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The John Green House
by John Gromada

N

ear the foot of Main Street in
the Village of Nyack stands
a dilapidated, abandoned house
covered in crumbling, yellow stucco
and surrounded now by a chain-link
fence decorated with caution tape.
You’ve probably passed by this sad
and neglected property either on
foot or in a car and not given it much
thought, except perhaps to wonder
when it might finally collapse or
be demolished. Few are aware that
this house is a key link to the origin
and development of the Nyacks and
Rockland County. The man who
built it, around 1815, was a dynamic
and enterprising businessman whose
vision and investment directly led
to the growth and evolution of the
Nyack we now know. Inside this
house, plans were born that changed
and shaped the county like nothing
since, except perhaps the Tappan Zee
Bridge.
John Edward Green, born in 1772,
was a Nyack success story. Originally
from Coeymans, N.Y., near Albany,
he came to the Nyack area some time
before 1800, after losing a successful
lumber business to a fire in his home
town. He worked as a laborer for
the Cornelison family in what is
now South Nyack, and subsequently
restarted his lumber business in
New York City. Sometime around
1810, Green started Nyack’s first
lumberyard near his dock at the foot
of Main Street, and a few years later
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built the sandstone house and
store that still stands adjacent
to it. At the time, Nyack was
just a handful of buildings,
most clustered around this
little river landing.
The
settlement was cut off from
the western part of the county
by the Clarksville marsh (near
the current Palisades Center)
and almost entirely dependent
on river sloops for supplies
and commerce with New
York City and points north.
The wind-powered sloops
were notoriously unreliable
due to the vagaries of the wind, and
effectively limited any development
of the isolated Nyack community.
Inside
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Green built his house in Nyack
at a time of great possibility for the
landing. He and his neighbors, Peter
and Tunis Smith, made a series of
moves that showed they imagined a
great future for Nyack by capitalizing
on the river, their deep water
port, and on recent technological
developments. In 1817, construction
began on the Erie Canal, and a few
years earlier, in 1807, Robert Fulton
had built the Clermont, the first
commercial steamboat that plied the
Hudson River between Albany and

The John Green House, circa 1900

New York City. Meanwhile, in the
western part of the county, industry
flourished on the Ramapo River.
Nail factory owner J.G. Pierson and
John Suffern, who owned a large
woolen factory, urgently needed a
more dependable means of getting
their goods to market than the long
and difficult road to the Haverstraw
landing, which was far from the city,
froze too often in winter, and was not
deep enough to accommodate fullyloaded ships at all stages of the tide.
Together with the Suffern factory
owners, the Smith Brothers and
Green worked to obtain a Legislative
Act creating a turnpike linking Suffern
to Nyack. In 1816, around the time
Green built his house, a first Act was
passed by the New York Assembly
authorizing the Nyack Turnpike.
Green was in a unique position
to capitalize on this development,
Continued >
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John Green, continued

which would have the new turnpike terminate at his
property on the river. Once the road was built, all the
Nyack men would need was regular and reliable river
transportation to deliver the Ramapo manufactured
goods. And in the years it took to plan and complete
the turnpike, finally done in 1830, John Green would
provide the missing catalyst that would bring all these
opportunities together: steamboat service to and from
Nyack.
Since 1807, Roberts Fulton and Livingston had
held exclusive privileges to operate steamboats on the
Hudson and within New York State. This ended in
1824 when the Supreme Court broke up this monopoly
with their ruling in Gibbons vs. Ogden, opening up the
industry to all. Soon thereafter, in 1825, just after the
opening of the Erie Canal, Green was out in the middle
of the Tappan Zee making depth soundings to chart
out what he dubbed the “Nyack Channel”—a safe
path for large vessels to get to the deep Nyack landing
from the main channel of the Hudson. And in July
1826, Green was instrumental in forming the Nyack
Steamship Association, serving as its chairman and
major investor, putting up $5,000 of the $10,850 the
association would use to build a steamship, the Orange.
In May of 1828, after years of planning and meetings,
many of which took place in the house at the foot of
Main Street, the steamship Orange made its maiden
voyage.
The Orange was an immediate a success, changing
the focus of commerce and travel in the county from
Haverstraw and Tappan, to the new Nyack landing.
Dr. F.B. Green, John Green’s grandson, wrote in his
1886 History of Rockland County, that “the quantity of
freight carried was enormous. From the landing at the
foot of the present Main Street, rows of wagons waiting
their turn to unload, would extend to Franklin Street
on steamboat days. From Ramapo, from Ladentown,
even from Haverstraw, both passengers and freight
came to the Nyack boat . . . .”
It is not possible to exaggerate how much Nyack
and the county were changed. Prior to the arrival of
steamship service, Nyack was a little country village
with fewer than 200 people. The boat opened the
village to the world, business and industry sprang
up, new people arrived. In 1828, in The Saturday
Evening Post, the Nyack Steamboat Association
boasted in an advertisement, that “every exertion has
been made to entertain boarders, and many houses are

