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A small village nestled on the shores of the Hudson 
River, Nyack fi ts rather comfortably in the larger scheme 
of the United States’ widespread experiment with Urban 
Renewal (UR) in the mid-20th century.  Across the coun-
try, from villages to sprawling urban centers, cities were 
tempted with fund-
ing from the Federal 
government to “fi ght 
the blight.” Increased 
automotive travel, 
urban (and suburban) 
growth, consumer-
ism, and under-reg-
ulated housing were 
cited as root causes. 

For Nyack 
specifi cally, anxieties 
were directly tied 
to the town’s role as 
a major consumer 
center in Rockland 
County. The spread 
of “blight” thus 
called into question 
the future prosperity 
of local businesses. 
Proponents of Urban 
Renewal in Nyack in-
vited the redevelopment 
of the downtown area, replacing older, not yet dilapidated 
structures, with parking lots, offi ce buildings, banks, and 
other community amenities. It was believed that the ac-

quisition, demolition, and rezoning of property primarily 
on Main Street, South Franklin, Depew Avenue, Liberty 
Street, and Jackson Avenue could revitalize the local econ-
omy and thus benefi t all. 

However, the program experienced varying levels of 
opposition over the 
course of its exis-
tence between 1959 
and the mid-1970s. 
Early opponents 
specifi cally focused 
on the social detri-
ment of displacing 
local families, 80% 
of whom were 
Black. This prioriti-
zation of economic 
development over 
community preser-
vation is a recur-
ring theme in the 
national history of 
Urban Renewal.

Urban Renewal 
was a national pro-
gram created under 
the Federal Housing 
Act of 1949 (FHA), 
through which the 

U.S. government offered economic incentives for cities 
to fi ght the blight of urban growth. The FHA had many 
functions but historians tend to focus on Title I and 
Title III, which by and large allowed for the acquisition, 
clearance, rezoning, and redevelopment of land by local 
governments. The program was originally termed “Urban 
Redevelopment” between 1949 and 1954 and empha-

Urban Renewal: The Federal Initiative
and Its Implementation in Nyack

by Kristen Foland

The Whitley house on Burd Street being torn down, while life goes on. The photo-
graph was taken by Leonard Cooke in April 1959; he lived just across the street.
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Kristen Foland has a Master of Arts degree in Interna tional 
History from the Graduate Institute of Geneva. She has lived 
in Nyack since November, 2021.
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sized the demolition of existing, sometimes historic, 
structures. In an effort to rebrand and gain more support 
from a broader populace, the program was renamed 
“Urban Renewal” in 1954 and stressed rehabilitation 
of older buildings over demolition and redevelopment. 
However, as historians argue, and as many Nyack resi-
dents would come to realize, the rebrand was superfi cial 
at best, and demolition remained a cornerstone of the 
project. By the late 1960s, 124 families had been dis-
placed, 79% of whom were Black.

Nyack’s initial interest in Urban Renewal was tied 
to residents’ concern about the decline of the village as 
a retail center, exacerbated by increases in population 
and perceived aesthetic and functional fl aws in housing 
conditions. Notes taken by Journal News staff writer 
Virginia Parkhurst in 1958 stated, “Nyack was always 
in a strong retailing position,” but it “seemingly has not 
benefi ted from the upsurge in population. . . .” Members 
of a broad-based coalition with a small contingent of 
Black leaders seeking improved housing advocated with 
Town of Orangetown Supervisor Harold Williams to 
progress “in the right direction,” i.e., prioritize demoli-

tion. For proponents, progress was conceived of solely in 
economic terms and was intimately linked to the physical 
environment. Board members and civic-minded residents 
believed that redeveloping the downtown area and selling 
the parcels to private developers would realize a better 
return on investment than would rehabilitating existing 
structures. This was borne out in the fact that the Village 
did not 1) fairly compensate existing business owners for 
the value of their companies when they were displaced; 
and 2) did not allow the displaced businesses to re-estab-
lish within the same zone. 

