
(This story is almost as ridiculous and far-fetched  as Richard Lambert’s fairytale Brigham Young 

house in Port Byron. 

Dick Palmer) 

 
The Hayden woolen mill in the town of Mentz, south of Port Byron. This building 

is believed to have been on the site of the old Hayden Pail Factory. (Photo courtesy of 

Cheryl Longyear, Historian of the Town of Montezuma. 
_____________________________________________________________________ 

In the Days of Long Ago 

[Published in the Auburn Bulletin, February 17, 1904; Syracuse Sunday Herald,  

February 21, 1904;  and  Port Byron Chronicle, March 5, 1904. William Hayden, 

the author of this paper. was born April 8, 1821 and would have been too young to 

recount most incidents he speaks of.  Thus, the  story appears to be considerably 

embellished.] 

 

   In view of the extreme cold of last night the meeting of the Cayuga County 

Historical Society was very well attended and proved a most interesting and 

enjoyable one. Two papers were read, the first being "Incidents in the Lives of 

Three Prominent Men Who Lived in Cayuga County." It was prepared by William 

Hayden, of Unadilla Forks, who formerly resided at Port Byron. The greater 

portion of it was devoted to Brigham Young, who formerly lived near and 



afterwards in Port Byron, and he is well remembered by the author of the paper.     

Because of the inability of Mr. Hayden to be present the paper was read by Lewis 

E. Lyon. Mr. Hayden's paper was as follows: 

   Ladies and Gentlemen of the Cayuga County Historical Society: In appearing 

before you at this time, it is not my intention to give a lengthy historic account of 

any single person, but simply to recall a few incidents in the lives of three 

individuals, former residents of this county. Some of these facts came under my 

personal observation, while many more were received from friends and associates 

or the parties concerned. 

   It will be remembered that until the completion of the Erie Canal, this section 

was to be reached only by the most primitive modes of transit - horse and wagon, 

or on foot. At that time, west of Utica was considered by New England people "the 

Far West." With the advent  of this new water way villages began to spring up 

along its course, affording inducements for settlement for enterprising persons 

from older localities. 

  At Port Byron a large water power was being developed and a flouring mill then 

in process of erection was destined to surpass in capacity anything in the United 

States. This and other advantages mace it especially attractive to many in search of 

employment and new homes. 

   At about this time, three young men from different sections of the East, each 

possessed of more than ordinary ability, arrived in Port Byron. They soon together 

and their close friendship obtained for them the appellation of the ‘’Three Wise 

Men from the East'. 

  One of these was a boot and shoe maker (no ready-made foot-wear was then to be 

had);  one was a machinist, while the third was an expert in wood work, to skill in 

which he added a general knowledge of paints and painting. The boot and shoe 

maker located in rooms of a new building (still standing) on the corner of Main and 

Rochester streets. The machinist found a small room in the corner of a saw mill 

where he had the advantage of water power. 

  These men were soon made aware that while a new country might aware afford 

opportunities which an older one did not, it also had its draw-backs, not incident to 

less recently settled sections. Having commenced business with a small amount of 

capital and not being able to get pay for labor, they soon found themselves in 

embarrassing circumstances and as a consequence, were obliged to suspend and to 

look to other fields for employment, where Dame Fortune should be more merciful 

to them. 

   The first mentioned of these two became a founder of a business which has 

continued until now and has expanded until its activities today reach all portions of 

the civilized world, the railroad express. He also founded and endowed a college  

for women which has graduated some of the brightest intellects in the Nation. This 



school should be the pride of every citizen of Cayuga county and future 

generations shall honor the name of Henry Wells. 

   The machinist found himself, if possible, in a worse dilemma than did his friend, 

the boot and shoe maker. Instead of a great rush of customers with cash in hand to 

pay for their work, as he had pictured, he found but few and their visits, like those 

of angels, were few and far between. Some brought rusty guns with broken locks 

to be repaired, tor which they usually wished to remunerate him with the pelt of 

some wild prey, whose capture they anticipated, and thus desired to discount. 

   His cash receipts meanwhile were less than sufficient to pay his board. When not 

engaged in work for others, he did not pass his hours in idleness. His mind and 

muscle were kept actively engaged day and night and while many of his friends 

believed that he was pursuing a phantom, he was positive that he could construct a 

machine which would revolutionize a great industry and ameliorate the condition 

of working women. 

   Having completed a model from which he believed he could construct a perfect 

working machine, he found it necessary to remove to some locality where he could 

have better facilities tor the completion of his work. A few months later it was 

announced from the Patent Office that letters patent use in all parts of the world 

have made the name  of Isaac Singer a household word. 

   The third of the trio was to become as famous as his companions, being the 

founder and builder of a State and the head of a religious sect with followers and 

believers numbering hundreds of thousands from all quarters of the globe. 

