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The True Story of Thanksgiving: 
Pilgrims, Politics, and Pumpkin Pie

Sunday, November 6, at 2 pm 
Christopher Hensch, Curator for the Toy Hall of Fame 

Spokesperson of the National Toy Hall of Fame

Join us for our last program of the year, held at the 
Avon Village Hall! Before you dig into that turkey and 
stuffing, let’s take a moment together to learn about the 
roots of Thanksgiving and reflect on the constructions 
of the holiday. 

As always, donations are encouraged to keep our 
program schedule going, the location is handicap 
accessible, and tasty treats are provided!

Opera Block Third Floor: Update
During the Avon Rotary Corn Fest, about 50 people 

enjoyed tours of the Third Floor in the Avon Opera 
Block, led by Bob Westfall. The large open space with 
intact stage has been getting a lot of attention recently 
as a possible renovation project for use as a community 
and event space. Recently, Kelly Cole and Bob Westfall 
proposed renovation and restoration to the Avon Town 
Board. The Board agreed to enlist Bero Architecture, 
the firm which oversaw the renovation of the lower 
two floors of the Opera Block building, to produce an 
estimate. We will continue to report on this project!

AP&HS Announcements

Behind the Scenes

The museum has received a number of gifts since 
the last newsletter. We are most grateful for all of 
these donations. One is an interesting old game 
from James Brewer called Perquackery. Geri Brewer 
donated a collection of baby textiles as well as two 
youth dresses and an adult dress.

Barbara Mellers of Santa Fe, New Mexico sent a diary 
that had belonged to Frances Wilson of South Lima, NY. 
It included the entire year of 1872. She was about 14 
years old at that time, and recorded that she attended 
school and helped her parents. She apparently really 
liked school as she rarely missed a day. Mick LaFever 
sold us the rest of the collection of printers’ blocks that 
were used for the Sesquicentennial Newspaper, 1958. 
James Brewer had acquired ten of them, and Mick 
brought 22 more. 

Thank you to all who remember us with your  
kind donations.

 - Joan Reid, AP&HS Curator

Message to the President
Bob Westfall, President of the AP&HS, is recovering 

from an injury, and therefore his regular article will 
appear in the next issue. We wish you a very speedy 
recovery, Bob!

Seeking Volunteers!
The AP&HS is always looking for volunteer docents 

to greet visitors at the museum and folks to contribute 
stories, photographs, and articles to the newsletter. 
Contact us at avonpreservation@gmail.com to  
get involved!
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In Memoriam

Dr. Richard J. “Rip” Collins 
(1924-2016)

Dr. Richard Collins has left a warm and lasting 
impression on the community of Avon during his long 
and rich life. He was a lifelong Avon resident and his 
friends, family, and neighbors remember him as an 
erudite, funny, and charming man and a dedicated 
physician. He was born at home, delivered by his 
father, Dr. George Collins, as were his 11 siblings. With 
the implacable impish look he often wore, he once told 
of a day at Mrs. Mulligan’s preschool at the Mulligan 
Farm; he noticed the orphaned lambs had “0”s marked 
on their sides, and reckoned if he painted a number on 
them, they would no longer be orphans. He recalled 
hiding his telltale colored hands in his pockets when 
Mr. Mulligan angrily demanded who had upset his 
marking system in the flock.

Dr. Collins graduated with a BA from Colgate 
University in 1945, part of an accelerated program 
focused on training physicians during wartime; he 
received his medical degree from the University of 
Rochester Medical School two years later. Once his 
training in internal medicine was completed, he joined 
his father’s private practice in 1949. His partner, Dr. 
Robert Hayes, would join him after 1958. Dr. Collins 
served the Avon community in this capacity until his 
retirement in 1994, suffering practical jokes from his 
patients with a laugh as well as dishing out his own 
brand of humor.

Dr. Collins served in Korea as Captain in the Army 
Medical Corps, returning home in 1953. Back in Avon, 
he continued to illustrate his commitment to and 
passion for medical education and care. He was a 

life member of the University of Rochester’s board of 
trustees and served on boards and committees at the 
Strong Memorial Hospital and UR Medical Center 
Board. He was a member of the Livingston County 
Medical Society and served on the National Advisory 
Council on the National Health Service Corps from 
1985-1987, which oversees federal programs targeting 
health care needs in underserved areas.

