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Visit our 
 Historical Museum!

Newsletter

If you’re in Avon stop in and visit the Historical Museum located on 
the circle in the heart of downtown Avon. Come in and view our many 
interesting displays and visit with our knowledgeable docents who would 
love show you around and answer any questions you may have. 

Admission is always free. The museum is open Thursday and Sunday 
afternoons from 1:00 to 4:00 PM or by appointment. 

 We hope to see you there!
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M y  f a m i l y 
and I recently 
moved into our 
lovely home in 
Avon, known by 
many in town 
as the “Casaceli 
house.” It has 
a l l  the  charm 
and beauty of 
a  turn-of- the-
century home—
along with some 
unusual details, 
inc luding the 
door hardware. 
At first glance the 
hardware looks 
like any other 
mortice latch and 
doorknob from 

the era. On closer inspection, however, I discovered 
they’re quite unusual. 

Most doorknobs from the era have a setscrew that 
locks into a threaded spindle. But when I looked at the 
doorknobs in our house, I couldn’t see any obvious 
way to remove them. It seemed strange to remove 
the escutcheon (the plate that surrounds the keyhole 
and knob) if the knob couldn’t be removed first. 

But that feature, 
I  d i s c o v e re d , 
was part of the 
brilliance of the 
design. 

W i t h  t h e 
e s c u t c h e o n 
plate removed, 
the  doorknob 
came out with a 
slight twist, and 
t h e re  w a s  n o 
threaded spindle. 
I  remembered 
thinking it was 
o d d  t h a t  I ’ d 

never seen a doorknob like this before. I was curious, 
so I unscrewed the lockset and slid that out of its mortice 
to get a better look. That’s when I found the words Niles 
Chicago embossed on the side. 

After a little research I realized finding information 
wasn’t going to be easy. But, then I uncovered the 
hardware’s history in an archived newsletter of the 
Antique Doorknob Collectors of America (Vol.  69, 
Jan-Feb 1995) in an article by Raymond J. Nemec 
titled “From Niles to Sager: The Story of the Chicago 
Hardware Company.” 

The story of my Niles Chicago lock began with a 
farm boy from New York State named Milton Niles 
born in 1827 in Spencertown, Columbia County. At age 
21 Milton found life in the east boring and set out for 
Illinois, traveling by wagon through Canada to Lake 
Michigan where he took a boat to Chicago. His life story 
is an American story, from farming to real estate to 
inventor to businessman.  As a young man he did well 
for himself through investments in land near Chicago. 
But it wasn’t until age 51 that his experience in farming 
and then in home building sparked a revolutionary idea 
on how to design better doorknobs and locks. 

The U.S. Patent Office records show on April 3, 1878, 
Niles and his son Sidney filed an application for a 
“useful improvement in a door lock and knob.” With the 
advent of the Niles patent, it was said, one need never 
have to worry about jiggling handles, door thicknesses, 
and stripped screws ever again. By that summer the 
company Niles and Son was selling the Niles locksets. 

Niles contracted with several foundries in and around 
Chicago to manufacture their locksets. Milton Niles then 
applied for an additional patent for the reversible latch 
system in 1879. A year later, Milton Niles was officially 
incorporated as secretary of the Gray Iron Company—
later changing its name to the Chicago Hardware 
Manufacturing Company—which became the exclusive 
producer of the Niles patented lock system. 

The company did well with custom design orders 
for an impressive number of public and government 
buildings in the Chicago area from about 1880 to 1905. 
The locksets were used in Chicago’s public schools and 
in many of the finer homes in Chicago and Milwaukee 
areas. The locksets were shipped to other parts of the 
country, including Avon, NY.  

Niles Door Locks
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This past February we lost a founding member of the 
AP&HS, Mrs. Mary Collins. Born on October 3rd, 1924, 
Mary was raised in Buffalo but was a resident of Avon 
for 70-plus years. Mary’s accomplishments were many. 
She was a founding director of Livingston County 
Homemakers, she served on the Avon Village Planning 
Board, became a member of the Livingston County 
Planning Board and chaired that board for several 
years, and was a delegate and alternate to presidential 
conventions. Mary was also a very talented soprano, 
blessed with a beautiful operatic voice. She raised five 
children, all very accomplished, all while being a very 
busy doctor’s wife.