Save the John Green House

John Gromada

Some Nyack residents have formed an independent
group “Save the John Green House.” While the group
secures its tax-exempt status, anyone interested in making
a tax-deductible donation now may send a check, made
out to The Historical Society of the Nyacks (with “Save the
John Green House” in memo line), to the Society at P.O.
Box 850, Nyack, NY 10960.
For more information:
Email John Gromada: john.gromada@verizon.net
Visit: www.facebook.com/savethejohngreenhouse

now in readiness to accommodate guests.” The steamboat
transformed the once sleepy village into a thriving commercial
center, thanks to the investment and energy of John Green.
Green’s accomplishments extend beyond that of a steamboat
pioneer and commissioner of the Nyack Turnpike. He was
deeply involved in civic life in the community. In 1806,
John Green was also one of the earliest trustees of the Nyack
Library, a precursor of our present library. In 1812, he was a
founding trustee of the First Methodist Church in Nyack and
was one of the two major financial donors who made possible
the construction of the sandstone church that still stands on
North Broadway in Upper Nyack, now known as the Old
Stone Meeting House.
By the time Green died in 1842 at age 60, he had seen
tremendous change in the village and could safely say that he
had played an important role in making that change happen.
Next time you walk by the old sandstone house at the foot
of Main Street, imagine John Green in 1815 looking out at
the river and seeing opportunity. Imagine Green, and Peter
and Tunis Smith, watching Fulton’s boat, the Clermont, steam
past Nyack on its way to Albany. Imagine the meetings that
took place inside the house and the excitement that must
have been in the air in May 1828, on the day of the steamboat
Orange’s first voyage. Imagine the wagons lined up past the
house all the way to Franklin Street. This house is our last
remaining tangible link to that time and to the man who
changed the face of Nyack: John Edward Green.
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a motorcycle courier in France and,
by Gini Stolldorf, Editor
later, part of the Commission
for Relief in Belgium under
Herbert Hoover. Joseph became
active in local government.
In the 1940s, he served as a
councilman for the Town of
Orangetown and, subsequently,
an Orangetown justice. Both
brothers
were
associated
with the Chelsea Hook and
Ladder Company of Nyack;
Joseph served as treasurer and
The twins in 1941, held by their dad Joseph and
Raymond as president.
their uncle Raymond
In 1955, the brothers moved their
ne of the longest continuously
operating real estate businesses business to its present location at the
southeast corner of Broadway and
in Rockland County is Wright
DePew Avenue. They bought an
Brothers of Nyack, Inc., founded
historic building from Pierre DePew
in 1929 by Joseph and Raymond
Wright. (A year earlier the brothers and built a parking area on the east
had become licensed real estate side of the building for clients.
salesmen for the McGinley Agency,
whose offices were located at the
corner of Main Street and Broadway.)
In 1933, the Wright brothers
sold Helen Hayes and Charles
MacArthur the house on North
Broadway that would become known
as Pretty Penny. According to Hayes’s
autobiography, her friend, actress
Marion Davies, was visiting and had
brought along her nephew, Charles
Twins Ray and Joe Wright, 1963
Lederer. When the young boy saw
Raymond
Wright had no children,
the house, he decreed that it must
but Joseph had three: a daughter,
have cost “a pretty penny!” In 1936,
Joseph and Raymond Wright moved Helen, and identical twin sons,
into office space over the Woolworth Raymond and Joseph. All graduated
Building at 94 Main Street. They from Nyack High School, as did
represented “Dr.” Pierre Bernard in the previous generation. The twins
attended Syracuse University as
the sale of property owned by the
the family considered its business
Clarkstown County Club in Upper
administration program to be the
Nyack (see HSN Newsletter Summer
best in New York State. They received
2010). The Upper Nyack Elementary
Bachelor of Science degrees in land
School was subsequently built on this
economics (real estate) and in the
property.
early 1960s returned to Nyack and
Joseph and Raymond Wright
entered the family business.
were born and raised in Nyack.
In the September 18, 1964, issue of
During World War I, Raymond was

