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Headwaters of History 

DCHA’s Expansion Plans Back on Track  

 

Despite the delays caused by the current pandemic, our plans to expand the museum’s collections storage ca-

pacity are steadily taking shape. After consultations between museum staff & board, museum consultants and 

the local company LRM Architect, PC, it has been decided to expand in two separate phases over a number of 

years. This gives us the opportunity to raise the necessary funding for this ambitious project. 

 

This will be DCHA’s first major expansion since our 

current office, library and archives building was con-

structed in 1978-79. As can be seen in the accompa-

nying drawings, in phase one we propose construc-

tion of an entirely new collections building immedi-

ately behind our existing building. The new building, 

with modern environmental control systems, will 

have plenty of space for us to keep collecting items 

(following recognized museum standards) germane 

to Delaware County’s history for the next 75 years! 

 

Phase two of the project entails a one-story expan-

sion of our existing library and archives space. The 

expansion will allow us to install public-use comput-

er terminals in our library. By doing so, we 

acknowledge that so much historical and genealogi-

continued on next page 
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cal research nowadays is digital and online. Along with a re-imagined entrance and parking, DCHA is also 

proposing an expanded, environmentally modern and fireproof archival storage area within the new library 

space. As with the collections building, we plan to follow “best museum practices” in designing and con-

structing our expanded library/archives, enabling our county museum to collect Delaware County history 

artifacts for years to come. 
 

Obviously, our plans are not cheap. Fundraising has already begun – and many of our members and friends 

have already donated to the cause, for which we are grateful. DCHA will certainly continue its own fund-

raising efforts. We hope to meet the bulk of our needs, however, by applying for grants over the coming 

months and years. Fingers crossed that we will be able to successfully see our plans come to fruition! 
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We all love old photos of people and places from our 

past, or from the distant past. Scanning photos here at 

DCHA is one of my favorite activities. We continue 

to scan items from the Bob Wyer collection, probably 

our most popular (and largest) one. Since we started 

doing this almost a decade ago, we have close to 

8,000 images digitally scanned, or about 5% of the 

collection.  

 DCHA has other wonderful photo collections 

– not the size of the Wyer collection, but still interest-

ing. Over the past year, I’ve been scanning photo-

graphs taken of the construction of the Pepacton Res-

ervoir in the 1950s by Walter Dette (I’ve already dis-

cussed this in the June 2020 newsletter). At this 

point, we have about three quarters of it done.  

 Recently, I’ve been exploring some of our 

glass-plate negative collections. I’m working to scan 

the entire collection of photographs taken by Edna 

Georgia Benedict in the early 20th century. Edna was 

from the West Meredith area. I’m about 1/3 of the 

way through that project. Above is an image I recent-

ly ‘discovered’ – an image of the Robert Gerry house, 

Aknusti, under construction.  

 Edna’s work was featured in Diane Galusha’s  

1993 book Through a Woman’s Eye, Pioneering Pho-

tographers in Rural Upstate. That book also featured 

work by Anna Carroll from Roxbury. In 2017, John 

Jackson generously donated the Carroll negatives and 

the scans he had made of them to DCHA. This was 

featured in an article in the July 2018 newsletter.  

 We are lucky that with the Benedict and Car-

roll collections, a good number of the images were 

identified by the photographer. We have another col-

lection that is much more challenging. Orson Jenkins 

came from the Trout Creek area. A set of his nega-

tives was donated back in 1985. Most of them are not 

identified, except for a couple of school groups. In 

2018, another set of Jenkins’ negatives came to us, 

again, not identified, but there are a number of imag-

es of a cemetery and area, so while we can’t identify 

the people, we can work on figuring out the locations. 

We shared some pictures from this collection in the 

April 2019 newsletter – and our confusion over 

which Orson Jenkins took these photos.  

 So we continue reviewing our glass-plate neg-

atives. A collection donated in 1991 by the Burns 

family in Bovina includes several pictures of strong 

interest to me. There are several images of my grand-

father, Benson, and his brother Clarence, likely taken 

in 1908. In March of that year, Ben and Clarence La-

Fever lost their mother, Ella Burns LaFever, so they 

were sent to their mother’s family in Bovina for some 

time to live. Below is a picture of the LaFever broth-

ers with a cow. That’s my grandfather on the left and 

great-uncle Clarence on the right. Grandpa told me 

they were pretending that the cow is a phone! 

