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Mark Twain Traces 

By Linda Williams 

In September 2020, the Tioga County Courier published, ñSam Clem-
ens Comes to Townò, by Dr. Edward Reid, an engaging story about 
the only time the famous humorist came to Owego. 

The article prompted this researcher to look through the Museumôs 
archives to see if there were any traces of Samuel Clemens or ñMark 
Twainò in them éand there are! 

COVID closings and other restrictions put further research on hold, 
but given the Victorian flavor of the current museum exhibits, it 
seems appropriate now to take another look at Samuel Clemensô visit. 
After all, the writerôs lifetime (1835-1910) spanned the Victorian era 
and more. 

Samuel Clemens came to Owego on January 4, 1870, traveling on the 
Erie railroad from Elmira with his fianc®e, Olivia Langdon. He was 
scheduled to give the lecture, ñOur Fellow Savages of the Sandwich Is-
landsò, which recounted his adventures in what is now the state of Ha-
waii. Clemens was near the end of his grueling 14-month speaking tour 
through the Northeast. 

The lecture was to be given at the newly rebuilt Wilson Hall at 27 Lake 
St. This building, also called the Wilson Opera House, was the entertain-
ment center of Owego of the time. Photos in the Museumôs collection 
show the building as having a wide staircase at street level that led to the 
performance space above. Clemensô appearance was sponsored by the 
YMCA of Owego, which had advertised in advance in the Owego Times 
and the Owego Gazette. 

Both papers praised the performance in their January 6, 1870 editions. The Times said, 
ñMark made his mark at Wilson Halléò, and the Gazette, reported ñé all went away satis-
fied, after an hour of side-splitting laughter.ò 
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It has been six months 

since I assumed the role of 

Executive  Director of the 

Tioga County Historical 

Society.  In that time, I 

have just begun to get my 

footings around the muse-

um, its staff and volunteers,  

and the many issues it faces 

ð both present and future. 

There is a true sense of ca-

maraderie here, as we have 

worked together to design and open six exhibits.  They 

range from dollhouses, Victorian furnishings, powder 

horns, a history of American coinage, and our imaginary 

train ride around the county to find the unique things 

manufactured in nearly every community. 

Most of these exhibits will remain up through the middle 

of  October  and then the mayhem that is O Tanenbaum 

will take over as it is installed for a mid-November open-

ing. 

If you haven't been to the museum ever or for a while, 

consider stopping by.  We are proud of our collection 

and our accomplishments.  We have been selected by the 

Chamber of Commerce for the Non-Profit Spotlight for 

April.  Our grand piano is being moved back to its origi-

nal home in the main gallery so that more music pro-

grams can be held in the space with great acoustics  Our 

monthly programs for April, May, and June are now set 

and listed later in this newsletter. 

There is a momentum of  change ð or more accurately, 

a renewal.  My vision for the next five years is to build 

the addition that was planned a few years ago, and move 

our collection to the upper level and well above the flood 

line of 2011.  I want to build a strong financial operation 

for the museum.  That means, that I will be out and about 

the community and beyond looking for your support.   

We are moving toward a future, and how rosy that pic-

ture is depends on all of us.   

Gerry SmithðExecutive Director 

From the Director 
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Samuel and Olivia retraced their journey that 
night, and that ends their Tioga County visit. 
In 1873, Clemensôs novel about the Victorian 
era, ñThe Gilded Ageò was published, and in 
1876 a dramatization of it was performed at 
Wilson Hall. 

The Museum 
has an exten-
sive collec-
tion of Victo-
rian era scrap-
books, and 
one of these 
has a ñMark 
Twainô auto-
graph in it, 
along with the 
signatures of 
5 American 
presidents. 
Collecting au-
tographs was 
popular in this 

era, and prominent people were deluged with 
requests. Clemens was a scrapbook enthusiast 
himself, and went so far as to receive a patent 
for the ñMark Twain Scrapbookò in 1873.This 
was a scrapbook with pre-glued pages meant 
to be moistened just enough to attach clip-
pings to the pages. The Museum is fortunate to 
own one of these. The scrapbooks were availa-
ble until about 1914, and were financially suc-
cessful. 

