
 

Calvin Wooster Owen 

 

Calvin Wooster Owen was born in the Town of Ballston, NY, in 

Saratoga County on July 12, 1798. His father, William, was an iron 

worker, or “Bloomer” who had come to this area for work. His 

mother, Lucy Kellogg Owen, was the second wife of William.  

As a young lad, Calvin sometimes helped his father at work and at 

the age of 16 he was apprenticed to Ignatius Bartlett to learn the 

carpenter/joiner trade. Calvin resided with the Bartlett family, as 

was the custom of the time.  

In 1815, the Bartletts and Mrs. Bartlett’s parents, the Matthews, 

decided to move west. They had heard that carpenters were needed 

in Buffalo to rebuild homes that were destroyed during the recent 

war. The War of 1812 had ended with the signing of the Treaty of 

Ghent in December of 1814.  

The Bartletts and Matthews hired four wagons and drivers, loaded up all of their worldly goods, 

and headed west. When they stopped in Canandaigua they learned that job opportunities were 

diminished in Buffalo, because of an influx of workers. They decided that since they had come 

this far they would travel up to Penfield, where they had a friend, Henry Amsden, who kept an 

inn and tavern. They arrived in Penfield on June 11, 1815 and decided to stay and look for work.  

They found a town that was bustling with activity. Daniel Penfield’s mills were busy processing 

the wheat grown by local farmers.  

The following Brief Memoir of Calvin W. Owen was written by himself soon after obtaining to 

the age of 54 years. 

The following record is made to amuse, as much as anything, having no definite object in view. 

“At the time we came into Penfield it was quite new in the settlement, and the 

people generally poor, but few comparatively having paid for their land. 

Merchandise came high, & produce was low price, - many a yard of what was termed 

Hum-hum, or cotton shirting; has cost a bushel of wheat and which is about a fair 

illustration of trade at that time.  

“Daniel Penfield, from whom the Town derives its name, was the purchaser of the 

Township, and had been a few years only, when we came in. He was selling off farms 

as fast as he could. He was the owner of the mills, & all the water privileges, and the water power was 



not fully employed – Penfield did not use, nor let others use the water as it should have been. And just 

so it was in regard to village lots – he would not sell to settlers; therefore that improvement of the village 

was not made, as would have been, if Penfield had not been a sort of ‘dog in the manger.’”  

We start to get a glimpse of how opinionated Mr. Owen was. Actually, Daniel Penfield was an 

excellent businessman who allowed farmers to make their mortgage payments in wheat, rather 

than requiring cash from the farmers. In the early 1800s, the Town of Penfield was the fastest 

growing area in what would become Monroe County. In 1810, Penfield was the first town to be 

set off from the much larger Town of Northfield.  

As Calvin continues, he provides information on Rochester at the time: 

“Some time in Oct after we came to Penfield, Boss Bartlet got a house to finish at Rochester, which is 

about 8 miles from P.___ Rochester at that time was just assuming the name of village – But I thought it 

did not merit that title, for the reason that there were but few houses - & the ground on which it stands 

was a low wet or marshy place, and in wet weather, the roads were almost impassable for man or beasts 

– I name these things on account of seeing the great change or condition there is between that time & 

the present – Then, there were perhaps fifty scattering houses; now, in the space of 35 years there has 

sprung up a beautiful city, numbering at this time (1852) some 50,000 inhabitants. “ 

At first Calvin did not settle down. He left Boss Bartlett and worked on several buildings in 

Canandaigua.  He traveled on to Queenston in Canada, where he was employed for eleven months.  

Calvin returned to Penfield in 1821. He purchased some land in Lot 55 in Perinton from Samuel 

Rich and Andrew Lincoln, and built a home for his parents near the Rich and Lincoln mills. 

Calvin lived in this home for 16 years and then sold it to Brooks Mason. During those years he 

work for Rich and Lincoln – on their mills, homes, and clothing works. He also worked in 

Pittsford, on the Acer Tavern, known also as the Phoenix Building, for much 

of 1824. In 1825 he built a store house for Elisha Fullam on the canal in 

Perinton and worked on the Presbyterian Church at the Four Corners of 

Penfield. He worked on the house of Sylvanus Lathrop in Pittsford in 1826. He 

worked on the early Presbyterian Church of Pittsford in 1827. 

1829 was an important year in Mr. Owen’s life: 

“During the year 1829 I was principally employed in an iron furnace, 

making plows & etc., and in company with my Brother-in-law S. Hull.; we 

rented Mr. S. Rich’s furnace for a year only. With us it was not profitable 

business. 

