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30th Anniversary 
Avon Rotary Corn Festival:  
Saturday, August 13, 2016

Newsletter

Vendors, corn on the cob, music, 
games, raffles, and fun for the 
whole family can be found at 
the 2016 Rotary Corn Festival! 
Celebrating Avon’s agricultural 
heritage, this annual fundraiser is 
always a wonderful community 
event. Come support Avon Rotary 
Club, local businesses and artists, 
and enjoy tasty food. Don’t forget 
to drop by to see the AP&HS stall 
for historical books, gifts, and to 
enter our raffle for themed gift 
baskets stuffed with coupons 
from local businesses! We will 
also have our limited edition 2016 
ornament available, handsomely 
emblazoned with the White Horse. 
Festival events run from 10am - 
10:30 pm. See avonrotary.org for 
complete details.

Photo courtesy: avonrotary.org
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Message from the President ’s Desk:  
Memories of July Fourth 

Our national holidays all have special meaning which 
sometimes gets lost in the festivities and the anticipation 
of a day off from work. One is for honoring, one for 
thanking, remembering, and so forth. Independence 
Day, July 4th, is the one set aside for celebrating and 
boy, do we ever.

Growing up in Avon, I have special memories of the 
Fourth of July. Although we’d been out of school for 
a week or so, this was the day summer really kicked 
in. It started with the Ring of Fire and fireworks at 
Conesus Lake on July 3rd. Did you know the lake of 
fire dates back to the Seneca Indians who would have 
campfires around the lake to celebrate its splendor 
and abundance? Before there was the beautiful Vitale 
Park we would watch from one of the hillsides on the 
west side of the lake. If we were really lucky, we’d get 
invited to someone’s cottage. My dad knew everyone 
so this was often possible. As the years went by, it was 
great to share these traditions with our children and 
later our grandchildren.

In July of 1956, the Lakeville Drive-In opened right 
around the time many of my friends were learning to 
drive. Back then they charged by the person so often 
someone would hide on the floor or even in the trunk, 
hoping someone would remember they were there.

In that time, fireworks were not legal for individuals, 
but there was always someone who picked up a 
bounty of them on a trip down south. The cookouts, 
picnics, celebrating with friends and family – all are 
great memories. The staff and board of the AP&HS 
will continue to do our best to preserve some of these 
traditions and keep a record for future generations. 
Remember our forefathers for giving us the greatest 
country ever. Hope everyone has a great Fourth.

- Bob Westfall, AP&HS President

Avon Preservation and 
Historical Society

Commemorative 
Ornaments 

Limited Edition

$5.OO Each
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The Year Without Summer, 1816

For a few minutes, put yourself back exactly two 
hundred years ago. It was 1816. It’s not long in the 
grand scheme of things, but as you fruitlessly ignore 
your beeping cell phone and eat an apple from New 
Zealand, it seems an eternity ago. Here in Avon, a family 
was fortunate if they had a solid frame house; some still 
lived in smoky log cabins with earthen floors, peering 
out windows into a wooded world. The second bridge 
across the Genesee River, where Mrs. Berry had once 
kept her tavern, was about to be washed out, only to be 
rebuilt. The few American Indians that remained in the 
area interacted with the few intrepid white settlers, and 
some of their children attended schools along with the 
settlers’ children. Fields were tilled with heavy wooden 
plows, drawn by horses and oxen. Food and goods were 
traded and bartered for if they could not be made by 
hand. Candles and lamps lit the darkness. Life meant 
hard work, though in general the land of the Genesee 
Valley was generous.

 But the early summer of 1816 was different. 
Spring dawned on a May that was unusually cold, with 
frosts nearly every night. By the second week of June, 
there was snow and killing frosts for a week. Tender 
crops, such as beans and squash, were destroyed. It was 
reported that once thawed by the fog-covered sun, fields 
looked as barren as if they had been torched.

