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A message from the President...
OFFICERS

Judy Coolidge
Rose Smith

PHS ANNUAL MEETING-November 12 at 7:00 pm via Zoom
All members are encouraged to attend our annual meeting on November 12, at 7:00 pm via Zoom. Please
check the PHS website before the meeting for the invitation.

We’ve cancelled our appeal campaign for 2020. While we have two uncompleted projects-our oral histories of farming in the Mettowee Valley and cleaning and restoring
of the tombstones in the Old Cemetery across from the Chriss Monroe Chapel -it
seemed appropriate to eliminate it this year. When we can resume these and other activities, we’ll ask for your support then.

John Malcolm

You all are invited to join us for our PHS Annual meeting on November 12th via
zoom. Look for the zoom invitation on our website a few days prior to the event.
pawletthistoricalsociety.org

TRUSTEES

Meanwhile, we urge everyone to remain vigilant and continue the safe practices that
have made Vermont’s residents at least relatively safe. And we dearly look forward to
the day when we can greet everyone in person.

Susan Hosley
Theresa Jones
Andrew Mahurin
Keith Mason
Marlee Mason
Matthew Proft
Stephen Williams
HISTORIAN
Martha Schoenemann

Membership Renewal Reminder: Please send in your annual membership
($10 single), ($15 family) to help support all our activities and
mission to preserve Pawlet history. Thank you!

It would appear that this year will conclude as strangely as it began. While we all
wish for normalcy, we’re obviously not there yet. Learning today that the President
and First Lady have tested positive for Covid 19 makes that all too clear. Consequently, your Trustees have decided that in the absence of other activities, more newsletters
are the best way to stay engaged with our members. We hope you enjoy this issue
which harkens back to disasters our town suffered at the turn of the century.

CURATOR
Sarah Rath

Barry Meinerth

Annual Membership
It’s time to renew your annual Membership. A self-addressed envelope
is enclosed for your use in returning your dues to us. Please also consider a membership for a neighbor or friend who might not be getting out a
lot at this time. Though we have not been able to have any programs
this year, we have worked hard to keep our newsletter, Pages from the
Pawlet Scrapbook, full of interesting information and hope folks have
enjoyed reading them. If you are inclined to include an extra donation
with your membership, it is always greatly appreciated.
Thank You.
Judy Coolidge, Membership Chair
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The Warren Switch Quarry Disaster
October 7, 1905

Note: The local railway line was about 2 ½ miles long from
Rupert up to West Pawlet and then on the state line on to Granville, NY. There was a side track put in between West Pawlet
and Granville called “Warren’s Switch” used for the convenience of loading slate close to the quarries and transporting
dynamite. It is not known for sure who Warren was, but there
were many families with that last name at the time. Probably
the worst quarry accident was at Warren’s Switch.

Friday Morning, October 6, 1905
Ten men were killed and two seriously injured in a
cave-in at the Vermont Slate Company quarry at Warren
Switch. Nine workmen were killed in the pit and John G.
Williams (John Silk), one of the owners of the quarry
went down to his death in the great slate slide. The disaster was caused by a cave-in of most of the west side of the
big Williams quarry precipitating upwards of five thousand tons of rock into the pit a hundred feet below. Those
at work in the pit were imprisoned with no possible way
to escape. The top that slid down was about three hundred
feet long and about thirty feet thick and forty feet deep.
On top of this were three tiers of 85 squares of slate. On
top of this portion of the slide stood John G. Williams,
President of the slate company.
John Williams was giving directions and signaling to
the workers who were down in the pit when he suddenly
felt the ground give was under him. Although he wasn’t
buried in the slide he was killed in the fall. Some of the
men who were working in the pit heard the rumble and
looked up to see the earth above them starting to slide and
they scrambled in an effort to escape from being buried
alive. Some succeeded in getting clear of the slide while
others received broken bones from the flying slate rocks.

