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This study was sparked by a question from a distant cousin: Who was Seymour Edward
Knickerbocker (number 14 in the treee below) who died in Cortland County, New York in 1958?
This question turned out to be more complicated than I had originally thought.
This report discusses Seymour Edward Knickerbocker’s ancestors in Fort Edward, New York, .
and also discusses families with the surnames Wallace, Willer, LaValley, and DeGraff.
We will not cover every single Knickerbocker who ever lived in Fort Edward. Instead, we will
focus on Seymour’s grandfather, Charles Knickerbocker (1852-1901).
Many of the people discussed here had chaotic lives. This story includes alcoholism, divorces,
assaults, arrests, a lawsuit for wrongful death, and a house of ill repute.
In the end, this story won’t affect too many readers. It appears that there are relatively few living
descendants of these lines. However, it was fun putting these puzzle pieces together.
Shown below is a partial family tree. These are the Knickerbockers who will be discussed, one
at a time. The stories of the Wallaces and other families are woven in at appropriate times.

Key Knickerbockers
Note: This is only a partial family tree. Many children are not shown.

1

Seymour Knickerbocker
1822-1904
m Jane

2

3

Hiram

4

Fred

5

Charles Knickerbocker
1852-1901

1848-1920

1850-

m Harriet

m Dora Durkee

1869 -

1st wife of Charles

6

8

William

9

Charles

10

2nd wife of Charles

Sarah Willer

7

1861-1930

Josephine Knickerbocker

11

Seymour

12

Jennie

Luella Baker
1861-

13

Abbie

1874-1945

1877-

1879-1931

1881-1892

1884-1917

1886-

m Gertrude

no wife

m Joseph LaValley

drowned

m Carl Ritter

m Frank Dragon

14

Seymour "Knickerbocker"
1895-1958
m Dora Wallace

George

15 William H. "Knickerbocker"
1897-1947
m Grace McFadden

Seymour and William
were stepchildren of
Joseph LaValley
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Background
This study started with a very simple question:
Who were the parents of the Seymour
Knickerbocker who died in Cortland, New York, in
the 1940’s?
To start, we have to know where he was born.
Seymour’s draft registration, from 1942, showed
his birth location as being Fort Edward, New
York.

So far, so good.

However, there were several Knickerbockers in Fort Edward. For example, here is an excerpt
from a directory for Fort Edward in 1902.

Who were all these people, and how did they
relate to Seymour?

The street addresses shown in the 1902 directory are interesting. The Knickerbockers all lived
in a tiny corner of Fort Edward.
This part of Fort Edward is next to the
Hudson River, and used to be known as
The Point.
Many residents of The Point worked at
the nearby paper mills, which are still
visible in this satellite photograph.
The red star in this graphic is the center
of the events discussed later. Charles
Knickerbocker (person 4) lived near the
intersection of Oak and McRea streets.
So did his in-laws, the Willer family.
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A Warning about Last Names
The story of the Knickerbockers in Fort Edward involves many divorces and remarriages. There
were also a few illegitimate children. Thus, many people had more than one last name.
We will use a woman named Myra McDonald as an example. Myra’s mother was Luella Baker,
who is person number 7 in our story. It takes many different historic records to even begin to
understand the name changes for Myra McDonald and her mother.
1892

Myra McDonald was living with her parents,
Jamson and Luella McDonald.

1893

Miss Luella Baker (7) married Charles Knickerbocker (4). She was also
known as Mrs. Luella McDonald, the ex-wife of Jamson McDonald.

1900

Myra Knickerbocker was the stepdaughter of Luella
Knickerbocker and her husband Charles.

1910

Myra Knickerbocker was the daughter of Luella Knickerbocker,
who was a widow.

1911

Myra McDonald married Frank
Bartholomew. Her parents were Jamson
McDonald and Luella Baker.

1915

After a divorce (?), Myra went back to using “McDonald” and
once again lived with her mother, now called Luella Johnson.

1940

In April of 1940, Myra Whaley was
living with her husband.

1940

In July of 1940, Myra Whaley’s obituary listed
her siblings, including her brother, Warren
McDonald, and her half-brothers, Hiram and
Clossen Knickerbocker.

