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but their son died in early childhood.  
Helen, their daughter, had grown 
into a vivacious young woman, de-
scribed in a memoir published in 
1957 by her close friend, Isabel Ben-
jamin, as “an enchanting looking girl, 
sparkling brown eyes, gold hair and a 
bright mind.” 
 
The family had embarked on a grand 
tour in October 1888 to introduce 
Helen to Europe, and vice versa. In 
Rome, Helen so beguiled a prince of 
the Borghese family that he wanted 
to marry her.  Her parents were re-
luctant to agree to this, but conceded 
that the prince could see their daugh-
ter again when they traveled to Paris 
in May.  This all ended tragically on 
June 30, when 19-year-old Helen 
died suddenly of acute appendicitis.  
 
Helen’s death had a profound effect 
on her parents. A lengthy article in 

The Remarkable Matthiessens  
by Patrick Gilmartin 

Irvington Historical Society 

Near the shore of the Hudson River, just 
south of a sandbox and children’s 
swings, a bronze plaque affixed to a 
boulder records a farewell gift to the 
people of Irvington from two of its 
wealthiest residents.  It reads:   

Matthiessen Beach Park 
Public Dedication – Sept. 9, 1945 

to commemorate the gift of 
Mr. & Mrs. Ralph H. Matthiessen 

to Irvington-on-Hudson, N.Y. 
Behind that gift was a dynastic marriage 
of first cousins, a deeply felt family trage-
dy, and the remarkable success in Ameri-
ca of three immigrant brothers.  

 
On Sunday, July 14, 1889, as the French 
steamer La Champagne docked in Man-
hattan, Cyrus Field’s yacht Inanda waited 
alongside the pier. It was there to meet 
Franz and Emma Matthiessen, and to 
carry them and the embalmed body of 
their daughter, Helen, home to Irving-
ton.  
 
Franz and Emma had had two children, 

Plaque in Matthiessen Park. 
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 The Remarkable Matthiessens, continued  

sey City. Franz was granted many patents involving 
the refining process and the firm rapidly grew to 
become one of the strongest sugarhouses in the na-
tion. In 1887 the firm merged with the sugar inter-
ests of the Brooklyn-based Havemeyer family to 
form the American Sugar Refining Company.  
 
By 1891 several other major sugar refining compa-
nies had merged into the American Sugar Refining 
Company.   It became known as the Sugar Trust, 
and its product later became known as Domino 
Sugar. Franz was named chairman of the Manufac-
turing Committee of the Board of Directors of the 
company, giving him overall supervision of its en-
tire refining operations.  The Sugar Trust soon con-
trolled 98 percent of the sugar refineries in the na-
tion, and Franz was dubbed the “Sugar Baron” by 
the press. 
 
Franz may have given up social activities after 
Helen’s death, but he remained active in business, 
not resigning from the Sugar Trust until 1900.  In 
addition, he, among other things, became a director 
of a new “whiskey trust” in 1898 and was president 
of the Western Electric Instrument Company in 
1896.  He is interred with his family in Woodlawn 
Cemetery, Bronx, N.Y. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Franz had married Emma Boyles of Philadelphia in 
1865.   In 1870, 18.94 acres in the Village area today 
known as Matthiessen Park were bought in her 
name. In 1890, an additional 2.84 acres were pur-

the New York Times after Franz’s death in Paris on 
March 9, 1901, reported that he had kept Helen’s 
body “in his residence in Irvington-on-Hudson for 
several months, refusing to have it interred.  He 
closed up his house at 580 Fifth Avenue and retired 
from all social life.  Mrs. Matthiessen was so stricken 
by the grief that her nervous system was undermined 
and she is now an invalid.” 
 
