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Message From The President 
 

Welcome to the inaugural edition of “Fountains”, the official news-
letter of the Sussex-Wantage Historical Society.  I chose this name 
because I want it to be a reminder that we have a goal to restore 2 
fountains in Sussex Borough.  The fountain columns are missing so 
my first task is to try to locate them.  If I can’t, then we will be facing 
a very large amount of money to have new ones crafted.  So let’s 
all think positively that they are found. 

Hopefully you will enjoy reading this newsletter.  I will try to fill it 
with interesting articles and pictures.  I welcome any submissions 
from our membership.  I also welcome any ideas or suggestions for 
improving this newsletter.  Thanks—Mario   
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The Dunn fountain at the NYS&W railroad  terminal 

                      Thomas Jefferson Dunn 
Thomas Jefferson Dunn, Businessman and philanthropist. Born in 1842 in Wantage at the Dunn family homestead, His father Oscar 
Dunn ran the family dairy farm which had been started by his father Daniel Dunn.  When Oscar had first starting farming with his dad, 
they barely got by.  Over time though, he worked the land by shares and was eventually able to start his own small farm, owning 12 
cows.  He married at 24 years old and when his father Daniel died in 1857, Oscar bought the farm and continued farming.  As he 
started to make more and more money, he began buying other farms such as Asa Doty farm, the Jesse V. Meyers farm in Orange 
county New York, the Henry De Witt in Sussex county, the Big Spring farm in Hardyston township, the Bartlett Havens farm, the Clove 
farm, and two farms in Baleville, comprising five hundred and ten acres, and also one farm in Greenville township, Orange county, 
New York.  It was into this enterprising and hardworking spirit that Thomas Jefferson Dunn was born.  He was the only son of Oscar 
and Sarah Dunn and he shared all of the responsibilities of running the vastly growing business growing up.  A hard worker and 
learned and followed by his father Oscar’s example.  A man’s word was all that was needed for a deal and when he said something, 
his word was above reproach.  In all, Oscar and his son Thomas owned and controlled twelve farms, aggregating two thousand two 
hundred acres of land. His dairy business had become the biggest milk dealer in Sussex County. His original 12 cows had now grown 
to 400.  His father Oscar died in 1898.  He would eventually marry Ella Havens and would move to Sussex Borough.  He had a large 
home on Munson Street just down the road from the NYS&WRR depot and the Harrison House Hotel.  TJ Dunn saw a need for a 
drinking fountain to service the long lines of horse drawn wagons lining up to load and unload their goods and wares at the 
NYS&WRR depot.  So he approached the Borough Council with an offer to donate one.  At the Sussex Borough Council meeting on 
February 27, 1903, Mayor VanDruff proposed that an appropriation of $25.00 be made to prepare a piece of ground near the 
NYS&WRR depot for a drinking fountain.  The motion was moved by Councilman Holbert, the funds appropriated and so the search 
began for the perfect spot for the fountain that TJ Dunn would donate to the Borough.  On September 8, 1905 it was announced to the 
public that Sussex Borough would have a second fountain erected, to be modeled after the first one, the John S. Martin fountain in 
Fountain Square.  As a local 1904 newspaper article at the time reported “Mr. Dunn selected the design of the Martin fountain be-
cause it best suited his ideas from all points of view. The generous gift was made known to the borough authorities through Council-
man S. H. Lawrence on the evening of August 25th. The fountain will be erected in the little square near the Susquehanna station, 
and is to be completed and in working order by December 1st next.”  On December 30, 1905, the fountain at the NYS&WRR depot 
was dedicated.  It didn’t take TJ Dunn long to come back to the Council and offer to donate a second fountain to the Borough in the 
area near the L&NE RR depot, where the Horton & Lewis Creamery was.  On April 17, 1906, In Council, a motion was made to accept 
this offer from TJ Dunn and a committee was set up to find a suitable piece of land there to do it.  Best I can tell this fountain was 
probably built around 1909.  TJ Dunn and his wife Ella were devout Baptists and donated the clock in the steeple of the Baptist 
Church that still stands on Hamburg Avenue and E. Main Street as well as an organ.  TJ Dunn died on June 11, 1926.    

