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NOTE TO THE READER: 
 
This information is about the founder of the Onan Family Foundation and his ancestors. It is a 
sub-set of what has been published and distributed to libraries and historical societies where 
the family has had a presence. 
 
David Onan II 
November 16, 2014 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE ONAN’s 
 
NEW YORK 
 
The date is unknown, but about 1800 and before 1820, several Onan family groups collected in 
upper New York State. They were British subjects. We descend from them. The immigration 
path is unknown. Best guess is through Boston or Canada. For our purposes we are placing an 
Alexander Onan born about 1755 as head of this family. He is a place holder, because we do 
have an iron-clad lineage link. His son James Onan, our ancestor, is known to have received 
citizenship in Philadelphia and then traveled with his wife, Mary Collins, and first two children, 
Warren and Samuel T. to New York State. James and Mary are the focus of the ONAN section. 
 
MICHIGAN 
Members of a New York family traveled to Michigan. No lineage link is established but 
circumstantial evidence is large. The Alexander Onan b.1790 and his wife Polly Cornellius with 
children Alexander Jr b. 1827, Gabel b. 1830, Jemima b. 1832, Tobias b. 1836, and Samuel b. 
1837 moved to Conquest, Cayuga Co NY in about 1833. Then in 1855 they moved to Lowell, 
Kent County MI. (OBIT0018) 
 
WISCONSIN 
Members of our ancestor family traveled to Wisconsin in 1854. Follow James -> Charles. 
 
IOWA 
Members of our ancestor family traveled to Iowa. Follow: James -> Samuel T. -> David Rodney 
 
THE SOUTH 
A family which may have been French Huguenots settled in Virginia. No connection has ever 
been made with New York families. Virginia Onans became wide spread. One, Beth Onan 
Hugenot was an energetic genealogist and valuable correspondent of mine. 
 
FRENCH CONNECTION    See also Chapter 1_906 
A working hypothesis was tried, that all the ONAN families may have come from a French group 
name Aunan(t). Interesting but not proven. Baptism records in London England show members 
of the French Church using Aunan and Onan in adjacent entries. (RESE0134) 
 
SCRAMBLE OF NAMES 
The section immediately following is an illustration of the confusion resulting from compiling 
facts and trying to come to a conclusion.  
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Some Immigrants to New York State 

 
     Confusion over repeated use of given names makes exact family structure impossible I have 
made many charts and tables in attempt to rationalize the narratives I have. We cannot connect 
to any family across the Atlantic as a basis. The hope is that time will make additional 
information available and we can someday have answers. 
     This confusion has caused me to make a best guess of which Alexander is our oldest 
immigrant. His birth date comes from calculating age from census records and so it is not exact. 
But I have given him the name of Alexander 1755 as my place holder. If all of this is too 
pedestrian you have my permission to skip Chapter 1_070 Alexander Onan who represents an 
archetypal ancestor. 
 
     From an analysis of census records   {RESE0226}   it appears there were 11 immigrant Onan 
men. Their relationship to one another is not at all clear. They could be cousins as well as 
siblings. 
 

Name Birth Year Birth Place 
Alexander 1755 Ireland / Scotland 
James 1769 Ireland / Scotland 
Samuel 1783 Ireland 
James 1785 Ireland 
Alexander 1790 Ireland 
Samuel 1795 Ireland 
Alexander 1805 Ireland / Scotland 
John 1805 Ireland 
James 1814 Ireland 
John 1820 Ireland 
Michael 1822 Ireland 

 
     A further look at census data for family structure (RESE0227) shows that most all of the first 
generation families stayed near Dryden, Tompkins county NY. 
 
• The 1825 New York census of Dryden, Tompkins county lists 4 Onan families; Alexander, 

Alexander Jr., Charles, and James. (CENS0050) 
• The 1830 United States census shows the families of Alexander and Samuel living together. 

James’ family at another location. 
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     A researcher who was interested in our family was Raymond Austin Wheeler of Ithaca NY. In 
January 1943 he wrote my grandfather, D. W. Onan. Raymond was born Raymond Austin and 
adopted by a Wheeler family. 
     Raymond Wheeler said in a letter, 
 

“I, too, am and Onan, as that was my mothers name before she married my father. I 
have been searching for Onan’s for some time but have been rather unsuccessful. My 
great-grandfather Samuel Onan, born 1784, settled (with perhaps a brother Alexander) 
in the town of Dryden, Tompkins co, NY probably sometime after 1800. Alexander 
bought his first piece of property there in 1813. This is the only known family of Onan’s in 
this section of America. I have been told that Samuel came from Ireland and stayed in 
Canada for a time and them came to this place.” {RESE0091}  

 
      My follow up telephone conversation with his son in the 1990’s told me that he had not 
kept his father’s family history information and did not know where it was. That is a real loss for 
us. It may be out there somewhere. 
 
     Raymond Wheeler gives another insight (RESE0085). “ I believe there were three brothers 
who came from Ireland [?] about the same time, because they settled in the same narrow 
valley of Ellis Hollow. These three are: James born 1769, Samuel born 1784, Alexander born ? 
Perhaps Charles was another brother.” Raymond Wheeler said, “You see, Mariah Onan, my 
great-aunt and sister of my grand father Alexander married another Alexander, thereby making 
them related if they were not before. The first record of an Onan buying property is Alex[ander] 
in 1814.” 
     Raymond Wheeler also tells us that Mariah and Alexander Jr. were brother and sister. This 
hints of some bachelor farmers, nieces, uncles and cousins; but no absolute knowledge of all 
the relationships. 
     The best comprehensive look is 1850 when we can put the census data together with Ray 
Wheeler’s comments and construct a picture of the Onan families in NY. 
 

1850 Dryden, Tompkins county, NY  {CENS0041} {CENS0038} 
Alexander 1805  Scotland 

Maria 1821 Wife, sister of Alex. 2nd NY 
Elizabeth 1848 Daughter NY 

James 1769 Father Scotland 
    

Alexander 2nd 1819  NY 
Dolly 1825 Sister NY 

Samuel D. 1833  NY 
John J. 1825  NY 

Elizabeth 1796 Mother NY 
    

John 1805  Scotland 
Almyra 1813 Wife NY 
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1850 Ithaca, Tompkins county, NY 
John 1820  Ireland 

 
1850 Conquest, Cayuga county, NY  {CENS0039} 

Alexander 1790  Ireland 
Polly 1800 Wife Orange co NY 
Alexander Jr. 1827  Tompkins co NY 
Gabrail 1830  Tompkins co NY 
Jemima 1832  Tompkins co NY 
Tobias 1836 Child? Cayuga co NY 
Samuel 1837  NY 

 
1850 Burton, Cattaraugus county NY (Burton became Allegany) 

Warren 1818  PA 
Margaret 1818 Wife Scotland 
Alzora 1848  NY 
Adelia 1850  NY 

 
1850 Ischua, Cattaraugus county NY 

James 1785  Ireland 
Mary 1795 Wife DE 
John A 1827  NY 
Marcus 1831  NY 

 
     The listing of Alexander’s birth in Ireland and Polly [Cornellius] birth in Orange county has 
reinforced the belief the family was Irish or Scots-Irish. From DeWitte Historical Society 
Tompkins Co Publications 1944-51 we can read, 
 

“Irish Settlement. A lovely little valley nestling high among the Dryden hills, about four 
miles south of Willow Glen. In 1811 a small group of Irish and Scotch-Irish immigrants, 
some of whom had arrived in America in 1806, came from Orange, then from Delaware 
County [NY] , where they temporarily settled into the town of Dryden, where they 
founded the Irish Settlement.”   (RESE01530)    

 
     Alexander 1790; who with his wife, Polly Cornellius and children Alexander Jr 1827, Gabel 
1830, Jemima 1832 Tobias 1836, and Samuel 1837, moved about 1833 to Conquest, Cayuga 
county NY and then in 1855 to Lowell, Kent county MI.  (OBIT0018) 
     In 1984 a newspaper story written about 92 year old Ray Onan says that his grandfather was 
a “Scotsman from Ireland who married a Pennsylvania Dutch girl”.  Go figure.  (RESE0142) 
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Alexander Onan   b. abt 1755    (RESE0163) 

 
Whether in fact he was the first Onan on American soil is not known, but he is the oldest of the 
line of Onans we count as ancestors. His wife’s name is unknown and the few references we 
have to him never mentioned her as alive. He last appears in the 1830 US census (not in 1835 
NY) and we do not know where he is buried.  
 

“….he came with his family, to America. He settled at Dryden, Tompkins County, New 
York, where he bought a large tract of land and engaged in extensive farming; he gave 
to each of his children a large farm. His children were – Samuel, Alexander, Charles, 
John, James, Elizabeth, Mary and Sarah.”  (BIOG0004) 

 
     Our Alexander settled in Dryden, NY about 1810, or at least before his son James received his 
citizenship in Philadelphia in 1816. As farming country this would have meant clearing the land 
and tilling. This is woody, hilly, rocky territory. In the “Centennial History of the Town of Dryden 
1797-1897” by George E. Goodrich 1898,   (RESE0004)   says the A. Onan farm is located just 
west of Varna, NY along Fall Creek, in section 61. Varna is about 5 miles east of Ithaca, NY.    
{RESE0155}  
 
 
 

 
Landscape, 1830 
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Here is the focus of this Onan work. 

 
We are descended from James and Mary Collins Onan. James was a British subject who became 
a US citizen in 1815 in Philadelphia. He married Mary Collins who was born in the Colonies.  
They were married in Lancaster PA. They spent most of their life in New York State and are 
buried in the Fitch Cemetery in Cattaraugus County NY. Their children are listed below and are 
dealt with individually. 
 
 

 
 
David Onan II 
July 1, 2014 
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James Onan 1785-1855 
Mary Collins 1795-1869 

 
 

“…James and Mary (Collins) Onan , natives of Ireland and Wilmington, Delaware, 
respectively. …[He] was a boot and shoe manufacturer the first fifty years of his 
life, when he turned his attention to farming in Cattaraugus county, New York, 
where he died in 1858. The mother [Mary] died in 1868. They had a family of 
eight children, four of whom are now living - Charles, John, Marcus H. and … 
Warren; who was the eldest of the children. James … served for three years in the 
British navy, having been pressed into such service while on his way to America. 
He left home when he was twenty-one years old, purposing to seek a new home 
for his father's family. James … was pressed into the English army [??]. … James 
finally deserted the army at Rio Janeiro, going back into the mountains from 
where his ship lay anchored, and after hiding for three months took a ship for 
America, stopped at Key West, Florida, about a year, then joined his father in 
Tompkins county, New York, where he remained a short time, then went to 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where he married, when as before stated, he 
engaged in boot and shoe manufacturing; he also lived some time at Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania, then moved to Tompkins county, New York.”  {BIOG0004}   

 
     This story has some ambiguities and errors but if we follow the thread and add from 
other sources, we can put some flesh on the bones. 
     Impressed service was common in the British Navy. Sailors from a ship needing a 
crew would be accompanied by an officer who would scavenge anyone they could find 
from the streets and Public Houses. These impressed men would be taken by force back 
to the ship. That period around 1800 – 1806 saw the British nearing the end of a long 
war with Napoleon. It got constantly harder to find willing men. Being forced into 
military service was common. 
     Rio de Janeiro was a friendly port for the British navy. They found food, timber, water 
and labor to refit and re-supply their ships. Rio was also a port of call for ships of other 
nations. If, as the story says, he deserted there, he could have been taken to Key West 
by a Spanish or American ship. At that point, however, he was a deserter and as a British 
subject would have been hanged if caught. So as a fugitive he started the long trip to his 
family in New York. 
     Key West was a Spanish outpost in what was called East Florida. It was, however, out 
of British hands and as an otherwise lawless frontier could be a refuge for a man on the 
run. Ship passage up the coast of the US could bring James close enough for an overland 
trip to visit his father. 
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If there is one constant characteristic of genealogy, it is conflicting information. Yvonne Martin’s 
genealogy of the Onan family makes the following statement about James Onan. 
 
“James Onan was born in Ireland 15 September 1765, (Martin-Onan Bible). He left his native 
land from Belfast bound for America at the age of twenty one years in 1806. On the way he was 
impressed by a British man-of-war, was kept a prisoner three years and was ‘secreted’ for three 
months in Porto Rico ( James’ 1855 obituary) before arriving in the port of Philadelphia.” 
(PEDI0015) 
 
Both the above information and a different biography I found were taken from what is generally 
considered reliable verbal history. The differences by themselves are of no consequence but they 
teach us to be open to human fallibility. 
 
 

 
 

Map of the United States in 1803. 
 
     James went to Philadelphia to file a petition for citizenship in 1812. As a fugitive from 
British justice and their army trying to rearrange the New York border, it was prudent to 
become an American citizen to avoid any possibility of future arrest. The words of the 
petition are interesting.   {RESE0162}   In substance they say: 
 

Petition of James Onan a native of Ireland on 18 August 1812 intention to 
become a citizen of the United States and renounce his allegiance to George III 
king of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland his heirs and successors 
for ever. He was at that time a subject, and has resided within the United States 
Upwards of six years last past and within the state of Pennsylvania six years last 
past, and wishes to become a citizen. 
 
Signed: James Onan 
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Further is James Onan’s sworn oath saying that he declares the content of the 
petition to be true; will support the Constitution of the United States, give up all 
titles to nobility and abjure all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, 
potentate, state and sovereignty whatever, and particularly to the King of the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland of whom I was before a subject. 
 
Signed: James Onan 
20th Sept. 1815 

 
James was now a citizen of the United States of America. 
 

