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President's Message by Brian Armstrong 
 

The April General Meeting was very special for me.  Besides the great presentation on amber in Sayreville, as 

I looked around the room I noticed that nearly all the living Past Presidents of the South River Historical & 

Preservation Society were in attendance.  Their continued involvement in the activities and meetings of the 

Society is a great testament to their strong support for the organization.  Each of these Presidents (Ann 

Rafano, Ken Roginski, Joann Smith-Goepfert, Bob Rafano, Donna Rafano, Marilyn Anastasio, and Dick 

Meyers) worked very hard with other active volunteers to promote the mission of the organization during their 

terms.  Many of these volunteers have been active in the organization from its early days. 

 

For those of you who are newcomers to the organization, please use my example as how you can get involved 

without being a long time member.  I first joined the SRH&PS in 2004.  At first, I was an observer at the 

meetings where I enjoyed the speakers and learned about the organization.  Then I became a Trustee in 2005 

which gave me an opportunity to attend the Executive Board Meetings and act as Docent for the museum.  I 

also provided a presentation on my family, the Armstrongs, in 2005 which gave me an opportunity to learn 

more about South River history through the preparation of the material.  In 2006, I look over the job of Treas-

urer which gave me a seat in the Executive Board.  This also provided the best training to be President since 

knowledge of the expenses and revenue of the organization was invaluable.  My work with submitting grants 

to Middlesex County as chair of the Grants Committee introduced me to more information about the organiza-

tion, especially the cataloguing of our vast collection of artifacts. 

 

So I encourage anyone out there to take baby steps or giant steps to get involved with the organization.  We 

have a great group of dedicated people.  The more you participate, the more you will learn about the history of 

South River.  Please come to meetings, work nights, and the Museum on the first Sunday of the month.  If you 

cannot come to meetings or events, you can help the organization in other ways.  Any time provided is appre-

ciated and valued.  You will not regret it.   
 

 

Students Learn about South River on Government Day 
 

May 22 was a perfect Friday morning for the students of the South River Elementary School to visit the South 

River Museum.  The Museum was one of the stops during the third graders’ Government Day activity.  The 

seven classes of students with their teachers and chaperones were greeted by Doris Miller, Ann Rafano, Kathy 

Bitow, and Marilyn Anastasio.  Information about the war monuments, museum artifacts, and the cemetery 

was given to the visitors. 
 

It is the hope of the members of the SRH&PS that the students, parents, and teachers will return and feel com-

fortable visiting “their” museum. 

Shown familiarizing students with the SR Museum were (l. to r.) Doris Miller, Ann Rafano, and Marilyn Anastasio. 



 

    

 

Special Acknowledgements  

(5/09-6/09) 
 

 CONTRIBUTORS: 
 

  Margaret & Donald Calnan  Judith Smith with a matching gift from   

  Douglas Heine         Johnson & Johnson 

  Maureen McCallion   Gloria & Kenneth Smutko  

       Dr. & Mrs. Joseph Zawadsky 
 

 CONTRIBUTIONS IN MEMORY OF: 
 

  Louise Andersen by Stan & Candice Lewandoski 

  Rev. Emil Varga & Emma Jane Varga by Emily Varga Comella 
 

  The South River Historical & Preservation Society extends its sympathies  

  to the friends and family of  two Society members who recently passed away: 

  Louise Andersen, who was also a donor to the South River Museum, and  

  Evelyn S. Whitehead,  mother of Society Trustee Nan Whitehead. 
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 Corrections 
 

 The South River Historical & Preservation    

 News willingly corrects its factual errors.  If  

 you believe we have made a mistake, please  

 let us know (see p. 6 for contact information).    

 

 In the “History of the Armstrong Sales Corpo-  

 ration” that concluded in the March issue, it  

 should have been noted that Harold Armstrong  

 and Sy Tepperman went into business as partners  

 in the early 1970s.  Sy was never sole owner of  

 the dealership.  When Sy had his heart attack, he  

 suggested Mel (the sales manager) as a replace- 

 ment partner with the same terms.  At no time  

 did Harold Armstrong or Cynthia Armstrong sell  

 their portion of the business until the final sale to  

 Ray French. 

