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PHILANTHROPY: THE NYACK—PITTSBURGH CONNECTION
by Gini Stolldorf, Editor

A

s the 19th century was coming to a close, Nyack had
become the commercial capital of Rockland County.
Enhanced by traffic on the Hudson River and the railroad,
Nyack had developed a lively downtown, with many hotels and
one of the oldest county libraries in the State of New York. As
early as 1806, residents collected books and lent them to other
residents who paid a fee to borrow them. Various storefronts
in the village were used to house these books and provide the
service.
Besides depending on book contributions, fund-raisers were
held to provide revenue to buy books. Two people closely
associated with this endeavor were the Wilsons: Grenville
Dean Wilson and Josephine Marie Emery Wilson. Grenville
was associated with the Rockland Female Institute and the
Rockland Seminary, both located in Nyack. He was a musician
and composer, and together the Wilsons sought out donors
and gave concerts to raise money. In 1879, they organized
the Nyack Choral Society and, in 1880, the Nyack Orchestral
Society.
Steven Rowe Bradley was also closely associated with the
library effort. In 1894, while he was president of the board, the
Nyack library became a free library and was chartered under
the New York State Board of Regents; in doing this, the library
became eligible to receive financial aid from New York State.
In 1901, Andrew Carnegie was contacted by the board for
funding to construct a building for the library. In December

Bob Goldberg

The portrait of Andrew Carnegie in the Nyack Public Library was
painted by F. (Francis) Luis Mora (1874-1940). The Mora family
moved to the United States from Ecuador in 1880. Luis Mora
studied at the Art Students League in New York City and taught
illustration at William Merritt Chases’s New York School of Art (one
of his students was Georgia O’Keeffe). Mora was commissioned
by Andrew Carnegie to do several portraits. This particular pose
was the one usually given to the libraries that Carnegie had
funded through the Carnegie Corporation of New York. It shows
Carnegie holding an open book in front of a book shelf. (Thanks to
the library staff for “climbing up” to read the metal tag at the bottom
of the portrait.)

of the following year, James Bertram, Carnegie’s personal
secretary, responded to library Board President Howard Van
Buren, saying that “Mr. Carnegie would contribute $15,000”
for the construction of a library building and “was pleased” that
$1,500 in yearly support had been obtained from the community.
The building was designed by the local firm of Emery Brothers
Architects, and the cornerstone was laid in May of 1903. When
the building was completed, Harrison & Dalley, the department
store on Main Street, provided the rugs and window shades.
Andrew Carnegie (b. 1835) received little formal education
growing up in Dunfermline, Scotland, or in the United States;
he emigrated with his family at age 12. The family settled in
Allegheny, Pennsylvania, which in time became part of Pittsburgh.
Throughout his life, Carnegie educated himself through reading
and experience. Through his philanthropy, Carnegie provided
funding to communities in the United States and abroad for
Continjued on page 3.
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CARNEGIE, CONTINUED

the construction of
public libraries (and
other organizations). He
believed that libraries
would be the “windows
to the world”—“Let
there be Light”—and
that “the Light” would
equal the knowledge that
books would bring. As a
result of this belief, and
his philanthropy, free
libraries became as much
a part of American society
as schools and churches.
His benefactions were
distributed throughout almost all the States, as well as in countries
in Europe, Africa, and Asia. Up to the time of his death in 1919,
Andrew Carnegie had provided funding for nearly 3,000 free
libraries. He believed that “the rich man” should spend his fortune
during his life time in ways that would most “effectively benefit and
advance society.”
Carnegie is buried in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Sleepy Hollow,
New York. The granite for his headstone came from his estate in
Scotland, Skibo Castle. It is believed that the landscape of the cemetery
reminded him of the Scottish landscape where he was born.

Bill Batson

African American Entrepreneurs in Nyack:
1800-Present

This exhibition recognizes the achievements of African
American businessmen and women who were able to
develop successful enterprises, despite the legacy of racial
discrimination will be on display through July. The exhibit is
on display at the Historical Society of the Nyacks’ museum
in the lower level of DePew House, 50 Piermont Avenue, just
east of the Nyack Library.