 
James Onan Petition and Oath  RESE0162. 
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     James was married to Mary Collins, a native of Delaware in October 1816. An 
exhaustive study for Eloise (Mrs. Howard J.) Martin of Lansing MI in 1995 failed to find 
any information about Mary Collins family.  {RESE0176}   
     The first two of their children are born in Pennsylvania; Warren in 1818 and Samuel 
in 1819. The remaining six children, beginning with Charles in 1821, were born in 
Lansing, Tompkins co, NY. 
     James had all his children baptized at one time at the First Presbyterian Church, 
Ludlowville, town of Lansing, Tompkins co NY on 13 July 1831. They were listed as 
Charles, Dorthea A., John A., Mary J., Sally, Samuel and Warren. Marcus, born in 1832, 
was baptized in that year.   {BIRT0012}    
     The baptisms in First Presbyterian Church and Masonic symbol on his grave stone 
confirm that James was Protestant. This is an important fact to remember when 
researching ancestors. Particularly if reported from Ireland. 
     I do not know the date or reason for the move from Tompkins to Cattaraugus county. 
Son Warren had established himself there, and maybe the opportunities looked better. 
 

“The completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, connecting Buffalo with New York, 
opened to emigrants a new region embraced in the state of Michigan, and in 
Northern Ohio and Northern Indiana by way of the canal and Lake Erie, …”   
{RESE0003}   

 
     The next references find James and Mary in Ischua, Cattaraugus Co NY in 1850, with 
their children John A. and Marcus. The homestead is located between Fitch and Allegany 
on the 5 Mile Road, just north of the Gile Hollow Road.  See map of town of Ischua. This 
is hilly, wooded land. It is hard to find 10 acres flat and tillable. Today it has changed 
little, and is not a serious or prosperous farming community.  
 

 
Map of Ischua   RESE0078 
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Early settlers were described. 
 

“   The pioneers who came and cleared up their farms, built school-houses, 
highways and bridges, had a hard time without a doubt. They were hampered 
with poverty, had bad roads, or no roads at all, and no markets, for but little to 
sell. About the only commodity that sold for money was black salts, 
manufactured by leaching the ashes from the burned timber and boiling the lye 
until it became a solid substance. The hunters derived some income for killing 
wolves, which were and annoyance to the settlers and a terror to domestic 
animals. A bounty of sixty dollars per head was paid for wolf scalps, and some of 
the lucky Nimrods of the early days drove a thriving business in hunting them. 
The forests abounded with game; bears, deer, and land and water birds were 
here in profusion. The rivers and brooks were filled with speckled trout and other 
delicious fish. All of these have disappeared before the march of all-conquering 
civilization. 
   As food, clothing and shelter are imperative necessities in civilized life, the first 
care after the settlements of several towns of the county was the erection of 
grist-mills to reduce the farmers’ grain to meal, saw-mills to cut lumber, and 
wool carding and cloth-dressing mills to furnish clothing. The wool-carding and 
cloth-dressing establishments took the farmers’ wool, prepared it for spinning, 
then received it from the hands of the busy house-wives, after they had woven it 
into flannel, and fulled, dyed and pressed it into completed ‘homespun’. 
   It is true, the early settlers had the hardships of pioneer life, but they were not 
without enjoyment. While they worked hard and lived plain, the demands of 
society were few. All were poor alike, and no caste existed. They were often 
called together at ‘raisings and bees,’ when the entire neighborhood in a circuit 
of several miles, including both sexes, was all there. When the ladies of the day 
assembled at their quiltings they deemed it absolutely necessary to partake of 
their ‘toddy’ at every roll of the quilt. All went well until after the third rolling, 
when their tongues were usually swifter than their needles, and they resolved the 
meeting into a committee of the whole for the good of the neighborhood. On one 
of the occasions a good old lady was so much interested in the meeting that she 
unconsciously departed for home with her bonnet hind side before. In those early 
days spirituous liquors were considered a necessity in every family. It was then 
used to keep out the cold and to keep out the heat. It was necessary at raisings, 
bees, quiltings, parties, weddings, neighborly visits, funerals, sheep washings, 
butchering and to entertain the minister when he called to inquire of the spiritual 
welfare of his parishioners.”  {RESE0003}   [Booze built America] 
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     The only enduring tangible record we have are the tombstones in the Fitch cemetery. 
But it is a very important record because it establishes several facts. As they say, 
“etched in stone”. 
 

James’ dates, Protestant, Mason 
Mary’s dates, wife of James 
Sarah (Sally), dates and wife of Stephen Moffat 
Dortha Ann, dates, daughter of J & M Onan, wife of S. H. Moffitt 
 

     Note: Stephen Moffat and S. H. Moffitt are NOT the same person and are separate 
families. 
 
     These and other records together make an unambiguous statement that James and 
Mary are our ancestors. Jane and I visited the cemetery in October 1989. This was a 
rewarding visit. Somehow it is easier to imagine these folks when you stand on their 
graves. I knew they were real. It anchored me. We found James’ stone laying on the 
ground, others tilted. They had no footings. In 1998 with the help of Joie Wilson of 
Franklinville, I contracted to have the stones set straight and new concrete footings 
placed under them. 
     To find the cemetery:  See the location on the map of the town of Ischua   {RESE0078}   
You will do well asking locally for directions to the Fitch cemetery on the 5 Mile Road 
(state highway 16). You still will have trouble locating the spot. Fitch is not on all maps, 
not even the official Cattaraugus co map. Its location is at the intersection of county 19 
with state 16. That is 3-1/4 miles north of the village of Ischua on state 16. Follow 16 
south about ½ mile; just past William Hollow Road. The cemetery is on a 20 foot rise of 
land on the west side of 16. The entrance is off a private driveway or small road. 
 
 
 
David Onan II 
July 2, 2014 
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Our Earliest Ancestors Graves 

at 
The Fitch Cemetery 

In 
Ischua, NY 

 
James and Mary Onan and two daughters, Dortha Ann and Sarah 

 
If you are an Onan of this family line, you need to know where your real roots are in the 
U.S.A. 
 
We don’t know where in Great Britain this first generation came from but we know 
where these immigrant ancestors are buried. They lie in a cemetery locally referred to 
as the Fitch Cemetery because it was nearest the town of Fitch. The town is no longer 
identified on most maps, but the old cemetery is kept in very good condition by the 
town of Ischua (pronounced ISH-U-A, that is with a long U and long A). 
 
When Jane and I first visited there in October 1989, the stones were tilted, and James’ 
was laying flat on the ground. While I was unhappy with the condition I saw no way to 
remedy it. In 1997 I became acquainted with a local historian and her husband who live 
in Franklinville NY, just up the road. They are long time residents and very 
knowledgeable about everything in the area. We became a regular e-mail 
correspondents. After getting approval from the town of Ischua, she arranged to have a 
local private contractor straighten and place foundations around the stones. The work 
was completed in 1998. Now they will stand up for another 144 years. 
 

    
 
   Stones 1989, James on ground at left.                     Jane making notes 1999 
 
The stones are typical of the time. White limestone about 1-1/2 thick. They don’t 
weather as well as the marble used today. The porous surface collects dirt and moisture 
causes further deterioration. They lay in a line running north to south, facing west. I’ll 
never understand why the backs stay so clean and the fronts get so dirty! 
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The inscriptions on the stones read. 
 

JAMES ONAN 
(Masonic symbol) 

DIED 
July 8, 1855 

AGED 
69 Years 

 
 

(The guy standing is me.) 

 

      
 

MARY 
wife of 

JAMES ONAN 
DIED 

Mar 21, 1869 
AGE 76 YEARS. 

 
For I know that my redeemer liv 

eth and that he shall stand at 
the 

latter day upon the earth. 
And though after my slim worms 

destroy this body, yet in my 
flesh 

I shall see God. 
 

 

A little shaving cream and a 
squeegee makes the writing 
clearer. 

 
DORTHA ANN 

daut. Of 
J & Mary Onan 

& Wife Of 
S. H. Moffitt 

DIED 
May 23, 1856 

AGED 32 Years 11 Mos 
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SARAH 
WIFE OF 

STEPHEN MOFFAT 
DIED 

Apr. 19, 1866 
Aged 36 y’s  4 m’s 

& 8 d’s 
 

 
 
Here is how you reach this cemetery. 
 
New York State Highway #16 goes north from Olean to Franklinville. A few miles south 
of Franklinville #16 is intersected by Cattaraugus County road #19. At this intersection 
the road sign calls #19 the Five Mile Road. (This intersection is the location of the old 
town of Fitch.) From this intersection proceed south. You will cross a stream, railway 
tracks and pass William Hollow Road; for a total distance of 0.7 (7/10) miles. (If you 
come to Osgood Road you have gone too far.) On the right is a small residence and a 
driveway. The driveway is a shared entrance with the cemetery which is up the hill on a 
mowed path in the tall grass to the left of the driveway. Go up the grassy hill about 300 
feet to the top. NOTE: The cemetery is not visible until you reach the top of the hill. It is 
between the path and #19. 
 

     
 
    Driveway entrance from County #19          Car at beginning of cemetery mowed path 
 
NOTE:  More cemetery information is available on the internet at Find A Grave. 
 
 
data in CEME0015 
 
David Onan II 
March 10, 2014 
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Generation 2 

 
                                                 Warren Onan         1818-1910 
                                                 Margaret Austin    1819-1904 
 
 
 

                
 
                               Warren                                                        Margaret 

(phot0019 by Flaten of Moorhead) 
 
Margaret 
 
The little bit we know about Margaret comes from her obituary. Written by her 
daughter Alzora it says in part, “Margaret Austin was born in Scotland June 15, 1819 and 
was the daughter of Adam and Elizabeth Austin. When she was thirteen years of age her 
parents came to America, settling in Cattaraugus county, New York. In 1842 she married 
Warren …”.   [OBIT0003]   There is no illumination about what she did in life, her 
interests or activities beyond being the mother of 5 children.  
 
They were married in Burton, Cattaraugus county, NY. The town changed its name in 
1852 to Allegany. She and Warren spent all their life in that area until they moved to 
Minnesota, he in 1879 and she in 1880. The extraordinary event in her life was the Civil 
War. She and women everywhere had severe adjustments. Her husband was gone and 
she had to support the children by taking over whatever means she could find. 
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Margaret was 61 years old when she moved to Moorhead MN. This would be a major 
dislocation today; and very difficult then. Whatever the conditions in rural Cattaraugus 
County or even the town of Allegany, it certainly would be different from the frontier of 
western Minnesota in 1880. West of Moorhead, across the Red River of the North, was 
the lawless and wild Fargo in Dakota Territory. Moorhead was genteel by comparison. It 
may have had mud streets but the buildings were permanent, unlike the tent town 
across the river. She lived in a frame house in town at 323 - 6th street, the corner of 6th 
and Garroway, which also contained Warren’s real estate office. There she died after 
spending a year of declining health; attended by her husband, daughter Alzora and son 
in law Charles Sikes. 
 
The children were: 
 
Name Birth Death  Buried 
Elizabeth C 30 Nov 1843 10 Feb 1862 Allegany Protestant, Cattaraugus 

Co NY 
Alzora 11 May 1848 18 Sep 1927 Lakewood, Minneapolis MN 
Clara C 25 Aug 1850 4 Feb 1888 Prairie Home, Moorhead MN 
Edward Mills 6 Jun 1855 6 Oct 1900 Prairie Home, Moorhead MN 
Lovina M 6 May 1857 19 Feb 1885 Prairie Home, Moorhead MN 
 
 
Warren 
 
He saw more of life than most men. His six foot frame extended his horizon and in his 92 
years he chose to participate more. It began with rejecting farming which he was born 
to and found his interests with the 20% of people in “other” occupations. He was a 
merchant, bureaucrat, judge and moral crusader. In middle age became a soldier in the 
Civil War who was gone from home for 3 years. Well beyond the age when most people 
were dead, he moved his family to the frontier. There he restarted life again repeating 
many of the same activities. 
 
Born 20 July 1818 while his parents were still in Pennsylvania where James had just 
obtained his citizenship; he soon was on his way to the Ithaca area of New York, where 
earlier Onans had settled.   [OBIT0045]   He attended school until he was 21 years old 
and began farming for himself in Tompkins County.  By 1841 he had moved to Ischua 
New York and soon married. By 1846 he and Margaret made their home in Burton (later 
named Allegany), where in 1850 and 1855 he was listed as a Lumberman. 
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As a glimpse of his convictions we have the following. 
 

“In 1853 the Sons of Temperance were merged with the Good Templars, with 
Warren Onan as Worthy Chief Templar. In 1854 Mr Onan was chosen delegate to 
represent the order at Albany, and with others were so far successful to get what 
was termed the “Maine Law” passed through both houses of the legislature, but 
the bill was vetoed by Governor Seymour.” Cattaraugus Co History 1879 p 450. 

 
His standing in the community is indicated by his being made Justice of the Peace in 
1856 and for the next 12 years.  [RESE0072]. He became Postmaster of Allegany from 
1858 to 1862 and again from 1868 through 1875. The 1860 census indicates he was a 
Lumberman on the Allegany River. 
 
The American Civil War intervened in everyone’s life and Warren was no exception. On 
July 1 1862 President Lincoln issued a call for 300,000 volunteers to serve for 3 years. 
The next day New York Governor Edwin Morgan announced that 25 of the states 32 
senatorial districts were to provide a regiment.   [BOOK0022 p21]   Still grieving for his 
daughter Elizabeth, Warren was among those who rallied to the call. A biography says 
he raised a Company of 104 men. He believed he could deliver these men to be enrolled 
and then leave; but was told he had to go “fight on the line with them”.   [BIOG0004]  In 
reality, he did not enroll a single man of Company C. Virtually all of  them were enrolled 
by Lewis D. Warner and Arthur Hotchkiss, who became Captain. Warren became First 
Lieutenant. [Mark H. Dunkelman] 
 
[Read Warren’s Civil War history which follows in this chapter.] 
 
Although the war never physically touched his home, all soldier families faced a 
monumental readjustment. For Warren it was going back to the things he had left; done 
and undone. Warren was the Coroner for 6 years. He continued as Justice of the Peace 
and was re-appointed Postmaster. He went into the oil business from 1866 to 1869. The 
1870 census lists him as a carpenter. In 1874 he advertised as a merchant 

 
 

 
 

(RE210.JPG) 
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I have no idea what caused the move west. Maybe it was a promotion like this. 
 