Franz, whose full name was Franz Otto Matthiessen, 
but who outside the family was usually known as 
F.O. Matthiessen or Francis O. Matthiessen, was the 
first of the family to live in Irvington. He, like his 
brothers, came from a town named Altona at the 
base of the Jutland Peninsula, which separates the 
North Sea from the Baltic Sea in the part of Europe 
known as Schleswig-Holstein.  Franz was born there 
on December 23, 1833.   For many decades prior to 
his birth the area had been the subject of repeated 
conflicts by or among various European powers 
claiming ownership.   That history is reflected in the 
fact that one of the brothers declared birth in Den-
mark, others in Germany.  Today Schleswig-Holstein 
is part of Germany and Altona is a suburb of Ham-
burg. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When Franz was fifteen he started apprenticing in 
sugar refineries in Hamburg.  Ten years later, in 1858, 
he left Europe for the United States. Once here, he 
worked in several refineries in Boston and New York 
before joining another immigrant, William Alfred 
Weichers, in opening their own sugar refinery in Jer-

American Sugar Refining Company, 
circa 1910. 

Matthiessen family mausoleum 
in Woodlawn Cemetery. 
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chased, also in Emma’s name. The funnel-shaped 
estate had its wide end on Broadway north of the 
Presbyterian Church and ran to the Hudson River.   
The neighbor to the north was J. C. Fargo, one of 
the founders of Wells Fargo & Co., whose property 
extended to West Sunnyside Lane.  To the south lay 
the estate of Charles Tiffany, founder of Tiffany & 
Co. and father of Louis Comfort Tiffany.   

Franz’s fortune, estimated at $15 million (equivalent 
to $417 million in today’s purchasing power) would 
at some point have become his daughter Helen’s 
had she lived. So, too, would Emma’s Irvington 
property have passed to Helen.  Her untimely death 
changed everything.  Whether, but for that change, 
Ralph and his wife later could or would have made 
their gift to the Village that is memorialized on the 
plaque is an unanswerable question. 
 
Franz’s will provided that Emma would have in-
come from his estate for so long as she lived, after 
which time his fortune would pass in equal shares to 
his brothers Erard and Frederick, each of whom 
was already wealthy. 
 
Erard Adolph Matthiessen, the eldest of the immi-
grant brothers, was the first to come to the United 
States.  He arrived in New York on August 1850, 
about two months shy of his 25th birthday.  In his 
early years here he seems to have split his time be-

tween New York City—living at times on Staten 
Island—and Chicago.  In New York, he met Adele 
Gignoux, the Brooklyn-born third child of 14 of a 
prosperous silk wholesaler from France.  They were 
married in Chicago on February 11, 1858, and had 
eight children, among them Ralph’s father, Conrad 
Henry, who was born in Illinois in 1865. 
 
Erard’s exact occupation in the United States is un-
clear, but either he had a meteoric success in busi-
ness, or enjoyed inherited wealth, or both, because a 
scant twenty years after his arrival he and his family 
were living in Cornwall-on-Hudson in Orange 
County, N.Y., with as many as six servants.  In the 
1875 census taken by the State of New York, Erard 
described his occupation as “retired merchant.”  He 
died May 26, 1905.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The third immigrant brother, Frederick Wilhelm 
Matthiessen, arrived one year before his brother 
Franz, having completed mining engineering studies 
at the University of Freiberg.  He and a classmate 
named Edward Charles Hegeler decided to go to 
America to seek success in their chosen field.  They 
first traveled through mining centers in Germany, 
Belgium, and England, and then took a steamer to 
the United States, landing in Boston in 1857 and 
proceeding to New York.  There they learned that 
deposits of zinc ore near Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, 
were being used to produce material for paints be-
cause attempts to smelt metal from the ore had been 
unsuccessful.  The two young men invested their 

Frederick Wilhelm Matthiessen 

Portion of an 1881 map showing the Matthiessen’s  
funnel-shaped property. Later acquisitions extended 
the estate south and east. 
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The Remarkable Matthiessens, continued  

own funds and used their ingenuity to successfully 
extract metal from the ore but decided against fur-
ther investment in that venture.  Instead they looked 
west. 
 
