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Messmore Kendall and His Mansion of Myth
A Mislabeled Monument Spurred a Lifelong Obsession
By Larry Blizard

H

eading south on Broadway in
Dobbs Ferry, one comes upon a
group of attractive brick condos at
152 Broadway. Constructed in a Georgian
style, they are known as the “Washington’s Headquarters Townhouses.” How
this appellation came to be applied to an
obviously contemporary development has
been a topic of fascination for me. This
is especially true considering that by all
accounts George Washington never had a
headquarters there.

during the mid-nineteenth century, a
period of patriotic fervor. The mansion’s
owner, Stephen Hasbrouck, perhaps in a

burst of overzealousness during a public
speech, proclaimed the mansion to be
the “cradle of democracy — the nation’s
birthplace.”
Military records do state that Washington and the French general Rochambeau
conferred at the former’s headquarters at
Dobbs Ferry in 1781 and planned the
Continued on page 2

In fact, the claim refers to a structure that
no longer exists and that burned down
in 1974. And then only a portion of that
mansion qualifies — the original section,
built in 1686. This was the farmhouse
of Thomas Hyatt, a tenant on the huge
Philipse estate. In 1802, a handsome
Georgian wing was added by Peter Van
Brugh Livingston, who purchased the
property at auction following the Revolutionary War.
Based on my research, I have concluded
that the linkage to Washington developed

The Messmore Kendall house, some years before it was destroyed by fire in 1974,
with the erroneous monument out front that led to decades of confusion
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Continued from page 1
Yorktown campaign. Furthermore, Washington and the British general Sir Guy
Carleton conferred again in Dobbs Ferry
in 1783 to discuss evacuation of British
troops from New York. And finally, that
same year, a 17-gun salute by a British
frigate in the Hudson across from the
mansion was the first salute to the young
country. The trouble is, Washington’s
headquarters was in what is now Ardsley,
and the conference with Carleton and the
salute occurred on the west side of the
river.
Never mind. In 1894, a monument was
erected in front of the mansion, listing the
important events that supposedly took
place there. By 1916, however, the mansion was in a state of decline, and a “For
Sale” sign appeared alongside the monument in front of a weed-infested lawn.
Enter Messmore Kendall. Kendall, a
highly successful Manhattan lawyer, born
in Grand Rapids, Mich., rented a small
house in Croton-on-Hudson for the
summer in 1916. He would drive through
Dobbs Ferry on his way to his summer
house and, he said later, “was attracted
to an old mansion with a monument in
front.” Reading the words on the monument, he became upset that such an important structure was allowed to descend
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into ruin. He was further incensed when
he learned from a local real estate agent
that the house was being purchased by a
brewery, which planned to turn it into a
roadhouse.
For Kendall, whose great-great-grandfather Dr. Joseph Goodhue had been Surgeon General of the Continental Army,
this was outrageous.
By a stroke of luck, though, the prospective purchasers failed to show up on
time with the deposit, and Kendall, for
$100,000, wrested the mansion from their
grasp.
Thus begins the Messmore Kendall era —
in which the mansion regained its former
glory (and had its mythic status embellished).
Kendall was overjoyed. In his memoir,
he would state that “in the restful atmosphere of the ancient house, I’ve spent
some of the happiest days of my life.”
With Walter B. Chambers as the architect,
he began to restore the house to its 1802
appearance. The old Dutch fixtures of
the original section were uncovered, and
each of the 26 rooms was renovated. The
project began to attract national attention.
An article in The New York Times was
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titled “Buys Washington’s Headquarters
to Preserve it.”
Amy Leslie, a columnist at The Chicago
Tribune, wrote an article beginning “I
slept last night in Dobbs Ferry, the place
where the Declaration of Independence
was signed…”
After a storm of protests, her next column
began: “I was mistaken yesterday about
the Dobbs Ferry house. It was not there
that the Declaration of Independence was
signed,” and then, her imagination apparently running wild, adding, “but where
George Washington kept his mistress,
Betsy Ross!!” Thus the myth evolved.
The acclaim for his restoration project
spurred Kendall to another endeavor
— collecting Washington memorabilia,
eventually amassing what was said to be
one of the largest private collections of
George Washington’s personal property.