“Think of it, young men of the East, you who are measuring off tape for young 
ladies throughout the long and wearisome hours, barely earning your living. 
Throw down your yardstick and come out here if you would be men. Let the fresh 
breeze fan your brow, take hold of the plough, bend down for a few years to hard 
work with determination to win nobility, and success will attend your efforts. Is 
this too enthusiastic? Will those who read it say, ‘He has lost his head and gone 
daft out there on the prairies?’ Not quite. I have ridden many times over the 
great states of the Northwest; have seen the riches of Santa Clare and Napa west 
of the Sierra Nevadas; have looked out over the meadows of the Yangtze and the 
Nile, and can say, with honest conviction, that I have seen nowhere as inviting a 
field as that of Minnesota, none with grater undeveloped wealth, or with such 
prospects of quick development.”    George C. Coffin a Boston newspaper man in 
his book “Seat of Empire”. 

 
The last of this family’s records in the East is a Sheriff’s sale of property owned by him 
and brother Marcus in Ishua in 1879, and Margaret’s sale of the home in Allegany in 
1880. 
 

Onan & Sikes 
Moorhead Minn 

General Dealers in Improved Farms and City Lots 
 
Having personally examined large tracts of public lands we are now prepared to locate 
soldiers and citizens claims and furnish all necessary advice and instruction in respect to 
obtaining lands and claims under the U.S. Laws. Claim agents and general dealers in 
Minnesota and Dakota lands 
 
Warren was elected Justice of the Peace in 1882. He is listed in the 1884 City Directory 
as in the Real Estate business. That year he helped organize what became known as the 
L. H. Tenney Post 103 of the Grand Army of the Republic. This culminated in the G.A.R. 
encampment of 1891 in Moorhead. 
 
The life in the west saw Warren and Margaret lose three of their children. Lovina, in 
1885, Clara in 1888 and Edward in 1900. Alzora remained to take care of her aging 
parent’s needs. She and her husband, Charles Sikes, moved into the family house during 
those final years.  At various times, Alzora stated that Warren was “unable to care for 
himself for several years”. In a final Application for Reimbursement to the Commissioner 
of Pensions in Washington, DC, Alzora made claims on behalf of Warren for: Undertaker, 
$65.50; Burial suit, $17.00 and Nursing care (hers), $5,620.00. She was reimbursed for 
the Undertaker.   [RESE0187]    
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It is obvious that Warren took his previous experiences to a frontier community. 
Although they seemed to live comfortable lives, it may be what we describe as “genteel 
poverty” Western Minnesota of the time had a lot of rough edges. Railway lines ran four 
directions out of Moorhead and so did telegraph. By the late 1880’s, telephone was 
common. 
 
When the Old Soldier died he was the oldest resident of Moorhead. “On Thursday [April 
28] afternoon occurred the funeral services of the remains of Col. Onan and were held at 
the Sikes home on Sixth street south, where a large number of friends and neighbors 
gathered. L. H. Tenney Post, G.A.R., attended in a body. The services at the house were 
conducted by the Rev. D. McIntyre, while the G.A.R. took charge of the grave. Many 
beautiful floral tributes were sent in and the casket was covered with these tokens of 
love and esteem.”   [OBIT0002]    
 
I could leave the story there, but calling Warren Colonel when his military rank was 2nd 
Lieutenant, creates a question. He was often referred to as Judge or Colonel. My only 
answer is that the Civil War was a long way away in time and distance. Why not enjoy a 
little ego inflation. 
 
 
Sources 
 
BIOG0004 "Illustrated Album of Biographies of the Famous Red River Valley 

of the North and Park Regions" by Alden, Ogle, & Co., Chicago, 
1889. Minnesota Historical Society call #F605.129 page 393 

BOOK0022 “The Hardtack Regiment” by Dunkelman and Winey 
OBIT0002 Moorhead Citizen Apr 27, 1910 
OBIT0045 Ellicottville NY The Post May 4, 1910 
RESE0072 History of Cattaraugus County 1879 
RESE0187 National Archives Affidavit for Invalids Pension 
RESE0303 Time line constructed by Author 
 
 
David Onan II 
July 2, 2014 
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Lt. Warren Onan 
Company C 

154th New York Infantry Volunteers 
 

 
 

Photo from military roster 
 

 

 
Enfield .577 caliber 

muzzle loading rifle musket issued to Warren 
 

The American Civil War is the second most written about event in human history. I’m 
not going to add to the body of knowledge. For the story of the 154th New York Infantry 
Volunteers, see “The Hardtack Regiment” by Dunkelman and Winey  [BOOK0022] . This 
is my place to give a great deal of thanks to Mark Dunkelman for his help. He was 
prompt,  energetic and unselfish with correspondence. He is a great lover of the Civil 
War as history and organizer to memorialize those who fought. His depth of knowledge 
brought me what I had to know to complete this story. 
 
What I can try to do is describe a little of what life in the Civil War was like for Warren. 
He was elected 2nd lieutenant by the company. While conditions were uncomfortable 
and dangerous, he was not in the same position as front line foot soldiers. He stayed 
reasonably healthy. He was sick for two months in November and December, 1862 at 
Fairfax, VA with Typhoid fever; and was injured by being thrown from his horse on 
November 29, 1863 at Taylors Gap, GA. The hernia resulting from the horse accident 
would be the cause of future disability claims. 
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Warren was enrolled at Jamestown, NY on Aug 19, 1862. He and 104 men with him 
became company C of the 154th New York Infantry Volunteers. Shortly after that, in 
November 1862, he was detailed as Chief of Ambulance of the 2nd Brigade, 2nd Division 
of the 11th Army Corps. He remained in “detached service” throughout the war. This 
would have put him in touch with 4000 to 5000 men, including the 1000 of his 154th N.Y. 
Volunteer regiment. In spring 1864, Warren’s corps was combined with the 12th corps to 
form the 20th Army Corp. 
 
Emory Sweetland was a member of the 154th. N.Y.V. After the war he gave a talk which 
was preserved by Lyle Sweetland of South Dayton, NY. These comments would 
represent exactly the situation Warren lived with. I have edited these comments slightly 
for readability only. Here are Sweetland’s comments. 
 

     “The subject assigned me tonight may seem at first glance to be of small 
importance but when we remember that at least three quarters of all the 
enlisted soldiers of our armies were some time an inmate of those field hospitals 
we can readily see how necessary they were to the success of the army. 
     The fist would be powerless to strike without the arm and the body behind it. 
So the army would be nearly powerless without the teamster to carry along the 
rations and the ammunition and supplies; the pioneers to build our roads and 
bridges and lay our pontoons; and lastly the field hospital to care for wounds and 
sick until such times as they could be sent to permanent hospitals in the rear. 
     There have been many stories written of the heroism of the men who 
stormed Lookout Mountain or held the bloody angle at Gettysburg – all honor to 
them; but surely we should not forget the men who through storm of shot and 
shell took  a wagon load of ammunition to the front to fill the empty cartridge 
boxes or the men who laid the pontoons under fire or of the trained nurse who 
faced the deadly Typhus fever of camps – the black measles the small pox – or 
the infection of gangrene, far deadlier than rebel bullets. I have seen men refuse 
to charge the rebel works, but I have never seen a trained nurse refuse to care 
for those suffering from the most deadly disease. Nearly three men died in the 
army by disease where one was killed by a bullet. 
     The Second Div. 20th A.C hospital in the field was the best equipped of any in 
Sherman’s Army and a description of it and how it was run may prove interesting 
to you tonight. At its head was an old surgeon of experience assisted by seven 
assistant surgeons -- one chief steward who drew all medical supplies and 
distributed a portion to each regiment in the Div. and also had general charge of 
the hospital – two dispensing stewards – four clerks who kept a complete record 
of every case in the hospital about twenty nurses and cooks –and about he same 
number of pioneers, who cleared the ground and erected the tents and made 
themselves  generally useful -- an ambulance corps of 10 ambulances and 20 
stretcher bearers to carry the sick and wounded -- one medical wagon and ten 
army wagons to carry tents and medial supplies. These men were picked men 
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and under proper officers were under as good discipline as any crack regiment. 
Every man had his particular duty to do. 
     On the march, the sick and wounded were carried in ambulances and wagons 
and but little could be done for them except to give them water and something 
to eat at dinner time. When it was near camping time the surgeon would ride on 
ahead and pick out some good camping ground, near water if he could, and 
pioneers would clear the ground of brush and logs. The wagons would all draw 
up in line all facing one way and about thirty feet apart. 
     The ambulances would form another line parallel to the wagons and about on 
hundred feet from them. Between these the white hospital tents would arise as 
if by magic. Upon the ground large rubbers would be spread and then blankets. 
Then the poor sick and wound men would be unloaded and placed upon them. 
The flaps of the tent would be thrown back and a large fire built in front of each 
tent, giving it a cheerful look. The patients were washed and fed. The doctor and 
steward would go around and see who needed medicine and nurses were 
stationed to care for them during the night. 
     Hospital in the field: First a good location is chosen and our white tented city 
is laid out with great regularity with streets well swept and drained by ditches. 
Everything is kept scrupulously clean. Two rows of cots are built in each tent with 
an alley way in the center. The cots were built by driving four crotched posts 
with sticks across at each end. Upon these we put hoop poles. Upon these fine 
brush, then blankets. Two nurses were detailed for each tent. They were 
required to be quiet. No whispering or talk. They give the patient his medicine 
regularly, write the patient letters and care for all his wants. Nourishing food is 
given. The doctor and hospital steward are around many times a day. 
     Hospital in action: We send to the rear all the sick and wounded if possible. 
We have moved up with the soldiers. The wagons are all sent to the rear except 
the medical wagon. The action begins. Soon the stretcher bearers bring in the 
wounded or the wounded hobble back using their guns for crutches. Some spot 
is chosen near the line of fire. The pioneers clear the ground of brush and logs 
and the wounded men in rows on the ground with just room to pass between. 
All the doctors stewards and nurses are busy doing up the wounds with 
bandages, tying arteries and removing bullets. The amputation table is place 
beneath some tree and two old surgeons are cutting off the legs and arms of 
those badly wounded. The stretcher bearers continue to bring in the wounded 
who are calling for water, water. The pioneers area busy bringing it. Soon we 
have hundreds of wounded and dying. The firing increases and comes nearer. 
Our lines are pressed back. Bullets fly thick and fast in out hospital and amid the 
leaden hail the wounded are moved to the rear to a place of safety. If the army 
presses the enemy back, soon we have hundreds of rebel wounded to care for in 
addition to our own. 
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                           Hospital Tent                                                     Hospital Flag 
 
Since Warrens responsibilities included ambulances; we have this more specifically on 
the subject. 
 

“Wounded were evacuated from the front line by stretchers similar to those 
used today. As soon as possible, the more severely wounded were placed in 
ambulances of which the most common type was the two-horse. This ambulance 
was a stout spring wagon with two  leather covered seats the whole length. 
Hinged to the inner sides of these seats was a third leather covered seat which 
could be let down so that men could sit facing each other or three men could lie 
down length wise. In the rear of each ambulance under each seat was a water 
keg, and in front under the driver’s seat was a supply of beef stock and hospital 
stores. On each side of the ambulance was hung a canvas covered stretcher. The 
whole ambulance was neatly covered with white canvas bows.’  “They Fought 
For The Union” by Frances A. Lord, Bonanza, 1960 

 

     
                        Ambulance                                                                          Ambulance Flag 
 
Warren’s experiences included ambulance trains, and this description finishes off the 
subject. 
 

“The ambulance trains were manned by officers and men detailed from the line. 
Each corps had its own ambulance train; in 1863 each corps in the Army of the 
Potomac had three trains (one per division); each train was equipped with 40 
two-horse ambulances. The ratio of distribution of ambulances was about three 
per regiment. The forage and rations for the ambulance train were carried in 
four-horse wagons. Enlisted men were selected for the ambulance duty 
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proportionately from the regiments. Each ambulance and wagon had a driver 
and two stretcher bearers. In addition, each train had several blacksmiths and 
supernumeraries. The total force of the ambulance corps for an army corps was 
13 officers and from 350 to 400 men, commanded by a captain. Each division 
train was commanded by a first lieutenant, assisted by a small number of second 
lieutenants and sergeants. All were mounted. In some corps a few older type 
four-horses ambulances could be found. The majority of wounded who had to 
travel by rail went in coaches or flat cars, but hospital cars were used with 
greater frequency as the war went on. The use of hospital boats was limited to 
four of the sea-going type although many smaller hospital craft operated on the 
inland lakes and rivers.”  “They Fought For The Union” by Frances A. Lord, 1960 
 

Since Warren had no prior military training it is understandable that his fitness would be 
questioned. This is an interesting letter. 
 

MEDICAL DIRECTOR’S OFFICE 
Eleventh Corps, Army of the Potomac 
Stafford C. H. Va.   March 29th 1863 
 
Sir: 
It has just been brought to my knowledge that 2nd Lieutenant Onan of Company C 154th 
Regiment N.Y. Vols, has been ordered before a military Board of Examination, to test his 
military knowledge etc. ___ 
 
He is at present chief of ambulances to the 1st brigade of the 2nd Division of this Corps.  
He has sufficient capacity for the duties he is at present assigned.  Altho perhaps in 
other respects he may not be very bright for the usual military duties.  I think that the 
interests of the service will be promoted by retaining him in his present position.  He has 
now learned his duties with the ambulance corps. & if found deficient by the Board on 
other subjects he will probably be dropped and then we will have to have another 
officer detailed in his place, who in turn will have to learn the ambulance business. 
 
Very Respectfully, 
Your obedient Servant 
[signed] Geo. Stuckley 
Surgeon, U.S. Vols. 
Medical Director 
Eleventh Corps. 
Surgeon Jona Letterman, Med. Director will [???] 

 
Twice Warren asked for, and perhaps received, permission for a leave. 
 

