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"That Was a Very Good Year" 

by John J. Irwin 

Nineteen-hundred and twenty-four, " Skent CAL", John Calvin 
Coolidge, of Massachusetts, is the twen ty-ninth President of the 
United States, at age 52. An obscure governor, he skyrocketed to 
fame and to the vice presidential nomination as running mate to 
Warren G. Harding, in 1920, with these famous words, uttered 
during the Boston police strike. "There is no right to strike against 
the public safety by anybody, anywhere, any time." 

It is the era of Coolidge prosperity, prohibition - "the noble ex
periment of the Eighteenth Amendment", bath tub gin, flappers, 
the advent of radio broadcasting, and the adolescence stage of 
America's great untiring love affair with the au tomobile. 

The Horseless Carriage 

At scores of showrooms in Dobbs Ferry, Yonkers, White Plains 
or Tarrytown, the latest models of the 1924 automobiles were 
available to an eager public. . 

The old reliable "Tin Lizzie", Model T , manufactured by Henry 
Ford, who had really started it all with his assembly line production 
methods and the unheard of five dollar a day pay scale, was selling 
for $295.00. For those who were tired of broken arms and/or wrists 
from cranking "Lizzie" to get her started, or tired of bruised 
knuckles from removing flat tires directly from the rims, a self
starter and demountable tire rims were available for $85 .00 extra. 
As old Henry himself was fond of saying - The Model Twas 
available in any color you wanted, as long as you wanted black. 

For those who had differen t tastes or who wanted something 
more out of life and more stylish than a black Model T, there was 
the Wills-Sainte Claire, advertised as the most beautiful expression 
of motor car design in America. The Hupmobile, claimed to be the 
safest automobile for young mothers in America, and the Franklin 
Motor Company plugged its air cooled engine and boasted of thirty 
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improvements in the new Franklin over the 1923 model. 
Or one could shop for an Essex, whose slogan was not baseball, 

hot dogs, apple pie and Chevrolet, but a simple statement that a 
thirty minute ride will win you. Not to be outdone, Willys-Knight 
advertised itself as quiet as a ghost and Willys-Overland touted its 
sliding valves that did not require valve grinding. Then, as now, the 
classic was Cadillac and a Cadillac Victoria coupe, complete with 
V-8 engine was available for $3,275.00. 

George E. Dearman 

Although 1924 was the era of the automobile , Henry H. Cannon, 
in Depot P laza directly opposite the railroad station, was still doing 
a brisk business selling hay, grain and straw for the many farm 
horses and few carriage horses that still survived on the large 
private esta tes that dotted the hills overlooking the mighty Hudson. 

Depot Plaza had been the hub of all village business activities for 
many years and was the long time site of a grocery store owned by 
Brown and Dearman. Mr. Dearman died in 1924, at the age of 
seventy-two. He was a member of the Dearman family who, at one 
time, owned all of the Main Street area, when it was a simple coun
try farm. His grandfather, Justus Dearman had owned the farm 
which comprised all of Main Street Irvington, until the year of 
1851, when it was divided into lots and sold at public auction. 1 

Following that event, the village sprang up in thriving fashion to 
reach a population of 2,701 in 1924. The name of the hamlet Dear
man was changed to Irvington to honor the famous writer, 
Washington Irving, and the village was incorporated in 1872. 

The Movies 

Where did one drive the new automobile? Perhaps to White 
Plains, Yonkers, or even New York City to take in a movie. A silent 
movie, of course, since "talkies" had not yet been developed. At 
prices of twenty-five cents to a dollar, depending on the time of the 
performance, one could view the start of the silver screen. At 
Keiths, in White Plains, the price included nine acts of vaudeville 
from the famous Keith's circuit, the launching pad for many stars 
of stage, screen; radio, including some of our present day veteran 
television personalities. 

Inside the dazzling theatres, the so called palaces of the poor, our 
motor party might escape reality for a few hours by watching Lon 
Chaney in "The Hunchback of Notre Dame"; Gloria Swanson in 
" ZAZA" or "My American Wife"; Douglas Fairbanks in "The 
Mark of Zorro"; Raymond Novarro opposite Barbara La Marr in 

1 See also: "The Dutcher Farm" in "The Roost", Vol. 2/June 1978, p. 61ff. 
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"My Name is Woman" ; Lillian Gish in "The White Sister"; John 
Gilbert in "Just Off Broadway" or the famous cowboy star, Tom 
Mix, in "Stepping Front" (or Tom Mixin Cement, as we kids used 
to say). 

