
Milk--some of us may use it every day. From a baking ingredient to 
having a cup of it with your cereal, milk and its related dairy products 
are a staple of American culture. Interestingly, milk consumption is 
decreasing today across the United States, with nearly thirty-seven 
percent less milk being consumed today compared to fifty years ago. 
Among many factors, the primary reason for this plummet is the 
replacement of milk with other beverages such as protein drinks and 
juices which can also be coupled to the development of products 
suitable for individuals who are lactose intolerant. Regardless of this 
decline in popularity, milk has certainly come into contact with each 
and every one of us at some point in our lives.  

Today, the majority of people across the world would not think twice 
about walking into a supermarket and purchasing a container of milk. 
After all, it is one of the main products to be featured in those glass-
encased refrigerators that line the dairy aisle. This, however, was not 
always the case and there was a time where pure, healthy milk was a 
rare commodity. Urban environments that were far away from rural 
farms had to instead contend with poisonous substances that, although 
labeled as “milk,” led to widespread sickness and death. That all 
changed a little over one hundred and fifty years ago when the 
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All Things Dairy  
Orange County’s Rich Dairy Farming History  

Milkmen working inside of one of Orange 
County’s many creameries. Notice that the 
milk bottles have metal tops attached. 
Known as “tin tops,” these were used 
before the turn of the twentieth century to 
keep the milk contained while it traveled 
from the creamery to the customer 
(Ontario and Western Railroad Historical 
Society).



opportunities provided by a relatively new industry ignited a powerful 
market here in the Hudson Valley. This is the story of Orange 
County’s Dairy Industry—one that, despite being largely forgotten, 
revolutionized the country. 

From the beginning, Orange County was naturally suited for 
agriculture. Protected by the Hudson Highlands to the southeast and 
the Shawangunk Range to the northwest, the inner valley of Orange 
County was home to thousands of farms. Known by many as the 
“heartland,” this region has an average elevation of between 500 to 
1,000 feet above sea level which protects the soil from fungi found on 
coastal plains that inhibits the prosperity of agriculture. Throughout 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Orange County was 
known far and wide for its prized butter. Milk was being produced at 
this time but could not be sold at crucial New York City markets due 
to a lack of efficient transportation. Unlike milk’s short shelf life, 
butter could survive the arduous journey by horse-and-carriage to the 
Hudson River ports of Cornwall-On-Hudson and Newburgh where 
this valuable commodity would then be transported by barge to 
Gotham. 

This was largely the norm for several decades within Orange County’s 
farms, but things drastically changed with the construction of the New 
York and Erie Railroad in the 1830s. At a time when the horse and 
carriage was the primary method of transportation, railroads 
eliminated the danger of treacherous roads, the frustration of slow 
speeds, and the physical limitation of the horse itself. The “iron horse” 
was simply the most formidable tool of modern industrial technology 
during that era. While the steam engine proved itself to revolutionize 
transportation, only a few small railroads existed throughout the 
United States in the 1830s. The majority of these were located in the 
coastal regions where larger cities and harbors existed. However, plans 
were being made for more expansive routes. One example, the New 
York and Erie railroad, was chartered in 1832 to connect Lake Erie at 
Dunkirk, New York with the Hudson River at Piermont. Upon arriving 
at Piermont, the train would be loaded onto a barge and then 
transported down the Hudson River to New York City. 

During the construction of this modern marvel, workers encountered a 
serious problem when reaching Chester, NY. The black dirt, a 
commodity that was fertile in nutrients and most valuable to the 
farmers of the area, proved to be unable to support the weight of the 
railroad. The solution to this dilemma was simple; since the ground 
lacked the strength, a foundation needed to be constructed. The first 
step of this process was the construction of a wooden trestle to act as 
the foundation for the tracks. Within this particular section, the trestle 
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was between twenty to thirty feet high and fitted with fifty-foot long 
piles driven deep into the ground in order to reach the solid rock. 
Next, railroad hopper cars were transported to the site filled with 
gravel and rocks. This fill was dumped through the elevated tracks, 
eventually covering the trestle and creating an embankment that, along 
with the trestle, proved sturdy enough to support the full weight of the 
trains. This example of railroad construction was exhibited across 
many of Orange County’s railroads and although the roadbed in this 
segment between Greycourt and Chester has not seen service since 
1983, it still withstands the far more reasonable strains of walkers and 
bikers on the Heritage Trail each day. 

