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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.  Today is June 13, and I’m speaking with Cynthia Lee.  We are 
recording this interview over Skype.  I’m in the Bolger Heritage Center of the Ridgewood Public 
Library.  And, Cynthia, can you describe where you are right now?   

CYNTHIA:  Right now I’m in Williamsburg, Virginia, where I’ve lived for the last forty years after 
my husband retired.   

SARAH:  So, to get started, can you tell a little bit about how long you’ve lived in Ridgewood 
and when?   

CYNTHIA:  Well, I was born in Ridgewood, on Oak Street, on 49 Oak Street, and in 1925, 
February 12—that’s Lincoln’s birthday.   And along with all members of my family, my two 
brothers and I—I was the last one—born on Oak Street in that house, before it was torn down.   

I went all through, well the house was torn down because the street was widened and the front 
porch was half taken off and so town was moving in.  And so my family rented a place on 
Doremus Avenue for just a year or two while we were waiting for our house to be built up on 
Melrose Place and that’s where I really lived, from 1929 until I was married in 1946.   

So I went through George Washington Grammar School, starting in 1930, with kindergarten, 
and then I went to junior high school, and then transferred to Ridgewood High School  ---
graduating in 1943.   

I went on to college for two years—this was during the war, of course—so things were kind of 
in an upheaval certainly at that stage of the game.  My brother was at war, my oldest brother 
had died as a baby, and we were very much into the war effort all through those years.   

We were in a saving mode.  I’m sure you’ve heard about all the people who’ve had big balls of 
tin foil and bags full of elastic bands, just saved everything.  And, of course, margarine, mixed 
that up… But I saw quite a transition from the time I was young until even wartime, because we 



went from iceboxes to refrigerators to frozen foods, things that, and or air conditioning, and big 
big grocery stores in Ridgewood. 

My family, my grandfather bought the whole block in Ridgewood, New Jersey, back in 1866.  
And it was Oak Street, Ridgewood Avenue, Walnut Street, Franklin Avenue.  And that was all 
our homestead.   Houses were built on Walnut Street later and rented.  Then, when the town 
moved in and our house was torn down, my grandfather had formed what he called the “Ter-
Oak” Corporation, which stood for Terhune-Oak Street Corporation, divided between his four 
children.   And, through the corporation, built stores, all along Oak Street.  That’s how the town 
really grew, and it grew bigtime, pretty fast.   

We walked everywhere in Ridgewood, it was wonderful.   We went to the movies, walked from 
Melrose Place down to high school actually when I was in high school except early in the 
morning we did have a carpool because that started so early in the morning.   But we always on 
our own to walk home.  The only buses we ever had were to Ridgewood High School, and I 
think junior high, too, at one time.   They came in from Paramus, from Glen Rock, from Ho-Ho-
Kus, a lot from Radburn—a lot of those students came in from Radburn in Fair Lawn.  There 
were no high schools in those places when I was in high school.   They do have high schools 
now, almost everywhere. 

I have to say, I have told so many people so many times, I was spoiled growing up.   We had 
such a wonderful community, we walked everywhere, we just had a wonderful life.    We had 
marvelous dances at the Woman’s Club, down at the corner of Monroe Street and West 
Ridgewood Avenue.  We had cotillion, we had dancing school—ballroom dancing, starting in 7th 
grade.  We all had to wear white gloves and dress shoes, and all the boys had to wear white 
gloves much to their disgust but they managed to get through it.  We had wonderful dinner 
parties put on by parents.  Our social life was really great.   

The main thing, though, for all of us was our education.  The education that we received in 
Ridgewood was truly, in high school, equivalent to a college education.  It was fabulous in every 
way.   And of course our graduations, I think, to this day, stand out as just being absolutely 
beautiful.   

So, having married into the military—my husband was also in my room in junior high school and 
got to know him pretty well all through school—he was an outstanding “everything”—we were 
married at Christ Church in 1946 and immediately moved into the military buildings.  He was a 
graduate of West Point and a career military officer.  

So we spent 30 years, moving everywhere.  And when he went to Korea, I then had two 
children.  And they were—well, Susan, my daughter, was in 2nd grade, and my son was four at 
that time.   And we moved back to Ridgewood, and we moved in with my parents for that 
year—well, 13 months, actually.   But my husband was in Korea.   

The night before we were to fly to Seattle and get on a transport and go to Okinawa where he 
had transferred from Korea to Okinawa, my brother came down with mumps and that delayed 
us for another month.   That was another happy time. 



But of course we visited back in Ridgewood forever.  Now I’ve lost all my friends, my parents, 
my brothers, cousins—they’ve all gone.  The only cousin I have left is the great-granddaughter 
of my grandfather, Grandfather Terhune.   And he was very instrumental in starting Ridgewood.     

SARAH:  Can you share a little bit about your family history in Ridgewood—if you have any 
favorite stories passed down from generation to generation?   