Sure, Washington was
nearby. But this house was
no headquarters.
The impetus for this project resulted
from his friendship with William Lanier Washington, a descendant of one of
Washington’s brothers. When the stock
market crashed in 1929, Kendall’s margin
account was wiped out. To console him,
Washington presented Kendall with a
lock of the general’s hair. This gift seemed
to rejuvenate Kendall, and he found he
“could laugh at misfortune.”
Apparently, people had no compunctions
about asking Washington for souvenirs
to remember him by. A doctor who had
been attending Washington asked for
something, and the general gave him the
chair he had been sitting in. This chair
ended up in Kendall’s collection in Dobbs
Ferry, along with items like Martha
Washington’s slippers, George’s signet
ring, his traveling shaving case, his dress
sword, his walking stick, and a wealth of
memos and correspondence (and locks of
hair!).

The dining room and, facing page, the stairway. Messmore Kendall wrote in his memoir, “Never Let Weather
Interfere,” that passing motorists “roamed through the rooms at will, considering that as Americans, they
had as much right to house with its history as I had.”
2

This collection was open to visitors and
was later loaned to the Federal Hall Mu-
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seum in Manhattan. Its current whereabouts are unknown to me.
As Kendall’s reputation and the fame of
his house and collection grew, he became
more deeply involved in the preservation
of the Washington mystique. In 1936, he
was elected President of the National Society of the Sons of the American Revolution and served four consecutive terms.
For the New York World’s Fair in 1939,
the 150th anniversary of Washington’s
first inauguration, Kendall was appointed
“Chairman of Patriotic Activities” and
created “Washington Hall,” an exhibition
center.
He also organized a re-creation of the
eight-day journey Washington took from
Mt. Vernon to New York City for his inauguration. Cheering crowds greeted the
participants at Washington’s original rest
stops, and hoisted warm drinks as toasts.
Messmore Kendall died in 1959, believing in the veracity of claims made for the
mansion. His heirs lived on in the house

... And a Movie Palace, Too
The summer of 1916 marked two notable
events in Messmore Kendall’s life, the
first being his purchase of Washington’s
supposed headquarters in Dobbs Ferry.
But that same summer began a sequence
of events that would culminate in his
building of the Capitol Theatre in New
York City, in its day one of the world’s
largest movie palaces.
The Capitol had its inception when two
Broadway producers visited Kendall at his
weekend retreat in Croton-on-Hudson.
The two, Crosby Gaige and Edward Bowes, were enjoying a string of theatrical
successes but were seeking space in which
to offer more plays. They wanted Kendall to build two theaters for them and
suggested an available space — a piece of
property on the corner of 51st Street and
Broadway in New York City.
Kendall visited the site but was skeptical.
The property seemed to be in a “dead”
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but later sold it to the Slocum family, who
soon found it beyond their means to keep
up so many rooms. A developer, Ferdinand Gottlieb, purchased the property; a
struggle to save the house ended when it
burned down on September 2, 1974.
Claims for the importance of the house
during the Revolution are not totally
without merit. Troops stationed in Dobbs
Ferry undoubtedly made use of the
house, particularly since it was probably
abandoned by its tenant, Thomas Hyatt,
who fled the fighting. It is known that the
British general William Howe used the
house as a headquarters when his army
occupied Dobbs Ferry in November 1777.
And a cannon used in the war stood in
the front yard of the mansion, though it is
not known if it was placed there later.
And there is evidence the old house took
enemy fire. Kendall dug up several old
cannonballs in his yard and found one
embedded in an ancient cherry tree.
Recently, the plaque on the monument
containing the misinformation was

replaced with one just giving general
information about Washington’s activities
in the area. However, the myth seems to
linger on—as myths sometimes tend to do.

area, occupied only by a saloon, blacksmith shops, a filling station, and a livery
stable. But he went ahead anyway.

the flagship of the Loew’s theater chain,
and the “movie palace” concept was being
copied all over the world.

