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Foreword
This summer, the cupola on the old City Hall, a.k.a. the Brisbane Mansion, is being repainted largely with funds provided by the Landmark Society of Genesee County, Inc.  This is not the first time that the Landmark Society has made a financial contribution to the preservation of the Brisbane Mansion.  The cupola is actually a replacement of the original structure, and that, too, was largely funded by the Landmark Society.  Why does the Landmark Society have such a strong interest in this building?  Is it because of its age?  Is it because of its architecture?  Yes and yes, but the perceived importance in preserving this building lies especially in its connection with one of Batavia’s most important and most interesting families: The Brisbanes.

The following overview is a shortened version of a longer, more scholarly family history that the author will be publishing later in the year.  The information has been gathered from a review of multiple sources including deeds at the Genesee County Clerk’s office; U.S. Census records; cemetery records; back issues of The New York Times, Spirit of the Times, The Times, and The Daily News; Genesee County History Department archives; several local history books including those by Weaver, McEvoy, and Kutolowski; biographies of Joseph Ellicott, Albert Brisbane, and Arthur Brisbane; plus other accounts including a history of American Fourierism.
The Brisbanes

The Brisbanes have had connections to Batavia that extend over three generations.  In the course of these connections, there have been several individuals who have played a major role either in the life of our community or in that of the nation as a whole.  And along the way, one finds intrafamily litigation over property that lasts for decades, a libel suit by one family member against another, behaviors that seem best characterized as greed, great wealth, an advocacy for an utopian society that spawns at least 40 intentional communities across the country, and evidence of bigamy.

The First Generation:

James and Mary Stevens Brisbane
The Brisbanes were among the first European-Americans to work and settle in this area.  In fact, James Brisbane came from Philadelphia in 1798 to work with Joseph Ellicott.  Ellicott, you should recall, was in charge of surveying western New York for the Holland Land Company and, later, he was in charge of overseeing the sale of the land to settlers.  One role that James played was insuring that provisions were provided for the surveyors and others.

James took advantage of his association with Ellicott and purchased tracts of land that he knew would appreciate in value.  It was a classic case of “buy low, sell high.”  He also opened the first store in the area and, except for two years when he went to New York City to try his hand in the book business, he operated a general store here in Batavia from 1802 to 1821.  Later, when the first railroad came to Batavia, he was a major investor.  His business ventures turned out exceedingly well and James became one of the three wealthiest individuals in the village.  Historians also like to note that one other of James Brisbane’s claims to fame is that of being Batavia’s first postmaster.
In 1807, James Brisbane married Mary Stevens, sister of James Stevens, the longest serving clerk at the Land Office.  Legend has it that they got to know each other when she offered to letter a sign for the post office in Brisbane’s store.
James and Mary Brisbane were not the frontier folks most people might imagine.  James was described by his contemporaries as “eccentric,” a trait he seems to have passed on to both of his sons. He also appears to have had a negative view of human society, observing at one point that we have made a “mess” of things.  Neither of the Brisbanes was involved in organized religion and James was, in fact, apparently an atheist.  Mary was interested in art and was an “amateur scholar” well-schooled in natural science and the history of ancient civilizations.  She home-schooled her sons in both science and history.  One of her sons writes that she expressed frustration with the restrictions imposed on women and with the limitations imposed by life in a small village.  She evidently believed that, free of those restrictions and limitations, she could have been a major shaker and doer.  In any event, she comes across as a very strong individual and probably would have been an active feminist had she lived a generation or more later.
The Brisbane’s lived on a plot of land that included what is now Austin Park, the old City Hall, and the Post Office.  Their house appears to have been about where the Post Office currently  stands.  Contrary to what is written in some local histories, their home was not what we know as the Brisbane Mansion.  The latter was built by their second son after the elder Brisbanes’ deaths.

The Second Generation:
Albert and George Brisbane

James and Mary Brisbane had two sons, Albert and George, born three years apart early in their marriage.  Albert was the older of the two and, in my estimation, he is by far the more interesting.
Given the wealth of the family, neither son had to work and apparently neither did so in the conventional sense of having a job.  After their father’s death in 1851, however, there was the task of managing the family’s investments, a responsibility that fell mainly on George’s shoulders due to Albert’s general disinterest in such matters.
George Brisbane

George, described as “eccentric” like his father, seemed to be in other ways cast from the same mold.  His horizons have been described as pretty much limited to Batavia, a second home in New York City, and his business investments.  One gets the impression that his main focus in life was making money.  He seems like a rather dull guy and his life has not attracted much interest among biographers.
George took his time in marrying, waiting until his late 30s when he married Sarah Whitehouse.  Four years later, two years after his father’s death, he tore down his parents’ home and built the mansion at 10 West Main Street. 

