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1937

wasn’t the best of
years in Nassau. The
financial crash that led to The Great
Depression was still fresh in people’s minds. The unemployment
rate hovered at 15%. While better
than the previous year’s 20%, many
husbands, sons and daughters were
still out of work. The local economic engines of the previous generation – the piano action factory and
the third-rail electric railway were
both long closed and now jobs in
the village were scarce.
Franklin Roosevelt had been
elected to his second term as president. On the west coast the Golden
Gate Bridge is opened and a young
actor named Ronald Regan makes
his film debut in “Love is on the
Air.” 1937 was also the year the nation’s attention is turned to Amelia
Earhart, an aviation pioneer who
was the first women to fly solo
across the Atlantic and in July disappeared over the Pacific.
The Local History Collection of
The Nassau Free Library turned up
a fascinating document from 1937
that provides a little insight into that
year and the people who lived here
at the time. On Thursday and Friday
October 7 and 8, the Nassau Hose
Company presented “Julia’s Wife,”
a musical comedy that served as a
fund-raiser for the Company. At that
time the Fire Department occupied
a building at the rear of Albany Avenue. Built as the bottling works
of Frank Roshirt’s soda water factory, the introduction of Prohibition
spelled the end of the soda works
and more probably the more profitable beer distribution business Mr.
Roshirt oversaw.
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“Julia’s Wife” was a musical comedy
that was a popular community fundraising event throughout the Northeast
U.S. during the mid and late 1930s.
Local groups would purchase the performance rights to perform the play
and receive a script, musical score and
staging instructions to allow local actors, musicians and helpers to perform
the play. With well over 100 people
taking part, the small stage at the Firemen’s Hall, pictured above, must have
been crowded. On the following page,
additional cast credits are displayed
from the 1937 program.

After a stint as a garment factory, by the mid-1930s the building became
Firemen’s Hall. Driving west on Albany Avenue today, the doors where
the American-LaFrance pumper was kept can still be seen, to the rear of
Smile’s Ice Cream and the Grand Hotel. The upper floor of the pale yellow
building was the actual hall, with a built-in stage and a popular location for
public gatherings and meetings. In 1935 St. Mary’s hosted a church supper
there, and for the second year in 1936, E.J. File called round and square
dances to the accompaniment of the seven-piece Imperial Club Orchestra.
By the fall of 1937 the hall was the location of auditions and rehearsals for the amateur production of “Julia’s Wife.” Little is known about the
actual play and the decision to produce it here, but there is a long tradition
of local players staging musicals, minstrel shows and concerts in Nassau.
Often times the revenue would benefit local organizations, churches and
causes. In the case of “Julia’s Wife,” period newspapers mention frequent
performances throughout upstate New York including Baldwinsville, Irvington, Little Falls, Chatham, St. Johnsville, Terrytown, Red Hook and
Elmira. Copies of the actual script have not yet been found, but as the play was
often presented by church groups, high school alumni organizations and Eastern
Star chapters, the content must have been considered “family friendly.”
The program drew on the talent and enthusiasm of local people and featured a large cast of players including 13 in the actual play, but also 19 in
”Ye Olde Village Choir,” singers dressed in costumes of grandmother’s day,
the “Kiddie Kabaret” children aged five and under performing songs, skits
and impersonations of popular movie stars , 17 high school girls doing dance
routines, 23 men and women called “The Group,” and what in some towns
was referred to as the “Australian Ballet Revue” but here as “The Business
Men’s Ballet” with 18 local businessmen dressed as ballerinas with names
such as Trixie, Flossie, Effie, Kittie and Cutie. One can only guess the reaction at that part of the show. While not a cast of thousands, well over 100
men, women and children took part in the event.
As far as the play itself, which was billed as a comedy that would “stretch
your grin” and “full of screamingly funny lines,” the action takes place in the
Baxter living room. Mrs. Baxter – the Julia in play’s name, is “an imaginary
invalid whose chief worry is her husband’s happiness.” Several years prior
to the Nassau performance the play was done
in Carmel, Putnam County, New York. It’s telling to note at the time the local newspaper commented: “Other communities where “Julia’s
Wife” has played say this is the biggest laugh the
town has seen since B.D. (Before Depression).”
Most of those who took part back in 1937 are
no longer with us, but many decedents still remain in Nassau and surrounding communities.
Usually it’s not the greatest or richest or most
famous that makes local history so compelling;
it’s the fact that local history is our history and
links us to this place we call home.
If you would like to share your Nassau stories and/or pictures contact us at info@nassau12123.com or telephone Mr. Vincent at 766-2291.
We would love to include your material in a future edition.