“This year with me, is memorable in another respect and that is, having 

united in marriage the daughter of Aaron Beebe – late from Granville, N.Y. Our acquaintance has been 

about three years. My wife was the oldest of ten children.” 

(Notice he doesn’t give her first name!) He gives her name later, Clarissa.  



Calvin and Clarissa had 9 children – Henry, Calvin Wooster 2nd, Lucy, Jane, Mary, Wilbur, 

Wooster, Harvey, and Annette. They lost two of the children when they were young, Calvin 2nd 

died of whooping cough at the age of 3, and Mary, of small pox at the age of 5.  

Calvin was concerned about matters of health and learned to distrust doctors. In 1825 he had an 

infection of the bladder and was treated with calomel, a derivative of mercury. He nearly died 

from the treatment and although he lived to be 84 years old, he suffered lifelong effects from that 

heavy metal poisoning. This made him wary of doctors and he wrote “Some cases of errors in 

Medical practice, and particularly in the Allopathic school calls up serious thought sometimes; 

There was some year ago, a grand error with doctors in regard to allowing their patients have cold 

water to drink in time of a burning fever, it was strictly prohibited some 30 or 40 years ago, but 

that has exploded long since. But to show how blindly tenacious the faculty were about the 

drinking of cold water; I will relate a fact that occurred in this town (Penfield) some years since. 

I was acquainted with patient after the circumstance I am about to relate. The Doctor (Dake) died 

before I came into Town. 

“The patient’s name was Calvin Clark. He was taken very sick with Fever, & had run some days; he had 

watchers one night, who both fell asleep, which the sick man discovered, while he was burning up with 

a raging fever he took advantage of the sleeper & slipped of the bed & crept to a pail of water in the 

Room, & took two hearty draughts by putting his face into the pail, but not being satisfied yet, he 

undertook to tip the pail, & in his weakness to hold it, it tipped over & fell from a bench, & dashed on 

him, and in the fall roused up the watchers, and when they found that the sick man had been drinking 

cold water, they were alarmed for the consequences, posted off one of them for the Doctor in great 

haste. The Doctor came in haste, and enquired what he (the patient) had been doing. The doctor without 

hesitation declared that he must die in a few hours, and that any further doctoring was useless, & that 

he could do nothing so save him. The patient asked for more water then, that wished to satisfy his thirst 

if he had got to die soon. The Doctor said they might give what he desired, as it be no worse for him, so 

they gave all that he wanted. The doctor went home expecting to hear of his death very soon. The Doctor 

on the next day not hearing anything from his patient death, went up to see how it was with the patient. 

When lo and behold, the sick man was sitting up in bed, and in a gentle perspiration. The fever had left 

him, & he began to recover from the time of drinking of the cold water. 

And after all, the doctor was so blind with prejudice that he would not give the water any credit in the 

cure. Which should have been entirely ascribed to use of water.  But as I said before, this error of the Dr. 

is exploded, but they have many others they cling to. 

I am of the opinion that most, if not all of the remedies now used by the Allopathic doctors will be 

abandoned, or will be rejected by the people, for instance such as arsenic, Mercury & calomel, in all its 

preparations. Antimony, Sulphates, Corrosion sublimates, & nearly the whole class of Drugs. And also, 

the indiscriminate use of the Lancet. This Butchering System of Medical Treatment has too long been 

tolerated. It does seem to me, that there would not be so much pain & suffering by the human family; if 

there were no Doctors in the world.” 

Calvin continued to believe in the healing power of water and treated his family and others with 

it. He stopped drinking coffee and tea in 1852 and only drank water from then on. 



 Mr. Owen was an active member of the Penfield Methodist Society and served 

five terms as a trustee. When the congregation that had 

been meeting in homes and public buildings decided to 

build a house of worship in 1842, Owen provided 

supervision and oversight of the project.  He also 

supervised the building of the new academy building in 

town in 1857. It is still standing, part of the fire hall. 

 In October of 1854 he purchased the brick house that still stands at 2129 Five Mile Line Road. 

He purchased it from Ira Mann and made improvements to the property. In this home he was 

close to the hustle and bustle of the Four Corners area.  He operated a lending library, the first in 

town, out of his home.  

