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In the early 1970s, I came across a novel displayed 
at a Manhattan Barnes and Noble bookstore with a little 
black girl on the cover tightly holding a blonde-haired 
doll with blue eyes, The Bluest Eye. That was my intro-
duction to Toni Morrison. I instantly thought, uh oh, 
who is this author who dared to “go there.”

And, as I would learn, she did “go there” and to 
places even deeper, broader, places often times socially 
taboo to utter in public. 
Fascinated, I followed her 
literary bread crumbs inter-
mittently, devouring Sula, 
Song of Solomon, Tar Baby, 
Beloved, Jazz, Paradise, A 
Mercy, all the while soaking 
up validation of the myriad 
black experiences and per-
mission to write our truths.

Through authen-
tic settings and dialogue 
Morrison opened the cocoon 
of black life and survival to 
the world, warts and all. For 
instance, we “thought” we 
knew about racial oppression 
and the enslaved era, but who 
would have imagined reading about the psychological toll 
of both before Morrison? She was fearless and chiseled 
into aspects of American history and black culture with 
the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel.

And she had such a deft hand—even the names 
of her characters and locales would convey a deeper, 
sometimes subtle, meaning (e.g. Pilate, Macon Dead, 
Milkman, Beloved). Toni Morrison certainly had my 
attention. And, deservedly, the world’s.

Her fi ction has a unique sentence structure that 
can challenge some. I’ve always likened reading Toni 

Morrison to exercising a new muscle in your brain that 
you didn’t know existed, but she makes the journey so 
worthwhile if you persevere.

Morrison’s text is more straightforward and less 
nuanced when writing nonfi ction, as in her Introduction 
to Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power, a collection of 
essays responding to the Anita Hill/Clarence Thomas 
hearings, which she also edited (1992, Pantheon Books). 

How she delineated the 
challenges of black women 
in America were spot on 
and still resonate. And, 
in The Dancing Mind, 
her published acceptance 
speech for the National 
Book Foundation Medal for 
Distinguished Contribution 
to American Letters (1996, 
Alfred A. Knopf ), she 
described with utter clarity 
the shortcomings of a prep 
school ivy league track 
student whose entire life 
had been so completely 

programmed for success that 
he had never experienced 

enough free time to read for simple pleasure. That exam-
ple is juxtaposed with an obviously brilliant woman living 
in another culture who had never experienced the mere 
freedom to express herself as honestly as Morrison. 

I was honored to attend her Jazz book signing at 
the Grand View Village Hall soon after having moved to 
Central Nyack in 1981. As an aspiring writer, and with 
Morrison’s close proximity one hamlet away in Grand 
View, I felt inspired.

Years ago, I’d occasionally see her tooling around 
Nyack in her classic Jaguar. One time we unexpectedly 

Toni Morrison at the Bench by the Road celebration, 
Nyack Memorial Park, May 18, 2015. Photo by Susan McTigue.
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crossed paths as she exited Temptations licking an ice 
cream cone!

Those sightings were less frequent after Beloved (the 
movie) came out, but I saw Toni Morrison again when I 
attended her lecture at Nyack Library in 2007. She spoke 
about her inspiration for Beloved, Margaret Garner, for 
whom she’d written the libretto for the opera of the same 
name. I listened to her describe how the idea for Beloved 
launched from the profound impact she had from reading 
a mid-19th-century news article about a captured run-
away enslaved woman. I understood that world—how 
a single event, sighting, reading could ignite the flame 
of a story. Thankfully, I was fortunate enough to attend 
Margaret Garner, my first opera, and witness how her 
words translated to another art form.

My last sighting of Toni Morrison was at the dedica-
tion of the Bench by the Road at Nyack Memorial Park, 
May 18, 2015. The first copies of Bibsy had arrived from 
my publisher just four days prior, so my excitement was 
intensified, enough so for me to nudge my way to the 
front of the line, literally standing in front of her with my 
phone camera pointing directly at her. Despite needing 

assistance from a very attentive entourage, she looked 
regal as she read a passage of A Bench by the Road to a rapt 
audience. I sensed then it was the last time I’d see her in 
the flesh.

Her stories have always been rooted in mining 
uncharted historical territory, and by so doing she 
unapologetically broke established literary norms, espe-
cially for black women. 

Toni Morrison was probably the biggest influence 
in my decision to explore the mere possibility of writ-
ing fiction and daring to delve into previously unex-
plored arenas. I’m certainly not so foolish as to compare 
myself to the grand dame of literature. I simply want to 
acknowledge how her daring to “go there” gave others 
permission to do so. 

Her accomplishments, awards, and accolades are well 
documented and warranted. Yet on a personal level, her 
inspiration can be summed up in a quote I have framed 
in my home: “If there’s a book that you want to read, but 
it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.”

Thank you, Toni Morrison.