The ever changing moods and action sequences of the fil m were 
highlighted by a piano player, down deep in the pit, who com
plimented every action on the screen with the proper or, perhaps, 
improper musical accompaniment. (All of this without a popcorn 
machine or air conditioning.) 

Some of the braver souls might have ventured down to the great 
White Way of Broadway to visit the Republic Theatre and witness a 
performance of "Abbie's Irish Rose", one of the longest running 
shows in the history of the legitimate theatre. 

Irvington Not Hollywood 

Although this was the hey day of Hollywood and many huge for
tunes were being made in the motion picture industry - Many are 
called but few are chosen - and there were many, many failures 
along with the great successes . 

At a stockholders meeting of the Urban Motion Picture Co., 
held in the village, power was given to the stockholders to mortgage 
the Cosmopolitan building, land and contents, in order to obtain 
enough working capital to continue in business. Such drastic action 
was to no avail, and in a very short time the Urban Motion Picture 
Co. was bankrupt. 

The Cosmopolitan building still stands on South Buckhout Street 
and Station Road and is more commonly known today as the Trent 
Building. It was completed in 1904 at a cost of over three million 

~ 	 dollars and was designed by the famous architect, Sanford White, 
for John Brisben Walker, publisher of Cosmopolitan Magazine. At 
the time of completion it was hailed as - "the most beautiful 
structure of its kind in America." 2 

J 	 Washington Irving Memorial 

On May 25th, the new au tomobile might have traveled north, 
along Broadway, with hoards of other " Sunday drivers". Broad
way, at that time was a two lane road, paved with Hastings pave
ment bricks, a heavily trafficked roadway especially on Sundays, 
but very beautiful. Overhanging branches from stately trees edged 
its both sides, fronting the large esta te mansions of the wealthy that 
formed the background. 

At the home of Mr. & Mrs. Henry V.D. Black on North Broad

"The Roost", Vol. 21March 1978, p. 57: ' 'Trent Bllilding: Once Home ojSilent 
Movies". 
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way3, a large and enthusiastic meeting was in progress to discuss the 
memorial statue for Washington Irving, to be erected on Broadway 
not far from Sunnyside Lane. Maj or George H. Putman, president 
of the publishing house of C. P. P u tman Sons, gave a short talk on 
his personal knowledge of the famous writer and stated that the 
memorial was now in the hands of the well known sculptor, Daniel 
Chester French. Mrs. Black stated that the Irving family withdrew 
its objections to having the statue placed on the corner of Broad
way and Sunnyside Lane, it was hoped that the property might be 
obtained and that work towards erec tion would proceed without 
fur ther delay. 

On November 14th, it was announced that Henry Graves Jr., 
had generously donated a corner of his property south of Sunny
side Lane for the site. The brook that Irving made famous was 
channeled beneath the monument and is named Sunnyside Brook. 

Stated at this time was the fact that Irving's home, "Sunnyside", 
was practically closed to the public, since many sight seeing vans 
and other impossible invasions upon the privacy of the Irving fami
ly made this step inevitable; so that the only opportunity for paying 
tribute to this First American Man of Letters would be a visit to his 
monument, or to the churches connected with him or his haunts 
nearby, where his name would be ever held in reverence. 4 

Daniel Chester French 

Daniel Chester French, known as the "dean of American 
sculptors", played an active role in the contemporary art world. 
The culminating art statement of his career is the monumental, yet 
moving, Abraham Lincoln, in the Lincoln Memorial in 
Washington, D.C. Other of his famous works located in the 
metropolitan area include two allegorical figures, one of Manhat
tan and the other of Brooklyn, located in the Brooklyn Museum; 
the Richard Morris Hunt Memorial, 5th Avenue and 7th Street; 
Alma Mater, Columbia University, Broadway a t 116th Street; 
Lafayette Monument, Prospect Park, 9th Street entrance; Con
tinents, United States Custom House, Bowling Green, N.Y. 5 

Madame Walker 

On the return trip to the village from the Henry Black residence, 

3 	 Now the site of the apartment complex known as II J North Broadway. 

• 	 Irving's home, Sunnyside, is now open daily to the public, courtesy of Sleepy 
HoI/ow Restorations. 