The Museum also has in its collection a 
framed letter from Samuel Clemens to Owego 
lawyer Henry E. Barrett. It is dated April 20, 
1894, and reads ñI do óaccept it in the spirit in 
which it is sentô and thank you sincerely, too.ò 
It was sent to Barrett from the Playerôs Club 
of New York City, but whatever was sent re-
mains a mystery. 

A check written and endorsed by Samuel 
Clemens is also part of the Museumôs collec-
tion. It was drawn on a New York City bank 
on January 12, 1901, and was donated by a 

member of Jervis Langdonôs family. Jervis 
was a nephew of Olivia Clemens. 

Donations from the Sidney Kingman East-
wood estate (1890-1966) include interesting 
connections to Samuel Clemens. Eastwood, an 
Owego native, was an editor and avid book 
collector. The Museum has a first edition 
(1871) of ñMark Twainôs Autobiography and 
First Romanceò from the Eastwood estate. 
This work is a small book which purports to 
tell the story of various ñTwainò ancestors. 
This donation also includes a letter from Jean 
Clemens to Eastwood written in 1909. Jane 
ñJeanò Clemens was Clemenôs daughter, who 
had moved in with her widowed father to act 
as his secretary. The letter concerns an edition 
of the ñAutobiographyò. Tragically, Jan died 
shortly after the letter was written. 

The final Clemens piece is also from the East-
wood donation.. It is a letter written in 1919 to 
Eastwood from Albert Bigelow Paine. Paine 
was Clemenôs literary executer, and once 
again concerns an edition of the 
ñAutobiographyò. 

Samuel Clemens may only have set foot in 

Owego for a few hours, but through the Muse-

umôs collections we can add to our under-

standing of the man and his times. 
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Tioga County Historical Society  

Programs  

 

The Tioga County Historical Society is proud to announce the return of monthly pro-

grams.  The programs (unless otherwise announced ) will be held on the third Satur-

day of each month at 2:00 PM.  The programs are open and free to the public. 

 

Saturday, April 20 at 2:00 PM: 

 A History of Diners 

  Presented by Mike Engle who has been researching diners for over 20 

years, documenting over 1,500 diners, whether they were open, closed or even in 

museums. He is the co-author of Diners of New York, published in 2008 as a travel 

book, and Diners of the Great Lakes which documents the builders and operation of 

diners in the greater Great Lakes region.  

Saturday, May 18 at 2:00 PM: 

 A History of Iroquois Bead Work 

  Presented by Dolores Elliott, Head of the Iroquois Studies Association.  

She has the largest bead work collection in the country and will share the story be-

hind the history of this craft from the Haudenosaunee.  

Saturday, June 8, 2024 at 2:00 PM 

 Spanning Time: Some personal stories make the news 

  Presented by Gerry Smith, Executive Director, Tioga County Historical So-

ciety.  After writing more than 500 columns for the Press & Sun-Bulletin for 11 years, 

hear about some that hit closer to home and his life than most. 

Saturday, July 20 at 2:00 PM 

 The Flood of 72 

  Presented by Brian Frey, Emmy-award winning producer at WSKG Public 

Media as he discusses his documentary on Hurricane Agnes and how it affected this 

region. 
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On March 8, 1851, there was a convergence of eligi-

ble village voters at the Tioga County Courthouse, 

who were there to participate in the matter of pur-

chasing land within the village, so to plot out a plan 

for a proper burial ground. Village President Thomas 

Farrington, called the meeting to order, which was 

followed by the village clerk William F. Warner 

having read as quoted by the Owego Advertiser on 

March 13, 1851, that ñA notice, with proof of the 

publication of the same, as required by an act of the 

Legislature of the State of New York, entitled ñan act 

in relation to cemeteries in incorporated villages, 

passed March 7, 1847ò. Once the act had been read 

aloud to the village trustees and the attending voters, 

a motion was passed, thus directing the village lead-

ers to purchase some suitable land for the burial 

needs of the dearly deceased. An examination for an 

appropriate site would begin immediately, and it was 

determined that those in attendance would reconvene 

one week later when the leaders would present their 

actions. For reasons unknown, the involved parties 

did not re-gather until May 2, 1851, whereas the ones 

charged with having chosen a potential location to 

bury the dead were to present their finding to those in 

attendance.  