Dr. Collins received numerous recognitions for 
his contributions to the medical care field, including 
a citation of merit from the Rochester Academy of 
Medicine in 1989 and the George Washington Goler 
Award from the NY Public Health Association of the 
Genesee Region. He was also elected to the Alpha 
Omega Alpha Honor Medical Society in 1979 as 
an alumnus, and was keynote speaker for the UR 
Medical School’s White Coat Ceremony in 1995. After 
his retirement, he served as an advisor for first-year 
medical students, showing his lifelong dedication to 
medical education.

In his community, Dr. Collins was a mainstay at 
historic presentations, he served on the Republican 
Committee at the town and county level for many 
years, and was a trustee at St. Agnes Church. In 2005, 
his grandson prompted him to tell two stories for 
StoryCorps, an NPR project; Dr. Collins admitted 
roguishly that as a late-rising 4th-grader at St. Agnes 
School, he stole the bell that was tolled each day to 
distinguish the timely children from the tardy ones. 
He added that he still kept the bell by his bedside, and 
“joyfully [rang] it now and then.”

He and his wife, Mary Finnegan Collins, who also 
passed away this year, have both been remembered for 
their sparkling eyes and laughter. They raised a strong 
and loving family together that is already carrying on 
their legacy.

 - Holly Watson

Information courtesy of Dr. Michael Collins. 
Other sources: 

“Serious Pranks, Serious Work: A Family Heirloom.” 
NPR.org, 2005.

Richard James Collins M.D. Rochester Democrat and 
Chronicle, 29 Jul. 2016.



November 2016     3

“Good Bye, White Oak”
“That white tree was a landmark in Avon!”
That’s the remark we have heard frequently, 

recently. So many Avon residents grew up knowing 
that the white tree was always in the front yard at  
277 Genesee Street.

When we began planning to adapt the house at  
277 Genesee Street to operate as a bed and breakfast, 
we considered several names which would identify 
the house:

“White Maple”? -- unlikely.
“White Catalpa”? -- too much of a mouthful.
“White Locust”? -- no, sounds like a swarm of insects.
So, we settled on “White Oak” for our logo and 

advertising.
Over the nearly twenty years we owned and operated 

the bed and breakfast, we told our guests, “Just look 
for the tall white tree stump at the front garden.” And 
over that time, we had hundreds of guests, from all 
over the world: France, Italy, Germany; South Africa; 
Hong Kong, India, even as far as Tasmania. And Rotary 
guests from Australia, New Zealand, India and Sweden. 
Always: “look for the white tree” to locate us.

As with all good things, our bed and breakfast had 
to cease operating (although we continue to have calls 
for reservations, even now!). So, it was a very sad day 
when Mark and I drove away for the last time, and 
looked at the house, and said, “Good bye, White Oak”.

 - Barbara Herman

Brief History of the White Oak Stump
During the recent flutter of memories surrounding 

the late White Oak Stump, many have asked about it – 
what kind of tree was it? How long had it been there?

Before the Hermans lived there and ran a bed 
and breakfast, it was a Strasenburgh home. Alex 
Strasenburgh, son of Paul Strasenburgh, said it best in 
his post to the Facebook group “You Know You Grew 
Up in Avon when You Remember..”:

It was a locust tree. My dad had the tree cut in 
1940. He sold insurance out of the basement of our 
house. His insurance sign hung on the tree.

When the tree died he asked them to cut it above 
the sign so he didn’t have to buy a sign post. 
Then he painted the tree white. And thus, a local 

landmark was formed... all because my dad was 
too cheap to buy a $10 sign post.“

Others have had memories of the landmark white 
tree, too. Westfall children were instructed to venture 
no farther than the tree, and apparently some Geneseo 
kids played “punch bug” when they came to Avon, 
socking their friend if they spotted the tree first.

Locust is an extremely durable wood, commonly 
used for fence posts. Although the White Tree 
eventually succumbed, it sure did prove its tenacity.

Photo: Google Street View,  
October 2012. Google, 2016.

Facebook Page

Photo shared by Robert D’Angelo of his uncle Sam 
D’Angelo’s shoe store on West Main St. in the 1960s.

Every pair of shoes in my childhood came from Sam’s store. 
It’s legendary, the mountains of boxes everywhere and somehow 
Sam could always find the right shoes for you. A cherished 
memory!!!! - Guy Murphree

No matter how packed the store got, he always knew exactly 
where your size was. - Pam Bueche

Not just shoe-shopping...it was an “experience!” Great 
memories! - Cathy Corcoran Raynor
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Spotlight on Historic Structures in Avon

The Avon Inn has held a significant presence in the 
village of Avon for nearly 200 years. The Greek Revival 
structure was used as a residence by many families, 
each making changes and additions to fit their taste. 
Later, the building was used as an inn, accommodating 
visitors traveling on one of the only major east-west 
roads in western New York.

