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“A Record of Local Life about To Change Forever”

Two Holsteins graze in an Upper Nyack fi eld, in a photo by Frank Brush, 1890.
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Frank Brush, an Upper Nyack photographer, used his 
cameras to record aspects of life and the environment in 
Rockland County in the late 1800s and early 1900s. His 
images show careful preparation and staging, an artist’s 
eye for composition, and the fi ne-grain detail that was 
possible with the high-quality camera lenses and the glass 

plate negatives that he used. He died in 1916, but his 
wife lived until 1943 in their house a short distance down 
Van Houten Street from where I live. Mrs. Brush gave my 
father a collection of Frank Brush’s photographs and they 
sat in a cupboard in the garage for thirty years. When I 
became interested in local history, my father passed them 
on to me. What has survived are two albums, one of 8˝ 
by 10˝ prints, the other 4½˝ by 7½˝, and two boxes of 
glass negatives, mostly from the same photographs.

The prints have been scanned, and are among the 
127 images by Frank Brush that can be viewed in the 

Nyack Library Collection on the New York Heritage web-
site. To fi nd them, go to the Nyack Library home page, 
click “Local History,” then “Images.” Look for and click 
the word “here” in the sentence “Digital photographs can 
be viewed here” in the fi rst paragraph, then enter “Frank 
Brush” in the search box and click “Go.”

The photographs were mounted on cardboard album 
pages in the days before it was known that the acid in 
cardboard would damage photographs, and they cannot 
be removed. As a result the images are somewhat yellowed 
and faded, but are still impressive. To some extent, the 
damage can be corrected digitally with a photo editing 
program. The glass negatives, on the other hand, are in 
better condition so new prints could be made.

Frank Brush did not have a commercial studio. He 
worked at a variety of occupations and and may have 
done photography more as a hobby than a business. In 

Frank Brush, Upper Nyack Photographer
by Win Perry, HSN President
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1890 he is listed in a directory as a leather cutter in a shoe 
factory, and in 1900 and 1906 as a laborer. The Nyack 
Evening Journal reported that in 1903 he produced 5,000 
violet plants and shipped them to New York City. He was 
also Village Treasurer and later Town Assessor. I suspect 
that he was largely supported by his wife’s inheritance. 
She was a daughter of George Smith, an owner of the 
farm at Rockland Lake that later became Davies’, and she 
inherited the house on Van Houten Street from him. 

Most of Frank Brush’s photographs were taken 
outdoors, and he often had his portrait subjects pose in 
his front yard. He did take a few interior photographs, 
probably using fl ash powder for illumination. To allow 
for long exposure time, the heavy camera was mounted 
on a tripod, and the photographer worked under an 
opaque curtain behind the camera to allow him to load 
the treated glass plate without exposing it to light.

Brush often chose scenes involving water: the shore 
of the Hudson, a horse and buggy on a bridge perfectly 
refl ected in a stream below, boys swimming in a pond, 
people beside a brook. He did many farm scenes, cap-
turing a way of life that was already dying out in Rock-
land. He clearly loved horses; there are several shots with 
him and his wife in their horse and buggy, obviously 
taken by an assistant or with a time delay. Once he won 
a second prize at the County Fair for the best stallion. 
Brush appears in several of his own photographs as a slim 
man with a dark, bushy mustache and a bowler hat. He 
photographed streets and houses in the Nyacks and the 
road over Hook Mountain before Route 9W when it was 
a narrow dirt lane.

Frank Brush’s photographs preserve a record of a local 
life based on farms, horse-drawn transportation, and 
Victorian dress, a life that was about to change forever.

Clockwise from upper left: Hook Mountain seen from the Upper Nyack shore 
(the dock for the stone crushing operation is beneath Hook Mountain), 1903-05; 
milking cows, 1890; North Broadway, ca.1890; pitching hay, 1890. 
Facing page: cows in a Ramapo lane, ca.1890.

Clockwise from upper left: Hook Mountain seen from the Upper Nyack shore 
(the dock for the stone crushing operation is beneath Hook Mountain), 1903-05; 
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Isaac Marshall Van Wagner, 
Nyack’s First Photographer

by Mike Hays, HSN Vice President and “Nyack News and Views” Columnist

Isaac Marshall Van Wagner was not only Nyack’s fi rst 
professional photographer, but he was also one of Nyack’s 
most popular and enterprising citizens. His studio por-
traits endeared him to many people, and his photographs 
of buildings and local scenes were cherished. Hardly a 
home in Nyack was without a Van Wagner photograph. 
He was also an entrepreneur, real estate investor, artist, 
trap rock mining owner, historian, traveler, and Civil 
War veteran. He was credited by many with the idea of 
the three-story brick buildings on South Broadway that 
covered over a large Nyack Brook and shifted the center 
of gravity for Nyack business from Main Street to South 
Broadway. 