Thus, Myra cycled through six last names (McDonald, Knickerbocker, McDonald again, Bartholomew,
McDonald again, and then Whaley.) Her mother Luella cycled through five last names (Baker, McDonald,
Baker again, Knickerbocker, and then Johnson.)
Multiple last names are one of the challenges when researching the Knickerbockers of Fort Edward.
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We will now go through the main players in this story, one at a time. We will use the partial
Knickerbocker tree as a discussion guide.

1. Seymour Knickerbocker (b 1822)
Seymour Knickerbocker moved to Fort Edward in about 1872. Seymour had been living in
Warrensburg, about 30 miles to the north.
Seymour spent many years living on The Point in Fort Edward, working various jobs. In the
1900 census, Seymour, age 80, was living at 81 McRea Street. Thus, Seymour was one of the
people in the 1902 directory.
Seymour was the patriarch of the Knickerbockers in this story.
We don’t know much about Seymour’s life, but he apparently went
through some hard times. He imprisoned for theft in 1855 (then
pardoned in 1856).
Whatever issues caused Seymour to wind up in jail, he didn’t seem to
pass along any “evil ways” to most of his children.
Unfortunately, though, Seymour’s son Charles seemed to more than
his share of problems. They are discussed later.

2. Hiram C. Knickerbocker, the brother of Charles
Hiram was the oldest son of Seymour. Hiram apparently stayed in Warrensburg when his father
and younger siblings moved to Fort Edward.
Hiram does not have a large role in the Fort Edward story.
However, Hiram’s name was mentioned in an obituary of one of his nephews. This helps us
connect his nephew into the larger family. The obituary will be shown later.

3. Fred Knickerbocker
Fred Knickerbocker was the son of Seymour. (He was a different person than Fred Newell, who
was mistakenly called “Knickerbocker” in the 1880 census.)
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4. Charles Knickerbocker
Charles Knickerbocker, the son of Seymour, was at the center of the chaos within the
Knickerbocker family in Fort Edward.
Charles Knickerbocker led a complicated life. Charles may have been an alcoholic. For
example, he was jailed for public intoxication at least once, and died when he fell off an
embankment while drunk.

Charles was once arrested for hitting his first wife, Sarah.

Charles did not get along with his sister in law, Laura Willer.
Charles and Laura were involved in several accusations of
assault.
Notice that Laura Willer was described as “notorious.” We will
discuss the Willer family in the next section.

Charles and his first wife, Sarah, had 6 children together. The children will be mentioned later.
Charles divorced his first wife, Sarah, in about 1890. He then married his second wife, Luella
Baker McDonald.
Luella and Charles had 4 children together. The children will be mentioned later.
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Shown here is one of the
newspaper stories about the death
of Charles Knickerbocker.
Charles fell to his death, while
drunk.
This wasn’t an obituary, in the
traditional sense. The story is
focused on the unusual
circumstances of Charles’ death.
It appears that the person who
wrote this newspaper story was not
a close relative or a near neighbor.
(The story ignored Charles’ 1st wife, Sarah, who lived about 2 blocks away. The story also
ignored Charles’ 80 year old father, Seymour, who also lived nearby. Instead, the story refers to
Seymour as being one of Charles’ brothers. Nobody who lived nearby, and knew the family,
would have mistaken an 80 year old man for the brother of Charles.)

5. George Knickerbocker, the brother of Charles
Charles Knickerbocker had a brother named George who born about 1869. George is hard to
trace after 1880. However, he is probably the George Knickerbocker mentioned in a court
record that is discussed later.
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6. Sarah Willer, the first wife of Charles Knickerbocker
Now we come to the most colorful part of this story. It hinges around the family of Sarah (Willer)
Knickerbocker.
Sarah (Willer) Knickerbocker led an extremely complex life.
Shown here is the listing for the family of Charles and Sarah Knickerbocker, as of the 1880
census:

The person named Fred was called “son.” It should say “stepson.” This was Fred Newell, who
may have been an illegitimate child, as such things used to be called. Fred Newell shows up in
many census records and newspaper stories. During his adult life, Fred always called himself
“Newell” instead of “Knickerbocker.”
Partners / Spouses of Sarah Willer