The Owego Gazette on May 1st stated that ñEvery 

citizen who feels an interest in the selection of 

grounds for a resting place for the dead, should en-

deavor to be at this meeting, as various propositions 

will be submitted, and various lots proposedò. Prior 

to having surrendered their leadership roles to their 

newly elected replacements, the outgoing village trus-

tees agreed too, then purchased from George L. Tal-

cott a piece of ground, eleven and one fifth acres in 

size, for nine hundred and fifty-two dollars. In the 

Owego Gazette on June 19, 1851, the burying ground 

location was described as ñThe lot lays on the moun-

tain directly north of the village, running down to the 

brow of the same, and extending back so as to take in 

a ravine, which, all acquainted in Owego have no-

ticed just above the Mansion House; & commanding 

a most magnificent view of every part of our beautiful 

village, and of the fine river lands and of course the 

Rail Road for several miles in either direction at the 

East and Westò. The then newly acquired peaceful 

spot of land for the resting of the dead is known as 

section 4, just to the right side of the road as visitors 

ascend at the plateau of the cemeteries steep entrance. 

As a note of interest, it was not until March of 1852, 

that the appropriate name of ñEvergreenò was chosen 

for the selected landscape for the burial of the locally 

deceased.  

As some villagers laid out their savings on desired 

chosen plots of prime real estate for their afterlife, 

most were planning for their future demise, while 

others were in search of a spot for immediate use. 

While examining the index list of Evergreen Ceme-

tery burial records, I located a handful of entries for 

1851, with only the names of those who passed and 

the year of except for one. On July 9, 1851, Simeon 

Marquart and his wife Charlotte were mourning the 

death of their 9-year-old daughter, Margaret Mar-

quart, their oldest of three children. After having 

purchased plot 2, in section 4, they laid to rest possi-

The Key to Eternity if Often Through a Vault 

By John Ricklefs 

tƻƛƴǝƴƎ ǝ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ǾŀǳƭǘΦ   
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bly the very first angelsô soul to grace the newly hal-

low burial ground, overlooking the village.  

As the years went on and the cemetery grounds need-

ed to be expanded upon, a call arose for what one vil-

lage resident described as, some sort of reception / 

holding vault, for the remains of those that passed 

during the winter months when the passage to the top 

of the Evergreen mountain, was virtually impossible 

to ascend on account of snow and ice, or, when a 

more convenient time was available to lay their loved 

ones to rest. In the Owego Times on April 22, 1858, 

one resident (AKA: The ñTAX-PAYERò) recom-

mended a few suggestions for making an Evergreen 

Cemetery experience more pleasurable for visitors 

and for those in a permanent placement position. 

First, the writer suggested that the village leadership 

continue to improve upon the main access road on 

account of its rugged steepness for ñThe access is not 

as easy as might 

be desired; but 

in a few years, 

with such im-

provements as 

are now going 

on, the road will 

be very easily 

traversed, and 

all, I think, will 

then unite with 

me in saying 

that the selec-

tion of this 

beautiful spot to 

bury our dead, 

was just the 

place to deposit them, and where we may feel that 

they are secure from desecration, and at rest until 

called forth on the final dayò.  

The focus point of the next paragraph in the letter of 

recommendations pertains to the key point of this ar-

ticle. During the colonial period, it was a common 

practice throughout the harsh winter months after a 

loved oneôs passing, to keep their remains until the 

grounds were suitable for the committal to take place. 