Despite owning the West Main Mansion, George and Sarah spent a significant amount of time at their New York City home.  In fact, in her later years, it appears that Sarah spent only her summers in Batavia and it was sometimes the practice of the local paper to announce Sarah’s return for the summer.
George and Sarah had one child, a son they named, James, perhaps to honor George’s father. (And therein begins much confusion because it is common for people to mix up this James, the first James, and another James who comes along later.)  Like his parents, George and his wife were not very prolific, a fact more than compensated for by Albert’s wayward ways.

Albert Brisbane
Like his father and brother, Albert was “eccentric,” but he carried the term to a new level.  In today’s parlance, he probably would be judged a classic “nerd.”  One contemporary, portraying Albert’s appearance, described his walk as characterized by flailing arms with his elbows nearly knocking together behind his back and his facial expression as that of a person struggling with a problem he can’t quite wrap his brain around.

Albert’s lot in life seems to have already been established as a child when he would stand on the bridge across the Tonawanda Creek (where the pedestrian bridge now exists), drop stones in the water to watch the resulting ripples, and meditate on the meaning of existence. He never got beyond his early struggle to find answers to life’s great questions.
Dissatisfied with the schooling available in Batavia, Albert persuaded his father to allow him to go to New York City.  Later, while still in his teens, he got his father to finance a six-year odyssey throughout Europe where he further pursued his education.  He also apparently pursued women on this venture; and a biographer who has read surviving diaries describes an on-going proclivity for sexual conquest, leading one to think there may be numerous Brisbane descendents in France, Italy, and Germany, if not other countries.  Throughout his life, Albert returned to Europe on many occasions.

Like his father, Albert had a negative view of society as it was structured.  He also expressed what I would call guilt over the fact that he lived the high life on income he had not earned through his own labor.  Perhaps mainly as a consequence, he spent great energy searching for a blueprint for a more perfect society.  He found what he was looking for in the ideas of Charles Fourier, a French socialist who proposed a plan for small self-sustaining communal groups

Albert became a widely known proponent of Fourierism, writing and lecturing extensively.  Contemporary accounts describe him as a particularly effective speaker (despite his nerdiness); and it wasn’t long before efforts to create Fourier-styled communities sprung up across the U.S., some 40 or so.  Notably, all failed, but in Albert’s mind not because of inherent flaws in the ideas of Fourierism, but mainly because of inadequate preparation and premature launching of such efforts.
Like his mother, Albert became an amateur scholar.  And like his mother, he subscribed to feminist views of the place of women in society.  However, his sexual relationships seem to have been at odds with his otherwise enlightened attitudes toward women.  I’ve already alluded to his sexual conquests as a youth.  They were followed by multiple marital relationships including apparent bigamy.

Albert’s “wives” included Adele LeBrun, alleged to be a countess, whom he brought to Batavia from Europe around 1833.  Her Catholicism has been surmised to have been an irritant with his parents; and after five years she returned to Italy along with two children, presumably Albert’s.  However, whether Albert and Adele were actually married seems to depend on one’s source of information, a problem exacerbated by conflicting statements made by Albert himself.

After Adele came Lodoiska Durand, a common-law wife, as a court later ruled.  Their relationship, which began around 1847, spawned three children: Flora, Howard, and Adele.  In 1853, Albert married Sarah White and they had five children: Alice, Hugo, Albert, Arthur, and Fowell.  The 1850 U.S. Census records show Albert living in Bergen County, N.J. with Lodoiska.  The 1860 records report Albert living in Westchester County, N.Y. with Sarah.  And the 1870 U.S. Census records show Albert living in Union County, N.J. with Lodoiska.  Between the overlapping births of children in the two relationships and the data from the census records, I am forced to conclude that Albert was simultaneously maintaining two separate households with each woman probably ignorant of the other’s existence.

Late in his life, after Sarah had been dead for quite some time, Albert married Redelia Bates, a woman at least 30 years younger than he.  However, Lodoiska was still living and there had been no divorce dissolving their common-law marriage, so this new relationship led Albert’s brother, George, to accuse the couple of bigamy in a particularly nasty letter that soon became public knowledge.  This accusation prompted Redelia to file a libel suit against George, seeking $50,000 in damages.  Meanwhile, Lodoiska also filed a suit, this one seeking divorce and alimony from Albert. (Lodoiska prevailed in the subsequent court proceedings.)  All this legal activity caused quite a sensation in both the Batavia and New York press.
Despite fathering, by my count, at least 10 children and probably many more, Albert was, by everyone’s account, a terrible father.  In today’s society, I’m sure that he would be charged with neglect.  There are references to leaving them unattended for unreasonable periods of time, failing to feed and clothe them adequately, and being so distant in his interactions with them that, according to one infamous report, he failed to recognize one of his daughters who was sitting opposite him on a street car.  This probably helped to set the stage for the behavior of his most famous offspring, Arthur Brisbane.  More about that, shortly.