Here is a list of all of Sarah’s children:

1. Relationship with an unidenfied man named Newell in about 1870
Child:
Fred Newell (1870-1949) m Mary Sennett
2. Marriage to Charles Knickerbocker (1852-1901); married about 1876
Children:
William Henry Knickerbocker (1874-1945) m Gertrude (mnu)
Charles Knickerbocker (1877-) never married??
Josephine Knickerbocker (1879-1931) m Joseph LaValley
Seymour Knickerbocker (1881-1892) never married
Jennie Knickerbocker (1884-1917) m Carl Ritter
Abbie Knickerbocker (1886-) m Frank Dragon

Shown here is Sarah’s obituary, which mentions her sisters Mrs.
Laura Robbins and Mrs. Jennie Ross.
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William Willer (1854-1917), brother of Sarah (Willer) Knickerbocker
Sarah Knickerbocker had a brother named William Willer. William and his daughter Irene are
one of the clues that help prove the connection between the Knickerbockers and Willers.
William Willer’s wife Ellen died in Connecticut in 1909. Her
obituary mentioned William and their daughter, Irene.

William Willer died in Fort Edward in
1917. His obituary mentioned his sisters, including Mrs. Sarah
Knickerbocker and Laura Robbins. William’s daughter Irene was
also mentioned.

We know from an 1886 Fort Edward directory that a
woman named Sarah Willer was listed as being the
widow of James. She was living with Laura Willer
near the corner of Oak and McRea streets. This was
Sarah Willer senior, the mother of Sarah Willer
Knickerbocker.
Given this partial family information, and census records, we can assemble a tree for the Willer
family:
Willer Family Tree
Note: This is only a partial family tree.

James Willer
1830-

m Sarah (maiden name unknown)

Sarah

Virginia

William

Ida

Laura

George

1851-1930

1853-1933

1854-1917

1863-

1864-

1865-

partner of ? Newell

m John Ross

m Ellen (mnu)

m Charles Knickerbocker

partner of ? Chapman
m Isaac Brown
m unknown Robbins

Children:
Fred Newell
(1870-1949)
William Henry Knickerbocker
(1874-1945)
Charles Knickerbocker
(1877-)
Josephine Knickerbocker
1879-1931
Seymour Knickerbocker
1881-1892
Jennie Knickerbocker
1884-1917
Abbie Knickerbocker
1886-

Children:
Irene Willer
(1904-)

Children:
Harry Chapman
(1880-1950)
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The Willer family of Fort Edward was described as “notorious” in several newspaper articles.
This was because Laura Weller and her mother ran a “disorderly house.” Today we would call
this a house of ill repute.
Laura Willer and her mother were arrested several times. Most newspaper stories were vague
regarding why the Willer women were called “notorious.”
The following story, from 1886, provides some details about the Willer’s house of ill repute.

Laura Willer’s son, referred to in this newspaper article, was Harry Chapman. Harry’s birth
father might have been Hiram Chapman.

After multiple legal problems, Laura Willer left town in around 1890.
She apparently lived for a brief time in Arlington, Vermont, which is
about 30 miles southeast of Fort Edward.
Laura was married multiple times, and later returned to Fort Edward.

Sarah Knickerbocker and Laura Willer obviously had a close relationship. (As already shown,
Sarah died at the home of her sister, Laura.)
There is no evidence that Sarah Knickerbocker was ever involved in the Willer family’s
“disorderly” business.
However, the stories about the Willer family give us some sense about the family environment
when Sarah (Willer) Knickerbocker was growing up, and when Sarah was trying to raise her
own family.
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7. Luella Baker, the second wife of Charles Knickerbocker
Luella Baker was the second wife of Charles Knickerbocker. In the 1900 census, Charles and
Luella were at 34 River Street.
We don’t know much about Luella’s personality. She was rarely mentioned much in local paper,
either positively or negatively.
Luella Baker was married three times.
When Luella married Charles Knickerbocker,
she was described as Miss Luella Baker even
though she had had already been married to
James McDonald.
Later, when Luella married her third husband,
she was called Luella Knickerbocker in the
marriage record.