Root cellars on account of being partially or fully 

constructed below ground level were ideal for keep-

ing some foods from freezing in the winter by use of 

an appropriate climate-controlled temperature tech-

nique, which also came in handy for the storage of a 

passed-on loved ones remains to prevent decay. At 

some point during the early to mid-19th century, a less 

morbid solution was structurally designed for the 

containment of the dead, when the weather hampered 

an appropriate and honorary burial for the deceased. 

Referred to as a Dead House, or a Corpse House, the 

need for a reception vault at Evergreen Cemetery as it 

appears, became a necessity, as storage for the villag-

es deceased until they could be properly interred. 

ñLet me call the attention of all interestedðand who 

is not? ðto the necessity of a Reception Vault at the 

base of the hill. It does not seem right or proper to 

request persons owning private vaults to open their 

burial places to receive the remains of our friends. 

Would it not be better for our authorities to build a 

Reception Vault? Then we should all feel willing, 

and, by right, would have the privilege, to deposit the 

remains of our departed friends in a proper and con-

venient place, until such time as we see fit to remove 

them to their final resting placeò. 

It appears that as usual, some concerns and proposals 

are often tabled until time allows for a full examina-

tion, for it was not until the villages Annual Meeting 

on January 4, 1859, that any resolution was passed 

that would finance the construction of the vault. It 

was stated at that meeting that an $150 was to be sin-

gly raised for the purpose of building the reception 

vault. There were challenges though as to how the 

funds would become available, as some felt the mon-

ies should have legally been extracted from the meet-

ing approved $1,000 general spending funds, which 

caused the approval of the vault funding, to be tabled. 

A notice was hereby given ñThat a meeting of the 

taxable inhabitants of said village will be held at the 

VILLAGE HALL, of said village, on Saturday, the 

fifth day of February next (1859), at six and a half 

oôclock in the afternoon, for the purpose of raising, 

by tax on said village, said sum above ($150) estimat-

ed as necessary to be raised, or such smaller sum as 

this meeting shall direct, for the purposes aforesaidò. 

It was also stated in that announcement, that the fund-

ing to be approved was for the purpose ñTo build a 

public or reception vault upon the Cemetery or bury-

¢ƘƻƳŀǎ YŜŜƭŜǊΣ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

ǾŀǳƭǘΦ 
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ing groundò, and that it was left to the taxpayers to 

cover the full cost of, as the approved $1,000 in gen-

eral funds were needed to cover debts and expenses. 

As Winter passed into Spring, and Summer into Fall, 

itôs apparent that the pace of completing a task de-

pended on the urgency of the matter, or possibly, the 

time needed to pass the buck onto the village taxpay-

ers.  

On October 3, 1859, a matter was resolved during the 

village trustees meeting, authorizing President John 

J. Taylor, to begin receiving proposals for the con-

struction of the Evergreen Cemetery Reception Vault, 

as according to, agreed upon design specifications. 

Two weeks later Oct 17th, on motion, it was 

ñResolved, That A. H. Keeler (Albert H.) be em-

ployed to build a Reception Vault on Evergreen Cem-

etery, according to specifications adopted by the 

Board Oct. 3d, 1859, for the sum of $280.ò.  

Though not addressed, the type of stone used was 

most likely granite, for it is able to withstand the frig-

idness of the winterôs temps, and the weathering of 

passing time. It was recorded and resolved on Mon-

day evening, December 5, 1859, at the village board 

meeting ñThat an order be drawn on the Cemetery 

Fund, payable to A. H. Keeler on the 1st of May next; 

