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Remembering Our  Own 

 

 

 

Donald Merring, age 90,  a prominent Canisteo native and active member in our Historical Society 

passed away June 3, 2026. Don was not only an integral member of our Society but of the 

community and will be sorely missed. 
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 Donald "Don" Merring was a beloved 
community figure in Canisteo, NY, known for 
his lifelong public service. He was born on 
January 9, 1936 and passed away on June 3, 
2026. Don graduated from Canisteo Central 
School in 1953 and soon was headed to the 
Naval Academy in Annapolis for a stint in the 
U. S. Navy. Upon returning home he 
proceeded to earn a degree in diesel 
technology from Alfred State College. 
 
 Over his lifetime he worked for Ingersol 
Rand, then spent the next 2 decades with H.P. 
Smith & Son as a funeral director providing 
comfort & support to families in difficult 
times. Joining the Canisteo Fire Company in 
1960, he began a lifelong journey of learning & 
training others, eventually becoming the 
longest active volunteer firefighter in New 
York State (65 years). In 1985, he was 
appointed the very first Steuben County 
Director of Emergency Services/Fire 
Coordinator. Don was instrumental in 
establishing the Steuben County 911 Center. 
He dedicated over six decades of his life to the 
Canisteo Fire Department. His commitment 
made him the oldest fireman to qualify for 
interior firefighting in NYS.  In 2021, he was 
inducted into the Steuben County Hall of 
Fame for his many lifetime achievements. Don 
was a member and past Master of Morning 
Star Lodge #65 F&AM in Canisteo as well as 

an active member of the Kanestio Historical 
Society. 
 
 On June 15th, 1957, Don was married to the 
love of his life, Marcia Roosa. Together over 
the next 54 years, they raised 5 children & 
built a family that was the center of his life. 
Until her death in 2011, they spent winters 
enjoying their retirement in Ft. Meyers.  In 
2013, Don reunited with and married his high 
school classmate, Betty Doorley-Angell. Don 
and Betty shared many wonderful years 
together and built a beautiful life filled with 
love, community involvement, 
companionship, and cherished memories. 
 
 Don's life was defined by service, dedication, 
and love for his family and community. He 
leaves behind a legacy that will not soon be 
forgotten and a community made better 
because he was part of it. 
 
 A family member wrote the following: 
 “Our hearts ache for the loss of a true hero to 
our family and the whole Steuben County 
community, but we'll celebrate the incredible 
legacy he leaves behind - a testament to his 
tireless work, kindness, and devotion. His 
warmth and love will always be 
remembered.”    SB 
 

John Babbitt 
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 Sadly, two months after the passing of Don 
Merring, we lost another prominent member 
of the community and the Historical Society.   
John Babbitt passed away on August 4th 
while mowing his lawn, a chore he loved 
doing. 
 
 Many of you will remember Mr. Babbitt as 
your 9th grade Earth Science teacher or 
perhaps he took the pictures at your wedding. 
You’d see him at Rotary events - selling tickets 
or flipping burgers during Craze Daze or 
directing traffic for the fire department.    
   
 He was noted for loving little children, the 
younger the better.  So this summer he 
volunteered to work with the 2 & 3 year old 
class at the Buena Vista Wesleyan VBS 
program & loved every minute of it. 
   
 John first became involved with the Historical 
Society when Virginia Dickey, one of the 3 
founders of the Society, would take stacks of 
borrowed photos and postcards to John and 
ask him to make copies or convert them to 
slides for the Society. 
 

She got him hooked on Canisteo history and 
he, with help from wife Suzanne, began 
producing Power Point programs on local 
history which he presented at many civic 
organizations over the years.  He also authored 
a couple books on local history. 
 
It was not unusual for him to walk through 
our doors with a post card or photo he’d 
found on the internet or from other sources 
and ask George if we’d seen it. 
 
 He will be sorely missed as a friend and for 
his many contributions to the community.   
 
GD 
 
 

Student's Corner 

The Student's Corner is dedicated to the articles 
from Mr. Romanchock's HIST 1040 class.  As part 
of their course work, students engage in historical 
research projects that take them from the 
neighboring Cemetery where they research the 
history of a tombstone through visits to the 
Kanestio Historical Society and to several College 
and University libraries.  This past October the 
students presented their projects at a Historical 
Society Meeting where a team of our volunteers 
selected the top 4 entries to publish in future 
newsletters. 

Peter Head 

By Ashlyn Williamson 

 

 

  On July 16th, 1916, the highest flood ever 

recorded in almost all of West NY flooded 
Canisteo and Hornell roads, even extending to 
Elmira. In this flood were three people who 
drowned. One of these victims of this 
catastrophic flood happened to be a man 

named Peter C. Head Jun 17th 1916.  

