
T H E HISTORY OF DEMAREST

The works o f man a n d the works o f na ture have always achieved a balance in

Demarest . F r o m the beginnings o f human set t lement in the area unt i l the present day

some aspect o f na ture has always played a role in Demarest 's deve lopment . Samuel
Demares t ut i l ized the waters o f the Cresskil l B r o o k to rus his mi l l . L a t e r inhab i tan ts

saw the gently ro l l i ng lands covered w i t h forests and fields as a haven f rom the

met ropo l i s . The hotel and race track which once f lour ished have long gone, bu t

nevertheless, a precedent was set fo r Demarest as a town fo r people, and not fo r

indust ry . The res ident ia l character o f Demarest has survived i n t o the present century ,

and un l i ke many nearby towns, Demarest remains a commun i t y whose residents sti l l

p r e fe r its qu ie t t reed streets and var ied terra in to the f la t mono tony o f the city. T h e
conveniences o f twent ie th century technology and the beauty o f the D u c k Pond and the

many acres o f forest and open recreat ion land comb ine to give Demares t its special

character. Bu i ld ings such as the ra i l road and f ire stat ion, and a n u m b e r o f beau t i fu l l y

restored homes recall Demarest 's past.

I t is always interest ing to look back at our heritage, to seek a rediscovery o f the

past t rad i t ions and values, and also to ref lect on the great strides that o u r town has

made in a comparat ive ly short t ime. W i t h this in m i n d the Trustees o f the Demares t

N a t u r e Cen te r Associat ion are pleased to present this shor t history.

Dav id Demarest , or ig ina l ly known as Dav id des Marets , sett led in Bergen Coun t y

N e w Jersey in 1677. He was founder o f the Demares t fami ly in Amer i ca . and was onc

o f a band o f French Huguenots who came to this count ry in 1663.

T h e earl iest settlers in the area now known as Demares t were the Wesietvel ts ,

whose homestead sti l l stands as the northern w ing o f the Cathol ic rectory on O l u County

Road. The year was 1723, and other D u t c h settlers f r om N e w Ams te rdam soon

fo l l owed , having obta ined land grants f r om the Br i t i sh owners o f N e w Jersey.

By the t ime o f the Revo lu t ion there were six or seven farmhouses stretched along

the length o f Coun t y Road. Mos t o f the people were patr iots - p rom inen t among them

were Samuel! P. Demarest (1724-1808), great-great grandson o f Dav id , whose mi l l jus t

south o f the intersect ion o f Anderson Avenue and Coun t y Road, suppl ied f l o u r t o

Washington's troops when they were stat ioned at Tappan , and Capta in John Huy le r , a

mi l i t i a leader who had bought the Westervel t home. Others inc luded Mat t ias Boger t

(whose home, near Closter on Old County Road, is now owned by the O . T . C l a r k e

fami ly) , R o e l f Demarest , son o f Samuel, (whose home is near Cresski l l , and the Co le

fam i l y whose homestead is general ly thought to be a part o f the home on the corner o f

Coun t y Road and Hardenbu rgh Avenue.



These fami l ies bore the b r u n t o f a devastat ing To ry ra id on M a y 9, 1779. M o s t o f

the homes were burned and severely damaged and several o f the men, inc lud ing Samuel

Demares t were taken pr isoner to N e w Y o r k City. Samuel's son, Corne l ius , was k i l led, as

was a n ine ty year o ld fa rmer n a m e d D o u w e Ta l lman , who lies bur ied in the

Revo lu t i ona ry cemetery on Eve re t t Road.

A f t e r the successful conclusion o f the Revo lu t ion , the fathers o f Demares t

r e t u r n e d to t h e i r homes and the l i t t le c o m m u n i t y prospered. Samuel Demares t re-

opened his grist m i l ] w i t h the help o f his sons Peter and Roe l f . Roel f 's two sons, Samuel

R. and John opera ted a brewery and a woolen mi l l , respectively, in the n ine teenth

century. Business was good and in 1816 Samuel R. Demares t b u i l t the beau t i f u l

sandstone co lon ia l home which sti l l stands on County Road across f r om the D u c k Pond.