Early Life and Civil War Service

Isaac Marshall Van Wagner was born in Poughkeepsie of 
Dutch heritage. His father was a laborer and mason. He 

was born on New Year’s Day, 1843; the 1860 census lists 
Van Wagner living at home with his parents and three 
siblings while employed as an ambrotypist. (Ambrotype 
was a form of wet plate negative photography which was 
quickly replaced by tintypes.) How he learned this esoter-
ic technology at such an early age is not known.

At age seventeen, Van Wagner enlisted to serve in the 
Union Army as a private in the 5th New York Infantry, 
or “Duryee’s Zouaves,” known for their festive uniforms 
with colorful pantaloons. The 5th Infantry served in the 
Peninsular Campaign of 1862 in an attempt to capture 
Richmond. Van Wagner’s Civil War records list him as 
disabled on May 31, 1862, due to illness, shortly after 
the battle of Hanover Courthouse Square. He never fully 
regained his health. 

Simeon, Isaac’s older brother by two years, also served 
as a private from 1863 until the end of the war, muster-

The Nyack Rowing Association building, in a photo taken from the north, ca.1885.
The building was usually photographed from the south.
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The People’s Dock in Nyack, at the foot of Spear Street, stereoscopic photo, ca.1878. 
Fifteen workingmen, all in hats and some holding tools, pose in front of a large steam engine. 

A large pile of fi rewood is to the left of the huge engine.

ing out in Richmond, Virginia. Simeon would eventually 
move to Piermont, where he was a well-known carriage 
painter at the Folsom Carriage Factory. Simeon lived on 
Paradise Avenue and preceded Isaac in death. He is buried 
in Rockland Cemetery.

Nyack Studios

After returning from war, Van Wagner married Martha 
Ann Lee, perhaps a childhood sweetheart. They were 
married in Poughkeepsie and had three children: Lilian, 
Charles, and Mabel. By 1870 the family had moved to 
Nyack, where Van Wagner established Nyack’s fi rst pho-
tography studio.

Soon after their arrival, the couple built a house at 97 
South Broadway, on land purchased from Tunis DePew, 
at the southeast corner of Cedar Hill Avenue and Broad-
way. Their Victorian home (now the home of Corcoran 
Baer & Macintosh) was reported to have one of the best 
paint schemes in town. 

In 1871 Van Wagner’s Photography Art Gallery and 
Frame Store opened on Burd Street near South Broadway. 
In addition to picture frames, his advertisements featured 
installation of ceiling mouldings and window cornices on 
short notice. Van Wagner owned a steam yacht, Photo, 
much like local artist Julian Davidson’s steamboat that 
was used for sketching Hudson River scenes. 

Van Wagner set up a bigger studio at 32 South 

Broadway in 1877, with a product line that promoted 
both his artistic and photographic talents: porcelain 
miniatures using the Lambert method (a type of transfer 
that produced a print surface of notable brilliance). Large 
portrait photographs were offered along with framed life-
sized crayon or pastel portraits. Copies of photographs 
could be made as tintypes.

Van Wagner also sold stereographs (a popular 
form of scene viewing using a stereoscope to produce a 
three-dimensional effect). He made scenes in Rockland 
County and Nyack: buildings, waterfalls, glens, trains, 
steamboats, lakes, and panoramas. The local newspapers 
often listed the names of people and places he photo-
graphed.

In his studio he took many portraits of his subjects, 
in their fi nest, and embellished the portraits with elegant 
accoutrements. The newspaper Rockland County Journal
reported that Van Wagner made a crayon portrait of the 
Northern Railroad conductor Jessup and his wife, noting 
“every feature was clearly defi ned, and with a lifelike ex-
pression that gives it an air of realism truly wonderful.”

Van Wagner, Historian

In 1878 Van Wagner photographed the recently acknowl-
edged site of Major John André’s execution as a British 
spy. According to newspaper accounts, Van Wagner pho-
tographed the site as well as the three people who were 
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of Rockland 
County. In 1886 
Van Wagner sold 
his Nyack studio 
and made his 
mark nationally. 
Fourteen of his 
photos from 
that era survive 
in the Library of 
Congress, one 
of which depicts 
the departure 
of Buffalo Bill’s 
Wild West Show 
aboard a ship 
in New York 
City as they 
embarked for 
London.

Van Wagner’s 
Legacy

Isaac Marshall 
Van Wagner, Civil War veteran, photographer, artist, 
entrepreneur, confidant, historian, and traveler, lit up 
Nyack with more than studio lights for a brief interval 
of some twenty years. We are fortunate to have surviving 
examples of his portraits, landscapes, and stereographs 
courtesy of the Nyack Library and the Winston C. Perry 
Jr. Collection.

present when 
André was disin-
terred in 1871, 
confirming the lo-
cation. Only one 
photo survives 
from the series 
that Van Wagner 
made that day, a 
stereograph of the 
DeWint house in 
Tappan, which 
Washington 
occupied at the 
time André was 
executed. The 
Rockland County 
Journal noted that 
the Van Wagner 
collection of 
photos was an 
“important link in 
the preservation 
of historical events 
connected with the county.”

