
 
 

 



 

 
 

 
Source:  Forty Etchings From Sketches Made With The Camera Lucida, in North 
            America in 1827 and 1828 by Captain Basil Hall, R.N. (London: 1829) 
 



 
 
This old structure at Half Acre was once a tavern on the Seneca Turnpike (also called the Genesee Road) two 

miles west of Auburn.  It stood on the north side of the road. Built during the heyday of the stagecoach era, it 

was originally operated by Henry Ramsay in the 1820s. Later it was operated by  Diodorus Westover. Upon his 

death in 1864 his wife, Betsey, and daughter, Susan May, operated it. The local post office was located here 

"conveniently" next to the bar. The dining room in the old days could seat 40. There was a ballroom on he second 

floor. Many social events were held here. Upon Mrs. Westover's death in 1908 it was razed to allow expansion 

of the local cemetery. Two other former taverns still stand at the corner as private homes.  

 

 

                          Old Stagecoach Days 

                            By Richard F. Palmer 

     The old stagecoach came into town with a flourish 

amid the clatter of galloping horses and sounding horn - 

its round body swung on leather strap thorough-braces; 

its passengers tossed about like dice in a box. 



 The gallant driver pulled on the reins and the four 

steaming horses halted in front of the inn. Shouting boys 

swinging from the “boot,” at the rear of the coach where 

baggage was stowed, fell off in a cloud of dust. After 

whirling up to the “stoop,” the traces of the horses were  

unhooked and the exhausted animals were led around to 

the stable to their familiar stalls. Usually, stagecoaches in 

this part of the country employed four-horse teams. The 

horses in front were the leaders and the rear two, the 

wheelers. 

    The stage driver himself, donned in a great-coat and 

buckskin gloves, strolled into the inn with his traveled air. 

He was a welcome figure in every village along the old 

turnpike which depended on his arrival for the mail and 

the latest news from the outside world. Gazed upon with 

awe by the boys, he was worshipped as a sort of romantic 

hero, who never worked, but drove his galloping horses 

back and forth through a perpetual holiday. 

 Soon the stable boys trotted out a fresh team and in a few 

moments the passengers reclaimed their seats. The driver 

mounted his seat, called the “box,” slung the mail sack 

beneath him, sounded his bugle, and with a crack of the 

whip over the tops of horses’ heads, he galloped off down 

the dusty road. This was the stagecoach era as it existed in 

upstate New York for a more than half a century. From 1790 

until the completion of the network of railroads across the 



state in the early 1840s the stagecoach reigned as the 

supreme mode of public conveyance, supplementing the 

Erie Canal packet boats. 

 During this period the stage proprietors on the great 

western routes aligned, or associated themselves;  working 

in close agreement to control the road to keep a tight rein 

on competition. This syndicate, as it might be called today, 

was known as the “Old Line Mail.” People such as Asa 

Sprague, Aaron Thorpe, Jason Parker, Isaac and John M. 

Sherwood had a virtual monopoly on the stage business 

across the state for nearly a half century. This conglomerate 

was a well-oiled machine that required vigilance and tight 

communication to keep the business moving and satisfy the 

demands of an impatient and exacting traveling public. It 

was highly-organized, employing hundreds of agents, 

drivers, station-keepers, runners, clerks, mechanics, 

blacksmiths and tavern keepers. 

 The “Old Line” proprietors proved themselves equal to the 

task. Their commanding energy in moving with regularity 

and order such a mass of human and animal elements was 

proverbial, considering the wretched roads and turnpikes 

they had to contend with, which varied with the seasons 

from bad to worse. During winter and spring the roads 

could be a terror to timid passengers, occasionally 

becoming impassable. Now and then the teams would 

become mired in the mud and passengers would assist in 



lifting the coach out of a mud hole. In winter, the coaches 

were mounted on runners, or as they used to say, "a set of 

bobs." 

 Long stretches of road through swamps were bridged on 

stretches of corduroy, formed by cutting down the adjacent 

timber, trimming off branches and placing the logs side-by-

side across the right of way. Under such rough conditions, 

timid travelers would stop over at a convenient wayside 

tavern for the night and rest until another stage came along. 

Such a trip from Albany to Buffalo frequently required 

nearly a week in the very early days.  Although many 

hardships were encountered in traveling by stage, such a 

journey was not entirely void of pleasures. There were deep 

forests of towering hemlocks and pine trees. Here and there 

a little clearing appeared where a settler and his family had 

built a log house, feebly attempting to cultivate the rutted 

soil. The scenery was varied and interesting. The 

passengers generally were sociable, and many warm and 

lasting friendships were formed in the “old coach and 

four.” 