CYNTHIA:  Well, my family was very, very interested in what happened in Ridgewood.   They 
were a part of every decision--my grandfather was into everything—I mean, he literally was 
into everything.   He was instrumental in getting the first street lights in Ridgewood, the first 
sidewalks.  He had a big store that was on the corner of Oak Street and Ridgewood Avenue that 
originally was a grocery store, and then he switched to importing furniture from England, very 
nice furniture, as a matter of fact.  Apparently it didn’t really fly, as such, in a business, so he 
gave that up later on.  But he was justice of the peace, he was Freeholder, he was an officer in 
every new group that they started in Ridgewood in the early years, all in the 1800s.  And my 
mother was married at 39 Oak Street, in 1915.  And she had one sister.   

My grandfather was married, remarried after his first wife died—he’d had two sons.   And then 
second wife, Charlotte Augusta, had two daughters, my mother and my Aunt Margaret.  They 
both were married in Ridgewood.   My mother stayed in Ridgewood—she was born in 1883, 
and she stayed in Ridgewood all of her life, til the day she died.   And she died in 1973 at the 
age of 89, she was almost 90.   

And we were living in Turkey at that time, and everyone—my brothers had died and my father, 
and we took Mother over to Turkey with us where we were living.   And then she, 
unfortunately, developed cancer.  She died almost immediately when we got her back to 
Ridgewood.  But I know she was going to live until she got back to Ridgewood.  She was going 
to die in Ridgewood.   There was no question. 

One of the things that my parents were very interested in was what went on in Ridgewood.   
For a long time, nothing was ever open, you know, on a Sunday.   We never had any stores 
open.  There were a couple of delicatessens, one on the east side, one on the west side.   And if 
you needed a loaf of bread, you could go and you could get that, or something from the 
delicatessen, but nothing else was open.   And the movie was not open on Sunday.   So that was 
one thing my parents fought against for a long, long time, and they finally lost.   

They also lost about parking meters.  They wouldn’t have parking meters in Ridgewood, but 
that was inevitable. 

My dad was working in New York.  He was in the foreign exchange of Central Hanover Bank 
when he retired in the ‘30s— about ’34, ’35, somewhere around in there.   Of course, the Crash 
had come.  Many of the people who had stores on Oak Street couldn’t make a go of it.  There 
was a lot of turning over of those stores—people moving in and out.  My Dad was instrumental 
in trying to support people along the way, the best he could.  There was a Sunoco station on the 
corner, and that was going out and my Dad just moved into it, into the office there and used 
that as so he could keep an eye on the stores and the rents and the problems and the situations 



going on all up and down the street, and he did that til he died.   He had a stroke and he died in 
1961.   But the connection was very strong. 

And then when my brother got out of the service, he took over the Ter-Oak Corporation.  And 
then finally, in 1973, after my brother died, we sold all the property that was left in the original 
block in downtown Ridgewood.   It was sold to a local person, rather than someone coming in 
from New York.   

SARAH:  You were recently in Ridgewood.  Can you describe how you saw how the town has 
changed since you’ve lived here?   How it’s changed over the years since you’ve lived here?   
You were telling me a little bit about it. 

CYNTHIA: Yes it’s gotten to be much more of a metropolitan community than it was in the 
olden days.   Most of the stores on Ridgewood Avenue were local people, and there was 
something for everyone.  And, of course, their children were in school, and we all knew one 
another everywhere I went—we knew all the policemen.  I can remember distinctly one time 
when I was, we were riding around, with a couple of my friends, in an automobile that had a 
rumble seat in it, and maybe we were going a little too fast—I was in the rumble seat, I wasn’t 
driving.  But we were stopped by one of the policemen.  Well, we knew all the policemen.  We 
knew every one of them, they all knew me.   They knew my parents.  And I can remember the 
policeman that stopped us that night, and he said, “Cynthia you don’t want me to have to tell 
your parents what’s going on.”  I went, “No.”  We had someone looking after us all the time.  
There were always policemen on the crossings around the schools, and we just got to know 
them.   And we loved them all.  It was a marvelous community, in that respect.   

I haven’t been living there long enough now, in recent years, to know whether that kind of a 
situation is still going on.   But we were a small town.  We were a village.   Village of Ridgewood, 
yes.   

SARAH:  Could you just share a favorite pastime, a story of growing up in Ridgewood?   

CYNTHIA:  Well, believe it or not, I loved the library (laughs).  Pease Memorial, we all had cards, 
we were there all of the time.   And, of course, it was a gathering place to study.   It was always 
accepted by the parents—“I’m going down to the library to study.”   And, of course, you saw a 
lot of your friends down there—we did that.   

I took journalism in high school, and we produced the newspaper every week for the school.  
We also had the Ridgewood News—gave us a whole page in the newspaper.   So we were all 
writing continually and producing and learning journalism.    It was a wonderful experience, and 
we also had the opportunity of having our things entered in the Columbia Press Association in 
New York—the Columbia University Press Association.   It was wonderful.   That kind of 
professionalism I have held with me, lo, these many years, and now the only problem is that it’s 
very difficult to read the newspaper and see all the very poor English that I learned so properly 
and the route that journalism has taken in this day.   And, of course, the technology of the 
world. 



