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SHIPYARDS AND BOATBUILDING, OH MY!
by Gini Stolldorf, Editor

The Hudson River is 315 miles long. It starts in the Adirondack Mountains
and flows south to the Atlantic. It is thought that Giovanni da Verrazano sailed
up the river for a short way (there are no exact records of how far north Verrazano
might have sailed).
There is, however, documentation that in 1609 Henry Hudson sailed in the
ship the Half Moon all the way to what would become Albany for the Dutch East
India Company.
In this area, between Rockland and Westchester counties, the river widens
to some three miles across so that Henry Hudson might have thought he was
entering a “sea” (zee in the Dutch language). Before his voyage, the waterway
had been referred to as the
Noordt River, then North
River, and, finally, the 1890-1891 Nyack & Haverstraw edition of the
Directory of the West Shore Railroad
Hudson River many years
from Nyack to New York City. Adults
after the 1609 voyage.
were charged 25 cents, children, 12-1/2
With the completion of the
cents; if you brought along a horse or a
Erie Canal in 1825, the Hudson
cow, you were charged an extra 75 cents.
became one of the major
Abraham G. Polhemus of Nyack
transportation routes in the
invented
a device to protect steamboats
nation. By the early 1800s, Nyack
from catching fire—an iron tank, or
was developing into a leader
reservoir, of water as the foundation for
in the shipbuilding industry.
boilers and furnaces.
By 1835, over 16 vessels were
John P. Smith's shipyard, foot of Fourth Avenue
Another Nyack resident, Theodore F.
simultaneously under construction
about 1870
Odell, patented a device for propelling
in its shipyards. Hundreds of
vessels through water more economically,
sloops (small single-masted sailboats)and schooners (larger, with two or more masts)
which involved a series of paddles
were engaged in commerce at the port of Nyack.
attached to the lower edges of wheels
By 1838, there were about 31 quarries in and around Nyack extracting stone from
mounted on shafts that could be raised
the Palisade cliffs. This stone was easy to grind up and mixed well with cement, which
and lowered, thus helping to propel the
made it very desirable. Shipping the quarried stone, up to 6,000 tons at a time, helped.
vessel.
Nyack gained a reputation and continued to prosper. With the patenting of dynamite
In an 1880 edition of the Nyack
by Alfred Nobel in 1866, the quarry business continued to grow and as technology
Evening
Journal, it was reported that the
advanced Palisade stone was found to be very good for the paving of streets.
John P. Smith Shipyard (at the foot of
A boatyard located at the foot of what is now Clinton Avenue was owned and
Fourth Avenue) had already built and/or
operated by Henry Gesner and was extremely busy between 1815 and 1828. Gesner
repaired over eighty vessels. The article
was responsible for developing a “single center board” for boats and ships that greatly
went on to say that this “speaks volumes
helped prevent the vessels from sliding in the water. This invention replaced the
for Smith’s workmanship and business
leeboards (placed into the leeward side of water craft), which was the technology used
methods. This is good for Smith and
beginning in the 18th century to stabilize vessels. Using his invention, Gesner built the
good for Nyack.”
first center-board sloop of its kind, the Advance, in 1815.
By 1881, the Charles L. Seabury & Co.
As technology improved, Gesner built steamboats at his boatyard. He converted a
wood-burning vessel to steam, named it the Orange, and ran it every day of the week
Continued on page ___
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ßMESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

