
Ashbel W. Riley and the Cholera Epidemic of 1832

Early settlers to Brighton were an intrepid lot.  Leaving the comfort and 
security of their New England communities, they set out for the new lands in the 
west with hopeful determination that all would be well and yet they knew this 
would entail confrontation with predatory animals, weather disasters, crop failure, 
sickness, and death. Nevertheless they built their houses and barns and dealt 
with what the frontier gave them and in 1832 it gave them cholera. 

Now known to be spread by contaminated water, cholera is a bacterial 
disease that causes severe diarrhea and dehydration.  It struck quickly and was 
often fatal in a matter of hours.  The proximity of privies and wells in the crowded 
village of Rochester (whose fourth and fifth wards comprised the former village of 
Brighton) is thought to have been the source of the illness although blame was 
placed at the time on an itinerant peddler who arrived on a canal boat. By 
September of 1832, four hundred cases of cholera were reported with a total of 
115 deaths. One thousand people left the area; others locked themselves in their 
homes until the danger passed. Both doctors and caregivers were fearful of 
contracting the disease.

One man, however, saw the crisis as an opportunity to help.  Ashbel Wells 
Riley came to Brighton in 1816 with his mother, Lovina Wells Riley, and his 
brother, Justin. Born in Connecticut in 1795, he was two years old when his 
father died. His mother remained single until 1820 when she married widower 
Orringh Stone. In his later life Ashbel Riley attributed to his mother the motto 
“Dare to Do Right.” Temperance, abolition of slavery, penal reform, and care for 
the mentally ill were his lifetime concerns.

Trained as a carpenter, his real interest was in education and he obtained 
his New York State teaching credentials in 1813. He was also a real estate 
investor, a village officer, and a member of the New York State militia. Colonel 
Riley was the youngest member of the Board of Health when the cholera 
epidemic struck and he took it upon himself to nurse the sick and bury the dead, 
often preparing the corpses for burial, loading them on wagons, and carrying 
them to graves he dug in the municipal cemetery.

At his death in 1888, Reverend Charles P. Colt eulogized him by saying 
“He was a man of gentle sympathies...His sweet spirit and large benevolent heart 
became particularly apparent when the cholera plague broke out in 1832. He 
administered to the sick and suffering, cheered the people and helped to keep 
them from a general panic. Often all alone he buried the dead.  Of the 115 
persons who died, he placed eighty in their coffins, doing that service for eleven 
in one day.  He could be seen at night with a lantern in his hand seeking the 
homes of the sufferers, and the dead.” (Rochester Democrat & Chronicle, 9 April 
1888)
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