "sixteen hundred 
pounds· of good n1erchantable Muscovado sugar." These 
gentlen1en 'had extensive sugar plantations at Barbadoes and 
wished to acquire oak ti1nber fron1 Shelter Island to n1an.u
facture hogsheads in which to ship their sugar to Engiancl. 
The vessel used for . this purpose was called the "Golden 
Parrot." Nathaniel Sylvester_ was to live on Shelter·. Island 
and superintend the work. At -this tin1e a· confinnation · was 
procured from Yoko and other chiefs of the tribes, who 
agreed to put away their dogs (wolves) dr to 111ake satisfac
tion for _any. damage done by them. T'he paper states that 
March 23, 1652, Yoko delivered unto the aforesaid Nathanie] 
Sylvester and Ensign John Booth one turfe and one twig in 
their hands according to the usual custon1 of England. . 

The Sylvesters were Englishn1en, who through their adher
ence to King Charles I and .subsequently to King Charles IL 
found it inconvenient to remain in England. \tVhile Cro1nwell 
was leading his arn1y against the .Scpts at Dunbar in t650, 
the Sylvesters,-there were five brothers, all of whon1 were 
wealthy 1nerchants-were resolutely preparing to leave the 
kingdon1; arid when on the third of Septen1ber, 1651, Cro111-
well achieved his great victory over Charles II at Worcester, 
they had already nearly three n1onths before secured Shelter 
Island in .An1erica and the fan1ily had found a te111porary 
asylu111 in Holland. Three of the brothers with their 111other 
111oved to Barbadoes. . 

Nathaiiiel Sylvester can1e to Shelter Island to live in 1652: 
I-Ie brought with hi111 his young wife, Grissell Brinley, who 
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was only sixteen years old. She was baptised at St. Ja111es's 
Church, Clerkenwell, London, January sixth, 1636~ 

She was the daughter of Thon1as Brinley of Datchet in 
Buckinghan1shire, two n1iles fro111 Windsor Castle. 

i\n extensive account of the Brinleys was collected under 
the direction of the late Mr. Charles A. Brinley, of Phila
delphia, fron1 which a few notes have been taken. 

''King Charles I granted by a special charter to. Thon1as 
Brinley and his associates as a 111ark of esteen1 and as an 
e111oltunent, at a no111inal yearly stipulation, a vast tract of 
land consisting of son1e ten thousand acres in Yorkshire, 
including n1anors, villages and churches with all the acco111-
panying privileges. This grant .with all its details sealed with 
the great seal of England dated Decen1ber 27, in the fourth 
year of the reign of Charles. I, is on record at the Record 
Office, Chancery Lane, London, England, and signed '\i\Tit-
ness the King at vV estn1inster, 24 March 1636'." _ 

Th0111as Brinley was buried in the Parish Church at 
Datchet under the aisle, in front of the transept, with the 
fallowing inscription: 

"Here lieth the body of Thon1as Brinley, Esq., who was 
one of the auditors of the Revenue of King Charles the First 
and of King Charles ye second. Born in the City of Exeter, 
He 111arried Anne, youngest daughter of W n1. Wase of Pet
worth in Sussex, gent., who had issue by her, five sons .and 
seven daughters. He dyed the fifteenth day of October in 
the year of our Lord 1661." 

* * * 

The house which was awaiting the Sylvesters at Shelter 
Island stood for eighty years, and was succeeded by, and 
partly incorporated into, the present lvianor House, which 
was built by Sylvester's grandson Brinley Sylvester in 1737, 
so that the latter in its own fran1e-work covers over 280 
years. This house when it was rebuilt" was said to be the 
finest in the ·East Riding of Yorkshire. It was panelled and 
had a fire-place in every roon1. The "Golden Parrot'' went 
back and forth between Shelter Island and Barbadoes, carry
ing its loads of oak staves and bringing back necessities and 
c0111forts for the house and farn1. 

