
 
     

 
  

      
     

 

 

 
  

    

      
       

 
  

 
 

     
      

   

T h e P et er  D eB aun H ouse (  c a. 17 7 0 )  
3 2 4  M a i n S t r eet , E m er so n , N ew J er sey 

I  n  t r  od  u  c  t i  on  

The “ Peter DeBaun House” i s a f i ne exampl e of pre-revol uti onary agri cul tural Dutch archi tecture i n 
Emerson, New Jersey. But i t i s more than that. I t i s an untol d story. A story tens of thousands of 
A meri cans can trace thei r l i neages to and mi l l i ons more can be enri ched by. Whether bl ack, whi te, 
Engl i sh, Dutch, I tal i an or A f ri can -- al l the i nhabi tants of the house were A meri can. Through l uck and 
good stewardshi p over the centuri es the hi stori c “ Peter DeBaun House”  has survi ved to the present day, 
but j ust barel y.  Generati ons yet to come woul d be i mpoveri shed were thi s tangi bl e l i nk to t he begi nni ngs 
of our country to be f orever l ost. 

A B r i ef H i st or y of t h e O c c u p an t s 

The “ Peter DeBaun House” was bui l t about 1770 by Petrus “ Peter”  DeBaun (1719-1797). Peter was the 
son of Carrel “ Charl es”  DeBaun and Janneke “ Jane”  Hari ng and the grandson of Joost DeBaun, an 
i mmi grant “ Dutch”  Huguenot and one of the earl i est settl ers of the K i nderkamack settl ement (Today’ s 
Emerson). 

Bef ore the A meri can Revol uti on the house most l i kel y consi sted of j ust the center secti on of two stori es, 
wi th the characteri sti c Dutch roof l i ne, f our wi ndows across the f ront wi th entrance at center [ see Fi g. 1] . 

Figur e 1-“Peter DeBaun H ouse” as it appear ed 
dur ing the Amer i can Revol ution. I llustration 
from US Bicentennial M ap of the Pascack 
Valley, designed J.S. Nants. 

I n 1770, the Peter DeBaun f ami l y consi sted of Peter, wi f e M ari ti e Jacobse “ M ari a”  Banta (1722-1801), 
Charl es (b.1753), Jacob (b. 1756), M ari a (b.1758), Petrus “ Peter”  (b. 1767) and probabl y Cornel i a 
(b.1749). (Ol dest daughter Jannetke DeBaun (b.1745) had marri ed Jacob T. Eckerson i n 1764.) 



   
    

 
        

 
 

 
  

 

  

  
   

  

   
   

   
    

  
  

  
  

     
  

   
  

   

Duri ng the Revol uti onary War, the house undoubtedl y wi tnessed troop movements, bei ng ci ted i n the 
mi dst of f requent ski rmi shes and battl es. Bergen County was the scene of constant conf l i ct between the 
Bri ti sh A rmy based i n New Y ork Ci ty and Washi ngton’ s troops headquartered West of Emerson. I n the 
f i rst decades of the new A meri can Republ i c, the house changed hands to the younger Peter “ Petrus” 
DeBaun (1767-1839). A bout thi s ti me the two si de wi ngs of one and one-hal f stori es were most l i kel y 
added to the structure. [ See Fi g. 2] 

Figur e 2 -“Peter DeBaun 
H ouse” as it appear ed in 
ear ly 19th centur y. I llustration 
from 1964 New Jersey 
Tercentary poster of Emerson, 
NJ Old H omes, designed by 
M eadi Christensen. 

Peter and hi s wi f e M agdal ena “ L ena” V an V oorhees (1775-1849) l i ved i n the home duri ng thi s peri od 
wi th son Hendri ck “ Henry”  (b.1795), daughter Eef j e “ Ef f i e” (b.1797), son Peter “ Petrus” (b.1799) and 
daughter Wybrecht “ Wi bey” (b.1802). 

Hi stori cal records prove that persons of col or al so l i ved i n the DeBaun househol d. The 1830 US Federal 
Census records Peter and L ena l i vi ng on the property wi th an ensl aved woman of col or of 36 – 54 years 
of age and a f ree man of col or between 10 and 24 years of age. The ensl aved woman was l i kel y f i rst the 
property of I saac DeBaun (1722-1815), the uncl e of Peter “ Petrus”  DeBaun (1767-1839). The younger 
f ree man of col or was al most certai nl y the son of the ensl aved woman. 

Peter di ed i n 1839 and i n l ate 1840 or earl y 1841 hi s son Hendri ck “ Henry”  DeBaun (1795-1868) moved 
back to the property f rom New Y ork Ci ty, where he had worked as a carpenter i n the Greenwi ch V i l l age 
area si nce j ust af ter hi s 1818 marri age to Femmetj e “ Ef f e” Col e (1799-1864). By 1843 the househol d 
woul d have consi sted of the f ol l owi ng persons: “ Henry” , “ Ef f e” , son A braham (b.1825), son Jacob Henry 
(b. 1831), daughter Hannah (b.1833), and son Henry C. (b.1842). 