Then, as construction was beginning, he
had an epiphany. He had visited a motion
picture studio in Los Angeles and was
captivated by this new medium. Seeing
immense potential in movies, Kendall
abandoned his plans to build two legitimate theaters and proceeded to build one
large one — for motion pictures. Over
the next two years, despite almost overwhelming difficulties caused by wartime
material shortages, labor strikes, financial
shortfalls, and occasional lawsuits, the
Capitol Theatre became a reality.

Kendall maintained an apartment in the
Capitol building, but he began devoting
much of his energy and resources to his
mansion in Dobbs Ferry, where he entertained actors, composers, and writers at
weekend parties. Guests included celebrities like Pearl White, Mabel Norman,
George Gershwin, Irvin S. Cobb, Ina
Clair, Ilka Chase, James Montgomery
Flagg, and Somerset Maugham. By this
time, Kendall was himself a producer, and
oversaw the production of U.S. versions
of several Maugham plays.
One legend of particular interest concerns
two of Kendall’s weekend guests — Harry
Carroll, a young composer, and his fiancee, Anna Wheaton. According to Kendall, during the course of the weekend,
the couple sat at Kendall’s antique square
piano and composed the iconic song “I’m
Always Chasing Rainbows.”

Up to this point, motion pictures had
been considered a “lowbrow” entertainment, more suitable for the nickelodeon
than for Broadway. By creating a veritable
movie “palace,” with a marble staircase
and crystal chandeliers, Kendall hoped to
attract wealthier classes. He was eminently successful. By 1924, the Capitol was

Continued on page 4
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...And a
Movie Palace, Too

contined from page 3

This is probably apocryphal, for according to most sources, Harry Carroll is
credited with the music, with a melody
borrowed from Chopin, and with lyrics
by Joseph McCarthy. And the song was
apparently written in 1917, before the
Capitol was completed. Still, I’d love to
believe that this beautiful song was developed in Dobbs Ferry and that its first
notes were heard at 152 Broadway. Who’s
to say?

A Small Chapel Survived
All that remains of the Hyatt-Livingston Mansion in Dobbs Ferry is
what had once been the family chapel,
which had been
joined to the
house from a
bridge to the
second floor.
After the 1974
fire that destroyed
the house, it was
damaged but
repairable and
became for a
time the office of
Ferdinand Gottlieb, an architect
and developer;
Mr. Gottlieb and his wife, Bernice,
were the last owners of the house. It
is interesting to note that Clara Mead
worked for Mr. Gottlieb for 16 years
in that office and later in his office in
New York City.
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Why Monuments Matter
By Daniel Schwartz

As keeper of Dobbs Ferry’s history, the
Historical Society not only maintains its
archives, but also seeks to play a role in
educating its citizens about village history. To that end, in collaboration with the
Dobbs Ferry School District, we initiated
an essay contest, “Why Monuments Matter,” in March of 2017 open to all Dobbs
Ferry High School 9th graders. The aim
was to strike a spark of interest about the
many monuments around the village and
the history each commemorates. From
monuments about the Revolutionary War
to the Little White Church to those who fell
in World War I and II, listed on the high
school flag pole, students were encouraged to learn about the village history all
around them.
First place went to Daniel Schwartz. Dan,
a student in Mike Meagh’s class, was
awarded a $50 honorarium. Honorable
Mention, with honorariums of $25 each,
went to Shirin Dadina and Phoebe Ward,
also students of Mr. Meagh. All essayists
were feted at a reception at the Mead
House on Sunday, May 21.
The 2018 topic is “Why Immigrants Matter,” and the contest is again open to Dobbs
Ferry High School 9th graders. Winners
will be announced at a reception to honor

all 2018 essayists on Sunday, May 20, at
the Mead House from 2 to 4. The public is
cordially invited to attend.