Wright Brothers of Nyack

O

The Rockland County Journal-News,
staff writer Virginia Parkhurst wrote
an article titled “Which Twin Sold
the House?” in which she noted the
twins often caused clients to do a
double take when they were both in
the office. Also, the Wright brothers
were “believed to be the only identical
twins in New York State to be partners
in the real estate and insurance
business.” Joseph eventually moved
to Pennsylvania and, in 1970, Ray
and his wife Barbara (also a licensed
real estate broker) purchased and
operated the family business until
January 2001.
During the time of their ownership,
Barbara enhanced the landscape in
front of the historic building. She
came from a background of farming
and gardening and enjoyed being
out in gardens, so she established
a continually blooming garden
of perennials—“an old-fashioned
country garden” The Rockland
County Journal-News would report,
noting that such a landscape was
unusual for a commercial business.
The garden often attracted
passersby who would admire the
plantings and on occasion stop to
say, “Thank-you!”
Although no longer owned by a
member of the Wright family, Wright
Brothers of Nyack is still in the real
estate business.

Ray Wright is an avid nature
photographer. His photographs
may be seen in local publications.
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photos by Bob Goldberg

The Vanilla Factory

Message from the President

by John Patrick Schutz, Blogger
with an avid interest in local history, at www.athomeinnyack.

by Win Perry, AIA, Society President

wordpress.com

R

egarded
as
Nyack’s
oldest brick commercial
building, the quirky Azariah
Ross Building on the corner
of Piermont Avenue and Main
Street was constructed in
1839, when Piermont Avenue
was known as Front Street. It
originated as Ross’s General
Store on the main floor
with various manufacturing
businesses occupying the upper
floors. For many years, all of the space
above was a shoe factory (Nyack was
for a time known as “Shoe Town”).
The building was sold in 1855 to the
Storms Brothers Pail Factory who
used it to manufacture their wooden
pails and tubs (Storms Road in Valley
Cottage anyone?). Later, the Nyack
Express Company occupied it for
furniture storage. A hoist still located
on the building was installed during
the tenancy of a furniture moving
and storage company. The Great
Depression of 1893 closed many of
Nyack’s factories, and even Nyack
Express scaled back operations, so by
1905, the building was up for auction
and sold for $500. It would be used
for a time as an engine manufacturing
plant, and then by Colgan
Manufacturing Company for the
formulation of oil-based compounds.
Times and fortunes changed, and in
1924, the Seeley and Company Fruit
Juice Manufacturing Firm began
producing extracts and flavorings
here, and the pleasant aromas would
lead to the building being known
forever after as “The Vanilla Factory,”
though its name still remains The
Azariah Ross Building. (Forgive me
if I continue to refer to it as “The
Vanilla Factory”!)

Bob Goldberg

One of the building’s most
interesting incarnations, from the
early 1970s to the 1990s, The Elizabeth
Seeger School, was an alternative high
school founded by five breakaway
teachers from The Dalton School in
New York City. Seeger had been the
chairperson of The Dalton School,
and when a new headmaster took
the school away from its founding
principles, the breakaway teachers
found a replacement and named the
school after Seeger, a historian and
award-winning author specializing
in China and Eastern religions. The
school would occupy three different
addresses, the longest being in Nyack
in the open spaces of “The Vanilla
Factory.”
The progressive school closed
its doors in 1995 and the building
went on to another incarnation
housing high-end office space with
residential loft space above. The
loft spaces contain many of the
mercantile and industrial fittings
left over from the building’s former
uses, and most tenants seem to have
thoroughly enjoyed the idiosyncratic
fixtures. The old hoist and some of
the other details can be seen on and
around the exterior of this fascinating
building, a physical legacy of the everchanging face of the Village of Nyack.