To the best of this writer's knowledge, credit for the sculpture to Daniel Chester 
French does not appear on the Washington Irving M emorial. If this is true, it isa 
mailer which should be corrected. 
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our traveler might have turned into the driveway o f "Villa 
Lewaro", a Spanish type villa situated on the southwest corner of 
Fargo Lane and Broadway.6 The mansio n was erected in 1917 for 
Madame C.l. Walker, a black beautician who made a fortune by 
developing a hair lotion, that in the language of that day - "took 
the kinks out of colored people' s hair. " 

"The mansion was chris tened ' Villa Lewaro' by the great opera 
singer and fri end o f Madame Walker , Enrico Ca ruso, after 
Madame Walker's daughter, A'Lelia Walker Robinson. T he man
sion was a monument to thrift and industry. It was 131'long and 
60' wide, situated on 4 Y2 acres of prime real estate. The villa, with 
34 rooms, a marble stairway, library, conservatory, billard room, 
swimming pool, a sunken Italian garden and gym, had cost 
$250,000 to build."7 

"Reports of her neighbors' reaction to the mansion and her 
presence varied, ranging from outright hysteria, requiring the in
tervention of Enrico Caruso , to a benign if reserved, acceptance of 
Madame's fortune and presence in the vi llage."8 

Real Estate 

A parcel of land at the corner of South Eckar Street and Main 
Street, consisting of four apartments and two stores with a small 
building on South Eckar Street that was used as a tinsmith shop, 
was sold for $14,500. (South E Street as it was known in those days, 
was more commonly referred to by villagers as "Goat Alley.") 

A small estate on West Clinton Avenue, which was formerly part 
of the Daniel C. Reid holdings, consisting of a remodeled 
American Colonial homestead, three acres of land, a garage and 

Ii stable, complete with chauffer's quarters, was sold for $45,000. 
Reid, who was known as the "Tin Plate King", owned the 

"Richmond Hill" estate, located on the southeast corner of South 
Broadway - (Reid's Hill) - and Harriman Road. The property was, 
until recently, occupied by Yeshivah Ohel Shmuel. 

Reid also owned a ll of what is now known as Memorial Park, a 
previously well-manicured esta te, whi ch in 1924 had reverted to 
wild overgrown wood land ravine and swamp. In the nineteen thir
ties, when under Mayor Matthew J. Murtha the village was 
developing the acreage into the present beauti ful park and recrea
tion area, it was called " Murtha's folly." As the great depression 

• Now a residence of senior citi zens known as the Annie E. Poth Home. 

"Rags to Riches" by Larry M iller, fea/ure article in the Gannell Westchester 
Newspapers, Sec. G/p. 3/January 6, 1980. 

• Ibid. 
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deepened , a day' s labor at the new park was much sou ght after and 
many Irving ton men including ex-bankers and ex-s tockbrokers, 
were grateful for a day's work there so that they could put food on 
the table for their families. 

"Richmond Hill", later occupied by George Washington Hill, 
the American Tobacco Company tycoon, said to be the prototype 
for " The Hucksters" , a best selling novel and popular motion pic
ture of a few years back, was a showplace. . 

It consisted o f a large orna te slone mansion high on a hill 
overlooking the river. The mansion was complete with an indoor 
private theatre with a working stage. Directly off the stage there 
was a secret, circular stairway that led from behind the stage to the 
master bedroom. The bathroom, off the master bedroom, contain
ed a bidet. Such a plumbing fixture, it must be presumed, was 
unique in this little country village, particularly in the outlying 
areas where outhouses were still being used. 

It is said that Mr. Reid often liked to entertain his guests, 
especially Broadway show girls, on Sunday mornings by displaying 
his show horses in the cobbles tone courtyard area adjacent to the 
stable. The coachman and his grooms, who put the horses through 
their paces on such occasions were always sure of a five dollar gold 
piece tip, if the guests were pleased. 