The story begins with Jonathan H. Gerry, a 
Massachusetts native who came to Avon around 1830. 
He bought a parcel of land in the young village, on the 
corner of East Main and Temple Streets, and built his 
home for his wife and six children. He planted corn 
on his farm for the making of brooms; however, it is 
believed that he was unable to completely finish the 
home before he died in 1848. He is buried in the Avon 
Cemetery. One of Mr. Gerry’s sons, Houghton, enlisted 
in the call to arms in 1862 under Captain Orange 
Sackett. His name is listed on the Soldier’s Monument 
in the Avon Village Park.

Curtiss Hawley, a merchant and Town of Avon 
Supervisor, and his wife Sarah were the next owners. 
Mrs. Hawley’s death prompted the sale of the house 
to George W. Sherman and his wife, Adeline Campbell 
Blake Sherman and family. The photograph above 
shows the house being well maintained, likely by the 
Sherman family. After the death of Mr. Sherman in 1879, 
the house was eventually sold to become a business 
for the first time.

During the Spa Era, many inns were built throughout 
the town to accommodate visitors who sought the 
health benefits of Avon’s sulfur water. Dr. Cyrus Allen 
and James D. Carson, Sr., who had been innkeepers 

for several years at the Avon Cure, on what is now 
Wadsworth Avenue, bought the home in 1882. Adding 
a third floor, a cupola, and the west wing enlarged the 
building for their spa business, the “New Sanitarium.” 
Other improvements were made to ensure the comfort 
of guests: sulfur baths, central heating, gas lighting, 
elevator, livery service, a bank, and a taproom.

On April 14, 1910 the Avon Herald announced the 
reopening of the business as the “Avon Inn,” offering 
a garage for twenty automobiles, complete with 
attendants and mechanics. Remodeling included 
upgraded sulfur baths for the guests.

In 1979, a fire extensively damaged the Inn as 
reported in the Avon Herald:

…The upper floors were rented apartments. 
At 5:43 a.m. on Saturday, Feb. 24, 1979 the Avon 
Fire Department responded to a fire call at the 
Inn. Fire had broken out on the third floor. People 
were taken from the building, some suffered 
from smoke inhalation, but none were seriously 
injured. Priceless antiques and paintings were 
removed from the building as the fire spread. The 
fire was able to seek out hidden spots difficult 
to detect because the old building had been 
remodeled so any times that there were crawl 
spaces, layers of flooring and partitions aiding in 
its camouflage. The third floor and cupola of the 
building collapsed. One of the chimneys came 
tumbling to the ground, a floor collapsed trapping 
a Henrietta fireman in the debris for over an hour 
while firemen struggled to rescue him. He was 
taken to a nearby hospital with minor injuries. The 
fire spread to the second floor and the roof above 
the front porch. The fire was halted there. Firemen 

Earliest known photograph of the Avon Inn,  
taken before 1882. Source: Avon Town Historian

In 1882 the building was expanded to host its first business, adding 
a west wing, third floor and a cupola. Source: Avon Town Historian

The Avon Inn
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were on the scene 13 hours. This was the third fire 
at the Inn in recent years…

Frank Csapo bought the building in 1980, restoring 
it to its present size and style. The current owner, Linda 
Moran, purchased the inn in 1982. She has maintained 
the building with a deep respect for its long historical 
significance in Avon. In 1991 it was listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places.

- Clara Mulligan, adapted from a piece by Maureen 
Kingston, Avon Town Historian, September, 2016

Source: Avon Preservation & Historical Society

Festive Poinsettias
The time is fast approaching 

for the AP&HS poinsettia 
sales! This is one of the big 
fundraisers for the AP&HS - 
last year we raised over $400. 
We are planning to exceed that 
for 2016.

Each plant is just $9.00, 
and there are several varieties 
available. Sales will be held during the month of 
November through Dec. 10th. Plants will be hand-
delivered around Dec. 14th. To order, either stop by the 
Historical Society or contact Geri Brewer at 226-2729.

Collectible Ornaments
Deck the halls and trim your 

tree with these special mementos 
emblazoned with historical Avon 
images. This year, let the White 
Horse make your season merry as 
it poses on a candy-red ornament. 
Come grab yours today!

Only $5!

Special Avon Calendar – “Yesterday”
AP&HS 2017 calendars are now on sale for $10 each! 