I t i s thought that the ornate wooden f i repl ace surround i n the great room of the house dates f rom about 
thi s peri od. I n the 1850 census val ues real estate at $3000.00. Hendri ck “ Henry”  i s f armi ng.  He and Ef f e 
are l i vi ng there wi th daughter Hannah and son Henry C. A round thi s ti me a porch was added across the 
f ront of the two-story center secti on of the house. A wel l was i n the f ront of the home and l arge detached 
barns were i n the back. [ See Fi g. 3 and 4] 
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F i gur e 3 - “ Pet er D eB aun 
H ouse” f r om t he st r eet as i t 
appear ed i n t he l at e 19th 

C ent ur y. N ot e t he w el l si ded 
wi th lattice. 

Photogr aphs f r om the pr i vate 
col l ecti on of E dna Baker ( nee 
D eBaun) , passed down to 
D avi d L oui s Baker , Jr . , 5th 

gr eat-gr andson of Peter 
D eBaun, or i gi nal owner of 
the house. 

F i gur e 4 – “ Pet er D eB aun H ouse” as i t appear ed i n t he l at e 19 th C ent ur y. N ot e t he bar ns behi nd t he home. W hat i s t oday 
M ai n St r eet r uns bet w een t he wood r ai l f ence i n t he mi d-gr ound and t he pi ck et f ence i n t he mi d-back gr ound. 
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I n the 1860 US Federal Census, son Jacob Henry DeBaun (1831-abt. 1889) havi ng moved f rom New 
Y ork, i s f armi ng the property, now val ued at $6000.00. L i vi ng wi th hi m i s wi f e M ari a L avi ni a Bush 
(1836-1910). They had marri ed i n Hackensack i n 1856. A l so at the DeBaun Homestead are young 
daughter Evanna (b. 1858) and a 21 y.o. New Jersey -born bl ack l aborer named George Thompson. Son 
Davi d Henry DeBaun (1860-1923) was born at the home soon thereaf ter. [ See notati on at top of Fi g. 3] 

Figur e 5 - T he 1861 map above shows the location 
of the “Peter DeBaun H ouse” as “H enry DeBaun” 
and also shows the oldest part of Westwood 
Cemeter y wher e Abr aham and other DeBauns ar e 
bur ied to this day. (Note: Old H ook Road r uns 
left-right towards top of map. T he swampy area at 
bottom right is today’s Oradell Reser voir.) 1861 
M ap of the Counties of Bergen and Passaic NJ, 
G.H . Corey Publisher. 

When the Ci vi l War came, the two DeBaun sons both 
served the uni on, one gi vi ng hi s l i f e i n the ef f ort. Jacob 
Henry DeBaun enl i sted as a corporal i n Company F, 8th 
I nf antry Regi ment New Jersey on 10 Oct 1861. He 
recei ved a di sabi l i ty di scharge f rom Company F, 8th 
I nf antry Regi ment New Jersey on 1 Jan 1862 at L ower 
Potomac, M D. 

A braham DeBaun (1825-1863), who had l i ved i n the 
house i n hi s teens, served hi s country by enl i sti ng as a 
pri vate i n Company I , of the 22nd New Jersey I nf antry 
Regi ment on September 1, 1862. He di ed of di sease on 22 
Feb 1863 at Bel l e Pl ai n, V A , l eavi ng a wi dow and f our 
chi l dren. A braham i s buri ed near many of hi s f ami l y 
members at Westwood Cemetery i n the DeBaun f ami l y 
pl ot. [ See Fi g. 5 and 6] A braham’ s mother Ef f e DeBaun 
di ed at the “ Peter DeBaun House”  i n 1864. Henry di ed 
there f our years af ter i n 1868. 

Figure 6 - “I N HONOR OF ABRAHAM DEBAUN WHO DI ED I N THE SERVI CE OF HI S COUNT RY, BEL L PLAI N, 
VA Febr uar y 22, 1863 Aged 37 year s, 6 months & 2 days” (DeBaun Family Plot, Westwood Cemeter y) 
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I n 1868, af ter 98 years of conti nuous DeBaun resi dence, the “ Peter DeBaun House” l ef t the DeBaun 
f ami l y. Bi g changes were occurri ng i n the area wi th the comi ng of the rai l road and the county’ s 
popul ati on was i ncreasi ng markedl y both i n si ze and di versi ty. Over the next hundred years, ownershi p 
changed many ti mes. The proud home stood bravel y agai nst the ravages of ti me, even as i ts’ mi d-19th 

century porch f el l away, i ts barns di sappeared, and i ts f arml and was sol d away. 