 Part of this work is to explore how best to 

share these images. We regularly share them on 

DCHA’s Facebook page, but I would like to see more 

of them uploaded to the New York Heritage website. 

We have some Wyer images and images from the 

Frank Farrington collection on the site. Uploading 

these takes time, not so much the mechanics of the 

uploading, but the creation of the metadata, which is 

required to ensure all the information about the image 

and how it was created can be provided to research-

ers. We will keep you posted as this develops. 

A Thousand Words by Ray LaFever 
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Summers as a child at Somerset Lake in Hancock 

usually included the telling of the story of the house 

at the bottom of the lake. The story went something 

like this: in the middle of the cold winter of 1940 

some neighbors decided to relocate an entire house 

from one side of the lake to the other using sleds and 

horses to pull the house across the ice. Once the light 

began to fade they stopped for the night and left the 

house where it was sitting – out on the ice. When 

they returned to the frozen lake the next morning, 

however, they found that the house had broken 

through the ice – 60 percent submerged and tipping 

badly. 

 

 About ten years ago I decided to see what in-

formation I could find about the incident. The first 

place I looked was the Hancock Herald. The story 

was published on February 1, 1940 with a follow up 

one week later on February 8, 1940. The story said 

the house broke through the ice "Tuesday night of 

last week." The follow-up article says 9 days ago. So 

did the event happen on Tuesday, January 30 or on 

Tuesday, January 23? Seeing the photograph (above) 

of the house broken through the ice was the first time 

I had seen proof that this had actually happened. 

Shortly after that two more images came to my atten-

tion and then finally a fourth image surfaced from the 

Hancock-Chehocton Historical Society.  

 No one really knows where the house had 

once been situated – before its move. Lake lore sug-

gests it started from someplace on the south end of 

the lake. We do know, however, where the house was 

supposed to end up. Part of the foundation is still 

there. A key point is that no house was ever installed 

at that location and there are no houses on the lake –  

past or present – with the same profile as the house in 

the photographs. The location of the foundation is 

indicated on the map. 

 

 I think it is possible to get a general idea of 

where the house is located at the bottom of the lake 

from the two photographs. Camera View No 1(image 

below) shows a hill in the background that I am very 

familiar with. I live there. Considering the direction 

the house is tilted, Camera View No 2 (see next page) 

must be looking east. If you accept that most consum-

er cameras in 1940 had a normal focal length lens, 

then you can guess at the distance from the house to 

the shore. My guess is indicated on the map and hap-

pens to be one of the deepest parts of the lake – about 

50 feet. 

The House at the Bottom of the Lake by Arthur W. Pierson 

continued on next page 
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 It is important to note that por-

tions of the Herald articles are specu-

lative. I have no first-person account 

of what actually happened after the 

house broke though the ice. It should 

also be noted that although there are 

second- and third-person accounts of 

what happened, these people were not 

there. We all know that there is often 

a grain of truth even with stories that 

have been passed down. 

 So, is the house still at the bot-

tom of the lake? I say “yes” and will 

continue to say “yes” until someone 

proves me wrong. Would anyone like 

to come to the lake this summer with 

high resolution side scanning sonar? 

 

Dr. Stephen E. Churchill (1841—1917) built the Rex-

mere Hotel in 1898  in Stamford to accommodate the 

rising demand for larger, more modern facilities and 

to cater to the wealthy and influential people coming 

to Stamford. The following is from Dr. Churchill’s 

memoirs, My Reminiscences of an Active Life, about 

the construction of the hotel: 
  

