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His tor ica l  Soc ie ty 
o f  the  Nyacks

Rare 1859 Map of Nyack Preserved
A Letter from Win Perry, Society President

A detail, reproduced here at full size, from the 1859 map of Nyack published by M. Dripps. 
See the entire map reproduced on page 2 of this newsletter, as well as how to order your own copy of it.

Newsletter Volume 13 Issue 2 Fall 2018

Hooray! The Society’s rare 1859 Map of Nyack is back 
from the conservation lab, neatly patched, with a new 
cloth backing and varnish protection and a new wooden 
top molding and bottom dowel with fi nials, which 
match the original.  

This map is the only original print of the 1859 Map 
of Nyack published by M. Dripps of New York that we 
have ever seen; nor have we ever seen any other 1859 map 
of Nyack. We presented the Nyack Library with a 
facsimile copy and, except for a detail in the margin of 

continued on page 2
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the 1854 Map of Rockland County, it is now the oldest 
printed map of Nyack in the Library’s collection.

Old maps are of great usefulness for researching the 
history of a house or other building, or of a street, or to 
illustrate the overall growth of a community over the 
years. If, for example, you have found that your house 
is not shown on the 1854 Rockland County map, but is 
present on the 1859 Map of Nyack, you have bracketed 
the probable date of its construction and you know  
in what period to search for further clues in newspaper  
articles, deeds, and assessment rolls. 

Old maps are also fun to look at for someone who 
just gets a kick out of history—to get a feel for what the 
village was like 150 plus years ago, how many houses  

The 1859 map of Nyack published by M. Dripps. 
The original map is 24" x 32". 

and commercial buildings were in place, where the land 
was used for agriculture, where the roads were, how they 
were named, and what has changed or stayed the same.

The Nyack Library is a great resource! It collects 
printed maps from various dates in the 1850s, 60s, and 
70s, as well as Sanborn Maps printed of sections of the 
three Nyack villages at frequent intervals from 1887 to 
1966. A complete digital set of Sanborn Maps of the 
Nyack villages was recently purchased by the library— 
a grant for one third of the funding was donated by the 
Historical Society of the Nyacks.

The Sanborn Maps and the restored 1859 Map of 
Nyack are examples of your membership dues at work, so 
please join or renew for this year if you have not done so 
already.

Yours for happy historical researching,

Facsimile copies are printed on heavy-weight,  
acid-free, silk-faced paper from a huge TIFF digital file 
that reproduces even the tiniest details with amazing 
clarity. The copies are suitable for framing or can be fitted 
with a wooden molding and dowel like the original, 
which sets the map off very attractively with an 1859 
look. Both the original and the copies measure 24 inches 
wide by 32 inches high, but copies can be ordered in 
a reduced size at any percentage desired for the same 
price. 

Copies can be purchased at the museum during 
open hours or can be ordered on our website at 

www.nyackhistory.org/shop 
Copies are only $30 each if purchased at the muse-

um, sales tax included. Online and mail orders should add 
$10 for shipping and handling. The wooden molding and 
dowel can be provided by most frame shops.
 

❧ Attention HSN Supporters ❧
to renew your membership

The easiest way to become a member or to renew a membership  
is to go to the Society’s website (www.nyackhistory.org/join).  

To make a donation by check follow the information available on the same link.

continued from page 1
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Over the years, Dr. Frances Pratt has become insepara-
ble in people’s minds from her hats and color-coordinated 
outfits. Her collection of hats exceeds 250. Matching out-
fits and shoes are nearby, ready for action. Her ensembles 
have a way of transforming her into a living exclamation 
point, ensuring that all who see her remember what she 
stands for: social justice and equality 
for all. 

In the course of her eight plus 
decades, Dr. Frances Pratt has worn 
many hats, both literally and figura-
tively. It is the charming, resilient, and 
clever woman underneath those hats, 
however, whose super powers make 
this story so remarkable.

Frances Ethel Powell was born 
on May 13, 1934, in rural Chester 
County, South Carolina. By the time 
she was four, her father and three of 
her siblings had already passed away. 
As described by her brother, Billy, 
“Frances is the ‘talker’ of the family! 
You never knew what she might say.” 
It is best to find your voice early when 
you are the youngest of ten.

When her mother and brother be-
came ill, she left college to help support 
the family. In 1955, she came north, taking a temporary 
“live-in” job for Sydney S. Baron, publicist for Tammany 
Hall. Then the Reverend Arthur Eugene Adair and his 
wife, Dr. Thelma Adair, pioneers in educational services 
in Harlem with roots back in Chester County, asked her 
to work in their church’s nursery. In exchange for light 
housekeeping she received free room and board, enabling 
her to send money to her family and put some aside to 
continue her education.

