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History Of The Defreest Homestead Located At
The Rensselaer Technology Park



Kiliaen Van Rensselaer was a wealthy merchant, 
jeweler, and one of the founding directors of the 
Dutch West India Company. 

Although he never actually set foot in the New World, 
Kiliaen Van Rensselaer was granted authority by the Dutch 
West India Company to develop Rensselaer Wick around 
1630. The patroonship, initially granted for the west 
side of the Hudson River, gradually expanded during the 
1600s to include most of what is now Rensselaer and 
Albany counties. Rensselaer Wick was the only one of the 
early patroonships that survived and prospered through 
the English colonial period into the early years of the 
American Republic.

The patroonship was a quasi-feudal land development 
scheme. Settlers leased their land for settlement and 
productive use from the patroon who retained ownership.  
In exchange for the lease, the settler was obligated to 
pay the patroon an annual rent. David DeFreest and his 
three sons, Philip, Martin, and Jacob, all became settlers 
of the Van Rensselaer patroon. All three sons raised huge 
families, were leaders in the community, and became 
patriots in the Revolution. The hamlet of Defreestville, 
located in what was known as PafraetsDael (translated 
Paradise of the Lazy), was named after the family.

Historians speculate Philip DeFreest built his home 
about the time of his marriage in 1740. It is possible 
that the frame portion was constructed by Philip’s father, 
David, as early as 1720.  

The anti-rent wars of the early 19th century expressed 
the revolt of independent local American farmers to 
the perpetual obligation to a wealthy landowner. In 
response to the anti-rent controversy, the New York State 
Legislature forced an end to the lease holding by 1850.

The Philip Defreest homestead is a rare, surviving 
example of 18th century Dutch architecture of the region.  
This structure, along with the nearby homestead of David 
Defreest, retains many of the elements of its original 
construction, which dates from a period when each and 
every building was an individual production of elements 
laboriously made by hand. 

The main portion of the house is a gambrel-roofed 
structure, one and a half stories high, of brick laid up 
in the Flemish bond. These European bricks were used 
as ballast in Dutch fur trading ships that sailed up the 
Hudson River. The rear wing is a gambrel-roofed addition, 
also one and a half stories in height. Both the gambrel-
roofed design and a number of architectural details, 
such as the exposed knee brace, smooth planed beams 
and ceiling planks, rooflines that are flush with the gable 
ends, plain wrought iron beam anchors, and some splayed 
brick lintels were characteristic of homes built in the 

Hudson Valley during this period. Of particular note is the 
individual labor that went into the building materials as 
well as the general construction. The excellent condition 
of these materials and the house itself speaks well for the 
workmanship of the Philip DeFreest family.

Between 1630 and 1850, Dutch barns dominated 
the landscape in the Hudson and Mohawk River valleys, 
by virtue of their size and the key role they played in 
the survival and prosperity of the American family. Many 
farmers built their barns even before they constructed a 
farmhouse. The barns functioned as storage facilities for 
livestock and grain, and as “factories” where grain was 
threshed. They were often erected in a “barn raising”— 
two or three days of intense, coordinated labor by 
neighbors and friends.

Dutch barns were distinctive by virtue of their 
H-shaped structural frame, which provided a strong core 
supporting the roof and external walls. They were built to 
last, and last they did. Today, a few have survived time, 
weather, and aggressive land development. The Defreest 
Barn was constructed at the turn of the 19th century 
and is known as a “New World Dutch Barn” because of 
its combined Dutch/English design and function. It was 
constructed of thick, 50-foot beams of virgin growth 
hemlock. There are indications that parts from a previous 
barn were incorporated into the current Defreest Barn.
By the early 1900s the property of the descendants of 
Philip DeFreest had passed into the Jordan family, which 
continued to occupy and farm the land until 1940.
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