leaving a balance due him of $30 to be paid when the 

Vault is furnished with a cap stone upon the front 

wall, said stone to be 8ft. 6in. long, 2 ft. 6in. wide, 

and not less than 5in. thick. To be procured at Itha-

caðthe Corporation to pay the cost of the stone at 

Ithaca when placed on the cars, and for dressing the 

same at Owego; Keeler to pay the freight from Ithaca 

and lay the stoneò. Upon the grand opening of the 

ñReceiving Vaultò, a notice was placed by the Owego 

Times on December 22, 1859, announcing that the 

village trustees had ñJudiciously Builtò meaning a 

show of reason and in good judgement, as if it were 

their idea and not that of the village ñTAX PAYERò 

in April of 1858. The announcement also stated that 

the vault had been constructed just a mere few feet 

from the cemetery entrance, that it had been solidly 

built, and could also be used to contain the remains of 

those who were intended to be interred elsewhere. As 

a note: The Reception Vault was later reported to 

have been located approximately 100 feet east of the 

present-day Evergreen Chapel on East Avenue.  

 

On December 15, 1859, Emeline Minthorne Brown 

Thorne, the 20-year-old wife of the Rev. Chester C. 

Thorne, passed away just eight days after giving 

birth to a daughter named Emma Bell Thorne. The 

middle name of the young mother was just the same 

as her motherôs. It appears that the young mother 

health wise was unable to recover after the birth of 

her child, and that she knew her demise was immi-

nent, as at the end of her obituary, it was stated that 

ñIn the full assurance of faith she exclaimed, ñI know 

that my Redeemer liveth,ò and to his care she com-

mitted the child of her affectionò. The remains of 

Emeline M. Thorne, as according to the December 

wŀƴŘŀƭƭ .ǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ hǿŜƎƻΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭΦ  /ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ tŜǘŜǊ DƻǊŘƻƴ 
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22nd, Owego Times, were the first to have been placed 

in the new Receiving Vault, or as the editor stated, 

ñThe first corpse, we believe, that has entered its 

gloomy portalsò. Sadly, just seven years later, on De-

cember 30, 1866, little Emma was reunited with her 

mother and was laid to rest right beside her for eterni-

ty.  

As years went on, the reception vault was well used 

and upkeep was a constant issue, with those mainte-

nance needs occasionally making the papers. On 

March 1, 1886, during the village Board of Trustees 

meeting, a bill of $2.50, owed to Charles A. Kidder, 

an expert locksmith from Owego, for having forged a 

new iron key, for securing the door of the receiving 

vault. On January 4, 1892, John R. Sweet, the chair-

man of the Evergreen Cemetery Commission, present-

ed his yearly report, into record. Besides the usual up-

keep, a new archway at been constructed at the en-

trance of the cemetery, the old tool house had been 

relocated to the upper part of the cemetery, a new 

ñCommodious buildingò had been erected. ñIt is of 

cottage design, is handsomely painted and has a base-

ment, or cellar, which may be used for the storage 

workmenôs implements; the main floor consists of one 

large room, easy of access, well lighted and ventilat-

ed, finished in hardwood and furnished with a desk, 

table and chairs. This place adds in to no small degree 

to the comfort of personsðespecially ladiesðvisiting 

the cemetery; it affords them in storm a safe refuge 

and in fair weather a pleasant resting place; it thus 

supplies a want long complained of by visitors, and is 

therefore, a useful as well as ornamental structure. 

ñIn a secluded spot, near to this building, two closets, 

which contribute largely to the convenience of visi-

tors, have been constructed.ò The Receiving Vault 

had also received some much-needed repairs, as did 

the stonewall leading up the 270 feet long driveway 

from the main entrance, and a new fence was con-

structed along the edge for to provide extra security 

for the teams and cemetery guests, as well as provid-

ing a neater appearance along the entrance.  

On Thursday, July 4, 1907, the village was alive with 

massive crowds who gathered to celebrate Independ-

ence Day, and to participate in the all the festivities. 