I had purchased a large farm in Davenport, surround-

ing the Sexsmith Lake. Upon this farm of five hun-

dred acres there grew a magnificent forest of spruce 

trees. There was a small mill upon the property 

whose power was supplied by the surplus water of 

the lake. I gathered in all the workmen unemployed 

in this and surrounding towns to push forward this 

building for completion for the next summer busi-

ness. I had a fine body of men of teams to draw the 

lumber from the farm to 

the new building. The 

foreman of these men 

was a great pusher and 

when I would say to him 

that tomorrow we must 

have so many sticks of 

such a length and such a 

size, he would start his 

teams from the stables at 

three o’clock in the 

morning, reach the farm 

by daylight and give the 

order to my foreman at 

the mills. The few trees that were necessary to fill 

this order were quickly cut by the choppers, drawn to 

the mill and sawed, and he would have his load ready 

by ten o’clock in the morning, reaching home at four 

o’clock. This lumber was rapidly taken from his wag-

on or sleigh, hoisted into the building and made part 

of the structure; in other words, trees that were stand-

ing on the farm fourteen miles away were converted 

into lumber that was used for the construction of the 

new building in the same day. This seems somewhat 

incredible, but can be easily proven to have been true 

in more than one instance.  

 The building was spacious in all its parts, 

halls and rooms were heated by steam, lighted by gas 

and electricity. Nearly every suite of rooms connect-

ed with private baths. What shall we name it? This 

was the question we pondered over many days. When 

recalling the fine mead-

ow, sometimes called the 

mere, and Rex the king 

of the meadows, we have 

Rexmere the king of the 

meadows, where the 

building was located. 

This name seemed very 

appropriate, very eupho-

nious, and I have seen it 

adapted by other struc-

tures.  

Building the Rexmere Hotel 

Postcard from DCHA Archives 
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DCHA has received some great donations already 

this year. The first item donated was an honor roll 

(pictured below) displayed in the North Kortright    

U. P. Church, given to us by the Charlotte Valley 

Presbyterian Church. Names included on the roll are: 

Leonard Adair, Reverend 

Frank Baldwin, Raymond 

Bassani, Victor Bassani, 

LeRoy Herron, Jack Herron, 

Julian Herron, Robert Her-

ron, Kenneth Kimball, 

LeRoy MacArthur, Nelson 

Rower, Edwin St. Onge, 

Roy Sturges, Ralph 

VanZandt, Athalia Kimball 

Ross, Rex Miller,  Kathryn 

Kimball, Morris Riddell and 

Harriet MacArthur. 

 The month of February brought a wedding 

dress from JoAnn Kaufman. She also donated the 

jacket her husband wore at the wedding. They were 

married on her family farm in Andes in December of 

1974. This wonderful addition to DCHA’s collection 

of wedding dresses 

also connects to 

JoAnn’s g-g-

grandmother, Eliz-

abeth (Taylor) 

Raitt, whose 1860s 

wedding dress was 

donated by JoAnn 

and her sister a 

couple of years 

ago.  

 The third 

donation of note 

comes from the 

Mayes and Cowan 

families. Family 

members lived in 

Fleischmanns, 

New Kingston, 

Clovesville and 

Roxbury. Marilyn 

Mayes Kaltenborn 

and her brother, Dean Mayes donated numerous 

items.  

 One of the older items is an 1842 coverlet. A 

bit more “modern”  is a sailor suit worn by Murray 

Mayes, the donors’ father, in the 1920s. Another 

beautiful piece is a large winter muff in excellent 

condition used by Isabella Archibald Cowan or Mar-

garet Scott Cowan. A few quilts and quilt tops were 

also included in their donation, some of which ar-

rived here at DCHA already safely stored in archival 

boxes! 

 The donations have continued to “roll” in 

over the last year. As always DCHA is very grateful 

to all the generous donors who have decided to save 

their family heirlooms by gifting them to DCHA. 

Please be assured that each item is carefully cata-

loged and stored safely so that future generations will 

be able to enjoy the rich, vibrant and diverse history 

of Delaware County.  

Object Donations Continue to Roll In 

Murray Mayes in sailor suit, c. 1924 

 Enlarged from family photo above 

JoAnn Kaufman’s wedding dress on 

right, next to her great-great-

grandmother’s 1860s wedding dress 
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In Memoriam 
 

DCHA was saddened to learn of the 

passing of Delhi resident Mary Jane 

Henderson on February 14, 2021. A 

longtime volunteer and supporter of 

DCHA, she will be sorely missed.  

