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Madison Avenue looking toward Main Avenue was a majestic expanse of countryside when photographer Harry Burk,
a jockey and groomsman at the old Clifton Race Track, snapped this photo ca. 1901. (Photograph courtesy of Clifton Public Library)

A

fter decades of study, British historian Thomas Carlyle, renowned in
his time for a masterful biography of Frederick the Great, came to the
conclusion that the essence of history resided in the sum of innumerable
biographies. Carlyle, in crisp, elegant prose, stressed the human dimension,
which lies at the basis of all history. George M. Trevelyan, his latter day
colleague, believed that history should be written not only for a select
academic audience, but rather for intelligent citizens, where it could
“instruct, enlarge and cultivate the human mind.” Carlyle and Trevelyan
wrote history on a grand scale, but some of what they uncovered had
its glimmerings in local history. The subject has its share of enthusiastic
partisans. When one thinks about it, local history embraces the totality
of human experience, a forward momentum of people and events that
invigorates and defines our notions of family and community.
This year, the city of Clifton celebrates the centennial of its incorporation,
a joyous event that provides the momentum for delving into the city’s
origins. It was once a place where farms and farming reigned supreme,
but with such a large historical canvas spread before us, it would be
appropriate to resurrect some of the events which resulted in the

incorporation of Clifton as a distinct entity. Like many births, it was
not an easy delivery. Sentiment had been growing among residents
sandwiched between Paterson and Passaic to have a distinct community
identity. Old Acquackanonk Township, a sprawling area of homes and
farmsteads, would never quite be the same. Residents of what was called
the West Park section of Acquackanonk formed Little Falls Township in
1868. West Paterson, (now known as Woodland Park), had formed their
own borough in 1914.
For people residing in what was generally called “Clifton,” the movement
to incorporate had its share of supporters and opponents. Increasing
population had much to do with the desire for change. In 1872, the
sparsely populated area of nearly twelve miles had about 169 adults
and 108 children. The 1910 census revealed a dramatic increase of
11,869 persons and a decade later, the population had burgeoned to
26,470. Change is a phenomenon that never can be halted, although
some sentimentalists like to think they can roll back the clock and stop
it from happening. In the glare of reality, we know that time does not
Continued on page 3
stand still, either for a community or its residents.
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President’s Message
As my tenure as President comes to a close, I am delighted to be able to report that at the time of this writing
the library and archives are open again for research as of March 23rd.
Due to mold, the library had to be closed for the health and safety of our employees and visitors. Several
steps needed to be taken before it could be reopened. In addition to having a condition study done to determine
the extent of the mold, remediation needed to be done to protect our historic collections. Retesting in February
confirmed that the problem was eliminated. In addition to those steps, two industrial grade dehumidifiers have
been installed to prevent excessive moisture from collecting in the library in the future.
The carpet has been cleaned and deodorized, and the final phase of the project will be taking place soon, the
damaged floorboards in the rolling shelves will be replaced so that the system can be operated again without
difficulty.
Anyone interested in using the library can visit the website or contact Patrick Byrnes our research specialist at
library@lambertcastle.org for an appointment. Closing the library was a difficult decision, but one that had to be
made. I know many of my fellow members were inconvenienced and disappointed. Therefore, I would like to take
this opportunity to thank everyone for their patience and encourage you all to visit the library and its wonderful
resources.
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PCHS Archive Update
Although our library and archives have been closed to walk-in researchers, PCHS staff, volunteers and interns
have still been tirelessly working with our archival holdings. Collections newly processed include:

Passaic County Numismatic Club

/ 1991.072
This collection consists of documents collected by the Passaic County Numismatic Club. It includes many
handwritten lists and notebooks cataloging their meetings, finances, members and committees.

The Paterson Y.M.C.A.

/ 1995.24.114.3
Covering 1892-1896, the entire collection reflects requests from the President, J. W. Cleveland to the
Treasurer, Edo J. Merselis for payments to the various vendors associated with work being done on the new
Y.M.C.A. building, the former Cooke Mansion. There are also requests for payments to The First National
Bank of Paterson for payments on existing loans associated with the construction of the new building.