They make a lovely gift for those hard-to-shop-for 
nostalgic people on your list. Showcasing iconic images 
of past days and lost buildings in Avon, these calendars 
also serve to keep you in the present day so you don’t 
forget that important appointment.

Stop into the Historical Society Museum on Sundays 
or Thursdays between 1pm & 4pm to pick up these 
seasonal gifts as well as postcards, Avon Collectibles, 
and history books.

Holiday Gift Shop

August 13th was a memorably hot and muggy day, 
but the annual Avon Rotary Corn Fest was fun, as 
always. We enjoyed chatting with old and new friends, 
signing up new and returning members, and, of course, 
eating some buttery corn on the cob. Our gift basket 
raffle was wonderful – we would like to acknowledge 
the following winners:

1. Jackie S. - New York City Trip
2.  Mary M. - Genesee Country Village & Museum
3.  Cindy D. - Spa Basket
4.  U. B. - Men’s Basket
5.  Dorothy S. - Men’s Basket
6.  Kimberly M. - Spa Basket
7.  Amy G. - Girl’s Basket
8.  S. V. - Boy’s Basket
9.  Kristina R. - Picnic Basket
10.  Donna B. - Garden Basket
11.  Ron R. - Barilla Bag
12. Ruth M. - Barilla Bag
Also congratulations and welcome to Rhonda L., 

who won a new membership! Jim R., it’s good to have 
you as a member another year. 

Congratulations to all  and thank you for 
participating!

Avon Corn Fest A Success
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A House in 90 Days: the Sears Modern Home

Mr. Richard Sears was possibly a bit of a genius. Just 
over 100 years ago, the Sears, Roebuck & Company 
catalog was sometimes one of only two books that a 
middle-class family would have in their house, the 
other being the Bible. Children learned to read with the 
four-pound catalog; women and men coveted home 
wares and conveniences, tools and farm implements, 
clothes, and questionable medicines the company 
purveyed. And then, beginning in 1908, men and 
women saw that the pages of the catalog could make 
another dream come true: they could buy an entire 
house and build it themselves.

What exactly constitutes a Sears catalog home? 
Sears began selling building materials, hardware, and 
lumber in 1895, but this a Sears home does not make. 
For the catalog homes, or kit homes, most building 
materials, exterior and interior finishing materials, 
doors, windows, and hardware were included, even 
gallons of paint and varnish. They were collections of 
the needed parts for assembly, but they were not pre-
fabricated buildings. You would have to provide cement 
block foundations, plumbing, wiring, a furnace, and of 
course the labor to install it.

Each year, new designs were introduced and some 
retired, and between 1908-1940, it is estimated that 
370 different house designs were available. Motifs 
tracked popular styles and are not dissimilar from 
other Cape Cods, bungalows, American Foursquares, 
and Colonials of the times. The term Modern Homes, 
though, referred to new tastes in construction and 
décor. Less extravagant floor plans, décor with reduced 
flounce and stuffiness, indoor plumbing, and cleaner 
looks all translated into what was promoted as a more 

hygienic living arrangement. The popularization of 
germ theory around this time took hold.

The consumer, pockets burning with hard-earned 
cash, would first select a design from the catalog. No. 
103, say, or after about 1916, when the designs were 
given names, “The Winona” or “The Maplewood.” For 
$1, which would be credited to your purchase should 
you make an order, blueprints and a list of materials 
would be sent to you. A few weeks after your order 
for “The Castleton” was placed, boxcars loaded with 
thousands of pieces of your future residence would 
arrive at the train station. In the early days, you 
would have to buy the framing lumber separately or 
have it cut on-site. Beginning in 1914, the kit homes 
included pre-cut lumber, so no sawing was necessary. 
Considering the expense and toil sawing involved, 
pre-cut lumber was a dream. It was said that, using the 
75-page leather-bound instruction manual, a man with 
“average abilities” could erect the home in 90 days. As 
long as the weather was fair.

The Sears “Modern Homes” came at a perfect time 
in America’s history. “Model T” Ford automobiles were 
just being produced, and the masses found suburban 
residences to be possible. Young families who were 
living in multi-generational homes could now more 
easily afford to save up and move out on their own. 
Homes from the Sears catalog were inexpensive yet 
constructed with quality materials. Sears even offered 
mortgages on your new home, making the prospect 
more achievable for young families. And by making 
more families into homeowners, Mr. Sears shrewdly 
increased sales of all the items with which to fill the 
homes, which he was conveniently selling. The Modern 
Homes floor plans even included little outlines for 
beds, davenports, and appliances. With all the glee a 
dollhouse can inspire, the American Dream and all its 
trappings could now be purchased in one place, and 
that place was Sears, Roebuck & Co.

