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At our 2018 reunion, TFA members will have the opportunity to visit the Estey Organ Museum 
in Brattleboro, Vermont, founded in 2002. Its mission, as stated on its web site 
www.esteyorganmuseum.org is “to collect, preserve, and interpret the physical and cultural 
heritage of the Estey Organ Company and to promote the continued use and enjoyment of Estey 
organs.” We, of course, will be most interested in learning more about the legacy of another 
noteworthy Towne descendant, Estey Organ Company founder, Jacob(7) Estey Isaac(6),Jacob (5), Isaac 

(4), Jacob (3), Isaac (2) m. Mary Towne, Jeffrey (1). 

Jacob was born 20 September 1814 in Hinsdale, New Hampshire to Isaac (6) Estey and Patty 
Forbes. (See “Jacob Estey, Renowned Organ Manufacturer.” About Towne, Vol. XXVI, no. 1, p. 
1 for a detailed profile.) At 17, after a difficult childhood, Jacob apprenticed himself as a 
plumber. He moved to Brattleboro, Vermont at 21, establishing his own plumbing business at 
which he was very successful. In 1852, he bought a share of the struggling melodeon business 
which had been established in Brattleboro in 1846 by Samuel and Joseph Jones. By 1855, he and 
a partner, H.P. Green took control of the company. Melodeons could be ordered by mail and 
shipped nationwide thanks to the railway system, so by 1859, the company was making 30 
melodeons per week.  

Jacob gained full control of the company in 1863, and in 1866, reorganized it as J. Estey & Co., 
with himself as president, his son-in-law, Levi Knight Fuller, as vice president, and his son, 
Julius Jacob Estey, as secretary This was the beginning of an Estey organ dynasty which would 
last nearly a century. 
 

 

http://www.esteyorganmuseum.org/


 

Julius J. Estey, Levi Fuller, Jacob Estey  

The Estey Organ Company, which was incorporated in 1872, was extremely successful 
throughout the late 1800s. By 1888, the company had produced its 200,000th instrument. At its 
height, the complex had more than 20 buildings, many connected by raised walkways and 
covered bridges. Several of the buildings were built with distinctive slate siding, making the 
complex architecturally unique.  In 1980, the complex was listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places, recognized both for its architecture, and as a major economic force in 
Brattleboro for many years.  

While successfully expanding his business, Jacob was also active in the community, serving as a 
member of the Vermont State House of Representatives 1869-70, and member of the Vermont 
State Senate in 1872. He was a candidate for governor of Vermont in 1876 and a presidential 
elector for Vermont in 1876. 

 Jacob was well ahead of his times on social issues. His workforce, at one time the largest in 
Vermont, consisted of many skilled craftsmen. According to the Estey Organ Museum website, 
Jacob “was a man of firm character, molded in the school of adversity from his earliest 
childhood, but, perhaps because of his own sufferings, he became a very sympathetic employer 
and enjoyed the love and respect of his employees.” When a devastating flood forced Jacob to 
rebuild the factory in 1869, he purchased a large tract of land behind the new factory which he 
offered to his employees as homesites. This became known as “Esteyville” where employees 
were able to raise their families in a congenial setting. Jacob was also progressive in his attitude 
toward women. He believed that women should be employed at any job for which they were 
qualified and paid at the same rate as men. A permanent exhibit at the museum is devoted to the 
“Women of Estey”.   
 
Jacob died on 15 April 1890 and was succeeded as president by his son, Julius J. The company 
continued to flourish, producing its 300,000th organ by the turn of the century. The esteem in 
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which these organs were held is shown in an article about the restoration of a 122-year-old reed 
organ in Sharon, Vermont (About Towne, Vol. XXVI, no. 1, p. 15.)  Julius J. expanded into the 
manufacture of pipe organs which were installed in churches and auditoriums across the country. 
Julius J. died on 2 March 1902. His sons, Jacob Gray Estey and Julius Harry Estey took over the 
company and continued to expand the pipe organ business. In the 1920s, a fourth generation of 
the family, Jacob Poor Estey and Joseph Gray Estey, sons of Jacob. G., and Paul Chase Estey, 
son of Julius H. continued the dynasty. 

The Great Depression had a negative effect on organ sales. The company went bankrupt and was 
sold. In 1933, Jacob P. and Joseph G. reformed the company, experimenting with other 
instruments as well as their original reed and pipe organs. During the second world war, they 
produced a folding organ which was used by Army chaplains. Full control of the company 
returned to the family in 1950, with Jacob P., his nephew, Wilson G. Estey, and his son-in-law, 
Robert Cochrane, Jr. as partners. By the early 1950s, the company had sold almost 500,000 reed 
organs and over 3,000 pipe organs. The Estey organ dynasty ended in 1953, when Rieger Organ, 
Inc. of New Jersey became the major stockholder of the company. 

 

Sources: 
www.esteyorgancompany.org 
About Towne, Vol. XXIV, no. 4, p. 78, Vol. XXVI, no. 1, pgs. 1, 15 (www.townefolk.com 
newsletter archive) 
Wikipedia 
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