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HOUSE PROUD

By Anne Raver

April 10, 2013

SHELTER ISLAND, N.Y. — Imagine going to your great-aunt’s funeral and unexpectedly being offered an estate that harked back to the
17th century, complete with a plantation house where slaves once slept in the attic.

That’s what happened to Bennett Konesni one April afternoon seven years ago when he was 23, and the descendants of Nathaniel and
Grizzell Sylvester had gathered at Sylvester Manor for the funeral of Alice Fiske, who died at 88 in this graceful yellow-shingled Georgian
house facing a quiet creek.

I met Mrs. Fiske in 1996, when Mac Griswold, a landscape historian, tipped me off about her gardens and their massive boxwoods, and the
estate’s surprising connection to the sugar-and-slave trade in Barbados. A tiny, vigorous woman who drove either a red or a white
Cadillac, depending on her mood and outfit, Mrs. Fiske was an heiress whose father made his fortune on compressed gas. She always wore
white gloves and one of her signature floppy hats, even when she was toiling in the gardens here.

One windy day last week, as New York University prepared to open an exhibition on the history of Sylvester Manor, I returned to talk to
Mr. Konesni, the 11th generation of this clan to occupy the house.

A musician and writer who is now 30, Mr. Konesni spends part of the year here, commuting back and forth to Belfast, Me., where he lives
with his wife, Edith Gawler, a musician and designer.

With a wisdom beyond his years, he agreed to take the estate on his own terms, and since then he has opened it up to professional farmers,
historians and conservationists, with the intent not just of preserving and farming the land, but also of exploring its place in the history of
early American capitalism and globalization.

He recalled the day of his great-aunt’s funeral and the conversation he had with his uncle, Eben Fiske Ostby.

“Eben said, ʻI want you to have this,’ ” Mr. Konesni said. “I said, ʻNo, I won’t take it and own it, but let’s figure this out.’ ”

Mr. Ostby, now 58, had inherited the estate when Andrew Fiske, Alice’s husband, died in 1992. (The couple had no children of their own, so
the estate passed to Mr. Ostby, the next direct descendant of the Sylvesters.) But as a founding member of Pixar Animation Studios, Mr.
Ostby had no desire to leave California. “I guess we could have sold it to a developer, but in that it was a windfall for me,” he said, he
wanted to figure out “what would be the right thing to do with it.”

The only member of the family who had shown any interest in the estate was Mr. Konesni, who had lived there the summer he was 19,
working first on an archaeological dig and then at Quail Hill, an organic farm on the South Fork. That is, when he wasn’t playing
backgammon with his Aunt Allie, listening to her stories or helping her cook dinner. “She liked steak in tin foil,” he said. “It wasn’t great.”

At the time of his uncle’s offer, Mr. Konesni already knew he loved working the land. In addition to his time at Quail Hill, he had spent a few
months before college on an organic farm in New Zealand, as what foodies call a wwoofer, an acronym that refers to someone who is part
of the Worldwide Opportunities on Organic Farms program.

While he was getting his bachelor’s degree at Middlebury College, he had started an organic farm, and after that he had spent a year on a
Watson Fellowship, studying work songs around the world, fascinated by their role in agriculture.

So when he agreed to his uncle’s proposal, he already had strong ideas about what should be done with the estate.

Life on the Plantation
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“I said, ʻI won’t run it in the same way that Andy Fiske did and Cornelia Horsford did,’ ” he recalled, referring to the two previous
stewards. “I didn’t want to repeat the pattern of coming here and being owned by this thing and having to sell half of it off in order to
maintain an existence that wouldn’t have been very happy for me.”

The challenges, he knew, were too vast for any one person to handle.

“Why are you going to rely on genetics to provide the right person for the situation?” he said. “The history of the place is too special to roll
the dice on. Let’s find professionals to do this, and find a way to pay for it.”

