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The ten-oar barge seating formally dressed couples 
rides perilously low in the moonlit Tappan Zee chop as 
it heads to a beaming Tarrytown lighthouse in a Julian 
Davidson 1889 wood engraving. The scene is realistic 
but dreamy. Wouldn’t the helmsman standing aft lose 
his balance? Wouldn’t the women’s hats blow away? How 
can they possibly be rowing from Nyack to Tarrytown 
at night in a small craft? Yet, Davidson, an expert rower 
and a careful observer of marine events from sea battles 
to boat racing, has given us an accurate view of an actual 
event that he experienced fi rsthand. The same roman-
tic realism, a quality of the Hudson River School of 
art, informs his works depicting the Tappan Zee, Hook 
Mountain, and the village of Nyack. 

Julian Oliver Davidson (1853-1894) was a famous 
American marine artist who had contact with some of the 
leading painters of his day, including Winslow Homer 
and Frederic Church. He was drawn to Nyack at an early 
age. He made friends here, married, built a house on 
Broadway, participated in the social whirl of village life, 
and started several clubs, including the Nyack Rowing 
Association, all while advancing his artistic career. But, 
tragically, his life was cut short—hundreds of people 
mourned his death at his wake in Nyack.

By examining his seven known Tappan Zee works we 
get a view of a skilled genre painter who built a reputa-
tion for depicting marine battle scenes. In doing so we 
come to understand how the dramatic fabric of the Belle 

J. O. Davidson, The Hudson River from the Tappan Zee, 1872, oil on canvas. One of Davidson’s earliest known paintings. 
Collection of the Hudson River Museum.
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Époque era played out in the village of Nyack-on-the-
Hudson.

A young painter makes his way to Nyack

Davidson was the son of a successful civil engineer. He 
experienced the sea as a child, voyaging with his father 
on trips to Cuba and down the Mississippi River. He was 
on the rowing team at the military school he attended 
in Connecticut. He worked summers in his father’s New 
York City office as a draftsman, but seems to have spent 
much of his time observing and drawing ships in New 
York harbor. In 1871, at age 17, Davidson ran away to 
sea, signing on with the crew of the Arizona that was 
making an around the world trip.

Davidson started visiting the Nyacks in 1871 and 
completed two oil paintings featuring the Tappan Zee 
and Hook Mountain. The first, On the Hudson, has an 
unfinished air and was perhaps a working draft. Of note 
is his depiction of Hook Mountain at the dawn of the 
20th century, before it was quarried. 

The Hudson River from the Tappan Zee, now in the 
collection of the Hudson River Museum in Yonkers, is 
a small painting with a water-level view of a very heav-
ily trafficked Tappan Zee. Hook Mountain and the 

Westchester hills frame the horizon. A steamboat passes 
in the distance behind a sailboat. A larger sailboat bathed 
in late morning light is front and center. Two fishing 
boats seine for shad in the foreground, so close that we 
feel we can almost reach out and touch them. While the 
brushwork is not as skilled as the Hudson River School 
masters, such as Frederic Church, the painting is none-
theless of the school and is a sophisticated work by an  
18 year old.

Davidson marries and builds a house in Nyack

By 1876, now spending most of his summer months 
in Nyack, Davidson met the Merritt family who also 
summered in Nyack at the same time. Arthur Merritt, a 
dedicated rower, became a lifelong friend, and his sister, 
Cornelia Merritt, became his wife in 1877. They had a 
son in 1880 who died at the age of two months. 

In 1885, the Davidsons built a French chateau-style 
house on a sloping lot at 117 South Broadway, which is 
still standing, appearing much as it did in early engrav-
ings. From its heights, Davidson had quite a view of the 
river. The home will be on the South Nyack Walking 
Tour on October 13. (See the last page of this newsletter 
for details.)

J. O. Davidson, On the Hudson, 1871, oil on artboard (probably a study with a view of Hook Mountain before it was quarried).  
Reproduced courtesy of the New-York Historical Society. 
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About the same time, Davidson acquired a small 
steam-powered launch, the Princess, which he docked in 
Nyack and used for sketching trips that provided him 
with the unique water-level views that characterize many 
of his paintings.

A founder of the Nyack Rowing Association

As ardent rowers, Arthur Merritt and Julian Davidson 
became the prime movers behind the formation of the 
Nyack Rowing Association. Formed in 1881, the club 
raised $8,000 to build a three-story Victorian club house 
on piers parallel to the Nyack Ferry building at the foot 
of Spear Street. 