Some might immediately wonder how this railroad-related 
construction technique influenced the dairy industry at large. Well, it 
was arguably the first step in the story of milk transportation. The 
individuals who won the contract to construct the railroad in Chester 

were Thaddeus Selleck and Matthew Brainard. 
Brainard retired during the project, but the 
railroad went into bankruptcy soon afterward 
and was unable to pay Selleck for his work. 
Once the railroad was reorganized, Selleck was 
compensated by being appointed as Chester’s 
first station agent, making him one of the 
railroad’s two original agents along with John 
A. Bailey in Goshen. 

The historic marker commemorating the first 
shipment of milk by Thaddeus Selleck in Chester, NY. 

When Selleck was appointed as a station agent in 1841, Orange 
County was a center for agriculture. While the butter from Orange 
County was prized, the true gold could be found in the region’s pure 
milk. Selleck immediately noticed the superior quality of the pure 
Orange County milk in comparison to New York City’s swill milk. 
Produced from disease-ridden cows kept in cramped city stables and 
fed leftover “swill” from the city’s distilleries, this dangerous 
substance was tinted blue, smelled of alcohol, and tended to coagulate 
into a massive lump. To make matters worse, this substance was then 
“adulterated” to improve its taste and appearance using ingredients 
such as chalk, molasses, and even plaster of paris. It is no surprise that 
an 1853 study published by The New York Times stated that between 
8,000 and 9,000 infants had died as a result of tampered swill milk and 
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with this in mind, Selleck became determined on solving what was 
considered impossible: transporting fresh milk without it turning sour 
before reaching the New York City market. 

When Selleck first proposed his idea to local dairy farmers, many 
were satisfied with the strong and stable trade established through 
butter. Historian Robert Mohowski describes their reaction to the 
transportation of milk, stating that “they scoffed at Selleck and his 
idea in the same manner that had greeted most visionaries since the 
dawn of time.” Many could not grasp the concept of milk traveling 
more than fifty miles, especially in the hot, summer months 
accompanied by jarring movements from the railroad cars. Still, 
sometime between 1841 and 1842, Selleck met with the local farmers 
Philo Gregory, James Durland, Jonas King, and John M. Bull to 
discuss his novel idea of shipping milk by rail to New York City. 
Traditionally, the milk would have never survived a horse-driven trip 
to New York City but with the advent of the railroad, a faster route 
was now open. In Selleck’s proposal, the milk would be transported in 
butter churns forty-one miles to Piermont and then an additional 
twenty-one miles by barge to a storefront located at 193 Reade Street 
in New York City -- the location where Selleck would consign the 
milk to the public. 