T he estate included a large and beautiful outdoor swimming 
pool , a high steepled, classic stable garage with a four-sided tower 
clock that chimed every quarter hour; a superintendent's cottage; 
many other dwellings, a pond, wa ter falls, statuary, stately trees, 
manicured lawns and much acreage. 

J ust prior to World War II, the entire estate, as described above, 
was offered to the Village for $25 ,000. In retrospect it would seem 
to have been ideally suitable to have converted the mansion into 
village offices and library; the stable into Police a nd Fire Head
quarters; the pool for public swimrriing; and the land into recrea
tional parkland with fishing in the pond, skiing, sleighing and golf 
on the slopes; picnics, hiking, strolling under the trees. Alas - it 
was thought that $25,000 was too high a price - and that anyway 
- the facilit ies would be loca ted too far from the village proper. 

- To be continued in for thcoming issues of The Roost 
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From Dawn to Twilight 

by Isabel K. Benjamin 

Reprinted from her book - copyright /957. 

We had for many years a colored cook, named Nancy. She left us 
to marry a man who kept an ice cream and candy store in the 
village. My father always took her his tomatoes, cucumbers, etc. 
which she made in to pickles . When her husband died, Nancy found 
debts on her hands. For yea rs she struggled alone, with the help my 
father could give her. She paid all debts and then went to her 
reward, missed by many friends. Two others succeeded Nancy in 
the Rectory. Both married, and their children are among my 
friends today. 

I had a variety of school experiences. First , I went to a little 
private school, taught by a Mrs. Halpine, and situated in the 
building where now Mrs. Robinson has her pretty shop. This 
school moved up to the house later bought by Mr. James H. 
Whitehouse, and named the Larches. When this school d isbanded, 
my father taught me for two winters. I thought we spent too much 
time on Latin verbs and Saxon Kings. After this I went to Masters 
School in Dobbs Ferry. I respected Miss Masters; we girls all did. 
But I rebelled against her rules. No communication with a ny other 
girls in study hour or in the hall ! I , who had smiled all my life, con
tinued to smile, and in order to be perfectly honest, I reported 
"zero" at the daily report hour! Miss Masters called me to her desk 
and gave me a severe reproof. I explained my inability to keep tral:k 
of every smile, and I had to be honest. I think she understood. 

I hated to have every difficult Bible question thrown at me 
because I was a ch.,rgyman's daughter. Masters School was , and is 
today, a Protestant school. My Episcopal faith brought for me 
arguments with my teacher. I fear I was unpopular with her, even 
though I took her lilacs in season. 

My next move at schooling was pleasant, Fanny Gregory's 
parents and mine secured a nice governess for us both, and we had 
two good years with her . 

My last school was ideal. I went by train to New York every day 
to a perfect school, run by a clever cousin of my mother 's, Mrs. 
Griffitts, on Madison Avenue. I worked; I learned; and I was hap
py. 

On the morning of the great blizzard in 1888, my mother would 
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not allow me to go to town. Later we learned that the train I wanted 
to take, leaving Irvington at 8:08, reached New York on the follow
ing morning. Some passengers got off and ploughed through the 
snow to safety. Others ate the eggs and drank milk being sent to 
New York by the families who had Irvington homes, and spent 
winters in town. 

A friend of my mother's, Mrs. Chapman, started in New York a 
dancing class for the children of her friends, and secured a fine 
dancing master. My mother made me a pretty dress and took me at 
first reluctantly away from my country sports to town once a week 
all winter. After the first week I loved it. There started many life
long friendships: Fanny Cottenet (We spent our birthdays together, 
if possible all our lives and were close in our joys and sorrows.); 
The Armstrongs, Margaret and Helen. Their father, the famous ar
chitect, Mr. Maitland Armstrong, and my father had been friends 
for years. 

I stopped with the Armstrongs at Danskammer-on-the-Hudson. 
Margaret's books and illustrations are well-known. So are Helen's 
beautiful stained glass windows and drawings. Today everyone is 
reading Early in the Morning by Mrs. Alfred Edey, an exquisite life 
of Noel and herself as children at Danskammer. They were little 
boy and girl when I visited their older sisters. Hamilton, who was a 
baby then is now the Editor of Foreign Affairs. 