The highlights of the day as described by the Owego 

Times on July 14th included that ñThe ñEver Glori-

ousò is Fittingly Celebrated with an Elaborate Pro-

grammeðLarge Crowds of Visitors enjoy the Dayôs 

EventsðCelebration Extends Throughout the Day and 

Those Who Viewed the Sights from the Side Lines Say 

It Was a HummerðNaval Demonstration, Oratory, 

Ball Games, Parades, Band Concerts and Athletic 

Contests, Were Among the Heart-thrillersò. At 11 

A.M., in the courthouse park, there was a brief prayer 

by the Rev. John J. Sheridan, the reading of the 

ñDeclaration of Independenceò by Atty. Adison J. 

Robison, who was followed by Mayor Charles H. 

Emens, who was prepared to present Loren S. Colby 

with the key to the village. ñContrary to general ex-

pectations, this little stunt, participated in by the two 

local undertakers, was not a bit ghastly or uncanny, 

and the key, that figured in the proceedings was a 

beautiful golden affair, while the key to the receiving 

vault in the cemetery, which some feared might be 

used unconsciously by its guardians, is all black and 

ironò. The key ceremony was followed up by the key-

note speaker, the Hon. Sherman Moreland, state as-

semblyman from Chemung County, whose speech was 

considered one of the best presentations of the day. 

In January of 1909, President of the Village, the Hon-

orable Frank M. Baker presented to the village trus-

tees a list of recommendations for the Evergreen Cem-

etery Committee to adopt for some much-needed up-

grades. Authorizations needed by the Board, included 

the provision of monies for a lowering device for buri-

al purposes, the means to have the boundary lines re-

¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǊŜǇŀƛǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭΦ  
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surveyed and have a complete section-by-section map 

drawn up, with the inclusion of each plot and its num-

ber. Baker also included that an allowance be made 

for the cemetery committee to gather some cost esti-

mates for the purpose of having a set of iron gates 

erected at the bottom of the entrance way. Also in-

cluded on the Presidents list of was a request ñThat 

the cemetery committee be authorized to have the re-

ceiving vault put in proper condition and if possible, 

improve the ventilation, so the walls will not sweatò.  

The enclosed atmospheric conditions  appear to have 

been  nauseating at times, especially when the de-

ceasedôs remains were allowed to be stored  as long 

as families desired. On February 20, 1909, the 66-

year-old, Mary Augusta Fairfield, passed away at 

the Masonic Home in Utica, New York. Her and hus-

band Samuel F., a former prominent businessman of 

Owego, had removed from the village four years prior 

to her death. A ñCounty Items of Interestò filler in the 

Owego Times on April 29, 1909, announced,that after 

having been stored for nine weeks in the receiving 

vault, the remains of Mrs. Fairfield, were laid to rest 

in an Evergreen plot, where Sam F. Fairfield would 

be placed next to his wife in November of 1910. On 

October 18, 1909, during the village trustees meeting, 

part of the evening was marked for paying bills. A 

Whoôs Who of some village elite, Gurdon H. Pum-

pelly, James F. Pumpelly, James Forsyth, Mary D. 

Thompson, Lydia M. Lovejoy, and John M. Par-

ker, were all paid $17.46 each, for labor on or in the 

vault.  