First Congregational Church, Paterson, NJ / 1998.5.1
This collection contains a variety of materials including letters of dismissal and reception, marriage records,
financial documents, bills, minutes of the meetings, bonds, membership lists, commemorative programs,
ledgers and correspondence.

Staff
Heather Garside

John C. Ploch Collection / 2003.20

Director and Curator

The papers of the late John C. Ploch, dated 1896 – 1915, include a certificate of transfer for a bull, one
lease agreement, and 35 tax receipts that span 1900-1915, all for properties located in Acquackanonk
Township (now Clifton), NJ.

Dorothy Decker
Janet Wasti
Administrative Assistants

Henrietta Weiss, Head Docent
William Collins, Docent
Patrick Byrnes
Library Research Specialist

Boris Von Faust

Reid Family Papers / 2016.040
This collection contains various business and financial documents, as well as some personal items such
as stock transactions. Customer correspondence are among the more personal items included in the
collection, and John Reid’s negative book. Also included is a day log belonging to Dr. Alexander Reid recording
service rendered and charges for his dental services.

Digitization Specialist
Lambert Castle, a picturesque 1892 Victorian mansion
located on the Garret Mountain Reserve, is on the National
Register of Historic Places. The Castle is operated and
managed by the Passaic County Historical Society,
a not-for-profit 501(c) educational institution.

For more information on these and other collections in our holdings,
please visit the finding aids page on our website at www.lambertcastle.org/finding_aids.html
or contact our library at library@lambertcastle.org
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What was Clifton like prior to April 24, 1917, the day voters went to
their polling stations and voted the city into existence? The locale was
mostly sun-kissed farmland, and for those who lived off the fruit of their
labor, it was a hard life from any perspective. Much can be said about
the interconnection between the farmer and his land. Ploughed and
cultivated, the acreage provided a living, but it also nourished in those
tillers of the soil a fierce sense of independence and self-reliance. Indeed,
the history of farming in Clifton would be a sizeable book in itself, but a
representative example of how such qualities became embedded can be
seen in the life experiences of the Piaget clan. One of Clifton’s streets

the Vanderhoef-Westervelt house in Weasel Brook Park, (situated in the
appropriately named Dutch Hill section), a unit of the county’s park
system. The site had also been a working grist mill. When the Passaic
County Park Commission purchased the property, on May 20, 1931 from
Cent and Maria Martin (the last private owners) the grist mill had long
been gone, but the eighteenth century house, with its mellow brownstone
walls, had managed to withstand time’s onslaughts in structurally sound
condition.
For more than eighty years, the farmstead had found a solid niche in
the affections of the local Daughters of the American Revolution chapter,
and Dutch Hill Neighborhood Association. The fortunes of the house have
varied, but after years of decline, the Passaic County Freeholders have
earmarked funds to restore the house in keeping with their improvements
for Weasel Brook Park. In this leafy setting, a tiny slice of Clifton’s
pioneering past still exists for the enjoyment of present and future
generations.
Farming hereabouts was still vigorous as the nineteenth century
faded into the twentieth. Clifton was one of the towns which helped
supply the citizens of Paterson and Passaic with fresh produce. In 1903,

The Morris Ezorsky farm on Hazel Street, 1906.
The land, now the Daughters of Miriam Center,
was bisected by the Garden State Parkway.
(Photograph courtesy of Clifton Public Library)

honors their memory. The founder came from
Paterson in the early 1800s. Odd as it may
seem, originally he plied his trade as a
watchmaker. The Piagets established a typical
working farm, raising vegetables and having
the usual compliment of farm animals. Located
just north of the intersection of Routes 3 and 46,
the Piagets were known
for growing cauliflower.
If we look back further
in time, when Clifton was
yet to be conceived, the
fertile earth was home to
a breed apart, the early
Dutch settler. Architect
Frederick T. Warner, writing in 1930, said they
were poor, but “nevertheless a sturdy and industrious people, frugal and
thrifty.” In discussing what emerged as Dutch vernacular architecture,
Warner noted how “history tells the first buildings were half underground.
Later a single-pitched story-and-a-half stone and frame structure was
raised. Still later this became the kitchen wing when the main body of
the house, as we know it, was built with the familiar gambrel roof that
has pleasant swoops in both front and rear.”
In the 1930s, the federally-sponsored Historic American Building Survey
took stock of what survived of these once numerous buildings in Clifton
and elsewhere. Since the days of the Great Depression, scores of them
have succumbed to the bulldozer, but a representative example is