 July was hardly different – frosts left ice on pools 
and lakes of the northeast and delayed wheat crops, 
though wheat and rye were cited as the hardier grains 
that, while severely impacted in most cases, were still 
salvageable by September. According to an account by 
one Elihu Church from Riga, Monroe County, published 
in Turner’s History of the Pioneer Settlement of Western 
NY, the Riga wheat crop was “excellent.” Mr. Church 
received a premium on his crops at Rochester, about 
$2.00 per bushel, when the price in 1815 had been about 
31 cents per bushel of wheat. This was also the case closer 
to Avon, where the Seneca apparently had small stores of 
corn from the previous season, which they sold to their 
neighbors for up to $2.50 or $3.00 per bushel during the 
summer, again up from less than a dollar before the need 
was so great. 

To the east, further into Ontario County, farms 
had been established for longer and the people of the 

Genesee Valley region may have depended on imported 
foodstuffs from these caches. People in the more distant 
wilderness were said to have subsisted on wild roots, 
herbs, and milk, while nearer to Avon, pathetic crops 
were harvested early and cooked into a makeshift bread. 

The people of Avon may have looked to the unusually 
dusty, colorful sky for answers, but could not know at the 
time what had caused this backward season. Eventually 
it was discovered that Tambora, in what is now 
Indonesia, had erupted in April of 1815 with a blast 100 
times more powerful than Mount St. Helens. The damage 
nearest the disaster was indescribable, with pumice and 
ash several meters deep for a 100-mile radius. But what 
most affected North America and Europe a year later was 
the sulfur dioxide that was released into the atmosphere. 
Once it reacted with water vapor, it created aerosols, 
which reflected the sun away from the Earth, creating a 
cooling effect over a year later all over the globe. Europe 
suffered particularly, with wet, cold weather that caused 
famines, riots, and disease. 

Few local accounts from this year survive, and little 
mention is made in the area histories as to how severely 
this volcanic event affected life two centuries ago. 
According to some rent accounts the Wadsworth Papers 
from Geneseo, one lessee of James Wadsworth’s, a Mr. 
Forsyth of Avon, paid his rent in bushels of wheat. In 
1816, his yearly rent appeared to be the same quantity he 
would continue to pay for years after the difficult harvest. 
Perhaps not everyone had as hard a time as we thought.

It’s hard to fathom the confusion and fear of our Avon 
ancestors as they beheld their blackened bean plants and 
snow on the ground in June. At the present day, exactly 
200 years have passed, the dust from Tambora has long 
settled, and it’s hot outside. So for now, as we don our 
bathing suits and slop on sunscreen this August, we can 
put 1816 behind us, but we can also nod humbly to the 
power of nature.

- Holly Watson, editor
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Dr. Timothy Hosmer (1745–1815)

Dr. Timothy Hosmer was born in West Hartford, CT, 
and was one of the first pioneers of Avon. He arrived 
in 1790, just as the land east of the Genesee River was 
opening for sale, but he had already accomplished a 
great deal.

In his youth, with just a public school education, he 
became a student of medicine with Dr. Dickinson of 
Middleton. In 1771, Timothy married Elizabeth Smith 
and began practice in Farmington. When difficulty 
with Britain began, Timothy and John Treadwell, later 
Governor of Connecticut, openly proclaimed resistance 
to oppression. It was then a loyalist town, but they 
persevered in their patriotic position until the town 
became notable for its revolutionary zeal. When the 
Revolutionary War began, Hosmer immediately entered 
into service as a surgeon in the 6th Continental Regiment. 
When an outbreak of smallpox erupted, he was assigned 
to the Danbury army hospital. The smallpox discovery 
of Jenner had just been announced in Europe, and with 
professional boldness, Hosmer espoused inoculation 
and used it with great success. This established his high 
reputation, and he then became a surgeon on General 
Washington’s staff, beginning with the Battle for Long 
Island. In October 1780, Major André was hanged as a 
spy, and it was Dr. Hosmer who pronounced him dead. 

Hosmer served throughout the war, but retired 
penniless. Anxious to provide for his growing family, 
he made bold moves characteristic of his personality. He 
was acquainted with Oliver Phelps, the land agent, and 
learning of the purchase with Gorham, and learning of 
the region’s promise, he investigated. With four other 
Hartford, CT speculators he visited the region in 1790. 
The group was pleased, and purchased what is now 
Avon township for one shilling and six pence per acre, 
calling it Hartford after their homeland. In 1791 Hosmer 
returned with his sons, Frederick and Algernon, and they 
built a log house at the top of the hill. In 1792 the entire 
family left Connecticut for the log house. 