It took time for Selleck to convince anyone, but by the spring of 1842, 
farmer Philo Gregory of Chester agreed to send approximately 240 
quarts of milk bound for Gotham, which arrived successfully. While 
Gregory’s farm was located in Chester, he accepted the proposal 
because he had a business in New York City and had made an 
agreement with Selleck that the milk would be immediately sold to 
consumers upon its arrival. Surprisingly, the milk was not immediately 
popular among the city crowds. They found the yellow “scum” on top 
of the milk repulsing; this was, in fact, the rich layer of buttery fat that 
made Orange County’s milk so vastly superior, famous, and valuable. 
This layer of rich creaminess was not found in the milk produced by 
disease-ridden cows fed on toxic swill. Soon, city customers grew to 
like the smell, taste, and look of fresh milk sent directly from the farm 
and the demand became so great that Selleck was forced to open 
additional milk depots. As business improved, farmers stopped 
laughing at Selleck’s idea and by 1897, over 7,000 milk depots had 
opened in New York City selling close to 750,000 quarts of milk a day 
to the eager city residents. Through Selleck’s intrepid endeavor, a 
grand business was born that would help to build five railroads and 
return more than $50,000,000 to Orange County and the Hudson 
Valley. 
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The first milk shipment both expanded and created new tools across 
the country; one that deserves close attention is the railroad. The 
railroad indeed allowed for the first shipment of milk, but as the dairy 
industry blossomed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with 
regional railroads including the New York, Ontario and Western, 
Lehigh and New England, Middletown and Unionville, and New York 
Central constructing branches in Orange County. As industries like the 
milk trade expanded the activity of local railroads, services like 
commuter transportation also increased and many towns replaced their 
early wooden stations with far larger structures. Chester was no 
exception to this trend; in 1915, the original wooden structure where 
Thaddeus Selleck served as a station agent was replaced by a more 
grand building that could better serve the needs of freight and 
passenger traffic on the Erie Railroad. For about the next seven 
decades, the station served the region both by transporting passengers, 
local freight, and of course, milk. The dairy farms themselves 
blossomed as well; in 1878, the first glass jar designed to hold milk 
was patented in New York City by George Lester and the earliest 
conventionally-shaped milk bottles saw use in Orange County as early 
as 1880. Just one year later, a reported 4,016 farms were operating in 
Orange County and of all those that possessed cattle, a large majority 
began to bottle and sell their own milk. Like other industries of the 
region, however, dairy farms have endured tremendous struggles in 
the recent past. Orange County’s few remaining dairy farms have to 
contend with growing unpopularity over dairy products, the rapid 
suburbanization of this region, and a stable processing plant which 
was eliminated when Elmhurst Milk and Cream, New York City's last 
dairy processing plant, closed in 2016. With this industry fading, it is 
important to record and remember its vibrant influences—something 
that is arguably best done through the milk bottle. 

Collecting Milk Bottles 

As a passionate collector of model trains and railroadiana, I initially 
had no interest in milk bottles. That all changed, however, when I 
visited Herman Galberd (1927-2019). A local resident for over four 
decades, Herman was a wealth of knowledge and the epitome of 
eclectic collectors. From Coca- Cola memorabilia to vintage signs, 
books, and of course, milk bottles, he had it all. On one of my first 
visits, Herman surprised me with a quart-sized milk bottle from Arden 
Farms, a local dairy farm that operated just miles from my home. 
Arden Farms was steeped in history; founded by the railroad magnate 
Edward Henry Harriman in 1896, the farm shipped milk as far north 
as Newburgh and as far south as New Jersey—staying in business 
until the late 1970s. I was thrilled to acquire this bottle, but more 
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importantly, it sparked my 
interest in Orange County’s 
once-prosperous dairy industry. 

Myself with Herman Galberd after 
acquiring a milk bottle collection in 
Pennsylvania. Apart from giving me 
my first milk bottle, Herman was my 
greatest inspiration and always 
pushed me to further explore local 
history. Herman sadly passed away 
in 2019. 

Thanks to Herman’s spark and years of persistent effort, I now have a 
collection of several hundred Orange County, NY milk bottles ranging 
in age from the early 1880s to the 1970s. Among the most 
fundamental aspects of my collection include the Tuthill Milk Jar—
argued to be one of the United States’ earliest milk bottles from the 
Orange County village of Unionville, NY; the Lester Milk Jar—the 
first patented milk bottle; and the Warren Milk Jar—the first patented 
and “easily recognizable” milk bottle. Whenever giving lectures, I use 
handmade containers that allow me to transport my collection which, 
in return, often generates a “wow factor” that entices the audience. 

A portion of my Orange County, 
NY milk bottle collection. The 
two wooden crates holding the 
last row of bottles are handmade 
and allow me to conveniently 
transport and display my 
collection at venues in the 
region. 
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Argued to have been used between 1865 and 1890, the Tuthill Milk Jar is one 
of the United States’ earliest milk bottles. This example features a ground lip 
(meaning the lip, or top, of the bottle was ground to create a smooth edge) 
and a pontil scar (a rough point on the base of the bottle where the punty, or 
blowpipe, was severed from the bottle). 

