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A Message From the Board President 

I hope this edition of the newsletter finds you and your family well. It has certainly been a 

different summer for us here at the Historical Society. The Holcomb House has been closed since 

mid March and will continue to be for the foreseeable future. We really missed seeing all our 

friends at Tuesday Night Live, no pies, cake or hot dogs. 

While the Holcomb house is closed, we can still accept additions to our collection of artifacts. 

You may contact me or a member of our Accessioning Committee (see page 4.)  

I look forward to a return to normal and hope that all of you stay safe.  

Richard “Dick” Simays  

October 2020 

Prior to the War of 1812, Captain Thomas Waterman erected a two story hotel on Main Street 

(51 Lower Main Street West), known then as Hotel Johnson.  

About 1887, Mr. Saxby the hotel proprietor, moved the building back, gave it a quarter turn and 

built the three story structure in the front. Twenty-five years later, a third story was added to the 

back of the building.  

In the back of the hotel there was a livery, farm, hennery, large garden area as well as an orchard. 

The hotel name changed when Mr. 

Everett Wells, Georgia Balch's 

father, became the owner. From 

then on it was known as Hotel 

Everett. 

When the town voted to go "dry" in 

1936, the St. Jock brothers, owners 

closed the hotel and boarded up 

the front.  

After Howard P. Hill purchased the 

building in the spring of 1937, it 

then housed retail establishments, 

Hotel Johnson/Everett 



Mr. A. J. Saleeby was born in Beirut, Lebanon and came to this 
country alone in 1892 at the age of sixteen. For many years he 
traveled the hills and valleys with a pack on his back selling to 
housewives. Once his trade and capital grew, his pack was 
replaced by the horse and wagon.  

In 1906, he opened his first store, at  the corner of Main and 
Railroad Streets, in the building now occupied by Northern 
Highlights Hair Salon. In 1912, as his business continued to grow, 
he moved directly across the street to the McFarland Building (50 
Lower Main Street West).  He purchased the building in 1917 and 
made extensive alterations to handle his increasing business and 
to improve the buildings appearance. 

Then came the flood of 1927 and the store became completely submerged and its interior and 
large stock of goods ruined. After the disaster there was question as to whether he could carry 
on. Mr. Saleeby had faith in the town’s future and with many loyal friends and patrons behind 
him, he undertook the task of reestablishing his business. The interior of the store was 
completely rebuilt and new goods were purchased. Again, it became a real asset to Main 

Street. 

The A. J. Saleeby store always had a stock 
of dry goods as well as a Ready to Wear 
Shop carrying the most up to date line of 
clothing and footwear for men, women 
and children, with all the needed 
accessories at prices that couldn't be 
bettered. 

In later years the building was owned by 
Norbert and Emily Gillen and became 
known as Gillen's Store. 

Today the building is owned by Richard Whittemore. 

When we are able to open the Holcomb House again, stop by to see the original A. J. Saleeby 
wooden sign. 

A. J. Saleeby and His Store 

rental rooms and apartments. 

The building is now owned by Gilles Lehouiller. When we are able to open the Holcomb House 

again stop by to see an original register from the hotel.  

cont. Hotel Johnson/Everett 



John Wagner and banjo 

John Wagner, AKA, Whittler Wonder of the USA 

John was born in Berkshire in 1894. He lived in different 
places during his life time and held many jobs but when 
health problems caused him to discontinue his regular 
employment he took up whittling and other 
woodworking hobbies.  

The many intricate novelties that he made included 
continuous winding ropes, intertwined figure 8’s, boxes 
within boxes all of which started with a single piece of 
basswood. He also made wall shelves and alphabet 
letters out of plywood. 

John spent part of his life time living in Johnson in an 
apartment he rented from Mrs. Antoinette West. We 
believe that he also lived on Stearns Street for a time, 
however, not sure if it was before or after the time that 
he rented from Mrs. West. He was often seen riding his 
bicycle, visiting with people on the street or stopping by 
the Drug Store for a cup of coffee.  

From May until foliage season was over, 
John could be found in Smugglers Notch 
selling his wooden carvings. Most of his 
tourist trade purchased bears or 
squirrels that he would rough shape at 
his workshop and then finish them off 
with an Exacto knife at his stand. Many 
people would stop to visit with him and 
buy his wares. He always brought his 
banjo with him and he would play and 
sing to entertain visitors. Occasionally 
he would play his harmonica.  

People were definitely attracted to 
John for many reasons. A friend to all, 
he passed away in 1974 at the age of 
80. 

Does anyone have one of his carvings? 
If you do, the historical society would 
love to have a picture to add to our 
archives. 

West House 

Who Remembers? 



 

Mission 
 

The mission of the Johnson Historical Society is to preserve our history by weaving stories of 

the past with the present, using our collections of artifacts and displays, creating a legacy for 

future generations. 
 

Board Meetings 
 

We meet on the second Wednesday of every month at 9 AM at the Dr. Holcomb House,188 

Main Street. Due to Covid-19, we have had to meet outdoors. We are working on a meeting 

solution for the colder weather.  
 

Board Officers 
 

Dick Simays, President  

Tom Carney, Vice President  

Kelly Vandorn, Treasurer  

Lois Frey, Secretary  

Alice Whiting, Membership Chair  

Accessioning is a project that identifies, 
photographs, and records each and 
every artifact in the Historical Society's 
collection. As items are donated, 
information is recorded on a data sheet 
and subsequently entered into the 
computer program by members of the 
Accessioning Committee. The team of 
Lois Frey, Duncan Hastings, Linda Jones, 
Kelly Vandorn and Jacob Vandorn have 
completed more that 1200 entries. The 
on-going project creates a searchable 
inventory of the extensive collection. If 
you have historical Johnson items to 
donate during the Covid-19 shutdown, 
contact Dick Simays, Board President or 
one of the above accessioning 
committee members.  

What is Accessioning?  Staying Connected 

We hope that you have visited our web 
page which is being coordinated by Mary 
Jean Smith and maintained and updated by 
Grant Harper where you can also find the 
Historical Society's meeting minutes.  

http://johnsonhistoricalsociety.org   

Many of you have commented on the 
photographs displayed there and on our 
Facebook page.   

http://townofjohnson.com/boards/
historical-society/ 

The Facebook page is maintained by 
Barbara Backus with pictures provided by 
Linda Jones.  

Linda also coordinates the newsletter which 
is prepared by Luciana and Tyler Swenson. 
This is our fifth newsletter. We hope that 
you enjoy it. 