by Win Perry, AIA, Society President
With the recent demolition of the 1752
Abram Lent House in Tappan, Rockland’s
stock of red sandstone houses is again
diminished and attention has turned to the
question of whether the John Green House
at 23 Main Street in Nyack should be saved.
With its unusual 2 ½-story height, it is a later
example of the traditional stone buildings
that typified the early settlement of our
area using the beautiful rosy-hued stone
that cropped out along the shores of the
Hudson. Besides the interesting design and
construction of the John Green House, it is
significant because around its dining room
table were planned many of the events that
defined the future of Nyack.
Here is today’s quiz:
1. Who were the founding trustees of the
Nyacks’ first church in 1812?
2. Who took soundings in the Hudson River
in 1825 and charted a channel to the
Nyack docks for large boats?
3. What early Nyacker has a descendant
singing at the Metropolitan Opera?
4. Who among early Nyackers owned
slaves and later gave them freedom?
5. Who organized the Nyack Steamboat
Association and built and operated the
steamboat Orange, the first to serve
Nyack?
6. Who were the first proprietors of the
Nyack Turnpike, later to become Route
59?
7. Who owned Nyack’s first lumber yard
and second retail store?
8. Who built an early red sandstone house
on lower Main Street where many of
these accomplishments were planned?
9. Some of the above questions have
several answers, but one name is correct
for all of them. Who was he?
10. In order to teach people about his
role in creating Nyack, shall we save
his house before it falls down? Yes____
No____
If you want to help, contact me at
winperry@nyackhistory.org
Yard Sale Approaches
Our Annual Yard Sale will be held on Saturday,
May 30, from 10:00am to 3:00pm, at 192 South
Broadway, South Nyack. We will be accepting
donated items to sell from 8:00 to 9:30am that
morning or, in advance, items may be left at Win
Perry’s garage, 319 North Broadway (enter from
Van Houten Street). As usual, we will be selling household goods, furniture, antiques, books,
toys, tools, and sports equipment.

Shipyards, continued from Page 1 ...

boatyard, located at the foot of Main Street, had achieved a worldwide reputation.
Using the technology of Thomas Edison, Seabury built the vessel Linta, in 1892,
which included a complete electric light plant.
In 1896, Seabury built a 170-foot-long steam-heated yacht named the Hiawatha.
When it was launched in 1897, the Nyack Evening Journal noted how “brilliantly”
it was illuminated by electric lights. Another steam yacht built at the Seabury yard
and illuminated electrically was the Margaret.
Samuel Ayers was another owner and builder of vessels in Nyack. He and his
family lived on Tallman Street. When Ayers was age three, his family emigrated
from England and settled in Brooklyn, got involved in the boat-building business,
and, in 1876, founded a company. In 1893, Ayers moved the entire business to
Nyack. He purchased a boatyard owned by John P. Voris and opened for business
at a cost of ca. $10,000. With his substantial reputation, Ayers was able to bring
the name of Nyack to the attention of the boating world. He was known to be a
fair and just employer and had a reputation for honesty. The Samuel Ayers & Son
boatyard built such water craft as the Arrow, the Wolverine, the Utopia in 1896 for
John Jacob Astor for $20,000; the Presto in 1897, a government dispatch boat;
and the Editha, the largest and most powerful gasoline yacht built at the time.

