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This book took root on a quiet winter’s day in 2020 after a walk along the winding paths of Glen Park. The Glen had been part of my story since I was a young child. Its amusement park was a summer treat, two or three visits each year that felt like a grand adventure compared to my city neighborhood. While my parents lingered over a pitcher of Iroquois in the beer garden, I roamed freely with a strip of ride tickets in hand (“22 for a dollar!”). 

By the summer after second grade, the amusement park was already in decline, hastened by the 1968 fire that destroyed the Glen Casino/Inferno. I still recall walking with my father past the charred footprint where the building had stood. To me, it was a curiosity; to him, it marked the closure of an era that had shaped his life after returning from the Korean War. My parents’ scrapbook—stuffed with photographs, ticket stubs, and souvenir booklets from nights at the Town and Glen Casinos—kept those memories alive long after the nightclub era had vanished.

Decades afterward, a winter walk revived those memories and set me on the path to the Williamsville Library. To my surprise, Altman’s name barely appeared, and his years at the Glen were treated as little more than a brief interlude between the property’s industrial past and its current incarnation as parkland. I later learned that subtle but enduring antisemitism among local historians likely contributed to his absence from the region’s recorded history.

Yet primary sources revealed a fuller story: an ambitious entrepreneur whose mark on Buffalo’s entertainment and philanthropic life was long-lasting, though largely erased by his Jewish identity in a time of deep antisemitism, whispers of underworld ties, and the disruption his entertainment venue brought to a quiet village. What started as nostalgia evolved into a broader mission, one that reached beyond the Glen of my childhood to encompass Harry Altman’s life and legacy. This book is the result of that journey, and of the guidance and generosity of many others, to whom I now turn with gratitude.

We begin with Ron Urban, whose willingness to share facts and photos helped bring this story to life.

The Altman grandchildren—Steve Goldstein, Alan Riche, Brad Altman and Jeffrey Altman—offered invaluable context about the family’s history. The same can be said of Harry Wallens’ grandchildren, Marjorie and Jay, who graciously shared their personal memories.

Research was central to this endeavor, and I am especially grateful to Daniel DiLandro, SUNY Buffalo State Archivist and Special Collections Librarian, for guiding me through the extensive Buffalo Courier-Express archives at Butler Library. My thanks also go to Cynthia Van Ness, Director of Library and Archives at the Buffalo History Museum, and to the staff of the Grosvenor Room at the Central Library of the Buffalo & Erie County Public Library. I appreciate your efforts in helping me tell not only Altman’s story, but also the forces and circumstances that shaped Western New York in the first half of the 20th century.

I likewise benefited from the resources of the Williamsville Historical Museum and the Buffalo Niagara Heritage Village. Nothing delights me more than sifting through the artifacts and fleeting traces of our area’s past. Thank you for giving me this privilege. 

When it comes to the Town Casino, I need to thank Donny Kutzbach and Arties Kwitchoff, owners of the Town Ballroom, who now operate a performance venue in the very space where Altman and Wallens operated the nightclub. Their deep respect for the building’s history, and their kindness toward me, a self-described superfan of 681 Main, is much appreciated.

Many voices gave this narrative its richness and depth. Special thanks to Mary Lowther, Sam Weimer, Clark Bono, Robert Mock, Laverne DeAngelis, Carol Cardina Schmidt, Barney Goldstein, Margaret Phillips, Linda Bartash Dawley, Patricia Riedel, Glenn Hufnagel, Paul Hufnagel, Rick Lohr, Michael Fixler, Larry Altman, Patrick Hasburgh, and Larry Scheur.

The members of the Facebook group, “Harry Altman: Buffalo’s Master Showman,” enriched this project with their knowledge and recollections. 

I am indebted to Bob Paxon, WNY music historian extraordinaire, for his generous assistance with the chapters on the music of the “younger set” (as Altman would have phrased it), particularly regarding Club Commodore, the Inferno, and Gilligan’s. The appendix included in this book is largely due to his guidance and support.

On the publishing side, I thank Rick Falkowski, Publisher of Buffalo History Books; Michael Buckley, an exemplary editor; and Nancy Wise-Reid, who heroically formatted this book from title page to final footnote.

Personally, I was sustained by the spirit of friends who endured my long silences while I wrestled with this project. Heartfelt thanks to Lucy Conti Mitchell, John and Carol Ostroot, Mimi Shapiro, and Tom and Nancy Lasker. 

The book is dedicated to The Kid, the unwilling accomplice in my Altman obsession, who endured each new story with barely a sigh. “I know more about the Altmans than my own family,” she once declared—probably correct. Love you, Elfy.

Lastly, I remember my late husband, Alan (1944-2009), whose presence endures in memory. He set a standard of doing well and being kind, and even now, he seems to offer a gentle, affectionate nudge toward the same.
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INTRODUCTION
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During the 1940s and 50s, the Glen and Town Casinos were nationally prominent nightclubs that featured the most celebrated entertainers of the era. Names like Sammy Davis Jr, Jayne Mansfield, Vic Damone, Al Martino, and Johnnie Ray were just a handful of celebrities that Harry Altman brought to Western New York for “three shows a night.”

Beyond the glitter and glamour is a story about the last-born son of impoverished Russian immigrants.

Beginning his career as a glove salesman traveling across the northeast with life-long friend and future movie mogul Sam Goldwyn, Harry Altman spends the early 1900s scraping by as an event promoter and the co-owner of marginally successful niteries, roller rinks and ballrooms throughout the region.

Just weeks away from personal financial ruin, and only months after the start of the Great Depression, Altman starts managing an eight-acre picnic grove in the heart of Williamsville, NY. Perhaps, he believes, he can turn a profit on this beleaguered parcel of property that had recently served as a “picnic grove” after years of industrial use.

Altman thinks it is worthy an investment of his time.

Using every trick in his promotional arsenal, he spends more than a decade experimenting with entertainment of all kinds in the Glen—roller rinks, carnival attractions, kiddie rides, ballroom dancing, and modest nightclub acts. By the early 1940s, he finds his winning formula with the construction of a 1,000-seat nightclub alongside a popular kiddie amusement park.

But financial success does not bring an end to his troubles. He continues to struggle under the strain of anti-Semitic rhetoric, pressure from members of Organized Crime, and his own personal demons.

Yet, he remains undeterred.