Walter Blount, Jr., a prominent fi gure in the com-
munity, dubbed Urban Renewal “urban removal,” for the 
way it displaced mostly Black residents and business own-
ers to the peripheries of the Nyacks. “They took out . . . at 
least 80% of the Blacks that were living in the neighbor-
hood,” Blount recalled. “Some people tried to show us 
where it was an advantage but I could never have—not 
yet today—determined that it was an advantage as far 
as blacks living in the neighborhood were concerned.” 
Under the FHA protocol, the Village had two appraisers 
evaluate each property in the 17-acre UR zone and offer 

A 1959 photo taken at an after-school enrichment program about Urban Renewal, in front of 
the fi rst home slated for demolition (the Christie home, immediately north of Nyack Center). 
Identifi ed children are Alice Curry, Connie Sauer, Patty Sedlack, Sandy Soutar, Joseph Cordillo, 
Kenneth Bookman, Blythe Anderson, David Dalto, Duen Yen, Janice Hutta, Helen Mitard, and 
Patricia Mian. Albert Holland, civil rights lawyer; Frank O’Loughlin, UR Director; Humes M. 
Flynn, real estate consultant; Thomas Glynn, Federal disposition agent; and Gene Setzer, Village 
Trustee, are standing behind the children.    Photo donated to Nyack Library by Gene Setzer



Winter 2022, Historical Society of the Nyacks, 50 Piermont Avenue, Suite 1A, Nyack, NY 10960 www.nyackhistory.org                           3

only market price in exchange for their residence or busi-
ness. The issue with this, as residents pointed out, was 
that the value of a business or home was measured only 
in square feet. Not only were owners given the lowest 
possible market price, the value of their business or home 
to the community was deemed inconsequential. Dorothy 
Artopee, another resident within the UR zone, at an early 
Village Trustees meeting countered, “Is a home not worth 
a home?” For some, the monetary value placed on their 
home within the UR zone was considerably less than 
the price of any other house in the area, forcing them to 
buy outside of the current neighborhood or to become 
renters.

Aside from its economic aspects, Urban Renewal had 
detrimental social effects on the community. Nyack had 
a well-established Black community by the 1960s, with 
some family lineages tracing as far back as 1872. Though 
segregated from certain social activities, Black residents 
were active members of the Village and created meaning-
ful relationships with neighbors that had tied them to the 
community for generations. Many families had lived on 
the same streets, shopped at the same stores, talked to the 
same neighbors, and owned the same businesses for years. 
Faith Blount-Thompson, Mr. Blount’s daughter, recalled 
her grandfather’s house and business, stating that in the 
“community that I lived in, on Liberty Street, everybody 

knew everybody. . . it was cohesive, it was family.” Walter 
Blount stated that the loss of his father’s business and 
home on Liberty Street, which was a bustling central lo-
cation in Nyack, was detrimental to his health. He could 
no longer casually interact with neighbors, friends, and 
customers and was essentially isolated from the Village, 
after he relocated to Willow Avenue (near Nyack Middle 
School) owing to Urban Renewal.

Nyack leaders forged ahead with Urban Renewal 
despite early backlash from concerned residents. As 
with most cases of UR across the country, the Village 
prioritized redevelopment of the community over the 
community itself, disrupting the lives of its people and 
any generational wealth that had been accumulated. 
Unfortunately, proponents of the project did not ques-
tion its efficacy until it was well underway and a growing 
number of residents and business owners had already 
been displaced. By that time, the Nyack Urban Renewal 
Program and the entities charged with its management 
were also challenged by complicated regulations, dead-
lines, and allegations of corrruption.

Note: This newsletter will be covering this complex 
story in forthcoming issues. If you have a particular in-
terest in this important theme and/or want to participate 
in our efforts, either in the newsletter or the upcoming 
exhibit, please let us know at info@nyackhistory.org. 

The greatest thing about Nyack is its people—unique, 
creative, and memorable. Using pencil and paper, Allen 
Steinman has done a truly remarkable job of portraying 
likenesses of some of our most outstanding neighbors. 
Not only are they realistic, but they seem 
to express hints of the subjects’ feelings, 
whether it be enthusiasm about the next 
good idea, or a friendly welcome of an 
old friend. The Historical Society of the 
Nyacks is proud to have his work as our 
current exhibition and to be the custodian 
of it for the future. I’m so glad he recent-
ly decided to add a self-portrait to the 
collection. He belongs in the company of 
Nyack’s outstanding creative people.

