
 

SOUTH RIVER                        June, 2009 

HISTORICAL &  PRESERVATION  
              NEWSNumber 50 

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 gradersô 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 ñtheirò 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 ñHistory of the Armstrong Sales Corpo-  

 rationò 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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HONORARY TRUSTEES 
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Buildings & Grounds -  

Ann and Bob Rafano 

Calendar - Doris Miller 

Fund Raising - Joann Smith-

Goepfert and Paul Goepfert 

Grants - Brian Armstrong 

Historic Buildings & Sites -  

Ken Roginski 

Hospitality - Elaine Sicknick 

Membership - JoAnn Devlin 

Newsletter - Dick Meyers 

Program - Anita Hermstedt 

Publicity - Marilyn Anastasio 

Web Site - Stephanie Bartz 
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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.  Heôs 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 fatherôs 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 Sheriffôs 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. 
 

McDowellôs 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 Riverôs past. 

Melbourne McDowell as Marc Antony in Cleopatra.  
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