Williamsville in the early 40s is little more than a rural outpost, and Altman’s patrons show a reluctance to drive to the Glen during the severe winter weather.

Deciding to expand the nightclub business in a more centralized location, he partners up with Harry Wallens to open the Town Barn (and, later, Town Casino) in downtown Buffalo.

If the Glen is gold, the Town is platinum. Its all-star performances are followed weekly by media outlets like Billboard Magazine and the nation’s leading entertainment columnists.

But the center does not hold. Television, coupled by the growth of Las Vegas as the entertainment capital, ends the lure of nightclub activity. By 1966, both Harry Altman and Harry Wallens have died. The Town Casino is sold to the Studio Arena Theatre, and the Glen to a Buffalo-based corporate conglomerate. In the fall of 1966, Altman’s son-in-law, David Goldstein, decides to lease the casino and transform it into a rock and roll venue.

The newly-branded property—the Inferno—is a huge hit among area youth who are there to hear the likes of Wilmer & the Dukes; Sly & the Family Stone; and the Bob Seger System (among dozens of other local and national acts).

But the building’s legacy as an entertainment hotspot ends in September 1968 when the massive, all-wooden building goes up in (oh, the irony) an inferno.

I welcome you into the world of Harry Altman, Buffalo’s Master Showman for nearly half a century. As with the telling of all great stories, we will start at the beginning when Samuel (Schmuel Tabaznik) and Dora (Dwosche Meshes) Altman left Grodno, Russia with their seven children to escape a brutal regime.
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[image: ]PART ONE—THE FAMILY
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People say you're born innocent, but it's not true. You inherit all kinds of things that you can do nothing about. You inherit your identity, your history, like a birthmark that you can't wash off...We are born with our heads turned back...

~ Hugo Hamilton, The Sailor in the Wardrobe
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CHAPTER 1—From the Pale to Promise
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Dwosche Meshes gave birth to her first child, a son named Alter, in 1866 when she was about fifteen years old. For Jews living in nineteenth century in Czarist Russia, early marriage and childbirth were not outside the cultural norm. 

Adulthood arrived early in the shtetls, Jewish communities often beset by poverty and overcrowding. Jewish boys could be conscripted into the Russian Army as young as 12 years old, and girls were expected to shoulder the burden of household and childcare duties while still pre-teens.

Although Dwosche and Schmuel Tabaznik's marriage would not be officially recognized by Russian authorities until 1870, the Orthodox Jewish couple would have commenced their life together after a Rabbinical ceremony known as Kiddushin. This ceremony was deemed fully valid and binding within the Jewish community.

The Meshes and Tabaznik families made their home in the Grodno province of Grodno Governorate, a territorial division within the Russian Empire. Grodno, currently located in Belarus, was situated within the confines of the Russian Pale of Settlement “in which permanent residency by Jews was allowed and beyond which Jewish residency, permanent or temporary, was mostly forbidden.”​[1]  These restrictions were set into motion in the late 18th century under the rule of Catherine the Great, Empress of Russia.

[image: ]While Jewish social, religious, and cultural life in Grodno was vibrant, Jews faced legal restrictions that affected virtually every aspect of their lives. These included limitations on where they could live, the types of jobs they could hold, and quotas on the number of Jews who could take part in certain professions. Restricted from living in cities, many settled in villages. Few Jews in the Pale of Settlement were farmers; a third worked in manufacturing and another third as tradesmen. The remaining group excelled in mercantile commerce, dominating in absolute numbers despite constituting just nine percent of the population.​[2]

In this challenging environment, Schmuel, who was a year older than his bride, trained as a schuhmacher, a craftsman specialized in making shoes and boots. Details about the couple's life in Grodno during their early years of marriage are sparse, but genealogical records reveal that the couple was committed to having a large family, aligning with the Jewish Orthodox belief where birthing children is seen as fulfilling a mitzvah (commandment). Over the course of the next 25 years Dwosche gave birth to a total of 13 children, only eight of whom survived childhood. 

Large families were also pragmatically valued for the labor and support children offered, aiding parents in their later years. Factors like high infant mortality, scarce contraceptive options, and norms favoring early marriages extended women's reproductive years. Dwosche, for example, gave birth to her last child at the age of 41, marking a reproductive span of 26 years.

The Tabazniks lived as Jews during a particularly tumultuous chapter in Russian history. Antisemitism, present since the late 18th century, worsened dramatically during Tsar Alexander III's rule (1881—1894). Following his father’s assassination—wrongly blamed on Jews—the May Laws of 1882 were introduced. This legislation intensified antisemitic policies, sparking widespread pogroms, and imposing even more severe economic limitations on Jewish people. Entire neighborhoods were looted and burned, and thousands of Jews were injured or killed by peasants and soldiers alike.​[3]

Daily living was particularly difficult in Grodno. Historians have singled the region out as one that “epitomized Jewish-Russian poverty”​[4] during that era. Faced with such dire circumstances, many among the younger generation saw emigration as their only escape from the suffocating conditions.

The phrase “To America!” became emblematic of the mass migration of Jews from Eastern Europe between 1881 and 1914. This period marked the largest population shift in Jewish history since the biblical Exodus. During these decades, over 2.5 million Jews left Eastern Europe, with approximately 2 million settling in the U.S.​[5]

Desperate to seek freedom in the U.S., Jews defied the czar's emigration restrictions. Many escaped at night, evading Russian border guards and hostile gangs, while others bribed officials to secure safe passage to Western Europe.

[image: ]Against this backdrop, Alter, the Tabazniks’ first-born, decided to leave Grodno in 1885 along with his new wife, Basche (nee Banditson​[a]). Alter and Basche's departure was a bid for survival. With merely a suitcase each, the couple, in their early twenties, likely made their way by train to Hamburg, Germany. It was there they would have purchased steerage tickets to New York Harbor's Castle Garden. The steamship on which they sailed was the Bohemia of the Hamburg America Line, which departed on November 11, 1885.

For both the Tabaznik and Banditson families living in the Pale of Settlement, the significance of Alter and Basche's escape from Grodno cannot be overstated. They blazed a trail for their immediate families, teaching them the intricacies of the journey, and creating a foothold in Buffalo, NY, from which the rest could build.

