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Armonl’s Log Cabin gained greatest farne in Big Band Era.
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Dear Members and Friends,

The lifebload of The North Castle Historical Society is the volunteer. Whatever
success we have achieved in membership growth, fundraising, building restoration,
educational programs, historical exhibitions, library services and a host of routine
maintenance chores is primarily due to dedicated and available volunteers.

The record of wolunteer accomplishments is impressive and hearmwarming.
Impressive as the record is, there are still unlimited horizons before us — horizons
that can be reached only with additional volunteer help.

Whatever talents you have to offer, whatever time you want te contribute
~somewhere in the Society's many endeavors and operations is a place where you
can make a meaningful contribution.

Comne, join 1s! Make a commitment! If that is more than you are ready for now,
how about a shore-term triall We would appreciate hearing from you. For more
information, stop by the Tavern any Titesday moming, or give me a call.

Thank you.

1 pale

Guy M. Papale



THE JAZZ WORLD IN ARMONK — 1935-1942
By James D. Hopkins

Phote: Collection of Sybil Hussar

Big Band jazz flourished in the 1930's and early *40’s all over the country.
Jazzis of course the original contribution of America to the art of music. It was
slow in coming, compounded as it was from the rhythm and blues of black
sources, with additions of creole songs, Scotch-Irish folk ballads and country
hoe-down. In the "2(’s there were iarge orchestras playing dance music ~ Paul
Whiteman and Ben Bernie and Vincent Lopez, for example —but the music
was sedate, predictable and sweet. Popular songs followed the pattern, though
there were traces of jazz intermixed in some of the tunes.

Armonk, for undefinable reasons, during the '20's and *30’s was a center
where dances were held. 1 suppose it was mainly due to the existence of
Mechanics Hall on Maple Avenue across from where the firehouse now stands.
As long as 1 can remember — seventy years -— the hall has been there, first
serving as the home of the lodge of the Junior Order of the American
Mechanics and a quasi-community center, later as an auction house, and now
as a business place. As I recall, in the good weather a dance was held almost
every week on a Friday or Saturday night in that period of time under the
auspices of a local organization seeking to raise funds, or the Jolly Ten, a group
which had no purpose other than to run dances for the pleasure of its members
and their friends. A four piece orchestra was hired to play from nine o’clock to
one, and refreshments were available at an additional cost to the price of the
ticket, which was usually fifty cents. There was a certain etiquette attached to
these events, but that deserves a separate story.

The dances were attended not only by local residents, but also by people
from Mount Kisco and White Plains and Round Hill and Pleasantville and
their environs as well. I am not sure why this was so. The automobile was
naturally a factor, and it might have been that Armonk, isolated as it was in a
corner of Westchester next to Connecticut, was attractive because of its very
isolation.

In the '30’s, however, Big Band music entered the scene in Armonk.
Westchester has of course been recognized as a cradle of swing; Glen Istand
Casino is properly considered as one of the first places to have sponsored jaz
and make it respectable. But following in the wake of Glen Island Casing, many
other spots in Westchester -— along the Boston Post Road at the Post Lodge,
Loyal Inn, Lawrence Inn, Larchmont Casino, and Playland Casino, and along
the Bronx River Parkway at Muwrray's and Schmidt’s Farm — were presenting
swing orchestras.



At the end of the Bronx River Parkway at Kensico Dam and a few miles
further north was Armonk. It was a comfortable driving distance from New
York, and the trip was free from cumbersome traffic controls on the parkway
and along Kensico Reservoir on Route 22 — about an hour’s time from
Manhattan and the Bronx. More than this, there were alteady two established
places in Armonk which could accommodate large audiences - the Log Cabin
and Rhineland Gardens (later known as Blue Gardens).