By necessity and in the absence of other physicians, Dr. 
Hosmer opened a practice in the wilderness. The Seneca 
early learned to appreciate his professional skill and 
good offices, and they named him At-tta-gus, the healer 
of disease. In a period of doubt regarding the Seneca 
people’s relations with the new settlers, Hosmer helped 
to reconcile them and avert danger. Avon had abundant 

sulfur springs, and the Seneca called the neighborhood 
Canawaugus, meaning “stinking waters.” Water from 
the springs flowed into a large pond. The shores were 
covered with white sand, and the water was clear. The 
Seneca valued the water for its healing properties, so 
the pragmatist Hosmer considered their opinion, and 
concluded the claims were justified. After the War of 
1812 visitors began to avail themselves of the springs. 

In 1797, Dr. Hosmer is said to have hosted royalty. 
Louis Philippe I (1773–1850), of the French royal family, 
was forced to flee his country by the French Revolution, 
and was in exile from 1793 to 1815. He spent nearly four 
years in America beginning in 1796. The story goes that 
in 1797 the Prince and his companions reached Niagara 
Falls, and were suitably impressed. After a short stay 
they ventured eastward and spent fourteen nights in 
the woods. They were devoured by insects, soaked to 
the bone, and had little to eat but pork, some salt beef, 
and cornbread. Finally they crossed the Genesee River 
by Widow Berry’s rope ferry, and reached an outpost 
of civilization in Dr. Timothy Hosmer’s tavern near the 
healing springs. Here they found excellent fare, and 
incredibly, Hosmer’s well-chosen library. Their courtly 
host was remembered as “a gentleman of the old school, 
scrupulously clean and neat, with a portly frame and 
erect military carriage.” It seemed to the princes that 
they were re-entering a lost world. The impression 
was reinforced in Canandaigua. Here the bedraggled 
travelers were greeted in perfect French by Thomas 
Morris, son of the financier Robert Morris and agent for 
the newly opened lands of the Genesee Country. 

When Ontario County was organized in 1793, Hosmer 
had been appointed presiding judge of the Court of 
Common Pleas at Canandaigua, and officiated at the 
first jury trial in the county. Though Hosmer was not 
educated as a lawyer, he was one of the ablest judicial 
officials of his day. He had a keen sense of justice, and 
the straightforward manner in which he administered 
rendered him very popular with the bar and the public. 
In taking leave of the bench on his retirement in 1805, he 
received the most gratifying testimonials by the lawyers.

- Philip Parr, guest writer,  
Big Springs Historical Society



August 2016     5

Behind the Scenes

The past couple of months have been very busy. We 
have been reviewing the contents of many of the boxes 
of paper artifacts, sorting by category, photocopying any 
that are newsprint, then filing by subject in archival sleeves 
in labeled binders. We have learned a great deal of local 
history in the process. The sixth grade from ACS came to 
visit on June 17th.  They were very attentive and asked 
good questions. They were all treated to ice cream cones 
following the presentations. The ice cream was donated 
by Tom Wahl’s and the cones by Tops Friendly Markets. 
A huge thank you to Tom Wahl’s and Tops for these 
donations.  We also want to thank the ladies who assisted 

in serving the ice cream. Thank you! We have received the 
following: artifacts, postcards, stock certificates from the 
LA&L RR, and a Union Trust bank bag from Jeff Babey; a 
WW II ammo box from Helen Cole; an envelope from the 
W.C. Minard Co. in Avon from a member of that family; 
and a WW II book – “1942 into the Battle” from Bud 
Thurston. Thank you to those people. We have had many 
visitors including a 5th great-granddaughter of Timothy 
Hosmer, an early settler of Avon. Thank you to all who 
make this such a fun place.  

 - Joan Reid, Curator 

AP&HS Fall Program: The History of the Avon Inn

The Avon Inn has been a private home, a sanitarium 
with sulfur baths, a hotel, and an event center over its 
nearly 200-year history. At this transitional time for the 
beautiful landmark building, as a For Sale sign hangs out 
front, it awaits the next adventure. Maureen Kingston, 
Avon Town Historian, will give a presentation full of 
images and stories about the Avon Inn to celebrate its rich 
past and excite interest in its future potential. Come join 
us at the Avon Village Hall! 