On a very personal note, I am proud to be her 
nephew. She was never too busy to talk. I learned 
so much from her. We would discuss music, books, 
politics, movies and current events. She was up on 
everything. I considered her one of the most influential 
people in my life.

I believe Dr. Michael Collins described his mother 
perfectly in his beautiful eulogy. I quote, “To know 
Mary was to have walked into that kitchen, sat at the 
old maple kitchen table, and discussed, or listened, or 
problem solved, or be counseled about anything and 
everything…Vivacious. Yes, and gracious, too.” 

We will miss her.

- Bob Westfall, AP&HS President

A catalog for hardware in 1895 was the last major 
advertisement seen for Niles locks. They were still 
being produced 27 years after their introduction, but 
doorknob collectors say they’re rare today. “It would 
probably be safe to estimate that the Niles hardware 
captured less than 5 percent of the market, never being 
accepted by many builders,” according to the article 
by Nemec.  

Our home in Avon has 19 Niles locks, all in perfect 
working order. I’ll admit I have a newfound respect for 
their design. In an online post titled “Building a Better 
Mortise Lock: The Curious Case of Chicago Hardware 
Company,” Xavier Blaine of Historic Houseparts in 
Rochester, NY states: “I’ve handled these parts, worked 
on them, tested them out, and honestly believe in the 
virtues of Niles door hardware. The Chicago Hardware 
Co. simply built a better mortise lock.” 

I couldn’t agree more.

 - Kyle Leonard, AP&HS Member

In Memoriam: 
Mrs. Mary Finnegan Collins
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In the Field, near Cassville, Georgia | May 21, 1864

The following letter was printed in the Union and 
Constitution on Jun. 9, 1864. It was from a soldier in the 
136th Regiment to Judge Carroll of Groveland. Reprinted 
courtesy of John DuBois, AP&HS member.

In the Field, near Cassville, GA 
May 21st, 1864

Hon. C.H. Carroll—Sir—I hardly know how to 
excuse myself to you for not writing before this, but 
as there was not much activity in the army since I 
returned to duty last winter, I thought I would not 
write until the campaign commenced. I think it has 
commenced in earnest now, and hope it will continue 
so until the rebels are whipped [sic] out and an 
honorable peace conquered, and then we can return 
to our peaceful homes.

I suppose you have heard that the 11th and 12th 
corps were consolidated some time ago and are under 
command of General Hooker. Fighting Joe, as the 
boys call him, is well liked by his whole command, 
and is a first rate General, as the rebel prisoners say 
they dread him. Our division is commanded by Gen. 
Butterfield, who is also an able commander and well 
liked by his entire command. I cannot give you all 
the names of the regiments in the division, as I am 
not acquainted with them all, but will of the brigade. 
Our brigade is composed of five regiments: the 136th 
NY, 73rd Ohio, 55th Ohio, 33rd Mass., 26th Wisconsin, 
and commanded by Col. Wood. Colonel Faulkner 
commands the regiment and both are well liked by 
their commands.

I cannot give all the details of our march since we 
left Lookout Valley on the 2d May, but will do the best 
I can. Our brigade broke up camp on the 2d of May 
and passed the spur of Lookout Mountain, getting to 
Grangers Mills that night, distance about 16 miles. The 
3d we rested. The 4th marched to Ringold, distance 
about 10 miles. Rested the 5th. The morning of the 6th 
started and marched to Lucbeo Mills, about 8 miles. 
The 7th we had reveille at three in the morning and 
made coffee and started our march again. That day 
we crossed Tailor’s Ridge and Nickajack Gap. The 
day was very hot, so we halted at two PM and got 
our dinner, camped that night at Dogwood Valley, 