When This Powell Became a Pratt
Frequently, Frances took the children from the church 
nursery school to Mt. Morris Park in West Harlem.  
Marshall Pratt was driving nearby when he first saw 
her. She recalls, “He declared that he wore out four tires 
circling the park trying to see me again.” Soon after their 
marriage, they moved into Marshall’s home in South 
Nyack, and in 1957 welcomed baby Carol. 

Marshall Pratt was the designer and milliner of her 
now famous hats. Realizing his millinery vision exceeded 

his millinery skills, he enlisted experts like Manny’s Mil-
linery on 42nd Street and Josette Peterson, a friend from 
church. As Frances explains, “He would have six or seven 
hats made for me at one time (always with a 6" brim). 
Yep, that’s how ‘Hat in the Pratt’ all got started.”   

On her first trip back to South Carolina in 1957, she 
donned a straight black chemise dress 
and a pink straw hat. As she puts 
it, “When I went home, my people 
thought I had arrived.” Every year, 
she headed back for the “Big Meet-
ing,” revival time in Chester County. 
“They had seven nights of services, 
so I would take seven hats. But I had 
four sisters and each wanted one of 
my hats, so I would come back with 
just three.” Her husband suggested 
they coordinate her hats with her 
dresses in the future. Since her sisters 
were heavier, she could politely 
explain, “Well, I don’t think you can 
have my hat this time, because it 
goes with my dress.” “That was how 
I finally ‘built up a wardrobe.’” 

Nurse’s Cap and Gown
After coming to Nyack, she enrolled 

in a nursing program at Rockland Community College. 
Thus began a 52-year career at Nyack Hospital that took 
her from Nurse’s Aide to Head Emergency Room Nurse 
to the hospital’s Employee Health Manager. She retired  
in 2000 for the first time. After 9/11, the hospital asked 
her to return to address its impact on staff, as well as to 
help with an impending nurse’s strike. She stayed for 
another decade. 

One of the hats Frances Pratt is most proud of is the 
cap and gown she recently wore to receive an honorary 
doctorate from Nyack College. She continues to be an 
inspiration and mentor to many young women and men 
pursuing a career in nursing at the school.

Social Justice, Education, and Equality for All 
For 48 years, Frances and Marshall hosted mentally 
challenged women in their home as licensed family care 
providers for New York State. The Pratts made sure all  
felt loved and well-cared for. Much of the income they  
received for taking care of these ladies supported their 

The Many Hats of Frances Pratt
by Susan Wilimink, curator of our recent Frances Pratt exhibit

Frances Pratt in a hat made by. her husband. 
Photo by Chris Carroll

continued on page 4
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family members in their quest for an education. Mean-
while, there was work at Nyack Hospital, serving as presi-
dent of the Nyack Chapter of the NAACP, and caring for 
their own immediate family.

For the past 37 years, Dr. Pratt has attended hun-
dreds of meetings and functions on behalf of the NAACP. 
During her tenure, membership rose from 50 to up-
wards of 1,000. In the process, she has helped the Nyack 
Center, Martin Luther King Multi-Purpose Center, West 
Street Learning Center, Head Start of Rockland, and  
other child-centered organizations fulfill their missions. 

Frances Pratt’s hope is that all the hats she has worn 

and the time she has invested in her career, family, and 
community have helped inspire the next generation. 

If you’ve been in the audience when Dr. Pratt is at the 
podium, you’ve probably heard one of her “Prattisms.” 
Here are a few classics:

“A wise old owl said in an oak, the more he saw the 
less he spoke; the less he spoke, the more he heard; why 
can’t we be like that wise old bird?”

“In the barn yard, the roosters crow but the hens 
deliver.”

“Public remarks should be like a lady’s dress . . . short 
enough to be attractive and long enough to cover the 
subject.”

In Memoriam: Remembering a Founding Member
by Win Perry, AIA, Society President

In 1939, Miriam Haagens 
was a 22-year-old Jewish law 
student living with her par-
ents in Amsterdam, the Neth-
erlands, and secretly engaged 
to Niels Alsted, a gentile in 
Denmark, whom she had 
gotten to know as a pen pal. 
Niels had ridden his bicycle 
500 miles from Denmark to 

Holland to visit her. Suddenly, it seemed, Hitler’s army 
was at the border. The Haagens family, Miriam included, 
dropped everything and boarded a ship bound for Amer-
ica. They found shelter at the Clarkstown Country Club 
in Nyack, a strange institution, already past its heyday, 
where Indian philosophy was taught, and where yoga 
was introduced in America. The Haagens family rented 
The Music Box, a small cottage, still standing, where the 
Club’s extensive library was housed. 

