Putnam County agrees to protect stone chamber on Kent land
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KENT - The cornerstone of the county's planned senior center could have 2010 inscribed on it, or even 2009, depending on the project's progress.

But the two-story, 20,000-square-foot building wouldn't be the first structure on the county-owned land off Ludingtonville Road - that honor falls to a 13-by-25-foot chamber with no shortage of stones.



Kent resident Tom Maxson explores a stone chamber off Ludingtonville Road, near the site of Putnam County's proposed senior center. Maxson and others have successfully lobbied county officials to preserve the chamber as part of the center's campus. (Joe Larese/The Journal News)
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Constructed of stones and slabs of rock, the chamber sits amid the vines and brambles of the 49-acre site. What year should have been carved in its base, though, is a matter of debate. The builder and its original purpose - from ancient calendar marking the annual solstices to a root cellar - remain a mystery.

The Ludingtonville Road shelter is one of 46 such chambers known to be in Kent and among about 200 across Putnam County. If it wasn't for local historians and advocates, the county's senior center might have wiped this one off the Kent chambers map assembled by town resident Tom Maxson.

"We had some concerns, but luckily we had this registered (with the state's historic preservation office)," Maxson said.

The chamber sits next to a dirt road curving off of Ludingtonville. Also on the land are foundations from the Drew-Merritt mill and home site, a grist mill and saw mill established about 1833 that operated until 1950. Discharge from the swampy-looking body of water that is visible from westbound Interstate 84 just before Exit 17 - shown on some maps as Stump Pond, on others as Drew Pond - once powered the mills.

The county has been planning for about three years to build the center. Initially it wanted to do so next to Kent Town Hall, but focused on its Ludingtonville Road property after that idea collapsed.

That prompted concern from Maxson, Kent Supervisor Kathy Doherty and Putnam County Legislator Richard Othmer, R-Kent, who is also the town historian. The three each wrote to County Executive Robert Bondi, calling for the chamber and the ruins' incorporation into the center's layout.

"These artifacts should be included in a greenway area adjacent to the center, allowing seniors and others to enjoy a walk outside and appreciate Kent's unique history," Maxson wrote in a letter to Bondi.

In a memo to Bondi, Othmer said the chamber and foundations would "enhance the overall beauty of the site" and suggested diverting the center's entrance road around the chamber. The mill ruins, because of their location, aren't threatened.

Working with its architect, Joel Greenberg, the county agreed with the advocates. Greenberg said he was able to shift the center about 20 feet to the north. That removed the stone chamber from harm's way.

Deputy County Executive John Tully said he expected site work to start soon. A construction manager will be selected by the end of the month. Most of a $600,000 grant from the state housing department for the job, which could cost up to $8.1 million, has to be expended by September.

"We will have to have spent almost $500,000 for site work and preparation of the land before September. We're on target to do that," Tully said.

The original function of the chamber and all of the others across the county remains open for debate. The town's recently updated master plan acknowledges the mystery but also doesn't endorse any particular hypothesis.

"The purpose of the chambers is unknown, although there are many theories: the chambers may be root cellars built in the 1700s and 1800s by the colonial farmers, burial sites for Native Americans, sacrifice sites for the Celts, shelter for Vikings, or even sites for extraterrestrial contacts," states Kent's comprehensive plan.

Regardless, Doherty said, she welcomed the county's cooperation.

"I'm very happy the county took our suggestions," Doherty said. "It's the history of our town, our claim to fame."

Reach Michael Risinit at mrisinit@lohud.com or 845-228-2274.