One of the portraits in particular 
brought back bittersweet, fond memories. 
Susan Reed’s nationally prominent career 
as a singer and performer of folk music 
and Irish ballads was over when she came 

to Nyack around 1960. As a young woman she had been 
very popular in New York nightclubs and on recordings, 
radio, TV, and stage. Here she performed occasionally, 
worked as an artist in a folksy style and opened a shop 

on South Broadway, where she sold 
clothing, fabrics, and handicrafts. She 
was one of the group of local artists who 
first recognized the significance of the 
Hopper House and worked to acquire 
and rehabilitate it. She served for years 
as a Trustee and faithfully maintained 
a flower garden in its front yard. When 
the first Clearwater Festival was held in 
Nyack’s Memorial Park, she sang there 
with Pete Seeger, reprising a 20-year-
old musical partnership. Always calm, 
kind, and generous to all, she was a dear 
friend.

Our exhibit will be open on January 
15 and 22, if conditions are safe.

Message from the President
by Win Perry, Society President 

Susan Reed, 
portrait by Allen Steinman
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Experienced with major felonies in Rockland County, 
police officers immediately move toward any primary 
escape routes within their jurisdiction. . . I hold my 
position south of their location, prepared to engage 
in any possible pursuit of the suspects onto the Thru-
way. . .Desk Officer Jack McCord transmits the informa-
tion, the chilling news that still brings a nervous shudder: 
i have a report that my cars are supposedly involved 
in a shooting with a U-Haul truck at Waldron and 
59. . .shots fired. . .possibly automatic weapons.

Then Detective Keenan reports the very worst, di-
rectly from the scene: we’ve got two officers shot up 
here Mountain View Avenue. . . 

My initial feelings of fear turn to terror, and then to 
anger. These were police officers, the same as me, but they 
were also my friends. I do the only thing I can think of 
at the time. I turn away from the scene of violence and 
bloodshed, unable and unwilling to interfere with the res-
cue effort, and turn my unmarked police car back toward 
9W. In that instant I decide the only thing I can do is to 
try to catch these obvious monsters as they attempt to 
make their escape toward Christian Herald Road . . . . On 
Christian Herald Road I see the yellow Honda Accord 
speeding toward me in the opposite direction, travelling 
east back toward Nyack, with three occupants inside. I 
back into a nearby driveway to turn around when (I see) 
a speeding car, the white Buick containing three more 
of the monsters who have hurt my friends. Now I have 
them, two cars, six suspects, and the chase is on.

In the midst of all the chaos and confusion already 
on the police radio, I report my situation to Officer 
McCord on the desk at the Nyack PD. . . .The traffic 

Alan Colsey (1952–2021): A Remembrance
by Mimi Hoffman, Editor

It was sobering to learn that Alan  
Colsey’s name had been added to the 
Brinks Memorial Ceremony. When  
I reached out to Bob Van Cura to learn 
more, he sent me a PDF file of the orig-
inal article Alan wrote for the Society’s 
2017 publication, Remembering the 
Brinks Robbery (see nyackhistory.org). 

The excerpts below, taken from 
Alan’s essay, “I Remember the Day 
Clearly, Even Now,” highlight the 
important role he played on October 

20, 1981. If you knew Alan, reading his 
own words may be reminiscent of his 
telling you about a hair-raising adven-
ture while you are at the edge of your 
seat. If you didn’t know Alan, it will 
help explain why he was so respected 
and beloved. Alan Colsey was the Police 
Chief of the South Nyack Grand View 
Police Department from 1981 to 2004. 
He began his police career there in 
1973.

Police Chief Alan Colsey, ca. 1981  

light is turning red for Midland Avenue at the intersec-
tion of Fifth Avenue. Suddenly the two suspect vehicles 
turn down Sixth Avenue, avoiding the ambulance and the 
traffic light . . . they’re heading back into . . . the center 
of town . . . those I believe to be “shooters” move into the 
back seat area of each of the vehicles.

The long hill on Sixth Avenue comes to an end in a 
“T” with Broadway. The Buick having passed the Honda 
on Midland Avenue has taken the lead . . . the worst, 
it turns right . . . I begin to slow coming down the hill, 
continuing the pursuit. Crash! The Honda skids across 
Broadway and into a concrete wall and stairs next to Pret-
ty Penny. Now what? I slow to a stop and wait . . . I turn 
the front wheels and the engine block in a direct line of 
defense . . . I call for back-up . . . the time is 4:11.