 Paralleling the Great Western Turnpike which ran from 

Albany to Manlius, to the north was “The Great Genesee 

Road” which ultimately became the Seneca Turnpike. It 

was much more of an extensive system of roads than the 

“Cherry Valley.” The main route was from Utica to 

Canandaigua. At Chittenango, a branch diverged and 



passed through Manlius, Jamesville, Marcellus and 

Skaneateles, and on to Auburn, where it rejoined the north 

or main branch (today’s Route 5) which passed through 

Syracuse, Camillus and Elbridge. Another branch diverged 

at Sennett and headed cross country to Cayuga, where it 

rejoined the main branch to form a single road again 

through Seneca Falls, to Canandaigua. 

 Several coaches ran regularly over these routes daily, 

besides “extras,” which ran frequently to meet travel 

demands. The “motive power” was first-quality horse-

flesh, athletic, sure-footed and strong. A coach weighed 

2,200 pounds, and carried 11 passengers with baggage. 

Each horse had a name, and, when called upon, responded 

to the driver’s commands. The driver’s whip was 

composed of a stalk four or five feet long, to which was 

attached a lash 10 to 12 feet long. At the end was a nicely 

braided silk “cracker.”  It was a great piece of dexterity to 

hold the reins of four horses, and so wield the whip as to 

give a smart crack with it; or in coming down the hills, to 

crack the whip and blow the horn, holding the four reins in 

one hand and the horn in the other, with the horses under 

full gallop. It is said it was an inspiring sight. 

 Stage drivers were a daring lot, but very energetic and 

faithful to the performance of their duties. Accidents were 

few and far between. Hiram Reed of Marcellus recalled that 

as a boy he and a friend commuted to Skaneateles on the 



Auburn stage. One day they climbed up with the driver, 

which was not usually allowed. As they descended a steep 

hill between Marcellus and Skaneateles, one of the pole 

straps leading from the front end of the reach to the collars 

of the wheel horses, broke.  

 “Hold on boys!” the driver shouted, and at once laid the 

whip to his horses. They galloped headlong down the steep 

hill in perfect safety. The driver was able to steer the coach 

to safety by controling the slack of the reach, or pole to 

which the wiffletrees were connected. This was also 

referred to as a thill. The was the last time the boys rode 

with the driver. 

 Horses were changed every 10 miles, but a driver would 

typically run 30 to 40 miles. If for some reason he was in a 

hurry and the roads were good, he could make 10 miles in 

less than an hour. But the Old Line proprietors did not 

encourage racing, even though it frequently occurred when 

there was a competitive stage line trying to make inroads. 

   The stage fare was five cents per mile. The  ‘way-bill,’ 

which every driver carried, was another feature of the road. 

If a person in Auburn was going to Albany he would go to 

the stage office and the agent would register him. By this 

system the driver was saved the trouble of handling the 

fares.  Colonel Sherwood had the contracts for carrying the 

mails over a large section of Central New York, but he sub-

contracted all except over the most lucrative main stage 



lines to others. The U.S. Post Office once gave Colonel 

Sherwood the credit of being the best stage proprietor in the 

United States so far as prompt deliver of mails was 

concerned. Sherwood, of Auburn,  took great pride in 

having his stages run on time and always kept good horses. 

     Interviewed in 1886, Norman Maxon of Elbridge, an 

oldtime stage driver, told how the horse operated “in the 

rounds.”  He said: 

    “I began driving in 1828 and the only old drivers known 

to be living beside myself are, Consider Carter, who lives in 

Chicago, and George Brown of Danforth.  Col. John M. 

Sherwood controlled that part of the line from Manlius and 

Fayetteville to Geneva.  It was divided into three sections. 

Eastward from Auburn one line ran through Skaneateles, 

Marcellus and Onondaga Hill to Manlius. Another went 

over the Seneca Turnpike through the villages of Elbridge, 

Geddes and Syracuse to Fayetteville. 

 “That part of the road between Auburn and Geneva 

comprised the third section. It would be impossible now for 

me to tell you the exact number of teams that were 

employed on the line, but I think 80 would be near the 

figures.  At that time the stages ran through from Albany, 

the horses only being changed. The teams and and their 

drivers were in the rounds, that is, ‘first in, first out.’ For 

instance, a coach came into Fayetteville. My team had been 

in the stable longest,  I would hitch on and drive it to 



Syracuse, where another team would take it and go on to 

Camillus. 

 “When it came my turn I would follow to Camillus and 

then in order to Elbridge and lastly to Auburn, where I 

would turn. On the down trip stops were made at the same 

changing places until I got to Fayetteville, where Parker 

and Faxton’s teams met ours. The same method was 

pursued on the Genesee Turnpike and between Auburn 

and Geneva. The advantage of such a course was it gave the 

horses shorter drives and saved passengers the delay which 

would result in stopping to feed.” Except for the lateral 

lines, most of the east-west stagecoach business ceased with 

the coming of the railroads 

 


