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MILAN IN THE 1920s 

YOU ARE INVITED 
TO CELEBRATE 

 
The Town of Milan Bicentennial 
April 7, 2018 Milan Town Hall 

1-4 p.m. 
 

An Outdoor Family Festival 
August 12, 2018 

3-7 p.m. Taconic Retreat Center 
 

~MORE EVENTS ON PAGE 3~ 

The articles without attribution are the collaborative 
work of Bill Jeffway, Vicky LoBrutto, Jack Campisi. 

I f we could visit Milan as it was in the 1920s, we would 
find that much had changed since our last view some fifty 

years before. For one thing, the town’s population was half 
what it had been in 1870: 704 compared to 1,474. By 1925, 
the town’s population had increased by 19, but this gain was 
short lived, and by 1930 it had fallen to its lowest point: just 
622 individuals resided in the town. 

As in the past, most Milan families were employed in 
agriculture. Out of a total of 286 employed, 125 were 
identified as farmers and another 131 as farm laborers. Five 
years later—in 1925—both numbers had declined, with 115 
farm families and just 89 as farm laborers, the reduction a 
product of the ongoing agricultural recession that began in 
1920. Almost all of these were small dairy farms, with 
supplemented income from raising apples, pears and 
peaches. Two exceptions were Frank Battenfeld and Louis 
H. Jacoby, who were classified as florists, raising violets 
commercially. By 1925, two additional farmers were in the 
same business: Frederick Battenfeld and Joseph Solan. 

 

 ~Much Has Changed~ 
The Evolving Framework That Created Milan 

Our History—Milan, New York 
 

There are several ways to learn about the history 
of Milan: 
~MilanNYHistory.org. There you will find 
documents, pictures, and videos. 
~The History Room at the Milan Town Hall. 
Many original documents and photos are housed 
here. They may be accessed by appointment on 
most Sundays from 12-2 pm. 
~Sign into your Facebook account and search 
for Milan NY History in Pictures and Words, 
historical records of the town  or Milan Memories, 
general memories and photos about living in 
Milan. 
In addition, the volunteer team is creating an 
inventory of documents, maps, and photos housed 
in the History Room. When the listing is complete, 
it will be posted on the website, Facebook, and in 
print. 
**Town Historian: Johanna Bard 845.901.2445 
**Deputy Historian: Vicky LoBrutto 845. 416.5466 
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Milan in the 1920s 
 
 

 

The 1920 census does not provide much detail 
describing those not engaged in farming. It lists as 
occupations the usual suspects: merchants (all dry 
goods), salesmen, servants, carpenters, a roofer, 
millers and real estate agent, suggesting that the 
census taker was less than diligent in pursuing the 
data. In fact, many heads of households are annotated 
with the word “none” under the occupation column. 
By contrast, the 1925 census listed, in addition to 
those identified above, 10 highway employees, 
two lawyers, three teachers, two chauffeurs, two 
electricians, a cook, a grocer, a telephone operator, a 
waiter, a mariner, a soldier, a decorator, an artist, and 
a hotel clerk. 

The town’s population changed in another significant 
way by the 1920s. While its total population 
declined, the number of foreign born residents 
increased significantly. As the chart shows, the 
number of foreign born increased by nearly 50 
percent between 1920 and 1925, and represented 14 
percent  of the total town’s population. 
 

 
 

The town government of the 1920s was similar in 
many respects to today’s, with a five-member town 
board headed by a supervisor, a town clerk, a tax 
collector, and two assessors. In addition, the town 
had up to five constables, an overseer of the poor and 
a school director (after 1925). All were elected for 
two-year terms. However, there was one significant 
difference between then and now, and that was the 
make-up of the town board. Town boards during this 
period consisted of, in addition to a supervisor, four 
elected justices, who served four-year staggered 
terms. 

The town board met sporadically, three or four times 
a year as needed. The meetings were moved around 
the town among four locations: the Jackson Corners 
Grange, the Rock City Grange, the hotel in 
Lafayetteville, and the town clerk’s home. Meetings 
took place at times convenient for the board 
members and the most common topics of discussion 
were appointments to vacancies, payment of bills, 
borrowing of money to finance the payments, and on 
occasion, the settling of disputes. 