Greetings are in order to Tappan
on the 325th anniversary of its
settlement. Nyack can send these
greetings as Tappan’s older sister. In
fact, this year is the 337th anniversary
of the settlement of Nyack by Herman
Dowese, also known as Harmanus
Tallman, Son of Dowe, who was a
young man, single, not yet 21. The
Nyack Patent, on which Herman came
to live, presumably to farm and trade
with the natives, had been granted
by Governor Dongan, in the name of
the English crown, to Claes Jensen
van Purmerant, who sold the central
portion to Herman’s father. As in
Tappan, the colonists had purchased
the Indians’ title to the land for a
similar list of trade goods, including
axes, coats, peas, and rum. While
the Tappan Patent provided for the
formation of a township, the Nyack
Patent did not. It only required that
the land be settled and that a token
quitrent in the form of produce be
paid to the governor each year.
It was to prove that the patent had
been settled and thereby confirm his
family’s title that Herman Dowese
filed an affidavit swearing that he had
moved to Nyack in 1675, thus creating
the earliest documentary evidence of
the settlement of any part of Orange
County, which then included Rockland,
by a person of European descent.
So, readers, enjoy Tappan’s
celebration, the exhibit at the
Orangetown Historical Museum, and
the new book, Orangetown, by Mary
Cardenas, Town Historian.
Nyack is letting its 337th slip by
without a party. Tappan has kept in
close touch with its roots. Can Nyack
do the same? There’s the Hudson
River . . . the John Green House . . .
and Herman Dowese’s willingness to
try something new.
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THE NYACK
ARCHITECTURE
of
MARSHALL &
HENRY EMERY

A photographic
exhibit by Win Perry

Historical Society
of the Nyacks
50 Piermont Avenue,
Suite L-1
1:00 to 4:00pm
third Saturdays of the
month

John Scott Armchair Walking Tour:
The Architecture of Marshall and Henry Emery
Nyack is noted for its graceful and distinctive
architecture. The work of two brothers who helped
make this so will be examined and shown in a
multimedia lecture by Win Perry, president of the
Historical Society and himself an architect. More
than any other architects, Marshall and Henry Emery
defined the architectural character of the Nyack
community. Among the Nyack buildings that one or
both of the Emery brothers designed are the Nyack
Carnegie Library, the YMCA, St. Ann’s Roman Catholic
Church, the Reformed and Methodist Churches, Oak
Hill Cemetery gate, numerous stores, three grand
homes on South Broadway, and many more modest
homes.
This multimedia lecture is part of the John Scott
Armchair Walking Tour series, sponsored by The
Historical Society of the Nyacks and The Friends of the
Nyacks. For more information, call 845-358-0552 or visit
www.nyackhistory.org.
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Researching and Finding Historic Images using
Hudson River Valley Heritage
Local History Librarian Brian Jennings will provide a
series of workshops at The Nyack Library to introduce
the public to the new interface for our local history
images at http://hrvh.org/. Hudson River Valley
Heritage is sponsored by SENYLRC (Southeastern
New York Library Resources Council).
Wednesday June 13th 3pm
Saturday June 23rd 11am
Friday June 29th at 11am

Sept. 12th 7pm Nyack Library
Sept. 13th 2pm Valley Cottage Library

Do You Miss us Between Newsletters? Visit our Website: www.nyackhistory.org
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Stay up to Date with our
Online Local History Calendar
www.nyackhistory.org

If your organization would like to enter
events onto this online calendar, call Jim
Hershberger, 845.268.9087
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Join the Society

Please take a few moments to benefit local history.
Your support helps us to maintain and enhance our
new museum in the DePew House and enables us
to continue popular activities such as our acclaimed
House Tour, our John Scott Armchair Walking Tours,
and other special lectures and programs.
Please mail your payment to Historical Society of
the Nyacks, P.O. Box 850, Nyack, NY 10960
Family/Joint $28
Individual $15
Business/Professional $50
Donation $______
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