
Mysteries 2013
Work in local history constantly uncovers traces of people and 
places once familiar but now unknown.  One question leads to 
another...sometimes across an ocean, sometimes close to home. 
Such a mystery can start with a single clue. 

The Butler
Samuel D. Mandell’s “History of Houses in Aurora” includes a 
note on the Robert L. Zabriskie House (now Shakelton’s Funeral 
Home): “German Butler Drowned, March 11, 1905.” 
No name or other details were given but bit by bit other pieces of 
the puzzle came to light. 



Dr. Albert Leffingwell’s diary 
for March 1905 commented 
with shock on the sudden loss 
of the young butler who had 
served him at Robert’s dinner 
party just a few days earlier. 

The back of this postcard reads:
“Standing - Joseph    ? , German 
butler of Alonzo Zabriskie [sic], 
drowned from the ice back of 
the Inn
Seated - Frederick Michael 
Müller, father of Lansing 
Miller.” 



It took quite a bit of sleuthing to find 
newspaper accounts of the tragedy. The 
reporters all had trouble with his name.  

“The Auburn Bulletin,” Monday, March 13, 1905

From “The Watkins Democrat,” Thursday March 23, 1905.

However, another paper’s short note 
called him Joseph Hirsch Vogel. 
Records for St. Patrick’s Cemetery 
include Joseph Hirschvogel, March 19, 
1888-March 12, 1905; Joseph died a 
week before his 17th birthday. The 
record adds that he was the son of A. 
and Anna Hirschvogel of Rosenheim. 



But as it happens, the Rosenheim 
archives hold the work of the early 
twentieth century photographer 
Simson, and this fine photograph was 
labeled “Hirschvogel.”  Did young 
Joseph leave a picture with his family 
before embarking for America? Is it 
the same youth? What do you think?

An e-mail to the mayor of 
Rosenheim brought a 
re p l y f ro m t h e c i t y 
archivist. The archivist 
had no record of the 
family, and suggested that 
Joseph was from the 
surrounding rural region. 
A country lad might well 
see work in America as a 
great adventure. 



The House
The next mystery began with a photograph from our collection.  The  men 
are carpenters and workmen about to build a house. Many of their faces 
are familiar from other old photos, so we know them to be Aurora men. 
But when was this taken?  Who are they?  And where are they?



“When” was easiest to decide.  Electricity 
came to the village in 1895, and there are 
electric poles and wires in the background, so 
it was after 1895. The bowler hats and caps 
might put it at 1900-1910 or a little later.  

“Where” was more difficult. 
The house in the immediate 
background doesn’t look like 
any current Village house.  
Members of the Aurora 
Historical Society proposed, 
a n d c h e c k e d o u t , t w o 
possibilities for the house 
dimly seen on the right. The 
building on the left might 
decide between the choices.



There are not very many 
brick buildings in Aurora. If 
the frame house on the right 
is Riford house, then the 
brick building would be 
Wallcourt.  But Wallcourt 
wasn’t built until 1910, and 
Robert Zabriskie’s house 
(1903-4) had long since 
replaced the older house on 
the same site.

Another possibility for the 
large brick building is the 
Library, built in 1899. The 
border between floors, the 
deep foundation and the 
railing seem right, but the 
dormer seems to project 
more than it should.



If it is the Library, that would make the 
building on the right the Arms-Avery house, 
a very old one two doors from the Library. 
In that case the workmen would be building 
a house for Martin Maloney Jr., around 
1914, on the lot just south of the District 
School (today “Aurora Arts and Design.”)

But what is the white house behind them?  
The two-chimney style suggests 1820-1840; 
the porch and bay window are closer to 
1860s in style. Is this Maloney’s earlier 
house, moved from Sherwood in 1848, with 
additions by the sculptor Erastus Dow 
Palmer, who rented it in the 1850s?