One might ask, nevertheless, what would entice 2 big band to play in a small
town for a month’s or more engagement. The answer was that by the magic of
radio a band could obtain exposure to many thousands of listeners and thus
build a wide reputation. A New York radio station, such as WEAF, WJZ, or
WOR, broadcasting on national networks, would send an announcer and
sometimes an engineer to Armonk and transmit the dance music for a half hour
or 0 via the telephone wire to the studio and thence over the waves to the
entire eastern seaboard. For that reason, a band would agree to play outside the
urban centers in order to receive the recognition which otherwise would be
difficult for it to get, except by many engagements i many places. This was
true of Glen Istand Casino in New Rochelle and Frank Dailey’s Meadowbrook
in Pompton Lakes, New Jersey, and it was true of the Log Cabin and Rhineland
Gardens in Armonl.

This is not an antique car rally. It’s how the Log Cabin parking area looked every
weekend in the late 1920 — early 1930 period. It was an easy drive from New York
City even then and was famous throughout the burgeoning metropolitan area.
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The story of the beginning and gradual development of the Log Cabin is a
fascinating one. [t all originated with the automobile and good roads. Frank
Webster lived in a house just south of the intersection of Route 22 and Route
128 at the Armonk Methodist Church. The house stood on the west side of
Route 22, close to where the brick office building is presently. A low stone wall
bordered the road in front of the house. Mr. Webster, watching the
considerable traffic flow on Route 22 on Sundays, when people from New
York City and southern Westchester took rides in the country, began selling
from the stone wall cider, cake, coffee and honey — all of which were home-
made — to the hungry travellers on their way home.

It was a successful venture from the start, and in 1916 Mr, Webster built a
small shed from which the products were sold. His nephew, Webster F.
Schmaling (a cousin of George F. Schmaling, later the Receiver of Taxes and a
maover and shaper of events in North Castle), returned from World War [ in
which he had served as a pilot in the Air Corps and joined Mr. Webster in the
enterprise. Soon afterwards Mr. Webster became ill and sold the property to
his nephew.

Mr. Schmaling conceived the idea of a log cabin as a drawing card to sell the
products — a merchandising ploy to identify his business which was later
emulated by Howard Johnson and the fast food chains. The first Log Cabin was
asimple affair, erected around 1921; it was one large room in a one story hewn
iog building, with a long counter, made of logs, in the center of the room. At
first, bread, butter and cheese were laid out on the counter, and the customers
helped themselves and paid on their honor. Cider and apples and homemade
pies and cakes were also sold. Later he sold corn, other vegetables, homemade
doughnuts and ice cream, in time adding a soda fountain.

The Log Cabin was immediately successful, a kind of a landmark for families
out on a weekend jaunt, and during the suramer and fall Mz. Schmaling was
hiring over 20 people to help him serve customers.

In 1929 Mr. Schmaling sold the Log Cabin and property surrounding it to
August Hussar for $165,000. Mr. Hussar extended the Cabin by building a
large dining room and dance floor, still in the simple architectural motif of the
original construction. The Log Cabin thus became two different operations
— one, catering to the weekend trade, and two, serving patrons in a restaurant
and club setting. Mr. Hussar carried out the decor by furnishing the restaurant
wing with stuffed animal heads, inverted cider jugs as light fixtures, and
imitation branches and leaves over the walls and on the ceilings. As a result, this
part of the Cabin was dimly lit - a feature said to be preferred by the
customers.

When Prohibition was abolished in 1933, liquor and beer were served at the
table in the restaurant wing. Shortly thereafter Mr. Hussar introduced a ten
piece band to play for dancing. Between the two types of operations it was
estimated by Fortune Magazine in a story written in September, 1934 that the
Log Cabin was serving about a million visitors a year. Indeed, at that time Mr.
Hussar employed 56 people in the business.

Again, in 1936 and in 1937 extensions were added to the dining room, still in
the same rough-hewn style. The first in 1936 included a large kitchen to
accommodate the growing restaurant trade; the second in 1937 was an ell-
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shaped wing off the restaurant section. The North Castle Sun said in a
contemporary article that the Log Cabin could now seat a thousand diners.
Moreover, it was clear that with such capacity and its proximity to New York
City the Log Cabin was a logical choice as a show place for the ever developing
big band scene.