Forthcoming Exhibition  
Greetings from Nyack: A Vintage Postcard Exhibition with a Holiday Theme

Saturday, December 7, 2019, through Saturday, January 25, 2020  
Curated by Jennifer Rothschild and Win Perry

The exhibition will feature vintage postcards of Nyack and Victorian-era trade cards from long-gone businesses  
in the area, many with winter and Christmas holiday themes. Some feature whimsical views  

of a Nyack that either once or never was, as well as of its maritime past.
The Historical Society of the Nyacks appreciates the generous gift of these postcards and trade cards  

by South Nyack resident Robert Courtwright.
Open Saturdays, 1–4 p.m.
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I remember the Rockland Theater from the time I was 
a pre-teen through my high school years. I didn’t go very 
often, but when I did it was always with an exciting air of 
anticipation and adventure. The building was huge, the 
décor was impressive, the chandelier was immense, and 
the brass rails that defined the sections of seating gave the 
whole thing a note of formality. There was a Wurlitzer 
organ from the days of silent films, although we seldom 
got to hear it. Children could get in for 25 cents on a 
Saturday afternoon and could usually get away with stay-
ing for a second showing since there were plenty of seats.  

Strangely, I remember very little of the classic films 
or the famous actors and actresses of the period, though 
their faces and voices are familiar. During World War 
II, there was always a showing of Movie Tone News 
with recent footage of fighting in the South Pacific and 
Europe. The newsreels were about ten minutes long  
and included thrilling action footage of airplanes, ships, 
and tanks with a very dramatic and patriotic narration. 
Next came a “short subject,” usually an animated cartoon, 
like Bugs Bunny, before the main feature. I remember 

Rockland Theater, 1952. Phone Call from a Stranger, starring Bette Davis and Shelley Winters, is playing.  
Stark’s Sweet Shop occupies a corner of the theater building. Bill’s Rendezvous (listed at 37 N. Broadway)  

offered patrons dining and dancing. Runcible Spoon is located there now.

Message from the President
by Win Perry, Society President

black-and-white films and then the amazing revelation of 
Technicolor. I saw Disney’s Fantasia there, but preferred 
the westerns.

I don’t remember buying popcorn, but on one 
occasion I took a girl to the movies and then to Stark’s 
Restaurant for an ice cream sundae. Starks was next door 
to the theater entrance and was part of the same building 
as the theater. There were often GIs from Camp Shanks 
in the audience, and the USO was across the street, where 
Runcible Spoon is now.

The Rockland was a Skouras Theater. Mr. Ardavany 
was the manager; I knew his son in school. A rumor went 
around that Skouras bought out the Broadway Theater 
down the street to eliminate the competition.

My moment in the spotlight came when I won the 
door prize at a special show sponsored by a garden supply 
store. I was probably 13. I went up on the stage and was 
presented with a wheelbarrow full of cow manure. After 
the show, I traded it in for a Clemson lawnmower and 
earned money for a few more movie tickets by mowing 
lawns.
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“Who’s in it?” we all ask. We still get excited when 
we see a fi lm shoot in the Nyack area. Imagine Thomas 
Edison’s portable movie camera and crew traveling 
through Nyack to Rockland Lake from Edison’s New 
Jersey studios in 1898 to fi lm Loading Ice on a Train, one 
of the earliest on-location movies ever made. 

Early movies and theaters in America

The fi rst indoor moving picture theater, projecting 
moving pictures in America, was the Nickelodeon in 
Pittsburgh in 1905. Soon Nickelodeon-style theaters 
popped up quickly in storefronts throughout America as 
we became entranced with our ability to perceive motion 
from a series of still photographs. Vaudeville remained 
popular; short, silent fi lms, either stories or travelogues, 
accompanied by pipe-organs or player-pianos, were mixed 
together with live vaudeville acts. In time, slides with 
lyrics were projected on the screen and the audience sup-
plied the music via sing-alongs. Movies replaced animal 
and acrobat vaudeville acts that once opened and closed 
traditional vaudeville shows; by 1930 vaudeville was a 
thing of the past. Soon movies were the rage and Nyack 
caught the movie bug. As the theaters grew and changed 
so did Nyack. The story of the rise and fall of Nyack’s 

movie theaters mirrors the trajectory of downtown Nyack 
in the 20th century.

The name of the fi rst moving picture theater in 
Nyack has been lost to time. In fact, only two sourc-
es refer to a theater in what was then known as the 
Randolph Building at the southwest corner of Main and 
Franklin Streets. The Goldfi ngers, who ran an apparel 
store at that location after the theater closed, recalled a 
500-seat auditorium featuring movies and vaudeville acts 
costing fi ve or ten cents. The vaudeville performers used a 
room upstairs as a dressing room, which was later used as 
a kitchen by the Goldfi ngers who lived above the store.* 
Perhaps that unnamed theater was the fi rst home of the 
Lyceum, which opened across the street in 1911. 