 In May 2020 Mary Jane shared 

the story of how she came to volunteer 

at DCHA: 
 

 In the early 1990s Helen Bramley, a library 

volunteer at DCHA suggested I become a library vol-

unteer too. I wasn’t sure how I could be of any assis-

tance in the library. She jokingly said to me “You 

know how to dust?” I replied, “Yes,” and that’s how 

I became a DCHA library volunteer. 

 While dusting shelves and checking labeled 

boxes, I discovered a small archival box containing a 

number of autograph albums. These albums of vari-

ous sizes and shapes had belonged to Delaware 

County families. Many of them were written in the 

1800s. I soon became completely caught up in my 

new venture – a true autograph album collector. 

 As my collection grew, I was now collecting 

Delaware County albums and albums from other lo-

calities. These small books held a wealth of infor-

mation. A new insight into the interrelationships 

within their communities. 
 

 This interest in autograph albums led Mary 

Jane to her first collaborative book with DCHA, For-

get Me Not: An Album of Memories, published in 

2002. Later she co-wrote & coordinated the book 

Hats Off: Notable Women of Delaware County, NY. 

 Mary Jane was a wonderful collaborator and 

always happy to share her spotlight with everyone 

who contributed to her books and her many projects. 

She was also a regular presenter at DCHA’s fourth- 

grade school programs held each June. She was a pre-

senter at the first program in its inaugural year in 

1996 and continued all the way to 2018.  

 
New Book Published   

 

Kortright Invites You Back 

Compiled by Margaret Kenyon. 

Explore the Town of Kortright 

through articles and images. Sub-

jects include: Kortright History, 

District Schools, Past and Present 

Businesses, Church, People from 

Kortright, and Veterans. $20.00 

 

Happiness 

 

“Happiness,” says one writer, “is a mosaic, composed of many smaller stones.” It is little acts of kindness, 

the little courtesies, the disposition to be accommodating, to be helpful, to be sympathetic, to be unselfish, 

to be careful not to wound the feelings, not to expose the sore spots, to be charitable of the weaknesses of 

others, to be considerate – these are the little things which, added up at night, are found to be the secret of 

a happy day. How much greater are all these than one great act of noteworthy goodness once a year! Our 

lives are made up of trifles; emergencies rarely occur. “Little things, unimportant events, experiences so 

small as to scarcely leave a trace behind, makes up the sum total of life.” And the one great thing in life is 

to do a little good to every one we meet. Ready sympathy, a quick eye and a little tact are all that is need-

ed.   

 From the Delaware Republican, May 15, 1909 

Toy Balloon Travels Fifty Miles an Hour 
 

R.J. Davies, who conducts a filling station at the 

easterly end of Main street [Delhi], released a toy 

balloon about 3 pm, July Fourth, on which was 

printed an advertisement of his business. On the 

following day he received a post card dated July 

4th, 7pm, Fire Island, Long Island, with the follow-

ing information: “A toy balloon with your address 

floated ashore here from Great South Bay at 7 pm, 

liberated by you at 3pm, this day. Thought I would 

let you know of its arrival so you might figure how 

long it was in transit. Signed Mrs. F. Stilwell.” 

The speed of this balloon must have averaged 

about 50 miles an hour.  

        From the Delaware Republican, July 16, 1927 
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Maple Recipes from DCHA’s Collections 

The following recipes are printed on the sides of the 

maple syrup cans pictured below. These cans were 

donated by Alice & Dorville Finkle in 2003 

 

Maple Syrup Custard 
2 eggs, well beaten 

Pinch of salt 

1 ½ cups milk 

½ cup MAPLE SYRUP 
 

Mix ingredients thor-

oughly, pour into but-

tered, individual baking 

dishes and set in a pan of 

hot water. Bake at 325 º 

until knife comes out clean. Chill. Makes 4. 

 

Maple Corn Muffins 

1 1/3 cups sifted flour 

2/3 cup cornmeal 

3 teaspoons baking powder 

½ teaspoon salt  

2 eggs 

2/3 cup milk 

1/3 cup MAPLE SYRUP 

½ cup melted shortening 
 

Sift dry ingredients together. 

Beat eggs in bowl, add milk, 

MAPLE SYRUP, and melted 

shortening. Blend dry ingredi-

ents in quickly to just moisten 

flour. Pour into 12 muffin tins 

and bake at 425º for about 20 

min. 