The dancing class also gave me the friendship of Laura Tailer, 
such a pretty girl and such an exquisite dancer. She and I shared the 
nicest boys and best dancers. Dick Schiefflin was the nicest of all. 
Laura died while still a young girl. Years later when I "came out" 
at the Assembly, Mr. Tailer, her father, came to me and asked me 
to dance with him "for Laura's sake." I danced the cotillion with 
Worthy Whitehouse and went to supper with Valentine Hall. Mrs. 
Auchmuty, a great friend of my mother's gave me two beautiful 
dresses for the balls of that winter, in New York and Philadelphia. 

Worthy Whitehouse was a very popular young man, a famous 
cotillion leader in the "400's." But he was also a hard worker in 
real estate and a loyal friend. In older years he lived at Valley Farm 
where we often talked of happy memories. 

My father, about every three years went to England for a few 
weeks. He and my mother were ardent admirerers of the Royal 
Family. My mother never forgot the day when as a young girl , the 
Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, visited New York, and she 
danced at the ball given to him at the old Brevoort House on lower 
Fifth Avenue. My mother kept all their birthdays. I remember, 
when the Czar of Russia was assassinated, one of our Biddle 
cousins said, "I wonder if Aunt Isabel will go into mourning." One 
summer day, when my father was walking in Hyde Park, Princess 
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Alexandra drove by him. My fa ther bought the bes t li keness he 
could find of her, wrote the following lines on the back, and sent it 
to my mother: 

Oh, Royal Princess of a race of Kings, 
Of whose true loveliness all Eng/and rings, 
Oh, royal woman, who a queen shall be 
Of that proud Island, guarded by the sea! 
I saw thee passing through the summer air, 
A vision of delight, a flower so f air 
That a new fragrance filled the sunset hour, 
A fragrance of the soul within the flo wer. 
A nd though my land will own no Royalty, 
I gladly pledge thee all my loyalty . 

Many years after, when Queen Alexandra was the Dowager 
Queen, living at Sandringham , I heard that she loved Pekinese 
dogs. So I sent her the little book I had wri tten, Letters from a 
Pekinese, and I wrote with it, as a touch of hands across the sea, a 
few lines saying how a Rectory family in America had always loved 
her. I also sent her a copy of the above verse my father had written. 
I treasure two notes from her, in response. 

My father always loved a few summer days every year at Strat
ford, Conn. at the summer house of his boyhood. He once took 
Bessie Worthington and me with him. We had a good time, in spite 
of mosquitoes. 

I heard this story of a great uncle who had been a Captain on an 
ocean steamer. After he retired, he lived in Stratford and spent 
much time on the river in his own small boat. Once, after retire
ment, he was a passenger on an ocean steamer, standing next to the 
ship's captain on the bridge. Suddenly flashed the signal, "Very 
cold waters," and almost immediately an iceberg loomed before 
them. The ship's captain lost his head, and gave the wrong order, 
"Port your helm." But over this order rang out a stronger voice, 
"Starboard! Hard starboardl" The ship shook, and turned star
board, almost grazing the iceberg. The penalty fo r such an act on 
Capt. Benjamin's part would have been chains awaiting port, when 
due punishment would have been given. But si lence reigned l Later , 
as the steamer neared port, the ship's captain handed Capt. Ben
jamin his handsome chronometer watch saying , " You saved my 
ship and the lives of all on board." 

A cousin of my father's lived in Stratford, in summer, Mr. John 
Benjamin and his dear wife, Cousin Annie . I loved to visit them. 

Cousin]ohn loved the theatre . He used to take my mother to see 
great plays. Once, my enthusiastic mother was so thrilled by a 
famous actress that she, in the midst of thundering applause, said, 
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"John, I must take the flowers from my bonnet to throw on the 
stage." "If you do," severely answered Cousin John, "I shaH 
stand up and say that you are from the country." The bonnet came 
home intact. 

My father loved his trips to England, his generous friends pro
viding him the expense. He loved walking through the English 
countryside. His favorite spot was the Peacock Inn, at Rowsley in 
Derbyshire, where elderly Mrs. Cooper reigned supreme. Many an 
American friend he sent there. 