making that 
day about 16 
m i l e s .  T h e 
8th we were 
ordered out 
to  Buzzard 
R o o s t  a n d 
s k i r m i s h e d 
w i t h  t h e 
enemy all the 
afternoon. –
Our brigade 
l o s t  a b o u t 
s i x ,  n o 
casualties in 
our regiment 
t h a t  d a y ; 
layed [sic] on 
our arms all 
n ight .  May 
9th we were 
relieved by a brigade of the 14th army corps, and 
returned to our old camp that night. The 10th laid 
still. The 11th the bugles sounded at three AM, and at 
four we were on the road again; marched that day to 
Smoke Valley, distance 15 miles. The 12th moved up 
to Snake Gap and halted at noon, the march that day 
was only about four miles. 13th marched out to the 
battle field about 8 miles, and formed in line of battle 
about noon. We did not get heavily engaged that day 
but there was some hard fighting by other portions of 
the army. The 14th there was heavy fighting. I don’t 
know whether our whole corps was engaged that day 
or not, but our brigade had some hard skirmishing 
all day and was relieved that night about 12 o’clock; 
we were very tired, as we had laid on our arms all 
the night before, so we rested for the remainder of the 
night. –Our whole corps was engaged Sunday. –Our 
division formed in line of battle about noon on the 
edge of the woods and advanced on them under a 
shower of bullets; of course I can’t tell how the whole 
division acted as the line was too long. Our brigade 
got engaged pretty heavy. We advanced and drove 
them from their first line of rifle pits; the men were 
falling pretty fast, but this was no time to hesitate. 
Col. Wood gave orders, “forward brigade,” and we 
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The Interpreter, Trader and Widow

advanced and drove them to the second line of their 
rifle pits. –They made different charges on us all that 
afternoon, but we stood firm and held the ground 
for five hours until we were relieved by Hooker’s 
orders about 6 PM. I can’t say too much for Colonel 
Wood; he was in the thickest of the fight; also Col. 
Faulnker. Both done well and came out unhurt. The 
line officers in general all done well. Captain Collins, 
of Co. E., was slightly wounded. Our regiment lost 86, 
killed and wounded; it has lost in all since we left the 
Valley 104. Our company suffered the least, we had 
only one killed and three wounded up to this, and 
I think that is very light considering the loss in the 
regiment, but as our company was on the right flank 
of the regiment, we had the best position, and I think 
that saved us a good deal. There was heavy fighting 
until about 8 that night, and fighting about 12 when 
the rebels withdrew, leaving their dead and wounded 
on the field. Our corps lost 1,900, and I think done as 
well as any of them. –The battle was near the town of 

Gilbert Roseboom Berry (abt. 1755—1797) was the 
first permanent settler in Avon. More is known of the 
ancestry of Gilbert’s wife, Maria Wemple.

Jan Barentse Wemple was born in Poest, Dort Lower, 
Netherlands, and settled in Beverwyck (Albany). In 
1646 he married Maritie Myndetse.

Barent Wemple, son of Jan Barentse, was captain of 
the Schenectady militia. He served under John Schuyler 
in a 1690 raid to punish Canadian Indians.

Myndert, son of Barent Wemple, was sent by Sir 
William Johnson to the Senecas to “stay until their corn 
was a foot high, and to keep their arms and working 
utensils in repair.” So welcomed was he that the Indians 
requested he reside with them, as he was a smith and 
spoke their language. 

Myndert’s son, Hendrick, was fluent in all the dialects 
of the Iroquois; in addition he spoke English, Dutch and 
German. He was in demand on the frontier, though 
his principal occupation was an inn at Fultonville, 
equipped to barter with the Iroquois. He was also a 
real estate speculator, and purchased some of the best 
land in Otsego County. 

Resaca and is called the battle of Resaca. May 16th, 
at day-light we followed the retreating rebels; as we 
passed through the battle-field it was horrible to see 
the poor wounded and dead. –Some of our boys gave 
the wounded water, but we had not much time to 
spare. We have been pursuing them ever since with 
light skirmishing as they don’t seem to show much 
fight; we took but few prisoners, and they were stout, 
hearty fellows, and well fed and clothed. I suppose 
we are now about 100 miles from Chattanooga, and 
perhaps 40 from the battle field, but I don’t exactly 
know, as we are half the time marching in the woods. 
We had some fighting yesterday, but not enough to 
bring on a general engagement. I had some narrow 
escapes but came out unhurt; all the Mt. Morris boys 
are well. –The name of the boy that was killed in our 
company was Palmer from Tuscarora.

