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by Gini Stolldorf

H

er name was Mom and she lived to be 93-years old—quite the age for an
elephant whose life expectancy is around 60 years. Born in India in the
1840s, Mom spent many years in the jungles before being “discovered.” Her travels
took her to Hamburg,
Germany, where she
became a professional
circus entertainer. She
eventually arrived in
the United States and,
in 1904, she appeared
at the St. Louis World’s
Fair (MO). She later
joined a circus in Denver
and for the next few
decades performed in
local circuses from coast Dear “Old Mom” Doing Her Stuff, from Life at the
to coast.
Clarkstown Country Club.
In 1930, Pierre Bernard purchased Mom and brought her to Nyack to live
at his Clarkstown Country Club. By this time, she was purportedly one of the
largest and oldest elephants in the Western Hemisphere. Circus performances
were one of the many activities at the club, and Mom treated audiences to such
tricks as standing on her hind legs and placing her trainer’s head in her mouth.
When not performing, she helped move rocks and boulders to make way for the
construction of new buildings on the club’s grounds.
Mom was a regular at parades held in Nyack. On October 31, 1933, she
was scheduled to participate in a parade in support of the National Industrial
Recovery Act, but earlier that day had fallen and was being treated by local
veterinarians. The diagnosis was internal hemorrhaging. A block and tackle was
needed to hoist her upright so that medicine and soup could be administered.
Her health continued to decline, however, and she died on November 10, 1933.
A writer of the time, Courtney Ryley Cooper, an avid circus fan, who had
written over 500 articles and books on circuses, cast Mom as the central character
in many of his works and dubbed her “a wise old elephant.”

Summer 2010
Message from the President:
Three Things
by Win Perry, Society President

One: The people who agreed
to let their houses be shown on
The Great Nyack House Tour this
spring are real heroes. Many thanks
go to those families who sacrificed
their privacy to allow visitors into
their homes to provide an enjoyable
occasion for the community and a
source of significant income for the
Society.
Two: A silver lining in the
economic situation is that a
downturn in real estate prices has
put us within dreaming distance of
obtaining a building that would give
us a meeting place, archival storage
space, and permanent exhibit space.
Three: Through the good offices
of one of our trustees, we are able to
offer a great deal on a cruise “down
east” this summer. We have a hunch
that people interested in our local
history might also be interested in
historic Maine and Nova Scotia and
enjoy traveling there with a group.
Details may be found on page 7 and
on our website.
Oh, and a fourth: Check out
the new look of our website and
Facebook page.

Stay connected to local history. Visit our new website.
www.nyackhistory.org
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The Great OOM

I

magine that your new home had such decorative features as an Egyptian
ankh over the front door, a brass door hook with a lion-headed snake, and
an entry keyhole decorated with an escutcheon of lotus leaves! These are just
a few of the features found in the 1927 house in South Nyack that Robert
Love and Nichol Hlinka purchased in 1997. And from their new next-door
neighbor, they learned of Oom the Omnipotent (“O.O.” to his close friends),
also known as Dr. Pierre Bernard, and that their house had once been owned
by Bernard’s Clarkstown Country Club.
The recently published book by Robert Love, The GREAT OOM—The
Improbable Birth of Yoga in America, is a fascinating chronicle of the early
life of Bernard (1876-1955), and an account from 1920 to the early-1950s
of the institution that he and his wife developed that became known as the
Clarkstown County Club. Among the many activities at the club was the
teaching of yoga (“yoke”: the unity of mind and body), but there were also
annual circuses, baseball games, and musical events.
Patrons came from near and far and stayed for days or weeks at a time. One
such participant was the heavyweight boxer, Lou Nova, who would always
practice yoga exercises before his boxing matches. Pierre Bernard was “a teacher
and philosopher” and “due to his efforts and energy, yoga became tolerated,
accepted, and finally praised.”
Thanks, Bob, for giving us a good look at an era that lasted for over 30 years.
—Ed.

Pioneer in Yoga: Blanche DeVries
by Gini Stolldorf

T

he Clarkstown Country Club was developed in 1918 by two
individuals with large personalities: Blanche DeVries, born
Dace Shannon in Adrian, Michigan, in 1891, and Pierre Arnold
Bernard, born Peter Arnold Baker in Leon, Iowa, in 1876 (later
known in Chicago as Peter Coon, a barber and acrobat.)
DeVries moved to New York in her late teens to pursue a career as
a concert soprano. She was also very talented in dance and theater
arts. Her career track changed, however, when she met Pierre
Bernard in New York and became deeply drawn to yoga.
At the Clarkstown County Club, DeVries taught yoga and
eastern philosophy, and was active in the club’s administration. Clarkstown Country Club, DeVries Balancing, ca. 1930.
She contributed to the exterior design of the buildings, as well as Nyack Library, Local History Collection, no. 0161.
decorating their interiors. Her interior design business extended beyond the club—she was hired to create interiors for
many private homes and offices, and was instrumental in the design and development of the surrounding landscapes.
Entertainment at the club was extensive and varied: musical concerts, theater and dance productions, and circus
performances, many of which were staged by Blanche DeVries, with elephants, tigers, chimpanzees, exotic birds, and other
small animals. She also designed costumes for many of these events.
DeVries became an acclaimed yoga teacher. In the 1940s, as the activities of the Clarkstown County Club were ebbing,
she opened a highly successful yoga studio in New York City, the Living Arts Center, commuting from her home in Upper
Nyack, where she continued to teach yoga for many years. She had begun writing a book about yoga when, in 1980, she
sustained serious injuries from a fall, which curtailed not only her work on the book but also her teaching career.
Blanche DeVries is considered a pioneer in yoga. “Yoga,” she said, “is a profound science of integrating body, mind, and
spirit into a harmonious whole.”
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Nite Basball, Skin-Diamond, from Life at the Clarkstown Country Club