 

 The News regrets the error. 
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Personalities from the Past: Melbourne McDowell 
by Stephanie Bartz 

 

Fame is fleeting, or so Melbourne McDowell would probably say.  Born in South River, then known as Little 

Washington, on November 22, 1856, he was a well-known stage, vaudeville, and movie actor.  He’s a virtual 

unknown when compared to Alex Wojciechowicz, Janet Evanovich, and other famous people who started out 

in South River. 
 

Descended from Thomas Willett, first mayor of New York and a member of the Willett family credited with 

founding South River, William Melbourne McDowell was the youngest child of Captain Thomas and Jane L. 

(Martin) McDowell.  The United States census of 1850 lists his seven older siblings as George, Julia, Emeline, 

John, Eugene, Mary, and Sarah. 
 

The family patriarch, Captain Thomas McDowell, had a varied career; he served as postmaster for South 

River, built ships, and captained steamboats to New York.  During the 1849 gold rush he, along with other 

Forty-Niners from South River, travelled around Cape Horn to California on the schooner Roe.  His January 

18, 1900 obituary in the New Brunswick Daily Times indicates that he was the first mayor of Sacramento and 

later served as diplomatic consul to Melbourne, Australia un-

der President Lincoln.  The McDowell residence was on the 

corner of Obert and Washington Streets. 
 

Perhaps influenced by his father’s eclectic career, William 

Melbourne McDowell ran away to sea when he was in his 

early teens and returned less than a decade later to take up a 

career in acting.  Six foot tall with gray eyes, he was a well-

known stage actor in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,  

and a character actor in the movies from 1917 until his final 

appearance in 1932. 
 

He began his career selling tickets at a theater in Montreal 

where his brother Eugene was manager.  Although his first ap-

pearance on stage was as Charles the Wrestler in As You Like 

It, his first real role came in 1877 when he played the part of 

the Sheriff’s officer in The Road to Ruin at the Boston Mu-

seum using the stage name William Melbourne.  His roles in-

creased in importance and frequency after that and he dropped 

his first name to begin using his middle and last names; he be-

came Melbourne McDowell.  He continued under that name 

until his death in Oakland, California on February 14, 1941 at 

the age of 84. 
 

McDowell’s first appearance on the big screen came in 1917  

in the silent film Flame of the Yukon.  He appeared in more than sixty other films, including his last in 1932, a 

comedy short entitled A Fool About Women.  During the course of his career he appeared on screen with 

movie icons such as Wallace Beery (Soldiers of Fortune [1919], The Golden Snare [1921], Richard the Lion-

Hearted [1923], and Behind the Front [1926]), Boris Karloff (The Infidel [1922]), Lon Chaney (Nomads of the 

North [1920] and The Gift Supreme [1920]), and William Powell (Feel My Pulse [1928]). 
 

Married several times, he is perhaps best-known for his marriage to the well-known stage actress Fanny Dav-

enport.   They wed in 1889 and remained together until her death in 1898.  Their summer home in Duxbury, 

Massachusetts was known as Melbourne Hall.  Melbourne McDowell had one son, George Irving McDowell, 

from a previous marriage to Nellie Irving.  
 

This is the first in a series of articles about famous people from South River’s past. 

Melbourne McDowell as Marc Antony in Cleopatra.  
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 In the SRH&PS Website Guest Register 
 

Greetings From… 
 

Tim Trewyn,  Fort Pierce, FL (September 29, 2007 ) 

I came to this website to learn more about a city I may move to some day.  My son has passed his second audi-

tion at the American Boychoir School, and it would be good if I could find a job and a home near him if he 

goes to school there.  I appreciate all the work that goes into putting a nice site like this together.    
 