Before expansion Log Cabin was also a well known place to buy fresh fruit and
vegetables, plus mouth-watering home-made doughnuts. Model T car was early.
1920's vintage,
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The Log Cabin first had house bands — that is, bands which more or less
were permanent fixtures and did not play under contract for specific
engagements. The first that I can find mentioned in the press was Bill
Whelpley’s in 1934. Bill Whelpley was a local musician, hailing from White
Plains, and his orchestra had previously played at dances around the country. [
am not sure for how long a period Whelpley was at the Log Cabin; what is sure
is that it must have been for a short time, because an advertisement in the North
Castle Sun in March, 1936 said that Parker Lee’s orchestra was beginning its
fourth year there, which would mean that Lee must have been playing there in
1934,

Lee headed a typical house orchestra, professional but not in the emerging
swing approach. It was a sweet band and rarely played outside the set musical
scores supplied by the music houses. After a little more than three years, he left
and was replaced by Ray Schafer in November, 1936.

Schafer continued in the same mode as Lee. His side men were local
musicians, and sometime in 1938 Elaine Bell (now Leavens), an Armonk
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native, became the vocalist in his orchestra. In my memory, however, Schafer
was more venturesome than Lee, more apt to depart from the music sheets to
improvise and permit the lead instrumentalists to solo. Schafer's orchestra
remained at the Cabin for about three years; the North Castle Sun mentions him
as performning there in November, 1939; 1 cannot find when it ended its long
stay,

What is clear, nevertheless, is that berween that date and May, 1940 Mr.
Hussar had made arrangements with the main radio stations in New York —
WEAF, WIZ, WOR, and others — for live broadcasting of band music from
the Log Cabin late in the evening. The broadcast usually occurred between 11
and 12 pro., and consisted in one long dance session of several numbers or sets,
each introduced by the announcer from the station, with the noise and the hum
of the crowd in the background, both on and off the dance floor, Because the
members of the band responded to the crowd, a tide of excitement and
brilliance flowed from the music that could not be duplicated from records of
the same orchestra playing the same tunes. This can be discovered today by
comparing the off the air recordings with phonograph records made by the
bands. There is a chemistry between musician and audience in the radio
broadeasts obviously lacking in the studio performances. Of course, for
another reason, the musicians reacted to the opportunity provided by the
broadcast — that they knew they were playing to a far larger audience than
could be expected either from records or the limited listeners at the club, and
the financial rewards derived from a reputation made over the air could be
€NnOrmaous.

In addition, each of the orchestras broadcasting were represented by agents
who made sure that the opening night of the engagernent was attended by music
critics, newspaper columnists and jazz enthusiasts. The band’s performance
was reported in the New York papers and rated by the critics in jazz magazines.
George T. Simon, then a critic for The Metronome, was frequently at the Log
Cabin and wrote about the orchestras playing there. Nick Kenny, radio
columnist for the New York Mirror, often mentioned the Log Cabin and,
indeed, composed a poem about Mr. Hussar dancing with Sybil, his daughter,
then 11, on her birthday, Walter Winchell, then at the height of his power,
Bernard Schol of the New York Journal-American, and columnists on the
World-Telegram, Daily News and the Sun made weekly references to the
orchestras performing there; and, consequently, the attendance each nightand
especially on the weekends kept increasing,

The contracts between the orchestra leaders and the owner provided for
performances nightly, except on Monday. On Monday night other musicians
played, sometimes a name band, but more likely, a group recruited from other
orchestras then performing in New York, also free on Monday nights, or free
agents without regular employment. Sybil Hussar recalls some of the great
names in jazz history playing on Monday night at the Cabin - Tommy Dorsey,
Gene Krupa, Eddie Condon, Chatlie Barnet, Buddy Rich, Joe Venuti, Alvino
Rey, Vaughn Monroe, Jack Teagarden and many others. These musicians were
so skilled that they could perform together without previous rehearsal, and
with and without scores. Unfortunately, there were no broadcasts on Monday
nights, so that their performances, priceless today, have been irretrievably lost,