When a new design for a vessel was requested, especially for speed, Ayers was
always contacted. He prepared the designs and plans and the vessels were built in
his yard. Samuel Ayers died in 1904 and his son, James C. Ayers, a few years later.
In 1909, the yard was sold by his widow to Byron W. Church, whose original yard
was located at the foot of Ackerman Street. The Arrow was built at this boatyard
and was hailed as the “fastest yacht in the world.”
In 1911, Church’s yard was called on to repair a “flying machine” (a rarity in
those days). An airplane had landed, piloted by Thomas Atwood, just north of
Lexow Avenue and west of Broadway. Atwood was on a cross-country flight when
a connecting rod in the engine broke. He landed the plane and called on Church
to help repair it. When the repair was made, Atwood continued his flight.
In 1899, Julius Petersen arrived in the U.S. from Denmark and established a
boatyard in Tarrytown. In time, Petersen brought the business to Nyack. His yard
built recreational vessels, such as the yacht built for movie mogul Adolph Zukor,
the Lottie K. Zukor, which he used to commute between his Rockland County
home and New York City.
Petersen’s boatyard was known for the production of air and rescue boats and
subchasers, small, swift, naval patrol boats used for anti-submarine warfare during
WWII. Petersen’s work force labored seven days a week to build these boats during
the war; in just one year, 1942-43, thirteen subchasers were produced. Petersen’s
also built “p” boats for the Army Air Force (U. S. Air Force was not created until
1947), which were used to rescue downed fliers. Each carried sixteen men and
could travel up to 40 knots. Petersen’s is the oldest surviving boatyard in Nyack.
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Nyack Sketch Log — An Artist and Writer Explores the History of a Hudson
River Village — Sketches and Short Essays by Bill Batson — $25
2014, Bill Batson Arts Ltd., 132 pages. First edition, signed by the auhor.
The Nyacks — $20
2005, Historical Society of the Nyacks and Nyack Library. From the series Images of
America, Arcadia Publishing.
Life at the Clarkstown Country Club, a place where the philosopher may dance
and the fool be provided with a thinking cap — $15
Reprint 2010, Historical Society of the Nyacks. Originally published in 1935 by the
Clarkstown Country Club.
Old Nyack — An Illustrated Historical Sketch of Nyack-on-the-Hudson — $10
2009 facsimile reprint of the original 1928 publication by the Nyack National Bank.
Covers the history of the community from prehistoric times through the nineteenth
century.
Nyack in Black & White - Race Relations over Three Centuries — $10
by Carl Nordstrom, 360 pages, 2005, Historical Society of the Nyacks and the Nyack
Library.
The Nyack Star Quilt — 1862 — $8
by Regina Haring, Firth Haring Fabend and Winston C. Perry, Jr. , 2011, Historical
Society of the Nyacks.
History of Nyack for Children — DVD — $7
by Marian Anderson
Rocklandia — $5
by Jane McDill Anderson, illustrated by Donald C. Lynch, 1977, Morgan and
Morgan, Inc.
Most of these publications may be purchased at the Nyack Library and all of them
can be obtained during open hours at our museum, 50 Piermont Avenue, lower level. To
order by mail, add $3 per item for shipping 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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UNDERGROUND RAILOAD MONUMENT TO BE DEDICATED IN NYACK
SUPPLEMENTED BY EXHIBITS AT THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY’S MUSEUM
AND THE NYACK LIBRARY

MOMUMENT DEDICATION—BENCH BY THE ROAD

A monument in the form of a commemorative bench will be installed in
Memorial Park on May 18, 2015, to honor Underground Railroad conductor,
Cynthia Hesdra. Nyack is one of 12 cities around the world to be selected
by the Toni Morrison Society’s Bench by the Road program. The dedication
program starts at 2:30pm at the Nyack Center (doors open at 2pm, seating
is limited). Procession to Memorial Park leaves Nyack Center at 3:45pm
followed by a dedication ceremony in Memorial Park at 4:15pm. Special
guest will be Toni Morrison and featuring musical performances by Sam
Waymon and the Nyack High School Chamber Orchestra, Chorus, and
Jazz Band. For more information, visit www.nyackbench.org.
HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF THE NYACKS MUSEUM

The Historical Society has organized an exhibit, An Underground
Railroad Monument Comes to Nyack, inspired by Toni Morrison, honoring Drawing by Bill Batson depicts one of the benches
Cynthia Hesdra through May 30. The exhibit explores the life of Cynthia that the Toni Morrison Society is placing at
Hesdra (1808-79), a Nyack woman who rose from slavery to become an locations around the Globe.
entrepreneur and abolitionist and who is listed as a conductor on the Underground Railroad in Nyack. The life of Nobel Prizewinning author and local resident, Toni Morrison, whose quote inspired the Toni Morrison Society’s Bench by the Road program,
is also highlighted in the exhibit. Photos and text that describe bench projects from around the world create a compelling narrative
about slavery and freedom.
The exhibit will be open from 1pm to 4pm every Saturday through June 25 or by appointment by calling (845) 418-4430. The
Historical Society of the Nyacks museum is accessed under the front porch of the Depew House, 50 Piermont Avenue, adjacent to
the Nyack Library parking lot. There is no charge for admission. Donations are encouraged.
THE NYACK LIBRARY

Visit the Carnegie Farian Room at the Nyack Library during regular hours for the Historical Society’s exhibits featuring Toni
Morrison and Cynthia Hesdra.