M

onuments are characterized by
their inanimate state, yet they
send dynamic messages. They are
still, but their impact is continuous. They
are found in public places, yet they can
touch people on deeply personal levels.
While monuments can be defined by
these ironies, one thing is uncontested —
monuments matter.
One key monument as it pertains to
Dobbs Ferry is Willow Point at the
waterfront. The plaque details the basic
beginnings of Dobbs Ferry: how John
Dobbs, who launched a family ferry service that existed from the turn of the 17th
century deep into the 20th century, is the
namesake of the village. Willow Point
was the origin of said ferry service, and
the monument was dedicated in honor of
the Dobbs family on July 4, 1983. Fascinatingly, the birth of our currently-thriving town has been condensed into this
monument, or simply, this rock. And it
is amazing how Willow Point represents
and illustrates a grand history that directly affects the lives of all Dobbs Ferry residents. Monuments shine as great a light

A Washington Letter
By L.B.
In the Dobbs Ferry Village Hall safe, there are two letters written
during the Revolutionary War. One of them is a memo signed by
George Washington. An expert has judged them to be authentic;
however, no one knows how they came to be in Village Hall.
Based on my research, I now feel that they were possibly part of
Messmore Kendall’s collection and that he presented them to the
Village.
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Daniel Schwartz with the Honorable Mention
winners, Shirin Dadina and Phoebe Ward.

as possible on a past, allowing it to live on
in the present. As for what information is
not displayed on the plaque, monuments
are great starting points for discovering
more about history.

Monuments like the
waterfront plaque shine a light
on the village’s grand history.
From a personal standpoint, monuments
matter for the feelings they inspire.
During the Dobbs Ferry Middle School
Washington D.C. trip in 2016, one of the
most iconic historical monuments that we
visited was the Lincoln Memorial. Standing in front of such a colossal structure
does not make you feel dwarfed or insignificant; instead, it does the opposite. A
sense of empowerment is triggered by the
understanding that the monument before
you is a mark of all the great people who
have come before, who have devoted
their lives to bettering the lives of future
generations. Such great efforts, like those
of the 16th President, Abraham Lincoln,
pass on the duty of continuing to make
the world a safer and more peaceful place.
From this honorable duty comes purpose
and dignity, all of which is inspired by a
monument.
Not only are monuments crucial in
serving as reminders and inspirations, but
they can amaze in other, more subtle ways
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— like their beauty. The 9/11 memorial at
the waterfront, for example, symbolically
overlooks New York City. Once this
is recognized, the monument becomes
all the more meaningful. All of the other
monuments that overlook the Hudson
River have a similar effect, enhancing the
meaning of each monument with a sense
of tranquility, as if the monument and
its story are the only things that exist at
that point in time. The monument at the
intersection of Livingston Avenue and
Broadway, too, emanates great beauty.
Surrounding the monument is a display
of flowers and two inviting benches,
which allow any passerby to delve deep
into the history of the monument — how
the First Connecticut Brigade held off
opposing soldiers with a 600-foot long
defense and then built a makeshift fort at
that site. The thoughtfulness behind the
designs of monuments symbolizes the
greater beauty of being able to understand
history, something that monuments so
crucially allow for people to do.
A monument like the 9/11 memorial has
the ability to mean a variety of things to
different people. To some, it is a reminder
of an event that they were not alive for,
but have heard lots about. For others, it
may bring back memories from a day that
they lived through. It may even call to
mind a loved one who was lost. Monu-
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ments are able to extend their significance
to everyone.
And, all in all, they bring back years gone
by for the people of modern times to appreciate, for without the past, the present
cannot exist.