The inventory of Nathaniel Sylvester's property at the 
ti111e of his death is abundant for those days, showing how 
it was possible for the111 to entertain as they did. A selected 
list fallows : 
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PeiutiJr 280 lbs.-4 dozen plates,-1 dozen porringers,-
13 candle-sticks,-2 great flagons,-3 basins,-2 dozen 
saucers,-4 pairs of brass candle-sticks,-1 pair of andirons, 
-1 chafing dish,-2 warming pans,-2 s111oothing irons,-2 
pairs of . bellows, a Turkey wrought couch,-12 Turkey 
wrought chairs,-6 green chairs,-10 leather chairs,-1 Tur
key wrought carpet,-1 clock,-1 case with bottles,-10 
feather beds,-12 table cloths,-9 dozen napkins,-32 towels, 
-60 books great and sn1all,-l silver tankard,-10 silver 
spoons,-11 slaves,-200 sheep,-20 horses great and s111all, 
-70 cattle great and sn1all,-60 swine. A cyder n1ill and 
press,-a farn1 at Plun1gutt, 6 acres or thereabout at Block 
Island. A boat, etc. 

* * * 

The Sylvesters in what n1ight see111 to have been a lonely 
hon1e, had a nun1ber of pleasant friends an1ong the early set
tlers of the country. The first to be 111entioned is John Win
throp, Jr., son of the first governor of Massachusetts. He 
acquired Fisher's Island in 1640 and n1oved there in 1646. 
He was one ·of the distinguished scholars of his age and his 
nan1e is an1ong the founders of the Royal Society of London 
in 1661. He had also paid 111uch attention to n1edicine and 
,vas well skilled in that· science. 

A. letter fron1 Sylvester to Winthrop dated Oct. 8, 1655, 
entreats his advice about the treat111ent of his own two 111onths' 
old baby .. Tl~e young parents ,vere distracted, with 2.nxiety 
and the letter written hurriedly is very pathetic. This baby 
grew up to be Grissell Sylvester, to whon1 at sixteen_ her 
lover Latitner Sa1npson bequeathed his entire fortune and 
lands. Later she n1arried J an1es Lloyd of Boston and her 
property was erected into the Manor of Queens' Village. In 
this san1e letter Sylvester asked to buy an Irish servant, if 
they were willing to part with her. In another letter to \Vin
throp he wrote of the severe winter and feared "our friends 
in Virginia ·have suffered n1uch." Sylvester's na111e is signed 
to n1any deeds and docun1ents in Virginia. ' 

The Brinleys of Newport kept up their friendship, and of 
course the Lloyds. There were the Gardiners of Gardiner's 
Island, the Griswolds of New London, and the 1Morrisses of 
Morrisania. Lewis Morris ,vas an executor of Sylvester's 
will and a Trustee. Finally Governor Richard Nicolls fro111 
whon1 one letter is extant sign~d "Yor affectionate loving 
friend and servant." 
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In 1656 the Quakers were beginning to be persecuted in 
New· England: Sylvester welco111ed 111any · of these to the 
safe shelter of his island hon1e. Many re111ained at Shelter 
Island and their graves 111ay be seen where they were laid to 
rest. · 

Lawrence and Cassandra Southwick, ancestors of the 
Quaker poet Whittier, "in1prisonecl, starved and whipped, 
banished on pain· of death," arrived in an open boat, shortly 
to die, within three days of each other. Mary Dyer ,vent 
fro111 Shelter Island and returned to Boston where she .was 
later hanged fro111 the old eln1 on Boston (0111111011. George 
Fox, the Founder of the Society of Friends, preached to the 
Indians in the dooryard. In his .journal he writes, "I had a 
111eeting a111ong the Indians at which were their King with his 
council and about an hundred Indians 111ore. They sat down 
like Friends and heard very attentively while I spoke to the111 
by. an interpreter, an Indian that could speak English '"·ell. 
(This was probably Checkanoe, supposed to have helped John 
Eliot with his Indian Bible.) 

* * * 
In 1666 when Governor Richard Nicolls had been in N evv 

York nearly two years, he granted to Sylvester the first Eng
lish 111anorial grant in what is now Ne"v York, as far as is 
kno"\ivn at present. · _ . 