But first, the couple needed to endure an ocean voyage on a steamship, crammed in a steerage compartment with 1,200 other passengers. Constructed in 1847, the Bohemia’s “third-class” accommodations originally served as a cargo hold on the ship's lowest deck. However, with the rise of transatlantic travel among new emigrants escaping the Russian Terror, the ship was redesigned. The large area was partitioned into sleeping quarters for passengers, who rested on narrow bunks or hammocks, often divided by gender. Privacy was scarce, and conditions were cramped, with limited access to fresh food and adequate sanitation.

On November 25, 1885, the young Tabazniks arrived in Castle Garden, in a domed shed that predated the Ellis Island complex, after a 14-day voyage. There, they received perfunctory medical examinations and were freed to roam the continent.

For their first night of freedom, Alter and Basche slept on the bare floor of the landing depot, awaiting the next step of their journey.​[b]

As dawn broke on their first day in America, the Tabazniks resolved to leave their surname behind. Although the reason is not documented, public records confirm that the name change was not the result of a clerical error by a ship steward or immigration official. Both the ship manifest and Castle Garden records affirm that the Tabaznik name endured the journey across the Atlantic intact. The choice of their new surname most likely stems from Alter's given name. In Yiddish, "Alter" means "old one" naturally leading to "Altman,” meaning "old man Allowed to reinvent their identities, Basche adopted the name Lena and Alter took his father's name, the Angelized version of Schmuel (Sam or Simon).​[c]​[d]

For the Tabazniks, New York City would not be their destination. Instead, they boarded a train from the Grand Central depot, leaving behind the city’s overcrowded immigrant neighborhoods and high competition for employment. Buffalo was the most convenient western railhead from Manhattan with an established Jewish community.​[6] The Altmans decided to settle there.

Life in Buffalo

[image: ]The initial Jewish settlers who came to Buffalo in the mid-19th century were mostly from Germany. They brought with them advanced education and specialized skills in various trades. These early settlers quickly adapted to American customs and language. By the time Jewish immigrants from the Russian Pale began to arrive, the German Jewish community had established itself as respected merchants, business owners, and civic leaders. Although they were willing to assist the new Jewish arrivals, the influx of Russian immigrants was so substantial that the charitable support provided by groups such as the Jewish Relief Agency became strained. Consequently, families like the Altmans needed to rely on their own resources to survive.

The new Jewish refugees wanted to establish a neighborhood where the Yiddish language and Orthodox traditions could be conveniently practiced. Assisted by German Jews already settled in the city, many of these newcomers found housing on William Street, east of Jefferson, near the intersection of Madison and Monroe. This neighborhood became known as "Castle Garden,” reflecting the immigrants' recent passage through the entry point at the New York port.

Over time, the community expanded along William Street to Michigan Avenue and spread north and south along intersecting streets. The area had previously been home to the German settlers, who left behind affordable housing rentals. On commercial streets, families could live above storefronts that accommodated Jewish bakeries, butchers, grocers, and sundries.

Most families in the Jewish quarter resided in two-story houses along tree-lined, grass-edged streets. The typical home layout included a kitchen, dining room, and parlor on the first floor, with three or four bedrooms on the second floor, providing a comfortable living arrangement for a couple like Simon and Lena Altman and their children. 

However, as the number of new arrivals increased and poverty intensified, families often had to adapt their living arrangements to include multi-generational housing and accommodate paid boarders. This shift led to increased overcrowding in many homes, as space was reconfigured to meet the economic needs and realities of the households.

Between 1880 and 1910, Buffalo's east side became home to an estimated 10,000 Jews, making up more than three-quarters of the local Jewish community. This was an opportune time for these new settlers, as Buffalo was booming, with the population of the city increasing three times as fast as New York, Boston or Philadelphia.​[e]​[7] 

The Erie Canal continued to serve as a vital transportation route for goods moving through the Midwest, Northeast, and Canada. The expansion of the railroad network, coupled with the rise in industrialization driven by Buffalo's access to raw materials and hydroelectric power from Niagara Falls, supercharged the city's economic and population growth.

The city's expansion fueled a surge in job opportunities along the waterfront, in factories, and within warehouses. This economic boom, though promising, also sparked intense competition for jobs, as immigrants from Germany, Italy, Ireland, and Poland poured into Buffalo, each determined to secure a foothold and build new lives in the rapidly growing city.

All the Altman men gravitated toward careers as wholesale and retail merchants. Some, like Simon, expanded their business enterprises to become tavern owners. Harry, being the youngest and most adventurous, ventured into several entrepreneurial endeavors before eventually settling into the restaurant and nightclub business.

The following provides a summary of how life unfolded for the Altman family shortly upon their arrival in the U.S.

Simon (Alter)

As the oldest son and the first to arrive in America, it was Simon’s duty to secure a home for his parents and siblings who were planning their escape from Russia. Upon his arrival in Buffalo, Simon and Lena rented a home on Jefferson Avenue, and he began work as a fruit salesman while Lena raised their growing family. He later moved to Broadway, which would be the house where his parents and newly arriving siblings would first settle.

By 1900, Simon established a business in the Canal District, located along Buffalo’s inner harbor at the terminus of the Erie Canal. The District was known for its bustling, less regulated environment, a natural fit for a recently arrived Russian immigrant accustomed to operating on the fringes of society and adept at navigating the edges of legal norms.

Canal Street was only two blocks long but earned the reputation as "Wickedest Street in the World" for its position right on the waterfront. Canal Street is where the "Canal met the sailors from the lake."​[8]

During its heyday​[9], the District was home to 93 saloons, 15 concert-hall dives, and hundreds of dance-hall girls.​[10]

Simon’s storefront business at 162 Canal Street was a versatile establishment serving many functions, including a second-hand clothing store, pawn shop, saloon, and grocery. (And, if newspaper reports are to be believed, a popular place for thieves to fence stolen goods.)​[f]  Simon, Lena, and their eight children later moved from Broadway to live above the shopfront.

With Simon and Lena now settled, Jon and Sarah, Simon’s oldest siblings, made their way from Russia in 1888. In the next year, Dwosche and Schmuel sailed from Hamburg in November 1889 on the steamship Coblenz, along with their four youngest children: Abraham, Gaile (Augusta), Hirsch (Charles) and Moses (Morris). The ship took a circuitous route, landing in Castle Garden after a two-week journey in steerage class. Everyone eventually headed to Buffalo, all adopting Altman as their last name.

The last of Dwosche and Schmuel’s children was born roughly a year later on December 4, 1891—the first on U.S. soil. They named their sixth son, Harry.