After spending several months in Pittsburgh to ac-
quaint themselves with American business methods, 
Matthiessen and Hegeler moved to Missouri in 1858 
to investigate opportunities for zinc mining.  Finding 
uncertain and dangerous “political conditions” there, 
with both pro- and anti-slavery fervor, Matthiessen 
and Hegeler continued on to Wisconsin, where they 
were welcomed.  This was also the case in LaSalle, 
Illinois, about 100 miles south of the Wisconsin bor-
der where there were extensive coalfields near the 
route of the Illinois Central Railroad.  Here they 
built a smelter that successfully ran until the out-
break of the Civil War caused a temporary shut-
down.  It soon resumed operations, however, and 
the Matthiessen and Hegeler Zinc Company and 
associated mines became industry leaders.   
 
Frederick Wilhelm married Frances Clara (“Fannie”) 
Moeller of Mineral Point, Wisconsin, who was the 
daughter of the owners of the boarding house where 
Frederick first stayed in Wisconsin.  Once the zinc 
works became successful, Frederick Wilhelm became 
active in other areas. About 1880 he organized the 
Western Clock Manufacturing Co., maker of “Big 
Ben” clocks, which in 1930 merged with the Seth 
Thomas Clock Co. to become General Time Corp.  
He also invested in other businesses, including real 
estate in LaSalle and elsewhere.  Frederick Wilhelm 
served as mayor of LaSalle from 1887 to 1897, and 
reputedly almost had to beg the city to allow him to 
retire from that position.  From their school days in 
Freiberg until Edward Hegeler’s death on June 4, 
1910, Frederick and he remained close friends and 
business partners.  
 
Fannie died in 1913; Frederick died five years later 
on February 11, 1918.  They are interred in 
Oakwood Cemetery, LaSalle, Illinois. 
 
Frederick Wilhelm’s daughter, Eda Wilhelmina So-

phie Matthiessen, born in 1865, married her first 
cousin Conrad (Erard’s son, born the same year) on 
May 24, 1888. The fact that both were prospective 
heirs to substantial fortunes has caused some to 
suggest that their marriage was not a love match but 
more in the nature of dynastic union made to keep 
fortunes in the family.  Eda and Conrad’s son, 
Ralph, would later donate the beach park to the 
Village of Irvington. 
 
Not long after Franz’s death, Charles Tiffany died, 
and in May 1902, Conrad bought Tiffany’s property 
from his executors. Undoubtedly helped by his un-
cle, the Sugar Baron, Conrad was president of the 
Chicago Sugar Refining Company before forming 
the Glucose Sugar Refining Company in 1897.  It 
became a dominant player in making sugar from 
corn and was eventually bought by the Corn Prod-
ucts Company.   
 
Two months after Conrad bought Tiffany’s proper-
ty, Franz’s widow Emma conveyed her Irvington 
property to him, bringing Conrad and Eda’s hold-
ings in Irvington to more than 52 acres, comprising 
most of the land between Broadway and the Hud-
son River from Bridge Street to fairly close to West 
Sunnyside Lane. 
 
In 1910, Conrad and Eda were living with their 
sons, Ralph, Conrad Jr., and Erard Adolph along 
with eight servants in a house built for the parents 
at 41 North Broadway (now known as 2 Fargo 
Lane).   Erard had been named for his paternal 
grandfather but became known as Matty. 
 
Ralph graduated from Yale with an engineering de-
gree in 1912 and on April 3, 1913, he married 
Madge Victoria McCormack in Medford, Jackson 
County, Oregon.  Her father was a New York law-
yer who had purchased part of J. C. Fargo’s Irving-
ton property but was practicing at that time in Med-
ford.  
 
Ralph was a pioneer in the trucking and moving 
business, forming Motor Haulage Company in New 
York in 1915.  In 1921, he was made a special assis-

The Roost 
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The Remarkable Matthiessens, continued   

Church, or alongside the road leading to 41 North 
Broadway, but major dispositions were not made 
until the 1940s.  By 1940, Erard (Matty) and Eliza-
beth had moved to a 47-acre property in Stamford, 
Connecticut, that they bought in 1937 and they be-
gan disposing of the 10.161 acres they owned bor-
dering Bridge Street, a task that was not completed 
until June 1947.  
 