Thomas Jefferson Dunn 



The Farmer’s National Bank 
The Farmers Bank opened in 1849 as the Farmers Bank of 
Wantage on a dirt road on what is now Bank Street, or Route 
23, in the building that now is home to the Pinkel Funeral 
Home.  The bank had the road paved to make it easier for its 
patrons to get to it.  So the street was named Bank Street.  
The Farmers Bank of Wantage existed from 1849 - 1865.  In 
1865 the bank applied to the Comptroller; Hugh McCulloch in 
Washington DC, to become a National Bank.  That is when 
the bank changed its name to the Farmer’s National Bank of 
Deckertown.  The Farmers National Bank of Deckertown/
Sussex printed $2,967,560 worth of National Currency and 
were issued the charter number of 1221.  The last currency 
was printed in 1935.  The officers of "The Farmers Bank of 
Wantage" in 1853 were:  T.D. Armstrong, Cashier and Jas. C. 
Havens, President.  The Officers of that bank in 1861 were 
John A. Whitaker, Cashier and Jonathan Whitaker, Presi-
dent.  In all likely-hood, the early Presidents and Cashiers of 
the Bank were very prominent town members.  They re-
mained at that Bank Street location until 1886 when they took 
up residence on the corner of Newton Avenue and Main 
Street in the newly constructed Union Block.  It remained the 
Farmers National Bank of Deckertown and then Sussex (April 
9, 1903) until June 28, 1963 when they merged with and into 
the Sussex County Trust of Franklin, NJ and began using the 
title The Bank of Sussex County.  The last mortgage that they 
wrote under the name Farmers National Bank was on June 
21, 1963 for Dean S. and Helen S. Haggerty of Hamburg in 
the amount of $22,000 for 2 tracks of land in Hamburg and 
Hardyston.  Thanks to SWHS member Bob Kotcher for his 
contribution of some of the research and pictures for this arti-
cle.  
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The Crescent Theatre 
The Crescent Theatre is located at 74 Main Street (Also referred to as 74 Fountain 
Square), in Sussex Borough and was built for original co-owners Dexter S. Goble and 
Clarence Smith, both local area residents.  Dexter S. Goble moved to Sussex 
(Deckertown) in 1892 at the age of 28.  Goble had purchased the property across from 
the Crescent Theatre and operated it as the Goble Inn (Currently the Fountain Inn) until 
1915, then again from 1935 until his death in 1941.  On July 12, 1916 Clarence Smith of 
Hamburg purchased the lot where the Crescent Theatre would be built.  The lot was 
owned by Moses C. Ayers who operated a butcher shop there at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury.  Smith made it known that he wanted to build a theatre there and laid out detailed 
plans.  He and Goble entered into a partnership and formed the Crescent Theatre Com-
pany and in 1916 authorized capital stock in the amount of $50,000.  Goble and Smith 
each invested $5,900 and their wives, Eva and Anna each invested $100.                                                       
The theatre was planned to open in the spring of 1917 but poor weather conditions, ex-
cavating difficulties and building supply delivery delays caused the opening to be in July 
of 1917.  Giles, Giles and Company of Middletown, New Jersey was awarded the con-
tract to build the structure.  It was built of Philadelphia pressed brick and Ohio white 
stone. The architect was Flavio B. Grosso of Patterson although it was incorrectly report-
ed by the Sussex Independent that it was Bassert of Paterson. 

 

Sussex Theatre in 1938.  The Crescent Theatre was renamed the Sussex Theatre in 1928. 



 

 

Considered a ‘palace’ class theatre, the Crescent Theatre had 624 seats.  400 in the 
main auditorium and an additional 224 in the balcony section.  The main auditorium was 
40’ X 60’ and 33’ from floor to ceiling.  Back stage had 4 dressing rooms and the stage 
opening was 18’ X 24’ and the stage curtains were made of steel and asbestos.  The 
movie screen was 14’ X 16’ and made from a material called Minusa, which was the most 
expensive movie screen material available at the time.  It had its own private electric 
plant which was used in conjunction with the town electricity.  The ventilation system con-
sisted of 6 electric fans.  The projection booth had two projectors, 1 spot light and a Wag-
ner transverter.  All of the plumbing was installed by Frank P. Adams, a local plumber 
from Sussex Borough.                                                                                                         
It opened its doors on July 24, 1917 with the showing of the silent photo play ‘Miss 
George Washington’.  It would be accompanied by the 14 piece Sussex Orchestra along 
with three popular local vocalists.  Patrons were warned that only 600 seats at 50 cents 
each would be sold for this grand opening so they would be well advised to buy their 
seats in advance.  Oh what a glorious and grand night that must have been.  A newspa-
per report days later said that nearly 800 people attended and the overflow of people 
were seated in camp chairs in the aisles and around the stage.  As reported at the time, 
A.S. Anable directed the 14-piece orchestra. Mrs. Miles Wilson was the pianist that even-
ing, and she continued in that capacity until the arrival of talkies.  Miss Leona Kimble 
would also fill in at the piano.  Loud talking, using vulgarity or improper language would 
get you a one way ticket out of the Crescent theatre as it was not tolerated.              
There would be films and performances at the theatre on Tuesday, Thursday and Satur-
day nights.  Interestingly the original Sussex Theatre, which was across the street in 
Hornbeck Hall and dated back to 1876 was also providing shows and films on Monday, 
Wednesday and Saturday nights because when the Crescent Theatre came along it 
made sense to strike a deal between them to alternate shows during the week when it 
was more likely that attendance would be down.   