The orchestras 1 have been able to place at the Log Cabin in the 1940's
follow:



1. Ray Herbeck opened on May 9, 1940, coming directly from the Peabody
Hotel in Memphis. He led the band and also played saxophone. Originally, he
had started in the Guy Lombardo tradition of a sweet band, but when he came
to the Cabin, he had changed his format 1o a “more modern, swinging band ...
and drew accolades”, in the words of George T. Simon. His female vocalist
was Betty Benson. Herbeck was at the Cabin until October, 1940, leaving to
perform in a stage show at the Paramount Theatre on Broadway.

2. Herbie Holmes sugceeded him, opening on October 27, 194C. His female
vocalist was Nancy Hutson. His orchestra was more traditional and settled,
and he remained until July 1941, according to the World-Telegram.

3. His replacement was Les Brown, who began his engagement on July 9,
1941, after two weeks at the Strand Theatre in New York. L.es Brown is, of
coutse, still active today, playing for Bob Hope's television shows here and
around the world. In 1936 he had organized the band at Duke University; in
the summer of 1937 he had plaved at the Playland Casino. His orchestra did not
really begin full operation until 1938, playing thereafter at the World’s Fair in
1940.

Young Les Brown {left) as he appeared regularly at Log Cabin in Armonk. Later his
group became famous as the "Band of Renown.” Nancy Hutson and Herbie Holmes
were among the popular teams who were regulars at the weekly dance-ins at the
widely known North Castle restaurant.



Doris Day, the later movie star, started her career with Les Brown, joining
the band in August of 1940. However, she had left the band in the winter of
1941 to marry a musician in the Jimmy Dorsey band. Sybil Hussar remembers
that she sang with the band at the Cabin on occasions when the regular vocalist
took a night off. At the Cabin the vocalist was Betty Bonney; his male vocalist
was Ralph Young, who later achieved great success as one of the Saddleir duo,
performing in night clubs both here and abroad.

According to George T. Simon, it was at the Log Cabin that the band found
itself. He recounts that *'the guys had a ball” in Armonk, where the members
played tennis and outdoor sports. Brown's first hit record —“Joltin’ Joe
DiMageio” sung by Betty Bonney — was made at this time, Betty Bonney
sometime later went with Frankie Carle’s orchestra under the name of Judy
Johnson.

Brown stayed at the Cabin until September, 1941, and then went to the
Blackhawk Restaurant in Chicago. The fame of his orchestra steadily grew until
it became known as one of the top bands in the country,

4., Boh Chester brought his band to the Cabin in September, 1941. It had
played at first in the style of Glenn Miller, then in the height of his popularity,
but then had-developed its own distinctive sound at the time it came to
Armonk. Betty Bradley was the female vocalist. The orchestra made many
records under the Victor Bluebird label, some at the petiod of its engagement
at the Cabin. While in Armonk, Chester and his wife lived in the former [
Hobart Cox house on Cox Avenue, near Breezemont,

When Frank Sinatra was first becoming recognized in New York, as he says
in his foreword to Simon’s book on the big bands, he rehearsed regularly with
Chester’s orchestra.

5. Teddy Powell replaced Bob Chester late in 1941. Simon describes his
band in his book as one of the finest of the times; he says that it “set
magnificent moods ... and played consistently good music.” One of the side
men - Jack Satterfield — later played with the New York Philtharmonic
Orchestra as lead trombonist. Powell’s female vocalist was Peggy Mann, who
later on sang with the orchestras of Larry Clinton and Enoch Light. There was
Hetle doubt that the Powell band was a huge success, for its stay at the Cabin
tasted uneil July, 1942.

