THE CLIFTON SPRINGS AREA CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

By Bob Bowdren

The Chamber idea was conceived in the fall and winter of 1985.  I had started a new business in the cellar of the Sherman Block (now the Burke Building).  I made a sign for Ray Weidmann (which still hangs at his business on Kendall Street).  His office was in the Foster Block.  He said that he thought we needed a Chamber of Commerce in Clifton Springs.  Apparently he’d been knocking the idea around for some time, because he suggested that I go see Pat Neff (The Clothes Closet) and she would be interested in working on such a project.  Early organizational meetings were held on the third floor of the Village Hall.  Response (I thought) was pretty good as the mayor (Harry Reals) and quite a few local business folks came to the early meetings.


The first official meeting took place in early summer of 1986 at the home of Newt Smith on Schroo Road. Officers were elected and Ray Weidmann authored a constitution based on the constitution of the Macedon Chamber of Commerce, to which he belonged. 


We began by having monthly membership meetings at the Clifton Restaurant.  The restaurant closed in the early evening (7:00 p.m.) and meetings were scheduled right after closing.  It was located in the Warfield block

The first officers were, president, Bob Bowdren; Vice Pres. Dick Egan: Secretary, Pat Neff: Treasurer, Lowell Burke (Burke’s Floors & Walls).  I’m not absolutely sure about the board of directors.  As I recall, in addition to the elected officers, board members were Ray Weidmann, Ovid Randall and Brenda Litts (Clifton Restaurant.)

The big undertaking of the first year was a “Christmas Fair”, held in the Foster Block in the area recently vacated by The Ontario National Bank.  I think Ray Weidmann got us permission and access, as he was a tenant in the building.

We had a good amount of participation by vendors and buyers (we, pretty much, filled the space).  The fair ran for a week or so prior to Christmas.

One of the earliest undertakings was the establishment of a group Blue Cross/Blue Shield plan for the membership.  It was spear headed by Ray Weidmann and he was administrator of the program. This was later expanded to allow members of the Phelps chamber to participate.  It eventually included the Manchester and Shortsville chambers.

In the early years of our chamber, some real challenges faced our downtown merchants. Main Street was torn up for one year, followed by the elimination of diagonal parking on the north side of Main Street (actually, I’m not sure which came first).  When the Bank left the Foster Block, the rest of the businesses began to really suffer and the Foster Block deteriorated.  This was, probably, the low point of our Main Street businesses.

I think our next project was some benches for downtown and one at the plaza.  At that time the plaza was outside the village, and there was even more of a feeling of competition between downtown and the plaza than there is today.  Having Dick Egan as an officer of the chamber seemed to ease that situation. 

During the first year, Phelps formed a chamber of their own and I was involved in the organization of that one.  The first Phelps chamber president, Ray Lindner, went out of business (Lindner TV & Appliance Repair) and left town unexpectedly.  I was approached about filling the position and it then occurred to me that maybe we should merge the two chambers.  I was not prepared for the opposition I got on that idea from within both chambers.  Dick Egan was one of the most opposed in our chamber and we had some pretty heated verbal duels.  After the smoke cleared, we shook hands and have remained very good friends ever since.  Needless to say, the merger never happened.

The Four Seasons, Ontario County bureau of tourism became interested in both chambers and we jointly participated in a county sponsored “February Frolic” which included a cross country ski race from Clifton Springs to Phelps, snow sculptures and several other activities.

From our association with Four Seasons, we learned of funding available for certain events.  The first was “The World’s Largest Yard, Garage, Porch & Sidewalk Sale”. This was done in collaboration with the Phelps and Shortsville chambers (Manchester’s was not yet born).  I remember that Dick Egan thought we should run a clothesline from Shortsville to Phelps with clothes hung on it.

Through our contact and relationship with Four Seasons, I got to see a computer desktop publishing system they were using, called Aldus Pagemaker. I had a professional background involving small newspapers (and had started my own paper, in Honeoye Falls, many years ago.)  I was impressed with both the affordability and the simplicity of the program.

Having no experience with computers, I contacted my nephew in New Market, Virginia, who had a computer store there.  After explaining what I needed, he put together a system for me.  I borrowed some money from the bank (ONB), as computers were a lot more expensive than they are today.  I drove to New Market and spent a week with my nephew learning how to operate my computer.  At the end of the week, we boxed up all the components.  My nephew labeled all the connections and I returned to Clifton Springs with the machine.  Once re-assembled, it worked fine, and with a modem installed, I was able to put my nephew on the computer for whatever help I needed. It was very exciting, since I had little knowledge of what I was doing.  This was the start of the chamber quarterly newspaper, “The Quill” (the name borrowed from a newsletter I did many years before for the Red Jacket Power Squadron.) This was the forerunner of The Community Trader, which was born in 1988.

We hosted the Franzen Brothers Circus in 1987 (and again later) in the Village Park.  I had some health problems that year, and on the Doctor’s advice turned the chamber presidency over to vice President Michele “Van” VanBoxlaer.  At the end of his term, I was re-elected to the presidency.

In 1989, Ken Beecher became Vice President, and later President.  Much was accomplished when Ken came on board.  He was dedicated and ambitious, both as a Vice President and President.  We had two festivals, expanding upon the Garage Sale theme (again with partial funding from grant money.)  Ken took charge of some of these projects and things really happened.  Main Street was closed of and filled with arts & crafts tents and exhibits.  These festivals were the forerunners to The Sulfur Springs Festival.  

 When the Library moved to its new home, from the Village Hall in 1990.  Ken got us an office and a telephone in part of the space, which previously housed the library.  We bought some file cabinets and a copy machine (may have been leased).

The Franzen Brothers Circus returned in 1991 and moved down to the Big M Plaza.  A very wet spring made for some real challenges for the circus folks, but it was a big success.  Ken bought a new home and moved to Victor (I’m not sure of the exact time frame.)

Presidents following Ken, were Ann Reals (Big M), Russ Munroe (Ontario National Bank), and Russ Pilato (private contractor),  The new village sign on Kendall Street,  was the was the most significant accomplishment during this period.  The sign went up during Russ Plato’s presidency.

Andy Reinhardt was the next president, and probably held the office longer than anyone else26, except me.


In the fall of 1997, because of some added health problems, I decided it was time for me to step down from the board and retire.  In January,1998, the Chamber hosted an event in my honor, at the Phelps American Legion.  Along with some kind recognition from other chambers, the Historical Society, village governments and the State of New York, I was presented with the first Founders Award.  The original award was hung in the Village Hall, with the intention of making future additional awards of recognition, to be added to the original.  Since the original presentation, the following names have been added: (2000) Fred Gifford, (2001) Al & Cathy Kamm, (2002) Lynn Spence, and (2003) Steve Leroy.

This is but a rough outline of my experiences with the Clifton Springs Area Chamber of Commerce, but I hope it may serve as a record of our journey together.

******************