Conflict
If there ever were two brothers with more different personalities than those of Albert and George, it would be hard to identify them.  This probably helped to create the sibling conflict that became obvious and public when their father died in 1851, leaving them a fortune of $500,000, a great sum at that time.  Albert had no interest in looking after the investments they had inherited; and George was extremely irritated at his brother’s attitude, early on demanding that Albert come home (meaning to Batavia) and manage his business affairs.  The plea fell on deaf ears.  In contrasting the brother’s attitudes, observe that George used his inheritance to build an imposing mansion, while Albert was content to live in very modest dwellings.  Over the years, Albert and George reportedly were engaged in on-going litigation against one another, with the relationship really going down the drain when George made the bigamy accusations discussed above.
The Third Generation:

James and Mary and Helen Brisbane

As noted before, George and Sarah Brisbane, the Brisbane Mansion couple, had a single son, James.  (Don’t confuse this James with his grandfather.)  Like his parents, this James spent a good deal of time in the New York City area, eventually taking up permanent residence there.

James first married Mary Root, the daughter of a Batavia physician.  Carrying on in the more typical Brisbane tradition of limited childbearing, they had but one child—George.  Then Mary died of a long illness, cancer from the description, and James remarried.  His second wife was Helen Van Praag.  I don’t know what kind of relationship James had with his son, George, but we might guess that it was less than ideal given that his will left only $2,400 to George out of an estate totaling $1.5 million.  George, as you might imagine, contested the will when his father died in 1918.

James is of most interest to us because he inherited the Brisbane Mansion and surrounding 8-1/2 acres.  After his mother died in 1911, the Mansion stood vacant.  First the County, then the City sought to obtain the property.  The County was contemplating building a new court house on the land, after razing the Mansion.  However, the property became the City’s in 1917, a year before James died, in a deal that imposed some limitations on how the land could be used in keeping with sentimental feelings held by James toward the old homestead.  (That pretty much ended the hopes of local developers who lusted after the only remaining open space in central Batavia.). 
The City also had plans that involved razing the Mansion, but when Ellicott Hall burned (where County Building 1 now stands) and office space was needed, a decision was made to turn the Mansion into a city hall.
The Third Generation, Again:

Arthur and Phoebe Brisbane

One of Albert Brisbane’s 10 or more children was Arthur, fathered with Sarah either in 1863 or 1864, depending on what source you care to believe.  Arthur is the other Brisbane, along with Albert, that historians have found of greatest interest.  Arthur was apparently born in Buffalo, but he spent time in Batavia visiting at his uncle’s Mansion; and when Austin Park was developed on the old homestead, Arthur paid for a pool at the site.  During one of his trips to Batavia, he is also reported to have spoken before the Chamber of Commerce.

As noted earlier, Albert was a miserable father.  Playing psychologist, one might speculate that this was what led Arthur to reject much of what his father stood for, including, in particular, Albert’s anti-materialistic point of view.  Arthur was, by one contemporary’s description, obsessed with making money.  He eventually acquired a 10,000 acre estate in northern New Jersey that he named Allaire.  Clearly, rather than following in his father’s footsteps, Arthur was more like his grandfather, James, and his uncle, George.

Arthur married rather late in life, nearing his 50th birthday.  His wife, Phoebe Cary, 26 years his junior, was a cousin and a descendent of his grandfather’s sister.   Arthur would visit Phoebe’s parents when she was yet a child; and it is said Phoebe would ask him why, at his age, he had no wife.  His response purportedly was, “I’m waiting for you to grow up.”   

Arthur is best known for his career in the newspaper industry.  He became an associate of Randolph Hearst and editor of numerous papers.  A weekly column, published across the country including here in Batavia, was widely read.  When Arthur died in 1936, accolades poured in from the famous and near-famous personages of the day, including President Franklin Roosevelt.  
Closing

The Brisbanes live on, of course, but are no longer involved with our area; and so this tale concludes here.  Although the Brisbanes often displayed imperfections as human beings, they also played important roles here and elsewhere that contributed to who we are.  For this reason, it is important that we remember them and preserve the tangible evidence of their having been present.
