NASSAU’S PIANO
BUILDERS
PART TWO

All About Nassau
People, Buildings and Memories
by Kurt Vincent

Last month the story of the founding and early history of piano building in the
Nassau area was written about. Now we learn more about the later years…

In

late 1903 a devastating fire ended production at the Bunker Hill
factory. This signaled the next chapter in the company’s history –
the start of production in Nassau village. On February 2, 1905 the Hudson Columbia Weekly Republican newspaper reported “the new piano
action works are now in full running order.” The Kosegartens and their
partners purchased farm land from John VanValkenburg.
VanValkenburg, who lived in the large white Federal period house at 23 Albany Avenue, had recently deeded land
for the creation of John Street, incidentally naming it after
himself.
With the memory of the devastating fire still fresh, local carpenters William Mensing and Abram Richards were
hired to build a modern, fire proof structure. Mason Andrew Lorenzo of East Greenbush was quoted at the time as
saying “those walls which will stand forever,” in regards to
the brick fire walls between sections of the wooden building. The factory was also equipped with a full sprinkler
system, a very novel idea at the time.
Employees were kept on the books after the Bunker
Hill fire helping to build the new facility in record time.
The new factory - over 27,000 square feet with the two
main wings measuring 28 ft. x 488 ft. included a 100 ft.
x 28 ft. storage building, lumber sheds, boiler and engine
room, a foundry and nickle-plating plant.
The newly opened trolley line ran adjacent to the front
of the factory with a siding installed at the rear to assist in
the receiving and shipping of goods. In help wanted ads
placed by the company, the low cost of travel on the trolley when a discount book of 50 tickets was purchased was
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was 15 cents each way. The same ad quoted salaries for men 18 to 21 years old at $13.50 a week,
with men 21 – 35 earning $16.50. For women,
the salaries were $12.15 and $14.85 for the same
ages for a six day work week. The factory worked
10 hours a day, 7 a.m. to noon, with a one-hour
lunch break, followed by 1 – 6 p.m. in the afternoon.

These ads from
1947 (left) and
1950 (above) promote Biltbest Construction
which
used the old piano
factory from 1942
until 1952. Initially
building
pre-fab
sections for houses, the firm constructed over 100
homes in Nassau
village.
(Below)
The headline from
August 1951 after
work was shifted to
a Korean War-era
contract to make
boxes for 50 caliber machine gun
ammunition.

By about the World War One period the factory was
already feeling the competition from new technologies –
the phonograph and radio. Pianos, never an inexpensive
purchase, were falling out of popularity with the buying
public. An attempt to slow the declining sales was the
introduction of a player piano – a traditional piano with
mechanical parts able to “play itself” with specific rolls
of perforated paper – similar in concept to a music box
mechanism. While an interesting novelty, both phonographs and radios were cheaper and easier to use.
With a legacy of shipping actions to such famous makers as Wurlitzer, Knabe, Baldwin and Chickering throughout the U.S. as well as England and Canada, by 1924 the
Kosegarten family decided to sell the factory and retire
from the manufacture of piano actions. A tribute to the
family’s success is this quote from their sale advertisement: “An opportunity of a lifetime to acquire a fine going
business that is now and always has been in the highest
commercial and financial standing. No debt of any nature
on real estate or on accounts or bills receivable.” Production ended in 1925, but by 1929 when no buyer interested
in continuing the manufacturer of piano actions could be
found, the factory was sold at auction.
The story of the property through the 1930s and early 1940s is vague
and little documented. Current owner of the John Street-facing part of the
factory, Mickey Conlee, has been told apartments had been created as early
as the late 30s. In 1942 two brothers from Connecticut, Morris and Paul
Eisenberg, started Biltbest Construction Company using the factory space
to preconstruct exterior wall sections of new houses. These walls, dormers
and interior fittings were used to construct inexpensive new homes aimed
at World War 2 vets looking to move “to the country.” Orchard Park, Elmwood Acres (located on Tremont and Philips) and Westbrook Drive were
all developed and built by the Eisenbergs.
In 1950 the company made news when they were awarded a government contract valued at over $1 million to build wooden ammunition
boxes. This news was trumped in the summer of 1951 when unionized
workers, complaining of poor conditions and low wages, were accused by
management of being “Communist sympathizers.” A walk-off and picket
line followed with Nassau Mayor Christopher Ogden serving as mediator
between the Eisenbergs and the employees. By 1952 Builtbest relocated to
Missouri. Today things are much quieter at the old factory where most of
the remaining structure now serves as apartments.

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.