Piaget Family Produce Wagon, ca. 1905. Henry F. Piaget arrived in what became Clifton
in 1839. He developed a thriving trade in raising and selling cauliflower for New York
markets. Other farmers noticed his abundant success. The increasing competition
affected his profit margin to such an extent that he stopped growing the plants.
(Photograph courtesy of Paterson Public Library)

Nurseryman Tice Kevitt of Clifton’s Athenia section used this 1894 publicity photo to
advertise acres of his “Parker Earl” strawberry plants. Kevitt merchandised plants, not
berries. He gave the latter away free of charge. The smartly attired ladies were probably
not employees. (Photograph courtesy of E.A. Smyk)

Peter B. Dahlen bought ten acres of land at the intersection of Piaget
Avenue (now Route 46) and Marilyn Place. Today, motorists whizzing
along Route 46 would never give a second thought that beneath their
cars and trucks was once a very different terrain, not an expanse of
concrete, macadam and disagreeable exhaust fumes, but the long
vanished domain of chirping songbirds, the rooster’s call at morn, and
verdant, freshly tilled soil. Dahlen’s family-operated farm cultivated a
smorgasbord of vegetables: celery, cabbage, onions, beans, leeks,
parsley and carrots. Thrice weekly, the Dahlen’s horse-driven wagon
hauled their crops to market in Paterson. Two or three hired hands
Continued on page 4
eased the work load.
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In 1982, Elsie Dahlen Lauber, Peter Dahlen’s daughter, reminisced
with historian Bill Wurst about how the farm operated. Clifton was very
much “country” in the days of her girlhood. She said with an implicit
twinge of nostalgia, “people were more satisfied then. [They] worked hard
and waited to get things then.” It seems almost a truism. People who
lived close to nature developed an abiding respect for farming, and the
goodness it released in them.
We can thus perceive the rhythm of those bygone days. The artifacts
they left behind, documents, newspaper accounts, published reminiscences and photographs, are the bridges to our collective past. The
people who created them have vanished from the living, but some
memories are recorded on paper and ink, and survive as mute testimony
to the passing decades. Clifton’s creation, as noted previously, was not
exactly a smooth affair. Newspaper accounts of the April 24, 1917
referendum used the language of battle in describing a “bitterly fought
issue” on whether or not the locality would become New Jersey’s
twelfth city.
Almost like in Great Britain, where betting on election results is an
ingrained habit, people in Paterson and Passaic wagered
money on whether the referendum to change the form of
government would be successful in uniting six distinct
neighborhoods, namely Lakeview, Athenia, Richfield, Allwood
Delawanna and Albion Place, into what the law specified, a
“second-class city.” The weather forecast on that April day
predicted “overcast skies and cool temperatures,”
and as one writer noted,
“fresh northerly winds
[which] blew the winds
of change for Acquackanonk; before night fell,
2,263 of 3,056 eligible
voters had cast ballots ….”
According to the official
tabulation, 1,276 voters
decided in favor of
becoming a city, with 948
against the proposal.