The foJlowing words used in other grants recognized by 
our Order, prepared the way for the 111agnificent privileges 
bestowed later by other Governors. · 

"The said Island and pre111isses, now is, and forever here
after, shall be, held, Dee111ed, reputed, taken and be, an Intire 
infranchized Towneship, lVIannor and place of itselfe, and 
shall allwayes fro1n ti111e to ti111e, and at all ti111es hereafter, 
have, hold and enjoy, like and equall Priviledges and I111-

111untyes with any Towne, Inf ranchized place or l\1annor 
within this Govern111ent and shall in no 111anner or "\ivay, be 
Subordinate or belonging unto, have dependency upon, or in 
any "vise be under the Rule Order or Direction of -any Rid
ing, Towneship or Towneships Place or J11risdiction upon 
Lond Island, . . . . . . and shall be Ruled Ordered and 
directed in all 111atters as to Governn1ent, accordingly by 
the Governor and his Councell, etc." Another ite111 is that 
for "Yielding, rendering and paying yearly and every yeare 
unto his Royall Highness the Duke of Yorke, or his Heires 

9 



PORTRAIT OF THOMAS DERING 
BY JOSEPH BLACKBURN 

( Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum. of Art) 



.... one La111be, upon the first day of l\!Iay, if the sa111e shall 
be den1anded." Six days earlier they had received another 
docun1ent stating that "Nathaniel Sylvester of Shelter Island 
-in behalf of hin1selfe and of his brother hath of his own vol
untary free will and good affection to this govern111ent, 
advc!:nced and paid towards ye support and 111aintenance 
thereof, the sun1 of £150 sterling. I, for and in consideration 
of the aforesaid sun1 of £150 and for other good causes and 
considerations 111e thereunto n1oving, doe hereby grant ·unto 
ye said Nathaniel Sylvester and Constant Sylvester and to 
their heirs and assign es forever, that ye said island called 
Shelter Island is forever hereafter shall be, by these presents 
discharged, exonerated and acquitted fro111 all taxes and rates, 
either civill or n1illitary, and f ron1 all trayning, setting forth 
and keeping any soulders, horses, arn1s, troopers or other 
vvarlike provisions, other than what they .shall voluntarily 
doe, for the defense of their said _island and this governn1ent 
in cases of· foreign invasion or disturbance. by the natives. 
Given under n1y hand and seale in J a111es fforte ye 25th day 
of 11.Iay, in ye year l\11110 Don1. 1666." Richard Nicolls. 

* * * 

A.fter se-yen years of peace and prosperity the Dutch recap
tured N evv York for the United Netherlands. Goyernor 
Colve clain1ed all Long Island and its adjacent islands. 

011 August. 26, 1673_, Nathaniel Sylvester arrived at Fort 
\Villen1 Hendrik and offered his sub111ission and requested 
confinnation of his previous privileges granted to hin1 and 
his ·island called Shelter Island. 

Furthermore he declared he had orders fron1 his neighbour 
David Gardiner to offer subn1ission for hin1 and his island, 
pro111ising that he would come in like 111anner in person on 
the first opportunity. After 111uch discussion the Dutch con
fiscated the lands, houses, goods, negroes and effects of what
ever sort they n1ight be, belonging to Constant Sylvester and 
Tho111as Middleton and their heirs and assigns, because they 
were Englishn1en and the Dutch were enen1ies to the Kings 
of England and France; but they by no 111eans included 
Nathaniel Sylvester, his real and personal goods, effects, 
negroes, etc., because of his subn1ission. Equal protection 
was therefore granted and allowed to hin1, "the sa111e as to 
all others of their good subjects, with additional confirn1a
tion of all profit, rights and privileges which by previous gov-
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ern111ents had been granted to hi111 and his posterity. Done 
at Fort Wille111 Hendrik 29 A.ugust 1673." 

. Thus Nathaniel Sylvester beca111e sole proprietor of the 
1\/Ianor of Shelter Island under both the English and Dutch 
governn1ents with equal privileges fro111 both, having given 
his bond for £500 sterling, in provisions of this country. 

* * * 
On A .. ugust 29th, the Dutch den1anded the sub111ission of 

Southa111pton, ordering then1 to deliver the badges of their 
Civil and Military power-na111ely, the Constable's staff and 
the Colonel's; pro111ising to then1 equal privileges with their 
own nation. Struck with a111aze111ent and terror, they sent 
to Hartford for advice, but received no encouragen1ent,
then to New York, but there they were also shy, -hut re
ferred- the1n to Captain Sylvester who had c0111e fro111 Hart
ford with the111 -shortly be£ ore. He advised the111 by all 111eans 
to sub111it to the Dutch. Havin?( no choice, they decided to do 
this, twenty-seven nan1es being signed to the doctunent. 