 

 

The original Sussex Theatre actually had 700 seats and was originally built for live per-
formances but then as motion pictures came along adapted to present them as well.  
Vaudeville and Road Shows would also be performed at the Crescent from time to time 
but its main purpose was photo plays.  On April 16,1928, Goble and Smith sold the    
theatre and the Crescent Theatre Company to Karl T. Mitchell of Otisville, NY who      
became the new owner.  It was stated in news articles at this time that he would be 
making some improvements and changes.  One of the first changes that he made was 
to change the name from the Crescent Theatre to the Sussex Theatre.  The 700 seat 
original Sussex Theatre at Hornbeck Hall was no longer functioning.  There is specula-
tion as to why he chose this name.  One thought was that it would make the theatre 
easier to find because it would be more aligned with the name of the Borough after all 
there were now a number of other theatres to compete with for patrons like the Newton 
Theatre and the Franklin Theatre.                                                                                               
Mitchell having made the necessary technical improvements announced that on Sun-
day, March 24, 1929 the Sussex Theatre would show the sound and talking picture, 
‘The Jazz Singer’ starring Al Jolson and Mae McAvoy.  It is said that Ms. McAvoy made 
a special trip from Hollywood for the viewing.  She was a local and lived on East Main 
Street, attending the Harrison Street School and St. Monica’s church. It was reported at 
the time that the Sussex Theatre was the first in the county to install the latest invention 
Vitaphone type thus allowing it to be the first to show a talking movie.  The movie actual-
ly premiered in New York City on October 6, 1927 but most small town theatres hadn’t 
yet received it.  It was also ground breaking to begin showing movies on Sundays.  As 
you might imagine many people did not like this idea, especially religious leaders in the 
county.  It was also in early 1929 that new, softer seats were installed in the theatre.     
In June of 1929 it was purchased by James Sarro and Joseph M. Smith.  Soon after 
that wonderful marquee was added.  The marquee remained in place as late as 1976.  
In 1931 it was sold to the local Real Estate firm Essaness Realty Company who the 
leased it to Lee Shafer who was the theatre operator when Sarro and Smith owned it.  
Later owners included St. Cloud Amusement and Brandt Theatres.  It was used for High 
School graduations until 1932 when the Sussex High School was built.  It ceased opera-
tion in 1976 with the showing of ‘Ode To Billy Joe” being the last movie shown.   



 

It was purchased by the Borough of Sussex from Marius and Suzanne Sznajderman for 
$30,000 in 1980 using a grant to purchase and renovate it to be used as the Sussex 
Community Center.  The borough officials declared the movie equipment as surplus and 
sold it with bids. The balcony level was extended to create a full second floor and the 
original seating area downstairs was filled in and leveled off.  Extensive interior renova-
tions were made at that time and it served many years as the Community Center.  In 
1995 it was used as a temporary town hall while the Sussex Borough Hall underwent 
some renovations.  In 2001 more extensive repairs were needed and the Borough de-
cided to shut the building down.  In June, 2002 the Borough Council had an agreement 
written up to lease the theatre to the Tri State Actors Theatre for $1.00 per year.  Their 
first production there was ‘To Kill A Mockingbird” in June, 2003.  The Crescent Theatre 
was placed on the NJ State Register of Historic Places on July 22, 2005 and the Nation-
al Register of Historic Places on September 7, 2005.  It was leased by the Tri State Ac-
tors Theatre until 2011 when Cornerstone Playhouse, a 501(c)3 non-profit organization, 
came in and leased the space and is still the present occupants using an all-volunteer 
staff and local volunteer actors to provide live performances to Sussex County and its 
surrounding areas keeping a light on in this old treasure.   

From the Crescent Theatre, Sussex Theater, Tri-State Actors Theatre to todays Cornerstone Playhouse 