Maple Chiffon Pie or Pudding 

2 eggs 

1 ½ cup hot milk 

1 envelope Knox’s Gelatine 

1 cup MAPLE SYRUP 

¼ teaspoon salt 

½ teaspoon vanilla 

¼ cup chopped nuts (optional) 

½ cup whipping cream (optional) 

1 baked pie shell (for pie) 
 

Separate eggs. In top of double boiler add 

hot milk slowly to slightly beaten egg 

yolks. Cook until of custard consistency. 

Sprinkle gelatine on cold water. Add sof-

tened gelatine to custard mixture and stir until dis-

solved. Add MAPLE 

SYRUP and salt. 

Cool, and when mix-

ture begins to congeal 

fold in egg whites 

beaten stiff, vanilla, 

and nuts. Turn into 

serving glasses and 

chill. Serve with 

cream. OR turn into 

baked pie shell and 

top with whipped 

cream. Whipped 

cream may be folded 

into the final mixture 

of either recipe be-

fore chilling. Nuts     

add flavor and texture.  
Mrs. Harold Fisher at controls boiling down sap,  

East Masonville Pond, April 1967. 

DCHA Archives 

From the History of Delaware County  

by Jay Gould (1856):  
 

The chief employment of the settlers, during a por-

tion of the first year, was making maple–sugar, and 

indeed, I believe at the present time, that in no town 

of its size in the county is there so large a quantity, 

or fine a quality of maple–sugar manufactured. 

Richard B. Gibbs, Esq., of Harpersfield, the presi-

dent of the County Agricultural Society, informed 

me that he had made 3,000 pounds in one season.  

 I believe in Europe the maple–sugar does not 

abound, at least in Scotland; and it seems strange 

what ideas some of the early emigrants entertained 

of the manner in which it existed. While some imag-

ined the whole tree to be solid sugar, others had an 

idea of warm sugar, instead of sap oozing from the 

tree. An anecdote has been told me of one of Sco-

tia’s sons, an early pioneer to the county, and whose 

descendants are still numbered among her inhabit-

ants, which, although not strictly historical perhaps, 

nevertheless illustrates the idea suggested above. 

When questioned as to what would be his employ-

ment in his new wild home, he replied: “The making 

of maple–sugar, and if I find it a profitable business 

I intend to follow it the year round.” 
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In 1992 Wilma Nichol donated over 150 family dia-

ries, including those written by her grandfather An-

drew Littlejohn, her father James Nichol and her un-

cle Alex Nichol. They span almost 100 years of time 

from 1859 to 1957. Below is a transcript from James 

Nichol’s 1921 diary, original spelling and grammar 

maintained.  

 James Nichol (1865 – 1962) married Nellie 

(Nella in diary) Littlejohn (1869 – 1962) in 1896.  

They lived on Terry Clove, Hamden and had two 

daughters Bernice (b. 1903) and Wilma (b. 1904). 

James & family lived about a mile from his brother 

Alex and sister Liz, neither of whom married. Here is 

a glimpse of farm life in Hamden 100 years ago: 
 

Friday April 1, 1921 

Was cold this morning ground white with snow I was 

at work around the barn and doing the chores 

Shelled some corn afternoon 
 

Saturday, April 2 

I was at work around the place all day doing chores 

and put some shoes on the horses. Nella was up to 

Hamden with Mrs. Calhoun was a good day melted 

the snow all away. 
 

Sunday, April 3 

I took the milk was a nice bright day did the chores 

after I got back Were at home the rest of the day  
 

Monday, April 4 

I took the girls up to the Flyer was plowing along the 

road above the orchard Sowed some peas in the up-

per garden and planted some Potatoes Sowed some 

Lettuce radishes and onion Was very warm to day. 