Meanwhile Clarke continues to fish around behind 
her seat . . . I wait. I yell. I scream . . . I call back on the 
radio to request assistance . . . I have two suspects at 
gunpoint. He orders any available units to my location 
to assist. Orangetown Police Officer Michael Seidel does, 
12-gauge shotgun in hand. I want to kiss him. It is 4:15.

As additional units arrive at Sixth and Broadway, the 
9mm pistol is secured from the back of the Honda and 
we carefully approach the trunk area to further investi-
gate. No more suspects. Only green bank bags. Inside the 
bags we discover the proceeds of the robbery, $1.3 million 
intended for the Federal Reserve.

The hours, days, and weeks that followed—the iden-
tifications, the searches, the hearings, the security vigils—
revealed the horrific acts of these “terrorists.” None of us 
will ever be the same.

40th Anniversary of the Brinks Robbery, October 20, 2021
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Mary La Porta: The “Woman” and Chipper Brown’s Partner
A Conversation by Mimi Hoffman, Editor

Mary and Chipper at a house party, late 1970s—photo courtesy of Mary La Porta

Mary gave me exact directions to her condo and assured me 
she would be “looking out for me.” Two hours later it clicked: 
Mary looks out for people, but also makes it a priority to look 
out for herself. 

We begin our conversation with her arrival to Nyack 
from Manhattan; it was 1962, she was 22 years old. She 
worked as a nurse’s aide at Nyack Hospital for many 
years, but frequently juggled a second job as well. When 
Mary found out how lucrative the opportunities at Leder-
le were, it gradually became her full time job. To supple-
ment her income, and to continue the work she loved, 
she took on private duty nursing clients several mornings 
a week and began her shift at Lederle in the afternoon. 
Mary made many friends at work, some of whom are still 
in her life today.

I was curious about how she and Chipper met. “I was 
driving my yellow Chevy Impala in Nyack and Chipper 
stopped me,” she explained. Doubtful that she had done 
anything wrong, she quickly found out the stop was 
about Chipper wanting to get to know her. Mary has her 
standards, so the relationship developed more slowly than 
Chipper expected. It was an 11-year relationship that she 
valued enormously. Mary did a lot of watching out for 
Chipper, who, as Mary described it, was “very laid back,” 
but, at the same time, made sure she wasn’t cheating 
herself either. 

They were very different. Mary is meticulous, a 
planner, a saver, a careful eater. Her Christmas cards were 
close to completion when I visited in early November. 

Chipper showed Mary that another way life could be 
enjoyed. Mary lit up describing their trips south to visit 
Chipper’s mother—her spectacular garden, her generosi-
ty, her wisdom, the joking around, and the best part, the 
outstanding and plentiful Southern meals and desserts she 
showered upon them. When Chipper is remembered by 
friends and family, it is clear that his mother’s way of life 
is what he cherished most. 

We talked about Police Offi cer Waverly Brown, who 
also did a lot of “watching out for others”—fi nding ways 
to get presents and food to folks in town who were in 
need; ways to teach youth hanging out on Franklin Street, 
alcohol in hand, outside Chick and Charlie’s, to “clean it 
up.” Mary smiles when she remembers tales about Brian 
Lennon and Chipper there. At fi rst the youngsters blew 
the offi cers off. But not for long. The offi cers made it 
clear, “I know your dad,” and “I know your dad, and we 
are going to call them if you keep this up tonight.” The 
boys begged them not to call. After a while, Chipper and 
Brian were confi dent they got the message. They contin-
ued to watch out for them, and were pleased to see they 
were no longer part of the street scene on Franklin. They 
loved working as partners. When racial issues came up, 
they made it clear they were Black and White together. 
They didn’t just “talk the talk.” Playing the “race card,” 
however it was played, was not going to work with them.