The Lyceum

Built in 1911, on Main Street next door to Hawvermale’s 
Hardware store, the Lyceum was owned by Village 
Trustee George Dawson and mixed vaudeville with mov-
ing pictures, twice a day, six days a week. Their slogan: 
“Quality never fails to win recognition.” Its design was a 
luxurious mix of faux Grecian detail, including a fantail 
window over its large wooden doors. 

By 1921, the Lyceum merged with the much larger 
Broadway Theater, but soon closed. The building was 
absorbed by Hawvermale’s Hardware in 1928, which 
became the Nyack Grand Union in the 1930s. Today, the 
site of The Lyceum is Mainstream Commons.

Early Nyack Moving Picture Theaters
1910 –1967

by Mike Hays, HSN Trustee

The old Lyceum Theater (ca. 1920) was on the north side of Main 
Street, the second building west of Franklin Street. It later became 

the Grand Union and is now an antiques mall. All photos 
courtesy of the Nyack Library Local History Room, except for the 

photo of the Tappan Zee Playhouse. 
An opening night at the Lyceum (winter 1921). Patrons waiting 

on the sidewalk dressed in hats and topcoats.*The Journal-News, November 24, 1950.
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The Wigwam
A precursor to the Broadway Theater

Henry Doersch, whose market superseded the Wigwam 
on the southwest corner of Church and Broadway, noted, 
“Most town events centered here in the old hall when 
Grant was President.” Opened in 1868, the building was 
nicknamed the “Wigwam” because it was a popular meet-
ing place for the Whig party, a precursor to the Republi-
can party. The Wigwam was a meat, fruit, and vegetable 
market run by John Sickles. On September 1, 1868, 
Horace Greeley, then a Democratic presidential candidate 
opposing Grant, spoke in front of the Wigwam to 1,500 
people who gathered in the streets and on the rooftops to 
hear him. The market was expanded in 1869 to include a 
space suitable for “public meetings, concerts, lectures or 
any other moral entertainment.” 

The Broadway Theater

In 1911, a large crowd attended the opening of the 
750-seat Broadway Theater at the southwest corner of 
Broadway and Church streets, which was built on the 
foundations of the Wigwam, a grocery store and village 
meeting hall constructed during the Civil War. With a 
mix of vaudeville acts and silent movies, it was advertised 
as being “the Playhouse of Quality,” and the manager 
promised that customers would be “protected from any-
thing objectionable.”

In 1920, the theater expanded to 1,200 seats, acquir-
ing the stable behind it, making way for an enlarged 
stage, orchestra pit, and backstage dressing facilities. 
There was a balcony, concession stand, and side-by-side 
boxes on both floors. 

The Wigwam, built in 1868, served as both a public meeting hall 
and a market. The Broadway Theater replaced it on this site in 

1911, and the Doersch Brothers moved across Broadway. Today the 
site of the Wigwam is occupied by the Brickhouse restaurant.

Nyack’s Broadway Theater as it appeared soon after its  
construction in 1911. Bunting decorating the building was hung  

in celebration of an upcoming firemen’s parade. 

A photo, ca. 1940s, shows buildings next to the theater  
that were subsequently razed for urban renewal.

Members of the Ambulance Corps march past the  
Broadway Theater, which has a “For Sale” sign on its side wall.  

Photo from 1948.
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The Broadway Theater itself became a victim of 
a newer and larger competitor in 1928, the Rockland 
Theater. The Tudor-style cinema sat vacant until it was 
resuscitated as the the Tappan Zee Playhouse in 1958. 
Honey Waldman and her husband, Bruce Becker, 
purchased and renovated the Broadway Theater as a 
venue for summer stock. The opening night show was 
Midsummer, a play by Vina Delmar staring James Mason, 
with Helen Hayes in a “walk-on” cameo as the curtains 
opened. Also on the bill for the first season was Cat On  

a Hot Tin Roof with Veronica Lake and Fallen Angels with 
Hermione Gingold.

Despite a prolonged and high-powered capital cam-
paign to restore and reopen the Tappan Zee Playhouse, 
the campaign was unsuccessful. A fire led to its demoli-
tion, and it is now the site of the Brickhouse restaurant.

The Rockland Theater  
Nyack’s million-dollar movie palace

By the mid-1920s, lavish movie palaces were sweeping 
America. Though talkies first appeared in 1927, it took 
a while for vaudeville to disappear completely. Opening 
in May 1928, the Rockland Theater was touted as “the 
million-dollar theater.” Movies and vaudeville shared the 
bill for many years.  