The town minutes tell us little about town finances. 
They include no copies of budgets and only sketchy 
lists of expenditures. Fortunately, a dispute between 
the state commissioner of taxation and finance and 
the town supervisor in 1935 provides a bit of the 
answer. The commissioner had singled out Milan as 
a “‘horrible example’ of the futility of small-town 
government.” Supervisor James D. MacPhee took 
considerable umbrage with this characterization 
of the town, arguing that the commissioner’s numbers 
were wrong and that the town pays not 
only its way, but provides funds that 
support the county and state. He gave 
the following two examples: in 1920 
the town collected $9,677.77 in taxes, 
of which the county and state got 
$4,013.79, another $22.57 went to 
support the poor and the remaining 
$5,441.41 stayed in the town. The town 
received $2,683.18 from the state for road repairs. 
Ten years later the town raised $12,909.80, nearly 
half of which went to the state and county and 
another $852.44 went to the poor.  
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   1920  1925 

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 

Finland  1  0 
Denmark  3  1 
Germany  27  29 
Yugoslavia  12  24 
(Slovakia) 
Romania  1  2 
France   1  1 
England  2  4 
Ireland   6  14 
Sweden  6  7 
Switzerland  1  0 
Russia   6  10 
Norway  4  1 
Canada  1  4 
Wales   0  2 
Turkey   0  2 
Italy   0  5 
 
TOTAL  71  106 

Article continued on page 3 



 

 

 

 

As MacPhee points out, most of the money was 
spent on maintaining the town's 86 miles of roads. 
(By contrast, today the town maintains 51.25 miles.) 
 
To sum up, the decade of the 1920s began with a 
recession that never ended for agriculture and ended 
with the severest depression of the nation’s history. 
The decade saw the town spending funds to 
mechanize its highway department and saw the first 
woman, Flora B. Coons as town clerk, elected to 
public office in 1921. It witnessed the continued 
decline in population, despite an influx of 
immigrants, many from southern and eastern Europe, 
particularly from the newly formed country of 
Yugoslavia. By the beginning of the decade its local 
post offices were gone, replaced by Rural Free 
Delivery, and by the end its population was 
functioning around three social and business centers 
on the extremes of the town—Rock City, Jackson 
Corners, and Lafayetteville. 
 

 

SOURCES: 
 
Fourteenth Census of the  
United States: 1920—Population 
 
Poughkeepsie Eagle News,  
“Graves Wrong On His Figures,  
M’Phee Insists.” March 20, 1935. 
 
State of New York Census, Enumeration of the 
Inhabitants of the Town Of Milan 1925. 
 
Town of Milan Archives. 
 
Town of Milan Minutes 1902 through 1929. 

 
 
 
 

R OWE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 
is having two events to celebrate Milan’s 

bicentennial. Rowe, at 180 years, is the oldest 
continuing organization in Milan. The “church on the 
hill” has a rich history and deep involvement in the 
community through all those years. The church 
is happy to present these events to everyone in 
celebration. Both events will be held at the church. 
There is no admission fee. Join us on these dates: 
 

MAY 20: Sacred Harp Singing. Some of the 
hymns were actually written long ago by a pastor 
from Rowe. If you sing you’ll love this. If not, just 
listening you will find that just hearing this will be 
amazing! People can attend all or just part of this event. 
 

11a.m. -Special service featuring music and history 
from Benjamin Bach and the Sacred Harp singers. 
 

12 p.m. -Light lunch provided by the church. 
 

1 p.m.– Singing school. Benjamin Bach and the 
Sacred Harp singers will teach us how to sing shape 
note singing. 
 

JUNE 10: “The Kept Private.” The central 
narrative is between Milan’s first supervisor 
(Stephen Thorne) and an African American farmer 
who owned land on Willow Glen Rd. named Andrew 
Frazier. It also includes an incredible story about the 
cemetery around the corner from the church. 
 

3 p.m.– A staged reading of the play “The Kept 
Private” by the Storyhorse Players. 
 