The referendum was not a novel idea. A similar proposal had been put
before the electorate the previous year, but was defeated by just two votes.
Why the contention? Residents in Richfield were apprehensive that
turning Clifton into a city would increase government costs. Salaries would
increase, new people would be hired, and the tax rate would rise.
Lakeview and Botany, the more populated sections, supported the
change, but a large percentage of the residents of Delawanna, Allwood
and Albion Place thought otherwise. The latter three, with a group called
the Home Rule League, thought the change would be detrimental. George
F. Schmidt, then a member of the township committee, along with Police
Chief William Coughlin, churned fears that the township would be
“gobbled up” by the two city goliaths sitting at Clifton’s opposite borders,
Paterson and Passaic. (Schmidt, then almost a household name in
township politics, was elected by his fellow councilman Clifton’s first
mayor in the November 1917 elections.) The city actually attained
“official” status on April 26, 1917, when papers were filed with the
secretary of state’s office in Trenton; two days after the voters had
approved the referendum.
The forces that emerged victorious reacted with unrestrained ecstasy.
The Passaic Daily News reported on April 25
how, “a huge crowd had gathered outside
the Municipal Building, blowing horns,
cheering and ringing cow bells. Fireworks left
over from the Fourth of July boomed over the
central part of town … the crowd swelled to
500 persons … and accompanied by 50
automobiles, formed a parade and marched
into Haley Avenue from Main Avenue.”
With hubris running high, the crowd
proceeded to the home of Col. John H.
Adamson, who had opposed the change. The
press reported how “the parade stopped
for ten minutes, and let out the
wildest volley of cheers and
other noises ever heard in the
township.” If Adamson was at
home, he did not show his face,
while an estimated “1,000
persons serenaded his house
with the loudest discord. Penny
Typical expenses at a Clifton
torpedoes
[firecrackers] were
farm in the late 1890s. In
September 1895, John C.
exploded on the sidewalk, and
Ploch bought ten bags of
Muscatti’s band of thirty-five pieces
Oates from grain dealer
played a funeral dirge.” Leaving the
George Kesse. Blacksmith
John Mullen charged Ploch
colonel’s place, they paraded
$45.75 (equivalent to $1,340
through the township, “and they
now) for shoeing the farmer’s
even
sped through Passaic in the
horses over ten months in 1900.
automobiles.”
In March 1890, undertaker
John F. Smith charged him
The curious researcher-historian
$8.00 for a “coach to
who delves into the history of
Centreville for [a] wedding.”
(Documents courtesy of E.A. Smyk)
Clifton must be forever grateful to
the diligent reporters of the former
Passaic Daily News. If the first-hand
Clifton residents were long accustomed to hearing the clippity-clop of horse’s hooves when this
photo was taken in 1905. Joseph Fox, the amiable butcher, is frozen in time before his delivery
accounts that flowed from their
wagon on Piaget Avenue. (Photograph courtesy of Clifton Public Library)
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pens and typewriters were not published, the historical
record would be nothing short of incomplete and in the
worst case scenario, hopelessly irretrievable.
Think what would have happened if the press had not
written about readily forgotten tidbits of history, like the
origins of Clifton’s section and street names. To put it
bluntly, we could only come up with conjectural,
mist-shrouded knowledge. Surviving accounts disclose
how in olden times we were more creative in assigning
names of streets and localities based upon historical
customs or precedents. The origin usually, but not always,
found its way into the pages of a newspaper.

Mrs. Cent Martin in front of the Vanderhoef
homestead, ca. 1920, a house that sheltered
generations, located at 1 Westervelt Place in
Weasel Brook Park. The Victorian-era excrescences
were removed when the building was restored by
the Passaic County Park Commission in October
1940. The two young men in the next photo, also
taken ca. 1920, are relaxing in front of the Martin
family milk house. The Martins operated a diary
farm. The photo at left depicts what became Weasel
Brook Park, but here, dairy cows predominated.
The old farmstead is also visible.
(Photographs courtesy of Clifton Public Library)

Even though we have some documentation on
how Clifton received its name, an air of mystery
still surrounds it. One source speculates that a
Mrs. Charles D. Spencer, the wife of a New York
businessman and budding real estate dealer
suggested Clifton, perhaps after she gazed at the
steep-cliff drop off of Garret Mountain. Charles
Spencer was known as the active proponent for
what was called “Suburban Homes,” a project of
the Clifton Land and Building Association. If
either Mrs. Spencer or her ambitious husband
suggested Clifton, the promotional aspect in luring
people to buy property with an attractive moniker does appear plausible.
Former City Historian William J. Wurst tells how in 1884, when the
push for building Spencer’s “Suburban Homes” was gathering steam,
Clifton had a “different meaning.” “At that time,” he writes, “it described
the area within a half mile radius of the intersection of Clifton and Getty
Avenues. Clifton was, in effect, a village within Old Acquackanonk
Township.” Another source thought the name might be connected with
Clifton, England. As tradition dictates, the designation was first thought
to come into use sometime in the 1860s.
Old, enduring names have a continuing resonance, even though the
majority of people have scant idea where they originated. Delawanna
obtained its name from the Delaware, Lackawanna and Western Railroad
around 1868. Richfield is less of a puzzle. It was named for Clifton’s once
ample farmland. “Never has mother earth,” wrote historian W. W. Scott,
“given so bountifully of vegetable wealth.” Athenia was named in honor
of the Greek Goddess Athena, in 1882. Before that time, the section was

