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Before the time of refrigerators… 
 
Imagine it’s July.  It’s very hot outside, and you have a real craving for ice cream and a freezing cold glass 
of lemonade.  You sit and think about how good these would taste and how much cooler you would feel 
if you could slurp these down.  But these two treats would only remain a dream, because there is no ice to 
cool the lemonade or freeze the cream.   
 
Why? 
 
The year is 1834, and there are no refrigerators or freezers.   
 
Actually, ice was available, but only in the winter months when ice froze in lakes.  That didn’t help you 
very much in July, when you wanted to cool off and dive into a dish of chocolate ice cream.  It seemed 
unfair, somehow.  There had to be a way to save a piece of winter for summer. 
 
A few imaginative gentlemen figured out a way to do just that, using ice from Rockland Lake and started 
the Knickerbocker Ice Company.  Electricity was not yet harnessed to produce the power that would 
eventually enable refrigeration.  That would not be possible for some years to come.  However, ice could 
be preserved, if one was careful enough, and could be made to last until the following winter.   
 
Starting in 1835, developing the way to preserve ice began in earnest.  Between 1835 and 1865, methods 
improved so greatly to harvest ice from Rockland Lake that not only was it possible to enjoy ice cream in 
July here in Rockland County, but throughout the region.  The Knickerbocker Ice Company was the king 
of the industry, and delivered ice as far away as New York City and its suburbs.  Ice production and 
preservation was responsible for transforming the food industry, and for the first time a butcher could 
keep meat fresh, vegetables could be transported longer distances, and hotels could ice beverages on the 
hottest of days.   
 
It’s now 1885.  Everyone could purchase an icebox and keep their groceries fresh longer.  Most kitchens 
had one.  They looked a little bit like a modern refrigerator, standing about three or four foot high, often 
with two doors on front, which opened.  A block of ice rested in one compartment and food would be 
placed in another.  Depending upon how hot it was outside and how well the icebox was insulated, the 
block of ice would last about 5 days to a week. 
 
Knickerbocker Ice was delivered by horse and wagon, and the iceman delivered it to homes.  He would 
drive his wagon down the street and stop by your house.  Sometimes the iceman would put the ice in the 
icebox and sometimes people who lived in the house would take the ice with ice picks from the iceman 
and place it in their icebox themselves.   
 
In the early 1900s, ways were created to use electricity to refrigerate foods and although expensive, the 
days when families relied on the iceman and iceboxes were drawing to a close.  By the 1920s, refrigerators 
were becoming affordable to most families and took the place of iceboxes.  In 1924, the last of the ice was 
harvested from Rockland Lake and the clomping sounds of the horse-drawn wagons bearing deliveries 
passed into history. 



Winter’s Bounty: The Ice of Rockland Lake 

 

In 1835, three enterprising gentlemen, John J. Felter, John 
G. Perry and Edward Felter came upon a frozen lake in 
Rockland County, cut out a sloop load of ice and sold it at 
nearly 100% profit.  In 1836, these same three 
entrepreneurs, along with interested investors, formed 
Barmore, Felter & Co.  They built a dock along with a 
small ice house that could store up to three hundred tons 
of ice at Slaughter’s Landing, and a companion ice house 
in New York City, in order to distribute it.  The ice 
harvested here was of a remarkable quality, pure and clear, 

unaffected by any pollution from nearby factories.   
 
But there was one small issue:  back then, people just didn’t use ice.  One could only gather it in the 
wintertime, and no one had developed a way to preserve it for warmer months.  And if ice was needed in 
the winter, one simply went to a frozen cistern or well and chopped some out.  It was quite dirty, not 
clear.  Hotels and butchers were the only users of this ice, since the average household preserved food by 
drying, canning, brining or smoking.   
 

Hotels, however, could see the potential of 
having a year-long supply of pure, clean ice.  
Astor House, though only just being constructed, 
saw the possibilities of offering guests beverages 
cooled with ice, making ice cream and preserving 
their foodstocks to prevent the spoilage that 
would ruin menus and lose money. 
 
Seeing the potential and realizing the business 
are two different matters, however.  So little was 
known about the most efficient way of harvesting 

and transporting ice that many mistakes were made.  Sawing and cutting was done entirely by hand, using 
tools whose use required a royalty payment.  Ice was stored mainly underground and packed in straw.  A 
periauger, or shallow-draft, two-masted sailboat transported 30 tons of ice down the river, but no one 
considered melting and wasted product, nor harvesting enough ice so the supply did not vanish by July, 
precisely when it was needed.  In 1838, two small ice houses each holding 2,000 tons of ice were built in 
Slaughter’s Landing.  Ice was also stored in the basement of hotels located in New York City.  Despite 
this, the ice still didn’t manage very long and once again, the supply was depleted in July. 
 