()n October ·23rd Gov. Winthrop wrote to his son Fitz
John Winthrop at New London,-that requests for help 
against the Dutch had co111e fro111 residents of the towns 
of Eastern Long· Island, telling of a report that the -Dutch 
intended to send a s111all vessel with six guns and three hun
dred 111en to c0111pel 1hen1 to take the oath of sub111ission, 
which they refused to do, and asking for 50 Of 60 111en fro111 
Connecticut to help then1. . .. 

"Mr. \Villis," he wrote, '\vas very forward, and preparing 
to go in the whale boat joined with yourself. Possibly so111e 
fit way of treaty without argun1ent,-after the -usual way 
of all nations, especially the Christian,-111ay be ·.arranged.'' 
Counsel with Captain Sylvester he advi~ed also. 

On October 25th Councillor Steenwyck' states to the_ Council 
at Fort Wille111 Hendrik that one Nicholas Eedes . dwelling 
at Southold ca111e to hi111 yesterday, saying he had been sent 
by Colonel Lewis Morris and Nathaniel Sylvester, with 
request that his honor would be pleased to order the sending 
of a second e111bassy to the East end of Long Island, so that 
the innocent 111ay not be punished with the guilty . 

. Fron1 the journal of Capt. Cornelis Evertsen on board the 
frigate Zee-hond, with the Dutch Co111111issioners f ron1 New 
Orange to the East end of Long Island, N ove111ber 6, 1673; 
"Lying at anchor in Plu111gut. ~,\t daybreak discovered a sail 
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to leeward. \Ve con1111anded the111 to co111e on board and 
heard that Captain Fitz-John \i\Tinthrop and lVIr. vVillis were 
on the vessel with a letter for Governor Anthony Calve. vVe
then showed then1 our con1n1issions, togther with the article 
penned by those of the East end. Their answer was that- the 
9th article had not been consented to and consequently all 

_the other articles and their actual subn1ission to their High 
lVIightinesses _ had been rendered null and void. Towards 
evening we again sailed and anchored before Sylvester's 
Island. Sylvester sent his son with a boat to carry the con1-
n1issioners ashore who spent the night with hi111. - The ne~t 
n1orning the Con1n1issioners of Connecticut gave us a copy 
of their con1111ission, en1powering the111 to treat ·with such 
foes as they n1ight 111eet at Long Island or- Shelter Island. 
They were to endeavor to divert then1 fron1 using hostility 
and to let then1 know that if they did proceed, it ,vould pro
voke then1 to a due consideration of what they should be 
_obliged to do ne~t." 

They further delivered to us a copy of the letter sent by 
the Court of Connecticut to the Governor Anthony Calve, 
requesting that ''we should abandon our voyage and not pro
ceed further in persuading the English to take the oath." 
vVhereupon we answered that we were on duty bound to exe
cute our Con1111ission, and so departed for Sylvester's Island . 
.. A.bout ten o'clock the Connecticut gentlen1en rowed up to
ward Southold in the· boat belonging to Sy.lvester's ship, with 
the King's Jack in the stern, and the Dutch Con1111issioners 
i111111ediafely ·followed in a· boat they had borrowed fron1 
Captain Sylvester with the Prince of Orange's flag also in 
the stern. They arrived at two p. 111. at Southold where they 
heard the drun1 beat and the trun1pets sound whenever the 
Connecticut gentlen1en passed by. There was a troop of cav
alry riding back and forth and a troop of 26 or 28 1nen on 
horseback and sixty footn1en in arn1s. They n1et at one Mr. 
Moore's house and had n1ore or less talk on both sides, the 
English persisting in saying they had nothing to do with the 
Dutch and that ,vherever they went, the English would be 
there." 

The Dutch conceived that it would be useless· to effect 
anything and returned to Sylvester's Island where they spent 
the night, and sailed for Ne,v Orange the next day at noon. 