Your obedient servant,

    Jerry Cullinane

During the Revolution Hendrick joined the patriots, 
where he served in Jellis Fonda’s Company. In 1777 he 
accompanied Herkimer to an interview with Joseph 
Brant, acting as interpreter. Subsequently, Herkimer 
and his forces were ambushed at Oriskany, where the 
General and others were killed.

Wemple was an interpreter for General Sullivan in 
the New York Indian Campaign of 1779. He saw the 
rich valley of the Genesee, where his daughter and 
son-in-law eventually settled.

In 1784 a state law was passed making the governor 
and a board of commissioners the Superintendents of 
Indian Affairs. Hendrick was selected as one of the 
interpreters. The group was instrumental in securing 
treaties with the Iroquois.

Hendrick Wemple married Aefje Van Epps in 1755. 
They had five daughters and two sons. Only Maria and 
her sister, Volkje, moved to western New York.

In 1790 Hendrick witnessed the murder of a white 
man by the Indian “Saucy Nick.” As the Indian was 
about to be arrested, he killed Wemple, and escaped 
to Canada.
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Gilbert Roseboom Berry was from Albany, 
where the Roseboom family had pioneered. The 
first American, Hendrick Roseboom, was born in 
Dingsterveen, Overijssel, Netherlands in 1630. 

Gilbert married Maria Wemple (b. 1759) in 
Fultonville; she was a linguist like her father. They 
settled in Geneva, on the western edge of the fast-
moving frontier. He was trained as a silversmith, and 
made brooches for the Indians. In spring of 1789 the 
Berrys moved to the east bank Genesee River, across 
from the Indian settlement of Canawaugus. They 
erected a log house in what was later Avon.

It was not Gilbert’s intention to open a tavern, 
but he and Maria entertained the few travelers that 
passed. To gain a little money, he installed a rope ferry 
across the river. In their small log dwelling the couple 
raised four daughters.

In addition to the home/tavern and ferry, Berry 
built Indian trading posts in Avon, at the river mouth 
on Lake Ontario, and in Big Tree (Geneseo). He did 
a brisk business with trappers and hunters, and his 
packhorses laden with furs were often seen on the 
main trail to Albany. He was also General Chapin’s 
local Indian agent.

In 1797 Gilbert died an early death at 32. Maria 
assumed charge of the tavern and rope ferry, and 

asked her unmarried sister, Volkje, to join her. The 
women were widely known as “Widow Berry and 
Miss Wemple.” Their tavern became the favorite place 
of land agents, surveyors, explorers, and pioneers. The 
more notable Indians were partial to Widow Berry, for 
she was reluctant to sell Indians alcohol. 

The women eventually left the small log cabin for 
a large-scale building at the east end of the village. It 
became a famous stopping place for travelers.

The accomplished Berry daughters became noted 
wives and mothers of the Genesee Valley. Elizabeth 
married Hon. George Hosmer (noted lawyer and 
historian), Catherine married John Mastick (Rochester 
lawyer), Effie married George A. Tiffany (moved to 
Wisconsin), and Elsie married Elisha Clark Hickcox (an 
early merchant of Batavia and Buffalo).

John Mastick was trained in the law by George 
Hosmer. He was the Avon Justice of the Peace when he 
met Catherine Berry. They married and lived on South 
Street, and John thus became the brother-in-law of his 
law preceptor. They later moved to Rochester, where 
John was one of the first lawyers.

 In 1812 Maria and Volkje ceased to operate the inn. 
The death date of neither is known.

- Philip Parr, Big Springs Historical Society

Spotlight on Historical Structures in Avon

The Barber Memorial Building
The Barber Memorial Building houses the 

Avon Free Library, an organization that had early 
beginnings in 1805, and by 1919 was established as 

the first free library 
in Livingston County.

A a r o n  B a r b e r 
III (1836 – 1925), a 
p r o m i n e n t  Av o n 
resident, took great 
interest in the library. 
As the need for space 
grew, he offered rental 
space in the Boorman 
House at 143 Genesee 

Street in the village of Avon (present site of the Barber 
Memorial Building), which he owned at the time. When 
Barber died in 1925, he left $45,000 in his will to build 
a new library on the site of the Boorman House, and 
also an endowment of $15,000 to maintain the building.