Five houses were demolished to make way for the 
theater, which was built on North Broadway between 
High Avenue and New Street. The exterior was nothing 
extravagant, but inside was a different story. An oriental 

rug once adorned the center of the lobby along with a 
bronze statue of an Egyptian on horseback. An ornate, 
3,000-pound chandelier hung from the domed ceiling. 

The theater opening was a big deal! On opening 
night, May 16, 1928, every one of the 1,800 seats were 
taken to watch a silent movie, High School Hero. The rave 
reviews noted Jack Taylor on the giant Wurlitzer organ 
playing “Stars and Stripes Forever” and the sing-along, 
“Sweet Adeline.” 

Shamefully, for many years, African Americans had 
to sit in the balcony. One account, cited in A Centennial 
Journal: Nyack in the 20th Century (2000), states that “if 
you made an attempt to go downstairs, they’d call the 
police station and the police would come and drag you 
out.”  

According to William Motto, the projectionist with 
the theater for all of its 30 years, the theater was packed 
in its early days. In a good week, 12,000–15,000 people 
would attend, as well as during the summer months with 
villagers as well as Rockland Lake vacationers. During 
World War II, the stage was used for special performances 
starring celebrities like Helen Hayes promoting the sale of 
war bonds. 

Movie attendance declined in the 1960s. On No -
vem ber 7, 1967, the Rockland Theater closed for good 
and was demolished in just three days. Nyack was in 
transition. The Tappan Zee Bridge brought with it new 
housing, shopping centers with abundant parking, and 
multiplex movie theaters. Will Nyack ever again be 
able to sustain the intimacy of a local movie theater? 
Thankfully, Rivertown Films is doing all it can to fill that 
void.

The Rockland Theater, in 1934.  
The Club Diner is in the foreground. The Last Gentleman,  

starring George Arliss, is playing.

The Tappan Zee Playhouse in 1958. Helen Hayes played the role 
of Lulu Specer in A Adventure. Photo from the Historical Society’s 

Robert Courtwright postcard collection.
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In Search of Julian O. Davidson’s Art

Hook; it reminded them of what Hook Mountain looked 
like before “its nose was blasted off.” It now belongs with 
her brother’s family in Denver. Kickie’s favorite paint-
ing, however, is a watercolor on board that exemplifies 
Davidson’s beautiful use of color and light, The Lighthouse 
(1891)—reproduced above. 

She is arranging for other works in her collection—
Cutting Christmas Trees on the Hudson, The Sea Serpent, 
The Steamboat Anne—to be photographed and made 
available online and/or in the Nyack Library Local 
History Room.

Kickie is thrilled that Davidson is getting more atten-
tion in his hometown, and she had a few suggestions: she 
would like to see a historical marker placed at his home at 
117 South Broadway and is hoping that Hopper House 
might feature an exhibition of Davidson’s Hudson River 
art to explore its similarities with Hopper’s works along 
the same stretch of the river.

—Editor

Our last newsletter featured an article by trustee 
Mike Hays on marine painter Julian O. Davidson’s art of 
the Tappan Zee and his fascinating years in Nyack. After 
his and his wife’s untimely deaths, Davidson’s art was auc-
tioned off to cover their debts (circa 1895). Many pieces 
were purchased by friends and neighbors. We reached 
out to readers in the hopes of finding more of his works. 
Within a few days, local resident Katharine “Kickie” 
Fulmor contacted Win Perry to tell him of her family’s 
Davidson collection.

Growing up, Kickie understood that her great-grand-
father, New York State Senator Clarence Lexow, and other 
“well-to-do” men of Nyack purchased art from Davidson’s 
widow to help her out. After reading Hays’s article, Kickie 
referred to Lynn S. Beman’s 1986 Davidson exhibition 
catalogue and discovered that each of her family’s items 
was listed in the auction brochure.

As a young girl, Sunset on the Coast (circa 1893), was 
hanging in her family’s living room. They renamed it The 
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Attention Members!  

Docent Training Day
Saturday, January 18, 2020 • 10 a.m. – 12 noon

at the HSN Museum, lower level of the Depew House, 50 Piermont Avenue, Nyack

Do you have what it takes to be a Museum Docent?
We need volunteers to assist in our Museum during our Saturday afternoon hours (1–4 p.m.).  

You would be asked to attend our Docent Training and volunteer only 2–4 times a year. 

For questions and details, contact Asha Paulose (ashapaulose15@gmail.com or 518.852.6448).

Wednesday programs: 7 p.m. at Nyack Library, 59 South Broadway
Registration is required for Nyack Library programs. Call 845.358.3370 x214

Thursday programs: 2 p.m. at Valley Cottage Library, 110 Route 303

Programs are free. Donations are welcome.

November 20 and 21
Asha Paulose: Exploring the History of South Nyack  

December 18 and 19
John Patrick Schutz: John Green’s Legacy: A Study in Contradiction 

❧ Upcomining John Scott Armchair Lecture Series ❧