Visit our Website and like us on Facebook:
www.nyackhistory.org
Join Our Email List

SPRING MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT
THE GREAT NYACK HOUSE TOUR

by Win Perry, AIA, Society President
By the time you read this, the Great Nyack House Tour of
2014 will be a thing of the past, but as I am writing in April
I can only guess how it will go. Did the sun shine? Did
everyone get in and out of the houses and home again
safely, having had an enjoyable day? I certainly hope
so. We owe our funding for most of the next two years’
expenses—rent, supplies, insurance, etc., to the individuals
and businesses who bought tickets or paid for ads in the
souvenir House Tour Guidebook. And of course, to the many
members and friends who volunteered countless hours on
myriad tasks, under the chairmanship of Betty Gaeta, to
make the event a success, and to the homeowners who
generously invited us in.
Meanwhile, life goes on at the Historical Society. Our
museum on the lower level of DePew House at 50 Piermont
Avenue is open Saturdays from 1:00 to 4:00pm, as usual.
We hope you will visit. Our current exhibit, African
American Entrepreneurs of the Nyacks: 1800 to the Present,
curated by Bill Batson, runs through July. It is augmented
by authentic ancient African religious sculptures from the
collection of Karim Deen. This is truly an opportunity not to
be missed.
We will take a vacation in August, but in September will
open an exhibit of old tools from a variety of trades, either
used in Nyack or used elsewhere, but by relatives of current
Nyackers. We want this to be a real community project,
so we invite YOU to lend us your grandfather’s carpentry
tools, your great uncle’s shoe last and leather awl, or your
grandmother’s favorite garden tools. We promise to take
good care of them and we will use them to create a
display illustrating the frequently beautiful utilitarian designs
of the implements of long ago.
While I’m asking favors, may we please have your excess
household goods for our Yard Sale on June 21? It will again
be held at the DelRegno’s, 192 South Broadway. You can
drop items off there early that morning, or bring them to
my garage at 319 North Broadway any time. You receive
a charitable deduction, we raise needed cash, and lots of
people enjoy finding treasures.

SUPPORT LOCAL HISTORY

Please take a few moments to benefit local history. Your
support helps us to maintain and enhance our museum
in the DePew House and enables us to continue popular
activities such as our acclaimed Great Nyack House Tour,
our John Scott Armchair Walking Tours, and other special
lectures and programs. See the mailing label on the back
page for your membership status.
Please mail your donation in the enclosed envelope to
Historical Society of the Nyacks, P.O. Box 850, Nyack, NY
10960 or go to nyackhistory.org/support.html
Family/Joint $28
Individual $15
Business/Professional $50
Donation $______
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JOSEPH CORNELL AND EMILY DICKINSON: KINDRED SPIRITS
by Lee Mamunes, an artist who works in pen and ink and collage

N

owadays we are urged to do more
“thinking outside the box.” A halfcentury ago, Joseph Cornell (1903-73)
did just that, though he also spent 35
years “thinking inside the box.” Cornell
was a true eccentric and completely selftaught. He was not a sculptor or painter.
He was a collector. In his late 20s, he
began to assemble fragments of everyday
life, including memories of his happy
childhood in Nyack, placing them in
glass-fronted shadowboxes resembling
tiny stage sets. John Ashbery, who won
the Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1976,
observed that “the genius of Cornell is
that he sees and enables us to see with the
eyes of childhood, before our vision got
clouded by experience, when objects like
a rubber ball or a pocket mirror seemed
charged with meaning, and a marble
rolling across a wooden floor could be as
portentous as a passing comet.”
John Ashbery is a great poet, not an
art critic. It may be that poets understand
Joseph Cornell in ways that elude art
critics. This makes sense: painting and
poetry are often called the “sister arts.”
In fact, Cornell’s art seems to come into
better focus when it is placed alongside
his favorite poet, Emily Dickinson.
Cornell was in his early twenties when
he first read of Emily Dickinson in
Marsden Hartley’s Adventures in the
Arts. In that book, Hartley described
Dickinson and her poems as vague,
mystical, impertinent, and playful, the
very hallmarks of Cornell’s art.
Cornell’s interest in Dickinson was
active across several decades and lasted
until the final years of his life. He became
friends with Jay Leyda, a Dickinson
scholar, and Leyda supplied him with lists
of images Dickinson had cut and pasted
down through the years, many of her
own doodles, and others, including a boy
beating off dogs with sticks and a broom,
children blowing bubbles, a dead king, a
toy sailboat. Cornell eventually owned
four separate volumes of Dickinson’s
poems and seven works of Dickinson
biography and literary criticism.