And I, at 91, am almost by myself in having any knowledge of technology at all, because most of 
my friends just feel that it’s way over and above anything that they ought to get involved with 
anymore.  It’s a different world, it’s just a totally different world.   

And you ask about Ridgewood’s changing…I think, yes, I’ve never seen so many restaurants in 
the village.  And if I lived there, I would miss the family-type stores that were there, too.  
Course, that’s bound to change over the years.  You can’t hang onto that kind of thing forever.  
I’m aware of that. 

But I know several of my friends have said, “You don’t want to move back to Ridgewood, it’s 
changed so much.”   Well, change has come everywhere, so that wouldn’t be a big surprise to 
me.   I remember one time, it was one of the newspapers—very popular—not the New York 
Times, what’s the other one?  Big-time… Anyway, Wall Street Journal!  Said that Ridgewood, 
New Jersey, had more automobiles per capita than any village, town, anywhere in the United 
States.  So there are a lot of automobiles in Ridgewood, and the traffic has picked up 
considerably.  That’s a major change, too.  But it’s still Ridgewood, and I still love it.  To me, I 
still think of it as home when I go back. 

And I think your library is simply fantastic, an opportunity to end all, it is just wonderful.   

SARAH:  Now you were here at the library—you were working on some genealogy research? 

CYNTHIA:  Yes.   

SARAH:  For the last question, looking ahead, what projects are you working on for the 
genealogy?   Is it for your family? 

CYNTHIA:  Well, I was basically working on my grandfather.  I really wanted some information 
about my great-grandfather, and I have found a lot.  I think I mentioned to you that a 
gentleman had sent me, I guess, newspapers—it goes way back, to the 1800s.   And I have read 
all of those, and there is a tremendous amount of knowledge in there, things I never knew 
about my grandfather.  I did not know my great-grandmother’s name—that’s in there.   I did 
not know about the areas they were born…well, most of the Terhune people were all born in 
Ridgewood and New York.    

The family home, summer home, is still in Wyckoff, still has the national and the state plaque 
on a big pole out in front of it—it was called the “Stagg Home.”  That was the one that was built 
by them, and my great-grandfather bought it as a summer home because he lived in 
Manhattan.   

I really learned so much from the things that were given to me.  Because my family wouldn’t 
talk about it—my oldest brother, who was born in 1918, having died so young, we never would 
talk about it.   I had no idea when he was born or when he died.   That was all in this 
information.    My mother’s wedding was in this information—where it was, description of the 
whole thing, it was just a joy to read all of that because families just didn’t talk about things 
very much, and certainly not the way they do today.   



So I’m going to follow up some of the information leads that you gave me and try to see what 
else.  But there is so much on my grandfather, I couldn’t believe all that this one man had done.   

SARAH:  And are you going to share it with your family and your grandchildren?   

CYNTHIA:  Oh, definitely, yes, yes.  Yes, they’re all very interested.  They knew nothing about it.  
In fact, my sister-in-law the other day said something to the effect of, “I didn’t know all that.”   
Course, she had grown up in Ridgewood, too.  My husband’s family, my husband’s father was a 
West Pointer also. Lieutenants were having to stay in for 17 years, as a lieutenant he resigned 
and went to work in New York.  And they moved, they had an apartment then in Jackson 
Heights and just moved out to Ridgewood in 1930 when Bob started kindergarten.  And so he 
grew up in Ridgewood too.  And his Mother and Dad stayed there continually until the end of 
the war.  And so. We had cousins, the family stayed right in Ridgewood and around.  All four of 
my grandfather’s children, all generations skipped. My mother having been born in 1883, it was 
a generation skipped.  She was 42 when I was born, and that’s pretty unusual in that day in age.  
So, oh yes definitely share it with anyone.  And I hope to get back to Ridgewood again.  The 
library again. 

SARAH:  We’d like to see you again here.  Are there any other stories you want to share?  If not 
we can conclude the interview. 

CYNTHIA:  Well I’ve rambled on so long.  So many different things.  But it all comes back and 
fortunately it hasn’t left me.  We just had so many wonderful opportunities.  There were no 
drugs in our day, you know.  There was some alcohol with what we called the fast crowd when 
we were in high school.  Just a small group.  We didn’t drink, we didn’t smoke cigarettes.  
[inaudible]. 

SARAH:  The connection is a little static right now. 

CYNTHIA:  I’m sorry? 

SARAH:  Ok I can hear you better now, the connection had a little static you had said about 
there wasn’t much smoking or anything in the school and then it cut out. 

CYNTHIA:  We didn’t have to deal with drugs and things like that.  We were very fortunate in 
that respect and we had simply a wonderful time without it.  So I know what it can be like not 
to be involved in that kind of a situation.  Really a wonderful experience, and I just wish 
everyone had it. 

SARAH:  Well thank you so much for sharing it with us.   