On Wednesday evening, July 13, 1910, the village 

clerk was authorized by the village leaders, to enter 

into a contract with Smith & Son to construct a four-

foot-wide sidewalk from the reception vault to the 

cemetery entrance and a set of steps at the foot of the 

vault. By all appearances, the villageôs governing of-

ficials continued to appropriate funds to maintain the 

1859 constructed ñReception Vaultò but in time, there 

was no other option, but to replace it. On what ap-

pears to have been a grim winter day, as according to 

a half column of irony in the January 24, 1918, edi-

tion of the Owego Times, some villagers who had a 

reason to venture out, or those unfortunates who were 

seeking out warm shelter, found that their need for 

comfort, was not to be had. ñWhen the natives came 

downtown Monday morning (The 21st) and found the 

barber shops closed there was sincere cursingð

mental cursing, of course. It seems that an order had 

been issued forbidding whiskers to grow for a period 

of two consecutive days, but the whiskers ignored the 

order, and as a result, one could hear Aeolian harp 

sounds whenever two or three bewhiskered natives 

became exposed to the windò. A rumor began, caus-

ing some to seek shelter in a most uynusual place, on-

ly to find out that only the frozen stiff was welcomed 

beyond the door. ñDuring the day a report was circu-

lated that the receiving vault in Evergreen Cemetery 

would be permitted to remain open all day and there 

was some disappointment when, later, it was learned 

that, while the first report was true, subsequent or-

ders had been received forbidding anyone from utiliz-

ing this shelter without first securing a certain certifi-

cate setting forth in writing oneôs full name, age, date 

of death, etc.ò, before crossing over the threshold of 

deathôs doorstep. 

By March of 1919, it was apparent that the 60 some-

thing year old reception vault had passed on beyond 

its better days, and the village board made and passed 

a motion, to include in the tax budget, a sum of 

$2,000 for Evergreen Cemetery upkeep, including the 

construction of a combined vault and chapel. Accord-

ing to the editor of the Owego Gazette on March 6, 

1919, there was some doubt over whether the amount 

of the allowed sum to cover the completion of the de-

sired 16 by 24 feet chapel, not including the dimen-

sions of the holding vault to be attached, would be 

enough to cover the entire cost. It also stated that 

work on the chapel and receiving vault would be at a 

finished state, by the summer of 1919, but as we all 

know, weather depending.  The Owego Times on 

March 20, 1919, reported that ñThe Cemetery Com-

missioners are granted an increase over 1918 of 

$1,100 to be used in erecting a chapel to take the 

place of the vault, now almost unusableò. By October 

of 1919, it was reported that work on the vault and 

chapel was nearing completion, as the Randall Broth-

ers Samuel C. and Frank, were nearly finished with 

the erecting of the walls. On November 13, 1919, the 

Owego Gazette reported that ñThe combined chapel 

and receiving vault, which is being built in East Ave-

nue by Randall Brothers for the Evergreen Cemetery 
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 Commission, is nearly completed. The chapel, which 

is a one story of pressed brick, cream shade, fronts 

the street on the site of the old receiving vault. Its di-

mensions are about fourteen by twenty feet. A commo-

dious (Roomy and Comfortable) vault of concrete 

stands at the north side of the chapel. The roof of the 

chapel is slate. Masons are now at work laying the 

one 

tier 

of 

brick with which the exterior is to be covered. The 

slating will, probably, be finished today. When fully 

completed the building will be very attractive in ap-

pearanceò. As appears from the local reporting of 

deaths during December in 1919, burials in the ceme-

tery were continued throughout the month and past 

the beginning of the new decade, meaning, a possible 

sign of global warming even during the early period 

of the 20th century. On January 1, 1920, the Evergreen 

Cemetery Commissioners reported to the village trus-

tees that the newly adjoined vault and chapel were 

nearly complete. A later in the Spring news article 

explained that even though the work continued during 

the coldest months of the year, the chapel portion of 

the structure had been finished enough for funeral 

committal services to be held. Miss Anna Winton 

Brown of 31 Front Street in Owego, a resident of that 

address for at least 15 years, according to census rec-

ords, passed away in the Bronx, New York, New 

York on February 7, 1920, at the age of 53 years, at 

the Home for Incurables. Her remains were transport-

ed home to Owego on February 9th and right after arri-

val, her funeral service is believed to be the first to 

have taken place in the new Evergreen Chapel. She 

was laid to rest in section 4, at the side of her father, 

Samuel E., a well-known railroad lawyer, and his 

wife Mary L. Brown. 

On May 6, 1920, the Owego Gazette announced along 

with a photo, that the ñAttractive Vault and Chapel in 

Evergreen Cemeteryò was nearly completed. Exter-

nally presented with buff-colored bricks and a peaked 

roof of nearly twenty feet and layered with slate roof-

ing. Welcoming every visitor were twelve stained 

glass windows exquisitely created by the master glass 

artisan Herbert Diener, of Binghamton. Internally, 

mourners were welcomed by cypress wainscoting, 

 ! ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀȅ сΣ мфнл ŜŘƛǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ hǿŜƎƻ DŀȊŜǧŜΦ 
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roof supports and adorned ceiling, unfinished walls 

and some dark brown full-length curtains to shelter the 

deceased in the vault who were awaiting burial.  