The new building is proudly shown in Davidson’s 
1882 engraving, New Boathouse of the Nyack Rowing 
Association, which was published in Harper’s Weekly. 
Flags and banners are flying in the wind. Crowds line the 
second-floor balcony that wrapped around three sides. 
Davidson’s steamboat, the Princess, can be seen on the 
lower left along with a scull and small sailboats. 

The building was a real “man cave,” perfect for a 
men’s-only club. Wives and girlfriends were allowed in on 
Tuesdays beginning at 10:00 a.m. The first floor of the 
building housed boats and oars, the second contained a 
ballroom with electricity for social events, the third floor 
held dressing rooms, and the fourth-floor tower room 
on the north corner contained a prized billiard table. 
At some point, a single-floor building was added on the 
dock to house a bowling alley.

Ice yachting

Davidson must have experienced some winters in Nyack, 
for in 1879 he produced an engraving for Harper’s Weekly 
titled Ice Yachting on the Hudson, in which he shows a 
number of yachts on smooth ice with Hook Mountain 
looming in the background. Ice yacht racing was extreme-
ly popular in the days when the Hudson River would 
freeze solid, and the presence of other yachts suggests a 
race is underway or about to start. 

The barge party

The N.R.A. was known for its moonlit barge parties, 
often with women aboard. The barge was a flat-bottom 
boat that was rowed by club members and Davidson was 
a frequent participant. His 1889 engraving for Harper’s 
Weekly, Barge Party on the Tappan Zee by Moonlight, The 
Nyack Rowing Association, is a realistic view of what it was 
like, complete with a naval ensign flag in the background 
and N.R.A. flag in the foreground. 

In the painting, the Tarrytown light casts beams 
out against Van Gogh-like clouds that hide the moon, 
whose reflection dapples the water around the barge. The 
mustachioed helmsman bears a resemblance to Davidson; 
perhaps he drew himself in. The barge has ten oars, each 
rower sits beside a woman, and two pairs of women are 
also seated on the boat. One woman trails her hand in 
the water. Everyone is in formal attire with hats, ties, and 
collars. The N.R.A. pennant flies at the front. Davidson 
has perfectly captured an elusive moment. 

Left: Julian O. Davidson, ca.1869. Center: The residence of Julian and Cornelia Davidson at 117 South 
Broadway (both photos are from Lynn S. Beman, “Julian O. Davidson and the Nyack Rowing Association,” 
South of the Mountains, October-December 1986), Historical Society of Rockland County.

Right: The residence today (photo by Lee Hoffman).
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J. O. Davidson, Ice Yachting on the Hudson, Harper’s Weekly, 1879.  

J. O. Davidson, The Light House, Tappan Zee— 
A Present for the Keeper, wood engraving from 
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, 1888. Photo 
by John Scott, courtesy of the Historical Society 
of Rockland County.

J. O. Davidson, Barge Party on the Tappan Zee by Moonlight, hand-colored 
engraving, published in Harper’s Weekly, 1889. 

Editor’s Note:
I know I am not alone in wanting to discover 
more of Julian O. Davidson’s work. Win and 
Betty Perry came home from a trip to Denver 
overjoyed to find a Davidson painting wel-
coming visitors to the Denver Art Museum. 
Marianne Leese of the Rockland Historical 
Society assisted me in searching for Davidson’s 
family photos. Because she knew to look in the 
right place (a collection of John Scott’s photos) 
she discovered a photo he took of The Light 
House, Tappan Zee—A Present for the Keeper. 
Those visiting the Blooms during the House 
Tour learned they are Davidson admirers. Keep 
your eyes open, and your phones at the ready; 
please let us know what you find.  
info@nyackhistory.org
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Tappan Zee in oil

A Breezy Day, Tarrytown Bay, painted in 1887, was exhib-
ited at the National Academy of Design in New York 
City, along with the works of other noted painters, such 
as Winslow Homer. A large sailboat heels in the wind and 
“horse’s-mane” whitecaps dance on the river. Beneath a 
cloudy sky, the Tarrytown light and the hills of Tarrytown 
are seen along the horizon. The painting is now hanging 
in the Nyack Library Carnegie-Farian Room.