Twice he went to a Moor in Scotland, visiting Mr. Philip 
Schuyler and Mr. John Cadwalader. He never hunted, but he loved 
walking on the Moor, and the interesting household. 

Once his friend, Mr. George Bowdoin, asked him to take his son 
Temple to England, and he loved the experience of "showing" 
England to a clever lad. Another time a friend took him as a guest 
on an Oriental trip. I have his photograph sitting on a camel in 
Egypt! 

He always came home refreshed and happy to be with family and 
beloved parishioners again. There was a strong tie of affection bet
ween him and his parishioners. He Baptized, prepared for Confir
mation, married, and Baptized the next generation. Everyone said 
that his voice was the most beautiful of any clergyman they knew. 
When he officiated at a marriage or funeral in New York, I used to 
enjoy hearing someone say, "Who was the clergyman? I never 
heard the service so beautifully read." 

My mother had a friend, very jolly and very fat, who often stop
ped with us when my father was away. I remember that I once left a 
new hat in the living room on the sofa, where Miss Griffith sat on it 
for an entire evening. 

In the year 1892, my father celebrated the 25th anniversary of his 
pastorate as Rector of St. Barnabas Church, according to the 
policy of Bishop Henry C. Potter, who wished thus to mark his ap
proval of long pastorates in his diocese. We had a lovely reception 
on the lawn. after an impressive service in the church. Many of my 
father's friends among the clergy came, among them. Dr. Morgan 
Dix, Dr. William R. Huntington, and neighboring clergy. Of 
course, all his parishioners came. 

Mr. James Fargo did a geat deal for our church. He not only 
gave the pulpit and started with generous gifts of money an Endow
ment Fund, but also gave much of his interest and love to the Rec
tor and his family. 

In my memory stand out the Morgans. Mr. and Mrs . Morgan 
were in their pew every Sunday. Often on a Sunday afternoon his 
coachman would leave a note for my father telling in his beautiful 
handwriting how much he had cared for the sermon that morning. 
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Sometimes when I came down to brea 'fast, I would find a lovely 
broach, a bit of silver, or an umbrella from ~1r. lorgan. His win
dow is in the north transept , and he ga 'e the small west window in 
the south transept to the memory of his daugler, Mrs. Fullerton. 

In summer, we young people were taken up the river on yachts, 
owned by Mr. Cyrus Field, Mr. Jaffray, and Mr. Jay Gould. Such 
fun as we had! 

A dentist in New York told me that hen my father came into his 
office one day, in answer to his, "\\ elcome, Dr. Benjamin, how 
are you?" my fa ther said, "As weU as anyone can be who lives half 
way between Jay Gould and Cyrus Field." Mr. Gould was a 
courteous host and a generous man if interested. 

I remember a time when we were all very much concerned 
because someone was tryi ng to buy the lan d between the 
Presbyterian Church and St. Barnabas, and to erect buildings 
there. My father went to Mr. Gould who bought the land and 
divided it between the two churches. Mr. Gould's daughter, Helen, 
who married Mr. Finley Shepard, was a noble ci tizen , constantly 
doing good deeds and living a life that won the respect of everyone. 
She trusted and won the loyal de otion of all whom she employed. 
A strong P resbyterian, a l\ ays in chur h with her family. Her 
young sister, Anna, married two titled Fren hIDen - first Bani de 
Castillon, and later Talleyrand. After Talleyrand's death, and 
Helen's death, Anna came to America and took over Lyndhurst, 
the Gould Estate. At first she seemed to be friendly with Helen's 
friends. I remember how nice she was at the little luncheon I gave 
for her, at Rowsley. Someone at the table mentioned my work in 
Girl Scouting. When she left, she handed me a hundred dollar bill 
to use for our girls' camping. Of la te years she shows no desire for 
any social or public life in Irvington, and she apparently fills her 
house with French people. 

Mr. William Astor took "Nevis" for a short time before he went 
to live in England and became an English citizen. He was a pleasure 
to my parents who enjoyed their dinners with him. My fa ther was 
so encouraged by his interest and help to st. Barnabas Church and 
his example to the people, being at early service every Sunday. 

(to be cOlltinued) 

Be sure to save your copies of The Roos£. Pages will be numbered consecutively 
in succeeding issues and will be keyed to a future index. 
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