Peter Head was born on July 18th, 1839, in 

Hawkinsville, Steuben, New York. He was part 
of an unfortunate and significant event of 
Steuben County history. His father is Harry 
Head and mother is Catherine Brower. Peter 
Head lived in Hartsville on the Purdy Creek 
bank Peter Head married Harriet Jones and 
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had 5 daughters. According to the old Fulton 
Postcards newspaper, Canisteo Today, reports 
that his potential wife, Mrs. Peter Head was 
killed by a train on her way over the tracks. 
She was said to have a habit of walking down 
the tracks for water but unfortunately was 
killed in 1906. She was 67 or 69 years old when 
she was killed.  

During the year 1916, Peter Head on Purdy 
Creek Road in Hartsville NY above Canisteo, 
was living with another man named Levi 
Madison on the bank. Levi Madison was about 
60 years old, and Peter Head was 77 or at least 

said to be aged men. Then, finally on July 16th, 

1916, on a Saturday morning when water 
started flooding, the building that Peter Head 
and Madison lived in was lifted off its 
foundation. Both Madison and Peter were both 
swept away into the flood. Madison’s body 
was found by “The Big Eddy” along with Peter 
Head’s body which was discovered to be on 
Elm’s St. Some claim they were asleep while 
others don’t know for sure if they were aware 
of the rising waters. Others also conclude that 
Madison survived and that he resided for 
thirteen years.  

Peter Head's funeral was held at two o’clock 
on a Thursday by the Presbyterian Church and 
buried in the Canisteo’s Hillside Cemetery.  

 

Henry M. Vance 

by Connor McCaffrey & Jake Schoonover 

 

Henry M. Vance was born on April 9th, 1893. 

During his life he was a train conductor as well 
as brakeman for the Erie line, a private in the 
military and had four kids, three sons named 
Ernest W. Vance, Henry M. Vance Junior, and 
Eugene K. Vance, and one daughter named 
Betty J. Harrison. While Henry was in the 
military during World War One, he had risen 
through the ranks and became private and was 

a key factor in the 63 company, and the 16th 

battalion. He started his training at camp Dix 
New Jersey and then transferred to camp 
Wheeler Georgia where he completed the rest 
of his training. After finishing his training 
Henry only served a total of 8 months with the 
military before he was honorably discharged.  

His sons later followed in his military pursuit 
with Eugene joining the US navy where he 
completed his boot training at Sampson Naval 
based on the east side of Seneca Lake. Henry 
Vance Jr. was a military member who served 
on one of the main islands in Hawaii. 

 On Thursday March 10, 1949, Henry 
organized a birthday party for his wife Mary, 

those in attendance consisted of close friends 
and family. Mrs. Henry M. Vance (Mary) was 
an influential person in and around the 
community. She traveled around to other 
communities as well in an attempt to make a 
difference. 

Henry was not the most popular person in the 
United States, but he made the lives of others 
brighter and colorful. His wife helped by being 
a large part of the community and assisting 
many other communities.  

The overall life of Henry M. Vance Sr. It is a 
quiet story nobody really knows about. His 
family lives on through the legacy he had 
created and inspired his sons to follow him 
into helping the cause of World War II.    
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1976 Class Reunion 
 

John and Sue Babbitt attended the 50 year Class 

Reunion events for the 1976 graduating class.  

When I asked Sue if she had photographs she'd like 

to share she said they had taken lots of pictures but 

what she would really like to share was the 

yearbook dedication from that year, 

 

 
 

 

The painting of the students on the front lawn of the 

school by Dave Hollowell still hangs in the cafeteria 

- 50 years later.  The painting is featured on the 

back cover of this newsletter. 

 

Do you remember our School 
Newspaper - The Totem? 

 

 
 

In our files we have copies of many of the 
school newspapers from 1931- 1994.   There are 
lots of memories contained within these pages 
but of most interest to alumni now are the 
Class Prophecies and Last Will and Testament 
contained in the June issues.   If you have a 
class reunion coming up and would like to 
have these items for your celebration let us 
know and we can make copies for you. 

 
Articles from the Past 

 
In sorting through the many files at the Society 
we come across articles of our predecessors.  
Virginia Dickey was the Canisteo Town 
Historian from 1979-1997.  She wrote many 
articles for the Canisteo Times including a 
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series called “Do you Remember?   We recently 
came across some of these articles which have 
been clipped from the newspapers without 
notation of dates published.   
 

Do You Remember? 
 

FEBRUARY 1919…Does anyone remember the 
winter of 1876 when there was no snow?  Elihu 
Conklin claims that while this winter has been 
very mild and open, it can't compare with that 
of “76.  On January 1 that year the 
thermometer stood at 86 in front of the hotel.  
George Bassett’s pasture was full of dandelions 
in bloom and when Lamar Hamilton crossed 
over to Captains Smith’s on Fall Creek he 
captured a number of live January and 
February grasshoppers for the Captain to look 
at.  The boys had regular ball games.  Mr 
Conklin says he sowed spring wheat in 
February and had the greatest crop he ever 
grew.  He plowed land every month of the 
year.  The spring came early, hens stole their 
nests under the porch and hatched out early 
broods of chicks, and though March was 
boisterous it was not cold. 
 