The news of the disaster was immediately telephoned to
the village and every available physician from Granville
and West Pawlet rushed to the scene of the disaster. They
worked unceasingly, regardless of the danger to them,
many lifting rocks weighing more than they did. The seriously wounded and the dead were lifted to the top by
means of the slate carrier box.
Fraser Queen was found buried up to his chin in an upright position. He retained consciousness and gave directions to the men on how to release him from the rocks he
was buried in. As soon as his arms were free he assisted in
pushing some of the rocks from his body. One of his legs
was crushed into a jelly. The toes of one of his feet were
severed. His face and body were bruised and bleeding. He
was rushed to his rooming house and as soon as he could
be moved, taken to the Albany Hospital where he died the
same day. Rescuers tried to release John Eluiski who was
buried under ten feet of rock but he was apparently killed
instantly when the slide hit him.
While no more bodies were in sight it was known that
there were other men buried in the quarry but their exact
location wasn’t known. Work was then suspended until
several tons of rock could be removed from the surface of
the slide.
One hundred men with many high school boys assisting
worked under the direction of James Norton. There were
hundreds of watchers standing around in a deathly silence
as the bodies brought up were lowered to the ground. The
first two bodies were crushed beyond recognition.
The rest of the men were buried under tons of slate rock at
a depth of thirty feet and it was a full week before their
bodies were found and brought up. These were six Slovak
workers: Steve Banas, John Turanak, Mitro Darsik, William Turanak, George Einoski, and Stephen Stansik.
The slate quarry at Williams’ at Warren Switch was
considered one of the
safest in the slate belt
but it was thought
that rain and moisture may have loosened the dirt and rock
overhanging the pit.
There have been other cave-ins in the
past, some before
Warren Switch quarry and some after in
which lives were lost,
but none ever
reached the proportions of Friday October 7, 1905.

WP Fire cont. from page 4
wipe out the wooden stores to the east. The post-office was
next to go and little mail matter was saved. Mr. Pratt, wife
of postmaster Pratt, had a millinery store in the same building. Neither had any insurance. The next to suffer was
Copeland & Nelson, general merchants. The building was a
good one. Their loss is estimated at $10,000, insurance
$6,000. In this building was located C. M. White’s dental
rooms. His loss is total. Rising & Nelson, slate manufactures, also had an office in the structure. Their safe is in the
ruins. Smith’s barber shop was also in the building. George
Beecher’s hardware store was next...and $1500 on the
building. Flo. Johnson’s residence adjoining followed a like
fate. At this point the bucket brigade got the fire under control. One other building across the street from Layden &
Burdick’s store was also burned. Nelson & Co. and Owen
Williams, whose stores are up on the railroad street, are the
only business places left in the town.
ADDITIONAL LOSSES
It is impossible at this time to estimate the losses. When the
SENTINEL representative visited West Pawlet he found the
people depressed, shocked and palsied so great was the calamity which had fallen upon them. Many did not know the
amount of their insurance, nor could they intelligently estimate their losses. We do not wonder so sudden and so
fiercely was home and business swept from them. F. Johnson had $1,000 on his store building. He did not know the
amount his house was insured for. A part of his household
effects were saved but in a damaged condition. His loss is

probably from $3,500 to $4,000. Mr. Roberts estimates
his loss at $3,000, insured for $1000. Owens had no
insurance; Layden & Burdick were insured for $ 2,500,
loss $4,000. Neither Mrs. Pratt or Mrs. Reynolds, milliners, had any insurance. The former loses $500 and the
latter probably $800. Smith, the barber, had no insurance. Most of the insurance is in companies represented by George R. Thompson.
NO PROTECTION AGAINST FIRE
Like many other places West Pawlet has no facilities
for fighting fire, but trusted in heaven and insurance
companies. There is an old hand engine there, but it
was not in a condition to work until after the fire had
burned out. The bucket brigade did efficient work in
preventing the residences beyond F. Johnson’s from
burning.
VISITED BY HUNDREDS
A great crowd of people visited the unfortunate village
this forenoon from the country round about to ascertain
the particulars and satisfy curiosity. Many business
men from Granville went down on the morning train
and extended courtesies to the late tradesmen of the
place. It will be a long time before West Pawlet assumes her former pretensions and business activity.
The fire of this morning forms a sorrowful page in her
history.
“West Pawlet Fire 1895” The Granville Sentinel, 30
October 1895. Print.

Account by Morris
Rote-Rosen, Granville Sentinel from
Dorothy Offensend’s
Pages from my
Pawlett Scrapbook p.
103-107
Photo courtesy Pawlett Historical Society
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Slate

6th Grade Essay by Joseph Mackey
West Pawlet School – 5/25/1982
Mrs. Hunt’s Class
I am writing a report on the slate quarries in West
Pawlet. The first slate quarries in West Pawlet were
owned by Simeon Rising and Camullis Nelson. They
became partners in the year 1869.
Rising and Nelson employed a lot of Welsh people because they were skilled craftsmen. Once a quarry
was started it was dug near a dump or a pit. A large quarry usually had a boiler room. Once the pit grew deep the
water would seep in and the water was pumped to the
boiler house. They were often called “Mud Hole Quarries.”
All of the early arrangements were done by
horsepower. In the summer wagons were loaded with
slate; in the winter sleighs were loaded with slate and
drawn by horses to the West Pawlet train station. The
railroad ran between West Pawlet and Granville. The
freight trains that carried the slate were called “The Slate
Pickers.”
The splitter used a fairly sharp chisel. He wore a
metal apron. The standard size of a slate was 24 inches
down to 10 inches. The slate was sold by the square.
All of the equipment was made by the Gray Foundry in