For now, that’s as close as we have gotten - 
except for the two tall young men half-
seated on the wood.  They are brothers: 
John and Eugene Maloney.



The Housekeeper
The third mystery began with a house and has taken off on the byway of 
one of its inhabitants.

In 1838, at the age of 55, Peter Fort bought the house begun by Daniel 
Shepard and finished by his son Charles Shepard in 1819 (above; 
today known as the Peter Fort house).  Fort, son of a Revolutionary 
War soldier, sought and found his fortune in New Orleans, where he 
served with Andrew Jackson in the War of 1812.



Peter Fort never married.   
Sometime in the 1840s he 
brought to Aurora as his 
housekeeper Mrs. Mary E. 
(Cromwell) Devoe, a widow 
with two children, William 
and Mary Ann, still at 
home.  Fort seems have 
known Mrs. Devoe from his 
y e a r s i n H a r l e m ; 
apparently he was able to 
conduct his New Orleans 
business from New York. 

Fort and Devoe appear in a 
set of photographs circa 
1860, when Fort was about 
77 and Mrs. Devoe in her 
early or mid-60s. 

Peter Fort Mrs Devoe



M o s t p h o t o g r a p h s o f 
women in the 1860s are 
posed face to the camera, 
often seated with hands 
folded.  What a dramatic 
c o n t r a s t M r s . D e v o e 
presents! She was vain 
enough to add only two 
y e a r s t o t h e a g e s h e 
reported to census-takers in 
1850 and 1860 - but in 
addition there seems to be a 
c e r t a i n d e f i a n c e a n d 
toughness in her expression 
that is difficult to read.
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A NOTABLE WILL CONTEST. 
THE STRUGGLE FOR THE POSSESSION OF THE 
PROPERTY OF THE LATE PETER FORT, OF 
AURORA, N. Y. 
We herewith present a portrait of Peter fort, 

Aa old and well-known cltUen of Cayuga County, 
who died on the 2d of October last In Aurora. Mr. 
Fort's history is Interesting, and now that there 
Is considerable excitement created in Caynga 
County by a legal contest over hie will it will not 
be Inappropriate to relate the history both of the 
man and the will. Mr. Fort's ancestors were 
among the Huguenots who were driven by relig-
ious persecution from France to Holland. The 
original name was Le Foit, bnt in Holland it was 
changed to Fort. Three brothers came to America 
years ago, one settling at Eaopus, now Kingston, 
one at Schodack, and one in Georgia, Peter 
Fort's father, Major Abraham Fort, was a descen-
dant of the one who settled at Esopns, and was a 
soldier in the war for independence. Peter Fort 
was born November 37,1788, in Poughkeepsle, 
and was one of eleven children, all of whom be 
survived. He remembered the flret steamboat, the 
Clermont, as she made her trial trip up the Hud-
son, He thus describes It: 

Long before it came in sight we could bear it. 
and it sounded like a mill grinding, and indeed 
we thought at first that one bad become detached 
from the shore and floated away with the tld J. 
The wheels had no covers of paddle-boxes, and 
made a great noise. 

Am.nir his friends were Governor Clinton, whom 
he knew from boyhood, Paul Scbenck, Valentine 
Baker, and Henry A. Livingston. In 1799 Peter 
Fort went to New York to seek his fortune, 

x going down the river in a sailing vessel. He 
stayed In New York until 1806, when he went to 
New Orleans, where he entered the firm of Fort A 
Co., wholesale grocers. In 1814 he joined Captain 
Bea's company of rifles, an independent organiza-
tion of sixty-three men, under the immediate 
orders of General Jackson. Mr. Fort survived 
every other member of the company. He took 
part in the battle ot New Orleans, and in bis old 
age related all the incidents of that remarkable 
engagement wub great gusto, in 1888, when 
fifty-five years old, he moved to Aurora. On the 
farm he bought .was the house where the Rev. 
Theodore Cuyler was born. Mr. Fort converted 
it into a barn, and as such it is used to the pres-
ent day. Re was never married, and never con-
nected himself with any churcL, though he was a 
Christian in principle and action. In September 
last he fell and broke his hip bone, which resulted 
inbU death on the 2d ot October last. It was 

calculated that hla estate mas worth 

and the following la tbs signature to the oodicu 
dated July, 1876: 

The protestanta are endeavoring to prove the 
points claimed in the protect, and the testimony 
thus far has created a good deal of excitement in 
Aurora and vicinity. 