Our museum is open from 1 to 4pm on Saturdays and select Sundays. It is located in the lower level of the Depew
House, 50 Piermont Avenue (directly east of the Nyack Library). It will be closed on Independence Day.

Bill Batson
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AN EXHIBIT OF HIS LIFE & WORK:
BOAT BUILDING IN THE EARLY 20TH
CENTURY

Å

The Historical Society of the Nyacks presents a new exhibit titled B. W. Church—
Boat Builder curated by T. Robins Brown, an architectural historian who lives in
Nyack in the house where Church resided from 1919 to 1947. Inspired by a chance
meeting with Church’s great-granddaughter who shared her family’s fascinating
collection, Ms. Brown developed the exhibit to reveal the previously littleknown life of Byron W. Church. In 1901, Church, an experienced boat builder in
Mystic, Connecticut, moved to Nyack with his wife and two young daughters.
He was the president of the newly-formed Church Motor and Launch Company.
During the following decades he
constructed boats at four Hudson River
locations in the Nyacks under this
company’s name, his own name, and
the ambitious Hudson Yacht & Boat
Company, located at the current Petersen’s
Boatyard. His career reveals the rapidly
evolving boat-building industry in the
B. W. Church business card, 1914
early 20th century. Local recreational boat
builders continued the tradition of making wooden boats while responding to rapid
innovations in engines and boat design, and to sometimes ill-fated corporate investment.
A rare 1902 boat catalogue, a half-hull model, and tools drawn from the collection
of Church’s descendants are among the fascinating items and images in the exhibit.
Photographs and graphics illustrate the variety of his creations: 98-foot-long luxury
yachts, functional launches, and diminutive stock cruisers. Charming photographs of
the Church family, a handmade toy boat and toy hutch, and items related to the Nyack
Boat Club and Knights of Pythias show his life as a family man and club member. Even
tragedies, including the fatal explosion of the yacht Luvina are revealed.
The exhibit will be open from 1pm to 4pm every Saturday and Sunday from June 6
through July 25 (except July 4), or by appointment by calling (845) 418-4430. The
Historical Society of the Nyacks museum is accessed under the front porch of the
Depew House, 50 Piermont Avenue, adjacent to the Nyack Library parking lot. There
is no charge for admission. Donations are encouraged.
We thank the co-sponsors of the exhibit, including the Nyack Boat Club, Petersen
Boatyard, and West Shore Towers and are grateful to the Church family for providing
their memorabilia.

Byron W. Church, 1918.

B. W. Church piloting the Lysbet, a
stock 18” cruiser, 1914.

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 this page for your membership status.
Please mail your donation 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 $______

Church’s daughter, wife, and niece
in a rowboat t the Hudson Yacht &
Boat Company, 1909.

Half hull model by B. W. Church.
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LOOKING FOR FRANCIS TILLOU

I

by Carol Weiss, Local Historian

n 1856 Francis Tillou, a New York
City attorney, bought property from
the Tallman family of Nyack. The acreage
went west from Franklin Street up to
Route 9W, between Fifth and Sixth
Avenues. When Tillou died twenty
years later, the property was divided
between his survivors. On the 1884
Burleigh map, “Nyack on the Hudson,”
that particular area from Franklin Street
to Highland Avenue, between Fifth
and Sixth Avenues, is trees, all trees.
There is one house on the property, on
Sixth Avenue near Franklin. Tillou also
owned a house on North Broadway,
between New and High Avenues.
Francis Tillou, Esq. (1817-76), first
came to Nyack as a summer resident. His
business address was numbers 1 and 2
Nassau Street in Manhattan. He appears
in the 1860 Federal census as a 40-yearold Nyack resident with an estate valued at
$21,000. His spouse, Emily, was two years
younger. There were five children, four
daughters and a son. Emily, the oldest,
was married at Trinity Church, New York
City, on April 9, 1866, to the Reverend
Franklin Babbitt, the rector of Grace
Church, Nyack, where the Tillou family
worshipped in the summer months. Six
years later, Francis Tillou was named a
vestryman at the church. Daughter Emily
was “tall, of rather angular frame, and
only mildly pretty.” When the Tillous
began attending the Episcopal Church,
only a small chapel had been built. The
large stone edifice went up in the 1870s.
Emily was known for providing activities
for the young girls (the Girls’ Friendly
Society) and women (the Ladies’ Guild)
in the church, as Reverend Babbitt was
noted for his boys’ choir.
Less is known about the other children
of Francis Tillou. Fanny, two years
younger than Emily, married Richard
Hurlbut, a sugar merchant who was much
older than his wife. Anna was married
on June 17, 1876, two months after her
father’s death, to Dr. Francis D. Buck.
Her brother-in-law, Reverend Babbitt,
officiated. The youngest daughter, Clara,