Tuesday, April 5 

I was plowing and do-

ing chores today 

Skinned a calf Was 

very warm the mercury 

stood at 80º at five 

Oclock tonight in the 

sun 
 

Wednesday, April 6 

I was plowing stubble 

all forenoon. Was 

planting Potatoes all 

the afternoon 
 

Thursday, April 7 

I took the milk and drew out the manure drew down 3 

½ tons lime from Geo Nealeys car at Hawleys Pd $26 

for 3 ½ tons Was a good day a little cooler 
 

Friday, April 8 

I took Nella up to the Flyer She went to Walton I 

planted 3 more rows of Potatoes and put up six bags 

of Potatoes and took them to Walton brought Nella 

and the girls home Was cooler today 
 

Saturday, April 9 

I went out and planted 4 more rows of potatoes and it 

came on rain I did the chores. Nella and I went up to 

Hamden awhile this afternoon 
 

Sunday, April 10 

We were around home all day I was doing the chores 

R.P. Littlejohn and Family were here awhile in the 

afternoon Was a cold air today 
 

Monday, April 11 

I took the milk Wilma went to School 

Bernice was in bed with the cold I was 

plowing awhile in the afternoon after I 

got the chores done Was a hard frost 

this morning cold wind all day.  
 

Tuesday, April 12 

Was a hard frost again this morning I 

was plowing awhile in the forenoon 

and done up the chores and plowed a 

while in the afternoon Was a good day 

Bernice was up around the house to-

day 
 

 
 

100 Years Ago: A Hamden Farm Diary 

James Nichol  

The Utica Flyer on the O&W Railway’s Walton – Delhi Branch Line, 1916. 

From Harold Mason Collection, DCHA Archives 
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Wednesday, April 13 

I was plowing all the time I had to day beside doing 

the chores was a very good day 
 

Thursday, April 14 

I was plowing again in the forenoon drew out the ma-

nure at noon finished the field plowing about three 

Oclock … the cow Bug Eye came in today heifer calf.  
 

Friday, April 15 

I took the milk got 10 & fd seed? Cleaned the stables 

before noon went to Walton after Wilma took three 

bags potatoes got some plaster for the house Bernice 

was in bed all day throat very sore.  
 

Saturday, April 16 

Alex came down and fixed the scraper D.M. Brown 

came and put on a patch of plaster about eleven 

Oclock and he stayed to dinner got through about 

2PM I did the chores afterwards sent a heifer calf up 

to Hamden Will  Roger S.J. Lewis 
 

Sunday, April 17 

Rained most of the 

night Grass green and 

growing look as good 

as it usually does at 

May 1st the pear tree in 

the orchard blossomed 

out white plum trees 

white  We were at 

home Bernice still in 

bed with sore throat 
 

Monday, April 18 

Was a stormey day 

snowed and melted all 

day I was doing chores 

and mixing feed to day Wilma did not go to School 

Bernice still in bed 
 

Tuesday, April 19 

I took the milk was a good day was doing the chores 

after I got back Wilma went to School to day Bernice 

was up around the house today.  
 

Wednesday, April 20 

I did the chores early and Nella and I went up to 

Hamden to D.K. Almiers Sale got back and sowed the 

rest of the Onion seed before chore time was a good 

day.  
 

Thursday, April 21 

I was doing chores around the place all forenoon put 

a load of wood in the wood house drew two loads of 

stone from the oat ground in the afternoon 
 

Friday, April 22 

I drew down load of stone and drew out the manure 

Took three bags of Potatoes and Nella and I went to 

Walton after Wilma Was a good day. 
 

Saturday, April 23 

Was wet this morning I took the milk Nella went to 

Hamden with me was at work around the barn doing 

chores and mixing feed all the afternoon Rained hard 

awhile 
 

Sunday, April 24 

Was a nice day we were at home Ales Salton and wife 

were here today 
 

Monday, April 25 

The swallows came today The girls went to School 

again this morning I was drawing stone from the Po-

tato and millet ground 

was very warm I 

turned topsoil in the 

pasture the grass in 

the meadows is as 

good as it usually is 

May 1st. 
 

Tuesday, April 26 

I was dragging on the 

oat ground all the time 

I had to day was a 

very warm day.   

James Nichol on wagon in 

front of his barn with Andrew 

Littlejohn, his father-in-law, 

holding horse “Tobey” 

Wilma and Bernice, daughters of James Nichol  
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Those who knew James Kelly thought highly of the 

62-year-old Irish woodcutter and his family. Friends 

and neighbors in the hamlet of Horton, Delaware 

County, NY, described the Kellys as “very poor peo-

ple and illiterate,” who managed to always “[have] a 

good reputation as far as honesty was concerned.” 