THE HARVARD COLLEGE FIRE. 

On this page is an illustration of Hollia Hall, 
Harvard College, as it appears after the fire ol last 
Wednesday. This was the first fire of any magni-
tude at the college since the burning of Harvard 
Hall in 1704, the year after Hollia hall was built. 
When first discovered the fire waa in the rear and 
attic of the building, which was four stories In 
height, and before they could be reached they 
made good headway. Great damage was done to 
the moms of the Pi Eta Society, where nearly 
everything was destroyed. The rooms had been 
recently newly decorated and refurnished, and 
were a source of great pride to the society, who 
lose about $8,000. After a hard fight the firemen 
managed to extincrish the flames, but not. before 
they had damaged the building frou 815,000 to 
818,000. All the students in the building removed 
their furniture, and more damage was occasioned 
because of excitement than would have been sus-
tained had the articles been left in the building. 
The students lose from $3,000 to $5,000. Thus 
was no Insurance on tbe building. 

TIMELY TOPICS. 

Pennsylvania makes a fair school exhibit. She 
has 17,002 SCJOOIS. 19,880 teachers, and 890,078 
pupils. She pays her teachers $4,746,875, and the 
total coat of her schools labt year WUB $9,254,656. 
The Superintend jut says the Bible waa read in 
14,500 schools hit year, but objections multiply, 
and the question in that as in other States is what 
to do about it. President Urant has answered 
that question in the most effectual way. Give the 
schools to secular education, and leave religion to 
home and the church, where it belongs. 

TELEGRAPH-POLE DISASTER AT THE CORNER OF WOOSTER AND CANAL STREETS YESTERDAY MORNING. 
[FROM A SKETCH BT OUB 8PKCIAL ARTIST.] 

John T. Drew is in Washington, and claims to 
have " discovered important new evidence in the 
matter" of Schuyler Colfax's alleged connection 
with Credit Mobilier. founded on " statements of 

PETER FORT, THE TESTATOR. PETER FORT'S LATE RESIDENCE AT AURORA, N. T. 
[Prom a Photograph by Fowler, Auburn, N. T.] [ From a Photograph by Ernsberger & Ray, Auburn, N. Y.I 
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flCO.CCO, but since his death it transpire 
that hla property hat dwindled to far 
below that sum, and that $20,000 will be 
nearer the correct figure. A codicil to his will 
bearing date of July 27, 1875, la produced, by 
which the remnant of the property of the deceased 
goea into tbe possession of the housekeeper, Mrs. 
Mary Devoe, between whom and the deceased no 
tie of consangntnlt} existed, and one nephew, 
Edward Pierson, of Fairfield, Ct.; whereas the 
will itself stipulated that the estate should be 
equally shared among the lawful heirs. When 
the document was presented for probate to Surro-
gate Davie at his office in Auburn, Mr. C. Au-
gustus Haviland, of Chicago, editor of 
the Otm oj the Wot magazine, and Isaac 
P. Thompson, of PerrysburF, O., a nephew 
of Mr. Fort, appeared to conteat tbe 
will. The principal pointa in the protect are 
that on the date when the codicil was made Peter 
Fort was not of sound mind, and not competent 
to make his will; that what purpoits to be the 
codicil to said last whl and testament wa* not duly 
and legally executed according to law ; that 
through the Influence, arts, and Intrigues of per-
sons by whom he wan surrounded the mind of 
Mr. FbrtVas poisoned against certain of his rela-
tives, and by false if nresentattons of those exer-
cising a controlling influence over him his mind 
was impaired, and he waa rendered incompetent 
10 make such disposition of his property aa he 
had contemplated, and was incapable of 
making a will or a codicil to a wUl ; that 
the execution of tbe papers by Mr. Port was 
procured by undne influence, and also by 
fraud, false representations, impositions, circum-
vention, and coercion, practised upon him by 
certain legatees and devisees, or by some persons 
at their instance. Tha contestants also claim that 
tha signature of the codicil la a forgery. Tbe 
following is a faoalmfle of the signature to the 
v ia bearing date of December, 1874. 