6. In August, 1942 Joe Marsala and his band came to the Log Cabin.
Marsala was a consummate jazz artist on the clarinet. He had started in Chicago
where he was a part of the Chicago school of jazz; he had then moved east to
New York and headed a sextette at the Famous Door on 52nd Street — a spot
where many noted jazz musicians played. In fact, 52nd Streer itself was
considered to be the top jazz locale in the country, for it was the address of
many jazz clubs such as the Hickory House, Jimmy Ryan’s, Eddie Condon’s,
the Onyx Club, among others.

Marsala’s wife was Adele Gerard — *the Swinging Harpist.” There were
very few harp players who played jazz — Casper Reardon, for one ~ and she
provided 2 pleasant contrast to the brass which characterized the drive of
Marsala’s band. He played in a looser and more innovative vein than most of
the bands of the period. He was the composer of several songs while at
Armonk, among them being “'Ligtle Sir Echo”, featuring Adele Gerard, and
“Don’t Cry, Joe” His side men included Buddy Rich, Joe Bushkin and
Carmen Mastren, all of whom were judged as among the best jazz musicians on
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their instrument,

Marsala and his wife lived on Cox Avenue in the former Osborne house. By
this time, of course, World War I1 occupied every one’s thoughts. The Noith
Castle Sun records that on Columbus Day, 1942 the town held a War Roundup
on the Armonk Airport to further the war effort, and that Joe Marsala and his
orchestra opened the ceremonies.

Marsala presumably remained at the Cabin until the end of 1942, Gas
rationing by this time had gone into effect and the consequent restriction on
driving and the draft eventually spelled the cessation of remote radio
broadcasts and the engagements of jazz orchestras at places outside the urban
centers. After the war big bands were not so much in evidence; rock and roll
music gradually became the favorite of the post war generation.

1 should say a further word about the bands which plaved on Monday nights
or for short stays at the Cabin. Sybil Hussar tells me that she recollects hearing
the bands of Mal Hallett, Tony Pastor, Gray Gordon, Van Alexander, Charlie
Spivak, Shep Fields, Chris Cross, Ina Ray Hutton (who bhad an all female
orchestra), Jan Savitt, Johnny Long and Bobby Dukoff (whose wife, Anita
Bover, was a singer who performed with Tornmy Dorsey and Artie Shaw).
Lawrence Welk played there at the beginning of his career, according to Simon
in his book, “Simon Says.” All of this adds up to the fact that during this
period the Log Cabin was the background for a large number of swing
orchestras of the era, certainly a fair sampling of what was the best bands of the
time.

Unfortunately, nothing now remains of the Log Cabin, for it burned to the
ground on December 19, 1965, On its site now stands the office building on
Old Route 22.

v

The story of the establishment which finally was known as the Blue Gardens
varies considerably from that of the Log Cabin. The building was located
approximately on the site of the present bowling alleys on now Old Route 22.
{At the time of its existence the building fronted directly on Route 22.)
Originally it was the creation of Lorenzo Landolfe, an attorney practising in
Harrison, who constructed it in 1927, It was a long, rambling one-story
building with a fairly sizeable dance floor, surrounded by tables which could
accommodate about 600 patrons. Over the dance floor was suspended a
crystal, many-faceted chandelier; during the latter part of the evening the house
lights were dimmed and small beams of light of different colors were trained on
the chandelier, reflecting bits of colored rays throughout the room. The
orchestra, a house band, played from a stage at the edge of the dance floor.

Landolfe called the restaurant the Westchester Palais D'Or, unquestionably
patterned after the Palais D'Or, then a large restaurant-night club on
Broadway. Unhappily, the depression caused the failure of the Westchester
Palais I’Or in 1929 and Landolfe lost his property through a mortgage
foreclosure,

1t was soon re-opened as a Chinese restaurant under the name of the Asia. It
continued operations much in the same fashion, with a house band.
Apparently, it was not successful, for the lease was not renewed in 1932.
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