As for Simon and Lena, their relationship ground to a halt sometime in the in mid-1910s. Simon eventually moved out of the family home, declaring himself as “widowed” in the 1920 census.​[g]  Proving ever the adventurer, he sold his downtown tavern to Paddy Lavin, a popular local lightweight boxer prior to 1916 and moved to Los Angeles to manage a health resort. He would remain there, with infrequent visits back to Buffalo for the remainder of his life.

Joseph (Jon)

Simon and Joseph's lives ran strikingly parallel. Upon arriving in Buffalo, Joseph mirrored his older brother's actions by marrying Rebecca Benderson, the sister of Simon's wife Lena.​[h]  Each couple eventually had eight children. 

Like Simon, Joseph opened a secondhand storefront on Canal Street, followed by a grocery store on Commerce Street. Moreover, both brothers ventured into the saloon business, opening separate establishments in downtown Buffalo within months of each other. While Simon’s “Altman’s Buffet” at 15 West Eagle Street was a popular meeting place for pugilists and politicians of that era, Joseph’s stint as a saloonkeeper at 117 Main Street would prove less successful.

It was at this juncture that the brothers’ lives seemed to diverge, and indications suggest that a feud may have developed between them. The Canal District, known for its rough-and-tumble environment, presented significant challenges for Joseph, who encountered numerous legal issues, both criminal and civil. Many of the early newspaper stories in the U.S. about the Altman family featured Joseph embroiled in various legal skirmishes.

Joseph’s first step toward independence began when he leased a “very old” building on Quay and Washington Streets in the District. He used the building to manufacture and store catchup, sauerkraut, sauces and “other condiments” under the corporate name of Eagle Preserving Company.​[11] It became known in the neighborhood as “the pickle factory.”​[12] 

On November 11, 1908, newspapers covered the fiery destruction of the pickle factory on their front pages. The blaze was discovered by a watchman in the early morning hours. The Buffalo Evening News reported on page one:


“Ten companies of firemen were at the building and the fireboats Grattan and Hutchinson had taken up their position at the pipeline at the foot of Washington Street. The flames were subdued, however, without the aid of the big boats.”

“For a time after the arrival of the firemen the flames raged fiercely, and it was feared that the fire would sweep through Main Street. Great signs seven feet high [that] had been erected in front of the windows and doors on the lower floor delayed the firemen in gaining entrance to the building and for a time greatly hampered their work.”



No one was injured in the fire; several horses that were used to pull wagons survived unscathed. 

Damage to the building owned by the Jackman Estate, along with its contents, was estimated at $12,000. Joseph filed insurance claims totaling $4,700 for his lost product (approximately $150,000 in today's value). Joseph had multiple insurance policies covering the contents of the building.

Joseph saw very little of that money. Eli Altman, son of Simon Altman, came forward claiming he had joined his uncle Morris at the factory on the night of the fire, asserting that Joseph had contracted Morris to ignite the blaze.

Joseph vehemently denied these allegations, contending that Eli's accusations were driven by a desire for revenge on Simon’s part.​[13]  As a consequence of Eli’s claims, the insurance companies withheld compensation for Joseph's losses, leading him to file lawsuits for non-payment. This sparked a lengthy series of legal disputes. Throughout late 1909 and early 1910, Buffalo's newspapers frequently reported on two separate New York State Supreme Court trials about the fire at the pickle factory.

During the trial, Eli presented a detailed narrative of how the arson was executed. According to testimony reported in The Buffalo Courier, Morris had confided in him about his plan to set the building on fire and asked for Eli’s assistance. When Eli arrived at the pickle factory that evening, he called Morris on the phone because he had not shown up at the agreed time.

[image: ]“He was in bed, but he got up and said he would be down in a few minutes.”

Upon Morris’s arrival, Eli recounted how a keg of gasoline was rolled into the storeroom from the barn. Morris then filled a pail “more than once” and “sprinkled the gasoline around the room.”​[14]

Eli noted that he walked beside Morris during this process, which took about 20 minutes.

After the fire, Eli alleged that Morris offered him money for assisting with the arson, but he declined. Eli came forward to authorities after learning that Joseph was accusing him and Morris of setting the fire and was planning to have them imprisoned. By confessing, he hoped to clear himself of any culpability.​[i]

This account was countered by witnesses who asserted that Eli had confessed to fabricating the story to retaliate against his uncle Joseph, purportedly at his father Simon's instigation.​[j] Additional witnesses testified to corroborate Morris’s alibi that he was playing cards at Simon’s saloon that night and had no part in the arson.

The juries in both trials deemed Eli’s testimony believable, siding with the fire insurance companies and rejecting Joseph’s requests for compensation.

By the time the third New York State Supreme Court trial commenced, Eli had fled to Altoona, Ohio and refused to return to testify in Buffalo.​[15] Instead, his statement was taken by deposition in Ohio and read before the jury. The Buffalo Enquirer reported that during this trial Eli “appears to have forgotten numerous essential details of the incendiarism,”​[16] leading to a favorable verdict for Joseph in the amount of $600.​[17]

For a fourth case held in Buffalo City Court, Eli returned to the court room to give his testimony “very reluctantly,” the Buffalo Courier reported.​[18] “I do not want to hurt my relatives,” he said on the stand.​[19]

But hurt them, he did. Not only did Joseph lose this fourth case, but eager reporters had filed stories with headlines like “Truth or Lie?”​[20] “Chief Witness Has Bad Memory,”​[21] and “Fire was Planned, Says Young Altman.”​[22] These stories resulted in the Altman family becoming widely known in the Buffalo community, but not in a favorable way.​[k]

During this period, Joseph also found himself at the center of federal criminal prosecution that gained significant media attention. In 1909, he was charged, tried, and sentenced to six months in the Erie County Penitentiary​[23] for "furnishing liquor to the Indians" from his downtown saloon.​[24] At the time, federal policy treated Native Americans as wards of the state, a status that implied a need for government oversight, especially concerning alcohol consumption. 

At the time, the U.S. Attorney's office was engaged in what was called "a crusade" to prevent saloonkeepers from exploiting Native Americans' alleged propensity for liquor consumption. Joseph Altman was a target in their investigations.​[25]

“We wanted to make an example of this man Altman,” said U.S. Attorney John Lord O’Brian. “He is one of the most flagrant violators of the law in this respect.” During Altman's trial, Blind Charlie Johnson, "a well-known Indian character on Main Street,” was called as a witness. Johnson testified that Joseph had served him several drinks of whisky at his 117 Main Street establishment. Johnson identified Joseph by the sound of his voice, adding a poignant detail to the trial's proceedings.​[26]

During Joseph’s stint in prison, the government secured two other indictments against him on the same charge.