   Brigham Young found employment to do such work as might be required of him 

at 50 cents per day in a pail factory, then a new enterprise to this portion of the 

State. The factory was located on the Owasco outlet one and one-half miles south 

of Port Byron and five miles north of Auburn, by way of State Street. The building 

in after years for more than half a century was known as Hayden's Woolen Factory, 

a landmark still in existence and one which many of this audience will readily call 

to mind. 

   Brigham, as he was familiarly called, was first employed at painting wooden 

pails, the work being done in a manner so satisfactory as to call forth many 

compliments from the proprietor, Mr. Parks. Brigham suggested that there was still 

a chance for improvement if the paint could be properly prepared. This, he 

declared, could be done with slight additional expense and, once arranged for, 

would enable Mr. Parks to dispense with the service of one man, while the work 

itself would be better done. 

   It was agreed that Brigham was to make the improvement in one day, Mr. Parks 

to furnish the required material. That evening Brigham selected his lumber and at 

dawn of day he was found busy at his task. At noon he had a small water-wheel 

completed and, while the other operatives were at dinner, he drew the water from 



the flume, adjusted a gate and had his wheel in running order upon their return. 

   His wheel had an upright shaft some rive or six feet high with a slant of or 35 or 

40 degrees. On the top was arranged a frame to hold a large old-fashioned dinner 

pot, into which the paint was put with a cannon ball weighing 25 pounds. When the 

wheel was set in motion, it would revolve in one direction, while its slanting 

position would cause the ball to roll in the opposite direction. The idea was that the 

continued rolling of 

the ball would ¢rind or pulverize the paint to the desired fineness. This 

improvement was pronounced by all a complete success and thereafter Brigham 

was consulted in regard to all proposed alterations and improvements upon the 

premises. 

   The cannon ball above mentioned was captured from the British at Saratoga in 

1777 by a relative of Brigham's (father or uncle) who carried it to his home more 

than 100 miles on foot. Brigham himself brought it from Vermont. He left it with 

my brother and for many years it was used to grind indigo and it had formerly 

ground paint. It is now in the possession of my brother, John Hayden. 

   That Mr. Young was quick to discern and instantly to comprehend a situation ~as 

amply illustrated a short time later commencing his work in the  factory. The floors 

of the factory were covered with pine shavings 

and the only fire protection was numerous pails in each room, filled with water. A 

thunder storm had begun and was fast reaching its height. As  it had become too 

dark for work, the machinery was stopped and most of the workmen, with several 

outsiders, had congregated on the second floor when a most terrific crash came, 

throwing stove and stove pipe in all directions and filling the room with ashes and 

dust. Almost as quick as 

the lightning itself, Brigham caught up two pails of water and started for the lower 

floor, shouting to the others still standing as if paralyzed: ‘Every man get a pail of 

water and watch for fire!' It was conceded by 

all that his prompt action alone saved the building from destruction. The slight 

effects of this lightning stroke are still pointed out to those curious to see. 

   Several persons in Port Byron and vicinity conceived the idea that it was possible 

to construct a perpetual motion machine, one that would produce power to run 

itself indefinitely, and in efforts to contrive 

such an apparatus had spent much time and money. Some or these came to consult 

Brigham on the subject, hoping to enlist his acknowledged skill in the enterprise. 

After spending some time in picturing to him the great 

pecuniary benefits and the renown of having solved a problem that had for ages 

baffled the skill of mechanical engineers and scientists, he was asked for his 

opinion as to its feasibility. In answering, Brigham smiled and, pointing to a large 

basket standing near, said: 'When one of will get into that and cary himself up that 



flight of stairs, I will believe it possible to carry out our ideas.' 

   School house debating societies were in vogue in those days and one being 

announced to occur in the school house near by, Brigham was invited to attend. He 

went with the intention of being a listener only, but was 

drawn in as a participant and at the close was looked upon as the lion of the 

evening.  

   In the course of his argument, he drew the portrait of a would-be smart young 

man so perfectly that one in the audience took it all to himself and springing to his 

feet he threw off his coat, declaring his intention to whip Brigham there and then. 

Older ones finally persuaded the young man to keep quiet, though he repeated his 

threat to do the whipping as soon as they were out of doors. Brigham, in a very 

calm manner, merely noticed the threat by saying that he was not a fighting man, 

but that if attacked, he should most assuredly defend himself and that the result 

must determine who had received the whipping. It is needless to say that he was 

not attacked.  

  One incident in the life of Brigham Young of which I was an eyewitness will 

never be erased from my memory. Little Willie Carpenter, a lovely boy of about 

three years, was allowed to go and met his father 

a workman in the carding machine building about 10 rods south of the pail factory. 

When the little one did not return as expected an alarm was given and search 

begun. Brigham at once concluded that if the boy had fallen into the raceway, the 

current would have drawn him into the flume and out of sight. He immediately 

plunged in and, after a few moments of swimming and feeling about in the 

raceway, the body was round and brought out. 

   The frantic mother caught the limp little body in her arms and it was sometime 

before Brigham could persuade her to allow him to take measures to resuscitate the 

child. It was too late, however, for life was extinct. I have often heard it remarked 

afterward that Brigham shed more tears over the loss of this little child than did its 

own father. 