As always, the program will be handicap accessible, 
refreshments are provided, and donations are gladly 
accepted to continue supporting our terrific speakers.

Sunday, September 25th at 2pm

New Location: Avon Village Hall
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Spotlight on Historical Structures in Avon

The Five Arch Bridge
The Five Arch Bridge at Ashantee in Avon, New York is 

a stone masonry viaduct, built to carry rail traffic over the 
Conesus Outlet. The railroad, an important transportation 
link in the Genesee Valley in the mid 1800s, connected 
Avon, Geneseo, and Mt. Morris with Rochester. 

This stone railroad bridge with five arches is built of 
hand-dressed Stafford limestone, which was taken from 
a quarry along Conesus Creek just north of the Littleville 
Road intersection off of Route 39. It was constructed 
sometime between 1856, when the Rochester and Genesee 
Valley Railroad reached Avon from the north, and 1859 
when the first train reached Geneseo from Avon. 

The Genesee Valley Railroad was incorporated on 
June 2, 1856 for the purpose of purchasing the land and 
completing the rail line between Avon and Mt. Morris. The 
Rochester and Genesee Valley Railroad had built a line 
from Rochester to Avon, but ran into financial difficulty 
and could not complete its proposed southern line to Mt. 
Morris after spending $100,000 on partially grading the 
roadbed south of Avon. 

On October 1856, The Genesee Valley Railroad made 
a contract with George W. and George B. Phelps for 
completion of the railroad by the first of September 1857. 
Immediately work was begun, but due to the financial 
crisis of 1857, the railroad company was unable to provide 
the contractor with the means to continue the work. 
Operations were suspended and then resumed in 1858. 

The first train entered Geneseo on January 1, 1859 and 
the last phase of the line south to Mt. Morris was completed 
in April 1859. The Genesee Valley Railroad experienced 
a short period of success, but due to exhausted capital, 
the line faced reorganization by the end of its first year of 
operation. Judgment of foreclosure and sale of the Genesee 
Valley Railroad was ordered at a special court term at 
Rochester on December 26, 1859.

On February 10, 1860, William Kidd, who owned a 
railroad equipment manufacturing company in Rochester, 
New York became trustee for all the property when he 
purchased the railroad for $87,500. The railroad was 
renamed the Avon, Geneseo, and Mt. Morris Railroad. 

1869 was a good year for the railroad. It had two engines, 
eight passenger cars, three baggage and mail cars and 
carried 43,574 passengers and 3,400 tons of freight over 
the Five Arch Bridge. In 1873 the railroad was leased to 
the Erie Railway Company. 

In the 1880s, the hamlet of Ashantee had a population of 
200 people. The prosperous home of Mr. and Mrs. Herbert 
Wadsworth plus numerous businesses were located near 
the Conesus Creek. The Ashantee Creamery was built 
near the railroad tracks and Peter Zifka’s blacksmith shop 
was located north of the creamery. W.P. Haskins owned 
the saw and cider mill just above the Five Arch Bridge. In 
1899, Herbert Wadsworth had 50 men working to extend 
Center Street (present State Rt. 39) from the Little Conesus 
Outlet to the stone bridge. The road was built to go under 
the northernmost arch of the bridge. 

        Early images of the bridge indicate that the heavy 
wood beams bolted over each of the five arches were part 
of the early construction. A state inspection of the bridge 
in 1887 reported that it was fractured and clamps were 
holding it in position. A new structure was recommended 
to be built soon. In 1890, an inspection by the State Railroad 
Commissioners found the viaduct in bad condition. Up to 
June 30, 1901 the total cost of the bridges on the line from 
Avon to Mt. Morris was $6,304. 