His legal problems continued after his prison release. In 1914 Joseph filed for bankruptcy before enlisting in the Navy during WWI. He eventually settled into the produce business, first on West Market Street and then at the newly opened Elk Market Terminal with his business partner, Jack J. Perna (Altman and Perna). This latest endeavor made him financially comfortable, and he, like many of his siblings, was a generous donor to various charities and war efforts. 

Sarah

[image: ]Sarah arrived in 1888 from Russia at age 10 and married Louis Banditson, five years later in 1893. Together they raised five children. 

They were in the grocery business together for 35 years in the Clinton-Walnut section of Buffalo.

Sarah was one of the founding members of the Rosa Coplon Jewish Old Folks Home, an Orthodox Jewish “home for the aged” on Porter Avenue in Buffalo. She served Rosa Coplon in various capacities for several decades. 

In addition to her charity work, she received press coverage when she was robbed at her Buffalo home on Mills Street in 1898.​[27]  Two men broke in and held her at gunpoint, ransacking her home before taking an “eight-day clock” and an accordion. Sarah’s description of the robbers led to their arrest and retrieval of the items. The two youth, “known to be desperate characters”​[28] pled guilty to first degree robbery. She was not harmed.

Her daughter, Lillian was married to Louis Schulefand, the uncle of Dick Shawn, a popular comedian and actor. Harry referred to Dick (given name, Richard Schulefand) as his nephew and promoted him as such during Shawn’s appearances at the Town Casino. Ed Sullivan, renown television host, reported in his syndicated column that Harry had tried to dissuade Dick from working in the entertainment field: “You’ll never get anywhere hanging around actors,” Harry said. “And don’t sit down with the chorus girls. Instead, go home and study. There’s no money in being an actor even if you have the talent for it.”​[29]

Harry, who usually had an unerring eye for talent, missed the mark here.

Abraham/Abe

Following in his father’s footsteps, Abe, the fourth eldest child, became a shoe merchant and later expanded into men’s clothing, a field in which his father-in-law, Lewis Goldstein, was also professionally involved.

During the latter part of the 1800s, Jews in the City predominated the wholesale and retail clothing trade. Of the 17 wholesale clothing firms in the Buffalo business directory, 14 were Jewish. At least 34 of the 88 retail clothing stores were owned by Jewish families who, when their business enterprises grew, included their relatives and former employees in their ventures.​[30]  Such would be the case with the Altmans.

From 1900-1924, Abraham and his wife, Mary, simultaneously operated seven men’s clothing and shoe stores on Seneca, Genesee, and E. Chippewa Streets in downtown Buffalo. In 1922, Harry joined Abe and opened his first shoe store for women on Seneca Street (see Chapter 4) before ultimately deciding that his interests lay in the entertainment and restaurant businesses.

[image: ]In December 1924, a massive fire on Seneca Street devastated several properties, including Abe's three-story headquarters, effectively ending his career as a downtown merchant. Following this setback, Abe and Mary transitioned into the fur trade, establishing Altman & Son Furriers on Richmond Avenue. Together, they raised three children.

Charles (Hirsch)

Arriving from Russia with his parents in 1888, Charles attended Buffalo schools before working with his brother, Abe, in the clothing business. He later switched careers, spending 50 years as a produce wholesaler at the Niagara Frontier Food Terminal alongside his business partner, Jacob Schwartz.​[31]

He married Belle Berghash, another Russian immigrant living on Buffalo’s east side, and they had one child, Adele. Upon Belle’s death in 1952, Charles married Ida Secreto, a native of Italy. They lived at 296 Glen Avenue in Williamsville near Harry and his family.

Augusta/Gusta (Gaile)

Augusta was the second of two Altman daughters, arriving from Russia with her parents. Her marriage to Harry Evans became society news in December 1901. More than 500 guests attended “one of the largest weddings ever held” in the Jewish community at the Pine Street Synagogue.​[32] The reception was held at Golden’s Hall on Oak Street. Morris served as best man, and Joseph was a groomsman.

The Buffalo Times covered the story about the big wedding, referring to Mrs. Evans as “one of the belles of the East Side” and “a great personal beauty...with a wide circle of friends.”​[33]

Her new husband was “well known in Buffalo,” serving for several years as a Russian, Polish and Italian interpreter in the Police Court “and a man of influence among his people on the East Side.”​[34]  Evans became a deputy sheriff and later started the Evans International Detective Agency.

It was the Evans’ family home where Dora Altman lived out her final years. The couple received Dora’s inheritance, including the Altman family home on Clinton Street. The couple raised two daughters, both of whom were among the first women to graduate from the University of Buffalo Law School.

Morris (Moses)

[image: ]Morris was a toddler when he arrived in the U.S. from Russia with his family, making him the youngest Tabaznik to emigrate. He attended local grammar schools before beginning a career at Western Union in Buffalo. He was later promoted to another position in New York City. He ultimately returned to Western New York and founded the Morris Altman Produce Co., initiating a significant phase in his professional life as a produce wholesaler.

Morris was recognized as “a prominent east side commission merchant"​[35] in a Buffalo Courier newspaper article announcing his marriage to Minnie Bergstein in 1911. Their wedding, held in Minnie's hometown of Pottsville, PA, just outside Philadelphia, was described as “one of the most brilliant marriages of the season.” After their honeymoon, the couple returned to Morris's hometown and raised their family of four daughters.

[image: ]In 1933, the Buffalo News referred to him as “the busiest man in Buffalo”​[36] for his involvement in a broad range of charitable, civic, business, political, and religious organizations.​[l]  He considered his primary interest to be his work with the Rosa Coplon Jewish Old Folks Home, for which he served in leadership positions throughout his life.​[m]

Reflecting his family’s challenges in Czarist Russia, Morris was dedicated to helping the poor and combating antisemitism throughout the region. Despite his activism, he remained a realist about the challenges facing his community: “In my opinion, prejudice against the Jews never will be exterminated,” he remarked. “The Jew has been knocked from pillar to post throughout the ages, but he always carried on in the face of persecution. Rome, Syria, Babylonia, Egypt formerly ruled the Jew, and they have fallen, but the Jew has not.”

