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President's Message by Brian Armstrong

Recently my wife and I went to dinner at the Portuguese Fisherman Restaurant & Bar on
Jackson Street. The waiter who served us has worked at the restaurant for many years
and told us everything he knew about the building. He said that the interior has been
remodeled several times but two original windows survive in the office. He was not
sure if the original banquet hall was on the second floor. The exterior of the building
visible from Ferry Street looks much the same as it did a hundred years ago.

This building has served as hotel, bar, and restaurant for over one hundred and twenty
years. Yates Hall was established by Samuel Yates in the early 1890s. The hall, some-
times known as Central Hall, was popular as a meeting place for civic organizations.
During the Progressive Era, health meetings concerning tuberculosis were held in the

hall, as were political party meetings.

Yates sold the building to John Wilus in 1915 and his family owned it for many years. The big “W” which
appears on the front of the building is from the renovation done by the Wilus family. After they sold it in the
late 20th century, several owners held the property before the Portuguese Fisherman Restaurant & Bar was es-
tablished in 1976. The building has survived fires that consumed neighborhood hotels (such as the Willett
House and Klauser’s Hotel), recessions, and floods to become one of the most well known and successful res-

taurants in South River and in the county.

My wife and I enjoyed the meal and the decor of the restaurant. We both wished that the walls could talk so
that we could learn more of the wonderful history of this building. Unfortunately, the Portuguese Fisherman
restaurant had flood damage from Hurricane Sandy and we hope it will reopen soon.

Membership Renewal Reminder

Check the mailing label on this newsletter to find out
when your current membership expires.

Please consider paying your membership dues for
2013 now.

You can use the membership form supplied in this
newsletter or print one from the website.

The SRH&PS appreciates your continued support.
All dues and donations are tax deductible.

Thank you.

| - Like us on
ﬁ Facebook

http://www.facebook.com/
southriverhistory
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IN MEMORY OF...

The South River Historical & Preservation Society extends its sympathies to the family of long-time
member, donor, and Trustee Ann Smith, who passed away on Nov. 10, 2012.

New Addition to the Museum

This glass display case in the photo at the right was made by
students at the South River High School under the direction
of Bill Kendrick. The case was given to the South River
Public Library and was used there for many years. The
Library recently donated it to the South River Museum. --
When one of the glass panels was broken, South River Glass
donated the replacement and Bill Hermstedt took care of the
installation. Pictured in the photo are Brian Armstrong and
Bill Hermstedt moving the display case into place at the

museum.




All in the Family: Whitehead, Willett, and Yates- By Brian Armstrong

Samuel Whitehead’s land in South River, bounded by Hillside Avenue on the west, Main and Jackson Streets
on the north, Raritan Avenue on the east, and the Washington Monumental Cemetery on the south, was the
largest landlocked industrial area in the heart of the borough. For over fifty years this land provided sand, clay
and millions of bricks that employed hundreds of workers for six months of the year. Long term excavation
created Yates Pond which also provided harvested ice before the advent of refrigeration. Late 20™ century de-
velopment has erased the industrial landscape that was described by Jessie Selover in the 1950s as “eye-sores
to the beautification of that section.”

Samuel Whitehead came to South River in
1820 and developed a successful fruit
business with a transportation network that
used ships that sailed on the South River to
deliver his product to New York and other
markets. During the 1850s he and his sons
established the more lucrative clay and sand
mining business. The 1851 Van Dyke Reid
map shows the Samuel Whitehead Brick Yard
on Jackson Street. Whitehead “retired” from
the sand and clay business in the mid-1860s
and sold the business to his sons (Charles,
William, James, and John). He retained the brick yard on Jackson Street and formed a partnership with his
two sons-in-law, William Yates and Theodore Willett.

A postcard view of Yates Pond. From the collection of Craig Currie.

Whitehead’s daughter, Sarah Jane, married Theodore Willett in 1868 after having divorced James DeVoe.