Soon the family moved to Voorhis Point in South 
Nyack. Gerard Haagens set up business as a dealer in 
technical books, and Miriam earned a master’s degree 
in sociology. At a party she met Jacob Wexler, a young 
lawyer. She married him, they moved to Nanuet, and she 
settled down to a life as wife and mother.

In 1958, the Wexlers moved to an old brick-and-
frame house in the historic part of Upper Nyack. Miriam 
again went back to school, getting a second master’s 
degree in library science. She began a career as an ele-
mentary school librarian and teacher in the East Ramapo 
School District and indulged her love of gardening. She 
finally began an active retirement enriched by books, 
movies, the opera, theater, community activism, and, 
above all, her garden.

In 1994, Miriam participated in the organizational 
meetings of the Historical Society of the Nyacks and  
remained an active member, supporter, and participant 
for the rest of her life. In the January 2007 issue of the 

continued on page 5

Photos by Bonnie Timm

Photo courtesy of Anya Taylor

continued from page 3
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The Thursday Reading Class—130th Anniversary
An Exhibition in the Carnegie-Farian Room of the Nyack Library

On January 13, 1891, at a special meeting of the  
members of the Nyack Ladies Reading Class, a resolution 
was offered and adopted to form a literary club. But with 
the death of their first president, Mrs. Arthur Merritt,  
the group had lost “not only a true friend, but the orig-
inator of the Class and one under 
whose wise guidance the intellectual 
standard has been ever rising.”

In May 1895, the Nyack Evening 
Journal reported: “At an afternoon 
tea in the spring of 1887 some ladies 
were discussing over the teacups the 
subject of women’s literary clubs and 
the pleasure and profit derived from 
the interchange of thought among 
the members.”

And so, the idea of a women’s 
literary club, the Thursday Reading 
Class, had become a reality, where 
discussions of current literature, 
readings of Shakespeare, and lectures 
by outside speakers were taking place 
in members’ homes regularly. 

Women for the most part at 
the turn of the 20th century were 
stay-at-home mothers with young 

children. Members drove to meetings in horse-drawn 
carts, walked, or perhaps bicycled. By 1904, members 
were delighted to purchase and present to the Nyack 
Library the large clock that still hangs over the fireplace in 
the Carnegie-Farian Room.

Members today come from all 
walks of life. They have held respon-
sible positions in the educational, 
scientific, industrial, and social science 
fields. Meetings are still held at each 
other’s homes and tea is still served 
after the program.

Through the more than 130 
years of its existence, the readings 
of the Thursday Reading Class have 
represented a microcosm of women’s 
interests in international thought  
and literature.

In 2017, the Thursday Reading 
Class celebrated its 130th anniversary. 
This fall, from August through  
September 28,, the members are 
presenting an exhibition of pamphlets, 
photographs, and letters from their  
archives, which is on view at the 
Nyack Library Carnegie-Farian Room.

Books from the collection of Nyack Library, 
decorative items from the collection of TRC 
members. Photo by Bonnie Timm 

HSN Newsletter, in an article titled “Why Local History 
Is Important to Me,” Miriam wrote “Here, especially 
when I saw the brownstone houses with their double 
Dutch doors and roof styles, I was reminded of home.  
After living in Nanuet for the first 16 years of my  
marriage I was happy to move back to the Nyack area 
with its Dutch street names (Van Houten Street, Kuyper 
Drive, Tallman Avenue, Lydecker Street, Tappan Zee, 
Ackerman Lane).”

Betty and I were privileged to know Miriam for 
almost 60 years as a most wonderful neighbor. She always 

continued from page 4 had an idea to share, a plant to give away, a poem she 
had just written, the plot of a movie to discuss, a book 
to lend, an opinion to state. She translated for me two 
17th-century deeds to Grand View and Piermont written 
in the old Dutch style and handwriting of semi-literate 
farmers, surely a task that very few people in America 
could have accomplished. We were particularly touched 
by her late-in-life renewed partnership with Niels Alsted 
after both of their spouses had died. They were like  
young lovers in their 90s.

Miriam died in spring 2018, aged 100, alert and 
engaged to the end. Now THAT was a life.

