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How Port Byron Got Its Name
By E. H. Kerns

NOTE: The following article is the first in series written by Mr. Kerns,
who lives in Weedsport, but is will known her, being a brother of Will
Kerns, uncle of Walt and Elmer. Some of you may have read part of this
material before, as it was published by Mr. Kerns in pamphlet for some
years ago.

In 1922, while writing a brief history of the Village of Port Byron and
the Town of Mentz, I found records
stating that the section where the village is now situated was first
called "The Lick,” on account of a salt spring that was located back of
the present site of the Warren grist mill. The deer came there to lick the
salt.

It was afterward called King’s settlement in honor of Philip King, as
his family was the first to locate in this
section, or Town of Mentz.

In 1798, Elijah Buck settled in what is now the village limits and
commenced giving land and water power to anyone that would build a factory
or a mill, so the settlement was soon referred to as Bucksville. In the
year 1832, the name was changed to Port Byron. At the time my brief
history was written, I could not find and record or anyone who could tell
me why or who used the name to be changed.

Soon afterwards I happened to call at a home where I met a most
interesting old, old lady by the name of Albina Treat. Her maiden name was
Higley. She informed me that when she was a girl, she lived at Port Byron,
and that in 1831, the largest grist mill in the state at that time (as
related by Miss Vera Fenn's Curb Service History of Cayuga County) was
built back of what is now the Catholic Church on Rochester Street, by J.
H. Beach of Auburn and E. S. Beach, Henry Kennedy and others, of
Rochester.

About this time the English poet, George Gordon, Lord Byron, was very
popular, therefore, the owner of this mill had bought a tract of land, cut
it up into building lots, and caused the name of the village to be changed
to Port Byron. Bucksville did not sound aristocratic enough for him, and
he thought the change would help sell the lots.

Mrs. Treat also said that when she was a girl, a new bridge was being
built across Owasco Outlet on Rochester Street. A single plank path had
been laid down for the men to cross on. She and a number of other girls
going to school came to this path way but none dared to cross over.

Soon old Ben Sly, a man totally blind and something of a character in
the community, came down and crossed over. So the girl said if a blind
man could cross over, then she could. On she went. but none of the other
girls dared to follow her. They went around to another bridge.
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I have read with interest the article by E.H. Kerns, “How Port Byron
Got Its Name,” appearing in the Chronicle of March 8th. I attended school
with “Ev,” and to the best of my recollection we never had any argument or
disagreed to any great extent, so at this late date I feel somewhat
embarrassed to question some of his satinets in the above-mentioned
article.

The village was originally called Bucksville, and possibly known known
as “The Lick” prior to that, but the name was changed to Port Byron in
1825, and not in 1832, although a village charter was no granted until
March 2, 1837. Mention of these facts is made in the Cayuga County
Directory for 1868, page 63, and corroborating this, I have a letter dated
West Bridgewater, Mass., June 5, 1826, addressed to my grandfather, Horace
Perkins, Port Byron, Cayuga County New York; and also another letter dated
Rutland, NY. , Jan. 4, 1830, addressed to him as the Postmaster at Port
Byron, N.Y. Therefore, it is evident that the change of name occurred at
least several years prior to 1832.

The origin of the village name has been a controversy for many years,
and while the story of Lord Byron, who died in 1824, and the mill owner
with aristocratic tendencies is alluring. I fear it is just another one of
those fables which crop up in the village histories. The Albina Higley
mentioned was the daughter of Seth Higley, who came with Philip King from
Saratoga county in 1797.

Regarding the old mill, the Buck brothers were her inl798 and soon
afterward transferred the water privilege on Owasco Creek to Ethan Akin,
on condition that he should erect a mill thereon. This was done, and was
the beginning of a thriving settlement known as Bucksville. Akin died on
October. 2, 1825, and in 1828 J. H.Beach of Auburn and others purchased
the water power, but a raceway two miles in length, securing a head of 20
feet, and erected a mill with 10 run of stone.’

This mill was located at the end of the millrace, west of Owasco Creek,
and south of the canal (DeWitt Clinton Ditch), which crossed Main Street
where the telephone building now stands. There was a branch of the canal
running under the mill store house, which afforded great facilities for
loading and unloading boats. This mill was destroyed by fire in 1857.

Geo. H. Perkins

Cayuga Republican

October 6, 1824

Communication

Mr. Editor,

In your last, an article purporting to be a copy of the proceedings of a
late meeting at Bucksville was published. At that meeting I had the honour
of acting as secretary, but in consequence of the erroneous and hurried
manner in which the business of that meeting was conducted, I felt
unwilling to subscribe, for publication, the record which I then made. Of
this circumstance the advantage was taken of altering and publishing the
proceedings in a manner which I consider incorrect. The object of the
meeting, as stated by a leading member, and as recorded at the time, was
to take into consideration the propriety of changing the name of the Post-
Office, which was that of Mentz, nothing being said or recorded relative
to changing the name of the village. Agreeably to this delusive statement,
a vote was taken, which in the opinion of the prime movers, virtually



changed the name not only of the post-office, but of the village, although
it was not so designed by at least a part of those who, without
reflection, voted for the name of “Port Byron”.

Now I am willing to allow, that should the Post Master General, sanction
the new name, which is very questionable, it will in effect change the
name of the village, although this result cannot with any degree of
propriety be inferred from the true records of the meeting. Nor is it any
more necessary that the name of the village should now be the same as that
of the post-office, then it was heretofore. The name of the post-office
has been Mentz; when at the same time, the name of the village was
Bucksville. On the same principle, I cannot conceive why the name of
“Bucksville”, which by the true records does not appear to be altered, may
not be continued, and the name of “Port Byron” be adopted as the name of
the post-office. This, it is true, might appear extremely luducris but two
names for reasons best known to the Post-Master, have formerly existed,
and may with equal propriety now exist. Yet a remonstrance against the
forced construction put upon the vote in question, has been drawn up and
forwarded to the Post-Master -General. This remonstrance is subscribed by
about sixty inhabitants of Bucksville and its immediate vicinity,
recommending that the name of the post-office may be the same as the
present name of the village, which will doubtless prove the best means of
preventing that confusion of the mails of which just complaint has been
made.

Yours, &c. B.B. Drake

Just below was this:

The name of the Post-Office at Mentz has been changed to that of Port
Byron, by the Postmaster General - R. Matson, Esqg, PM.

The contractor for the lock was Uri Doolittle... who also built the
Owasco aqueduct along with several locks east of Utica. The lock pit and
the canal channel on that section was done under a contract with William
Hempsted. Early on, the lock was known as "Doolittle's Lock". The
locktender in the early 1820s was Enos Higley.