was Buck’s first wife. Clara died in January
1873 and was the mother of one son,
Francis Tillou Buck, who was Francis’s
only grandchild; Anna thus became his
stepmother. Tillou’s only son and fourth
child, Edward, is mentioned two times
in the Rockland County Journal. Edward
Tillou was appointed a secretary (one of
many) at a large Republican gathering
at the Nyack Opera House on October
18, 1876. Nathaniel Prentice Banks,
politician and Civil War general, was
the speaker. Ten days later, Mr. E. Tillou
returned to the city for the winter.
Edward Tillou, attorney-at-law in New
York City, was listed as a resident in the
1887, 1890, and 1894 Nyack Directories,
house on Sixth Avenue near Broadway.
He does not appear in later editions. He
and his household were enumerated for
the 1893 Nyack Sewer Census.
After buying the 34-acre Nyack
property in 1856, Francis improved
it. In March 1864, he placed an ad in
the Rockland County Journal offering
a $25.00 reward for the discovery of
thieves who stole trees, cuttings, and
other property from the site. The large
parcel became known as The Grove,
or Tillou’s Grove, and was mentioned
frequently in the newspaper. A local
controversy had arisen: A new highway
from Rockland Lake to Piermont had
been approved by the New York State
Legislature, a roadway that would pass
through Nyack and would involve
widening and improving Highland
Avenue (now Route 9W). Noted resident
William Voorhis was on one side of the
controversy, arguing that landowners
along the right-of-way should donate the
needed land. Tillou and others formed
the opposition, insisting that they and
their lawyers be paid. Carl Nordstrom,
in Families of Nyack Before 1900, called
Tillou the leader of the opposition. In
the Journal for March 14, 1874, it was
noted that Tillou paid $1,670 in taxes on
his property, whereas others with larger
parcels paid less! Check this! Tillou had
cut timber and fenced in the road where
it passed his property. In October 1873,