Ralph and Madge had also decided to sell, but first, 
on June 5, 1945, they deeded to the Village 3 acres 
of their property on the river side of the railroad, 
plus 5.75 acres of adjacent underwater land to which 
they held title, on the sole condition that the proper-
ty be used and maintained forever by the Village as a 
public park, free to the people of the community.  

This is the gift memorialized on the plaque. 
 
The following day the balance of the estate, includ-
ing 5.93 acres of other underwater land, was sold to 
the Seaboard Surety Company, who planned to 
move its general offices to the house on the proper-
ty. Two years after the purchase, Seaboard aban-
doned the idea of moving its headquarters there.  It 
donated to the Village the underwater land north of 
the underwater tract already deeded to the Village by 
Ralph and sold the house and dry land. 
 
In the mid 1960s, the Village accepted the sugges-
tion of a contractor that the little waterfront park be 

tant to the United States Postmaster General and 
charged with re-organizing the Post Office’s motor-
ized transportation system.  From at least 1931 until 
1941, he was president of the General Time Corpo-
ration, the successor to the company founded by his 
maternal grandfather, Frederick Wilhelm, and was 
board chairman until 1961. In 1942, after retiring as 
president of General Time, Ralph moved from Ir-
vington to Hume, Virginia, where he raised beef 
cattle until his death there in July 1975 at age 85. 
Madge died in Hume on June 16, 1977. 
 
Ralph bought the former Tiffany property from his 
father, Conrad, in 1922, and in that year signed a 
dollar-a-year “lease” with the Village that allowed 
Irvington residents to swim in the Hudson from the 
part of his property lying between the river and the 
railroad tracks. In 1927, Conrad and Eda transferred 
to Ralph and Matty ownership of the approximately 
23 acres that originally had been owned by Franz’s 
wife Emma.  For a few years Conrad Jr. also owned 
some of the property but in 1927 it too went to his 
brothers, Ralph and Matty.  
 
Erard, or “Matty,” was born May 27, 1902, in Chica-
go, graduated from Yale and the Columbia School 
of Architecture, and married Elizabeth Bleeker Car-
ey of Short Hills, N. J.  He was a member of the 
architecture firm of Henry Otis Chapman & Son 
before founding his own firm, Matthiessen, Johnson 
& Green, with offices in Manhattan and Stamford, 
Connecticut.  He was active in conservation work 
and had a home on Fishers Island, where he started 
an oyster farm.  He also served on the board of the 
National Audubon Society for twenty years and as a 
trustee of the Nature Conservancy and the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History.  Elizabeth died in 
1977.  Erard died in Sanibel, Florida, on March 8, 
1999, at age 96.  He and Elizabeth are both interred 
on Fishers Island. 
 
From time to time the Matthiessens would subdi-
vide and sell parts of their acreage, principally the 
areas bordering Broadway north of the Presbyterian 

Matthiessen Park as it appears today. 
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extended at least 20 yards into the river using rock 
and construction debris from a project that tore up 
Ashford Avenue in Dobbs Ferry.  A further exten-
sion was made in the 1970s, giving Matthiessen 
Park, or more correctly Matthiessen Beach Park, its 
present scope. A family’s association with Irvington 
that began more than 145 years ago continues in 
the form of the park on the shores of the Hudson 
that had its genesis in the gift they made to the Vil-
lage. 

—Pat Gilmartin 

 

Author’s Note: Initial research on the Matthiessen 
family done by longtime Irvington resident Carolyn 
Stifel inspired this article. Her contribution is grate-
fully acknowledged by the author, who takes full 
responsibility for any errors.  
 
Editor’s Note:  Footnotes and source material infor-
mation can be found in the online version of this 
article posted on our society’s webpage:   
www.irvingtonhistoricalsociety.org 

 
In addition to Ralph, other descendants of the immigrant brothers attained some prominence in America. 
 