Head Quarters ambulance Corps 1st Brigade 2nd  Div 
11 Corps Lookout Vally, Tenn. Feb 6, 1864 
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Brig Gen. Wm L Whipple 
 
Sir I would respectfully ask leave of absence for (20) twenty days to go to Allegany, 
Cattaraugus New York on important public and private business which requires my 
personal attention at home.  With the exception of four days at home, I have been in 
the Servis of the U.S. as a Vol. For Eighteen Month and for eight years previous to my 
entering the army I held an official position as Justice of the Peace, and during that time 
I entered over two thousand judgments, many of them unsettled, and a large number of 
them will expire by the Statute of Limitations between now and first of June next. And 
its my duty as Such officer to transfer Such Judgments to the County Clerks office, which 
will prevent a large loss to many persons, who have depended on my attention in[?] the 
matter 
 
Yours Respectfully 
Warren Onan Lt 154 
NYV amb Corps 1st Brigade 2nd Div 

 
 
And second 
 

Head Qurs Amb Corps 2 Brig 20th Corp 
Atlanta Ga Sept 20th 1864 
Gen. 
I have the honor to most respectfully request that leave of absence be granted me for 
20, Twenty days. As per Gen order No. 19 C.S. D.C. To proceed to Cattaraugus County 
N.Y. for the purpose of visiting my family and providing for their comfort during the 
coming winter. P.O Address 
 
Alleganay 
Cattaraugus County N.Y. 
To W. D. Whipple 
Brig Gen A.A.G. 
Dept of the Cumberland 
I am very respectfully 
Your Obt Servt 
[signed] Warren Onan 2 Lt - 154 N.Y.V. 
Comndg Amb Corps 2nd Brig 2nd Div 20 Corps 
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Then there is the kind of letter that personalizes the agonies of war. It is written from 
Cattaraugus County and bears no date, so it may have been written after the war to 
support Bishop family claims for benefits. It is entirely hand written, in the form of an 
affidavit. 
 

State of New York 
County of Cattaraugus 
 
To whom it may concern 
 
I Warren Onan, Lieut of 154th Regt NY Volunteers and commanding ambulance 
corps 2nd Division 11th Army Corps  Do hereby certify that I was present at the 
battle of Gettysburg in July 1863 & was acquainted with Sergeant Lewis Bishop 
of Co. I. 154 NY Vols & that said Bishop was engaged in said battle as flag bearer 
for said 154 Regt & that  said Lewis Bishop while in the line of his duty and in the 
faithful performance of his duty as color bearer was wounded by a musket ball 
passing through both legs and that I took charge of said Bishop and provided for 
him as well as possible at the time but that it became necessary to amputate one 
of his legs and that he died in space two or three weeks after being wounded as 
above stated, and that I have no doubt that he died from the effect of said 
wound 
 
Warren Onan Lt 154 
Regt N. Y. V. Com act Cpt 
2d Div 11 Corps 
 
 
 

The campaigns Warren’s corps saw were some of the important ones of the war. 
Military activities took him in a great counterclockwise 5000 mile loop as far west as 
Tennessee and as far south as Savannah, Georgia. The first actions of the 154th New 
York, at Chancellorsville and Gettysburg caused the greatest casualties. Less then one 
third the number they began with participated in The Grand Review of Sherman’s Army 
in Washington DC on May 24, 1865. 
 
He was mustered out near Bladensburg, MD on June 11, 1865, owed six months pay; 
which he received in Elmira NY on June 23. The homecoming is not recorded; but it is 
easy to imagine. 
 
Beginning in 1881 Warren had several doctors in New York write affidavits to the effect 
that his hernia was caused by accident while he was in service. Correspondence 
continued while living in Moorhead with more affidavits from doctors, veterans he knew 
and pleas by Alzora for an increase in his pension. In a lengthy affidavit at Moorhead in 
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1883, Warren explains that for 5 years before entering the army he manufactured and 
sold lumber. The hernia rendered him completely incapable of manual labor. It appears 
that his last pension payment was $36.00 (per month) in 1910.  [RESE0187]   
 
NOTE: All illustrations above from “The Official Military Atlas of the Civil War”, Gramercy 
Books, 1983 
 
Below is the receipt for returning government property when he was mustered out. This 
came to me from an on-line collector of Civil War memorabilia. 
 

 
 

(MISC0095) 
David Onan II 
March 10, 2014 
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Warren Onan 
154 New York Infantry Volunteer Regiment 

Military Chronology Outline 
A compilation of records in file 

 
 
Date Place / Battle Remarks 
      1862   
Aug 19 Jamestown NY Enrolled 
Sep 24 Jamestown NY Mustered in 2nd Lt Co C, 3 years 
To Oct 31  Present 
Nov-Dec  Detailed as Chief of Ambulance of 2nd Brigade, 2nd Div., 11th 

Army Corp 
Nov-Dec  Detached about Oct 25 as Ambulance Master, Nov 1 taken 

sick at Fairfax. Has not been on duty. 
Nov-Dec Fairfax VA Contracted Typhoid fever 
Nov 1 Fairfax VA Letter from Headquarters 154th by Lt.Col. C.C. Loomis to Col. 

A. Bushbeck of 1st Brigade that Onan and no other officer has 
been detached from his command for ambulance service. 

Dec 11-14 Fredericksburg VA In battle lost by Burnside, Com C held in Grand Reserve; did 
not fight 

      1863   
Jan-Feb  Present. On detached service as Capt of ambulance Corps 

since Oct 25 1862. Back pay due from Aug 19/62 to Sept 
26/62 by reason of joining for duty and having the requisite 
number of men enrolled 

Mar 16 Camp John Manley VA  
Mar 29 Stafford C. H. VA Letter from Medical Director saying that Onan has been 

ordered before a military board to examine his military 
knowledge. Says that while not the most knowledgeable 
about military affairs he knows ambulance well enough and if 
he is dropped they will have to train another man. 

Mar-Apr  Present. 
Apr 10  Absent. On detached service as Capt Ambulance Corps since 

Oct 20, 1862 
May 1-3 Chancellorsville VA First battle with casualties 
May-Jun  Present. On detached service in Ambulance corps 
Jul 1-3 Gettysburg PA At the brick yard 
Jul-Aug  Present. On detached service in ambulance corps. 
Aug  Detailed Chief of Ambulance 2nd Div, 11th Army Corps and 

Acting Assistant Quartermaster until spring of 1884 when 11th 
and 12th were consolidated making the 20th Army Corp 

Oct 28-29 Wauhatchie TN Battle 
Sep-Oct  Present 
Nov 23-27 Chattanooga TN And Roseville campaign 
Nov 25 Missionary Ridge Battle 
Nov 29 Taylors Gap GA Hernia caused by being thrown from saddle and dragged by 

stirrup made worse by subsiquent travel 
Nov-Dec  Present. On detached service in Ambulance Corps. 
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      1864   
6 Feb Lookout Valley TN Requests 20 days leave to attend to Justice of the Peace 

business in Allegany. Approved Feb 13 
Jan-Feb  Absent. On detached service in Ambulance Corps 
Mar-Apr  Present. On detached service in Ambulance Corps 
Apr 23 Lookout Valley TN Mil. Telegraph from Col A. Bushbeck to Capt Elliott saying 

that Onan is suitable for detail in Ambulance Corps. 
May 1  Transferred to Com K per regimental order 
May 3–Sep 2  Atlanta Campaign GA 
May 8-10 Rocky Faced Ridge Battle 
May 14-15 Resaca Battle 
May-Jun  Present Com K. On detached service in Ambulance Corp. 
May 25-Jun 4 Dallas Battle 
Jun 9-Jul 2  Kennesaw Mountain Campaign 
Jun 14-15 Pine Mountain Battle 
Jun 16-17 Golgotha Battle 
Jun 22 Culp’s Farm Battle 
Jun 27 The Assault Battle 
Jul-Aug  Absent Com K. On detached service in Ambulance Corp 
Jul 20 Peach Tree Creek Battle 
Jul 21-Aug 26 Atlanta Battle 
Sep 20 Atlanta GA Requests 20 days leave to “visit family and provide for their 

comfort during the coming winter”. Apparently approved. 
Sep-Oct  Absent Com K On detached service in Ambulance Corp since 

Oct 22, 1862 
Nov 15-Dec 21  Gen. Sherman’s Savannah Campaign, GA 
Nov 15-Dec 10 March to the Sea Battle 
Dec 9 Monteith Swamp Battle 
Dec 10-21 Savannah Battle 
Nov-Dec  Absent Com K. On detached service, etc. 
      1865   
Jan 26-Mar20  Campaign of the Carolinas 
Feb 12-13 N & S Edisto River SC  
Jan-Feb  Absent Com K. On detached service, etc. 
Mar 27 Snow Hill SC Battle 
Apr 26 Bennett House NC Battle 
Mar-Apr  Absent Com C. On detached service, etc. 
Jun 11 Near Bladensberg MD Muster out Com C. Due pay from Dec 31, 1864 
Jun 23 Elmira NY Swears he is not accountable or indebted to the US for 

money or equipment. (Must be payday) 
 
RESE0060 - Battles 
RESE0186 – Muster rolls 
RESE0187 – Injury claims 
 
David Onan II 
RESE0229  30 March, 1999 
January 30, 2014 
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Allegany, New York 

 
This was the home of Warren and Margaret Onan from about 1840 to 1879. Here is a personal 
visit by Jane and Dave Onan II in July of 1999. Observations of the past and present. 
 

 
 

The countryside is rolling forested hills and hollows with streams at the bottom. It is pretty, but 
hard to find enough flat clear land to farm. 

 
I have previously stated that Warren grew up on a farm but spent most of his adult life in the 
town of Allegany. He was at various times a merchant, justice of the peace, coroner, and 
postmaster. The map below lists Warren Onan as a Manufacturer, Carpenter. He was also in 
politics. A reprint of The Allegany Citizen says, “The first regular record on file is the annual 
meeting of district #3, held September 1, 1856, in which Warren Onan was chosen moderator 
and W. B. Parker, clerk of the meeting.” 
 

    
                                                                                          Inset of map at left 
 
The arrow at the left of the small map points to the corner of what is now 1st  and Maple. On the 
large map you can see the second lot on Maple indicated with a house and “W Onan”.  



Chapter   1_111 
 

 

Today, standing on that corner and looking up Maple you see the Park & Shop. My best guess is 
that his lot is now the parking lot of the Park & Shop. NOTE: Map skewed. Maple runs  E <—> W. 
 
At the east end of town is a house and lot owned by “C McKay”. Charles McKay  won the Medal 
of Honor in the Civil War and Married Warren and Margaret’s daughter, Clara. 
 

                                       
 

Looking east on Maple street from 1st Street at the 
Park & Shop. Probable site of the home of Warren 
and Margaret Onan. 

 
The town of Allegany, NY lies just 5 miles west of Olean. While it is almost a suburb of Olean 
now, in Warren’s day it would have been distinctly separated by forest. The Erie Railway went 
through town, it had at least 2 hotels, a tannery, harness maker, wagon maker, saw mill and 
an Eclectic Physician and Botanic Drug Dealer. The Allegany River is just at the bottom of the 
map.  NOTE: The map is skewed. Maple Street runs east and west. First and Maple are not 
identified on the original of the map. The identification is mine. 
 
First Street is Cattaraugus County #19, also called the Five Mile road. At the north end of this 
road is the Fitch cemetery where Warrens mother, father and two sisters are buried. The Onan 
farm was also along the Five Mile road. 
 
Allegany of 1999 is typified by the Park & Shop. Many 1900’s residences and one old hotel exist. 
It is a bedroom community for Olean. St Boneventure University occupies the east end of town. 
Up the hill at the east end of Maple street is the city cemetery and high school. The river runs on 
the southwest side of town and is largely ignored except for the sewage treatment plant. It is 
quite typical of the small old towns in the area. A nice place to live in a quiet way. 
 
 
David Onan II 
July 2, 2014 
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Generation 3 

 
Elizabeth C. Onan  1843 — 1862 

 
 
The gravestone gives a death date of Feb 10, 1862 with a life span 
of 18 years, 2 months and 11 days. That would put her birthdate 
as Nov 29, 1843. This is only one day at variance with others, so 
take your pick. A young woman. 
 
The obituary in Cattaraugus County Whig (Freeman) of February 
1862 reads as follows: “Also in Ischua on Monday , the 16th inst. of 
inflammation of the bowels, at the residence of her uncle, M. N. 
ONAN, Miss Elizabeth C. daughter of Margaret and Warren ONAN 
aged 18 years”. 
 
With a finger pointed skyward, the complete inscription on the 
stone reads: 
       

ELIZABETH C 
Daughter of 

W. & M. ONAN 
DIED 

FEB. 10. 1862 
AGED 18 YRS 

2 MOS. 11 DAS. 
   
The bottom of the stone is inscribed, “Weep not … she is not [d]ead. But sleeping”. 
 
Sources 
 
CEME0016 Email from Joie Wilson visit to Allegany Cemetery finding Eliz gravestone 
CENS0021 1850 US Census town of Burnton (now Allegany) Cattaraugus Co NY 
DEAT0001 Onan Family Bible 
OBIT0195 Cattaraugus County Whig (Freeman) Feb 1862 
RESE0233 Letter from Mary F Potter Aug 1999 re Clara and Elizabeth 
 
 
David Onan II 
March 10, 2014 
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Generaton 3 

 
                                                          Alzora Onan               1848 – 1927 
                                                          Charles Henry Sikes  1846 – 1934 
 
 

                                   
 
                           [phot0181p3] Alzora Onan  about 1875             [phot0374p2] Charles Henry Sikes 
                           both from Clay County MN Historical Society 
 
Alzora was born in Allegany NY. On January 16, 1876 in Allegany she married Charles Henry 
Sikes. He was born May 15, 1846 in Otto, Cattaraugus county NY; son of Celif Sikes and Minerva 
Allen. He enlisted at Dunkirk NY at age 18 on September 6 1864; in the 9th New York Volunteer 
Cavalry in the Civil War and fought under Sheridan. He was wounded on November 11, 1864 at 
Middletown VA and mustered out June 1, 1865 at Winchester VA. Following the Civil War he 
returned to Farming. He graduated from the Griffiths Institute Springville, NY in 1865 and in 
1872 taught penmanship at Palocapel NY. From 1880 to 1881 he was city Justice of the Peace at 
Ellicottville, NY. 
 