Her daughter from the DeVoe marriage, Cora, was adopted by Willett. The Willetts also had two sons, Theo-
dore Jr. and Charles. 1870 Census records suggest that Sarah provided the assets for Willett’s successful busi-
ness ventures, showing her $60,000 real estate and $500 personal property as the only family assets. Years
later when the Willett property in South River was sold, Sarah Jane Willett was listed as the owner of the land
and the buildings. While Samuel Whitehead was alive, Willett only spent a few days a week in Washington
(South River) managing the workers at the brick yard. His main residence, known as Willett’s Opera house (a
public house), was in Williamsburg, New York (Brooklyn). After Samuel Whitehead died in February 1873,
Theodore Willett took over management of the brick yard including the “buildings, sand banks and clay
mines.”

Shortly after Willett took control of the yard, Whitehead’s other daughter, Anna Yates, opened up a yard,
which included Yates Pond, on land between the Willett Yard and the cemetery. Anna’s husband, William
Yates, does not appear to have taken an active role in the business. In 1889, a court case, which may have in-
volved a land dispute, was brought against Yates by her sister, Sarah Jane Willett. The result was a favorable
decision for Anna Yates, and the “bell chimed from her brick yard.” In the late 1880s Anna’s sons, William
and Samuel, took over the business and rebranded it as Yates Brothers (also called Yates and Company).

The Willett and Yates clay banks had “reddish sand and gravel, kaolin, black clay with layers of sand, yellow
loamy clay, black and bluish clays and a mixture of impure kaolin.” The Willett Yard worked to a depth of 20
feet producing 7,000,000 bricks per year and the Yates Brothers Yard worked to a depth of 40 feet producing
8,000,000 common bricks per year. The bricks from both yards were “hauled on horse-drawn flat car over a
narrow gauge railway to their loading docks along the river front between Eberwein and Jackson Streets, each
using the railway on alternating days.” Later, trucks were used to transport the brick to the waterfront. Both
yards shipped most of their bricks to Newark via the South River.

Each yard had a large boarding house for the workers who labored from 4 a.m to 7:30 p.m., with 30 minutes
for lunch, six days a week from March until September. Willett also built several houses, called
“Willettsville”, on the land near the brickworks. continued on page 4
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by Joseph Csatari - $25.00

SRH&PS GIFT SHOP

All in the Family, Continued from page 3

A May 1892 newspaper article said that he had a “force of men at
work on his property” “fixing up the street and improving” the area
and “the place is beginning to look very attractive.” The original
workers were Irish. Those who came later were Eastern Europeans.

Willett’s son, Theodore Jr., married Mary A. Daly, the daughter of
the owner of the Railroad Hotel located next to the brick yards. They
had two daughters, Thera May and Miriam. He established the
Willett House on Ferry Street in the 1890s and was a “prominent
figure in social, business, and political life.” He died in 1898 of a
pulmonary problem at the age of 28. His brother, Charles, took
control of the Willett House after his death. When the borough
considered not transferring the liquor license, a petition with 13
female signatures, led by his mother, Sarah J. Willett, and his step-
sister, Cora Baird, was successful in 1901. Charles got into trouble
in 1905 when he allowed three “expensive slot machines” to be
installed in the hotel which he continued to manage until 1911. The
building survived as a bar until 1983 when it was destroyed by fire.

William Yates Sr. died in 1890 after years of bad health. In July
1901, Anna Yates’ dress caught fire while she was frying eggs over
the wood fire in her home on Willett Avenue; she died from her
burns. Samuel Yates opened the Yates Hall/Central Hall on Jackson
Street in the 1890s and it became a popular place for meetings and
entertainment. The Yates Brick Yard closed in 1918, after the death
of Samuel Yates, former South River mayor and president of the
South River Trust Company. His brother, William, died in 1920.