Husbands and Children of Luella Baker
1. James McDonald (1859- ); married about 1876
Children who briefly lived with Charles Knickerbocker:
Myra McDonald (1883-1940); multiple marriages
Warren McDonald (1885-1944) m Daisy Prosser
2. Charles Knickerbocker (1852-1901); married in 1893
Children:
Georgiana (1894-) m1 David Larner; m2 Stanley Peplowski
Alice (1897-1987) m Howard Mosher
Hiram (1899-1967) m1 Ethel Uhrig; m2 Ida (mnu)
Clossen (1901-1965) m Anna Burns
3. Alfred Johnson (1859-); married in 1913
No children

One newspaper story about Luella is interesting. After
Charles died, Luella sued the hotel owner for selling liquor
to Charles.
Luella apparently thought she was in position to complain
about someone selling alcohol to her husband.
Perhaps Luella did not have Charles’s love of alcohol.
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8. William Knickerbocker, the son of Charles
William Knickerbocker (1874-1945) was the son of Charles and
Sarah Willer. William apparently never had any children. However,
his obituary is useful to our story.
The obituary confirms that Fred Newell was a half-brother.
This obituary also confirms that William Knickerbocker (our person
number 7) had nephews named Seymour and William
Knickerbocker (persons number 15 and 17).
This obituary also mentions Irene Willier, and thus confirms the
connection between the Knickerbocker and Willer families.
(Irene lived with William and Gertrude Knickerbocker for several
years. It appears that William may have been appointed the
guardian of Irene, after her father died.)

9. Charles Knickerbocker, Junior
Charles Junior was the son of Charles Senior and Sarah Weller. He lived with his mother for
many years, and later lived with his brother William. Charles Junior apparently never married.
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10. Josephine Knickerbocker
Josephine Knickerbocker was the daughter of Charles Knickerbocker and Sarah Willer.
During Josephine’s early years, the household included her half-brother Fred Newell. (Fred was
Sarah’s son from an earlier, apparently illicit, relationship.)
Josephine was about 7 or 8 when her father assaulted her mother, and during the court cases
involving the Willer’s house of ill repute.

Joseph LaValley married Josephine Knickerbocker on August 9, 1905,
when Josephine was about 25 years old.

The 1910 census was the first to capture the family of
Joseph and Josephine.
At this point, they had been married for 5 years.
Seymour and William Knickerbocker, ages 15 and 12,
were shown as being stepchildren of Joseph.

Joseph and Josephine later had two children together.
LaValley Family Tree
Joseph LaValley
1874-1933
m Josephine Knickerbocker
Joseph's stepchildren

Joseph's children

Seymour "Knickerbocker"

William "Knickerbocker"

Dorthoty LaValley

1895-1957

1897-1947

1912-

Margerie LaValley
1918-1989

m Dora Ethyl Wallace

m Grace McFadden

m James A. Wallace Jr.

m Lee Edward Wallace

The two stepchildren, Seymour and William Knickerbocker, will be discussed later.
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11. Seymour Knickerbocker (b 1881), the son of Charles
Charles Knickerbocker and Sarah Weller had a son named Seymour.
Seymour was living with his mother, Sarah, in the New York State
census in the summer of 1892. This was Seymour’s only appearance in
the census. (The 1890 federal census records were lost in a fire.)
On Christmas Eve of 1892, Seymour fell through the ice while skating on
the Hudson River.
Seymour’s body wasn’t found until May of 1893.
This was the little brother of Josephine Knickerbocker. His death, under
such unfortunate circumstances, might be why Josephine named her first
son “Seymour.”
(There is a mistake on Findagrave. Without showing any documentation,
Findagrave claims that Seymour was a 1 year old when he died. Findagrave is
wrong.)

12. Jennie Knickerbocker
Jennie Knickerbocker was the daughter of Charles and Sarah.
Jennie married Carl Ritter in December, 1911. The wedding was at the home of her sister, Mrs.
Frank Dragon.
Jennie died relatively young, in 1917, at the home of her mother Sarah. Her cause of death is
not known.
Jennie’s only role in this story is that she showed up in the 1902 directory that was shown
earlier.