[image: ]Morris spoke about his father, Samuel, in an interview given in December 1941 when his youngest daughter, Thelma Altman (later Mrs. Robert Fixler)​[n] had her inaugural appearance as an opera singer at the Metropolitan Opera Company in New York.

“[My] father was a religious Jew. I remember how he dressed at holiday time and went off to shul to pray. He sang for the congregation, but I do not recall that he had a particularly fine voice.”​[37]

The article noted that Morris “reads and writes Yiddish and expresses himself better in Yiddish than in English” even though he was raised in the U.S.

“My father paid plenty of rabbi fees for me and that’s why I know Yiddish so well,” he said.​[38]

After a marriage spanning 40 years, Minnie died in 1951. He remarried in May 1953 to a widow, Rose Millis.​[o]

Dora (Dwosche) and Samuel (Schmuel)

After years of dire living in Russia, being separated from non-Jews by barriers of language, faith, and an array of brutally oppressive laws, neither considered themselves Russians, but referred to themselves through their ancestral lineage.​[39] As noted by census takers through the years, if pressed to identify their country of birth, the first generation of the Altman family would state that they were “Russian Poles.” 

Upon his arrival in Buffalo, Samuel opened a shoe store on Main Street, learning English. Dora continued in her role as family matriarch, resistant to abandoning Yiddish as her primary language. 

Harry Altman

“I understand poverty. I made my start as a shoe-shine boy on the streets of this city.” 

~ Harry Altman​[40]

Harry was raised in Buffalo's East Side, a neighborhood that bridged the gap between the Eastern European heritage of his ancestors and the vibrant, modern American lifestyle. This area offered a welcoming transition for "green immigrants,” helping them maintain their traditional customs while allowing them to “catch a glimpse of the other worldly outside.”​[41]

For many Jews in Buffalo, the East Side was a distinctly Jewish enclave. Newly arrived immigrants could purchase kosher food and navigate with the help of signs written in Yiddish and Hebrew. The neighborhood fostered a sense of community where Jewish organizations, residences, and businesses were interwoven, creating a network of support among friends and family.​[42]

Typically, it was children who “first discovered the joys and sorrows of life in Grover Cleveland’s America.”​[43]

A crucial element in adapting to new environments was the public school system. At that time, schools frequently suffered from overcrowding, inadequate lighting, and poor ventilation. Teachers often received below-average salaries and sometimes lacked proper training. Despite the textbooks being largely outdated, they played a significant role in the Americanization of children from homes where foreign languages were predominant.​[44]

In the Jewish ghetto, hundreds of children—including the youngest Altmans—attended School 31 on Emslie near William. At the time, the school boasted the second-highest attendance in the state, with 2,800 students taught by 55 teachers. It was here that these children began to diverge from their family’s cultural norms and embrace the wider opportunities America had to offer.

After completing eighth grade, Harry chose to leave formal schooling behind. For the next few years, he took on various odd jobs, building his skills and confidence. By the age of 18, he felt ready to leave Buffalo to pursue a career.
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CHAPTER 2—Next Stop Gloversville
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[image: ]The patriarch of the Altman family, Samuel, died on May 22, 1909. His obituary noted that “he was a well-known figure on Main Street,” listed his eight children, but omitted his wife, Dora.​[p]

The impact of his passing rippled through the lives of his eight children whose births spanned three decades. While the eldest six had married and moved on with their lives, Morris and Harry were still living at home. But not for long.

In 1910, a year after his father’s death, Harry stepped onto a New York Central Railway car headed east to claim his fortune. He was just shy of his 19th birthday.

With the blessing of his mother, Altman accepted a job in Gloversville, NY to become a “commission merchant” for J. H. Danforth, a leading manufacturer of children’s leather gloves. 

Gloversville, as the name suggests, was center of the glove-making trade, producing 90% of the gloves worn in the U.S. At the time of Altman’s arrival in Fulton County within the Mohawk Valley region, a vast majority of the city’s 15,000 inhabitants were involved in some aspect of the trade, earning it the title of “the glove-making capital of the world.”

Residents of Gloversville (and the adjacent city of Johnstown) supported a wide array of craftsmen and laborers, melding together the unique talents of leather tanners, designers, cutters, sewers, and retailers. At the top of the hierarchy in the “Glove Cities” were the factory foremen, company executives and business owners.

Commission salesmen were seen as having unlimited earning potential, which is why Dora encouraged her youngest child to head to Gloversville. Widowhood had settled comfortably on her shoulders after years of estrangement from her husband, but she still relied on financial help from family members to stay in her home on Clinton Street where only Morris, 23 years old, remained. He, too, would soon leave Buffalo, heading to New York City for a promotion as a telegraph operator with Western Union. 

For the first time in her life, at age 58, Dora would be living alone.​[q]

Harry found early success at Danforth. Following his apprenticeship, Altman was assigned to the plum states of Indiana, Ohio and Michigan as his sales territory. The real-world lessons he learned during his subsequent nine-year career with Danforth would provide him with the tools he would need to succeed as an entrepreneur in the decades that followed. Those skills included persistence, perseverance, discipline, punctuality, confidence, determination, persuasion, and the art of negotiation. He would also find a mentor and lifelong friend in Gloversville, Samuel Goldfish (nee Szmuel Glebfisz). 

Sam was an Eastern European export that had apprenticed as a glovemaker in England after fleeing the Jewish ghettos of Warsaw, Poland. Booking passage on the steerage ship Labrador in 1898, he arrived in New York City and made inquiries as to where he could ply his trade in glove manufacturing. Upon relocating to Gloversville, he started out as a floor sweeper before eventually finding work as a glove cutter while moonlighting as a student at Gloversville Business College. 

Goldfish took advantage of every opportunity available to him. As noted in the blog “Fulton County Historian,” by Samantha Hall-Saladino​[45] Sam was known as “a hustler...willing to work smart, work hard, and use his brains to move ahead.”

Altman had found the perfect role model to match his own energy and drive.