 

In 1878, George Henry Lester patented the United States’ first glass 
container that was intended to hold milk. The jar featured a glass lid that 
was held in place with a metal clamp. Lester’s bottles saw little use and, 
while no single explanation for their unpopularity has been discovered, it is 
likely that the cumbersome nature of it’s lid, combined with the fact that 
over-tightening the lid could crack the jar itself, led to the bottle’s demise. 

  

 

In 1880, the Warren Milk Jar was patented as arguably the country’s first 
“easily recognizable” milk bottle. The example seen here is from the New 
York Dairy Company Ltd., an enterprise operated in the Orange County 
village of Monroe, NY likely by the dairy pioneers R. R. Stone and Alex 
Campbell. Some bottle historians argue that this enterprise was one of, if not 
the first, to use the Warren Milk Jar. 
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In 2015, I presented my first program on Orange County’s milk bottles to the 
Hudson Valley Bottle Club in Marlboro, NY. For this lecture, I transported 
my entire collection and used the bottles themselves as visual references 
instead of a virtual presentation. 

Orange County Dairies and Their Milk Bottles 

After a few years of collecting, it became evident that there was a 
need for a program on local milk bottles. In 2015, I debuted this 
program, named “Orange County’s Dairies and Their Milk Bottles,” to 
the Hudson Valley Bottle Club. At the time, I was already a relatively 
experienced speaker but what made this program different was its 
complete reliance on my collection instead of a PowerPoint 
presentation. For this first program, I packed up the (at the time) 
around 150 bottles in my collection and transported them to Marlboro, 
NY where the program was a grand success. Over time, the program 
evolved to include a PowerPoint component and more information on 
the dairy farms themselves, but I continue to transport my collection 
of bottles which certainly catches the attention of the audience. 
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A look of my program “Orange County 
Dairies and their Milk Bottles” at the 
Chester Historical Society. The individual 
that is two people in from the right is Bill 
Johnson; a lifelong dairy farmer from 
Orange County, Bill was a wealth of 
knowledge and I am privileged to have 
spoken with him on the current struggles 
of Orange County’s dairy industry. Bill 
sadly passed away in 2020. 

 

A look of my program “Orange County 
Dairies and their Milk Bottles” being 
presented at the 2017 Association of 
Public Historians of New York State 
conference in Poughkeepsie, NY. 

  

Writing about Orange County’s Dairy Industry 

Through my experience as a lecturer, I have gained a great deal of 
interest in writing about the local dairy industry. To date, I have 
published articles in the Antique Bottle and Glass Collector magazine 
based in Michigan regarding Orange County’s Milk Bottles and in 
Marist College’s Hudson River Valley Review discussing the region’s 
role in transporting milk. These articles include: 

Prizgintas, Alex. “How Bottles Talk to Us, and the History 
They Tell.” Antique Bottle and Glass Collector 36, No. 12 
(April 2020). 
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Prizgintas, Alex. “Tin Tops—The Pioneers of Milk Bottles.” 
Antique Bottle and Glass Collector 36, No. 12 (October 
2020). 

Prizgintas, Alex. “When Steel Rails, Glass Bottles, and Fresh 
Cream Ruled The Country: Orange County’s Role in the 
Birth of Transporting and Marketing Milk.” The Hudson 
River Valley Review 36, No. 2 (Spring 2020). 

Links leading to these articles can be found on the “news and notes” 
page. 

A look at my presentation of Orange County’s 
dairy industry at the Marist College’s 2019 
Celebration of Undergraduate Research, 
Scholarship, and Creative Activity conference. 
To the left are Mr. Christopher Pryslopski of 
Marist College’s Hudson River Valley Institute 
and Dr. David Woolner of Marist College’s 
history department as well as a senior fellow 
and resident historian of the Roosevelt 
institute. 

  

As a result of my successful publication in the 
Hudson River Valley Review, I participated in a 
conference panel named "Regional History 
Writers on the Rise: Marist Student Authors 
and the Path to Publication," featuring three 
Marist students who have recently written 
material for The Hudson River Valley Review. 
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