And of course, we talked about October 20, 1981. 
Chipper had driven Mary to Lederle that day, since her 
car was on the fritz. They had talked about arriving late 
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for work, but nixed it. Mary was sanitizing a lab, and 
that meant the lab door must be locked. Finally, Mary 
realized people waving to her from outside needed to 
talk to her. That is how she learned Chipper was shot. 
Despite her large network at Nyack Hospital, she couldn’t 
get through their phone lines to get more information. 
Friends from Lederle took her back to the Nyack Police 
Station. By then she knew Chipper had died, but it hadn’t 
sunk in yet. She was with Brian Lennon when she saw 
Kathy Boudin being brought in. She asked his permission 
to beat her up, denied; but she didn’t ask his permission 
to curse her out, which she did. Mary talked about how 
touched she was by the many cards, gifts, hugs, attention 
she got in the days, weeks, and months that followed. In 
the early years, she tended the flowers daily at the Brinks 
Memorial at the foot of Mountainview Avenue. She 
found solace in what Chipper’s mother, whom she “loved 
to death,” often said to her, “Mary, take care of yourself, 
and remember, life goes on.”

At the end of our conversation Mary brought out 
files of photos, newspaper clippings, and a book, which 
she asked me to take home to read, mentioning that the 
author had written a lot about her.

From Kathy Boudin and the Dance of Death by Ellen 
Frankfort:

“. . . Then (at the Nyack Library) I saw a picture of 
a fair-skinned woman . . . ‘Girlfriend of Waverly Brown’ 
. . . and looked up an address of Mary La Porta . . . Hal 
spotted a tropical grocery run by black men . . . I wanted 
to reach a woman named Mary La Porta . . . he handed 
me the phone . . . (it was) Mary . . . gave directions to her 

place . . . We knocked at the door; a woman opened it 
and told us to come in . . . I commented on her sense of 
trust . . . she allowed that most people warned her not to 
be so trusting, but that was how she was . . . she seemed 
more open (when I explained the reason why) . . . I began 
to realize that, although she was a living victim of Brinks, 
no one had asked her story . . . Kathy Boudin had been 
written up in People magazine, and Mary made it clear 
that she did not understand why such people were being 
treated like stars . . . Mary brought us over to three piles 
of newspapers, each about two feet high. She said I could 
have any that would help my work. I was overwhelmed 
. . . I stayed up the entire night reading papers . . . But it 
was Mary who captured my interest.

“She, like Kathy, seemed strong. She had declared 
with great pride, “I’m a union woman,” among the 
first Blacks to be employed at Lederle, she worked as a 
machine operator. In her speech, she advocated violence 
for those who have been violent to others. But in practice 
she was warm, trusting and generous . . . .What kind of 
twisted thinking could make Kathy believe that people 
such as Mary and Waverly, both “third world,” wanted a 
bloody revolution. . . .Almost from the time I walked in, 
I had sensed a kindred spirit. Someone who follows her 
feelings and doesn’t put up with crap.”

Upon opening the book, I was touched by the in-
scription:

October 17, 1983 
To Mary, with admiration and much affection 

Ellen

Up Close and Personal—Mary Shay’s Account
Interview by Mimi Hoffman, Editor 

Somehow the gorgeous October day, reminiscent of the 
one in 1981, and a conversation with a friend about the 
Society’s publication, Remembering the Brinks Robbery 
(2017), gave me the push I needed to join the crowd as-
sembling on Mountainview Avenue. On the way, I picked 
up a dozen copies of the booklet and arrived a little early, 
hoping to connect with others who might have a story to 
tell or would be interested in a copy of our book. I knew 
many in the crowd had been attending year after year. 

Soon I met Mary Shay (MS) and her sister. They 
were greeting a woman I learned was Mary La Porta, an 
old friend of theirs, who had been Chipper Brown’s part-
ner. Each had been attending the ceremony for decades. 
Mary Shay was eager to tell me her story, which she did 

in a phone conversation the following day. (Mary La 
Porta also consented, and we arranged for a later conver-
sation; see the article beginning on page 5 of this issue of 
the newsletter).

Mimi Hoffman (MH): Mary, I am eager to get a sense 
of your life in Nyack prior to 10/20/81, what you witnessed 
on that day, and what it was like for you the days that fol-
lowed, and even longer if that is relevant.

Mary Shay (MS):  Well, I lived at Warren Hill 
Apartments, right up the hill on Mountainview, with my 
husband (my long-time ex now) and our two little boys, 
ages two-and-a-half and two months. To us Warren Hills 
was the safest place around. We lived on the first floor 



Winter 2022, Historical Society of the Nyacks, 50 Piermont Avenue, Suite 1A, Nyack, NY 10960 www.nyackhistory.org                           7

and kept all our windows wide open. I was on maternity 
leave from the Telephone Company, and was visiting my 
parents in Blauvelt. I would usually go over Clausland 
Mountain to get back to Nyack, but that day I took 303 
and 59. I must have been just ahead of the caravan. The 
light at the foot of Mountainview was green and I sailed 
through, parking right by my front door.