It was beginning to appear that the ice industry was hopelessly doomed, despite the growing interest in ice 
as a food preservative.  Its rough beginnings were largely due to individuals who invested too little cash 
and disregarded whatever research was provided to assure the company’s growth. 
 
Alfred Barmore came to the rescue and radically changed the industry. He moved the harvesting of the 
ice away from hand-harvesting to mighty saws and horse power, enabling the harvest to increase to 100 
tons per day.  Ice was transported from Rockland Lake from carts fashioned from tree trunks and taken 
to a steamboat named Rockland, which ran from Haverstraw to New York City every other day.  Ice was 
then transferred to businesses who kept storage cellars of their own. 
 

 



 
 
Eventually, others caught on to the lucrative possibilities of this enterprise and began to ferociously 
compete.  By 1840, several companies fought for control of Rockland Lake.  Property was bought up 
around the lake by different interests in order to claim exclusive rights to the ice that touched its shores.  
Lawsuits ensued.  Meanwhile, each of those companies brought with them improvements to harvest and 
transport the ice, using barges to bring the ice to New York City, which was necessary to fill the growing 
demand.  Finally, in 1855, the Knickerbocker Ice Company was incorporated, created from the 
consolidation of all the companies that ringed Rockland Lake. 
 
In 1858, a gravity railroad was built from the lake to the landing on the Hudson, and in 1869 a tow 
company was formed by Knickerbocker and a former rival, the Washington Ice Company.  At the same 
time, an icehouse that could accommodate 80,000 tons was built.  In 1873, the Knickerbocker Ice 
Company purchased the Washington Ice Company for $1,100,000, a tremendous sum at that time.   

 

Significant improvements to quickly 
harvest and prolong the life of ice were 
made.  Ice was harvested when the ice had 
reached its desired thickness of 14-16 
inches, usually at the end of January and 
during February. It took about three weeks, 
employing between 400-600 people.  The 
day began around 4:00 am and pay 
averaged around $1.00 per day for laborers 
and $2.00 for skilled mechanics. 
 
 

These developments rendered Knickerbocker as the king of the ice industry.  In the 1880s, the business 
owned sixty barges capable of towing 40,000 tons of ice, and employed the use of 1,000 horses and 500 
wagons to deliver its goods.  A 13,000 square foot manufacturing and repair shop at the end of West 20th 
Street in New York City kept Knickerbocker’s equipment working and the ice flowing. 
 

By the 1880s, the ice industry was reaching its 
peak.  Its use was everywhere in restaurants, 
hotels, butchers, fish shops and by those who 
transported food from one location to another. 
Its use was also becoming popular in homes.  
The Knickerbocker Iceman, a ubiquitous figure 
in every neighborhood, brought Rockland Lake 
ice to households throughout the New York 
City metropolitan region on his ice wagon, and 
would lift the ice off of the wagon with tongs 

and bring it into the kitchen.  An ice block was placed in the top of an icebox with food stored in a 

 



separate compartment below.  The ice could keep the food cooled as long as a week, if the icebox was 
properly insulated and the door infrequently opened. 

 

 

For all the progress made its preservation, ice production could  
never keep up with its ever-growing demand.  Ice also depended  
upon the weather, and a warm winter in 1890 proved disastrous  
for the ice industry.  In addition, inventors explored ways to create  
artificial refrigeration and it became only a matter of time when the  
creation of a refrigeration appliance would surpass the relative  
impracticality of a refrigeration box dependent upon the fickleness  
of weather.  In 1896, Knickerbocker Ice Company was sold and  

eventually became known in 1899 as the American Ice Company.  Gradually the  
ice harvest decreased as the refrigerator replaced the icebox, and in 1924 the last  
ice harvest took place in Rockland County.   
 
 

 

On April 20th, 1926, a work crew demolishing the old icehouses accidentally started a fire.  The 
incendiary sawdust packed in the dry wooden houses created a fire of such magnitude that most of the 
village of Rockland Lake burned to the ground, and only a miracle of a wind change prevented Nyack 
from the same fate. 
 
In 1963, the Palisades Interstate Park Commission acquired a 360 acre tract around Rockland Lake and 
along the Hudson River to preserve this important piece of history.  It now hosts each January the 
Knickerbocker Festival, a celebration of the vanished ice industry and its unique place of interest in 
Rockland. 