Tell Us Your Story
Covid and You-the 2020 Pandemic
In March 2020 our lives and the lives of people
around the world were upended as the Coronavirus
struck. Wearing masks, social distancing, and washing our hands constantly have now become the norm.
We are unable to find any records pertaining to the
1918 Influenza in Pawlet in our historical records.
We want to be sure future generations can look back
and see how Covid 2020 affected our town and its
people. Fortunately here, through vigilance, we have
been spared many of the consequences that other
places have not. However, our lives have changed in
many ways. Over the next couple of months we will
be reaching out in an effort to document this unprecedented time. We would very much appreciate hearing from you—how has your life changed—do you
have a story that impacted your life in a way that will
affect how you do things again? What would you
like to include in our coverage of this subject? We
would like to dedicate a future issue of our newsletter
to Coronavirus in 2020 and its impact on the Town of
Pawlet. Please feel free to email one of us: Judy
Coolidge – judycool049@vermontel.net or Sarah
Rath -sarahrath18@gmail.com. We thank you and
look forward to hearing your stories.
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PHS ANNUAL
November 12, 2020
7:00 PM

SWEPT BY FIRE
The Village of West Pawlet Nearly
Wiped from the Earth

Via Zoom

HORRIBLE FATE OF WOMEN
A Mother, Daughter and GrandChild Incinerated

Poultney. Rising and Nelson’s slogan was “the roof
that never wears out.” Their advertisement read,
“Waterproof natural stone, wide range of colors.”
In the year 1913 electric power came to the
valley. In the year 1919 Rising and Nelson started
using some trucks for the transportation of slate.
Camillus H. Nelson was born in Hebron, New
York. Simeon M. Rising III was born in Rupert, VT.
He married Charlotte Richy of Rupert. An associate,
Arthur H. Morrow, was married to Mabel Lake. Before they were married Mabel taught in the West
Pawlet School. Other associates were Eugene J. Lyng
and Hermon Nelson. The Rising and Nelson slate
quarries are still running today under James M. Mertz.
Rising and Nelson never quarried any red
slate. My great-great uncle, Gordon Fitzgerald,
worked for Rising and Nelson for several years until
he retired.

The Fire Was Discovered About 1:30 o’clock this
morning-Every Business Place but Two in theVillage
Destroyed— Contents of the Post office Destroyed—
Bodies of Mother and Daughter Found-Irretrievable
Loss to the Village— No ProtectionAgainst Fire.
The Village of West Pawlet was baptized by fire at an
early hour this morning. The business portion of the
town is literally swept from the face of the earth. Every
structure on the south side of the street and along the
river bank from and including the old Woodard hotel
building to the east of Copeland & Nelson’s store is in
ashes. Every building was a tinder box and burned with a
vengeance. It is a calamity of the most stupendous nature, and many question if the town will ever recover
from it.
THREE PERSONS PERISH
Great as is the loss and destruction to property, it pales
into insignificance at the awful fate of three females who
were caught in the cruel flames, perished and their bodies burned beyond recognition They were Mrs. Knowles

Thomas, her daughter Katie, aged 20 years, and a grand
daughter, Anna, aged 6. They resided in rooms over Layden
& Burdick’s drug store, in the rear of which the fire is supposed to have caught.
A SICKENING SIGHT
It is supposed that they were attempting to secure some articles of value after being aroused, and the delay was fatal.
They were stupefied by smoke; the building was a seething
mass of flames and a moment later the structure fell in. Spectators turned their heads and grew faint. It was a fearful
sight. As soon as possible this morning a search was made
for the bodies and at 9 o’clock two blistered and partially
incinerated trunks were found. They were those of mother
and daughter. The remains, after being viewed by a crowd of
people, were removed to a building to await official action.
The young lady who perished was well-known in Granville.
She was employed as a dining-room girl at Wood’s Lake St.
Catherine house the past summer. A sister, Mary, resides at
Salem.
EXTENT OF THE FIRE
The fire was discovered at about 1: 20 o’clock in the block
owned by Flo Johnson on the east side of the railroad track.
The building was occupied by Layden & Burdick, druggists,
with the Thomas family upstairs. At the same time the Bull
building was also burning, the flames having made great
headway. Shortly after, the old Woodard hotel building
caught fire and was soon burned to the ground. It was owned
by Robert J. Roberts and occupied by two families. Harry
Owens had a notion store in the basement, as did also Mrs.
O. Reynolds of Granville, the milliner. The fire continued to
WP Fire cont. page 5

Left to right:
1. G.W. Beecher
Hardware
2. H.B. Jones Furniture and Undertaking, ground floor,
Rising and Nelson
Slate, Upstairs
3. (Three story structure) Layden and
Burdick on ground
floor, Apartments
above

