
 

 

Land Grants, Grantees and the Formation of the Town of Greene 

 

  The surveying of the land in this area bought by New York State is very interesting. Simeon-Dewitt, the 

Survey-General hired by the state and Robert Harpur, a landowner and surveyor, did much of the 

surveying but not all. Many men were hired to survey, a very important job.  The areas were mapped 

out into townships.  The word township was a surveying term that usually meant a six-mile square 

divided into one mile square sections. There were four townships in the Chenango Triangle, 8 townships 

in the area east of the Chenango River and 20 townships in the Governor’s Purchase or Chenango 20 

Towns. 

According to Charles Decker, the historian of Afton, these surveyors also gave the names to many of the 

towns.  The Land Office in Albany wanted significant names such as Revolutionary War heroes, Greek 

and Roman names, and Indian names that had been used in the areas.  Examples of Revolutionary War 

heroes are many, the most important for us being Greene, Nathanael Greene, General Washington’s 

right-hand man.  Other examples are Willet, McDonough, German, Warren, Fayette and Lisle (Lisle was 

the name of Lafayette’s estate in France). Cinncinatus and Smyrna are Roman and Greek names 

respectively.  Chenango is an Indian word. It is noteworthy that the Chenango 20 Towns map of 1879 

has the Chenango River labeled on it, so the word had been in common use before the purchase.  Many 

of the towns have changed shapes and names through the years (Fayette is now Oxford) but this was 

how it was around 1800. In the Chenango Triangle, the four townships were never named. 

After the townships were laid out, each town was divided into lots.  They were of different sizes and 

were divided differently. Joseph Ellicott, who surveyed western New York and northwestern 

Pennsylvania broke a township into 16 portions of 1 and a half square miles called sections.  Then each 

section had 12 lots containing 120 acres each. Sometimes the landowner sub-divided the acres into lots. 

Many local agents were hired to sell the lots. Elisha Smith, the first land agent in the Chenango Triangle, 

improved the area to attract buyers.  He built a saw and grist mill on the Genegantslet River and began 

to develop the village of Greene.  Mildred Cochrane has a section in From Raft to Railroad that tells how 

many acres each land patent had and how it was divided. Most buyers bought a portion of a lot. The lot 

numbers are not used anymore, but on a 1971 tax map, you can see all the divisions by lot numbers in 

the town of Greene and they are exactly the same numbers that are on the 1839 map of Greene.  

All the men who bought these land tracts were very wealthy. Colonel William Stephens Smith bought 

the Chenango Triangle.  He distinguished himself in the Revolutionary War as an aide-de-camp to 

General Sullivan, was on the staff of General Lafayette and then transferred to the staff of General 

Washington. He was described as “the pattern of the eighteenth century gentleman, handsome, brave, 

urbane, and equally at ease at camp or court.”  In 1785, he served as the secretary of the American 

legation in London, where he served under Minister John Adams. A year later, he married Adams’ 



daughter Abigail who was called “Nabby”. In 1788 they returned to the United States and President 

Washington appointed him U.S. Marshall for the district of New York in 1789. It’s evident that he would 

have known about the land sales taking place at that time.  Not only did he buy the Chenango Triangle, 

which later was bought by William Hornby of London, but he also bought the townships of Eaton, 

Madison, Hamilton, Lebanon, Smyrna and Sherburne, #2,3,4,5,8 and 9 townships on the map.  Mildred 

Cochrane suggests that he must have met William Hornby in London and bought the land on behalf of 

him for an investment.  After 1807, William S. Smith and his family lived in the Sherburne area and he 

and a brother are buried in a cemetery near Smyrna. His wife died while on a visit to her parents in 

Massachusetts. 