Frederick Wilhelm’s grandson, F.O. Matthiessen, was born in 1902 in Pasadena, Cali-
fornia,  graduated from the Hackley School in Tarrytown and from Yale in 1923, and 
was a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, where he met the painter Russell Cheney and they 
became lovers.  On his return to the U.S., F.O. became a professor and tutor of his-
tory and literature at Harvard, and is still considered a preeminent literary critic and 
expert on the works of Henry James, Walt Whitman, Herman Melville and other 
leading lights of the nineteenth-century American Renaissance. He suffered a nervous 
breakdown in 1945 that may have been caused by Cheney’s death that year.  Five 
years later, on April 1, F.O. committed suicide by leaping from the 12th floor window 
of a Boston hotel.  Published letters between F.O. and Cheney are part of gay literature. 
 
The author and naturalist Peter Matthiessen was Matty’s son.  He was born May 22, 
1927, and died April 5, 2014.  A co-founder of The Paris Review, he received the Na-
tional Book Award for Fiction in 2008 at age 81 for Shadow Country, eight years after 
he had won the National Book Award for General Non-Fiction for The Snow Leopard. 
Another well-known book of his was At Play in the Fields of the Lord (1965).  Among 
other things, he at one time worked for the CIA, for which work he said he founded 
The Paris Review as a cover, was an early pioneer of LSD, and became a Zen Buddhist 
priest. 
 
Peter’s son, Alex, born July 3, 1964, is a leading environmentalist.  After graduating 
from the University of California at Santa Cruz in 1988 with a BA in biology and 
environmental studies, he began an activist career with the Rainforest Action Net-
work.  In 1997 he became a special assistant to the Secretary of the Interior manag-
ing a multi-agency taskforce that revised the hydropower licensing process.  He also 
helped create and then headed the Federal program to foster green energy in the Na-
tional Parks.  From 2000 to 2010 he was CEO of the Riverkeeper, the nonprofit that 
works to protect the Hudson and its tributaries from pollution.  Alex now runs an 
environmental consulting business in New York City that he founded. 
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FALL FUNDRAISER 

On Saturday, September 10, the Irvington Historical Socie-
ty held its Fall Fundraiser at the  Armour-Stiner Octagon 
House, home of Joseph Pell Lombardi. This year’s event 
saw the unveiling of  a nineteenth-century Lord & Burn-
ham greenhouse, restored and installed on its original 
foundation by Joseph’s son, Michael Hall Lombardi.  More 
than one hundred fifty guests enjoyed an afternoon filled 
with music, laughter, and  friendship on a lovely (if hot!) 
early fall afternoon. Many thanks to Edna Kornberg for 
these wonderful photographs of the day! 

The Armour-Stiner  Octagon House. 

Event guests (l to r) Barbara Sciulli, Barbara 
Denyer, Michael Penta, Bob Connick, and Joanne 
Sciulli. 

Exterior of the Lord & Burnham greenhouse. 

Interior of the restored greenhouse. 

Society President Pat Ryan introducing our 
host, Joseph Pell Lombardi. 



8 

The Roost 

Fall Fundraiser, continued  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Guests enjoying the lovely grounds. 

Guests (l to r) Anna Gedrich, Veronica Gedrich, 
Bobbi Morris, Kim Mishkin, and our host Joe 
Lombardi. 

Winding interior staircase. 
A view of the unique poly-
chromed dome. 

Kim Mishkin, Jessica Hale Lombardi with 
baby Enzo, and Bill Schwartz enjoying the 
lovely afternoon. Kristy Schmitt  flanked by her parents, Bob and 

Linda Schmitt. 
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Fall Fundraiser, continued  

Centerpieces highlighted the bounty of the 
season. 

Event chair Bill Schwartz relaxing at the end of the 
day. 

Auctioneer Doug Wilson  warms up the 
crowd. 

Amy Sherwood welcomes guests. 

