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Nassau Village honored all Nassau servicemen
in 1919 with numerous observances. Above a
program insert with the names of 66 servicemen and 4 men in training preserved in the
Nassau Free Library Local History Collection.
Below Gunners Mate Minard Palmer in his
Navy uniform.

by Kurt Vincent, Nassau Village Historian

n the late summer and fall of 1914 far-away Europe erupted into war.
For most Americans it was of little interest. Of the 597 village residents
identified in the 1915 New York State Census only about 10% were
recorded as being foreign born. Of those 65 that were not born in the U.S.,
18 were born in Germany, 16 Russia, 15 Austria-Hungary, 8 Ireland, 4
England, 3 Brazil and 1 born in Canada. And of these 65 foreign-born, all
but six had become American citizens. To say Nassau had little interest in
a foreign war is probably very true.
But with a historic connection to Great Britain, the U.S. gradually identified with the English cause and while officially neutral, we now know that
the U.S. was supporting the war effort by selling supplies and materials to
the Allies. In April 1917 Congress voted to declare war on Germany and
the U.S. prepared to enter the war in earnest. With an army smaller than
any of the European combatants, the Selective Service Act was created.
Initially, all males aged 21 to 30 were required to register for military service. The law was later amended to expand the age range to include all men
18 to 45. By the end of the war almost 4.8 million Americans served in the
armed forces. The names of 70 of those men were displayed on a public
honor roll affixed to the Village Square bandstand.
Nassau has a unique record of those who served in World War 1: 1919,
the year after the War, was the centennial of the incorporation (or founding) of Nassau Village. The theme used to celebrate that occasion was to
honor those “boys” who served in the military. Period newspaper articles
detail the festivities, church services and parades held to welcome the men
who returned home and to honor those who did not. Additionally, also in
1919, the New York State Legislature passed a requirement that every city,
town and village in New York have a local historian. To this day New York
is the only state with this requirement. Little instruction was given as to
the credentials, duties or pay of the historian. There was “however” one
requirement – that a record be created by each town of the residents who
took part in “The Great War,” as it was referred to at the time.
Thanks to places like the Nassau Free Library and the New York State
Archives, 100 years after the first solider left Nassau, we have photographs,
copies of military records and in many cases detailed personal recollections from the men who served. This is the story of several of them.
Felix Etman
Twenty-three year old Felix Etman entered Army service in May 1918.
Working in a milk processing plant in Schodack, he was the son of a day
laborer father and a mother who did piecework at home sewing collars and
buttonholes for the local shirt factory. His grandfather was born in Germany and emigrated to the U.S. in the 1870’s. The Hoosick Falls Armory
was a major point of enlistment in Rensselaer County and on May 27, 1918

Etman and 58 others (including several others from Nassau) were marched
through the streets of that village accompanied by Van Surdam’s Military
Band and a procession of dignitaries to the Boston and Maine Railroad Station where an overflow crowd cheered the men as they boarded the 10:30
train south. Etman was assigned to the Signal Corp. of the 6th Infantry
Division and sent to Camp Wadsworth in Spartanburg, North Carolina for
training. With less than 2 months training he left for Europe on July 27th.
He was assigned to Signal Platoon of the Headquarters Co. of the 51st Infantry Division of the American Expeditionary Forces.
After marching and training in western France, the Sixth was assigned
on August 31st to the mountainous Vosges sector. The Division faced daily
artillery shelling, gas attacks and German raiding parties. In October 1918
the Division took part in the closing campaign of the war, the Meuse-Argonne offensive. Continuing into Germany, Etman took part in the Army of
Occupation in Germany after the Armistice until he returned to Camp Upton, Long Island, New York and to receive an honorary discharge on June
17, 1919. In November 1924 he married the former Florence Reynolds,
lived to the age of 65 and today lies buried in New Lebanon.
Private Felix Etman poses for a portrait in uniform.
Etman served in the Signal Corps in France.