The winter passed away without further annoyance fro111 
the ene111y; but at the end of February a letter fron1 Fitz
John vVinthrop to John .. A..llyn, Secretary of Connecticut, 
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dated at Southold, tells that he is there obedient to the con1-
111and received fro1n the Governor and his Council at Hart
ford: "By good Providence we had a fair ,vind to Shelter 
· Island, where I stopped a few hours for intelligence ; but 111et 
with nothing considerable to our purpose-but Captain Sy I
vester' s great civility to n1yself and con1pany as we were the 
servants of the Colony which he so n1uch honors; and I 
believe, if n1y experience therein upon forn1er public occa-sions 
111ay give a judgn1ent of his generous entertainn1ent, no 
particular interest has outdone hi111 but to pass these engage-
1nents, which are fit only a Colony's acknowledgn1erit,-after 
a little discourse with hi111 we set sail for Southold where I 
heard that the ship Snow with one Ketch and two sloops, 
were anchored at White Stone waiting a fair wind for this 
place,-bound hither with great resolution to reduce or des
troy the towns on the East end of Long Island upon which 
intelligence I in11nediately dispatched an express to Captain 
Howell at Southan1pton and to the chief officer at East 
Han1pton. Tn a few hours I had the opportunity of consulta
tion with then1; and in particular we did consider how far 
we 111ight act in defending the provisions which they expected 
at Shelter Island; · but Mr. Hubbard, the 111inister fron1 
Boston, Mr. Richard S111ith .and Mr. Brinley thought it 1nost 
expedient to apply all our force in securing the t()wns. · 

On Sabbath 111orning about 7 o'clock the Dutch vessels shot 
,vi thin Plu111 Gut. The soldiers f ro111 Southan1pton and East 
Ha111pton were with 111e sooner than I could expect. The ship 
stopped at Shelter Island and de111anded · the provision of 
Captain Sylvester, who being at their 111ercy, as they had 
landed fifty arn1ed n1en, delivered the provision. The Dutch 
spent the night there and in the n1orning were soon up against 
Southold, where they placed the squadron in hands0111e order. 
Captain Sylvester being then on board endeavouring to divert 
hostility and prevent the sheddin~ of blood, was desired by 
the Co1nn1ander to deliver their den1and to n1yself, which he 
was willing to do, and it was in these words as near as I can 
ren1en1ber, that he was con1e there to den1and· subjection to 
the Hi~h and lviighty -States General an:d His Serene High
ness, the Prince of Orange, and that upon their surrender, 
they 111ight enjoy the san1e privileg-es that were confinned to 
the rest of the towns, but upon refusal he would destroy then1 
with fire and svvord; As soon as I received this 111essag-e I in
fonned the officers and soldiers thereof, who unanin1ously re
solved to oppose the111 to the uttnost hazard of their lives,-
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whereupon I returned this answer to the Con1111ander-in-Chief 
-· 'Sir, yours by Captain Sylvester I have received, and in 
return thereunto I give you this answer, that I an1 here, ap
pointed by the authority of his Majesty's -Colony of Con
necticut, to secure these people. In obedience to his Majesty, 
ancl by God's assistance I hope to give a good account thereof, 
and you n1ay assure yourself, that I will receive you in the 
san1e condition, as a person that disturbs His Majesty's sub-
jects; etc. etc.' " · 

.They then exchanged a few shots, no one being injured 
on either side. After which the Dutch sailed away, never to 
return. 

* * * 
Nathaniel Sylvester died at Shelter Island in 1680. The 

eulogy on his n1onun1ent reads : "An En_glish111an, intrepid. 
loyal to duty, faithful to friendship, the soul of integrity and 
honour, ·hospitable to worth and culture-sheltering ever the 
persecuted_ for conscience sake." · 

,..J'he original grantee of the Manor had five sons. On the 
death of three of these without issue, the eldest son, Giles. 
Sylvester, becan1e the owner of four-fifths of the Island, the 
ren1aining fifth being held by the second son, Nathaniel. Giles 
and his wife, Hannah (Savage) Gilla111, left no children. 

Nathaniel Sylvester of this second generation, with his 
,vife, Margaret Hoba.rt. 111ade his residenc,e in Newport, and 
left, besides two daughters, a son, Brinley. 

This Brinley Sylvester, of the third generation, who 111ar
riecl Mary Burroughs, daughter of Thon1as Burrou~hs. of 
Boston, went back to his ancestral estate at Shelter Island, 
and rebuilt the old Manor House. He was pron1inent' in 
religious and local governn1ent, and his friends were 1nen of 
note in those days. He had two daughters, Mary and Mar
garet, who tradition said were very beautiful. It was said 
that they never sat before a fire without wearing gloves, for 
fear pf spoiling their bea11ti ful hands, but. the hands. were u:se
ful hands too, for the story has con1e down that son1e, one 
asked l\llary if she· was not very proud of her beautiful ho111e, 
111any slaves, and fine clothes. She said she saw nothing in 
then1 to be proud of-"but I will tell you what I an1 proud 
of: it is the linen that I spin." These two girls visited their 
cousins in Boston, and wrote ho111e to ask if their father 
would get then1 a spinet and if they n1ight wear stays. Their 
portraits, painted by Joseph Blackburn, are now in the 
lVIetropolitan Musetun, New York. 