 In 1907 the Erie Railroad replaced steam trains with a 
single-phase electric railroad between Rochester and Mt. 
Morris, travelling over the Five Arch Bridge. The electric 
trolley ran thirteen trips daily between Rochester and 
Mt. Morris. In the 1930s passenger service dropped in 
demand and electrification was no longer necessary and on 
November 29, 1934 gas-electric cars were substituted. The 
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track was abandoned and torn up in 1940 after competitive 
modes of transportation took over in the Genesee Valley.  
Due to the increase of private automobiles, many serious 
accidents occurred at the Five Arch Bridge as drivers failed 
to properly navigate the road curves and narrow pass 
under the arch. By November, 1932 the route of Avon-
Geneseo Road was changed so it no longer went under 
the arch and avoided the bridge entirely. 

George Stewart, 
an Avon attorney, 
purchased the 
b r i d g e  f r o m 
the railroad on 
March 30, 1965. 
On October 28, 
1971 Mr. Stewart 
gave the property 
to the Village of 
Avon, asking for 
only $900 to cover 
the cost of two 
appraisal fees.  

From 1966 until 1979, Edward Dooley, a retired Erie 
railroad employee, along with his friend Jim Couchman, 
maintained the bridge and surrounding land. A ceremony 
was held on July 25, 1975 to unveil a small historical 
monument honoring the years of dedicated service 
provided by Mr. Dooley and Mr. Couchman.

In 1985, an engineering study by Bero Associates of 
Rochester viewed the structure as in fair shape, but it was 
suffering from water penetrating through the railroad bed. 
The report noted that rainwater was dissolving the mortar 
holding the stones together, thus weakening the structure. 
The recommendation to restore the structure suggested 
removing the trees, brush and debris and installing a roof 
to create a water disposal system as well as repairing the 
mortar joints. 

By 1990, the high waters of Conesus Creek had cut 
into the bank on the south side of the creek, causing large 
chunks of concrete from the bridge to slide down the bank. 
The bases of several arches had been severely eroded. 
In 1990, the village sought funds to make repairs on the 
bridge, but was informed in a letter by Assemblyman 
John Hasper that its application for a 1990-1991 legislative 
initiative grant had been turned down. The village 
promised that the bridge would be fixed with or without 
the grant. In 1991, the Livingston Construction Company 
repaired a deteriorating abutment of the bridge.

In June 1994, the Village of Avon followed the Bero 
Associates’ recommendations to prevent water from 
seeping into the limestone structure. Under the direction of 
Avon Preservation & Historical Society’s president, Dwight 
Brown, volunteers cleared the top of the bridge of trees 
and brush. A heavy-duty sheet of plastic was fastened to 
the top of the bridge and covered with gravel and sand, 
ensuring it was invisible, thereby preserving the historical 
character of the structure.

 In October 1995, the concrete abutment on the south 
end of the bridge was removed to prevent people from 
climbing to the top. The present problems noted by the 
AP&HS include the problem of loose masonry on the 
outside surface of the bridge, and replacing the washed-
out mortar. This group will be landscaping the area around 
the bridge to improve the appearance of the Five Arch 
Bridge Park. 

Over the years many people have visited this local 
landmark. A Rochesterian’s recollection of “Sunday Drives 
in the Thirties” notes the Five Arch Bridge as a frequent 
destination. The AP&HS hopes to preserve the Five Arch 
Bridge for the enjoyment of future generations.
Addendum: The historical marker, above, was dedicated on 

October 6, 1996, honoring the rich railroad history  
of Avon. The Five Arch Bridge was listed on the  

National Register of Historical Places in 2012, officially 
recognizing the significance of this handsome structure.

Source: Pitts, Joel. The Five Arch Bridge.  
Accessed Jun. 2016 from AP&HS. 1995.

Edited and updated by Clara Mulligan, AP&HS Member
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Dr. George Collins was always there for us...
especially when one of us (Dick Harness ) broke his 
arm 2 years in a row playing football in the park.......
also it was fun playing softball in his driveway on 
Sunday afternoons with his family. My Dad was the 
Rev. Donald Ellwood of Zion Episcopal Church and 
we lived around the corner (1942-1950).

-Donald Ellwood

Farnum’s Drug Store, Genesee Street. That’s my Great 
Aunt Lois (Carlin) Light. Guessing somewhere  

around the 1920s. -Kathy Carlin Salvati