John Lynd

John Albert Lynd was the 23 year old son of Delmar Lynd, one of two
brothers who owned and operated Lynd Brother’s Nassau Pharmacy at the corner of Albany Avenue and Chatham
Street. His mother, the former Marie VanValkenburg, was a daughter of one of Nassau’s most prominent families
and could trace her VanValkenburg lineage back to the Dutch Patroons in New Amsterdam. Growing up in the
Victorian house on the corner of John Street and Albany Avenue, his uncle David lived in the big white house just
next door.
One month after war was declared, John Lynd left his studies in electrical engineering at RPI and enlisted in
the U.S. Navy on May 15, 1917. He was sent to North Tarrytown, New York for training and was initially rated
as a Gunners Mate 3rd Class. Apparently his background in wireless radio was noted and later he was sent to
Harvard Radio School in Cambridge, Mass. There training focused on raising the student’s Morse Code operating
ability, measured at the rate of words per minute. Students were drawn from Naval Reserve stations around the
country. A recruit was sent to Harvard upon reaching an aptitude of 10 words per minute. When he improved to
22 words per minute he was graduated and immediately transferred to the fleet.
Now an Electrician 3rd Class, in February 1918 he started his almost 16 month assignment aboard the U.S.S.
Casco, the former German steamship Elmshorn that was impounded at the start of the war and turned over to the
Navy. Used as a supply ship, he made seven crossings across the Atlantic and a stint on a mine sweeping vessel
based in the Orkney Islands in the North Sea. In the summer of 1919, still serving, but after the hostilities had
ended, several attempts were made to secure his release from the Navy on account of a serious illness with his father. Each time his commander replied that he was too valuable a man to be spared. Late in October when as radio
operator he received a message saying that the illness would soon prove fatal, he was finally permitted to come
home on leave. His passage back to New York was inordinately slow and by the time he reached Nassau his father
had died several hours earlier. Formally discharged in May 1920 after three years’ service, John Lynd was the first
man in the Town of Nassau to enlist and the last to be discharged. After the war he remained in Nassau where he
was active in veteran’s organizations. He died in 1949 at the early age of 54 and is buried in Nassau Cemetery.
Richard Decker
In June 1917 Richard Decker stood before the Nassau Draft Board and Burton Clapper recorded the following
about the 22 year old: tall with medium build, brown eyes and hair, no physical deformities. He was employed
on the 125 acre Boyce Farm in East Schodack and was single with no dependents, in other words – perfect draft
material. Six months later he entered military service on February 22, 1918 and was first send to Camp Devens in
Massachusetts and shortly after to Camp Upton in Yaphank (Long Island) N.Y.
Here the newly formed 77th Infantry Division was organized from draftees, drawn mostly of men from New

York State. Decker was assigned to the 305th Machine Gun Battalion. He and the 77th Infantry Division were the
first American division composed of draftees to arrive in France, landing in April 1918. In June he was promoted
to corporal and fought in the battle of Château-Thierry which started in July of that year. Decker and his unit were
under shell fire for 115 days, culminating on October 5th when he was injured in a gas attack. Hospitalized for three
months, by the time he was deemed fit to return to his unit, the war had ended and he was discharged in May 1919.
Shortly after his return to Nassau his story was recorded by Town Historian Belle Hopkins. She wrote “Decker
saw the most horrible side of the war. He speaks of seeing many things impossible to mention – (things which no
one would believe if he could tell them.)” Throughout its service in France the 77th Division sustained 10,194
casualties: 1,486 killed and 8,708 wounded. He married the former Hazel Larkin in 1923 and spent the rest of his
87 years building houses and performing carpentry work in the area.

Taken on the steps of the now gone Reformed Church, returning veterans were honored in the Village’s
100th anniversary celebration. Based on the key above, numbers 1 - 5 top row, 6 - 13 second row 14 20, third row 21 - 27, lowest row (kneeling) 28 - 35.
Continuing to mark the 100th anniversary of America’s entry into World War 1 in 1917, next month we will continue to tell the story of some of the
local men who entered the military and the people at home who served on the “home front.”
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.