19 





Mary Sylvester 111arriecl Tho111as Dering of Boston, and 
after the death of her father went to live at the l\1anor House 
at-Shelter Island. They kept a chaplain, Rev. \Villia111 _,.i\.da111s, 
a Yale graduate, who had already served in that .capacity with 
Brinley_ Sylvester, and who lived with_ the fa111ily for thirty 
years. When Brinley Sylvester died a hatch111ent of his anns 
was, after the English· custon1, hung above the door. 

At this tin1e,- the correspondence, preserved in four volun1cs 
of letters, becan1e wonderfully interesting. 

Tho111as Dering took a decided stand for liberty ,vhen the 
Revolution broke out. He was a delegate to the New Yark 
Provincial Convention, which unani111ously adopted the Dec
latation of Independence. He then returned to Shelter Islanll, 
-and ren1oved his fan1ily for safety to Middletown, Connec
ticut, first burying the jewels and silver in the cellar of the 
Manor House, and the brass cannon on the lawn. So111e of 
this silver is no,v to be seen at the Metropolitan Museiun. 

_In 1771 there were 27 fan1ilies on Shelter Island, who did 
their share of patriotic service during the Revolution, when 
British n1en-of-war found Gardiner's Bay a safe haven f ron1 
which to plunder the islands and towns in the neighborhood. 
Incidents of those days 111ake 111any fire-side stories. On one 
occasion the soldiers can1e to a f anner to conunandeer a co,,,. 
He told the111 to . take the reel one. \\Thy the red -one ? they 
asked suspiciously. ".Oh, I don't like red:coats," replied the . -owner. 

* * * . -
A111ong the heirloo111~ at Sylvester Manor is a tiny k11,if c. 

and fork with carnelian handles in a silver filagrr~ case of 
Italian workn1anship. This was givei1 to Tho111as Brinl~y by 
King Charles I and was brought to this country by Grissell 
Brinley Sylvester. At the san1e tin1e a linen ,table cloth, with 
the nan1e "Carolus Rex" woven in the :dan1ask, ca111e vvith 
the Brinleys and now belongs to the Brinleys of Philadelphia. 

There is also a tortoise-shell snuff box with the heads of 
\Villia.111 and. Mary on the lid in silver, which inay have c01ne 
fron1 another ancestor1 Willjan1 Nicoll of Islip, who went on 
a 111ission to the English court during the reign of ,villia111 
and Mary. There is a silver tankard with the initials J and C 
over an H. This was a wedding- gift to Catharine Nicoll and 
Johnathon Havens. Catharine Nicoll was the daughter of the· 
sa1ne \Villian1 l~icoll and his wife Anna Van Rensselaer ·who 
was widow of the first Lord of the Manor of Rensselaerwyck 
and daughter of the second Lord, J ere111ias Van Rensselaer. 
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OLD BOX WALK THROUGH THE GARDEN 



There is a fine belt of wa111pu111 r-epresenting so111e treaty 
with the Indians which ca111e through Ezra L'Hon1n1edie1.1, 
a 111e111ber- of three provincial Congresses, descended fron1 the 
Huguenot -Benjan1in L'Hon1n1edieu and his wife Patience a 
daughter of Nathaniel Sylvester. A favorite tradition in the 
fa111ily is-that the Sylvesters were rowed in a barge by negro 
slaves to the church at Southold where Benjan1in L'Hon1111e
dieu saw Patience, fell in love with her, and shortly n1arried 
her. -

The first signed and dated Book-plate in this country was 
111ade by Nathaniel Hurd of Boston · for the library at 
Sylvester Manor, for Thon1as Dering of Boston, who 111arried 
l\llary Sylvester, daughter and heiress of Brinley Sylvester, 
the last lord of the -Manor. A piece of the fan1ous golden 
blanket left by the pirate Captain Willia1n Kidd at Gardiner's 
Island was given Mrs. Horsford who ,vas a Gardiner. This 
is also _in the Manqr House. Mrs. Horsford was the" daughter 
of San1uel -Smith Gardiner who through his wife Mary 
L'H0111medieu acquired Sylvester Manor . 

