ABOUT THE  MERRYMEN'S TEA HOUSE GUEST BOOKS

some notes & analysis by Paul Axel-Lute


Merrymen's Tea House was a restaurant in Knox, in business from 1927 through 1942, owned by Miss Lesley Williams Brower.  A general history of the Tea House, as recounted by Miss Brower about thirty years after the establishment closed, is found on the Helderberg Hilltowns wiki site at http://albanyhilltowns.com/wikiKnox/index.php?title=Merrymen%27s_Tea_House. The Guest Books are three composition notebooks containing a hand-written chronological record of the guests who ate at the Tea House.  While some of the entries are the actual signatures of the guests, many are not, because it often happened that the names of a whole party of guests were recorded by one person, whether a member of that party or a member of the staff.  On the Knox Historical Society website there downloadable PDF scans of the Guest Books, as well as a transcription of the Guest Book entries into a chronological Excel spreadsheet, and another spreadsheet with the entries arranged alphabetically by last name.   


The Tea House was open primarily during the summer. Sometimes the season started in late spring, and sometimes extended to early fall. The Guest Books show that the Tea House was open for fifteen full seasons, 1927 through 1941, and a late short season in 1942.  During those sixteen years, approximately 3,430 different persons visited the Tea House.  Many of them came more than once; there were about 1,415 repeat visits, for a total of about 4,845 visits. The peak years were 1932 and 1936, each with about 500 guests.  These numbers are not exact, because some of the entries for named individuals are followed by words such as “and family,” “and party,” or “and daughters,” with the additional guests not listed; for the purpose of the statistics, each of those entries has been counted as an additional two guests.  The 1936 total includes an arbitrary estimate of six for a party from the First Presbyterian Church of Albany on October 6.  For a compilation of year-by-year data showing the season dates, number of pages of entries, and number of guests, see Appendix A below.


Most of the entries in the Guest Books include a city or town of residence, and some also give a street address. The largest number of guests (34%) came from the City of Albany.  Another 10% came from suburbs of Albany and towns between Albany and the Hilltowns.  The second largest number (20%) were from Schenectady and vicinity.  The three most frequent visitors were from Schenectady:

Mr. & Mrs. John Bellamy Taylor (32 visits) and Miss Ethel Wallace Hawkins (26 visits).  Schoharie and vicinity accounted for 6% of the guests, including some of the most frequent: Miss Alice Vedder (20 visits), Miss Marian R. Guernsey (19 visits), and Mrs. Edwin V. Vedder (14 visits).   


Those Schoharie women held several large parties at the Tea House.  A letter from Marian Guernsey, pasted at the end of the first notebook, lists 19 guests, all members of the Mentor Club of Schoharie, at a party given August 31, 1931, by Mrs. Edwin Vedder and Miss Marian Guernsey in honor of Mrs Leonard E. Tiffany of Syracuse.    Marian Guernsey and Mrs. Sherwood Guernsey were the hostesses for another Mentor Club party on August 24, 1934, with 24 guests.      Overall, female guests at the Tea House outnumbered male guests by about 3 to 1.   


On the same property as the Tea House, Miss Brower also operated a Guest House, whose guests had their meals at the Tea House.   The third volume of the Guest Books has four pages listing “Guests of the Guest House” for the years 1937 and 1938.  We know the length of the Guest House stays only for one couple, Mr. & Mrs. Clarence Bailey (of Schenectady), who stayed for “three peaceful weeks” in 1937 and then for 32 days, July 15 – August 15, 1938.  


Only about 3% of the Tea House guests were from the Hilltowns.  For a list of Knox residents who appear in the Guest Books see Appendix B below.


At a few places in the Guest Books, there are some dates out of order  For example, it seems that some guests who came from August 7 to September 2 in 1938 were mistakenly recorded in the 1937 pages. There are also several instances were guests were recorded under multi-day spans-- for example, August 1 & 2 & 3, 1931, and September 15,16,17,18, 1932-- so that we cannot say exactly which dates those guests were there.  In the chronological spreadsheet transcription, those spans are found under their initial dates, and the full spans are shown as notes. In 1935, after August 15, the rest of the entries for that month have no specific dates.   


The first volume of the Guest Books covers the years 1927 through 1931.   The second volume has 1932 through 1936 and just the first two days of the 1937 season.   The third volume has the rest of 1937 through 1942.   At the end of the second volume there is a section with  pictures pasted in (some of them now missing), with captions and comments written by Lesley Brower, covering the years 1927 through 1938.   In 1927, Miss Brower says, “I open the Tea House with no improvements.”  The early sketches of the Tea House include the words “tea, waffles, coffee.”    The year 1934 seems to have been a difficult one: “Did not send out any announcements.  Guests were 1. disappointed, 2. that I was not open, 3. that I left them out, etc. etc.”  