❧ Our Next Exhibit: The Nyack Record Shop Project ❧
In January 2018, oral histories that reflect on the African American community in Nyack were recorded in a 

weeklong public information-gathering session at Kiam Records in Nyack. The exhibition will share some of the 
histories that were collected, explain the project’s significance, and describe how numerous stories were recorded and 
transcribed. The exhibit was organized by Bill Batson, HSN trustee, and is on view at DePew House, 50 Piermont 
Avenue, lower level, on Saturdays from 1:00 to 4:00 p.m., from September 8 to October 6, 2018.
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Remembering That Fateful Day
by Kathy Scott, eyewitness to the Brinks robbery

Tuesday, October 20, 1981, was a beautiful and 
typical fall day, until 4:09 p.m. Gunfi re! Rapid fi ring and 
single shots rang out from the end of our street and Route 
59. Something horrifying was happening that would 
change Rockland County forever—the Brinks robbery 
and murders.

Mountainview Avenue went unusually quiet. Look-
ing out our picture window, three getaway cars had pulled 
into our upper driveway and armed men were running 
from car to car. One (who I later realized was David 
Gilbert) was studying our backyard. “Why?” I asked 
myself while trembling. “Now what?”

Instantly my concern was protecting my young sons 
who were ten and eleven. I decided to call the Clarkstown 
Police rather than pull out and load our shotgun. But it 
was hard to get through to them.  A few years later, when 
the “911” call became available, I often thought that that 
was what I’d desperately needed. Meanwhile, two cars, 
the Honda and the Buick, took off, leaving the BMW 
with its engine on, doors open, and windshield wipers on.

About 15 minutes later our home was fi lled with 
police, a SWAT team, and Sheriff ’s deputies. That’s when 
we learned the heartbreaking news: three good men were 
dead and others were wounded. It began to sink in what 
a close call it had been for us. We could have become 
hostages. My son Chris could have been killed while he 
was taking a look at that snazzy BMW and while I was 
waiting to be connected to the police.

As the perpetrators’ identities became known and 
their violent history revealed, I found it hard to feel safe. 
Marilyn Buck had been in my driveway and she was 
still at large. Would she or her co-conspirators return to 
Nyack to harm us or others who could testify against 

them? Sometimes I encour-
aged Chris to walk home from 
school cutting through Oak 
Hill Cemetery. Since we were 
both eyewitnesses, we weren’t 
supposed to discuss what we 
had seen with each other. 

Our communication about that day was minimal, which 
was very challenging for me and probably for him too. 
Chris had to go to New York City several times to speak 
to the authorities. One time, our police escort told us that 
if a bomb were to go off as we were heading towards the 
Court House we should run for cover under a big truck. 
That moment still haunts me.

There had been numerous searches from late October 
1981 until early 1983 for the weapons the FBI and police 
believed were buried in the woods near our home. Until 
the last one, nothing of value had been found. As Chris 
was being prepared for the trial, the authorities recog-
nized the significance of those horrific ten minutes he was 
outside, about 30 feet from one of the perpetrators later 
identified as Chui Ferguson. Realizing Chris saw Fergu-
son as he stood up after burying the weapons, they relied 
on him to direct them to the spot where the weapons 
were found—two years later! Why not sooner? I believe 
that’s when they realized that Chris, now 13, with his 
photographic memory and observational and communi-
cation skills, was an impeccable witness whom they had 
not appreciated to the fullest.  

I was proudest watching Chris on the witness stand. 
The defense lawyers tried hard to trip him up. He was 
poised, spoke clearly, and was able to provide the answer 
the defense lawyers were hoping he would not have given. 
He was the youngest witness involved in the case. 

Beginning in 1983, the trials were held in Goshen 
and White Plains (as well as New York City). I would like 
to thank Alan Colsey publicly for his offi cial protection 
and comforting demeanor as we traveled to both 
locations.

On a more personal note, I have lived on Mountain-
view Avenue for 51 years and have seen many changes. I 
could never have imagined, however, being a witness 
to such a terrible tragedy. Every October 20th I attend 
the Brinks Memorial Service with so many others to 
honor those courageous men who were killed and silently 
pray for their famillies, our community, and all of 
Rockland County. 