\ 

the executors of the Ames estate.'* It will he re-
memoered that Drew testified that Oaken Ames 
told him Colfax did not have any of the money. 
Ames subsequently testified that he paid the three 
checks to Keliey, Colfax, and Garfield, whose 
initials they bore. Tbere will be some curiosity 
to kuow if Ames has confessed to any trickery of 
his own. 

For the last year the price of kerosene and coal 
oil has been steadily rising. This is not owing to 
increased productions but to increased consump-
tion. The exasperation following the payment of 
extortionate gas bills has resulted In tbe substitu-
tion of kerosene in thousands of manufactories, 
stores, and private leeidences in all our large 
cities. People will not quietly submit to cor-
porate greed if there be any means of escape. 
The kerosene, rebellion in Brooklyn is widespread, 
and is encroaching every day upon the former 
territory of the gas company.. 

THE BURNING OF HOLLIS HALL, HARVARD UNIVERSITY, CAMBRIOGE, MASS., LAST WEDNESDAY EVENING 
ffftOtt A A F t C U L SKKTCH AMD PITOTOQRAPHS « T (). 1 . W A R M S , BOSTON AMD CAMBKIDOKPOnT.) 

Something miiBt be done. This crasy business 
is getting «'played out." Of course a man is 
craxy If he commits murder, or places anybjdy'i 
life in jeopardy. But society must be protected 
against the lunatic, even if it has to kill the 
lunatic. The force of circumetancea will compel 
legislators to review this whole question of crime 
and capital punishment: and, among other re-
forms, it Is to be hoped that the brutal relic of 
the past—the gallows—will be abolished. It I* * 
hideous and cruel method of punishment and a 
disgrace to civillaatlon. But it does not fol-
low that death should not be resorted to 
as a punishment in extreme cases; only 
if the penalty of death la to be imposed on the 
grossest kind of malefactors, let It be in some 
scientific form, such aa modern experience can 
readily devise. Voltaire's anecdote about ths 
shipwrecked traveller has lost none of Its force. 
The man was cast destitute upon a barren, un-
known shore, ana wandered about in great gloom 
and distress of mind until he came to a gailowa, 
when he exdaimed, " Thank God, 1 am in a 
Christian country!" It la a scandal to a Christiaa 
eommunPy that this atrocious punishment should 
be Inflicted even oa the wont clasaeaof criminals. 

In 1875, upon Fort’s death at age 
91, Mrs. Devoe moved to the 
center of a case involving his will.

The Daily Graphic, New York, Jan. 29, 1876

Devoe and Pierson won the estate, 
which turned out to be small.  In 
1881, they sold Fort’s house to 
Edwin B. Morgan, who gave it to 
Wells College.  And Mrs. Devoe 
disappeared, except for a date of 
death recorded by Henry A. 
Morgan: 1887.
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Do you love a mystery?  Please e-mail the Village Historian, lschwab@wells.edu, for the day 
and time of the next meeting of the Aurora Historical Society.

Linda Schwab, historian, thanks Judy Furness (Town Historian), Linda Kabelac, Ginger Johnson, Nick Bogel-Burroughs, 
Catherine Burroughs, Marie Clements, Bill Maloney and all the members of AHS for their contributions to these stories.