They moved to Moorhead MN in 1882. Later they homesteaded on the old Fort Ransom tract in 
North Dakota and when it was proved up moved to Lisbon ND where they resided for 15 years. 
He served as city assessor in 1889. His chief hobby was assisting sheriffs and State’s Attorneys 
in running down bootleggers. In 1902 they moved to Moorhead MN. A business card indicated 
a joint venture with Warren Onan in the land business catering to Civil War veterans. Later 
Charles sold “confectionery, ice cream, soda water, fruits, nuts … near Columbia Hotel … Phone 
852-L.”. His calling card also said, “Write me for prices on Good Red River Lands.”. He operated 
a truck garden and orchards that were much admired for their beauty. His daughter Maude, 
wrote in 1909 that he was interested in race horses. There is a picture of him with his horse, 
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Volunta, said to be a direct descendent from the famous Dan Patch. They lived in Moorhead 
until entering the Minnesota Soldiers Home. 
 
Alzora and Charles Sikes entered the Minnesota Soldiers Home in December 1924. He took 
several trips, “furloughs”, to tend to his enterprises in North Dakota, leaving Alzora in the care 
of the Home. The commandant of the home repeatedly urged him to return to care for her. She 
was a behavior problem. The Commandant, S. H. Towler wrote to him in Moorhead on July 3, 
1925, 
 

“I recollect about what you said about our hiring someone to take care of Mrs. Sikes, but 
that is impossible. We have no place to keep any such person and she has been looked 
after by the women in the cottage. I think they have been exceedingly kind and careful of 
her, but never the less you know they are all old women, and they have their own 
disabilities to nurse. If you are going to be delayed any great length of time may be Mrs. 
Sikes had better come up to you.” On July 18 he wrote, “Business or no business, it is 
important that you come here and take care of your wife. I am going away Monday 
night and I shall leave instructions that if you do not return at once to take care of her, I 
will have her sent to you. I am sorry that I have to speak so peremptorily, but this is an 
important matter and I can see no reason why your business cannot be transacted form 
here just as well as up there.” 
 

Alzora died at the Minnesota Soldiers Home. She was buried in an unmarked grave at 
Lakewood cemetery in Minneapolis. I purchased a marker for her. Charles died at his daughter 
Maud’s house in Fargo on August 3, 1934 while on furlough from the Soldiers Home. He is 
buried at a Prairie Home cemetery in Moorhead MN. 
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Generation 4 
 
Alzora and Charles had one child; Maud A., born at Ellicottville, NY on April 13, 1878. She was a 
practical nurse. She died April 5, 1948 in Moorhead, MN and is buried in Prairie Home 
Cemetery. She married Dr. Edward Griffiths in Winnipeg, Canada in 1914. That year he 
purchased three lots in the city of Moorhead. He died in 1930, is buried in Prairie Home 
cemetery. They had no children. 
 

 
 
                                                                [phot0377] Edward Griffiths & Maud Sikes 
                                                                Clay County Historical Society 
 

Sources 
 

BIOG0004 "Illustrated Album of Biographies of the Famous Red River Valley of the North and Park 
Regions" by Alden, Ogle, & Co., Chicago, 1889. Minnesota Historical Society call #F605.129 
page 393 

BIOG0006 Compilation of Sikes files 
BIOG0020 1983 Onan Genealogy 
CEME0004 Prairie Home list by A Noot 1984 
CEME0007 Lakewood Minneapolis record Zora Sikes 
CEME0011 Lakewood plot plan Zora Sikes 
CENS0015 1905 MN State Census Clay County city of Moorhead  
CENS0016 1910 US Census MN Clay County city of Moorhead 
CENS0021 US Censu 1850 Cattaraugus Co city of Burton 
CENS0022 US Census 1879 Cattaraugus Co NY city of Allegany 
CITY0018 Minneapolis City Directory search Sikes 1925-1935 
DEAT0001 Ellen Onan Bible 
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DEAT0007 MN Death Cert Zora Sikes 
DEAT0009 MN Death Cert Charles Sikes 
DEAT0026 MN Death Cert Maude Sikes Griffiths 
MARR0002 Ellen Onan Bible 
MISC0085 Transcribed postcard DW Onan to Maud announcing birth of CW Onan 
OBIT0029 Moorhead paper Sep 19 1927 Alzora’s death 
OBIT0030 Fargo Forum Aug 3, 1934 death C H Sikes 
OBIT0153 Fergus Falls MN Journal death Clara McKay with extensive family hist 
OBIT0157 Fargo MN Forum Apri 5 1948 Maude Griffiths 
PHOT0001 Album of early and unknown 
PHOT0181 Alzora tin type 
PHOT0374 Sikes 
PHOT0408 My trip to Moorhead and Fort Abercrombie 1983 
RESE0150 Sikes family group sheet made 1982 
RESE0175 Sikes memorabilia from DW Onan 
RESE0183 Assembled chronology of Charles McKay 
RESE0187 National Archives Declaration for Invalid Pension Warren by Alzora 
RESE0190 Deed Record Clay County MN Probate Feb 7 1935 
RESE0233 Letter from M F Potter clearing up that Adilia is Clara C 
RESE0243 US BurLandMan Sikes and Onan homestead statement 1889 
 
David Onan II 
March 24, 2014 
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Generation 3 

 
                                                             Clara C. Onan         1850 – 1888 
                                                             Charles McKay       1847 – 1912 
 
We have no pictures of Clara and don’t know anything 
particular about her. On February 19, 1869 she married Charles 
William McKay; presumably in Allegany NY where they both 
lived. Charles must have been a welcome addition to the 
family. He enlisted in the Civil War at age 15, was a comrade of 
her father Warren in the war and had earned the Medal of 
Honor; our country’s highest award. The event which resulted 
in the award is described in “The Hardtack Regiment” by Mark 
Dunkelman and Michael Winey. It was during the Atlanta 
Campaign at a place called Rocky Face Ridge. 
 
 

“The men re-formed and looked after the wounded. Major Warner noticed one of the 
regimental color guard lying between the lines wounded and unable to walk. The Major 
sent Sergeant Stephen Welch and his tent mate Charles McKay of Company C to rescue 
the man. Under a heavy fire, they found Corporal George Greek badly wounded in both 
legs. They rolled him into a blanket and carried him back to the Union lines. Corporal 
Greek was returned to Chattanooga, where he died the same day. Sergeant Welch and 
Private McKay receive Congressional Medals of Honor for ‘voluntarily risking [their] life 
in rescuing under the fire of the enemy a wounded comrade who was lying between the 
lines.’.” The Hardtack Regiment p.109 
 

He was further honored on May 26, 1865 when he received a stand of colors, the gift of 
Cattaraugus county, from New York governor Fenton to carry until the regiment was mustered 
out. 
 
After the war and an attempt at a medical education, he went to work for the Pennsylvania 
railway in about 1869. He served at stations in Pennsylvania and Indiana until he came west to 
Fargo ND in 1883. He worked as agent for the Northern Pacific railway in Wahpeton and Fargo 
ND, Fergus Falls and Staples MN. He was a member of the Masonic lodge in Fergus Falls and 
Captain of Company F of the Fergus Falls militia.  
 
Clara died February 4, 1888 and is buried in Prairie Home Cemetery in Moorhead. She left three 
children; Sara Grace born September 13, 1870 in Indiana, Blanche Margaret born July 30, 1877 
in Indiana and Georgia born September 16, 1880 in Indiana. 
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                                                      [phot0178p1] Charles McKay 
Taken at the National Encampment of the Grand Army of the Republic in Pittsburgh PA, September 13, 1894, 
surrounded by his buddies. Cattaraugus County Historical Museum. 
 
Charles McKay married again on July 23, 1890 to Elizabeth Lockhart Thomson at Fergus Falls. 
She was born in Canada in 1856. They had one child; Mildred Janet born May 23, 1893 and not 
found. Elizabeth died December 23, 1909 at Staples MN and is buried at Fergus Falls MN. 
 
Charles continued working until October 1909. He died in Staples after a Finnish bath in New 
York Mills MN on August 25 1912. He was 65 years old. 
 
Note 1) Adilia, clearly enumerated as part of the Warren Onan family in the 1850 US census of 
the town of Burton, Cattaraugus county NY, is Clara C. 
 
Note 2): Strangely, McKay’s Medal of Honor is never mentioned in any of his obituaries. The 
present location is unknown. It was probably given to one of his daughters. At the time of his 
death; Grace was Mrs. Charles Ridgeway of Spokane, Blanche was Mrs. E. R. Dampier of 
Spokane, Georgia was living in Staples and Mildred was living with an aunt, Mrs. F. G. Dumble of 
Los Angles. Where are their descendants now? I hope the medal is with one of them. 
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Sources 
 
BIOG0004 "Illustrated Album of Biographies of the Famous Red River Valley of the 

North 
and Park Regions" by Alden, Ogle, & Co., Chicago, 1889. Minnesota Historical 
Society call #F605.129 page 393 

BOOK0001 Ellen Onan Bible 1944 
BOOK0022 “The Hardtack Regiment” by Dunkelman and Winey 
CEME0004 Prairie Home Cemetery records 1985 by A Noot 
CENS0021 US Census 1850 Cattaraugus Co NY town of Burton 
CENS0051 US Census 1900 Otter Tail Co MN town of Fergus Falls 
MARR0002 Ellen Onan Bible 
OBIT0048 Ellicottville NY POST Sep 19, 1912 
OBIT0049 Fergus Falls MN Daily Journal Aug 26, 1912 
OBIT0050 Fergus Falls MN Daily Journal Aug 29, 1912 
OBIT0152 Staples MN World Aug 29, 1912 
OBIT0153 Fergus Falls MN Daily Journal Feb 4, 1888 
OBIT0154 Moorhead MN Independent Sep 6, 1912 
PHOT0178 Mark Dunkelman 
RESE0183 Chronology I developed of McKay from research available 
RESE0184 Transcribed notes on McKay project 1996 
RESE0194 Richland Co ND Wahpeton Gazette Oct 12, 1900 (funeral of Ed Onan) 
RESE0195 MHS microfilm file M380 to find: Charles W. McKay personnel file #14883 

Agent Box 72, Location 135.B.19.7B (Northwestern Railway) 
RESE0231 Visit to city of Allegany NY 1999 
RESE0233 Letter from M Potter about Adilia as Clara 
 
 
David Onan II 
July 2, 2014 
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Continued on next page. 
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Note: The children Clara and Cathleen are noted in one of Ellen’s Bibles with the dates shown. 
No other reference is ever made of them and no grave is found. I am including them here 
because I believe the births actually occurred. My rationale for this is that, 1) she would not 
have recorded a fictitious event in a Bible, 2) infants who died so close to birth could be buried 
anywhere and the death not officially recorded in North Dakota at the time.  
 
David Onan II 
June 19, 2014 
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Generation 3 

 
                                                        Edward Mills Onan   1855 – 1900 
                                                        Ellen Louise Morris   1858 – 1950 
 
He is my great grandfather. I am sad because so is little known about him. He lived a short, 
maybe ordinary life; not particularly remarkable in any way; without military service or an 
estate to probate. On the other hand, adventuring to the West was not for the timid. 
 

                                                    
 
                                [p0001p31] Edward Onan                           [p0376p2] Ellen Morris 1882 by Haynes Fargo 
 
The 1870 census of Allegany, Cattaraugus county NY indicates he was a Mail Messenger at 
about age 15. His father was postmaster — nepotism at work. By 1879 he had moved with the 
family to Moorhead MN. On December 19 1882 he began employment with the Northern 
Pacific Railroad as a telegraph operator. In December 1891 he was appointed exclusive agent at 
Wahpeton ND. 
 
Edward married Ellen L. Morris on July 14, 1883 in Wahpeton ND. She was born December 29, 
1858 near Richmond VA. The only story of her life I have comes from the eulogy by my 
grandfather David Onan in the ONAN NEWS. There are a number of historical inaccuracies in 
what he wrote from memory. Most of what I include here is taken from notes she made in a 
Bible given to her by her son Paul in 1944. 
 
It is unclear how Edward and Ellen met. David Onan makes one reference that she taught 
school in Cuba NY, which is not far from Edward's home town of Allegany. Did she follow him to 
Minnesota? Nobody says. Oral history says she taught school at Fort Abercrombie ND, but the 
fort was closed in 1877. Edward’s work took him to Brainard MN where their first son was born. 
Later moves with the railroad were to Moorhead MN and Wahpeton ND. 
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                                  [p0016p1] Robert, Edward, David about 1890 in Wahpeton ND 
 
1900 was not a good year for this family The Wahpeton ND newspaper of September 7 said, "A 
son of E.M. Onan has been quarantined for diphtheria. The house was fumigated and the family released 
last Tuesday." Edward died at the home of his parents in Moorhead on October 6 1900 at age 45. The 
obituary in the Moorhead paper said he "has been ailing for some time and has been staying with his 
parents in this city in hope of regaining his health. Death was caused by heart failure." On the day 
before, the Wahpeton newspaper reported, "Mrs. Onan received a summons to the bedside of her 
husband at Moorhead the first of the week, but owing to her home being quarantined she was unable to 
go”. The Wahpeton newspaper reported on October 12 that "Depot Agent McKay [see Clara], of Fergus 
Falls, passed through here, Monday, enroute for Moorhead where he intended to attend the funeral of 
E.M. Onan. He was accompanied from here by Samuel and Robert Onan."  
 