...No Oil? Mon Dieu!
In the summer of 1781, both the
French and American armies were
camped in the area around Dobbs Ferry (at that time, there was no Ardsley
or Hastings; the whole area was called
Dobbs Ferry).
Wanting to impress the French officers,
George Washington arranged lavish
dinners for them. The French were
thankful for Washington’s efforts on
their behalf. However, they were displeased that salads contained vinegar
but no oil. (They were also taken aback
by the fact that they were not given
clean plates for each course.)
It could be that Washington thought
no oil was available. But it is odd, in
retrospect, to note that, as a Virginian,
he was not cognizant of the old Southern custom of rendering oil from fried
fatback.

A Tip of Our
Three-Cornered Hat to:
Plitnick Home Fuel and Service
59 Main Street
Dobbs Ferry, NY 10522
(914) 478-3835
Recently, a leaking pipe in the basement of the Mead House (our Society headquarters) necessitated an emergency repair.
The Plitnicks kindly contributed plumbing services, charging only for materials.
Civic-minded organizations such as Plitnick are a foundation of village life. We
deeply appreciate their generosity.
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Memorial Day
Picnic at the
Mead House
Celebrate friends, family, and life in this
remarkable Village with the Dobbs Ferry
Historical Society at our Memorial Day
Picnic, Sunday, May 27, from 1 to 5 p.m. at
the Mead House, 112 Elm Street in Dobbs
Ferry.
Hot dogs, baked beans, and drinks are provided — and, if you wish, bring a potluck
item to share.
The picnic is a continuation of one held
by Dobbs Ferry residents Jean and Ernie
Howell on the lawn of their Broadway
home overlooking the Hudson for half a
century. But let Ernie recount the evolution of that event:

T

he picnic defined us and our family:
We had the annual Spring Thing
from 1966 through 2016 in Dobbs
Ferry, but the first picnic was actually at
Stinson Beach, California, in July of 1965.
I had been medevacked from Saigon —
where I lost an eye in a Vietcong bombing
of the American Embassy on a fateful
day in March. I was flown to Clark Air
Base in the Philippines and then to San
Francisco for further surgery. Jean and
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the kids followed a few weeks later. Pete
Winkelstein, a Harvard friend, loaned
us his beach house for rest and rehab at
Stinson Beach. Many Asia Foundation
and personal friends went out of their
way to help us during this trying period.
The first picnic was designed to show
them our gratitude before Jean, then six
months pregnant with Suzanne, drove us
cross country to New York. As with all
subsequent picnics the menu was kept
simple by necessity, and also so we would
have time to interact with our guests.
In Dobbs Ferry the picnic gained a somewhat different character as we tweaked
the format and guest list over the years.
We still wanted to welcome old friends
and professional colleagues and family,
but we had also noted how seldom in
suburban New York entire families were
invited to social events. So we invited the
families of our kids’ new friends from
school and playgroups. We also reached
out to the international community in
New York with whom I was working and
to the many young black families being
built by my erstwhile college friends.
There were few blacks in Dobbs Ferry in
those days, and we did want our kids to
grow up being aware of the real world
and their identity in it. The result was a
multigenerational, multinational, multiethnic milieu enjoyed by all. The menu
of hot dogs, home-baked beans, coleslaw,
soda, beer, iced tea, coffee, watermelon,
and pound cake was eventually tweaked
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to add veggie burgers, vegetarian baked
beans and bottled water. As the kids aged,
more active yard sports like baseball,
volleyball, and badminton gave way to
Frisbee, horseshoes, and croquet. A few
musical souls brought their guitars. But
the one constant was small-group conversation, and people meeting around shared
interests, often for the first time.
In the early days, I manned the grill, but
as the kids grew older, they and their
friends displaced me — eventually to be
displaced in turn by the grandkids. The
many chores were shared across generations. There was always brass to polished,
screens to be changed, the veranda to be
tidied, porch furniture to be cleaned, lawn
to be mowed, cabbage to be cut, ice, beer,
soda, and supplies to be obtained, etc.
The larger lesson implicit in the picnic,
however, was respect for others across
generational, religious, racial, ethnic,
international, and gender lines. For that
reason I dwell on it here. It was very
much part of raising a family. Mark notes
that the picnic (and the many houseguests in our family life) developed and
imparted hosting and social skills to all of
our children. Jean and I are particularly
pleased that the Dobbs Ferry Historical
Society has undertaken to keep the Spring
Event alive now that we have — after 52
years — announced that we will no longer
play hosts. We have promised to do what
we can to assist in that effort.