Tarrytown Light

The engraving Light House, Tappan Zee–A Present for  
the Keeper, published in 1888, is Davidson’s last known 
work depicting the Tappan Zee. He returns to a favorite 
image shown in earlier works, the Tarrytown light. The 
lighthouse was built in 1883 and was the only lighthouse 
on the Hudson River to have lightkeeper’s living quar- 
ters inside rather than in an attached building. Davidson 
would have known the Ackerman family that lived in 
the light. Davidson is a master of using light for dra-
matic effect in his art. In this work, interior light from 
the lighthouse as well as the unseen lighthouse beacon 
highlight the moment in which one man passes a basket 
to the lightkeeper on a long pole. Throughout his Tappan 
Zee art, Davidson captures the full range of life on the 

Hudson River, from the serenity of the Barge Party to the 
treacherous wind-blown waves in the Light House.

The end of a career

It is a great tragedy that Davidson developed a strep 
infection that caused Bright’s disease, a form of nephritis. 
He continued to paint while sick in his Nyack home, 
but on April 30, 1894, at age 41, he died at the height 
of his career. It is a further tragedy that Cornelia Merritt 
Davidson died of a stroke one year later. Creditors were 
quick to force an estate auction in Nyack. Approximately 
100 works were inventoried, some of non-marine sub-
jects, but only a handful are known to exist today. 

Davidson’s works quickly passed into oblivion. 
Impressionism became the new fashionable art style; the 
Hudson River School became passé. A Breezy Day is a 
bridge of sorts between the two artistic schools. Its  
subject matter is pure romantic Hudson River School, 
but the brushwork is strong and assertive and almost 
post-impressionist in style.

We can only guess what type of artwork Davidson 
would have created in the 20th century and how many 
Nyack scenes were left unpainted by his early death. For 
certain, a strong social force in the community was lost 
much too soon. 

All photos are by the author unless otherwise noted.

Detail from J. O. Davidson, A Breezy Day, Tarrytown Bay, 1887, oil on canvas.  
Collection of Nyack Library. 
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Message from the President
by Win Perry, Society President

I can remember the hurricanes of 1938 and 1950. They 
were to blame for most of the destruction to the grand 
Victorian building that was the original clubhouse of 
the Nyack Rowing Association, co-founded by Julian O. 
Davidson, who was a prime mover of the organization. 

Built in 1882, the Nyack Rowing Association club-
house was a focus of Nyack’s social scene in the 1880s 
and 90s. Davidson, with his early success as a maritime 
painter, was a popular and enthusiastic member. He 
painted scenery for events, excelled as coxswain of rowing 
parties, and served a term as president.

Built on pilings out in the river, the clubhouse was 
reached from shore by way of a long walkway from the 
foot of Spear Street. The first floor was devoted to boat 
storage, the second was a grand ballroom, and the third 
accommodated smaller rooms in three rooftop dormers 
on each side and a stubby tower at the landward end. 
A porch surrounded three sides of the ballroom, and 
a smaller porch at the river end of the lower floor gave 
access to a floating dock for boarding boats. The whole 
ensemble was topped by a cupola at midpoint of the 
ridge and a huge flagpole at each end. It would be hard 
to imagine another building that would better express 
festivity and the joy of river sports.

By the late 1930s, the Nyack Rowing Association was 
a distant memory. Since 1914, the clubhouse had served 
as part of the Julius Petersen Shipyard’s lower yard, and 
boating had become a low-budget pursuit for Nyackers 
enduring the Great Depression. I was a young child and 
didn’t actually see the old building hit by the 1938 storm, 
but I was allowed outdoors to experience the need to lean 
steeply into the wind in order to stand. After the storm, 
and for the next 12 years, I became quite familiar with 
the damaged building, as I would fish for blue crabs just 
south of it and sailed small boats at the nearby Nyack 
Boat Club. It was still used for boat storage, but the 
flagpoles were gone, the porches were crooked, and some 
sections of railing were missing.

In 1950, I did get down to the shore during the 
storm. Waves were crashing against the side of the build-
ing, spray was flying as high as the roof, and boards were 
being tossed into the air. The grand old lady of the Nyack 
waterfront was no more.

Shortly thereafter, Petersen’s lower yard was pur-
chased by the Village of Nyack and, after the remains 
of the clubhouse were removed, became today’s marina, 
parking lot, restaurant site, and pumping station.