In 1901 Ellen moved the family to Niagara Falls, NY. David Onan's eulogy of her says that she 
wanted to take advantage of the job opportunities created by the expanding electrical industry. 
It is easy to imagine that with her husband dead the raw frontier had less appeal than the 
potential of a big city. She settled with the boys at 2462 Allen Avenue. In 1903 she moved to 
2902 Pine Avenue.  Her occupation is consistently listed as practical nurse; sometimes for a 
private client. In 1919 she moved to Chicago until 1925 when she came back to live at 1419 Fort 
Avenue with various other members of the family. The last Niagara Falls city directory listing is 
1941. 
 
No record exists as to when or why she moved to Flint MI. However, with her son Samuel's 
death in 1940 she had only grandchildren left in Niagara Falls. Sometime between 1945 and 
1950, my dad and I visited her. We flew to Detroit and took a car to Flint. I do not remember 
that she was living in a nursing home; I think it was a private house. I remember that she was 
very old. She and dad talked for a few hours but I remember nothing of the conversation. She 
died May 26, 1950 of Generalized Arteriosclerosis. It is my belief that her son David was 
providing some of her support. There was no other family member with adequate money. 
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                                                [p0376p1] Ellen Onan late 1940s 
 

Generation 4 
 
It is clear that Edward and Ellen had 4 boys. Ellen's Bible records shows there were also two 
girls who lived only two days. There is no other reference to them.  
 
Name Birth Death 
Edward Samuel 1 Apr 1884 Brainard MN 13 May 1940 Niagara Falls NY 
David Warren 4 Jul 1886 Moorhead MN 11 Feb 1958 Minneapolis MN 
Robert Morris 12 Jan 1888 Moorhead MN 16 Nov 1957 Milwaukee WI 
Paul Leroy 14 Jul 1890 Wahpeton ND 18 Jun 1959 Palm Springs CA 
Clara Margrett 4 Jan 1892 Wahpeton ND 6 Jan 1892 Wahpeton ND 
Cathleen Elizabeth 4 Jan 1892 Wahpeton ND 6 Jan 1892 Wahpeton ND 
 

 
                                  [p0376p3] Ellen with David W., Robert M., Paul L. 1944 
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Edward Samuel: called Sam, began work for the Carborundum Company in 1906. The first 
listing of him as married to Nellie Eagen is 1929 and living at 1419 Fort Avenue. They had three 
children; Paul Leroy, Elvira and Kathleen. While the family continued to grow in the Buffalo NY 
area, too little is known to comment authoritatively. His obituary says he died suddenly.  
 
David Warren:  See Chapter  1_150. 
 
Robert Morris: is listed with the family in Niagara Falls city directory until 12. He married Helen 
Kracht in Niagara Falls. They had three children; two lived, Robert Charles, b. 5 Jun 1912 and 
Ellen Louise, b. 12 July 1914. He is listed in 1915 as a clerk and 1916 working for Carborundum. 
The 1919 entry indicates "removed to Cuba Islands". In David Onan's eulogy of his mother, he 
says, "Robert joined the Navy and after that followed the ceramic industry with headquarters in 
Chicago or Milwaukee". In 1940, Robert was living in Frankfort IN. 
 
     Paul Leroy: In David Onan's eulogy to Ellen he says, "Paul followed the telegraph profession 
and was with the Associated Press. He spent most of his time in the South at Shreveport, Dallas, 
Galveston and finally in California". It is on a loose sheet included in the Bible Paul gave his 
mother in December 1944 that she notes the name of his first wife as Jessie. The 1920 US 
Census of Dallas TX [CENS0058] shows Paul L. married to Jessie Mary [Handly] age 34 and a 
child Jessie Ellen age 3 years 7 months. The child was born in TX. Jessie Ellen married Joseph 
Donahue and had three children, Mary Katherine born 1945, Jo Ann born 1945 and Michael 
born 1950. She died in Mesquite TX on May 14, 2007. 
     Paul arrived in California about 1925. On September 9, 1927 he married Margaret P. 
Harrison in Los Angeles CA. She was aged 29, born in Missouri, a telephone operator. He is 
listed as a telegraph operator with E.F. Hutton (stock broker). Margaret died May 8, 1931. He 
married again in 1935 to Mae Gollmar, her second marriage, a dress designer. They continued 
to live in Los Angeles, Paul working as a stock broker. Paul died at his home at 2222 Nicola Road 
in Palm Springs, where it is said he had lived for 14 years. Mae died in Palm Springs on March 
29, 1968. When her estate was settled she left $1,103.18 to a friend, Ruby Duncan. 
 
David Onan II 
July 2, 2014 
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Generation 3 

 
                                                      Lovina  (Vina)  Onan    1857 – 1885 
 
If we knew more about it, I'm sure Vina's life could 
be told as a romantic tragedy. She grew up Allegany 
NY, an established community where her father had 
positions of respect and importance; on a river and 
railway which brought people and commerce; where 
she probably had a romance or two; was brought at 
age 23 to virtually the end of the railroad line where 
many people lived in tents! In the summer of 1880 
when she arrived in Moorhead MN her father had 
been there for part of a year. He had a house for 
them but they still lived in a frontier community. It 
would be 8 years before the Dakota Territory, across 
the river, became a state. Two comments found 
about Vina say she was a teacher and engaged to 
Dr.Davenport. 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                              Vina Onan from her Autograph book about 1883 
 
But Vina's gift to us is a treasure of more than many of the previous family members. It was her 
autograph book. Here was shared the important events and friends. Very important was a gala 
trip to Cedar Falls IA, where she had cousins, in the winter of 1881-82. Long lost cousins! They 
were the children of Marietta Onan, daughter of Samuel T. and Sybil, and wife of William T. 
Williams. Marietta herself speaks on page 7. Her 3 sons; Jessie Williams on page 27, William, on 
page 33, D[avid] R[odney] Onan on page 61. In addition there are notes from Charles W. McKay 
on page 17, her brother on page 19 and A. A. Sabin on page 59. The autograph book is 
transcribed in this chapter. Too bad we don't know what she wrote on the autograph books of 
others. It is obvious she was loved and enjoyed her friends. 
 
Vina's death in February 1885 may not have been a great surprise, her obituary said she "had 
suffered several months with a lingering illness which culminated in embolism of the brain". 
The Ransom County ND Mortality Schedule says she died of “womb hemorrhage”. This just 
further confuses things including the place of her death. 
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A question that has bothered me is the matter of a 27 year old girl dying of apoplexy, stroke or 
embolism of the brain. I wrote to an old friend and family physician who generously gave me a 
reply, which I will quote in part. 

 
     "The term apoplexy could well have covered a lot of possibilities as would have the 
phrase embolism of the brain. However, two facts stand out - the lady was only 28 years 
old at the time of her death and she was said to have had a lingering illness. Most people 
died of infectious diseases in those years; a common cause of a lingering illness could 
have been tuberculosis. Sometimes the cause of a death by tuberculosis was cloaked by 
more vague terms (such as apoplexy) to try to dispel any fears in the community about 
the cause of death, thereby protecting family members and the family name. 
     While there are medical conditions which could produce a lingering illness which 
would likely culminate in a stroke and subsequent death in a young person, they are 
pretty rare. One that comes to mind is a condition known as malignant hypertension, 
that is, severe unrelenting hypertension. Severe kidney disease causing a deteriorating of 
kidney function and ultimately producing hypertension could be a cause of such a death - 
that would fit with the "apoplexy" description noted. 'While a tumor of the adrenal gland 
could produce severe hypertension in a young person, such a possibility is very rare. 
Children can develop scarlet fever (a consequence of a strep throat infection also known 
as scarlatina) at a very young age with complications producing kidney failure and a 
subsequent hypertension years later." 
 

 
There was also the question of a seeming early death of a higher than ordinary number of the 
family beginning with the children of James Onan. The doctor says that, "most people died a 
fairly young age (by today's standards) of infectious diseases (pneumonia most commonly) in 
those years. So in general, these family members did not die at early ages except Elizabeth and 
Lovina - and they may have died of complications of infectious disease problems." 
 
Vina is buried in Prairie Home Cemetery  in Moorhead MN. 
 
Not to linger any more; enjoy Vina's autograph book. 
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VINA ONAN'S AUTOGRAPH BOOK 
Dated between 1881 - 1884 

 
Vina, (Lovina), was  born May 6, 1857; the youngest child of Warren and Margaret Onan of 
Moorhead, MN. She was 24 years old at the time of the 1881-1882 party. 
 
In these personal expressions there is a glimpse of feelings which ranges from sad to the 
euphoria of the morning-after. It is possible to have as small insight of the times and people, by 
what was said to a young woman by her friends and relatives. 
 
This is the contents of a leather bound book measuring about 4 inches by 7 inches containing 
about 70 pages. The book was in the hands of Grace (Mrs. Cedric) Onan of Sabin MN, who 
generously gave it to me. 
 
The book is not page numbered. My system counts the first loose page after the cover as page 
1. Page 1 is a right hand page. 
 
Spelling is as inscribed in the book unless within brackets [  ]. 
 

 
Cover 

 

 
 
                                                                                                                   Page 1 
 
Page 2    blank 
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Page 3    (printed in color by manufacturer) Paragon Autograph Album 
 
Page 4    blank 
 
Page  5    Respectfully dedicated to Cousin Vina;  Who  perchance will be reminded of 
'Christmas' 1881 when she reads the autograph of (signed) W T Williams, Cedar Falls, Iowa  
 
Page 6    blank 
 
Page 7    Cousin Vina "Leife ?????  be sure,  both hart and head, both  active,  both complete,  
and both in ??????.  Men and women make the world, as head hart make human life."  
Marietta Williams 
Cedar Falls, Iowa   Jan 29, 1882 
 
Page 8    blank 
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Page 9    Long years may roll about our path 
          The waves of grief or blis 
          But never in the march of time 
          Forget who wrote you this. 
 
          In comming  days look back and think 
          Through all life's changing sea 
          Through darkning clouds and sunshine bright 
          That I'll often think of thee. 
 
          Then kindly think and often too 
          Of one who is true in heart      
          And thoughts of you shall often prove 
          That thou art not forgot 
 
                    (signed) Cousin Ida Onan 
 
Page 10   blank 
 
Page 11   Don't forget the party ! 
          Miss Onan 
          Mays't thou float calmly oe'r lifes changeful sea.  And the  same hopes that lights thy 
heart  
          and brow.  Glean  there  as bright in after years as now. 
               (signed) Herbert Godfrey 
                    Cedar Falls Iowa   January 24th 1882 
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Page 12   "Then gently scan your brother man 
          Still gentler sister woman; 
          Though they may go a ????? wrong 
          To step aside is human. 
          One point will still be greatly dark 
          The moving why they do it, 
          Is just as lamely as ye mark 
          How far perhaps they rule it. 
          Who made the heart - t'is he alone 
          Decidedly can try us, 
          He knows each cord - its various tone 
          Each spring - its various bias. 
          Then at the balance lets be mute 
          We never can adjust it. 
          Whats done we partly can compute 
          But know not whats resisted." Burns 
 
            (signed) Fannie E. Potter 
                                      Providence R.I. 
          Moorhead, Minn. 
 
Page 13   Very Sincerely  William Frye 
 
Page 14   blank 
 
Page 15   Moorhead Aug 22 - 82 
          "Alas it is delusion all  
          The future cheat us from afar. 
          Nor can we be what we recall 
          Nor dare we think on what we are." 
           Yours Very Truly  
               (signed) G B Runnet(r) 
 
Page 16   blank 
 
Page 17   He either dreads his fate too much 
          Or his deserts are small. 
          Who fears to put them to the test 
          To win or lose it all. 
               (signed) C W McKay 
          Moorhead Oct 15th 1882   (see note) 
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Page 18   blank 
  
Page 19  
 
          Yours Quite Brotherly 
          (signed) Edw'd M. Onan 
          Moorhead Minn Feby 3 1883   (see note) 
 
Page 20   blank 
 
Page 21   Ever your friend 
          (signed) Carrie S. Ely  Franklinville, New York 
          June 28 / 82 
 
Page 22  blank 
 
Page 23   Remember me as a friend 
          (signed) Annie Lloyd 
          April 1 / 83        Moorhead Minn 
 
Page 24   Yours very respectfully 
          (signed) P. F. Neilan 
          Moorhead Minnesota  Feby 12 / 1885 
 
Page 25   (stamped) Miss Flora Burgess 
          Thou art beyond all. woman womanly 
          He dreads to think how he should fare 
          Who comes er near as to dispair. 
          Moorhead Minn.  Your Friend, 
          Oct. 2 / 82     Flora A. Burgess 
 
Page 26   blank 
 
Page 27   I went to Shell Rock to meet (blank) 
          It was raining too. 
          What  is this I see before me?  Is it the ghosts of Kit and Vena,  or am I dreaming?  - 
Waterloo.  Dance at the  I.C.R.R. depot.  Surprise party for J (blank)  .  But she did not surprise 
worth a cent.  Irish Trotters see tin-types. How do you like Emma Abbott?  Hope you have had a 
pleasant visit as Cedarville - come again. 
          Very Truly your cousin 
          Jessie E. Williams   Cedar Falls,  Iowa Jan. 25 1881 
 
Page 28   blank 
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Page  29   Do not remember my many wayward tricks but think of me as the one who was ???  
to buy that chew of      And  considering our  long acquaintance I hope you won't be angry when 
I refer  to that wood pile episode. But how        did run verily I believe I would have no such a 
bean. 
          Very Sincerely, Your troublesome friend 
          (signed) Chas. A Bisby(?) 
 