Goldfish faced failure in Gloversville when a glove company he had started with a friend went bust. But the setback only sharpened his resolve to succeed financially. He decided to set his sights on sales where he believed the “real money” could be made.​[46]  By age 30, he was earning $15,000 a year ($300,000 in 2025 dollars) at the Elite Glove Company before being promoted to vice president of sales.​[47]  After four years he convinced Elite to open a New York City office where he could go beyond selling clothing accessories and explore a “future in cinema.”​[48]

Altman was captivated watching his mentor chart a course to independence. Goldfish worked two jobs until he could bank enough money to break off permanently on his own. The key to financial freedom, Sam said, was applying the skills learned in sales to whatever one was most passionate about.


“No person who is enthusiastic about his work has anything to fear from life. All the opportunities in the world are waiting to be grasped by people who are in love with what they’re doing.”​[49]



[image: ]Goldfish soon found himself in love with making movies, and by the early 1920s he would find enormous success.​[r] After changing his name to “Goldwyn” in honor of the famous theatrical Selwyn family, in 1917 he formed Goldwyn Pictures before starting two of the largest Hollywood studios:  Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and Paramount.​[s]

Meanwhile, back in Gloversville, Altman was second-guessing his choice of being a drummer (worker who “drums up” business) in a large geographical territory. During this era, long-distance travel primarily relied on steam-engine train service. Owing to budgetary constraints, Harry traveled in coach class, which offered only wooden bench seating, as he journeyed across the Midwest in pursuit of new sales opportunities.

Once a train arrived in the region, his options for local transport to his destination were sparse. He could either walk or opt for a horse-drawn carriage. In more urban areas, a streetcar might be an option. Although automobiles were starting to gain popularity, they were not financially feasible for a commissioned salesman like Harry, especially considering the limited availability of roads that could accommodate the Model Ts.

Going door to door was the most efficient method for Altman to meet his sales targets, necessitating planned overnight stays at different hotels and boarding houses. Occasionally, hospitable locals would offer him a place to stay. The quality and availability of the accommodation varied from one location to another.

Hoping to jump-start a second career, Harry began thinking about moonlighting. Not wishing to leave the reliable income from Danforth, but wanting to utilize his connections in his hometown, he asked Danforth if he could relocate his base of operations to Buffalo.

[image: ]Having demonstrated his value and adaptability, Altman received Danforth's approval for his return to Buffalo. Within a short time, he was back living with Dora on Clinton Street, taking overnight trips throughout his sales territory, and strategizing his next big move.

Altman made his initial foray into the entertainment industry by declaring himself the manager of Benjamin Finberg, a 14-year-old vocalist preparing for his inaugural public recital. Described by the Buffalo Courier on September 4th, 1910 as “possessing a voice of remarkable sweetness and a wide range,” Finberg showed promise of becoming a distinguished singer. Interestingly, the article featured a photograph of Altman alongside the announcement, and not Finberg. This marked the beginning of Altman's pattern of discovering and promoting young musical talents in the local scene. Unfortunately, Finberg, like other early proteges of Altman, failed to progress in his singing career and eventually disappeared without any further public attention or success.

*******************************
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Goldwyn and Altman


[image: ]Years after both men had left the glove trade, Sam Goldwyn’s influence on Altman remained strong.

Jack O’Brian,​[t] a nationally syndicated Associated Press columnist, saw parallels between the two men, even referring to Altman as his “own private Goldwyn.”​[50]  

Throughout his life, Sam’s malapropisms—what O’Brian called a “a vocal stenography” that left “the listener to decode their meaning”—had become lore. Perhaps because English was his second language, or perhaps, as O’Brian opined, speech impeded “the quick expression” of his racing thoughts, he had become known by the national media for his humorous idioms.

Some of Goldwyn’s most famous malaprops included:

“A verbal contract is worth about as much as the paper it’s written on.”

“Coffee isn’t my cup of tea.”

O'Brian noted that Altman resembled Sam in being "very intelligent" and having a conversational pace that "proceeds at a dead run, leaving tattered English in the wake of his thoughts.”​[51]

In his December 1946 column, O'Brian revisited his hometown and stopped by the Town Casino, which he whimsically described to his national readers as "a quaint little airplane hangar of a saloon seating 1,400 people.”​[52]

O'Brian also observed that people gathered "Altmanisms the way some folks collect first editions,” highlighting Altman's unique way with words.

Here are a couple Altmanisms he found notable:




	“Excited to describe a new feature of his show, Harry made special note of the ‘opening finale’ before immediately running on to describe the first act.”

	“Harry once yelled out instructions to his electrician: ‘Turn the lights up louder.”




Following an incidental fire in the building, he made sure to call the inspector “in a hysterical hurry” to assure him that there was no malfeasance. “You know, I don’t go in for arsenic,” Harry reportedly said.



*******************************
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Harry Altman obscured the early history of his own career. In interviews he granted, and in the memorials written following his death, his origin story begins in 1923 with the opening of the Arcadia Ballroom.

In truth, he found success a full decade earlier, organizing large events under his own banner in 1912. By the time he hit 30 in 1921, he had become somewhat of a media darling, getting frequent mention in front page articles, and cavorting with business leaders and influential politicians.

Throughout this decade, he acquired the skills and connections that would later earn him the nickname "Mr. Show Business.”

As later chapters will reveal, although Altman easily attained a measurable degree of success, maintaining it in an ever-changing world proved difficult.
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CHAPTER 3—Showman in Training

[image: ]




Harry's entrepreneurial journey began with a flyer he came across on a sales call. The advertisement, which promoted Mardi Gras celebrations in New Orleans, sparked an idea that fascinated him for many months. In 1912, Harry commenced a side gig as the general manager of "The Cabaret Club,” an entity seemingly concocted by Altman on the spur of the moment. Its postal address was linked to the Ellicott Square Building in downtown Buffalo, in a suite of offices primarily associated with a carpet cleaning business.

Altman’s first “Mardi Gras Carnival and Dance” was an event spectacular inspired by Michael Shea, whose Court Street Theater in Buffalo Harry frequented in his youth. From 1898 through the early 1930s, Shea operated a series of vaudeville theaters in Buffalo, making the city an important stop for variety-style entertainers traveling between New York City and Chicago.​[u] Vaudeville entertainment featured musicians, singers, dancers, comedians, trained animals, and acrobats. They performed in continuous stage rotation throughout the day, starting late in the afternoon and lasting until the early hours of the morning.

[image: ]Shea, born in 1859, was a Canadian emigree whose impoverished parents eventually settled in South Buffalo. He began his career as a dock worker, iron worker and tavern owner before starting his long stint as an impresario and movie theater owner.​[53]  He catered his offerings to the working class, keeping ticket prices low and decorating each of his theaters in high-class style. 