13. Abbie Knickerbocker
Alice “Abbie” Knickerbocker was the daughter of Charles and Sarah. She married Frank
Dragon and lived a long life. There is no sign that the various family problems discussed here
had much effect on Abbie.
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14. Seymour Edward Knickerbocker (stepson of Joseph LaValley)
Seymour Edward Knickerbocker’s first
appearance was in the 1900 census. He was
living in the household headed by his
grandmother, Sarah.

As already shown, Seymour later lived with his stepfather, Joseph LaValley.
In 1916, Seymour Edward Knickerbocker married Dorothy Wallace.

Dorothy Wallace (wife of Seymour Edward Knickerbocker)
Seymour Knickerbocker’s wife is easy to trace.

Dorothy (Wallace) Knickerbocker was the daughter of
James A. Wallace Sr, who died in 1930.
The obituary mentions a daughter, Mrs. Seymour
Knickerbocker of Cortland.

Wallace Family Tree
Note: This is only a partial family tree.

James A. Wallace Sr.
1860-1930
m Nellie Naylor

Here is a partial family tree for the
Wallaces. Three spouses are
highlighted: Seymour
Knickerbocker, Dorothy LaValley,
and Marjorie LaValley.

James A. Wallace Jr.

Edward L. Wallace

Dora Ethyl Wallace

1891-

1896-1957

1907-1940

m Eva Coventry

m Seymour Knickerbocker

m Dorthoty LaValley

Lee Edward Wallace

These spouses of the Wallaces are
easily confirmed.

1913-2003

m Margerie LaValley

All three of these spouses were children or stepchildren of Joseph LaValley and his wife
Josephine Knickerbocker. There was obviously a strong connection between the Wallace and
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LaValley families. Seymour and Dora were married first. Their marriage may have sparked
enough family interactions to lead to the other marriages.

The Marriage License of Seymour Edward Knickerbocker
Seymour Knickerbocker was married on October 28, 1916. Here is the marriage license. This
was presumably filled out by a county clerk, based on information provided by Seymour and his
fiance, Dorothy:

This shows Edward DeGraff as the biological father of Seymour “Knickerbocker.”
In the Fort Edward vicinity, there is only one “Edward DeGraff” who could have been Seymour’s
father.

Edward DeGraff, the Biological Father of Seymour Edward Knickerbocker
DeGraff Family

Shown here is a partial tree of the DeGraff family.

Joseph DeGraff

Seymour Knickerbocker has been included in this
tree, based on the evidence shown above.

1849-1914
m Ellen Tierney

Charles

Edward

1868-1953

1876-1942

wife: Minie Roberts

partner: Josephine Knickerbocker
wife: Katherine Roberts
Children:
Seymour Knickerbocker
1895-1958
Joseph Francis DeGraff
1899-1949
Donald DeGraff
1901-1939

The DeGraff house was on Notre Dame Street,
southeast of the paper mills. The DeGraff house
was about a mile from the various Knickerbocker
houses.
Seymour Edward Knickerbocker was born early
in1895. Edward DeGraff and Josephine
Knickerbocker must have had a fling in about April of
1894, when Edward was about 18, and Josephine
was about 15.
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Edward’s DeGraff’s first wife was Kittie Roberts. They were married in
1899.

Edward DeGraff lived in Fort Edward, on Notre Dame Street, in
the years between about 1900 and 1910. For example, a
newspaper article reports on an accident involving Edward’s
son, Francis.
By 1911, Edward and his family were living in Chicago.
In the spring of 1911, newspaper stories say that Edward’s wife and
children returned from Chicago on a visit to Fort Edward. His wife
may have already known she was ill. Catherine (Roberts) DeGraff
died in Fort Edward in the June of 1911.

Based on newspaper stories, it appears that Edward
DeGraff visited Fort Edward periodically. This must have
been especially true in the years 1911-1914. Edward’s
two sons apparently lived with their grandfather, in Fort
Edward, during those 3 years.

