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| ntr oduction

The history of a family is one small part of the greater history of nations and movements, times
and events. As generation succeeds generation, each individual takes part in the shaping of the present
and passes on some measure of himself or herself to the lives that continue. In turn, although everyone
is related to all others over the reaches of time, to some extent the family line whose name we inherit
does tend to provide us with an identity and a sense of place in the flow of generations. It is with these
thoughts in mind that | have begun to trace this particular family tree. [If completed, the family tree
addressed here would include everyone named Erway, Ervay or Ervey, among others.]

The following pages recite the earliest history that | have learned to date of the family whose
name is now variously spelled Erway, Ervay or Ervey. The name derives from early “Dutch” settlement
in North America, but these spellings are of American origin. They bear witness to a frontier farmer
from the Appalachian region of New Jersey named Conrad Erwe(n), among other spellings, who moved
with most of his family to the southern end of the Finger Lakes region in western New Y ork shortly
after 1800, and at about that time seems to have dropped the final “n” from the name to become Conrad
Ervey, again among other spellings. [My oral tradition is that our original Conrad Ervey/Ervay/Erway was
some variety of "Dutch." Various early NJ records mentioned later, where he was a co-executor of estates, show
him as"Coonrod," which is the Dutch & Belgian-Flemish variant of Conrad. In the late 1700's in NJ his Palatine
German fellow church members kept trying to Germanize his family name to Erbe, etc., and the British kept trying
to Anglicize his family name to Erwin, etc., but he and his descendants kept spelling it Ervey/Ervay/Erway. There
is a page in Shell's, a source noted later, listing circa 1770 founders of one of the early NJ German Reformed
churches near the Delaware Water Gap, including a Conrad Haerve or some such spelling. | suspect our Conrad
came from the region of Herveland (pronounced Ervay-land), or its capital, the town of Herve (Ervay), all nowin
Belgium. That is located at the thr ee corners where now the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany meet, only about
10 miles southwest of Aachen, Germany. Belgium was part of the Netherlands until 1831, long after our name
came to America. The people of Herveland (Ervayland) spoke a Dutch/German dialect until about 1800, when
Napoleon’s Army conquered the area, and so now they speak Walloon, a dialect of French. This Herveland origin
of our name is just a guess, but in fall 2002 my two children visited the small Belgian town of Herve (Ervay).
People in the U.S today who spell their name Herve came to America later (not descendants of our Conrad). In
our American family now the most common spelling is Erway, next Ervay, then Ervey, but prior to 1850-60 or so
the spelling varied even within the same line, such as with one brother spelling it Ervay and another Erway, as
the frontier moved west and those in touch with other family memberstried to agree on a spelling.].

Today this family is spread from coast to coast, yet the primary concentration [for Ervay/Erway]
remains in the vicinity of the Finger Lakes and extends southwesterly into rural northern Pennsylvania
where an annual Erway reunion is held. Thereis also a sizeable secondary concentration of the family
in southern Michigan, as well as smaller ones elsewhere, which reflect the westward movement of the
1800's. Like many other families that settled the land at an early date, this one generally has remained
close to the land but also has produced its share of tradesmen, businessmen, laborers, teachers, doctors,
ministers, lawyers, politicians and other assorted saints and sinners.
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Thisisasyet awork in progress, covering roughly the period 1780-1830. There are bound to be
mistakes in this account, and | would appreciate being corrected on any matters or details on which a
reader may have conflicting or additional information. Although much will always remain hidden in the
mists of time, | believe there is much more yet that can be learned from others and from research of the
many archives and records which remain to be explored.

Background Regarding the Family Name

According to my line of family oral tradition, the family was originally “Dutch” and had settled
in northwestern New Jersey prior to the American Revolution. | am not yet sure whether this ancestry
stems from the Holland Dutch, or from the German Dutch or Deutsch who came from the many small
dukedoms further up the Rhine. The term “Dutch” originally referred to both Hollanders as well as
Rhinelanders [a/k/a Palatines], and both settled in northwestern New Jersey at a very early date.
According to another line of family oral tradition, from California, the family was originally German; |
now suspect that is correct [in 1981 | said this - it was close but not quite right] and that the family came
from somewhere in the lower Rhine region of what is now West Germany.

There is other common ground in these two lines of oral tradition regarding a lost inheritance tale
which traces the family back to Europe. As | understand it, in the old country parents disapproved of a
marriage — she was Jewish and he was a Gentile — and as a result the young couple sailed for America.
Y ears later, according to one account, an unclaimed inheritance left to them was placed in abank in the
old country. Arrangements were made to lay claim to the money, but some circumstance intervened and
the inheritance was lost. If anyone else knows more about that tale, it might well help pin down the time
and place of the family’s emigration to America.

As of thistime | have been unable to trace the family prior to the American Revolution. In part
this is due to the fact that | have not been to any state archives, where Colonial records generaly are
kept. In the early records that | have seen, it is difficult to trace the family because of widely varying
spellings. Prior to the Civil War most people in this country were illiterate, while those who could write
tended to spell by guess. As a result names were often spelled many different ways as they were
recorded by various ministers, clerks and census takers.

Our name, which originally may have been pronounced in a Dutch/Deutsch fashion somewhat
like air-vay, appears to have been recorded in early records in just about every way possible within a
general range of spellings such as Erwe, Erbe, Ervine, Irwin, Arwine, etc. Asfar as| can determine, al
those spellings, and yet others, originally represented only two distinct family names. One was Dutch
(Holland and German) meaning, interestingly, to inherit, and usually spelled Erwe, Erve, or Erbe; the
other was Scotch (Scots Gaelic) meaning green valley, and usually spelled Erwin, Irvin or Irving. By
the time of Revolution there were people with such names spread throughout the colonies, although |
believe that most of them would have been Scotch-Irish. (final “n”).

Early Recordsin Sussex County, New Jersey

The family’s identifiable roots begin on the New Jersey side of the upper Delaware River just
after the Revolution. By way of background, a substantial frontier settlement known as the Minisink or
Walpack community had developed there in the century prior to the Revolution. Around 1650 the New
Netherlands Holland Dutch had built the Old Mine Road, the first significant inland road in America,
from Kingston, New Y ork on the Hudson, through the mountains where New Y ork, Pennsylvania and
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