When the discussion turns to notable
Nassau residents, former police chief
“Doc” Avery ranks as one of the most
memorable. Drawn from news reports
of the time, personal recollections and
family photos, here’s a little taste of
Nassau in the late 1950s - early 1960s.
Thanks to Judy Avery, Marvin Honig
and Maxine Bogash.
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POLICE CHIEF “DOC” AVERY

n 1956 the Nassau Village Board agreed to hire Nassau’s first full-time
police officer. In the years after World War II Nassau grew from a small,
rural village to almost suburban status after the three tract housing projects of Elmwood Acres (now referred to as Tremont Drive and Phillips
Street), Westbrook Drive and Orchard Park increased both the population
and local traffic flow. Traffic on Route 20 had continually increased and
numerous serious accidents had prompted Village officials to move to a
full-time officer primarily to slow speeders.
In the 1920s a “silent policeman” was employed to slow traffic – a
metal cutout roughly in the shape of a uniformed policeman holding his
hand out to stop traffic in one direction and slow it in the other. That was
followed by the installation of the first traffic light at the village center in
the 1930s. Neither dependably served the purpose as a deterrent to speeders.
C. Lowell Avery, a decorated Navy veteran and former New York City
investigator was hired. Popularly known as “Doc” Avery, Chief Avery set
Nassau on the path of vehicular notoriety still felt today. In his internet
blog “Nassau Stories” former town resident, attorney and judge Marvin
Honig writes: “C. Lowell Avery was as finely attired as any village policeman in the state. His grey uniform was impeccably tailored to his trim, 6
foot 2 physique. As the sole police officer, he naturally was the chief, and
his uniform reflected his top departmental status, replete with gold braid,
and “scrambled eggs” on the visor of his hat. He referred to himself as
“Chief Avery”. He was frequently addressed as “Doc Avery” by some, but
soon known to all as “Wyatt Earp.” The moniker, Wyatt Earp, was probably a compliment, since during those years James Arness (Hugh O’Brian
sic) played the legendary western sheriff on a popular television show. My
father once reported hearing a young boy respectfully addressing Chief Avery as “Mr. Earp” at the Post Office.” (Used by permission, http://nassaustories.blogspot.com)
Chief Avery took his job very seriously. By September of 1957 Village Justice Ernest B. Rieck resigned because of “the continued arrests
of persons on mere technicalities” by the village’s one-man police force.
About 220 cases had been brought before the justice since July 1. At the
time Chief Avery told the Troy Record he intended to continue to enforce
the 25 mile per hour speed limit despite the judge’s resignation. Reacting
to the charge of writing tickets on mere technicalities, he responded “a
speeding fine is pretty cheap life insurance for the residents of this village.”
The story achieved nation-wide news coverage when it was distributed
Upper Image - an example of a “silent policeman” like the type used in Nassau prior to the arrival of
Chief C. Lowell Avery, pictured below. Avery served in Nassau from 1956 - 1966.

by United Press International. The chief said he had averaged 90 arrests a
month since he was hired in May 1956. In view of the large volume of traffic
on Route 20, the main Albany-Boston highway, he felt the figure was low.
(In perspective, almost 60 years later in August of this year Nassau’s current multiman, two-car police force is still averaging about 90 citations a month.)
In 1957, James B. Lamb was appointed village justice to replace Mr.
Rieck after his resignation. While never having held public office before,
Judge Lamb told reporters he would be strict with violators and to assure the
public of his suitability for the job, he had two sons-in-laws who were members of the New York State Police. Court was held twice weekly in his home
on Church Street. (Judge Lamb was an enthusiastic supporter of Little League
baseball and the field on John Street is named in his memory.)
Chief Avery continued as Nassau’s police chief through 1966. The Albany
Knickerbocker News at the time editorialized “You Can’t Tell Police To Stop
Enforcing Law” when some thought Avery too efficient. The story pointed
out Nassau was going through “growing pains” as it had been transformed
from a rural to suburban community in a few short years. Today if one goes to
The National Speed Trap Exchange website and types in “Nassau, NY,” you
can see Doc. Avery’s legacy lives on in Nassau.

Chief Avery generated many headlines during his time in Nassau. Some
gained nation-wide coverage. It was during Chief Avery’s time that Nassau gained its reputation - deserved or not, as a speed trap that continues
until this day. After leaving Nassau he continued his career of public service,
after his death in 2000 he was laid to rest at Arlington National Cemetery.

If you would like to share your Nassau stories and/or pictures contact us at
info@nassau12123.com or telephone Mr. Vincent at 766-2291.
We would love to include your material in a future edition.