   Another incident comes to-mind in which  Brigham was a prominent figure. The 

lady of house in which several of the factory help boarded rebelled at being 

obliged to carry the water for culinary purposes from a spring some 30 to 40 rods 

distant and requested Mr. Parks to have a well dug near the house. Mr. Parks 

proposed to have it dug about 10 rods north of the house at a point where the 

ground was lower and argued that the expense would be proportionately less. This 

idea not being in harmony with the wish and convenience of the lady, a somewhat 

heated discussion arose and, not being able to harmonize the situation, it was 

finally agreed to appeal the case to Brigham.  

   After listening to the arguments on both sides, he decided that the place for the 

well was near the house, assuring Mr. Parks that the fact that the ground was 



higher at that point was no reason why water could not be secured with no greater 

depth of digging, calling his attention to the fact that the spring from which water 

was then procured was much higher than the ground upon which the house stood. 

   This section was originally covered with a heavy growth of heavy timber, mostly 

hemlock on the hills, which had been recently cut away, leaving at the time of 

which I write, the ground nearly covered with stumps. 

The house was a frame building 16 feet wide and 2 feet in length, a short story and 

a half high devoid of paint inside and out, standing with the end toward the road 

nearly opposite the old factory and directly in 

front of the old bridge crossing the outlet between Throopsville and Port Byron. 

   In the east end was an old fashioned fire place and a large chimney, stairway on 

one side and a small pantry on the other. Two rooms were partitioned off on the 

west end for bedrooms, being about seven feet square. The intervening space was 

parlor, sitting room and kitchen combined. The lower rooms of the house were 

roughly plastered but were without the luxury of a cellar. 

   This house, being but little inferior to the best and much superior to many in the 

neighborhood, we had no reason for complaint, but rather much to be thankful for 

in the comforts it afforded. 

   Brigham was accounted a great reader, the Bible receiving the first and greater 

share of his attention, after which ancient history and the weekly paper claimed his 

interest, dailies not being printed at that time. Sunday afternoons when the weather 

was suitable, he would usually be seen with his books occupying a rustic seat 

under a large sycamore tree beside the creek. 

   After working in the pail factory about two years, Mr. Parks, the proprietor, died, 

and, not being certain of steady employment, Brigham accepted a good offer to 

work at the boat yard in Port Byron and moved 

to that village. Here he was soon put in charge of certain portions of the work of 

building boats for the Erie canal and would often be sent into the woods with gangs 

of men to select timber suitable for the work. 

   In after years I have heard the proprietors of the boat yard say that Brigham 

would do more work in a given time and secure more and better work from his 

help without trouble than any man they nave ever employed. 

   While engaged in boat building, the air became billed with rumors of a new 

revelation, to the effect that a new Bible written upon golden plates had been dug 

out of the earth at Palmyra, a canal village 25 miles west of Port Byron. Each day 

brought new accounts of the wonder and each account would differ from its 

predecessor. Finally Brigham determined to investigate for himself, expecting to 

be able to expose it as a fraud. 

   Accordingly, on a Saturday morning he boarded a west bound canal boat and 

Sunday morning found him in Palmyra, where he spent the day with those who had 



been investigating the subject. Becoming more interested, 

he spent several succeeding Sundays in like manner and, instead of exposing the 

new teaching as a fraud as he had anticipated doing, he became a firm convert to 

the doctrines there expounded. 

   In a conversation with the late D.B. Smith, for many years one of the leading 

merchants of Cayuga County and an intimate acquaintance of Brigham, he 

remarked to me with emphasis that Brigham Young was as fine a 

specimen of young manhood as he has ever known, one that would have made his 

mark in whatever community his lot might have been cast. 

   Mr. Young having been called upon to remove to Ohio at a date earlier than he 

had anticipated, was obliged to do as his two friends had done when they bade 

farewell to Port Byron, following also a precedent which 

was largely a custom in those days, i.e., to leave a few unpaid bills behind him. 

Before leaving, however, Mr. Young called upon each and all of his creditors, 

obtaining from each the amount of his indebtedness and 

assuring each that ne would receive the same, he bade them a friendly good bye. 

Friends in Port Byron occasionally received letters ot remembrance from him and 

in the Spring of 1866 a son was sent with a list of 

such debts, all of which were duly paid with a goodly amount of interest. 

   As regards Brigham's political opinions, I remember but little. My early 

recollections would lead me to conclude that the strife between contending parties 

waxed as warm as in later years. One little incident 

may be related in which Brigham was the star actor. He was a great favorite with 

the small boys then quite numerous in the pail factory neighborhood. Having on 

this occasion collected what would in the parlance of today be called a pack of kids 

(the narrator was one of them) he took them onto the bridge and arranged them in a 

row and after making them a short speech on good manners for boys, he ordered 

all to take their hats in their hands and do as he did and to holler as loudly as 

possible. 'Now all at once, swing your hats and hurrah for Andrew Jackson.'" 
 