the Journal reported that “near the west
side of F. Tillou’s property known as the
‘grove,’ Midland Avenue is 50-feet wide
with sidewalks of 15-feet wide: fine
road work done by James Kane, Tillou’s
foreman.” In 1875, the Journal reported
in Municipal Proceedings that “F. Tillou
had received $1.00 for damages incurred
in the widening of Broadway where he
and his family lived.” So it appears that
Tillou favored roadway improvements
but did expect to be paid when his
property was involved in the Highland
Avenue project.
Other references to the larger Tillou
property include these: On September
11, 1875, the Journal ran a column called
“Our Pretty Residences” and mentioned
that Tillou’s large grove of trees was
“plainly seen rising in majesty and
beauty.” On October 21, 1876, Tillou’s
woods was described as “a favorite resort
for autumn leaf gatherers.”
Tillou’s North Broadway house was on
the southwest corner of High Street and
Broadway. It is marked as “F. Tillou” in
the 1876 atlas and as “F. Tillou Estate”
in the 1891 atlas. In April 1864, Tillou
advertised a frame house to let in Nyack:
two stories and attic, seven rooms, cellar
and kitchen, and a garden with fruit trees.
Was this the Broadway house? This area,
all business district today, was residential
when the Tillous first came to Nyack as
summer residents.
Francis Tillou, “well known and highly
respected in this community,” according
to the Journal, died suddenly on April 22,
1876. He was 59 years old. The New York
Times obituary had more information:
“Mr. Francis Tillou, well-known lawyer,
doing business at No. 2 Nassau Street,
died Tuesday last. Practiced law in the
City for 35 years. Business confined
chiefly to real estate.” His wife, Emily, had
predeceased him. She was 42 when she
died. Her funeral on April 2, 1864, was
held at their New York City residence, 43
West 29th Street.
Francis Tillou left a detailed will. His
property and assets were divided into
fifths, portions going to each of his four
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living children: Emily Babbitt, Fanny
Hurlbut, Anna Buck, Edward Tillou;
and to his grandson, Francis Tillou Buck,
whose one fifth was held in trust to be
used for his upbringing and education.
He also wrote provisions for disposition
of the inheritance if one of these heirs
should die before the others. Anna
received the house on Broadway. So the
closely knit Tillous remained in Nyack,
at least part of the year.
They do appear in the 1880 Federal
Census, in New York County, Manhattan,
with Francis Buck, physician, as head of
household. Anna is there, keeping house.
Seven-year-old Francis is “at school.”
Fanny and Richard Hurlbut are members
of the household. Edward, a lawyer, is
listed as a boarder. There are eight more
people in the house, three servants and
nine other boarders. In the 1890 Nyack
Directory, however, Dr. Francis D. Buck
and family are living on Sixth Avenue
in Nyack, even though the physician’s
practice is in the city. Fanny, now a
widow, lives in the summer in the Red
Cottage on Fifth Avenue, the house now
numbered 94. The Rockland County
Journal reported on November 13, 1885,
that William Ellis Blauvelt was building
an elegant Queen Anne Cottage for Mrs.
Fanny Hurlbut on Tillou Place, adjoining
the Richard DeCantillon property that
was on the other side of Fifth Avenue.
Lovely views of the Hudson River were
promised from this site for the new
summer resident. And on January 8,
1886, the Journal reports that James W.
Blauvelt was doing the mason’s work on
Mrs. Hurlbut’s house.
The Reverend Franklin Babbitt and his
wife, Emily, were still at Grace Church.
Emily, however, died of pneumonia in
February 1894. A year later, a bishop’s
chair was presented to Grace Church in
memory of Mrs. Franklin Babbitt. By
1909, the remaining family members
were selling portions of the property
between Fifth and Sixth Avenues and,
in 1914, the last portion was sold. The
Nyack Evening Star carried this news on
February 18, 1915: “Anna Tillou, wife of
Dr. Francis D. Buck, died Monday night

at her home in New York, one day before
her brother, Edward, passed away at his
home in Nyack. A double burial service
took place this morning at Greenwood
Cemetery, Brooklyn. Mrs. Hurlbert (sic)
is the last surviving member of a large
family.” The Tillou family had left Nyack,
leaving behind only the name of two
streets, Tillou Lane (the name proposed
by Sally Ann Mock’s parents) and Francis
Street, and the bishop’s chair in Grace
Church. (The chair has disappeared.)
Sources:
A Century of Grace. Nyack: Grace
Episcopal Church, 1961.
Beers, Atlas of the Hudson River Valley.
1891.
New Historical Atlas of Rockland
County. N.Y., 1876.
Nordstrom, Carl. Families of Nyack
Before 1900. Ellen F. Simpson and
Suzann H. Weekly, eds., unpublished
manuscript, Nyack Library, 1979.
Nyack Directories, 1887, 1890-1, 1894.
Yerg, Richard. Transcript of oral history
in Nyack Library. DATE? Yerg talked
about the development of the block
bounded by Midland Avenue, Fifth and
Sixth Avenues, and Franklin Street.
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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? Call
Betty, 845.358.0552 or Leontine, 358.4234.

Miss us Between Newsletters? Visit our Website.
www.nyackhistory.org
Join Our Email List
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