He kept her works by his bedside and
probably knew many poems by heart,
especially the one that begins:
It might be lonelier
Without the Loneliness,
I’m so accustomed to my Fate
and ends with:
It might be easier
To fail with Land in Sight,
Than gain my Blue Peninsula
And perish of Delight.
In 1953, Cornell assembled a shadow
box that he titled Toward the Blue
Peninsula (For Emily Dickinson), one
of a dozen shadowboxes referencing the
poet. It shows a white room with a small
window looking out on a blue sky. As you
look at the box, you realize that it’s also a
birdcage with wire mesh. There’s a little
perch at the bottom of the box, but the
perch is empty. The absent bird is Emily
Dickinson. Is she now in delight, or even
more lonely?
Cornell shared with Dickinson a love
of nature. He was a bird-watcher, a feeder
of squirrels, a lover of the flight of pigeons,
observer of the seasons, and an admirer of
trees. They both enjoyed the company of
children—Cornell often sent postcards
to the children of his acquaintances with
pictures of animals; Dickinson played
with the neighborhood children, often
lowering baskets of cookies down to
them from her bedroom window.
Cornell and Dickinson had many
other things in common. Each lived a life
rooted to the family home and both had
a close and loving lifelong relationship
with a sibling in that home. Both felt
compelled to honor family commitments
over their own personal needs. Critics

have noted that his shadowboxes and her
poems both express unfulfilled romantic
longings. Both kept clear of face-toface contact with outsiders (Dickinson
preferred writing letters, while Cornell
was fond of long phone conversations).
Both were pack rats, collectors of bits
and pieces, ephemera they treasured and
then turned into art. Cornell surely knew
what Dickinson meant when she wrote
that “Nature is a Haunted House, but
Art, a House that tries to be haunted.”
Charles Simic, who won the Pulitzer
Prize for Poetry in 1990, understands the
connection between Emily Dickinson
and Joseph Cornell: “If her poems are
like his boxes, a place where secrets
are kept, his boxes are like her poems,
the place of unlikely things coming
together. To read her poems, to look at
his boxes, is to begin to think in a new
way about American literature and art.”
In 1959, Joseph Cornell put together a
box—on a spot!—at an Antiques Fair at
Madison Square in New York City. His
note with the box reads “As tho made by
E.D.”

Toward the Blue Peninsula (For Emily

Dickinson), c. 1953, collage construction, 14 ½ x 10 ¼ x 5 ½ in. Private Collection. Photo courtesy Pace Gallery,
New York City.
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T he G re at Nya ck

H ou se To ur

Spr.-Summer 2014, Hist. Society of the Nyacks, P.O. Box 850, Nyack, NY 10960, www.nyackhistory.org -5-

Our museum is open from 1 to 4pm on Saturdays and is
located in the lower level of the Depew House, 50 Piermont
Avenue (directly east of the Nyack Library).
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Time to renew your membership?
Check this label and join, renew or
donate on page 3.

Return Service Requested



COMMEMORATE YOUR HOUSE WITH A PLAQUE
FROM THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF THE NYACKS
$150 FOR THIS 14” X 10”
CAST ALUMINUM PLAQUE
FREE SHIPPING

To order, please send a check for $150 to Historical
Society of the Nyacks, P.O. Box 850, Nyack, NY
10960 along with your contact information. We
will help you determine the year your house was
built and provide you with a house plaque with
that date.
Questions?
Betty Perry
845.358.0552
Leontine Temsky 845.358.4234
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