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The Grange - A Most Prestigious Home 
On April l, 1888, a raging 

inferno destroyed the estate of 
the "father of Teaneck," William 
Walter Phelps. The fire was 
caused by the lighting of 75 gas 
lanterns which were to illumi
nate the newly added art gallery 
in the massive mansion. 

Phelps purchased a tract of 
-land in Teaneck from Jacob 

Finch of Hoboken on April 10, 
1865, the day after the signing of 
the agreement ending the Civil 
War at Appomattox. The con
tract was for several parcels of 
land totalling 88 and a half acres 
of property. 

A week after the purchase, he 
arrived in the township in a crepe 
draped horse drawn carriage in 
mourning for President Abra
ham Lincoln, according to The 
History of Teaneck by Mildred 
Taylor. 

Phelps was 25 years old and 
was a graduate of Yale Univer
sity and Columbia Law School. 
He was married to Ellen Maria 
Sheffield, daughter of the 
founder of the Yale Scientific 
School. His own father was a 
merchant and financit:r from 
New York City where he was 
also the first president of the 
Delaware and Lackawanna 
Railroad. 

After a year long honeymoon 
and the creation of a lucrative 
law practice in New York, 
Phelps purchased the old Garrit 
Brinkerhoff homestead, built by 
the Zabriskies before the Revo
lutionary War, as a summer 
home. It is the land on which our 
present municipal building 
stands. 

His intention was to use the 
Dutch farmhouse temporarily 
and build a large home on the 
property. However, after his 
daughter, Marian was born, the 
couple decided to retain it and 
add to it as needed. 

After the death of his father, 
who left him an estate so large 
that looking after it became a full 
time job, Phelps moved perma
nently to Teaneck into the home 
he began to call The Grange. 

He commuted to New York 
and discussed local, state and 
national affairs with friends in 
transit, mainly Bergen County 

Republicans, who sent him to the 
political convention held in Pat
erson in 1870. 

He was subsequently named 
minister to Austria by President 
Garfield, ambassador to Berlin 
by President Harrison, was 
twice elected to the House of 

rooms looked out over the broad 
park that surrounded the house. 

On the second floor of the 
building were the sleeping quar
ters and in the basement the bil
liard room, kitchen, servants 
quarters and laundry were 
located. 

The Grange - home of the Phelps from 1869 to 1888 when it was 
destroyed by fire. The original Dutch farmhouse was added to until 
the house was 350 feet long by 25 to 50 feet wide. 

Representatives and a year 
before he died was appointed 
judge of the New Jersey Court of 
Errors and Appeals by a Demo
cratic Governor. 

In 1880, whileerrroute to Italy 
for his health, he learned of the 
closing of the Bergen County 
Savings Bank in Hackensack and 
immediately wired his New York 
office to pay all deposits of $100 
and under, a total of 1,078 
accounts, so the poor people 
would not lose their funds. 

He constructed most of the 
roadways in the Township of 
Teaneck and planted many of the 
trees, some of whicl\ are still 
growing today on tree lined 
streets of the community. 

He added rooms to The 
Grange from 1869 to 1886 until 
the building was 350 feet long, 
varying from 25 to 50 feet in 
width. He occupied the north 
room which had a fireplace so 
large, according to accounts, 
that a man could stand inside it. 
His bedroom was a platform 
above the huge room which 
served as a study, office and 
workshop. Adjoining the room 
was a large library. The living 
room, dining room and music 

A picture gallery on the south
western end of the building was -
the final touch to the home, 
which was described as the most 
pretentious in Bergen County. 

At the annual open house on 
New Year's Day 1888, hundreds 
of people were invited to what 
was to be the last gathering in the 
homestead. On April 1 an explo
sion in the art gallery with its 75 
gas jets, set the house on fire. 
While the blaze was battled by 
local firefighters as well as 
departments from Hackensack 
and Englewood, only a timber at 
the south end of the art gallery 
was left standing. 

The municipal building was 
constructed on the site in 1925. 

Phelps, meanwhile, leased 
and later bought a house and 20 
acres ofland across Cedar Lane, 
which had been owned by C.R. 
Griggs, a New York cotton bro
ker. That land is today the site of 
Holy Name Hospital. In August 
of the same year, the stables and 
the outbuildings of The Grange 
were destroyed by fire. 

He died at his new Teaneck 
home on June 15, 1894 of tuber
culosis. Services were held at the 
Presbyterian Church in 
Englewood. 
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