Theodore Willett made a small fortune ($62,000) in three months on
cotton trade and decided to sell the brick business to Candee,
Creeckler & Co in 1905 so that he could focus on his extensive real
estate holdings in Middlesex County. Candee, Creeckler & Co.
opened a new brick yard in March 1906 with foreman Gustav Mitten,
but Willett sued them for $3,000 royalties in early 1907. Theodore
died on Feb 25, 1909 and Sarah Jane died a year later on February
21, 1910 at the age of 73. The Willett family was involved in a huge
court case in the mid-1910s when the remaining son, Charles Willett,
married Mildred Opie, a local singer, while intoxicated. He died a
few months after the marriage, leaving the remainder of the Willett
money to her. Theodore Jr.’s widow, Mary A. Willett, contested the
will; the money went to her daughters after Mildred Opie Willett died

Numbered limited edition print 13” x
15 %4, unframed, includes brief biog-
raphy of the artist and history of the
Old School Baptist Church building.

Commemorative 200™ Anniversary
Old School Baptist Church Medal-
lion Ornament (South River Mu-
seum) - $10.00

Old School Baptist Church Post-
card — Set of 3 postcards, $1.00

Features an 1894 17
By oy
w 1 o

photo of the OSBC
(now the South

River Museum).

Commemorative
Book Celebrating South River's
275™ Anniversary, 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 - Set of 5
cards, $2.50; set of 10 cards, $4.00
Features an early photo of the OSBC.

SRH&PS Hat - $5.00
Blue with white lettering and a picture
of the Old School Baptist Church.

Lapel Pin - $5.00
Collectible pin com-
memorating the South
River Museum - Old |
School Baptist Church [§
[size- 7/8 inch] 2

Note: Prices do not include postage.
Please visit our website (see back
page) for additional items.

prematurely in 1916. n



2012 Members of the South River Historical & Preservation Society, Inc.

“The loftier the building, the deeper its foundation must be laid.” Thomas Kempis

Brian O. Armstrong
Ann & Anthony Aschettino
Karen & Tom Bara
Georgia & Albert Bauman
Katherine Bitow
Sandra & Virgil Blake
Caroline Boden Devlin
Mary Ann & Walter Boyler
Karen Bradford
Christine Brasno
Louise Bruhn
Margaret & Donald Calnan
Lorraine Chevalier
McDonald
Thomas Comella &
Emily Varga-Comella
Frank Czapkowski
JoAnn Devlin
Hank Dziemian
Eleanor R. Eppinger
Rosemary Erickson
George Feaster Family
Christine Fowler
Joyce Funk
Marie Gardner
Myles R. Garrigan
Pat & Charles Gawarkiewicz
Paul Goepfert
William Goepfert
Roger M. Golden
Donna Green
Linda & John Grimm
Monica & Norman
Harder, Jr. Family
Walterene Harris Ratcliffe

Life Members

Paul Barsczewski
Stephanie Bartz

Louise Fitzpatrick

Eileen (Kozak) Koltowich
Candice Lewandoski
Kenneth Roginski

Ann M. Smith

Mary Witt, MD

Douglas E. Heine

Anita & William Hermstedt
Kathleen Hyland

Eileen Hyland-Rosen
Landon Kestlinger

Len Klekner

Marion Kutawski

Elizabeth Litarowich

Julius Littman

Alfred & Shirley Losiewicz
Gayle Martinez

Betty J. Matyas

Maureen McCallion

Karyn & Paul Migut

Lydia Mrozek

Judy Olcsvay

Elaine & Peter O’Neill
Marley & John O'Neill, Jr.
Gregory Palaski & Family
Gary V. Petrie

