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The Palmer Mills—A Family Legacy

Among the earliest businesses in LaFayette were the
grist mills used for grinding grain and sawmills used
for making lumber for houses. By 1845 there were 4
grist mills and 18 sawmills. These mills served an
important function to the early LaFayette community,
although, over the course of 150 years every mill that
existed in 1845 became extinct except for the Palmer
mills.

In September of 1862 Rev. Avery R. Palmer, then 42
years old, purchased Calvin Cole’s grist mill and
sawmill which had been in operation since 1838 for
$2,500. The mills ran on waterpower from the nearby
Butternut Creek. It was not a stretch for Rev. Palmer
to do this as he grew up next to his grandfather
Bailey’s mills in Christian Hollow. In 1859, Rev.
Palmer lost his other job as superintendent of the
county penitentiary in Syracuse when the Republicans
came into power. Owning the mills would give him
more than enough work and it would be a business he
could hand over to his son, Jirah Dennison, who was
then 14 years old. For the next 62 years the mills were
Jirah’s lifework. With his mechanical inclinations Jirah
began to improve the operations. In 1874, at a cost of
$2,700, he installed a turbine-style waterpower
replacing the overshot wheel which had stood at the
back of the mill. He then began the flume work, a
tunnel 88 feet long, replacing a former open raceway.
In 1876 he rebuilt the sawmill and lathe works at an
additional cost of $1,800. Jirah’s flume was made
entirely of wood. Although in 1909, with the help of
his two sons (George, 21 and Ray, 20) he made the
flume entirely out of concrete for $800. Waterpower
was eventually replaced by electric power after World
War Il. The last use of waterpower was for making
cider and that continued until 1962 when the County
Board of Health decreed so many changes in its
production to make it cost prohibitive. The grinding
operation changed from 3 rows of millstones to a
roller mill and then to an attrition mill. The last major
internal conversion was made in 1947 into the
gasoline operated hammer mill.

Any successful business must adapt to the changes
around them. After the war, the giants of the milling
industry began to process and package flour for
grocery stores and this phase of the business died
out. In 1947 Sheldon Palmer, the eldest son of J. D.
Palmer, became the manager of the business and

started to retail
feed, seed and
other related
products. This led
to the shutting
down of the
sawmill due to
the high rates for
fire insurance. In
1955 they
purchased 2
trucks with a
mounted feed
grinder and mixer and went from farm-to-farm
processing feed for farmers. This operation continued
for 26 years. The retail business finally ended in 2007
when Sheldon passed away and Sumner decided to
retire. Such is the legacy of 4 generations of the
Palmer family. All of them have run a business
indispensable to their time and place with faithfulness
and integrity. —Rick Stout, LaFayette Historian

The Grand-Daddy of All Class Reunions

LaFayette, N.Y.
August 9, 2025
LaFayette Inn Lower Ballfield

Join us on August 9th 3-8pm for our
Grand-Daddy of All Class Reunions

For details join the Facebook group “The Grand-Daddy of
All Class Reunions” and follow the links to get your tickets
and preorder a commemorative t-shirt! Ticket links and
information are also found on the “Town of LaFayette”
website at the following link: www.townoflafayette.com/
info-for-grand-daddy-of-all-reunions.html or scan the
pictured QR Code!

Anyone that has attended, worked at or is connected to
the LaFayette School District is invited. There will be
food, beverages, games, 2 bands (Corn Bred & the
Elderly Brothers) and DJ Chris Bradish to keep things
moving! RSVP DEADLINE July 31, 2025