I n 1859 an event o f utmost impor tance took place ... the open ing o f the N o r t h e r n

R a i l r o a d o f N e w Jersey, which ran f rom Jersey Ci ty to P ie rmon t , N e w Y o r k . I t no

longer t ook two days by fer ry and stagecoach to reach Demarest . One o f the men

responsible fo r the l ine was the great-grandson o f the pa t r io t m i l l e r - R a l p h S. Demarest .

w h o was at the t ime State Senator f r om Bergen County. The c o m m u n i t y wh ich was hic

home was n a m e d 'Demarest Station? in his honor, and became a wel l - known resort in the

v i c to r ian era, comple te wi th a f ine hotel bu i l t on the site o f the present U n i t e d

Me thod i s t Church and a race t rack on the site of the N o r t h e r n Va l l ey Regiona l H igh

School. T h e Demares t Ra i l r oad Station, designed by J. Cleve land Cady, arch i tect fo r

the M e t r o p o l i t a n Opera House and the Museum o f Natu ra l H is tory , was bu i l t in 1874 o f

stone quar r ied f r om the slopes o f the Palisades. I t stands today as a m o n u m e n t t o the

achievement o f the Demarest family.

The late 1800's saw many changes in Demarest. A school was bui l t in 1852 on

the corner of Hardenburgh and Brookside Avenues. This structure eventually became

the first Catholic Church, and is now a private residence. The Baptist Church, the

community's first, was bui l t in 1874. This building now houses the Old Church Cultural

Center. John Demarest's woolen mill became an optical company and later a piano

factory. A saw mill was operated east of Anderson Avenue, and on what is now Park

Street, there was a wheelwright , blacksmith, livery stable and coal yard - the later in

operation as late as the 1930's. Records show that in 1876 Demarest had thirty-six

homes and several farms. There are two victorian homes on Van Horn Street that are

lovely reminders of that period. These were built for brothers during the time when

Demarest was a fashionable resort. They stand, side by side, complete with several

beautiful stained glass windows.



O n A p r i l 8, 1903, the B o r o u g h o f Demares t came in to being, after hav ing

separated f r om the townsh ip o f Ha r r i ng ton . The first M a y o r was John H. Z. Demarest .
By this t ime the town had a new church congregat ion - the Methodis ts , whoo r i g i n a l l y

met in the old bow l i ng al ley o f the resor t hotel, which had burned down in 1896. There
was also a new school - a three classroom, gran i te st ructure on P ie rmon t Road. Th i s

bu i ld ing , w i t h several addi t ions over the years, st i l l houses our M i d d l e School.

The First World War sawa f l u r r y of military activity in the Demarest area.

Whi le Camp Merr i t t was being bui l t in Cresskill and Dumont,troops were quartered in
tents on the Demarest race track (where the Northern Valley Regional High School
presently stands). A beautiful old home that still stands on Woodland Road, became a

hostess house for eighteen secretaries employed at the camp, at the insistence of the
United States government. It became a center of many social activities for the soldiers.

The 1920 census indicated that Demarest had a population of 634. The real

growth of the borough started after the opening of the George Washington Bridge in
1932. Many land development companies had tried unsuccessfully to develop the town
after the opening of the railroad, but the new bridge proved to be the catalyst for

success.

T o d a y we have over 1800 homes in our t own and a popu la t ion o f approx imate ly

4800. O u r th ree "houses o f worship" are in lovely buildings, and we are the p roud

possessors o f six schools - two o f them high schools. O u r V o l u n t e e r F i re Depa r tmen t ,
wh i ch has served us since 1894, st i l l stands guard, The Demarest F i re D e p a r t m e n t

V o l u n t e e r A m b u l a n c e Squad was started in 1961. It's new bu i l d i ng was dedicated in
1990 a n d is located on Wake lee Dr ive , beh ind the Post Off ice. The Demares t Pub l ic

L i b r a r y Assoc ia t ion was founded in 1964, and is located in the old Me thod i s t Church

bu i l d i ng o n H a r d e n b u r g h A v e n u e . The Peace Site Gazebo, located at the D u c k Pond
was b u i l t in 1986. A n ecumenica l group o f Demares t citizens, who were interested in

h u m a n concerns and wanted to promote peace in the c o m m u n i t y and in the wor ld , were

ins t rumen ta l in mak ing the Gazeboa r e a l i t y . Fo r over 200 years Demares t residents

have str iven to preserve and pro tec t its beauty. I t is t ru ly a nice place to l ive.

Demarest prides itself in its volunteers, who make our town a caring and safe
community. There are many volunteer opportunities and all efforts are appreciated .. ..
It's Your Town . . . . So Please Get Involved.
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