Do You Remember? 
 

George J. Burd came to Canisteo in 1909, with 
his family from Andrews Settlement, Potter 
County, Pennsylvania, as superintendent of the 
Canisteo Woodenware owned by Powell and 
Swarthout.  He did logging for the same 
company, with his father, at Andrews 

Settlement.  He had also been interested in 
timber and sawmill operations in Virginia, 
West Virginia, South Carolina, Georgia, 
Oregon, Pennsylvania and New York.  Two 
sawmills are located here in the village: on the 
back road to Hornell, where one saws 
hardwoods and the other softwoods.  Some of 
the wooden toys, sleds and novelties we 
purchase undoubtedly are produced from 
lumber turned out at these mills; other 

products being flooring, furniture, rulers, 
yardsticks, water skis, women's shoe heels, 
blocking, pallets and buildings. 
 
G. Herman Burd, a village trustee, carries on 
the enterprise in Canisteo, a brother-in-law, 
Edgar VanHyning, manages the retail lumber 
yards in Dansville, the Olean yard and sawmill 
have been sold.  A disastrous fire destroyed the 
sawmill in the village in June, 1962 and again 
another one occurred July 23, 1971.  New 
equipment was installed after both fires and 
regular operations resumed immediately.  
Logs are trucked to the mill now, instead of 
setting up a sawmill on the timber lot.  As long 
as the “NYP” was in existence, logs were 
transported on that line and even by horse and 
wagon.  Mr. Burd retired in 1958; and 
management was turned over to his son, 
Herman Burd. 
 
A Mr. King was in charge of the creamery on 
Sixth Street located where Feenaughty and 
Allen is now located.  The late George Folger 
took over about 1910 and continued until 
about 1930, when it was closed.   The butter 
made there, under his supervision, had an 
enviable reputation for its excellent quality, 
rating well over 90 percent on the New York 
market.   In 1932, the building became the 
property of Leon J. Feenaughty and Adelbert 
Allen, who operated a lumber and coal 
business, as well as constructing houses 
throughout the area.  The business is now 
managed by Robert Kneale.  Mr. Allen is 
deceased and Mr. Feenaughty is retired, living 
on Maple St. 
 
In closing, one must not forget the chicken 
hatcheries that were located in Canisteo in the 
early part of this century.  There was the 
Hough Hatchery on Greenwood Street at 
Eighth Street, later carried on by Kenneth 
Bowles.  The building is now occupied by 
Hartman’s Monuments Works.  William 
Riddell’s Black and White Hatcher was located 



7 
 

on Academy Street; later there were Walter 
Wheaton’s and Lewis Hillborn’s Hatcheries.  
Walter Wheaton now hatches mainly for his 
own flocks. 
 
In February 1906, a poultry show, held in the 
Woodbury Building on Depot Street, was 
proclaimed a great success.  Dr. George 
Preston was mentioned as a breeder of prize 
Hamburgs. 
 
Editor's note:  I grew up on a farm and 
hamburg and chicken weren’t clicking for me 
so I did a little internet research:   The 
Hamburg is a smallish ornamental and egg-
producing breed of chicken; males weigh about 
5 lbs. and females, 4 lbs. They have a bright red 
rose comb that tapers into a long spike on 
males, red wattles, white earlobes, dark horn 
beak, reddish-bay eyes, clean gray or blue-gray 
legs and feet (with white bottoms), and gray 
bones and skin.  

Hens lay 120-225 (depending on the strain and 
their age) small-to-medium size white eggs per 
year. The breed’s true gift is not in the number 
of eggs per year, but in continued laying of a 
large number of eggs over several years. 
Pullets begin to lay at about 4-5 months of age; 
though the young can be a bit delicate until 
this age, once mature, Hamburg chickens are 
quite robust.   GD 

 
 

Application for Membership 

Do you know someone who would like to receive 
our newsletter - perhaps an old classmate or out of 

town relative?  For the low cost of $15 (annual 
dues) you receive 4 issues per year of our 

newsletter.   

Name:_____________________________________ 

Mailing Address:   

__________________________________________ 

__________________________________________ 

E-mail Address: 

__________________________________________ 

Phone: ____________________________________ 

Dues:      $15.00 Family 

  $150.00  Life Membership 

Make check payable to: 

Kanestio Historical Society 

P.O. Box 35 

Canisteo, NY  14823 

or 

 

You can now pay your dues or make donations to the 

Society with your PayPal Account.  There are links on 

our website at www.kanestiohistoricalsociety.com 

You can also find past issues of our newsletter on the 

website as well as more information about the Society, 
upcoming events and books we have for sale in our book 

store. 

 

Donations gratefully accepted toward 

operating expenses
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Kanestio Historical Society 
23 Main St., P.O. Box 35 
Canisteo, NY  14823 
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Painting by David Hollowell Dedicated to Janet Schwartz 