Eileen Nusbaum, Pembroke Pines, FL (December 13, 2007) 

I grew up in South River in the 50s-60s and just attended my 40th South River High School reunion!  I used to 

get your calendars when I knew Ed Roginski some years ago...and it only occurred to me last year that I could 

order a calendar through your website...thanks for the memories.  If Ed is still there, tell him I asked for him! 
 

Amy Whitlock Guilford, Northborough, MA  (January 23, 2008) 

My mother grew up on Main St. of South River.  Her mother was a teacher there as well.  Her name was 

Roberta Ann Hucks and is now Roberta Whitlock on marrying Alexander Tuthill Whitlock of New Bruns-

wick.  She has told me many tales of life in South River.  It was nice to see that it has kept some of the same 

look.  I really liked the photo journey.  Thank you. 
 

Art Amos, San Jose, CA  (January 25, 2008) 

I was Googling South River and came on this site.  I was born in 1946 in New Brunswick, NJ.  We lived in 

South River, in the old Alexander Bldg.  My first haircut was had at a barbershop on the left hand side, next to 

the Capitol Theater.  We moved to East Brunswick, on Wallace St. when I was 5 but we continued to use the 

downtown area of South River for years.  I attended many Saturday shows at the Capitol as a boy.  I used to 

ice skate at Daly's pond and attended the Hungarian Reformed Church (then changed to 1st Reformed Church)

-- the street I don't remember.  My grandpa helped to provide the money and install the steeple.  The pastor 

was Rev. Emil Vargas.  I left NJ in 1964, never to return, except for short visits but I've not been back for 25 

years.  I now live in San Jose, Ca. 
 

Gina M. Washington, South River, NJ  (March 3, 2009) 

This is a great site.  I am impressed at the amount of history that is available here on South River.  We are very 

excited about the positive changes that are taking place in and around the town.  This is a great place to live! 

Question: How often does the train run that crosses over Whitehead Avenue?  
 

Karen "Grompone" Clark, Noblesville, IN  (April 18, 2009) 

I just happened to come upon this site.  I grew up in South River only for a short time from 1960-1971 but 

have wonderful memories.  I attended Campbell School.  I can remember every inch of that school and all of 

my teachers.  It was a wonderful old school.  I was a part of Mrs. Drumwright's 5th grade class that did the 

mural of South River.  Apparently I am in some pictures that are in the museum.  Is it possible to get a copy of 

that picture?  I have been trying for years to find something out about what happened to that mural that we all 

worked so hard on.  How wonderful that it is now hanging in the town’s museum.  

Debby Lucas Kobel, Mendham, NJ   (May 13, 2009) 

My grandfather was Joseph Sebeny--proprietor of Budapest Tavern on Thomas Street in SR.  He, along with 

my grandmother, Margaret Sebeny, raised their six children (including my mother Helen Sebeny Lucas) on 

Prospect Street.  My parents and I lived in this house when I was pre-school age before moving to Milltown. 

My Aunt Margaret Sebeny Molnar was a long-time teacher in Willet School and lived on Claremont Ave. until 

her death.  Another aunt, Elizabeth Sebeny Farnsworth, was also a lifelong SR resident until her death a few 

years ago.  My Sebeny relatives are buried at Washingtom Monumental Cemetary.  My mom Helen was the 

last surviving sister and she just passed away at 91 this past January.  So I do have a HISTORY with this won-

derful little town!  As the Historical Society, I have a question for you--Would you know where I could find a 

BUDAPEST TAVERN calendar that would have been printed in the 1940's??!  I know it’s an odd request, but 

nothing remains from his tavern and I do know that these existed!  Any help would be greatly appreciated. 

Thanks for your great website.  
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Dig This: Amber! 
 

Mr. Paul Nascimbene, past president of the New York Paleontologi-

cal Society and a member of the Division of Invertebrate Zoology at 

the American Museum of Natural History in New York City, was the 

guest speaker at the April meeting of the SRH&PS.  His laboratory 

work and field research are focused on amber as a unique fossil sub-

stance.  His talk referenced an important Cretaceous deposit in central 

New Jersey and compari-

sons with Burmese and In-

dian deposits. 
 