Designing the Georgian Revival style building began 
in 1926 with the Rochester architecture firm Arnold 
& Stern, who had also designed the Pittsford Library, 
LeRoy Library, and the Hiram Sibley Building in 
Rochester. Local builder Fred Davis was contracted to 
construct the one-story rectangular brick building. On 
September 15, 1927 Miss Pierpont, one of the original 
members of the Library Board, laid the cornerstone of 
the new building which held an airtight box containing 
a photograph of Aaron Barber, coins, stamps, and other 
historical papers.Aaron Barber III
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The official opening of the Barber Memorial Building 
was April 12, 1928.

Architectural features include a pargeted foundation 
and a gable roof. Located at the eaves beneath the 
Vermont slate roof are classic dentils. The primary 
windows are tall, double-hung sash with multi-light 
glazing, rectangular wooden panels at their bases, 
and round-arched transoms above. The corners of the 
building are accentuated by brick quoins. The main 
entrance features Roman Ionic columns and a triangular 
pediment above.

Improvements to the building, including a handicap 
entrance and interior improvements, were completed 
between 1999 and 2004. The scale, design, materials, 

Construction of the Barber Memorial Building  
at 143 Genesee Street, 1927. Source: Town of Avon 

Historian, Maureen Kingston
Barber Memorial Building, postcard, circa 1942.  

Source: AP&HS

setting and association makes the Avon Free Library 
building an important visual and architectural 
landmark in the community. Honoring its historic 
significance, the Barber Memorial Building was listed 
in the National Register of Historic Places in 2008. 

- Clara Mulligan, APHS member

Sources:

See “Aaron Barber” at www.avonpreservation.org, 
“Significant People”

Cushing, Henrietta S. The History of the Avon Free Library

NYS Office of Parks, Recreation & Historic 
Preservation. Building-Structure Inventory Form, 1997.

Behind the Scenes

We have been quite busy so far this year. We have 
sponsored two programs with very nice attendance. 
Terry Abrams spoke about “True Native Americans: 
History of the Senecas in the Genesee Valley.” Prof. 
Dean June shared his research in the program, “And 
Then What Happened: Slave Settlement in Canada.” 
Thirty-four people have paid their 2016 membership 
dues. This is what allows us to have these programs. 
Thank you. We have received a variety of 19 new 
artifacts thus far: books, postcards, photographs, a 
map, a wall hanging, a WW II ration book with many 
stamps, a framed drawing of a Civil War colonel, 
three East Avon Fire Department badges, a framed 
muster roll for Parker Brooks, and Ronald Reagan 

memorabilia. The donors include John Bailey, Russell 
Barber, Richard Burke, Daniel Cochrane, Dr. Richard 
Collins, Richard Farrell, Linda Hally, Dr. Robert Hayes, 
John Kemp, Kevin Lillis, William MacIntyre, Linda 
Moran, Frank Phillips, Anthony Torregiano, and Bud 
Thurston. These will greatly enhance our collections. 
The fourth- and fifth-graders from St. Agnes School 
visited to learn more about how, when, and by whom 
this area was settled. What a great group of children. 
They were interested and shared some of their stories 
with us. We thank their teacher, Mrs. Renee Kashorek, 
for bringing them to our museum.

 - Joan Reid, Curator 
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AVON PRESERVATION 

AND HISTORICAL SOCIETY
23 Genesee Street • Avon, New York 14414

Name: _____________________________________
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City, State, Zip: _____________________________
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Indicate desired membership level
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*If you know of a friend or relative who wants a 2016-17 
membership, the form below can be cut out and used.  
(One perk is that they will receive the newsletter!)

Not sure if you need to renew your membership?  
Contact the AP&HS office at 226-2425 ext. 22  

or stop by during museum hours

Facebook Page

Our Facebook page is a hub of interesting articles and 
themes. This year we will expand our reach by inviting 
readers to post old photos. Come join the banter about 
Avon’s distant and not so distant past! You can find us 
at facebook.com/avonhistoricalsociety. See you there!

 - Clara Mulligan, Web Designer

11/8/39: Admiral Richard Byrd’s snow cruiser,  
on way to Boston for Antarctica exhibition, breaks down 
near Texaco Town truck stop on Rte. 20. Repaired 3 days 

later and on its way. Photo by Bud Carlin