 



Rockland Lake in 1876 
 

 
 

Here is a map of the town of Rockland Lake in 1876.  There are lots of interesting features detailed on it, 
and you may find that it differs from a modern map.  However, from this map you can see who lived in 
this town and where there properties lie, the Knickerbocker Ice Company’s building and ice house, the 
gravity railroad that took the ice to waiting ships on the Hudson River, a proposed railway line (which 
now exists as a freight railway line) and more.  How many people lived in this town?  Who owned the 
most property?  Can you tell how many roads there are in town? 
 
 
 
 



The Ice Harvest 

(Illustrations courtesy of American Agriculturist) 
 
Ice production required the efforts of many hard-working people.  Over the course of three weeks, 
workers had to clear, mark, cut, saw, float, lift and pack ice that would last until the following winter.  
Here’s how they did it: 
 
Clearing the Snow 
 

 
 

Marking and Cutting 
 

 
 

Sawing and Barring Off 
 

 
 

 

Floating to the Ice House 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A plow, drawn by a horse and steered by an iceworker, would 
clear the snow from the ice, as well as any debris such as 
branches and rocks.  A shine sleigh would create a smooth, clean 
finish to the ice to prepare it for cutting. 
 

The cleared surface of the ice is marked by an iron point to 
create a grid pattern on the ice.  This enables the cutter to 
make ice cakes efficiently by tracing the lines with the ice 
plow.  The ice plow is a long blade with coarse teeth that, 
when drawn over the ice, makes a deep grove. 
 

After deep grooves are formed in the ice by the plow, it is 
now possible to saw the ice.  Workers would break off, or 
bar off, a large mass of ice and float it toward the ice 
house.  The ice would be pushed by a long iron bar.   
 

Huge, floating squares of ice would be guided toward the 
ice house, using horses to help tow them.  There, the large 
islands of ice would be further processed for storage. 
 



Final Cutting 
 

 
Packing and Storing 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once the large cakes arrive at the ice house, they are sawed 
into uniform blocks.  Ice would then be lifted into the 
storage facility by means of conveyor belts, known as 
elevators, which were powered by steam engines. 
 

Workers take the ice that arrives in the warehouse off 
of the elevators and pack them as compactly as possible.  
Ice was placed in the center of the storage room first, 
filling out towards the walls.  Care is given so that the 
cakes line up perfectly, leaving no room for air spaces. 
 



Tools of the Trade  
 
Workers used an array of tools to remove the ice from Rockland Lake and to store it in the 
icehouses.  Here’s what might be found in the Knickerbocker tool shed: 
 
 
 
 
Cast Steel Plow 

 
Horse-drawn plow used to cut grooves in the ice 
 
Ice Hooks 

 
Used for moving ice blocks, particularly in the water 
 
Ice Saw 

 
These cut the ice open so that it may be floated in sheets toward the ice house 
 
Sieve Shovel 

 
Cleared the water of pieces of ice that would have gotten in the way 
 
Ice Auger 

 
Made holes through the ice so that its thickness could be measured or places where pins could 
be inserted to stretch lines, towing floats and other uses 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Measuring Iron 

 
Measured the depth of the ice 
 
 
Ring Needle Bar 

 
Splits cakes of ice from the larger slabs 
 
 
 
Three-tined Needle Bar 

 
Heavier-duty tool used to separate cakes of ice or to loosen frozen floating pieces of ice 
 
Knob Handle Separating Chisel 

 
Designed with a long, thin blade, it helped a worker to separate the freshly-cut pieces of ice 
without having to bend over 
 
Patent Floor Shaver 

 
Levels a floor of ice in either a house or a ship 
 
Ring-handled Sawtooth Chisel 

 
Frees up frozen grooves in the ice 
 
Breaking Bar 

 
Its wedge-like blade was inserted in the ice grooves to detach the ice into large sheets that would 
be floated towards the ice house or to break the ice into smaller cakes 
 
Bar Chisel 

 
Made with a wide blade that is beveled on one side, it was used to trim or shape the ice or to 
separate it from other cakes for removal from storage 
 

 

 

 



Ice Tool Grapple 
 

 
 

Helped recover ice tools that fell into the water 
 
Ice Tongs 

 
 

Used to pick up individual blocks of ice



Life on the Lake 
 
What was it like back in the day to work in the ice industry?  These pictures might give you some 
idea: 
 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 