Life at the Clarkstown Country Club—A Special Reprint
by Betty Perry, Society Trustee

P

ierre Bernard, aka Oom the Omnipotent,
first brought his yoga school to the
Nyacks in 1919. He acquired large properties
in Upper Nyack and South Nyack where
he and his wife, Blanche DeVries, ran his
Clarkstown Country Club. They provided
housing, delicious food, and myriad
activities for their members, including
theatricals, yoga classes, boating, baseball,
dancing, parties, and circuses. As many
as nine elephants resided on the property,
along with tigers and other exotic animals.
For nearly 20 years Bernard enjoyed great
success, attracting wealthy and generous
benefactors and large numbers of participants.
Mrs. Anne Vanderbilt was among his
most generous benefactors, and Leopold
Stokowski, one of the many musicians, actors,
authors, and scientists who became members.
One of Pierre Bernard’s marketing tools was
a promotional book filled with photographs
of club activities: Life at the Clarkstown
Country Club, Nyack, N.Y., a place where the
philosopher may dance and the fool be provided
with a thinking cap. First published in 1935,
the book has been reprinted by the Historical
Society of the Nyacks and contains photos
of several of the Bernard properties featured
on this spring’s Great Nyack House Tour
sponsored by the Society, which included
the Nyack Field Club, North Cottage at the
Moorings, and Highmount Cottage.
Life at the Clarkstown Country Club is
available for $17 at the Nyack Library, at
Historical Society events and by mail.

Society Publications
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philosopher may dance and
the fool be provided with a
thinking cap—$17

Reprint 2010, Historical Society of
the Nyacks. Originally published in
1935 by the Clarkstown Country
Club.

Guidebook to the Great Nyack
House Tour—$3

2010. A companion to Life and
an attractive souvenir of the Tour.
Replete with paintings of the houses
by Beverley Bozarth Colgan.

Old Nyack — An Illustrated Historical Sketch of Nyackon-the-Hudson—$11

Facsimile ed., 1983, Village of Nyack. Originally published in 1928 by
Nyack National Bank.
Nyack in Black & White - Race Relations over Three
Centuries—$17

by Carl Nordstrom, 360 pages, December 2005, Historical Society of the
Nyacks.
The Nyacks—$22

128 pages, October 2005, Historical Society of the Nyacks and Nyack
Library. From the series Images of America, Arcadia Publishing.
Nyack in the 20th Century: A Centennial Journal—$27

155 pages, 2000, Historical Society of the Nyacks.
These publications may be purchased at the Nyack Library. If ordering
by mail, add $3 per book for shipping and handling ($2 for Guidebook)
and mail your check to Historical Society of the Nyacks, P.O. Box 850,
Nyack, NY 10960.
Prices Include sales tax
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The Great Nyack House Tour
May 15, 2010

Photos by Lee Hoffman
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Thanks to all for a
Glorious Event.

Photos by Bob Goldberg
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Frances G. Scott

by Jean Pardo, Society Trustee

For years, there were two Frances
Scotts in Nyack who knew each
other and recognized the confusion
caused by their identical names.
So, to help end the confusion, they
agreed to use their middle initials.
Francis A. Scott, who died in
2006, taught for many years in the
Nyack School District. She was a
member of Friends of the Nyacks
Library and the organization’s
president for several years.
Frances G. Scott, community
activist and artist, died February 6,
2010, at the age of 89.

“Our” Frances willingly and
repeatedly gave of her time and
talent to the Historical Society
of the Nyacks, Friends of the
Nyacks, Hopper House, and many
other groups. In 2002, she began
designing guide maps for the
Historical Society’s house tours,
which became the focus of the
tour brochures for their clarity and
accuracy. Frances created a new
map for each brochure, since each
tour highlights a different area of
the Nyacks. She also designed a
flyer for Friends of the Nyacks that
is still used today for their annual
series, Walking Tours of the Nyacks.