Born to Irish parents in England, James Kelly arrived 

in New York at age three. He later married and had 

three children; Catherine (Katie), Anna, and Thomas. 

Catherine and Thomas remained in New York, the 

latter working as a farmer.  

Despite the Kelly family’s reputation for in-

tegrity and diligence, they suffered one “great vice”: 

drink. Locals knew James 

Kelly as “a man who would go 

on a spree about every pay 

day,” often spending his wag-

es on grain alcohol or whis-

key. On Saturday, February 

18th, 1911, Kelly’s drink of 

choice was grain alcohol, fla-

vored with a bit of peppermint 

oil to soften the intoxicant’s 

harsh aftertaste. Kelly pur-

chased two quarts of the liquid 

from a Jewish storekeeper in 

nearby Parksville, Sullivan 

County, for $1.00. Ordinarily 

the alcohol cost 75 cents, but 

Kelly paid the extra 25 cents 

to have the peppermint flavor-

ing added. After all, it was for a 

special occasion.  

James Kelly brought the alcohol to a family 

reunion held at his son Thomas Kelly’s home that 

Sunday. In attendance were James and Thomas, their 

wives, and James’ daughter Catharine and her hus-

band, Thomas Harvey, and several other family 

members and children. The Kellys enjoyed meat, 

freshly churned ice cream, and the peppermint fla-

vored alcohol, which Thomas Kelly allowed his chil-

dren to sample. Shortly after imbibing, “the entire 

company [was] taken violently ill and were also 

stricken blind.” With the nearest neighbors two miles 

away, no one in the Kelly family could find the 

strength to seek help. At 5:00 that evening, James 

Kelly “died in great agony,” followed shortly by his 

daughter-in-law, Mrs. Thomas Kelly, and his son-in-

law, Thomas Harvey.  

A few days later, concerned neighbors arrived 

to check on the family only to find three dead and the 

rest “still blind and suffering great agony.” The local 

physician, coroner, District Attorney, and Sheriff ar-

rived, and all who had tasted the poison liquid were 

not expected to survive. Newspapers across New 

York picked up the story of the three tragic deaths, 

with some incorrectly reporting that Thomas Kelly 

and several others had also died.  

Thomas Kelly, who had lost his father, wife, 

and brother-in-law, was alive, but suffering from 

blindness, vomiting, and severe abdominal pain. 

Kelly testified to witnesses that it was indeed the pep-

permint-flavored alcohol that 

caused the party to fall vio-

lently ill, noting that those 

who abstained were not af-

fected. Examination of the 2-

quart bottle revealed that the 

mixture contained 85% grain 

alcohol and 15% wood alco-

hol. The doctor determined 

that the deaths were caused by 

“acute wood alcohol poison-

ing.” The local officials were 

unable to determine how 

highly toxic wood alcohol 

ended up in the drink sold to 

James Kelly. The proprietor 

of the “Jew shop” that sold 

the liquid, Michael Reubin, 

fled the state after the incident 

before he could be questioned, leaving the truth of the 

matter up for speculation. Several days later, another 

local newspaper reported that Thomas Kelly was re-

covering, noting that “his sight has come back and 

the vomiting ceased,” while the neighbors continued 

to care for his children. His sister Catharine also re-

covered, now a widow left with six children to care 

for. Both siblings later remarried and lived into their 

60s, unlikely survivors of a tragic accidental poison-

ing.  
 

Sources used for this article: 

United States Federal Census 1880 & 1900.  

Catskill Mountain News, Feb. 24, 1911. 

Catskill Mountain News, March 3, 1911.  

The Walton Reporter, March 4, 1911.  

Delaware County Marriage Records, 1847-1849, 1907-1936. 

Republican Watchman (Monticello, NY), Feb. 24, 1911. 

     History Corner      
Dangerous Drinks: Wood Alcohol Consumption in Horton, NY by Samantha Misa 

From the 1920 Newsletter on Sight Conservation 

https://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=61377
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