I n the thi rd quarter of the 20th Century, A meri can L egi on Post 269 of Emerson, New Jersey saved the ol d 
bui l di ng by putti ng i ts f i rst f l oor to a new use as a meeti ng hal l . (The second f l oor was retai ned as a 
resi denti al apartment). A pool was added i n the back f or the membershi p’ s outdoor recreati on and the f i rst 
f l oor was modi f i ed to promote the enj oyment of the space by the members. A s cl ub membershi p decl i ned 
the pool was f i l l ed i n and meeti ngs became l ess wel l attended. I n 2012, a maj ori ty of the remai ni ng 
members voted to sel l the L egi on Hal l and use the proceeds to set up a f und f or veterans i n need and to 
provi de schol arshi ps to the l ocal communi ty. 

T  h  e  F  u  tu  r  e of th  e P  et  er  D  eB au  n H  ou  se  - O p  t  i  on  s to A  voi  d th  e W r  ec  k  i  n  g B  al  l  

Thi s hi stori c bui l di ng i s now on the market, an approx 3100 SF pre-col oni al home on 1.62 acres. I t has no 
l egal protecti on despi te i ts remarkabl e story and i s i n i mmi nent danger of demol i ti on. 

Certai nl y the bui l di ng needs much work to become the asset i t coul d be, but a surpri si ng amount of 
cosmeti c progress coul d be made i n very short order to show of f the home’ s true character, whi ch i s now 
l argel y hi dden f rom the street and hampers i ts hi stori c marketabi l i ty. 

The overgrown 
l andscapi ng al most 
compl etel y obscures the 
f ront el evati on and 
coul d be removed i n an 
hour or two. The 
ori gi nal f oundati on, 
original i nteri or beams, 
original exteri or si di ng, 
and ori gi nal wi ndows 
are al l intact, just 
covered over by 
al umi num exteri or 
si di ng, stai ned pl anks, 
and dropped cei l i ngs. 
These modern 
coveri ngs have usef ul l y 

served to protect the original hi storic el ements and coul d be removed by even unskilled volunteers in a 
day or two. The hi stori c door f rame al most certai nl y remai ns behi nd the al umi num si di ng on the f ront 
el evati on. The hi stori c door l i kel y does too. Even the ori gi nal col oni al 10-12”  wi de pl ank f l oors coul d be 
uncovered wi th somewhat more ef f ort. (They remai n under the earl y 20th century pi ne.) 
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The “ Peter DeBaun House” has not been marketed to hi stori c home enthusi asts despi te i ts M etro NY C 
l ocati on, whi ch i s a pl easant one mi l e wal k f rom the Emerson Pascack V al l ey commuter trai n stati on or a 
45 mi nute dri ve to M anhattan. I n addi ti on to the home’ s hi stori c attri butes, nature l overs woul d al so be 
attracted to the l ocati on. The home’ s f ront vi ewshed i s al l f orested. The Emerson Woods Preserve, 17 
acres of borough-protected woodl and connecti ng to hundreds of more acres of preserved l and abutti ng 
Oradel l Reservoi r. The trai l head i s di rectl y across a not-very-busy M ai n Street f rom the “ Peter DeBaun 
House” . 

Some sources have reveal ed that there i s 
al so i nterest by the Borough of Emerson i n 
purchasi ng the l and f or government 
purposes. However, there has been no 
i nterest shown by the Borough’ s M ayor, 
Counci l or A dmi ni strator i n preservi ng or 
adapti ng the hi stori c bui l di ng to a new use 
shoul d the borough purchase the property 
f rom the A meri can L egi on, despi te the 
f act that such an adaptati on woul d be 
f aci l i tated by the open f l oor pl an of the 
A meri can L egi on Hal l space and the 
possi bi l i ty of handi capped accessi bi l i ty 
and parki ng behi nd the hi stori c home. One 
such opti on woul d be to mai ntai n the 

home as town of fi ces, programming space, or a small museum while uti lizing the remainder of the 
property to bui l d to speci f i c needs. A nother opti on woul d be to use the bui l di ng as a communi ty meeti ng 
space or hal l . M ovi ng to the bui l di ng to another nearby l ocati on i s al so a possi bi l i ty. 

Due to the si ze of the l ot i n a ti ght borough, there has 
been some i nterest f rom devel opers who woul d put a 
smal l subdi vi si on of homes on the property and 
demol i sh the “ Peter DeBaun House.” Due to the 
home’ s f orward l ocati on on the property, however, 
the potenti al exi sts to put in a smaller subdivision in 
the rear of the property whi l e mai ntai ni ng the hi stori c 
home i ntact wi th ampl e parki ng and yard space to 
maintain its attracti veness f or private purchase or 
communi ty uses. 
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