Mr. Nascimbene described 

how amber is formed and 

where to look for it.  Amber 

is tree sap; it traps organ-

isms.  New Jersey amber is 

believed to come from cedar 

trees (brittle resin; not good 

for jewelry); Burmese am-

ber from the mat sequoia 

tree (tougher resin; good for 

jewelry). 
 

The evolution of insects, plants, and flowers is evidenced in some 

amber deposits.  Some species captured in amber are now extinct.  

Whether the amber is found in New Jersey or in Burma or in India or 

in the Baltic, there are similarities in the fossils within.  Insects (like 

beetles, ants, nymphs and midges), feathers, flowers, and leaves have 

been found amber-bound at the aforementioned dig sites. 
 

There are different kinds of amber.  More than thirty deposits around 

the world have been compared by hardness and age.  Amber degrades 

when exposed to heat and light.  Museum collections are preserved in 

climate-controlled boxes. 
 

In the nineteenth century the lignite layer might have been collected 

and used as fuel.  Today, that same lignite layer is known to be the 

“amber-bearing lignite layer,” the source of this valuable fossil-

bearing resin and popular gemstone. 
 

Amber has become a topic of interest to interdisciplinary specialists 

including entomologists, paleontologists, geologists, and gemolo-

gists. 
 

FYI 

Crossmans Pit was the site of the Sayreville dig (1990s). 

The Cretaceous period is a geologic time, the last period of 

the Mesozoic era.   It was characterized by the disappearance 

of dinosaurs and the development of flowering plants. 
 

South River Cruise Nites!! 
Visit downtown South River for hot cars and good food, 5-9 p.m. on 

June 18, August 20, and September 17.  The Museum will be open. 

 

Lapel Pin - $5.00 

Collectible pin com-

memorating the South 

River Museum - Old 

School Baptist Church 

[size- 7/8 inch]. 
 

2009  SRH&PS Calendar - $8.00 

Previous years also available - $6.00 
 

Old School Baptist Church print 

by Joseph Csatari - $25.00 

Numbered limited edition print 13” x 

15 ¾”, unframed, includes brief biogra-

phy of the artist and history of the 

Old School Baptist Church building.  
 

Commemorative 200th Anniversary 

Old School Baptist Church Medal-

lion Ornament (South River Mu-

seum) - $10.00 
 

Commemorative Book in Celebra-

tion of South River's 275th Anniver-

sary, 1720-1995 - $10.00 

Over 90 pages of text & photos. 
 

Wooden Plaque of the Old School 

Baptist Church - $10.00 

Made from timber from the original 

portico columns. 
 

Old School Baptist Church Note 

Cards with Envelopes 

Features an early photo of the OSBC; 

Set of 5 cards - $2.50 

Set of 10 cards - $4.00 
 

SRH&PS Hat - $5.00 

Blue with white lettering and a 

picture of the Old School Baptist 

Church.  
 

Note: Prices do not include postage. 

Please visit our website (see back   

page) for additional items. 
 
 

ATTENTION MEMBERS: 

Please check your address label on 

this newsletter.  If you do not find 

2009 in the upper right hand corner,  

you have not yet paid your member-

ship dues for 2009.  You may use the 

membership form supplied in this 

newsletter or print one from the web-

site.  The SRH&PS  appreciates your 

continued support. 

SRH&PS GIFT SHOP 
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 April’s guest speaker, Paul Nascimbene.  
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Who’s Telling the Truth?  
 

The television series, To Tell the Truth,  was an instant hit when it debuted in the mid-1950s.  Challenged by 

guests of no renown but all claiming the same accomplishment, the show’s celebrity panelists had to deter-

mine which one was telling the truth.  Had the game been played, though, in turn-of-the-20th-century South 

River, the panelists could have run into a problem. 
 