For half a century, Jean and Ernie Howell hosted a
multigenerational, multi-ethnic picnic at their house
overlooking the Hudson.
6
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Historic Landmarks
and Districts in Dobbs
Ferry: An Update
by Sonya Terjanian

T

his fall, Dobbs Ferry passed legislation governing the designation and
regulation of historic landmarks and
districts in our village. The legislation
was created by the Historic District Task
Force: a group of residents, attorneys,
architects, and liaisons to various groups
and boards, including the Dobbs Ferry
Historical Society. The Task Force, which
was formed in March, 2015, worked diligently to ensure that the new laws would
balance preservation concerns with property rights, while adhering to guidelines
put in place by New York’s State Historic
Preservation Office.
Since the passage of the legislation, a
group of neighbors has submitted an
application to have a block of Belden
Avenue designated as Dobbs Ferry’s first
official Historic District. The application
was presented to the Architectural and
Historic Review Board in a public hearing
on October 23. The Board is currently reviewing the application,
and will eventually send their
recommendation to the Board
of Trustees. Upon receiving the
recommendation, the Board of
Trustees will call a second public
hearing, after which they will
decide whether or not to grant
the proposed designation.
In the meantime, Task Force
members are working to finish
one important part of the legislation: Design Requirements. This
is a written document that will
define how Dobbs Ferry treats
historic landmarks, by explaining
which types of features should be
preserved or replicated (distinc“The Dobbs Ferry Historical Society
wishes to express its deepest gratitude
to Robin Costello and Mary Donovan
for their years of excellent work and
guidance on the Ferryman.It is our hope
that we can come even close to the
standards they have set.”
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tive moldings, window styles, etc.), and
suggesting economical ways to maintain
historic charm using modern methods
and materials. The document will give
the Architectural and Historic Review
Board clear guidelines for making design
decisions, thus removing ambiguity and
inconsistency from their rulings regarding historic properties.

Those hearings will provide opportunities
for homeowners to make arguments for
or against designation.

If you’re interested in designating a property or group of properties as historic,
there is now a clear process for doing
so. Please make an appointment with
Ed Manley, village Building Inspector, to
obtain the necessary forms. You’re also
welcome to contact me, Sonya Terjanian,
for further information at sonya@sonyaterjanian.com.

What if I can’t afford to renovate my
home in a historically accurate way?
Our legislation includes an “economic
hardship” clause, which allows homeowners to appeal AHRB decisions based
on financial considerations. Before that
happens, however, the AHRB will try to
arrive at a strategy that makes financial
sense, using the Design Requirements as
a guide.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS:

Will the village be able to designate my
home as historic without my consent?
Applications for historic status may be
submitted without homeowner consent.
However, each application will be subject
to two public hearings – one before the
Architecture and Historic Review Board,
and one before the Board of Trustees.

If my home is designated as historic,
can the village control what I do to its
interior?
Only the exterior of historic landmarks
will be regulated by the new legislation.

If my home is designated by Dobbs Ferry as historic, does that mean it’s listed
on the National Registry of Historic
Places?
No. The new legislation only covers local
designation; applying for historic status
on the state and national levels is a separate process governed by different regulations. Municipal preservation ordinances
have been proven to be the most effective
means of preserving historic landmarks.
That’s why we considered it of utmost
importance to enact this legislation on the
local level.
How do historic districts benefit the
village? What’s the point?
Research has shown that local historic districts increase home values, help
the environment, encourage tourism,
promote community pride, and deepen
knowledge of local history.
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