D UTCHESS COUNTY HISTORIAN AND 
DUTCHESS COUNTY HISTORICAL 

SOCIETY present “Decoding the Past.” JUNE 14, 
7:30 p.m. MILAN TOWN HALL. The topic  
celebrates the 100th Anniversary of the end of World 
War I and the County government and Historical  
Society’s program focus: “2018: The Year of the 
Veteran.” County Historian Will Tatum and County 
Historical Society Executive Director Bill Jeffway, 
will speak to “Milan’s part in the World War,  
1917-1919.” 
 

Milan in the 1920s 
From Recession to Depression 
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 The Celebration Continues 
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 The Life and Lasting Legacy of Irene Kilmer Wilcox   

(1894—1977) 

Article continued on page 5 

D riving past the 615-acre Wilcox Park, or 
the beautiful Greek Revival Wilcox  

Memorial Town Hall, you could easily come to 
the conclusion that the Wilcox family had a large 
and enduring impact on Milan, especially in terms 
of community space and enjoyment. You’d be 
right. But those two very visible landmarks are 
only part of the story. 
 
The park and town hall were gifts of Irene Kilmer 
Wilcox, to memorialize her husband and son 
Frederick Peck Wilcox, Sr. and Frederick Peck 
Wilcox, Jr. In addition, she gave an endowment to 
the Town of Milan for the upkeep of the Town 
Hall. Today, the fund totals $600,000. Additionally, 
she funded the restoration of the Rowe Methodist 
Church, building a basement and foundation in the 
1960s, sparing Rowe Church the fate of its sister 
Church, the so-called Christian Church on Milan 
Hollow Road, which no longer stands. The Rowe 
Church Parsonage was also renovated, and an  
endowment for the church was created which   
remains to this day. She did all this later in life, 
and rather than leave all these gifts in her will to be 
given upon her death, she very carefully saw its  
distribution. She also supported Northern 
Dutchess Hospital, The Children’s Home of 
Poughkeepsie and churches in Gallatin, Red Hook, 
Pine Plains, and Rock City. 
 
This article explores her early life in Lafayetteville, 
profiles her husband and son, whom she wished to 
memorialize, and looks at what remains today of her 
and her family’s legacy. 
 

IRENE KILMER, LAFAYETTEVILLE 
 CHILDHOOD 

 

Irene Kilmer was born in 1894 on a farm in 
Lafayetteville, south of what is now Route 199. She 
reflects a very distinct, classic Milan background, 
being of German Palatine heritage. The massive 
Palatine immigration of 1710, affording thousands 

of German Protestant immigrants settlement 
in what is now Germantown as well as a “camp” on 
t he  wes t  s i de  o f  t he  r i ve r ,  had  a  huge   
impact on the settlement of Milan and remains  
visible today. Meant to sustain a large effort creating 
naval supplies for the British Navy, extracting tar 
from pine trees, the venture failed quickly. By 1712, 

several thousand immigrants 
had to venture out on their 
own and settle further upstate 
or locally. 
 
One of those who remained 
local was Simon Kilmore or 
Kilmer. Irene is firmly of 
Palatine heritage as both her 
father, Norman and her 
mother, Angie (maiden name 
Kilmer), were a descendant 
of Simon. Norman and Angie 
raised two children, Irene and 
her younger sister Genevieve 

who was born in 1903. A look at any census of the 
late 1800s shows an enormous number of Kilmers, 
who generally moved south and east from what is 
now Germantown to and through Rock City to  
Lafayetteville and beyond. 
 

MEETING & MARRYING  
FREDRICK P. WILCOX, 

THE OAKDALE ESTATE 
 

It was 1911 when the unmarried and childless heir 
to the Wilcox Silver manufacturing business,  
Frederick Peck Wilcox, started piecing together a 
615-acre farm in Milan on land neighboring and  
including the Kilmer’s south of Lafayetteville.   
Frederick P. Wilcox was born in Meriden, Connecti-
cut. His father Dennis Coburn Wilcox and his  
father’s brother invented a new technique for silver 
plating that would revolutionize that business, making 
him one of the wealthiest men in the United States.  

Irene Kilmer, left, born 
1894 and her sister   
Genevieve born 1903. 
Notes from Mrs. Wilcox 
refer to them as Irena  
and  Geneva as children. 