The peak of the Sears kit home empire is said to 
have come in 1929, when over $12 million in sales 
were collected. After this, sales rapidly declined, until 
Modern Homes closed in 1934. Sears was forced to 
liquidate $11 million in mortgages for its customers, 
a shocking sum in today’s dollars. The department 
did reopen, but then closed permanently in 1940. It is 
estimated that 75,000 kit homes were sold through mail 
order between 1908 and 1940.

While kit homes were extremely popular in the 
Midwest, they may even be scattered in our own 
community. Having undergone alterations, additions, 
and cosmetic changes, they can be tough to spot, but 
experts say the eye can be trained. What are some of 
the clues to look for?

“The Winona.” Source: Sears Homes 1927-1932, searsarchives.com



November 2016     7

•	 Stamped numbers on the butt ends or on the tall 
side near the end of framing members in attic or 
basement; older models may not be stamped if 
lumber was sourced locally or not pre-cut;

•	 Stamped numbers on the back of molding or trim 
pieces; again, early examples may not be stamped;

•	 The presence of Goodwall Sheet Plaster;
•	 Stashed blueprints, documents, receipts, or 

instructions for assembly;
•	 Records relating to your property at the County 

Clerk’s Office with Sears as the mortgage holder;
•	 Shipping labels (may have the railroad’s initials), 

sometimes found in places such as the backside 
the basement stairs;

•	 Unusual five-piece eave brackets (diagonal 
supportive braces between exterior wall and 
roof line);

•	 Interesting decorative blocks in the porch trim 
and unique stickwork on chunky porch pillars.

These are some features and clues to consider, but 
none alone are proof of the home being a Sears house, or 
even a kit home, since these designs can be very similar 
to architects’ plans. Other companies such as Aladdin, 
Bennett, and Gordon-Van Tine also sold kit homes, 
though Sears sold the most and is the best known. 
It takes careful review of floor plans and features to 
correctly identify a Sears home, and experts say most 
people who think they have one do not. Yours truly was 
recently obsessed with her current home, convinced 
it was bought from Sears in 1931, only to discover 

it  was an E. F. Hodgson 
prefabricated cottage. As this 
was fascinating in its own 
right, she felt vindicated, 
but also disappointed that 
her home was not otherwise 
known as “The Sunbeam” or 
the like. But that is a story for 
another day.

S e a r s  b u i l d i n g s  a r e 
decidedly historic at this point, 
and offer a little glimpse into 
the expansion of the American 
independent life in the pre-
WWII United States. If you can 
prove you live in one, let your 
local historical society know!

 - Holly Watson

“The Castleton.” Source: Sears Homes 1921-1926, searsarchives.com

Source: Thornton, R. The Houses that Sears Built. p.75.

Sources:
Thornton, Rosemary. The Houses That Sears Built. 
Gentle Beam Pub.: Alton, 2002.
Stevenson, Katherine Cole and H. Ward Jandl. Houses  
    by Mail. Preservation Press: Washington, D.C., 1986.
Sears  Archives .  Accessed 28  Sept .  2016 at  
    www.searsarchives.com. 2012.
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or stop by during museum hours
A cow is an angular feminine bovine, with four 

legs, an alto voice, a well-established milk route, 
and a face that inspires confidence.

A cow’s husband is a bull. A cow’s brat is known as 
a calf. Calves are generally used in the manufacture of 
chicken salad. Calves’ brains cannot be distinguished from 
scrambled eggs. 

A cow provides vitamins for double chocolate malted 
drinks until she is old enough to enter a can of corn-beef hash. 
Her tail is fastened to the rear of her back. It has a universal 
joint at one end and a fly swatter at the other.

A cow has two stomachs. The one on the ground floor is 
used as a store-house for grass, loco weed, corn stalks, rock 
salt and the neighbor’s cabbage. When her storehouse reaches 
a state of either over production or under consumption, she 
sits down in the shade of a tree, then belches like Henry VIII 
at a coronation banquet. This social error on the part of the 
cow makes some of the hay and stuff do a return trip from 
the storehouse back up to the front part of the cow’s kind 
face where it is “fletcherized.”

A slice of the cow’s rear is very valuable to a cow, but it 
is worth only a nickel to a farmer, 16 cents to a meat packer, 
46 cents to a retail butcher, and $1.25 to a restaurant, not 
counting the tip. 

- The Dairy Farmer’s Digest, unknown date

 Provided by Joan Reid

A Cow