While in Washington, DC, in 1887, Van Wagner 
made photographic copies of significant Revolutionary 
War surveys and maps, several of which had been drawn 
by Washington. One map showed the roads and defens-
es of Rockland County. At least one map was donated 
by Van Wagner to the Rockland County Historical and 
Forestry Society, a forerunner of the Historical Society 

Old Stone Church, West Nyack, 1880  
The church was built of sandstone bricks. On the left is the cemetery, which is still standing 

(at the southeast corner of Germonds Road and Strawtown Road).

Left to right: Tunis DePew, 1880; Mary E. Merritt, on her birthday, November 17, 1877; Stephen William Merritt, ca.1878 (Mary’s brother).
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During the Revolution, British ships would send ma-
rauding parties to the shore of the Hudson River. More 
than once they attempted to land at the Sarvent farm 
in what is now Upper Nyack (about where Highmount 
Avenue and North Broadway 
meet.) Local patriots would 
rush to defend their community 
from these raids. At Sarvent’s 
Quarry, sandstone bedrock had 
been cut out to build homes. 
The quarrying operation created 
a natural rampart. From be-
hind this barrier, local farmers 
could fi re at the British landing 
parties. Skirmishes occurred in 
1776 and 1777.

The Skirmish Krew is made 
up of a group of students from 
Nyack  Middle School and 
Nyack High School (Sam Gun-
ther, Gabe Buchholz, Lily Anton, Brianna Sinnott, and 
Michael Kim). They have been re-living the experience of 
the Revolutionary War, with my assistance. With respect 
to their search for cannonballs fi red from British ships, 
there’s nothing to report as yet. 

In an effort to raise awareness of this important 

historical event, the Skirmish Krew decided to champion 
the placement of an historical marker. First they sought 
and then attained the approval of property owners where 
the Skirmishes took place. Then they created a Go Fund 

Me site which raised enough to 
cover all costs. 

The Skirmish Krew 
worked together to come up 
with the text for the marker, 
and fi nal touches were made 
by Win Perry, the President 
of the Historical Society of 
the Nyacks. The design of the 
marker was chosen to match 
the other markers installed by 
the HSN. 

It seemed like a long time 
from when we fi rst had the idea 
to when the marker was fi nally 
installed. The Krew were very 

excited to dig the hole and assemble the marker. It was 
hard work but also fun! Now we are looking forward to 
starting a new local history project.

The Krew greatly appreciates the help and support of 
the Historical Society of the Nyacks, the Village Board of 
Upper Nyack, and Mayor Karen Tarapata. 

The Skirmish Krew Remembers 
the Revolutionary War in Nyack 

by Tom Perry, NHS Teacher and Skirmish Krew Advisor

Recent visitors had this to say:

“The conversation among other Toni Morrison fans that 
Saturday afternoon was rich and engaging. I was amazed 
to learn that among her prolifi c works were insightful 
children’s books. I would love. . . to have a copy of the 
chronology. . . and will share her children’s books with 
my grandchildren and make them a part of my library.”

Drusilla Kinzonzi, Middle School English Department 
Chair (retired), East Ramapo School District

“The exhibit revealed a lot about Toni’s earlier profession-
al years in publishing and academia that I was previously 

unaware of. I particularly liked the obscure quotes that 
were displayed as well as the children’s books she made 
with her son.”

Tasha Ross, HR Professional

“Toni Morrison was a masterful storyteller whose gift 
with language was so vivid, she made mythic the stories 
of black lives in America. She gave those voices an ur-
gency that will stand the test of time. The Toni Morrison 
retrospective at the Nyack Historical Society presents that 
African-American experience in an accessible, personable 
space that honors her.” 

Dan White, Rockland Center for the Arts

Calling All Toni Morrison Fans: Don’t Miss Our Toni Morrison Exhibition 

☛ Our Museum is located on the fi rst fl oor of the historic Depew House, 50 Piermont Avenue, Nyack.
We are open every Saturday, 1–4 p.m. The exhibition continues through July 31.

☛
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On Sunday, July 25, you are invited to some tasty local history.
So please save the date!

At “A Taste of Local History,” on Sunday, July 25, cuisine histo-
rian Lavada Nahon will tell us about the day-to-day life of the 
farmers and of their workers, many of whom were enslaved. She 
will talk about what they were eating and drinking, how it was 
prepared, and who was preparing it. And, to make the experi-
ence genuine, we are arranging a take-out supper from Hudson 
Market on Main that harkens back to cuisine circa 1800. Think 
about who you’d like to experience this adventure with— 
because we encourage you to participate in the Zoom event and 
have a little dinner party with friends and family who are also 
interested in local history. This Special Event will be affordable 
and at the same time it supports the Historical Society of the 
Nyacks. Look for posters around town and fliers in the mail. If 
you want to help in the planning or simply make sure that you 
receive the specifics, contact info@nyackhistory.org. We will 
put you in touch with the event committee. Looking forward to 
sharing a Taste of Local History with you!

Pe
te

r 
D

eP
rix