So that’s exactly what he and Mr. Ostby did. In 2009, working with the Peconic Land Trust, they founded the Sylvester Manor Educational
Farm, a nonprofit organization that is on its way to preserving most of the 243-acre parcel handed down by Andrew Fiske. (In a series of
conservation easements, Mr. Ostby donated development rights to 22 acres of waterfront and upland woods to the trust, and gave an
additional 83 acres to the Sylvester farm, which in turn sold its development rights to the town of Shelter Island and Suffolk County for
about $7 million. That money pays for the capital costs and an endowment; fund-raisers like farm-to-table dinners pay salaries and
operating costs.)

The farm, which is returning land overgrown with invasive vines and weeds to pasture and fields of fruits and vegetables, is the most
palpable sign of the manor’s rebirth. But the plantation’s history as a provisioning center for the thriving trade between the Atlantic
colonies, Barbados and Europe is being explored as well.

This week, as Mr. Ostby announced his intention to transfer most of the remaining land he inherited to the Sylvester farm organization,
“Sylvester Manor: Land, Food and Power on a New York Plantation” opened at the Bobst Library at New York University.

The show, which runs through July 15, draws on the Sylvester Manor Archive, a collection of 10,000 documents, including records of
original land transactions and lists of African slaves and their monetary value, kept for a century in a damp vault behind a hidden door in
the manor house.

“It’s a heavy iron door with wallpaper and wainscoting,” Mr. Konesni said, remembering the first time he saw it. “You turn the key and
enter this room stuffed floor to ceiling with 300-year-old charters and maps and things.”

His great-uncle Andrew devoted his life to cataloging and preserving those documents. And when he died in 1992, his wife, Alice, donated
the collection to the Fales Library and Special Collections at New York University.

In honor of her husband’s love of archaeology, Mrs. Fiske also endowed the Andrew Fiske Memorial Center for Archaeological Research at
the University of Massachusetts, in Boston, in 1999. The digs, which began the year before, unearthed some of the most precious artifacts
at the manor — from wampum and fragments of pottery made by the Manhansett Indians who once lived on the island to pieces of blue
Delft china brought by the European colonists — many of which will be on display as part of the New York University exhibition.

Which brings us full circle back to Ms. Griswold, the landscape historian, who, it turns out, was indirectly responsible for the digs. (In
short, she hired a man named Gresham Lang to make maps of the historic gardens, and he tipped off his brother-in-law, Stephen
Mrozowski, the anthropologist who ended up leading the digs.)

Ms. Griswold originally stumbled across the manor in 1984, rowing across the creek. She climbed out of the boat and snooped around,
finding no one at home, but guessing that the massive boxwoods had to be hundreds of years old.

Bennett Konesni in the kitchen. Randy Harris for The New York Times
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Her new book, “The Manor: Three Centuries at a Slave Plantation on Long Island,” to be published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux in July, tells
of her first meeting with Alice and Andrew Fiske several months later, and how they showed her through the house, with its faded
portraits of ancestors, layers of peeling paint and French wallpaper, and hundreds of books representing 300 years of American
agricultural history.

Mr. Fiske regaled her with stories of how Nathaniel Sylvester and his brother, who had two plantations in Barbados and more than 200
slaves, bought the 8,000-acre Shelter Island with their English partners for 1,600 pounds of raw sugar, from a land speculator. And how
Nathaniel’s 16-year-old bride, Grizzell, brought boxwood cuttings with her from England, which she used to start the gardens.

Ms. Griswold remembers how she followed Mr. Fiske into the vault and the door fell shut, leaving them in total darkness. “It was very
dark and moldy smelling,” she said. “I felt as if I were time-traveling. Then, when he turned on the light, I saw I was in a room 12 feet long
and 8 feet wide, absolutely stuffed with papers and objects of every kind. He was a short man and he reached up and took this heavy red-
leather-covered book off the top of a file cabinet, carried it into the dining room and opened it up. There was the 1666 charter for the manor
of Shelter Island, and my hair just stood up.”