Page 30   blank 
 
Page 31   Are you going my way this evening?  I never flirt. Hats  
off. Don't smile. Hang on. 
          You ask of me two pages to fill, 
              I thank you for this 
          I am "too silent" sit here still 
              Pleasure of being the first 
          Do you believe it? or do you doubt?  
              of your Moorhead friends 
          What method would you use pray to find out? 
              to autographicly put their '???' 
          Of calm demeanor now yet always 
              in ??? in this gallery of art 
          Ready for a frolic 
            I am very sincerely 
            Your friend  A. Blaikie 
      4/7/82  Moorhead Minn and Fargo DT 
 
Page 32   (signature) R. S. McDonald 
          Moorhead   Feby 12th 1885 
 
Page 33   Compliments of your Cousin, 
          (signed) Willie Williams 
          Cedar Falls  Iowa   Jan. 24, 1882 
 
Page 34   blank 
 
Page 35  Professionally Yours 
          (signed)  James M Lo??y 
          Cedar Falls  Jan 25th 1882 
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Page 36   To Vina 
          May you be happy. 
          May you be blest. 
          In a dear little home. 
          With the one you love best. 
            Your Friend  Hattie Lloyd 
            April 7 / 83   Moorhead 
 
Page 37   blank 
 
Page 38   blank 
 
Page 39    Our acquaintence ,  though short will  be  pleasantly remembered by; Your true friend 
          (signed) Laura Chase    Jan 26    Cedar Falls 
 
Page 40   Remember your friend 
          (signed) Kit Sheridan    Jan 21" 82  (see note) 
 
Page 41   My Coz's Concert.  One of the Boys.  My 
dancing lesson. "Midnight Parade" Irish Trotter. Tin 
types. 
          Sublimely Yours 
          (signed) Will C. Abbott  January 22 th 
 
Page 42   Remember our surprise.  The Emma 
Abbott concert.  Never forget  the surprise party 
and button hole boquetes.  The  famous Xmas  tree.  
Midnight Parade.  "Everlasting never ending"     the reply - Ha!  Ha!   Normal visit. 'Will' you 
permit me? "Oh let me run to the fire." Ahem.  Our dancing lessions. Oranges on Sunday. 
"Raisins".  Goodnight  11:30  P.M.  The Irish  Trotters  of  '82. Racquet Newport & c. Never 
forget the group of six and that funny man. That tea party - sweet pickles. That carriage on the 
bridge. 
          Complements of Your Coz 
          (signed) Kert B. Williams    
          Cedar Falls Iowa  Jan. 21, 1882 
 
Page 43   Remember the surprise party 
          Complements of 
          (signed) Hagae B. Huff 
          Waterloo Iowa   Jan 21" 1882 
 
Page 44   blank 
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Page 45   "Dance at I.C.R.R depot" 
          Yours Very Truly 
          (signed) Chas. S. Pierce 
          Waterloo, Iowa   Jan 23/82 
 
Page 46   blank 
 
Page 47   Miss Onan 
          Not one of all the joyous host 
            that took the flag to-day, 
          Can tell the definition 
            so well, of victory 
          As he, defeated, dying, 
            on whose forbidden ear 
          The distant strains of triumph 
            swell agonizing clear. 
               Yours truly 
          (signed) G N Jones 
          Moorhead Minnesota  Sept 13, 82 
 
Page 48   blank 
 
Page 49   (hand printed) Harry O. Williams 
          Cedar Falls Iowa   Jan 26 1882 
 
Page 50   Respectfully Yours 
          (signed) Charles J. Shaw 
          Sept 2nd 1883    Moorhead Minn 
 
Page 51   Thy album is a garden plot 
          Where all thy friends may sow. 
          Where thorn and thistle flourish not 
          Where naught but flowers can grow. 
             Your friend  Mrs D. Davenport    
          Moorhead Minn.  Oct. 7th / 83 
 
Page 52   blank 
 
Page 53   Miss Onan 
          A happy future life is a wish of your friend 
          (signed) Chas. C. Huff   Waterloo  Jan 22"  1882 
 
Page 54   (signed) Viola Gahring   Moorhead Minn  Sept 17, 1883 
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Page 55   blank 
 
Page 56   blank 
 
Page 57   "Give us less Racket" 
          (signed) Will M Chase 
          Cedar Falls Iowa   Jan 22nd  12-30 A.M. 
 
Page 58   (signed) Herbert Godfrey 
          Cedar Falls Iowa    Jany 22nd 1882 
 
Page 59   Dear Vina: 
          If you would be wise treat the world as the moon treats it  - show it only one side of 
yourself at a time,  and let  what you do show be calm cool and polished. 
          But be sure to look at all sides of the world; else you will know no more of the world than 
it knows of you. 
 
          "Never rail at the world. 
            It is just as we make it. 
          We see not the flower 
            If we sow not the seed. 
          And as for ill luck. 
            Why it's just as we take it. 
          The heart thats in earnest; 
            No fears can infect.  
          You question the justice 
            That governs mans breast, 
          And say that the search 
            For some friendship is vain 
          But remember this world 
            Though it not be the best 
          Is next to the best 
            We shall ever attain." 
 
               Very sincerely yours  
               (signed) A. A. Sabin   Moorhead  July 26th / 84 
 
Page 60   July 31, 1883   Moorhead Minn 
          Miss Vina 
          I wish you happiness through life, 
          although you may be some man's wife. 
          But I shall then wish you the same 
          With health wealth and fame. 
          (signed) G. W. M or Wadanley 
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Page 61   (signed)  D. R. Onan 
          Cedar Falls Iowa   1/26/82 
 
Page 62   Twilight and evening star: 
            And after that the dark 
              I hope to meet my pilot 
                face to face 
          When I have crossed the Bar. 
          (signed)  T. W. Griffiths  ??  Wales 
England  April 1909 
 
Page 63   blank 
 
Page 64   Friend Vina 
          Remember your friends forgetting only their faults. 
          "Ever your friend"  
          (signed) C. B. Davenport   Moorhead 4-15-83 
 
Page 65   Very truly yours 
          (signed) James H Bell 
          Waterloo Iowa    Jan 23, 82 
 
Page 67   "Yours without a struggle" 
          (stamped) Geo. B. Rowell 
          Waterloo Ia Jany 22nd '82 
 
Page 68   Photograph of Vina 
 
NOTE:  
P. 62 dated 1909 is somewhat of a mystery. It seems that the author picked up the book well 
after Vina's death and wrote a sentiment about the death. 
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BIOG0004 "Illustrated Album of Biographies of the Famous Red River Valley of 

the North and Park Regions" by Alden, Ogle, & Co., Chicago, 1889. 
Minnesota Historical Society call #F605.129 page 393 

BOOK0001 Vina’s Autograph Book 
CEME0004 Prairie Home Cemetery Moorhead MN records 
CENS0022 US Census 1870 Cattaraugus Co NY town of Allegany 
CENS0065 US Census 1880 Monroe Co WI town of Sparta shows Vina Teacher 

living with family Austin  National Archives. 
DEAT0001 Ellen Onan Bible 
DEAT0049 Ransom Co ND Mortality Schedule 1880-1885 cause of death womb 

hemorrhage 
OBIT0019 Moorhead MN Weekly News Feb 26, 1885, Glyndon MN Red River 

Valley News Feb 26, 1885 
PHOT0408 Monument at Prairie Home Cemetery Moorhead MN 
RESE0136 Letter from Grace Onan May 1990 
 
David Onan II 
March 12, 2014 
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Generation 3 
 
                                                   Charles Roman       1850 - 1935 
                                                   Ellen Nelson            1848 - 1909 
 
 

 
[phot0380p13]  Charles 

 
Both Charles and Ellen were born in Sweden. It is not clear, but they immigrated at the 
same time and may have been married when they came to the USA. No marriage license 
has been found. Charles' naturalization record indicates he landed in the port of New 
York in April 1880. Nothing is known about how they settled in South Park, now South 
St. Paul, MN. 
 
The 1885 Minnesota census shows him in St. Paul, MN. The 1895 St. Paul, MN city 
directory lists him as a laborer living on Central Avenue. 
 
The 1900 US census says Charles was born May 28 1855 in Sweden, a naturalized citizen, 
and a laborer in an iron foundry. Ellen was born Oct 16 1848. and indicated 4 children, 2 
living. The reference to 4 children must mean 2 died in infancy. There are no other 
records of them. 
 
1905 St. Paul MN city directory lists Charles as a carpenter, living in South Park, working 
for  F&M company. This may be consistent with his being a foundryman. 
 
The Roman houses in South St. Paul are located at 10th Avenue North and Central 
Avenue. (Central is only about two blocks long. It intersects Concord at right angles to 
the south west; about two miles north of the intersection of Concord Street North with 
I-494.)The older house is at 1019 Central and the newer at 1003 Central, next door. 
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1003 Central is a two story cement block with a detached garage and an out-building. It 
is reported that Charles made the cement blocks himself when he built the house. If he 
was a foundry man, it would not be out of character to think of him making cement 
blocks; even though this is seldom done in small quantities. The identification of these 
houses was by C.W. Onan in a visit to the houses and cemetery in 1981. 
 

   
                   phot0380p01   1003 Central                               phot0380p08     1019 Central 
 

====== 
From Ellen's Obituary October 5, 1909 
: 

SOUTH PARK WOMAN ACCIDENTALLY DROWNS 
Body of Mrs. Charles Roman is found floating in the Mississippi 

Victim is thought to have fallen in river Saturday 
Leaves Home with Announced Intention of Going to Minneapolis to Visit - Has Been 

Despondent. 
 
     "The dead body of Mrs. Charles Roman, of South Park, was found by Fred Johnson 
late Saturday afternoon floating in about five feet of water, inside of a sand bar in the 
river at South Park. Coroner Mertz decided, upon viewing the body last night, that death 
was due to accidental drowning. 
     Mrs. Roman has been known to have suffered from fits of despondency since the 
death last November of her youngest daughter, Eva. Friday noon she announced to her 
husband that she intended going to Minneapolis to visit her daughter, Mrs. David Onan, 
until Sunday. She was seen about two o'clock that afternoon walking towards the river 
and it is believed she fell into the water and was unable to save herself. It was not 
suspected that she had drowned until her body was found Saturday afternoon. 
     The body remained at the Meeker's undertaking establishment in this city until this 
morning when it was removed to her home. Deceased was 61 years of age. Her husband 
and one daughter survive her. The funeral was held from the family residence at 2 
o'clock this afternoon. She was buried in Oak Hill cemetery beside the body of her 
daughter Eva." 

====== 
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Her Death Certificate lists the cause of death as accidental drowning in the Mississippi 
river. 
 
Many thoughts come to mind. Geraldine, the granddaughter, reported that the death of 
her grandmother was not talked about in the family. The suggestion was that it was a 
suicide. She also said that Charles was subject to binge drinking. So, with Emily married 
in 1907, she was left without children at home. The recent death of Eva; two other 
children before her and the old man off on a binge may have been too much for her. 
This is pure speculation. 
 
Oak Hill Cemetery is located at Third Street and 17th Avenue in South St. Paul, MN. The 
only grave identification is a stone marked ROMAN flush with the ground. The Roman 
plot is Block 1, Lot 78. It looks like there is room for three graves only. None are 
individually identified. Jane is standing on Roman, with Kennedy for reference. 
 

     
                                                                         phot0380p12                                                             phot0380p11 
 
Charles lived in South St. Paul until 1920 when moved to live with his daughter Emily in 
Minneapolis. He died there on 26 April 1935.  
 

 
 
 Charles with his daughter Emily and grandchildren, Geraldine, Charles and Robert.   
phot0380p14 
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My mother, Betty Onan, said she had a good relationship with Charles, Grandpa Roman 
as he was called. He told her the name was Romanoff and was changed to Roman when 
he immigrated. There are lots of Romans in Sweden and none of them claim Russian 
heritage and following that line is probably fruitless.  
 

Sources 
File Ref. # Source 
CENS0042 MN state census 1885, Ramsey co, city of St. Paul, Chas Roman 
CENS0043 US census 1900, MN Dakota co, City of South St. Paul 
CITY0001 St. Paul MN city directory 1905 
CITY0002 St. Paul MN city directory 1895 
DEAT0005 Certificate of Death Ellen Roman 
DEAT0010 Certificate of Death Charles Roman 
OBIT0007 Minneapolis Journal, Sunday 28 Apr 1935, p.6 col.5 Charles Roman Obit. 
OBIT0008 South St. Paul Daily Register, Tuesday 5 Oct 1909, Ellen Obit. 
RESE0016 Researcher's notes inc. 1900 US census and various city directories 
RESE0164 Naturalization Record Charles Roman 4 Feb 1901 
RESE0165 Oath and intention to citizenship of Charles Roman 18 Apr 1888 
RESE0192 Notes personal visit to Oak Hill Cem. and Roman houses in S.St.Paul 1 Nov 

1982 
 
 
 
David Onan II 
March 24, 2014 
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Generation 4 
 
                                              David Warren Onan             1886-1958 
                                              Amalie Charlotte Roman    1884-1969 
 

 
 

 
 

(bind0130)   David and Emily 
 

Prologue 
 
At the turn of the 20th century the world was changing very fast. The electric light bulb, 
high speed communications, the airplane and the automobile were visible signs. In the 
home, electric appliances helped with housework and increase leisure time. Technology 
was at the level of the individual. The automobile itself was a combination of many new 
technologies that were invented or made useful in the first twenty years of the 20th 
century. The development was frantic. Improvement in one area of technology spurred 
progress in another. Knowledge was growing exponentially. 

 
Introduction 

 
The company which D. W. Onan founded was so much of the life of Dave and Emily that 
it is hard to ignore. It is such a large story it is told in a history of its own. But the life and 
times of David and Emily were entwined with the last stage of the industrial revolution. 
They were on the cutting edge of technology. They lived with it and took advantage of 
every opportunity it afforded.  
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As my grandparents they were the earliest ancestors I remember. I can use some 
personal experiences to help this story. Another grandchild, Barbara, and I were born a 
week apart. We saw each other mostly at the grandparents, and Barbara lived in their 
house for a time. 
 
 
David Warren    was born into this heady technological world where anything was 
possible. David’s father worked for the railway; a maturing high tech business. But when 
he died, with a young wife and 4 children in Wahpeton, ND, she decided to go to the 
summit of all technology; Niagara Falls, NY. There was the harnessing of the Niagara 
River to producing electric power. Truly, there would be opportunity for her family. 
 
On August 12 1902, at age 16, he began work for the International Railway, the 
streetcar company, of Niagara Falls New York. That would be the end of his formal 
education. He remained with the company until September 9, 1904. He had become a 
conductor. 
 