. A.n old custon1 of the f an1ily was to· decorate with gold 
leaf the ancient box trees when the heir of the Manor brought 
hon1e a bride. 

The old stone steps leading fron1 a stone built causeway, 
as old as the first Manor house, have played an in1portant 
part in the life and history of the guests. · 

Here -the persecuted Quakers were received by Nathaniel 
Sylvester to shelter, safety and a peaceful ho111e. These steps 
Mary Dyer descended when she went to Boston, knowing she 
would have to die there for her religion. · 

Here Lati1ner San1pson bade farewell to Grissell Sylvester 
when he sailed away to Barbadoes, never to return. George 
Fox, Lewis Morris, Governor John Winthrop of Conne_cticut, 
the Dutch Con1missioners, and later George Whitefield, the 
Evangelist, and Timothy Dwight, President of Yale College, 
all passed over these steps. 

Still later John Tyler, President of the United States, 
brought his beautiful bride Julia Gardiner for a visit, also 
ca111e the poets Longfellow, Lowell, Helen Hunt and Sarah 
Orne Jewett and n1any other guests of note and protninence 
in the history of their country. 

The old garden with its terraces and ancient box hedges 
is still kept up. 

The last lord of the l\!Ianor and the last of his nan1e to live 
on Shelter Island was Brinley Sylvester, but the estate has 
never passed out of the fan1ily and the old custon1s are still 
kept up. · 
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REPT{ODUCTION OF THE MANORIA.L GRANT C)F 
SHELTER ISLAND T 1O CONSTANT AND 