Calvin had an interest in growing fruit trees because they were in demand in the rapidly growing 

country. In January of 1856 he writes,  

“I have made articles of agreement, & dated the first of this month, of a partnership with Alexander Cole 

to engage in the nursery business, and am preparing this winter, & will set out grafts next spring. We 

propose to locate such nursery near Ingorsol in Canada “. And in Feb – “I am procuring roots & scions for 

grafting fruit trees in comp’ with Alex Cole. We intend starting a nursery in Canada next spring. We have 

got 40,000 roots on hand at a cost of $5.50 per 1000 of I. Braucker, and scions will cost us from 8 to 12/- 

per 1000, & are scarce at that, in consequence of the many that are in the business.”  

In November of that year he decided to sell his share of the business because it was too far from 

home.  

Calvin was a diversified businessman. Along with his carpentry work and apple tree growing he 

was a partner with his son Henry in his tin smithing business in Bergen, sold insurance for the 

Wayne County Mutual Insurance Company, was a money lender, invested in land in Michigan, 

and owned several properties in Bergen, Parma, Rochester, and Penfield. He worked with Joseph 

Case Rich on his patents. He made patterns for Rich’s continuous cultivator, a straw cutter, and 

a beehive that looked like a cupboard. He made beds and other wooden items. He repaired clocks, 

fixed windows, and other repairs.  

He recorded events of local interest – fires and explosions in the area mills. On September 12, 

1855 he wrote,  

“Powder the Powder Mill or works on Allen Creek in Brighton which is in sight of Penfield blew up this 

afternoon about 6 o’clock. There was four sharp explosion, caused by the several shops or works. It had 

not been rebuilt long since the blow up on the 7th May last; This time there were no workmen killed, for 

the reason that they have left off work. This is, I think, the 7th time that it has blew up since my 

knowledge, and it, I believe, is the sixth time within 7 years.” 

 He was an ardent prohibitionist, a temperance man with a great aversion to drunkenness. In 1846 

he recorded,  



“In the fall of this year, the Order of the Sons of Temperance began to be agitated in the village, their 

principles & purposes were discussed by some of the friends of Temperance; and some sixteen 

individuals, myself included decided on procuring a Charter for a subordinate “Division” as they were 

denominated, and organize, which we did in January of 1847. The order of the Sons of Temperance 

originated in the city of New York in September from intoxicating drinks, met and instituted some private 

forms and ceremonies, by which they were governed. From this small beginning, in a few brief years 

they became very numerous extending through the United States. Their objects were the suppression 

of the Liquor traffic, & to shield themselves from the use.” 

Mr. Owen recorded information on politics of the time, including his opinion of the two dominant 

parties in 1853, the Whigs and the Democrats, which in his words had become “rotten to the 

core,” the formation of the “Know-Nothing Party,” and politics surrounding the events that led 

up to the Civil War. In 1859 he noted, “Southern delegated to Congress are threatening secession 

and dissolution of the union of the states.” And in 1860, “I will note here for future reference, 

seven of the southern gulf slave states have by conventions seceded from the Federal Union on 

account of slavery”.  

Calvin’s oldest son, Henry, enlisted in the 126th NY Infantry in August of 

1862. Henry fought in the battles of that unit until he was killed in the 

Battle of the Wilderness in May of 1864. Calvin wrote,  

“May 20th 64 I have just learned by the newspaper that my Son H.B. Owen was 

instantly killed in Battle on the 10th inst at Spotsylvania VA, leading his company in a 

charge against the Rebels, he fell in the enemy’s line, & his men had not time to rescue 

his body at the time, & they were repulsed, so that his body could not be obtained at 

all, and we shall never know how or where he was buried. The Chaplain wrote that if 

his body could have been gotten, it would have been Embalmed & sent home, but 

under the circumstances at the time, it could not be got from the enemy’s lines. Well 

perhaps it matters but little where the boy lies, the immortal part is of the most 

important, and we hope it is well with him, as he had lived a good moral & upright life. I understand that 

he was highly respected by the Reg’t as a man & officer” 

 Calvin Owen was devoted to his family – his children’s names appear over and over as he records 

the state of their health and, as they grew older, their marriages, occupations, and residences. He 

always wanted his children to live with him and seemed upset when they moved away. 

Each year on the anniversary of his marriage he expressed his appreciation of his family and once 

stated his regret that he had waited so late in life to marry. (He was 30 at the time) 

The last entry in his memoir was made on February 15th 1883. He said that he is palsied and 

crippled for life. Calvin Wooster Owen died on March 8, 1883. 

 

 

 