 
Learn iPhone Photography 

The Irvington Historical Society is hosting a two-session iPhone photography class.  The in-
structor, Julie Stauffer, is a professional photographer who will share the latest techniques that 
she uses in her own work. 
Dates:   April 15 and April 29 
Time:  10 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 
Place:  Irvington History Center, 131 Main Street 
Enrollment Fee: $149 
Requirements: Students should have an iPhone 5 or later. 
Registration:  Contact Veronica Gedrich at 914-591-9595 or veronica.gedrich@verizon.net 
 
NOTE:    This class will not be a repeat of the one Ms. Stauffer gave several years ago. Material will reflect the 
most recent developments in the iPhone photo field. 

Get ready for our upcoming Photo Contest with new iPhone skills!   
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Professor Foner, addressing a standing-room-only 
crowd, then spoke about his latest book, Gateway to 
Freedom:  The Hidden History of the Underground Rail-
road.  He recounted the serendipitous discovery of 
secret records of slave escapes kept by Sydney How-
ard Gay, one of the key figures in New York’s anti-
slavery resistance.  While New York was a free state, 
fugitive slaves and free blacks were routinely kid-
napped off Manhattan streets and forcibly brought 
south to slavery.  These newly found documents 
help chronicle the vital role that free blacks and 
white “practical abolitionists” in New York City 
played in shepherding escaped slaves from the Up-
per South, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C.,  to 
New York City and Philadelphia, and northwards on 
to Canada and freedom.  
 
The evening closed with refreshments, conversation, 
and a book signing by Professor Foner. 

—Ginny Read  

Annual Meeting  
The Annual Meeting of the Irvington Historical So-
ciety was held on October 21,  2016, with a talk by 
special guest speaker, Eric Foner, the Pulitzer Prize–
winning author and DeWitt Clinton Professor of 
History at Columbia University. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IHS President Pat Ryan recapped the year’s pro-
grams, exhibits, and special events, and forecast fu-
ture plans.  Treasurer John Ryan reported on the fi-
nancial situation of the Society, and members voted 
to install the proposed slate of new Board members:  
Anna Gedrich, Veronica Gedrich, and Ginny Read. 
 
Outgoing board members Frank Campbell, Amy 
Sherwood, and Kevin Weber were enthusiastically 
thanked for their service and each presented with a 
gift. 

Professor Eric Foner. 

 
On Thursday December 8th, The Irvington Historical Society debuted 
its History Film Series in partnership with the Town Hall Theater featuring 
classic movies that include Village scenes. Attendees enjoyed hopping aboard 
the Twentieth Century Limited (Hudson River Line) in Alfred Hitchcock’s clas-
sic North by Northwest starring Cary Grant and Eva Marie Saint and shown 
on the big screen at Town Hall Theater for the first time.  Thom Johnson 
kicked off the movie with a fascinating history of the Hudson River Line, point-
ing out local scenes to watch for in the movie.  The evening was a great success. 
Watch for our next film in this series, The Thin Man, to be shown on Thurs-
day, May 25. 
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Upcoming Events 

 Coming in April: 
The Irvington Historical Society presents:  

Who Will Tell Your Story?   
An Evening with the Hamiltons of  Irvington 

Sunday, April 23rd, 7 p.m.  
  Irvington Town Hall Theater 

An entertaining, inspiring and unforgettable evening of  history, song,  
and fun presented by nearly 40 students in grades 4 through 12. 

  Admission free but donations gratefully accepted. Open seating. 
 

For tickets, visit: www.irvingtontheater.com.  

 Coming in May: 
Peter K. Oley Tomorrow’s Historians 

         Student Research Symposium 
      Date to be determined 

 

History Film Series presents: 
The Thin Man (1934) 

starring Myrna Loy and William Powell 
Thursday, May 25th 

Irvington Town Hall Theater 
 

For tickets, visit www.irvingtontheater.com 

 Coming in June: 
Celebrate Irvington! 
Sunday, June 18 
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Irvington Historical Society  
2017 Photo Contest 

This year’s theme:  
Life On and Off  Main Street 

Share that special spot, hidden gem,  
or unique scene of  people and places. 

 

Entry period May 1st through June 3rd 
 

Visit www.irvingtonhistoricalsociety.org for details. 