 



 

Dennis Wilcox worked his way up from street  
peddler to be worth an estimated $5 million in the 
1870s. The family’s Meriden Britannia Company 
had offices in Connecticut and at Union Square, 
New York City. Dennis and his high society wife, 
Mary Peck Wilcox, had an apartment on the upper 
west side of Manhattan. 
 
Perhaps with an eye to leading a quieter life, the 
large International Silver Company having bought 
out the family business and installed his cousin as 
president, Frederick Wilcox bought a total of five 
farms that he knitted together into his “Oakdale 
Farm.” The drawings of the farm done by Frank 
Teal in 1919 (courtesy of Historic Red Hook) list 

the following “dwelling 
houses, laundry, garage, 
bee house, poultry house, 
poultry yard, turkey 
house, watering trough, 
incubator house, ice 
house, barns, sheep 
barn, hay barn, pig pen, 
cottage with well.” It 
was also in 1919 that 

Frederick Wilcox and Irene Kilmer married. 
 
Their son, Frederick Peck Wilcox, Jr. was born in 
1927. “Junior” as he was called, was a popular kid 
around Lafayetteville. He attended the one-room 
school house and would hang out at the local store. 
Like his father, Frederick, Jr. had a strong interest 
in forestry, so much so that while in high school he 
won a state prize for his essay in the subject. After 
graduation, he served in the Navy from 1948.  
Frederick Wilcox, Sr. died in 1942, and sadly  
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The Legacy Of Irene Kilmer Wilcox  

Frederick, Jr. was killed in 1950 at the age of 24  
flying his small plane during a routine run between 
their farm and Poughkeepsie. Thus, in a very short 
time, Irene Kilmer Wilcox lost her husband and her 
son. Yet Mrs. Wilcox’s response over the subsequent 
decades was one of enormous generosity. 

LATER LIFE AND LEGACY AS  
IRENE WILCOX 

Mrs. Wilcox sold the 615-acre farm to the county 
for a nominal $40,000; she used that money to buy 
the land and build Wilcox Memorial Town Hall. 
She asked for the design of the new town hall to reflect 
the classic architecture of the 1838 Rowe Church and 
parsonage. Thus, perhaps more coincidentally than 
by design, the descendants of two German Palantine 
immigrant families, the Rowes and the Kilmers, 
left classic buildings facing each other: one secular, 
one religious. Both gifts to the community. The 
municipal building she created in the Church’s  
architectural mirror image across the road opened 
in 1966. 
 
For those who look for coincidence or symmetry in 
life, the date November 2 is important. As profiled 
in the first newsletter, Johannes Rowe purchased 
the 911-acre “Lot 22” of the Little Nine Partners 
patent November 2, 1760 and built his stone home 
(now gone) in 1766.  
 
Irene Kilmer was born just down the road November 2, 
1894. 

 Irene K. Wilcox            Frederick P. Wilcox, Sr.,   Frederick P. Wilcox, Jr.  

Mrs. Wilcox dated this photograph as 
1917, two years before her marriage  
to Fred Wilcox. 

 

Top and bottom right picture: Milan Town Hall.  
Bottom left picture: 1838 Rowe Church  
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  OAKDALE   FARM  

T he major focus of Frederick Wilcox, Sr., when he assembled “Oakdale Farm,” between 1911-1919, 
was forestry. As this early photo shows, the land by this time had become barren, and this was 
not limited to the Oakdale farm or even the town of Milan. This was a regional and state issue. Wilcox  
became a visible leader in reforestation and was profiled by the Dutchess County Farm Bureau in 1921.  

Later photographs show Frederick Sr., and Jr. when trees were first planted, and a photograph of the enormous 
scale of these forests today. 



 

Dennis Coburn Wilcox shown in the 
1880s. Father of Frederick, Sr. after  
he rose from being a street peddler to 
one of the wealthiest men in the country. Frederick P. Wilcox, Sr. relaxing 

“Junior” and  
mother, Irene K. Wilcox,  

with his airplane 

Frederick, Jr.  
joined the  

Navy in 1948 
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OAKDALE   FARM  



 

 

Town of Milan  
Bicentennial Committee 
Wilcox Memorial Town Hall 
20 Wilcox Circle 
Milan, NY 12571 
 

www.milanNYhistory.org 
Facebook.com/groups/milanNYhistory 
milanNYhistory@gmail.com          
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