The Vanderhoef homestead, restored to functionality by the Passaic County Park
Commission. The photo was taken in 1940 by Harvey F. Dutcher, a talented New York
commercial photographer. From 1935 onward, Dutcher documented the development
of the evolving county park system.
(Photograph courtesy of Passaic County Planning Department)

known variously as Centerville, West Clifton and Claverack, the latter
derived from the Dutch word for clover fields. Allwood was first called
Speertown, after the pioneer Speer clan, once numerous in Passaic,
Clifton and Little Falls. Albion Place was named after the descendants of
John R. Gould, an Englishman and large property owner. Lakeview, a
section that extends to Paterson, was no doubt related to the so-called
“lake” in Paterson, a body of water that was eventually drained for real
estate development. The naming of Clifton’s streets is a story unto itself,
but few would know that Valley Road, which connects with Montclair, was
once called the Cranetown Cowpath. Montclair was formerly known as
Cranetown, after the pioneering Crane family.
Continued on page 6
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Fortunately, for places like Clifton, the story of the past is augmented
and fortified by men and women who by temperament and disposition
go about the business of researching and writing local history. Curiosity
and scholarship are in their blood. What they accomplish are clearly
labors of love. We would be remiss, in this centennial year, not to mention
what some of them have achieved in raising public
awareness of Clifton’s multifaceted heritage.
William W. Scott, lawyer and former newspaper
editor, preserved his encyclopedic knowledge
about Passaic and Clifton in his authoritative
three volume History of Passaic and Its
Environs. Scott served as the Passaic City
Historian from 1928 until his death in 1935.
Mark S. Auerbach, the current city historian,
keeps Scott’s honorable intentions alive.
William James Wurst, Clifton’s first officially
appointed historian, delved into archival sources
and poured forth his knowledge in a series of
newspaper columns. He was also instrumental
in preserving the artifacts of that history within
the walls of the Clifton Public Library’s Local
History Room. Bill, Elvira Hessler and the late
David L. Van Dillen (who succeeded Bill as
city historian) produced in 1991 the superbly
written and illustrated A Clifton Sampler, a
potpourri of articles that have inspired individuals to embark upon their own explorations of
Clifton history. The present Clifton City Historian,
Donald Lotz, who was bitten by the history bug as a young
man helping out at Paterson’s historic Lambert Castle, continues to
educate us on the events and people who have shaped Clifton’s past.

Others who labored in the historical vineyard were the late Francis
Theodore Tilton, a steadfast researcher who accumulated a vast
storehouse of Clifton history, and fortunately gathered it in a typed
document known as the Tilton Manuscript. William H. Smith, Jr., the feisty
son of doughty Clifton farmers, used his formidable prose talents as a
newspaper columnist in writing about Clifton, Paterson and Passaic
during the Revolutionary War, and although he was prone to raise
hackles with his conclusions, his work is nonetheless a contribution to
existing historical literature. Each of the historians mentioned have
served as a pathfinders and guides through the continuing saga we
call the history of Clifton.
On October 14, 1982, Bill Wurst gave an address at
the Clifton library on The Rise of Acquackanonk. He
summed up his discussion with these words of
homespun wisdom: “history teaches us, if we
allow it, not only the facts of the past, but when
we look more carefully, the intimate thoughts,
humors, fears, actions and inactions of our
forbearers. Their accomplishments [and] their
failures are still of value today as we ponder our
current problems and attempt solutions. To
possess a sense of history is a rare and priceless
gift.” Bill’s words leap across the decades, capturing
for us the meaning of history, and what it portends as
Clifton moves into the second century of its existence.
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The Lambert Castle

Concert Series
C

All concerts begin at 5pm unless otherwise stated. Doors open at 4:15pm. Tickets are $15.