The vault itself at 20 feet by 15 deep, and a nine-foot 

ceiling and an entrance of seven feet which matches 

the dimensions of the main entry to the main structure. 

The storage accommodations for the deceased could 

fit up to sixty individuals and at one time prior to this 

news story, 39 bodies were held within. The plot of 

land that the chapel stands upon was sold to the vil-

lage by sisters Jane and Isabell Bailey, who lived at 

77 East Avenue. ñThe level on which the building 

stands is to be made into a wide lawn extending from 

the old vault at the east to the limits of the village 

property on the west. Evergreen will be set out on the 

steep slope north of the chapel and will give it a beau-

tiful backgroundò. The elegance of the new chapel 

was a fulfilling of wishes, of those citizens who felt it 

was a much needed essential, for providing a cordial 

location and small setting for family and friends to 

gather one last time before their loved ones were laid 

to rest. The editor concludes by stating that ñWith this 

addition to its necessary outfittingôs this cemetery, be-

ing the most beautiful in this part of the state, can now 

take rank among the most conveniently and modernly 

equippedò, and they were correct in that perception.  

Nearly 104 years later, the chapel and the attached 

vault may have withstood the passing of time but for 

many years, needed a long overdue facelift. For a rea-

son of no interest, or a lack of funding, the historical 

structure, on account of neglect, had succumbed to 

years of decay. It remained in that state of condition 

until the Friends of Owego Evergreen Cemetery came 

to the rescue in 2017. Through a means of raising 

awareness, fundraising, grant writing and some village 

funding, the chapel began to show signs of new life. 

One of the first priorities was to replace the roof as the 

old had been leaking for many years, causing severe 

damage to some structural framing and interior clad-

ding upon the walls. A substantial portion of the roof 

had also been damaged at some point by a fallen tree. 

In October of 2019, the roofing including the fascia 

and some sheathing, and wall studs were replaced, as 

well as the interior plaster which was swapped out 

with sheetrock. Some of the original cypress wainscot-

ing that had lined the ceiling was replaced as well, 

with most likely strips of pine.  

Once the chapelôs roof and vaulted ceiling had been 

repaired, it was time to restore the once magnificent 

beauty of the twelve stained glass windows. When an 

open house event was announced, the organizers were 

ecstatic when a granddaughter of Herbert Diener, the 

designer and creator of the stained-glass windows, 

reached out and agreed to attend the function. The 

family had a list with the names of all the churches 

and such, that had been graced with the expertise and 

skills of the master-craftsman. Up to that point, the 

name of the artist had been unknown, for when he 

constructed his multi-colored glass masterpieces, he 

never applied his signature. In 2022, a complete resto-

ration process was begun on the windows that over the 

years had been abused by sunlight, vandals and years 

of normal deterioration. Each window with meticulous 

precision was completely restored with most having 

been temporarily removed, to return them to their 

original pristine luster of kaleidoscopic perfection. 

Most recently the concrete flooring and walls of the 

vault have been repainted, a new front concrete apron 

and sidewalk have been installed linking up with last 

yearôs added parking area, and some replacement re-

furbished front doors have been purchased.  

There are more restoration issues to be addressed but 

as always, the outcome depends upon the income. As 

for any future use of the chapel and vault, numerous 

ideas have been suggested but nothing is for certain, 

and without an entire overhaul the cement vault, will 

never again contain the remains of those, awaiting the 

final transfer to their earthly place of rest. The hope 

for the future then is that its beauty and elegance will 

withstand against the elements for another 104 years 

as a key treasure at Owegoôs Evergreen Cemetery.  
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