She was similarly unsettled when the gentle Mr. Fiske took her up to the attic. As she writes in her book, “Walking toward the door, Andy
says, ʻThis leads to the slave staircase,’ as if this were the most natural thing in the world to have a slave staircase in your early Georgian
house on Long Island.”

Last week, when I returned to the old plantation, Mr. Konesni and Maura Doyle, a historian who works for Sylvester Manor Farm, picked
up some of those threads.

The Manhansett Indians were, of course, never consulted when Charles I gave all of Long Island, including Shelter Island, to the first
English colonists. They were still thriving on the abundant clams and oysters in the estuary, and on the corn and beans they grew,
fertilized with the menhaden, or silver fish, buried in the rich topsoil dumped here by the melting glaciers, Ms. Doyle told me.

“The Manhansetts later took them to court and won,” she said. “And Sylvester and his partners paid the tribe in coat cloth, iron pots and
tools and things.” (Although, as historians have pointed out, the Manhansetts and other tribes did not understand the European concept of
ownership; they thought they were merely granting access to the land and the water, which no one, in their view, could own.)

As we walked from the manor house across a land bridge to what the Sylvesters called the North Peninsula, a protected spit of land graced
with fresh water springs where the Manhansetts once fished and farmed, Mr. Konesni pointed out an archaeological site where shards of
pots and shells spoke of their lives here a thousand years before the Sylvesters arrived.

Then he nodded toward the protected south-facing slope of the peninsula, near the land bridge, where there is evidence of an African
kitchen garden enclosed by a hawthorn hedge. These enslaved Africans, along with untold numbers of Manhansetts and indentured
servants, built a plantation that raised livestock — pigs, sheep and cattle — that were slaughtered and cured on the manor and sent to
Barbados to feed the slaves. Horses were bred to carry sugar from the mills to the ships, and oak trees were cut down and milled to make
barrel staves for the casks of molasses and raw sugar sent to the colonies or to Europe.

Back at the house, Ms. Doyle and Rose Wissemann, Mrs. Fiske’s longtime housekeeper and friend, led the way up the slave staircase to
the attic, where old trunks full of silk parasols and fans were tucked under the eaves.

This house, built in the 1730s by Brinley Sylvester, Nathaniel’s grandson, replaced the original, more modest one Nathaniel built in the
1650s. Its layers of paint and worn velvet chairs, its portraits and books, hold the secrets of generations, as Sylvester Manor was passed
down, often to daughters who married influential men, like Eben Norton Horsford, a chemist at Harvard who refined baking powder and
was a co-founder of the Rumford Chemical Works in 1854. In those days, Sylvester Manor was a magnet for luminaries like Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, who apparently always complained that the teacups were too small.

Horsford’s daughter Cornelia “had a huge crush on Longfellow, according to family lore,” Mr. Konesni said, as we rambled around the
house, peering at faded family portraits. “But since he was 50 years or so older, I think it was an academic crush.”

Now interns and wwoofers occupy the upstairs bedrooms, as do Mr. Konesni and Ms. Gawler whenever they are here.

They have their own life in Maine, where they are building a house, and where Ms. Gawler, who has a degree in architecture, plans to
apprentice herself to a firm. They are often on the road as well, playing fiddle and banjo with several bands.

“I spend about 100 days a year here,” said Mr. Konesni, who is determined to balance his life in Maine with the one so deeply rooted on
Shelter Island.

That evening, after everyone gathered for a feast at the long dining table where Aunt Allie once served tough steak, he leaned back in his
chair and taught us a Scottish work song — the kind of song he teaches the interns, he said, when the labor gets tedious. Ms. Gawler
harmonized in her strong alto.

“There’s no documentation that slaves here were singing work songs, but I bet they were,” he said. “It’s not like the ʻSound of Music,’ we’re
not bursting into song every moment, but sometimes it makes perfect sense. It’s a tool just like any other tool.”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yIi-UPYvN78
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In the kitchen, as the interns cleaned up, Ms. Gawler took up a fiddle, and Mr. Konesni a viola, and they played a few English tunes to
lighten the labor.

This is life on the manor now.