The dates change, but the artwork is
timeless.
But what we will keep in our hearts
is Frances’s warm, engaging self, who
irresistibly struck up relationships
from the first meeting, with a ready
smile matched with a genuine interest
in everyone she spoke with.
Born in Wheeling, West Virginia,
she grew up in Pittsburgh and
graduated from Carnegie Institute of
Technology Art School. In 1942, she
moved with friends to New York City
to enjoy the good life. But that wasn’t
good enough. In the 1940s, she
traveled by freighter to Beirut, where
she returned in the 1950s to work for
a publicity agency. It was in Beirut
that she met her future husband, Bill
Scott, who hired her to do artwork.
Frances recorded the people and sites
of the Middle East in her sketchbook,
capturing the essence of what she
observed in whimsical and moving
caricatures.
Frances and Bill were married in
1957 and had two children. Tragically,
Bill died in 1964 in a plane crash
in the Middle East, after which the
small family moved to Nyack. As her
children wrote, “Frances found her

home here. She adored the Hudson
River and became an integral part of
our community, supporting many
causes and offering her graphic design
services generously to local groups.
She also adored “the city,” and drove
down with friends as often as possible
to concerts, shows, and museums.
She always intended to move back to
the city after her children were grown,
but surprised herself with her love of
Nyack and ‘didn’t want to leave.’ ”
Only last year Fran moved to a
warmer climate, San Diego, to be near
her daughter Katie and son-in-law
Marcos, who had lived there for seven
years. She was driven cross-country
by van, stopping in Missouri to visit
relatives.
From her daughter Katie and son
Tony: “Fran would absolutely want
us to CELEBRATE her life, just as
she loved parties, lunches, and social
gatherings of any kind. So, although
we miss her dearly, we know she
would much prefer we have a grand
ole time ‘living it up’ in her honor.”
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Photographs courtesy of the family
of Frances G. Scott, the Stockmeyer
family, Lee Hoffman, and Bob
Goldberg, all rights reserved.
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7 DAY CRUISE TO NEW
ENGLAND AND CANADA
AUGUST 29, 2010
ON THE CELEBRITY
SUMMIT

Ports of Call
Cape Liberty, NJ, Portland, Maine, Bar Harbor (Acadia National Park),
Maine, St. John, N.B., Halifax, Nova Scotia, Cape Liberty, NJ
A Wonderful Travel Opportunity
with significant savings!
Members of the Historical Society of the Nyacks, their friends, and
families are invited to cruise to Canada and New England on August 29,
2010 on board the Celebrity Summit. Some HSN Board members will
accompany the group and special tours will also be offered for those who
wish to participate. Here is an opportunity to learn about the rich history
of the ports on this itinerary while enjoying days and evenings filled with
pleasurable activities, delicious food, varied entertainment, and perhaps best
of all, the company of good friends. Please join us!
For more information or to make a reservation, contact: Linda Greene
from CRUISE PLANNERS. Call 845.353.2854 or
E-mail: Linda@anthonycruises.com

Time to renew your
membership?
Is this your last newsletter?
e
Check your mailing label. If the
expiration date has gone by,
it’s time to renew your membership.

Don’t miss a single newsletter!
$1/mo = $12/yr individual
$2/mo = $24/yr family

e
Check payable and mail to
Historical Society of the Nyacks
P.O. Box 850
Nyack, NY 10960

Historical Society of the Nyacks
A not for profit organization
www.nyackhistory.org
P. O. Box 850, Nyack, NY 10960
Officers and Committee Chairs
President: Win Perry • Vice President: Leontine Temsky Secretary:
Myra Starr • Treasurer: Tom Hackett
• Corresponding Secretary: Virginia
Smith • Collections: Evelyn Fitzgerald • Events/Fund-raising: Florence
Katzenstein • Fund-raising/Grants/
Volunteers: Linda Greene • Exhibitions: Pat Condello, Karen Kennell •
Finance: Tom Hackett • Headquarters and Museum: Tom Hackett •Historian: Ruth Fee • Historical Markers:
Leontine Temsky • Historic Preservation: Jean Pardo• Membership:
Judy Martin • Graphic Design: Jim
Hershberger • Publicity: Tom Morrison • Newsletter: Gini Stolldorf •
Oral Histories: Virginia Smith • Programs/Publications: Bob Goldberg
• Upper Nyack Cemetery: Florence
Katzenstein • Yard Sale: Win Perry

Focal point for local history:
www.nyackhistory.org

Haven’t joined yet?
Renewal r New r Gift membership r
$24 for family/joint r $12 for individual
r $50 for business/professional r $___
corporate gift r $___ donation r Sustaining ($50) r Enduring ($100) r President’s
Club ($500) r Fellow ($1,000) r Senior
Fellow ($2,500) r $_____ donation
r $_____ corporate gift
r I am interested in mentioning the Society
in my will.
Members receive the satisfaction of
supporting local history and receive our
newsletter while enjoying discounts on
special events.
r

e

Thank you
Judy Martin, 845.358.7797
membership@nyackhistory.org
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Rockland Lake Ice Works, circa 1900.
Photo courtesy of Lewis F. Stockmeyer Collection, all rights reserved.
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