It was years later, in 1916, when Seymour Knickerbocker told the county clerk that his father
was Edward.
We have to take Seymour at his word: his biological father was Edward DeGraff. There is no
other possible explanation for the information on the marriage license.
Later, in 1924, Seymour named his son Edward Seymour Knickerbocker. The name “Edward”
could have been in honor of Dorothy’s brother, Edward Wallace. However, the name “Edward”
could also have been in honor of Seymour’s father.
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15. William Knickerbocker (stepson of Joseph LaValley)
We have already mentioned Joseph LaValley’s stepson, William Knickerbocker.
The marriage record for William Knickerbocker was hard to find.
In reality, there is no record for a marriage for William under the last name Knickerbocker. Once
again, we have somebody whose last name changed in at least one historic record.

Since there is no marriage record for William
“Knickerbocker,” we need to search for his wife and work
backwards.
One of William’s in-laws was easy to trace.
Edith (McFadden) Rouse died in Argyle, New York in 1994.
Edith was the daughter of William McFadden and Margaret
Langworthy.
Edith (McFadden) Rouse had a sister whose married name
Grace Knickerbocker.

Shown here is the marriage record for
Grace McFadden, the daughter of
William McFadden and Margaret
Langworthy of Fort Edward.
The date is obscured here, but shows
up in other records as being October
10, 1916.
The groom’s side of the above image is not very clear. Here is the key section, magnified:
The groom, William, described himself as
“William H K Valley.”
The marriage license was probably filled out
by a county clerk. The clerk wrote down what
he was told by the bride and groom.
The name “William H K Valley” had to come
from the groom.
This appears to be the only time William “Knickerbocker” identified himself as a “Valley.”
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On his marriage license, William stated that his father as Joseph Valley, and that his mother
was Josephine Knickerbocker.
The math doesn’t work. William Knickerbocker was born in about 1897. Joseph Valley married
Josephine Knickerbocker in about 1903.
There are two possibilities:
1. Perhaps Joseph and Josephine had a fling, and conceived William, several years before
they were married. They eventually decided that marriage was the “right thing to do.” In
this case, Joseph LaValley really was the birth father of William Knickerbocker.
(or)
2. Perhaps Josephine had a fling with another man, and conceived William. Many years
later William Knickerbocker chose not to acknowledge his biological father, and declared
himself to be William H K Valley, just for a day.
In the end: We might never know the actual biological father of William Knickerbocker.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Postscript
My ancestors have been in Cortland County New York since the early 1800’s. Thus, I have always been
interested in the history of Cortland County.
Before arriving in Cortland, my Knickerbocker ancestors lived in Connecticut. Thus, I am also interested
in the Knickerbocker families of Connecticut.
The name “Seymour Knickerbocker” is connected to both Cortland New York, and to Connecticut.
“Seymour Knickerbocker” was a very unusual name. I have only ever identified seven men who went by
that name. It appears that all seven “Seymour Knickerbockers” had roots in Connecticut.
Seven Men named

Seymour Knickerbocker
Generation
1st

Harmon Janse "Knickerbocker"

2nd

Lawrence

3rd

John

4th

Lawrence

5th

Samuel
SeymourA
b 1795
wife's name unknown

6th

7th

8th

9th

Connecticut
Knickerbockers

Henry
b 1811
m Rachael Swears
SeymourC
b 1840
never married?

Silas Henry
(b 1843)
m Eliza Jones

Seymour E
b 1877
m Evilina Barss

Levi
b 1818
m Julia Ann Hopkins

SeymourB
b 1822
m Jane Bennet

Seymour D
b 1841
m1 Jennie Stanton
m2 Alice Jane Newton

Charles
b 1852
m1 Sarah Weller
(m2 Luella Baker)

Seymour F Josephine Knickerbocker
Edward DeGraff
b 1881
never married

G

10th

Seymour "Knickerbocker" (DeGraff)
b 1895
m Dora Wallace

By a strange coincidence, two of the Seymour Knickerbockers (D and G) spent time in Cortland, New
York
This report discussed the three Seymour Knickerbockers who had ties to Fort Edward (B, F, and G). I
didn’t plan on writing a long report, but I couldn’t resist the complex & colorful nature of this story. Now,
though, I plan to go back to the broader studies.
I do not plan to do any more research related to other Knickerbockers in the Fort Edward area.

Bryan Knickerbocker
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