NATHA.NIEL SYLVESTER, 1666 



.APPENDIX 

MANORIAL GRA.NT OF SHELTER ISLAND 

RICHARD NICOLLS Esquire, Governor under his Royall 
Highnesse the Duke of Yorke, of all his Territoryes in-An1er
ica To all to who111 these Presents shall con1e, sencleth Greet
ing; Whereas there is a certaine Island, Scituate Lying and 
being in a certaine Bite, Bay or arn1e of the Sea, which run
neth betweene Lands belonging to the.Townes of Eastha1npton, 
Southa1npton and Southold, in the East Riding of Yorkshire 
upon Long Island, by the Indyans forn1erly called by the 
na111e of Manhansucke A.haquatsuwan1oc;ke ,and now con1111on
ly known~ by the nan1e of Shelter Island, which said Island 
was heretofore Purchased f ro111 the Indyans by J a1nes Harrett, 
Agent to Willian1 Earle of Sterling ( in whon1 the Govern111eni 
then was, by vertue of his Maties Letters Pattents) and Sii1ce 
by Severall Deeds, JVIean Conveyances and Graunts derive 
fro111 the said Earle of Sterling, J afnes Harrett; ·and others, 
as also, fron1 the Indyan Proprietores for a valuable ·con
sideration, is c0111e tinto the hands of C@nstant Silvester of 
the Islapd .of Barbadoes Esq re, ·and N athaniell Silvester 
now Inhabiting and residing in Shelter Island aforesaid 
Merchant; Now know yee, That by ver:tue of ye Co111111i~sion 
and Authority unto 111e given by his Royall Highnesse J a111es _ 
Duke of Yorke &c, upon who111 ( as well by the R.esignation 
and Assignn1t of the heires of the said Willia111 Earle of 
Sterling, as also by Lawfull Graunt and Patent fro111 his 
Royall Maty Charles the Second, King of England, Scotland, 
France and Ireland &c) the Propriety and Govern1t of Long 
Island, and all the Islands adjacent, ainongst other things is 
settled; I do Ratify Confirn1e and Allow of all the aforesaid 
Deeds and Purchases, And also do hereby Give Graunt and 
Confinne unto the said Constant Silvester, -and N athaniell 
Silvester their Hejres and Assignes, the said· Island hereto
£ ore called Manhanst1k~ A.haquatsuwa111ocke, and_ now knowne 
by the nan1e of Shelter Island; Together with all the Lands, 
Soyles, woods, Meaclowes, Pastures, Marshes, Lakes, ·waters 
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Fishings, Hawking, Hunting and Fowling, And all other 
Proffitts, Co111111oclityes, En1olun1ents and Hereditan1ts to the 
said Island belonging, with their and every of their appur
tenanc~s, and of every part and Parcell thereof, And that 
said Island & pre111isses, now is, and foreve1-_ hereafter, shall 
be held, Dee111ed, reputed, taken and be, an Intire infran
chized Towneship Mannor and Place of it selfe, and shall 
allwayes f ro111 ti111e to tin1e, and at all tin1es hereafter, have, 
hold and enjoy, like and equall Priviledges and I111n1untyes, 
with any Towne, Infranchized place or Mannor within this 
Govern111ent, And shall in no n1anner of way, be Subordinate 
or belonging unto, have dependency upon, or in any ,vise be 
under the Rule, ·Order or cli,rection, of any Riding, Towne
ships, place or Jurisdiction upon Long Island, ·but shall in 
all Cases, things and n1atters, be dee111ed, reputed, taken and 
held as an absolute In tire, Inf ranchized Township n1annor 
and place of itself in this c;overnn1ent, And shall be Ruled, 
Ordered and directed in all n1atters as to Governn1ent, ac
cordingly, by_ the Governor and his Councell, and the Genall 
Assizes onely; Provided that no Priviledges or In1111untyes 
herein Graunted or 111entioned to be graunted, shall be n1eant 
or I~1terpreted to extend to the Protecting· of any Traytors, 
Malefactors Fugitives or Debtors, Flying unto the said 
Island, to the dan1age of any partic~lar. Person, or the ob
struction of the Lawes, and the Con1n1on and Publick Peac.e 
of this Govern111ent, and the Justice thereof; To have and 
to hold the said Island with all and Singular the Appur
tenances and pri111sses, together with the Priviledges I111111u
nityes Franchizes and advantages, herein given and graunted 
unto the said Constant Silvester and N athaniell Silvester, to 
the proper use and behoofe of the said Constant Silver and 
N athll Silvester their Heires and Assignes for ever, fully 
freely and clearly in as large and an1ple 111anner and f orn1e, 
and with such full and absolute I111111unityes and Priviledges as 
hereto£ ore is expressed, as if they held the sa111e i111n1ediatly 
fro111 his Maty the King of England &c and his Successores, 
as of the Mannor of East Greenwich in the County of Kent, 
in free and con1111011 Soccage and by fealty onely; Yeilding 
rendering and Paying yearly . and every yeare, unto his 
Royall Highness the Duke of Yorke, or his Heires or to such 
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govern our or governours as f ro111 tin1e to ti111e shall by hi111 
be constituted appointed and as an Acknovvledg111ent, one 
Lan1be, upon the first day of May, if the saine shall be de-
111anded; Given under n1y hand and Seale, at Fort J a111es in 
New York, on the Island of l\!Ianhatans, the 31th day of May 
in the eighteenth yeare of the Raigne of Our Soveraigne 
Lord, Charles the Second by the Grace of God, King of 
England, Scotland, France and Ireland, Def ender of the 
Faith &c And in the yeare of our Lord God 1666. 

RICH.ARD NICOLLS 

Entred and Recorded in the 
Office at New York, the day 
and yeare above· written. 

Matthias Nicolls Seer 

Note: The nan1e of the grantees is spelled Silvester and 
not Sylvester in Governor Nicoll's grant. 

Previous to giving the above l\1anorial Grant, Richard 
Nicolls had decreed that Shelter Island should be known as 
"a distinct Island," in the fallowing public declarati"on: 
"Know all 111en by these presents, that I Richard Nicolls, 
Deputy Governor under his Royal Highnesse the Duke of 
Yorke, of all his Terrytoryes in Anieric{l), for divers good 
reasons and, consideracons 111ee thereunto n1ov~ng, have 
thought fitt, and by these presents do ordaine, That the Island 
c0111monly known and called by the name of Shelter Island, 
scituate and lying toward the East end of Long- Island, bee 
f ron1 henceforth ( or till further Order) reputed as a distinct 
Island under this Govern111ent, and not lyable to the Rates 
of any Township, to be levyed or raised by the Officers there
unto appointed; Provided only, that in any action of the case, 
Trespasse or dan1age, which shall or n1ay arise betwixt any 
Perso'n relating to Long Island and Shelter Island the Partyes 
grieved shall bee heard in the sessions of the East Riding 
in the sa111e 111anner and forn1e, as is proscribed and Enacted 
in the present Lawes, and the right detern1ined accordingly 
without any distinction of Persons or places." 
March 1664-5 

Richd Nicolls* 

* Doc. Rel. to the Col. Hist. of N. Y., vol xiv, 566. 
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