At a few places in the Guest Books are notes Miss Brower made for herself, for example, to “send notice of Albany Bus” (with four names and addresses, in volume 3 page 12).  Miss Brower also evidently sold furniture; on September 18, 1928 she notes that a guest “Wants mahogany dresser (4-drawer). Old jar.”   The Guest Books also include a few clippings of advertisements.  Although the listing for Merrymen's Tea House in the Duncan Hines Adventures in Good Eating, sixth edition (1939) gives price ranges for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, the advertisements for 1936 and 1941 say that the Tea House served luncheon, afternoon tea, and dinner.   On the 1942 advertisement are penciled the words “Aug. 1942, no business.”   The Tea House opened late that year because of gas rationing.  A few guests did come, starting August 15.   


Some of the guests added whimsical notes.  On September 4, 1927, two guests from Montclair, New Jersey (Miss Brower's home town) wrote “Arrived in a buggy. Ate the horses. Walked home.”   A few days later, guests from Albany were “On a toot!”    On July 25, 1933, a guest added after her address, “and I like pink hollyhocks!”   On June 23, 1939, Mrs. J. Ellicott Hewes added on the next line, “The old man was here too.”  One guest from Montclair on August 13, 1931 is recorded simply as “That Child.”   From time to time, we find fictitious entries, for example: “H.R.H. Prince of Wales, London, England” (Aug. 8, 1929),  “Mr. & Mrs. Herbert Hoover, Washington, DC” (Sept. 22, 1929), “Mr. & Mrs. John J. Astor, Newport, RI” (July 11, 1931), “Mr. & Mrs. Adam & Eve, Garden of Eden” (July 30, 1932), and this quartet on July 14, 1940: “Richard Wagner, Mrs. Claude Debussy, Nicolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Mrs.Guiseppi Verdi.”

APPENDIX A – YEAR-BY-YEAR DATA

	Year
	Season Dates
	Pages 
	  Guests
	
	Year
	Season Dates
	Pages 
	Guests

	1927
	June 30 – Oct. 2
	19 pages
	274
	
	1935
	June 29 - Nov.26
	15 pages
	304

	1928
	July 4 – Sep. 30
	24 pages
	380
	
	1936
	June 1 – Oct. 9
	25 pages
	486

	1929
	July 4 – Sep. 22
	21 pages
	237
	
	1937
	May 30 – Sep. 2
	12 pages
	283

	1930
	July 4 – Sep. 13
	14 pages
	196
	
	1938
	May 4 – Sep. 13
	5 pages
	165

	1931
	July 4 – Sep. 7
	20 pages
	322
	
	1939
	June 23 – Sep.29
	12 pages
	382

	1932
	June 16 – Oct. 10
	30 pages
	514
	
	1940
	June 1 – Nov. 9
	13 pages
	301

	1933
	July 4 – Oct. 1
	19 pages
	292
	
	1941
	July 3 – Sep. 7
	10 pages
	284

	1934
	June 30 – Oct. 7
	17 pages
	383
	
	1942
	Aug.15 – Sep. 7
	2 pages
	42


APPENDIX B

KNOX RESIDENTS WHO APPEAR IN THE MERRYMEN'S TEA HOUSE GUEST BOOKS

Miss Eunice Bogardus -  July 5, 1927 and Sept. 8, 1928

Mr. John C. Bogardus – July 5, 1927

Mrs. John C. Bogardus – July 5, 1927 and Sept. 8, 1928

[the following four may all be the same person:]

Mrs. Mary Davis  – Sept. 8, 1928  

Mrs. William E. Davis – July 31, 1927, Aug.24, 1928, and July 27, 1930

Mrs. Davis  –  July 5, 1931

Mary C. R. Davis  – June 25, 1938

John De Bruyn – Sept. 7, 1931

Miss Edith Crary Hunting –  July 31, 1927,  Aug. 14, 1927, Sept. 8, 1927, July 6, 1928, and

Aug.20, 1932

Mrs. B.K. Ogden  - Aug.13, 1937

Bryan Ogden – Aug 13, 1937

Mary A. Ogden – Aug 13, 1937

[these three recorded as being from Knox and Washington]

Miss Ina Paul – Sept. 7, 1942

Miss Lillie Mae Saddlemire – Sept. 2, 1931 (and Sept. 3, 1931, recorded as from Paris, France).

Ellie May Saddlemire – July 3, 1932

Nellie Saddlemire -  Sept. 7, 1939,  July 13, 1940, and July 29, 1941

Miss Janine [or Janice?] Saddlemire – Sept. 16, 1939

Mr. George Saddlemire – Sept. 7, 1942

Mrs. Frances F. Sand – Aug. 13, 1939

Mrs. Edna M. Stevens – July 31. 1929

Minor Stevens – Sept. 7, 1931

Miss Virginia M. Stevens -  Sept. 7, 1939, July 23, 1940, Sept. 30, 1940, and July 15, 1941

Miss Kfoojf Thunifnjsf [?] - Aug. 21, 1937

Geraldine Elizabeth Truax -  Sept. 24, 1939