Cidalia Pisco Family

Helen & Edward R. Plank
Carol E. Presnal

Michael Psenechnuk

Amy & Zac Rafano

Rob & Julie Rafano & Family
JoAnn & Anthony Razzano
Kenneth R. Rice

Walter F. & Edna Rice
Dorothy Rice Oliver

Irene “Debby” Richter
Wendy D. Richter

Dolores & Edwin Roginski
Jeanmarie & Larry Ruch
Rutgers Library

Business

Appleby Insurance Agency
Krauser’s Food

Ria Mar Restaurant

South River Boat Club

Janet L. Satterthwaite

Karen & Richard
Satterthwaite

Doris & Walter Schaed

Iris Schmitt

Kathleen & Albert Seaman

Gladys & Charles Sicknick

June Sicknick Whetstone

*Nina Silwanowicz

Judith G. Smith

Joann Smith-Goepfert

Gloria & Kenneth Smutko

Dorothy “Dottie” Sowchuk

Alexis & John Stashkevetch

Jill & Steven Sullivan

Barbara Szarka Lindsay

Mary & Edward Timko

Marie Tirrell

Cynthia & Eugene Urbanik

Eliane & Emiel Verloove

Raja Waran

Barbara Westergaard

Nan Whitehead

Janice Whitehead Chase

Diane Whitehead
Himmelberger

Cynthia A. Wilk

Anna Wolan Cygan

Walter B. Woronowicz

Sandra Zajac

Dorothy P. Zaleske

Lynn & Joseph Zawadsky

Jean Zimmerman

Mara & Edward Zukowski

* Deceased

Honorary Trustees

Marilyn Anastasio
Helen Armstrong
Stephanie Bartz
Woodis M. Booraem
Warren K. Booraem
Doris Miller

Ann C. Rafano
Robert C. Rafano
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Mailing address: See above

Phone: 732-613-3078

Email: SouthRiverHistory@gmail.com

Website: http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~njsrhps/
Visit our Museum: See Calendar (insert)

September Meeting Highlights the 1968 Football Season

The September program, presented by Brian Armstrong, President of the Society,
highlighted the 1968 South River High School football season. He discussed how Coach
Bellissimo, Drew Pearson, and the Super Fraternity beat the odds with their winning season
during that turbulent year.

Armstrong began the presentation by showing historical photos and giving an overview
of world, United States, and South River events in 1968. He described what school life Bill Csatari, one of
would have been like for students at South River High School that year and then provided the 1968 coaches.
a detailed overview of the team members of the Super Fraternity, including the coaches, senior squad, and
other key players. The presentation continued with a review of each game that season, ending with the
annual Turkey Day Game with New Brunswick, which ended in a tie.
Armstrong concluded by noting the awards and other recognition the
team received and also gave a profile of Drew Pearson.

The question and answer period included stories by 1968

Coach Bill Csatari and other members of the team. Tom Bara
provided a profile of the Bill Denny Chapter of the National Football
Foundation & College Football Hall of Fame and displayed

South River High School football memorabilia. He donated several
of the items to the museum, including a silver tray celebrating the

undefeated 1966 season of the South River High School team. Audience members explore Tom Bara's football
memorabilia from the 1960s.




Old School Baptist Church Cemetery Conservation Program Donation Form

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.)

South River Historical & Preservation Society Calendar

2012 Meetings: November 28 (Annual Meeting)

November 28 -- 100 years ago, 50 years ago, 10 years ago, or yesterday... It's all history now. Please bring a
memory or a piece of South River history for "show-and-tell". A light supper will be served.

The meeting will convene at 7:00 p.m. at the South River Museum — Old School Baptist Church, 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
(second Sunday if the first is a holiday): December 2 January 6 February 3 March 3

2013 SRH&PS Membership Application Form

Please check one: || New ] Renewal [ Gift (from ) | ANNUAL DUES CATEGORIES
Please check one:

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

Name(s): | Adult $10.00
Address: || Student $5.00
City: State: Zip Code: [] Family/Couple $15.00

(please enter number in family)

Phone: ( ) E-mail:

[] Business/Corporate  $25.00
|| Check here and include a stamped, self-addressed envelope to receive a membership card.

|| 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: $ [ Jcash L[] 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.