Kathy Scott’s eyewitness report adds another perspective to the 13 fi rsthand accounts included in 
Remembering the Brinks Robbery: After 35 Years, It Still Matters, published by the Society in 2017. 
Considered by the FBI to be the fi rst domestic terrorism attack, the impact of the attack continues. 
Copies of the book are available for $10 at the Historical Society’s museum, 50 Piermont Avenue, 
every Saturday from 1:00 to 4:00 p.m., as well as at the Circulation Desk at the Nyack Library. To 
purchase online go to www.nyackhistory.org/shop.
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Tales from the Trail
New Historical Signage on the Former Erie Railroad Path

Forthcoming Exhibit, HSN Museum, October 13–November 24, 2018
by Andrew Goodwillie, Project Coordinator, Trailside Sign Initiative

The peaceful surroundings of South Nyack’s Franklin 
Street Park and Esposito Trail belie their heavily industrial 
past. For a century, this area was a hub of commercial 
activity, stimulated by arrival of the railroad in 1870. 
With the extension of the Northern Railroad’s line from 
Jersey City up to Sparkill and eventually here, the com-
mercial center of Nyack moved from the river towards the 
railroad. Business enterprises sprang up in the vicinity of 
the tracks to take advantage of the new transportation 

links that were transforming 
the nation. The railway 
carried both passengers and 
freight, and a number of 
companies in South Nyack 
and Nyack benefited from 
dedicated spur tracks that 
allowed goods to be deliv-
ered directly to them.

The area occupied by 
today’s Nyack Community 
Garden was the end of the  
line, with a freight depot, loco-
motive turntable, and roundhouse. The passenger station 
was located at today’s Franklin Street Park tennis court. 
Near the station lay large factories that, through the years 
and changes of ownership, manufactured shoes, sewing 
machines, wartime munitions, and chemical dyes. 

Half a mile down the track was South Nyack station, 
its location perhaps influenced by the prominent Mans-
field family that owned a nearby finishing school (and in 
summertime a hotel) that catered to wealthy folks from 

the city. South Nyack station became the focus of the 
village business district, but that all changed in the early 
1950s when the state devastated a large swath of the  
municipality to make way for the New York Thruway. 

A five-way inter-municipal collaboration between 
the villages of South Nyack, Nyack, and Piermont, the 
Historical Society of the Nyacks, and the Piermont 
Historical Society was formed in 2015. South Nyack was 
the lead applicant in a Hudson River Valley Greenway 

Conservancy grant program, 
securing funding for the 
creation of signage that will 
highlight our lost railway 
heritage. South Nyack Trust-
ee Andrew Goodwillie and 
Historical Society volunteers 
researched the content for 
the signs, now being de-
signed by Michael Lockett. 
Eleven informative signs with 

text, images, and maps are to be 
installed soon along the Erie Rail 

trail, beginning at Nyack’s Community Garden and con-
tinuing south to Piermont’s Railroad depot building. 

Tales from the Trail, curated by Evelyn Fitzgerald, 
HSN trustee, will feature photos, maps, and stories to 
highlight the impact of the railway on the villages. The 
exhibit is at the Historical Society’s museum in DePew 
House, lower level, 50 Piermont Avenue, on Saturdays 
from 1:00 to 4:00 p.m. and will be on view from October 
13 to November 24, 2018. 

The South Nyack station, and the Rockland Hotel in back of it, 
ca.1900. Postcard courtesy of Robert Courtwright

The Nyack station, 1953. Photo courtesy of Nyack Library Local 
History Room

The turntable and surrounding commercial buildings, 1945. 

Photo courtesy of Nyack Library Local History Room
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The Historical Society of the Nyacks Walking Tours take place on Sundays and begin at 2 p.m.  
A $5.00 donation to the Historical Society is suggested.  

To RSVP, or for more information, contact ashapaulose15@gmail.com

September 16  Edward Hopper’s Nyack (meet in front of Hopper House, 82 North Broadway)

September 23  Downtown Nyack (meet at the foot of Main Street, near Main and Gedney Streets) 

October 14  South Nyack (meet at the southwest corner of South Broadway and Cedar Hill Avenue)

October 21  Oak Hill Cemetery (meet at the entrance gate of the cemetery on Route 9W, between 
 Sickles Avenue and Fifth Avenue)

❧ Upcoming Walking Tours ❧

The Nyack Record Shop African American Oral History Project presented by Bill Batson  
Thursday, September 13, 7:00 pm, Nyack Library; and Friday, September 14, 2:00 pm, Valley Cottage Library

History Trail through South Nyack presented by Andrew Goodwillie 
Thursday, October 25, 7:00 pm, Nyack Library; and Friday, October 26, 2:00 pm, Valley Cottage Library

What’s Happening at the John Green House? presented by Win Perry 
Thursday, December 6, 7:00 pm, Nyack Library; and Friday, December 7, 2:00 pm, Valley Cottage Library

❧ John Scott Armchair Lecture Series ❧