The land tract of Treat and Morris was east of the Chenango River.  Malachi Treat was a professor of 

medicine at King’s College and the physician general of the Northern Army during the Revolutionary 

War.  There are letters written to him from General Washington asking for medicines and clothing and 

also approving of his innoculating upon the first sign of small pox among the troops. Unfortunately he 

didn’t live long after he bought the patent (sometimes referred to as the French tract) because he 

contracted yellow fever when he was the port physician in New York City and died in 1795.  His son 

Samuel Treat took over the patent.  Malachi Treat also had lands in the Military Tract as he had served in 

the military. 

(William W. Morris is a mystery as he could be one of two men. My guess is that he was a brother of 

General Jacob Morris who had acquired 35,000 acres in Montgomery (now Otsego) County as 

compensation for the destruction of their property, Morrisania near New York City,  by the British in the 

Revolutionary War. It makes perfect sense that he would have known Malachi Treat because this Morris 

had lived near New York City and had been a 2nd Lieutenant in the Revolution.  However, I found another 

William W. Morris in the same Morris genealogy of the same age who was a physician. So either one 

fits.) Note: this is all incorrect.  William W. Morris came from Ballston Spa. Area. 

The next patent to the east was purchased by Walter Livingston.  The Livingstons were one of the 

wealthiest families in America and had connections everywhere. His wife was Cornelia Schuyler who 

came from another American dynasty. The Livingstons were huge landowners and merchants owning 

many ships. Walter Livingston died in 1797, soon after the purchase of the land patent  and the 

management was taken over by his son Robert. Robert’s sister, Cornelia Livingston, married John Juhel, 

a French merchant in New York City who imported wines. He and Joseph Juliand, who will be discussed 

at length in another article, both being French, were friends and Joseph Juliand  became a land agent for 

Juhel in Bainbridge. Cornelia Livingston Juhel had inherited a lot of land in what is now Coventry from 

her father.  One of the earliest settlers in Brisben, Samuel Wheeler, bought land in the Livingston Tract 

as he had known the Livingstons before settling here. He married a companion of Cornelia Livingston 

and worked as a surveyor for Walter Livingston. (An interesting aside: Another sister of Cornelia’s, 

Harriet Livingston, married Robert Fulton who invented the steamship that made its first voyage on the 

Hudson River on August 17, 1807.) 

 



It’s evident that all who bought the land patents were connected by wealth, political friends in high 

places or family. Treat and Morris had lawsuits handled by Alexander Hamilton; many socialized with 

George Washington; William S. Smith was John Adams’ son-in-law. 

Over time the boundaries were changed as well as new counties and towns were formed.  The Town of 

Greene used to be in Tioga County until Chenango County was formed in 1798. In 1808, Broome County 

was formed out of Tioga County.  Look at the map of the original 20 Chenango Townships. It has been 

superimposed over Chenango and Madison Counties as they are now. The Town of Greene is at the 

bottom left and was not part of the original townships. It looks very different from how it used to be 

because part of the Livingston tract is now in Coventry and parts of townships 2, 3, and 4 of the 

Chenango Triangle are included in other towns. Township 1 of the Chenango Triangle is in  Broome 

County and parts of 2 and 3 are in the Towns of Smithville and Oxford.  It can be very confusing even 

when you have the maps in front of you. 

Even today boundaries are changing.  The Onondaga Nation lawyers are arguing in Federal Court over a 

land-claim case.   The tribe seeks title to 4,000 square miles that it claims the state illegally acquired in 

the 1790s and 1800s. This particular case contends that the state obtained the property by dealing with 

people who did not represent the nation. The Oneida Nation has claims based on the fact that the land 

treaties were done with the state instead of the federal government and at that time only federal policy 

was to control Indian lands; no land transfer would be valid unless it was ratified by the federal 

government. Lawsuits were very common in the early days of settlement among landowners over lines 

of property.  Chenango and Madison Counties had a dispute over their boundaries. There was a dispute 

between Chenango County and Broome about a boundary line that lasted over one hundred years and 

wasn’t  settled until 2002.  

The Town of Greene is part of the fabric of America, made up of many sections consisting of different 

textures all melded together. Let’s make sure it is never rended so badly that it can’t be pieced. 





 