MH: What happened next?
MS: I was busy getting the kids from the car and into 

the apartment, as usual. While carrying my two-month-
old towards our apartment I heard rapid gunfire. I called 
my sister Eileen to tell her what was going on, she was 
frantic. My nephews were running down Mountainview 
to find out what was happening. Thank goodness she 
was able to get them away from the chaos. Then I turned 
our police/volunteer fire radio on. The first thing I heard 
was a police officer screaming for help to arrive at the 
Thruway entrance immediately. I was trying to figure out 
who it was, Artie [Keenan]?, Brian [Lennon]? It was very 
hard to make out what was being said; there was so much 
static and confusion, so much happening at once. The 
dispatcher and the police officer were frantic. Something 
terrible had happened. Suddenly I had a bunch of neigh-
bors in my apartment also trying to get the gist of what 
was happening from our radio. Many of us were good 
friends or relatives of Nyack police officers.

Very quickly I realized Warren Hills was a very 
dangerous place to be. There were killers on the loose. 
It was terrifying. We were getting details here and there, 
but it was hard to follow. Then the heartbreaking news, 
Chipper Brown who was just in front of our house the 
day before, asking my ex to help him repair Mary’s car, 
had been killed, as had Eddy O’Grady, also a good friend. 
And this horrible feeling, what I later realized was sort of 
a loss of innocence, how could this happen right in our 
backyard? And, would we ever get back to normal?

MH: Do you have other vivid memories of those days?
MS: The next morning, each of us living at Warren 

Hills got a knock on their door from a police officer. Like 
everyone else, I had to let the officer check out our apart-
ment to make sure we weren’t hiding anyone. Then we 
had to go down to our personal storage area and open it, 
so they could see we were not hiding anyone there either. 
The inspection process is something I still have flash-
backs of, when I think about it. When my inspection was 
completed, my heart was pounding. Then we saw police 
cars driving through the complex on and off, each with 
two police officers sitting on the front hood with shot-
guns. We all remember seeing that and praying that those 

responsible for that heinous crime would be caught soon.
I was thinking about where the perpetrators could be. 

I said to a State Trooper, “Did you check the culvert? the 
one that opens up right onto the State Police Barracks on 
Route 303?” I don’t think he passed along what turned 
out to be pretty good intuition. That was where the 
phone booth was and we learned later one of the perpe-
trators may have entered a pipe under the culvert right by 
Warren Hills that emptied onto Route 303. For certain, 
he was able to make a call from that phone booth to a 
driver who got him out of Nyack. 

I also remember Oak Hill Cemetery vividly. There 
were armed law enforcement officers with their weapons 
at the ready on the roofs of the mausoleums, as we were 
paying our respects to Chipper. We were terrified. Back at 
Warren Hills our blinds were now closed, shades drawn, 
and windows shut. I had nightmares. What I found most 
terrifying was the timing. What if the light had been red 
and I was stuck there with my toddler and infant? It was 
such a close call for me and my sons. A few minutes later 
we probably would have been trapped. It took me a long 
time—maybe six to nine months—to feel safe again at 
Warren Hills. Yesterday, at the foot of Mountainview, I 
felt like I had felt six months after October 20, 1981, but 
it has been 40 years. And that is always what I experience, 
each of the 38 years I’ve attended.

Note: To learn more about the historic significance 
of the Brinks robbery and how this large “terrorist group” 
was apprehended, see the booklet Remembering the Brinks 
Robbery, available for purchase ($15) on HSN’s website, 
nyackhistory.org, or read a Brinks FAQ to be available 
soon on the same website.

Drawing by Bill Batson
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❧ Forthcoming Exhibition at HSN ❧ 
Nyack through the Lens, February 5 – April 30

Experience Nyack and beyond circa 1900 via Nyack photographers Isaac Van Wagner and Frank Brush, 
who supply stunning still shots as well as three-dimensional images seen through antique stereoscope viewers. 

More details soon on nyackhistory.org.

Nyack Rowing Association Boathouse, photo by Frank Brush, 1890—courtesy Win Perry