J. O. Davidson, New Boathouse of the Nyack Rowing Association, wood engraving, published in Harper’s Weekly, 1882. Photo courtesy of 
Nyack Library. Author Lynn S. Beman, in her exhibition catalogue Julian O. Davidson: American Marine Artist (1986, Historical  

Society of Rockland County), notes that Davidson created the engraving from a photo taken by Nyack photographer Van Wagner.  
Davidson was probably too busy participating in the regatta to have had time to sketch the scene.
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The Great Nyack House Tour 2019 
Musings from Our Hosts

The weather could not have been better, and over 350 
people visited the seven remarkable homes on this years 
tour. Each had its own abundance of charm as well as 
historical significance. 

This year’s tour could not have happened without 
the generosity of our hosts: Paul and 
Mary Adler, Loren and Mayra Bloom, 
Steve and Danny Haimowitz, Bonnie 
and Chris Kelly, Nick Norwood, Ivan 
and Kathy Rudolph-Shabinsky, Glenn 
Trahan and Cynthia Costa-Trahan.

Several hosts shared some thoughts 
with us, which we wanted to share with 
you:

Paul Adler: Preparing for the 
house tour was interesting, nerve- 
racking, and satisfying: interesting 
because we imagined what a first-time 
visitor would see; nerve-racking because 
of the detail to be tended to; and satisfying because we 
got to share our home with folks who love the history 
of our newly adopted home in Nyack. We hope that we 
have planted a seed in someone else’s mind to take on a 
thoughtful restoration project that will preserve and  
protect a piece of history for a new generation to appreci-
ate. And finally, we were so appreciative of the respect- 
ful and diligent efforts of the docents who treated our 
home as if it were their own.

Nick Norwood (Carson McCullers Center, 
Columbus State University): It’s always a treat to host 
people who love Carson McCullers’s work in her house. 
It’s also fun to see their reaction to the pictures on the 

mantle, realizing they’re standing in the very spot where 
Carson, Isak Dinesen, and Marilyn Monroe were in one 
of the photographs. But the most memorable visitor we 
had on the tour was an ambulance nurse in Nyack in the 
1960s who had been in the house several times to take 

Carson to the hospital in emergency 
situations, and returned for the very 
first time on the house tour.

Asha Paulose (docent captain): 
I sensed the visitors were delighted 
to learn Carson’s legacy continues in 
part through the programs offered by 
the Center in Nyack. The McCullers 
Center sends out invitations to events 
and issues of their newsletter to those 
who share their email address with 
mccullerscenter@columbusstate.edu.

Cynthia Costa-Trahan: It 
was touching and unexpected to see 

people interested in things on display that have special 
significance for us. Getting ready motivated us to set up 
the old doctor’s office, which was very special. We feel 
blessed to be living in our house and felt sharing it was 
the right thing to do for the Historical Society and the 
community.

Mayra Bloom: Like other folks at our stage of life, 
we’ve been thinking about the pros and cons of aging in 
place vs. downsizing/moving. All the big and little things 
we did to prepare for the Tour have made the house so 
much more comfortable that we’re definitely staying here 
as long as we can! The Tour helped us appreciate and feel 
grateful for our house more than ever.
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The Historical Society of the Nyacks Walking Tours take place on Sundays and begin at 2 p.m.  
$5 for the tour (cash or check collected at the beginning of the tour).  

If you would like to purchase tickets through meetup there is an extra $1 charge. No reservations required. 
To RSVP, or for more information, contact ashapaulose15@gmail.com

September 22  Downtown Nyack (meet at the bottom of Main Street near the water, on the corner of Main  
 Street and River Street)

October 13 South Nyack (meet at the southwest corner of South Broadway and Cedar Hill Avenue)

October 20  Oak Hill Cemetery (meet at the entrance gate of the cemetery on Route 9W, between 
 Sickles Avenue and Fifth Avenue)

❧ Upcoming Walking Tours ❧

Forthcoming Exhibition  
A Double-Feature: A History of Nyack Cinema and Theater

Saturday, September 8 through Saturday, November 23  
Curated by Bonnie Timm, Mike Hays, and Tom Stratford

For over 100 years residents of the Nyacks have had the pleasure of attending  
cinema and theater in their own backyard. And the creative juices of its residents continue to run deep.  

This exhibition will be nostalgic, surprising, and fun. Details to come.
Open Saturdays, 1–4 p.m.