“I am the Mayor of South River,” claimed mystery guest number one; “I am the Mayor of South River,” 

claimed mystery guest number two.  The problem, if the mystery guests were Andrew Church and Joseph 

Mark, was that both men were telling the truth. 
 

As reported in the New York Times on March 20, 1901, Mark, the Democratic challenger, had been elected to 

succeed the Republican incumbent, Church, as Mayor.  The Times noted that while Mark “was sworn in by a 

Notary” on March 18 and took his seat at the Council Meeting, a borough statute dictated that Church’s term 

did not expire until noon on March 20, and he refused to step down. 
 

Seeking to invalidate Mark’s early ascendency, the Republican Council members stormed out of the meeting, 

hoping to block formation of a new Council, but their attempt failed, said the Times, because “the Democ-

rats...made just a quorum and organized the board.” 
 

Ultimately, Andrew Church did relinquish his position at the appointed hour, but for a day and a half, both he 

and Joseph Mark could truthfully proclaim, “I am the Mayor of South River.” 

http://www.rootsweb.com/%7Enjsrhps/


 

2009 SRH&PS Membership Application Form 

Please check one:   New       Renewal       Gift (from_______________________) 
 

Please print your name clearly as it should appear on the membership listing: 
 

     Name(s):______________________________________________________________ 

     Address: _____________________________________________________________ 

     City: _______________________________ State: _________Zip Code: _________ 

     Phone: (____)________________  E-mail: _________________________________ 

 Check here and include a stamped, self-addressed envelope to receive a membership card. 

  

ANNUAL DUES CATEGORIES 

  Please check one: 

 Adult                             $10.00 

 Student                          $5.00 

 Family/Couple              $15.00 

 Business/Corporate     $25.00 

 Lifetime - Individual   250.00 

 Check here and include your email above if you would like to receive your newsletter via email. 

 I would like to donate an additional amount of $_________  (Gifts will be recognized in our newsletter) 

The gift is:   in honor of    in memory of: ______________________________________________________________ 

Total amount enclosed: $______________   Cash       Check (Please make check payable to “SRH&PS, Inc.”) 

Send your application and dues payment to: SRH&PS Membership                   [All dues and contributions are tax-deductible.] 

                                                                       P.O. Box 446                                                   

                                                                       South River, NJ 08882 

 My company has a matching gift program. 

       Company name: ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

       Company address: _________________________________________________________________________________ 

As a tax-exempt corporation, the SRH&PS, Inc. is eligible to receive matching gifts. If your employer participates in such a program, 

please send matching gift forms with your membership donation. The Society's fiscal year is January 1 to December 31. 

 Name: ____________________________________________________________________ 

 Address: __________________________________________________________________ 

                  __________________________________________________________________ 

 City, State, ZIP Code: ________________________________________________________ 

 Phone (Optional): __________________________________________________________ 

 Email (Optional): ___________________________________________________________ 

 Amount of donation: ________________ 

 Please make checks payable to the South River Historical & Preservation Society, Inc. and send them  

 with the form to:   SRH&PS, Inc.  

                                 P.O. Box 446  

                                 South River, NJ 08882  

 (If you would like to make a memorial donation, please add the information to the back of the form.)  

2009 Meetings: June 24, September 23, November 18 
 

June 24 Program: South River During the Depression (Please let us know if you’ve memories to share.)

September 23 Program: Vintage Photography (Jeff Thompson will explain how to identify daguerreotype, 

ambrotype, tintype, and Carte-deVisite photos.  He’ll also discuss how to begin collecting vintage photographs 

and will display part of his amazing collection.)   
 

These Wednesday meetings will convene at 7:00 p.m. at the South River Museum (formerly the Old School 

Baptist Church/War Memorial Building), 64-66 Main Street, South River.   
 

The Museum is also open to the general public from 1:30 until 3:30 p.m. on the first Sunday of each month:  

June 7      July 5      August 2      September 6      October 4      November 1      December 6 

South River Historical & Preservation Society Calendar 

Old School Baptist Church Cemetery Conservation Program Donation Form 