Sunday, April 30

The Hobart Trio
Enjoy chamber music performed by violinist Kathleen Butler-Hopkins, cellist Joseph Kimura and
pianist Iris Perry. Today the Trio is based locally in the WPUNJ Music Department but its musicians
have performed in orchestras across Europe and the United States.

Sunday, May 7

Sophia Agranovich, Pianist
Sophia Agranovich is the award-winning virtuoso pianist, recording artist, educator and program
director. A Steinway Artist and a Juilliard graduate, she is “a bold, daring pianist in the tradition of the
Golden Age Romantics...A tigress of the piano” - Fanfare. The program will feature works by
Beethoven, Chopin, Rachmaninoff, and Liszt.

Sunday, May 21

Blue Valley presents,
Original Music and Acoustic Favorites
Blue Valley is a Clifton-based, acoustic rock band. Their music focuses on vocal harmonies, and
memorable melodies and lyrics. Their performance will feature original music, as well as a few of
their favorite covers. For more about the Blue Valley, visit: www.bluevalleymusic.com and on
Facebook, like BlueValleyMusic.

Sunday, June 4

The Clifton Community Band presents,
Music at the Castle: A Welcome to Summer
On the Lawn, 6pm
Founded in 2002 and directed by Robert D. Morgan, the Clifton Community Band is a traditional
concert band (brass, woodwinds and percussion). The band appears in the area and around the
state performing a variety of music including classical, pop, big bands and marches.

Sunday, June 11

CJSO on the Go
Founded in 1970 as the Somerset County College Orchestra, in 2002 the CJSO re-organized as
an independent nonprofit organization. CJSO on the Go is a Chamber music outreach program
featuring members and friends of the Central Jersey Symphony Orchestra.

Sunday, June 25

New Jersey Music Society program TBA

Sunday, July 23

Annamaria Stefanelli and Rory Angelicola
present, An Afternoon of Italian Opera Plus
Lyric Soprano Annamaria Stefanelli returns to Lambert Castle with Tenor Rory Angelicola in a
program filled with a variety of operatic and classical favorites, including arias and duets by Puccini
and Verdi.

The proceeds of these concerts benefit the Passaic County Historical Society, a 501 (c)(3) non-profit
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PCHS Calendar of Events
April 21-23
Friday-Sunday

Lambert Castle Victorian Tea. Join us this spring for our annual Victorian Tea at Lambert Castle.
Seatings at 12 p.m. and 3 p.m. daily with a musical program. Admission is $45 each.
Reservations required. To reserve a seat call (973)247-0085 ext. 201.

May 3
Wednesday

Quarterly Meeting. 7 p.m. Lambert Castle. Business meeting of the Society followed by
Trish Chambers presenting Women Justices of the U.S. Supreme Court. Four magnificent women
have achieved the position of Supreme Court Justice to date. Join Trish Chambers Productions in
a fascinating introduction to these accomplished jurists. This program also introduces the
audience to the traditions and history of the Supreme Court. Free admission.

May 13
Saturday
August 2
Wednesday

PCHS Genealogy Club Meeting. 10 a.m. at Lambert Castle. Fred Voss will present
More Stories from Ellis Island. Fred will shared more of his stories of those who arrived in the
US through Ellis Island.
Quarterly Meeting. 7 p.m. Lambert Castle. Business meeting of the Society followed by
Theodore Roosevelt: “American in the Arena”. When President McKinley was assassinated in
1901, Vice President Theodore Roosevelt bounded into Washington, D.C. as the youngest
President in American history. Bringing his vigorous persona (and his boisterous family) to the
White House, “TR” helped catapult the U.S. into a new century. Free admission. This program is
funded by the Horizons Speakers Bureau of the New Jersey Council for the Humanities, a state
partner of the National Endowment for the Humanities.

Visit lambertcastle.org for the most up-to-date event information.