Some unknown but very compelling 
reason caused him to move back west. 
He was the second of 4 boys. They all 
eventually pursued different 
occupations; only one staying in Niagara 
Falls. Neither he nor anyone else ever 
said why he moved. But it is apparent he 
stopped in St Paul, MN to manage a 
roller-skating rink in 1905. By 1906 he is 
listed as a mechanic at Moulton-Jordan 
Motor Car Co. The die was cast! 
                                                                (bind0008)  Delivering a new Rambler to Montana. 
 
Emily      Her parents were Swedish immigrants who settled in South Park; a community 
now surrounded by St Paul, MN and called South St. Paul. She grew up into adulthood 
there. It is where she met David who was managing a roller-skating rink. Since the 
1880’s, roller skating had become a popular pastime and big business. Twin Cities said, 
“The roller rink, at Washington Avenue and Tenth Avenue North, was one of thirteen 
rinks in Minneapolis by 1885. With spectacular balconies, a bandstand suspended from 
the center of the roof , and a large skating floor, it was as complete an asylum as the 
most exacting rinkomaniac could desire.”  
 
She married David, who all her life she called Warren, August 28, 1907 in St Paul. He was 
now a salesman for Hollis Electric, an automotive parts jobber. 
 
Barbara recalls, “I remember Grandma talking about dances she went to as a girl. The 
type of thing that the whole family went to. No doubt the whole community which I 
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gather was quite tight. Perhaps they met at some such function. I do remember an 
interesting tidbit about them. When they got married, Grandpa borrowed a car from the 
garage and Emily Roman was the first girl to ride out of South St. Paul in a motor driven 
vehicle. It must have been quite something because she talked about it all her life.” 
 
Two tragic events happened shortly after her marriage. In November 1908, her 19 year 
old sister, Eva died. The cause is not known. In October 1909 her mother, Ellen, 
committed suicide by drowning in the Mississippi river. The newspaper reported that 
she was despondent over the death of her daughter. It is also known that she was not 
an emotionally well person. Some also blame her husband’s drinking. 
 
David and Emily first known address is 2817 Garfield Avenue North in Minneapolis 
where their first child, Charles Warren was born in 1908. Dave is listed as a commercial 
salesman 
 
In 1910 Geraldine was born and Dave is listed as Foreman at P. J. Downs company, the 
dealer for Rambler automobiles. 
 
In 1915 Robert was born and Dave was now Foreman at Reinhard Bros. Company. Dave 
held several positions with Reinhard until 1922. It included creating and running their 
auto parts repair shop with a mail-in next day 
service. He received national notoriety for this 
work. During World War I, Dave taught auto 
mechanics part time at Dunwoody Institute, a 
trade school in Minneapolis. 
 
In 1922, David and Emily bought a house at 
1331 Penn Avenue North in Minneapolis after 
living just down the street for two years. This 
would be their home until 1943. All the 
children, and some grand children were brought 
up there. Emily was a house wife, to use the 
expression of the day, and was in charge of the 
family. I can’t come up with any strong words to 
describe Emily, except as a grandmother who 
put up with little fooling around. 
 
 
                                                                                                               (bind0149)   Geraldine, Charles, Robert 
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Success with enterprise 
 
From 1918 – 1922, Dave was building his own small business in the basement while 
working at Reinhard. In 1923 he bought some property including an old house at 43 
Royalson Avenue North in Minneapolis for manufacturing space and built the first 
building in 1925. He set up to build his own line of automotive repair shop tools and a 
little later the “Safty Saw”; a contractors table saw. 
 
The “Twenties” were a time of relative security both for the country and the Onan 
family. Dave was 38 in 1924 and was going out on his own. He joined the Optimist Club, 
which was the kind of service club he saw which espoused his views of the world and 
could benefit his new business. The project that interested him most was the boys 
camp. He spent weekends using construction tools to build camp buildings and facilities. 
In those days it was the “underprivileged boy” who was considered the most vulnerable 
member of society. Dave believed the work camp would instill good habits in the kids 
and give them a respite from dingy home surroundings. Having counselors and other 
business men in the Optimist Club get to know these boys gave them a chance for good 
employment after 
high school. By the 
time Dave became 
President of 
Optimist 
International in 
1932, they had 
found work for 
several thousand 
boys. 
 
 
 
                                              Phot0217  Showing up for work at camp,  2nd from right. 
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During his elected term as Optimist President in 1932 - 1933, he and Emily traveled all 
around the country visiting new and established Optimist Clubs. It was his job to carry 
the word of Optimism. He set this forth in the Optimist International magazine, 
September 1932. 
 

The Challenge of Optimism 
 
     Little did the founders of OPTIMIST INTERNATIONAL realize that our very 
name would set up such a CHALLENGE as it does today To have been REAL 
OPTIMISTS when Pessimism has prevailed is no small achievement, but this 
accomplishment has been easier for each of us because of the thousands of 
their splendid fellow all over North America who are pledged with us to 
promote OPTIMISM as a philosophy of business and social life. We have 
stood shoulder to shoulder for those fine principle of our OPTIMIST CREED, 
“To think only of the best, to work only for the best, and expect only the 
best.” We have been strong in our faith in each other and in the OPTIMISM 
we profess. 
 
     OPTIMISM – TRUE OPTIMISM – is vitally needed today, both in our 
business and in our Club activities. It is unthinkable the we can have a good 
year in any Club if the leaders of the Club are Pessimists at heart; but 
OPTIMISM of the right type, founded on faith in the Club and ist ideals and 
backed by sincere personal effort, will make our desires come true. 
 
     INDIVIDUAL SERVICE is absolutely vital to the success of your business, 
your Club, or OPTIMIST INTERNATIONAL. Such individual thought and service 
costs little, but its value, when consistently and sincerely applied, can 
scarcely be measured. What you yourself gain from you association and 
contacts will more than repay you for the time you take from your business 
or pleasure for investment in the activities of your Club. 
 
     In meeting the CHALLENGE we are increasing our fellowship and affection, 
we are enlarging our value to the community we serve, and we are giving to 
the world tangible evidence of the POWER OF OPTIMISM in practical service. 
 
     I pledge you, every OPTIMIST, in my sincere and untiring effort to meet 
this CHALLENGE, but the task can not be accomplished without genuine 
OPTIMIST COOPERATION from you. To meet you all personally and receive 
your encouragement by grasp of hand would be a great inspiration. That, 
unfortunately, is impossible, but by your effort, your activities and the 
success of your Club in the next twelve months, you can tell me – eloquently 
– that you , too have sensed and accepted the CHALLENGE. 
 
                              Cordially and Optimistically Yours. 
 
                                             DAVID W. ONAN 
                             President Optimist International 
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Dave maintained his membership in Optimists all his life. The local club was proud to 
have him represent them. This association with the club, and boys camp in particular 
left with a lasting philosophy that kids could be helped and were worth helping. 
 
 

The Minneapolis Civic and Commerce Association and the Aquatennial 
 
In 1926 he joined the Minneapolis Civic and Commerce Association, the predecessor to 
the Chamber of Commerce. This organization offered both an opportunity for his 
business to benefit and give back something to the community. It was a personal 
attitude that persisted all his life and attracted 
many friends. In 1936 he was named Convention 
Chairman and in 1937 elected President. The 
group decided to sponsor a summer carnival 
celebrating 100 years of commerce in 
Minneapolis. 
 
In 1939 Dave and Tom Hastings visited Winnipeg, 
Manitoba, Canada for a summer festival attended 
by the King and Queen of England. The inspiration 
was that if Winnipeg can have a festival with a 
king and queen, so can Minneapolis. That was the 
beginning of the Aquatennial which found a king 
and queen from local people and included 40 
events. Dave enjoyed being an officer of the 
organization, marching in the parade, and 
escorting a queen candidate. Of course, Onan 
generators powered the lights on all the parade 
floats. 
                                                               (bind0686)   DW with Aquatennial Queen candidate 
 

Sister Kenny 
 
Given a chance to fight for kids and help an underdog was right up Dave’s alley. In the 
early 1940’s Minneapolis was hit with a terrible attack of poliomyelitis. Children were 
being crippled by a disease that nobody knew how to treat. Conventional treatment was 
to put kids in leg splints to immobilize the muscles. The best outcome expected was kids 
could walk with braces. Some lived in iron lungs and some died. Sister Kenny, an 
Australian nurse, had been using common sense and her understanding of anatomy to 
treat the symptoms of the disease. She applied moist hot packs to help loosen muscles, 
relieve pain, and enable limbs to be moved, stretched and strengthen. The theory of her 
treatment was muscle “re-education” – the retraining of muscles so they could function 
again. 
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In 1941 she traveled to Minneapolis where a group of people sponsored her 
unconventional treatment. Since it was 
not accepted in hospitals, a separate 
Sister Kenny Institute was set up to 
administer her pioneering principles of 
muscle rehabilitation. Dave was involved 
from the very beginning in fund raising 
and promotion of the concept. 
 
Now the circle was complete. From 
Optimist boys camp to treating kids with 
polio, he was back on treasured ground. 
His company had prospered so he could 
spend time and money in the 
community that had made him wealthy 
and well known. 
                                                                                     (bind0663)  With Sister Kenny 
 

Onan Family Foundation 
 
He was asked almost daily to contribute to one or another charity. No one knows how 
many times he reached into his pocket to respond personally; but it was often. Dave had 
a lot of heart, and it was difficult to say no. At this time, Sister Kenny Institute was in 
need of large amounts of money. He wanted a way to respond to it and other charities 
he believed in. In 1943 he established the Onan Foundation, for the purpose of meeting 
what he believed was his community obligation. His attitude was ecumenical. Whether 
it was the Little Sisters of the Poor or Homewood Presbyterian church, they got equal 
consideration. 
 
The major emphasis of the foundation has been kids. It has taken the form of many 
different kinds of programs, but even today the majority of grants are in that area. 
Times and interests change, but the present officers of the Onan Family Foundation try 
to be true to his legacy. 
 

Onan Employees Profit Sharing Trust 
 
After the hectic days of World War II, Dave spent less time in the active running of the 
business he created. More responsibilities went to his sons, Bud and Bob, and other 
employees. There were a lot of old hands around the business, including many he had 
hired himself, and his concern centered on how to reward them beyond regular 
compensation. ( Legend has it that at Christmas time he would walk around the plant 
with a pocket full of cash and quietly hand it out to certain people. ) A better way had to 
be found that would recognize length of service, wages and responsibility. 
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His answer, along with the consultation of legal and investment people, was a profit 
sharing plan where each employee would be eligible. Eligibility was on a vesting of 
interest basis. Length of vesting and individual pay determined individual interest in the 
trust. The annual contribution to the 
trust came entirely from the 
company and could reach 15% of 
total payroll. It was generally agreed 
that this was a ground-breaking and 
generous plan. Note, the owners of 
the company did not participate. 
 
For many years the company’s 
contribution was announced at the 
annual company employee 
Christmas breakfast. In many years 
it reached the maximum 15%. The 
employees took this plan seriously. 
One was heard saying, “Shut off the 
lights and put it in PST.” 
                           (bind0076)   After his stroke, with Nell and Dyke, his first two employees 
 
David died after a long illness resulting from a stroke. Emily and some nurses cared for 
him at home. He got to see, and I believe recognized his great-grandson David III. My 
wife Jane knit him some Argyle socks which became a problem because he wanted to 
wear them every day. While he could not speak or respond much beyond a smile, he 
smiled often. 
 
Emily moved to an apartment after his death. Her children saw to her needs. She never 
learned how to drive or write a check. 
 
David and Emily had 3 children all born in Minneapolis 

Charles Warren (Bud)    1908 – 1982 
Geraldine Eleanor           1910 – 1987 
Robert David                    1915 – 1978 
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David and Emily Onan with children and grand children 
 

        

 

      
  Geraldine Onan Smith 
    1910 - 1987 

  Sherman Smith 
    1904 - 1999 

     Robert Onan 
     1915 - 1978 

    Lois Campbell Onan 
     1919 - 2005 

 

           
              Charles Onan      Betty Hoiby Onan 
              1908 – 1982           1908 - 1988 
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PICTURE ALBUM 
 
This is a family that took many pictures. They are a chance to tell more of the story 
 

  
                          David                bind0137                               Emily           bind 0138 
 

  
In the late 1940’s Dave bought a 32’ cabin cruiser 
for lake Minnetonka. He was never one to be called 
an avid boater and Emily didn’t like it at all.     
Phot0486 

Dave loved to play with kids. Here he is   with 
granddaughters Sally and Judy.    Phot0479 
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Geraldine about 1928. Dave always insisted his 
family be well dressed.   bind0065 

Bud, Emily and Dave in front of the house on Penn 
Ave.   bind0154 

 
 

  
Emily and Dave on his birthday at Lois and Bob’s 
house on Swift’s Point, Lake Minnetonka.     
Bind0165 

Bud, Dave and Bob exchanging Christmas ties at the 
office.     Bind0704 

 
 
  



Chapter   1_152 F 
 

 

  
Emily and Dave only visited Ole and Margaret 
Hoiby once at Crane Lake; in 1937. Also in the 
photo are Lulu and Henry Hoiby, Ole’s brother.  
Margaret is seated rear. Ole took photo.            
bind0852 

Willy Schlageter and Dave working on an Onan 
engine in the back yard of the house on Miami 
Beach. Dave enjoyed pick-up projects in Florida and 
didn’t mind getting dirty hands.       bind0860 

 

  
Dave and granddaughter Barbara.       Bind0879 Dave was not just the “boss” to employees, but 

truly the “Grand Old Man”. In retirement, here he 
is surrounded by 641 birthday cards from 
employees in 1953                Bind0707 
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Dave, Emily and great grandson 
 David III.       bind0863 

50th Wedding Anniversary1957     bind0211 

 
 
 

 
 

After 1943, the modest house they lived in at 5 North Tyrol Trail 
 
 
David Onan II 
November 16, 2014 
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