Altman adopted Shea's business strategy, setting low cover charges and menu prices to draw blue-collar customers to his nightclubs and restaurants. The venues were elegantly decorated, offering a variety of high-quality entertainment. During the years he operated the Glen and Town Casinos, for example, he often scheduled 1am performances (alongside the 8 and 10:30 PM offerings) to accommodate second-shift workers.

He selected the Broadway Auditorium for his first Mardi Gras event. It had been newly refurbished by the City of Bufalo for use as its municipal auditorium.​[v] First constructed in 1858 as a National Guard arsenal, it was expanded into service as a drill hall and administration building for the Sixty-Fifth Regiment Armory before being decommissioned in 1907.

The Altman family had lived across the street from the mammoth structure at Broadway and William Streets when his family first settled in Buffalo. The auditorium could hold up to 12,000 patrons in its 47,000 sq. ft. of space, large enough to accommodate Harry’s ambitious visions for the event.

The inaugural Buffalo Mardi Gras was set for the evening of Wednesday, December 4, 1912,​[w] charging an admission fee of 25 cents for first-floor access while balcony viewing was free. Advertising promoted an indoor "grotesque" parade featuring patrons in costumes competing for cash prizes. After the awards ceremony, live music would play continuously from a stage at one end of the arena. Over its seven-year duration, the program expanded in complexity, showcasing a diverse array of musical acts, celebrity appearances, and kitschy contests.

To organize an event of this size required someone to manage the day-to-day tasks. Altman’s travel obligations for Danforth made that an impossibility, so he decided to enlist a Buffalo-based business partner.

[image: ]He did not have to look far. Harry Wallens was another Jewish immigrant who resided on Buffalo’s East Side. Born in 1886 in Russia, Wallens was the second child of orthodox Jewish parents who would emigrate to the U.S. in 1890. After settling down off William Street in the Jewish quarter, Jacob and Bella (Michaels) Wallens would eventually grow their family to 12 children. 

Jacob was a butcher by trade, starting out by selling kosher meat at the Clinton Street Market before opening his own sausage factory, J. Wallens & Sons on William Street.

The Harrys were neighbors and active in many of the same religious and community organizations. But it is believed that their mutual interest in boxing was what sparked their friendship.

Wallens (known by the nickname of “Sharkey”​[x]) was a part-time boxing promoter, whose name frequently appeared on the sports pages as “the well-known east side enthusiast.” He spent a lot of time at the Broadway Auditorium, a prominent venue for boxing matches for local fighters and others coming up in the national ranks.​[y]

Altman would become seriously drawn to the sport of horse racing in the years ahead, but it was boxing that caught his interest early on.​[z] Altman would be called upon by boxing clubs to organize their tournaments. The saloon owned by his eldest brother Simon, with whom Harry was close, was the watering hole for local pugilists, their managers, trainers, and fans. In fact, it was Paddy Lavin, a prominent local lightweight boxer (and a close friend of Wallens), who purchased Altman’s Buffet at 15 W. Eagle when Simon left for California in 1916.​[54]

Regardless of how their friendship began, the two Harrys established a business partnership in 1912 that generated financial returns and recognition for their work in event promotions. Although this initial collaboration was relatively short-lived, it laid the groundwork for joint ventures in the decades ahead.

During these early years, Altman was fueled by adrenaline and ambition. Being single, he could devote all his spare time to planning events, often sleeping on trains while covering his territory for Danforth. The Mardi Gras provided a crash course in various disciplines, including talent acquisition, advertising, securing sponsorships, managing ticket sales, negotiating contracts, obtaining leases and city permits, organizing food and beverage provisions, ensuring security, promoting the events, and hiring and retaining staff.

The learning curve was steep, as he faced a multitude of logistical and production hurdles throughout these years. The forthcoming section will detail his challenges, including navigating the disruptions of World War I and the Spanish Flu epidemic; dealing with a lawsuit from Wallens; enduring severe storms that disrupted events; and competing against a rival with superior financial resources and influence.

Throughout these challenges, Altman showed remarkable resilience and adaptability, continually finding ways to overcome the ever-shifting conditions. In contrast, Wallens faced a difficult period that took him more than a decade to overcome.

1912—The Start of Something Big

Beginning with his very first ever press release, Altman’s natural talent for hyperbole to attract public attention was evident. It would serve him well throughout his career.

An article in the Buffalo Times​[55] the City’s inaugural Mardi Gras event was billed as “a mammoth joy fest...promising to be the greatest pleasure event in the history of Buffalo.” The article forecast that "several thousand masqueraders" would parade through Broadway Auditorium, modeled after Mardi Gras events in New York and New Orleans. Up until this time, most carnivals were limited to parish halls on Fat Tuesday.

The Buffalo parade would be led by Snuffy, the Cabman and his Funny Hack,​[aa] while lively tunes were to be played by the 65th Regiment Band led by Conductor Powell. Loving cups would be awarded as prizes for the best costumes, judged by local celebrities who would canvas the marchers as they paraded several times through the Auditorium. 

A moonlight dance, “replete with electric scenic effects” operated by the electricians from Tech Theater, would be followed by a cabaret show of “first-class singers.”  At midnight, searchlights of variegated colors would illuminate falling confetti that was set to last 10 minutes.​[bb]  

Altman kept public interest high by frequently announcing new performers for the program. On the eve of the ball, The Buffalo Courier reported that novelty acts Marie, the Country Woman; Narcissus, the Clown; and Spareribs, the Almost-Horse​[cc], were set to perform.

From an attendance perspective, the strategy was to attract the interest of large fraternal orders like the Orioles, Moose, Elks, and Eagles who could buy blocks of tickets, ensuring that attendance was not solely reliant on walk-in traffic.

When all was said and done, reviews of the initial event were mostly positive, and the attendance was respectable considering it was a first-time event being showcased in the large auditorium space. 

Pleased with their efforts and results, show producers Altman and Wallens decided to give the event another go.

1913—Lessons Learned from Competitor Challenge

Altman and Wallens started planning year two before Spareribs, the Almost-Horse, was returned to the barn. One of their first decisions was to move the date of the event to coincide with Halloween to attract more costumed dancers.

However, planning came to an abrupt halt when Altman and Wallens received troubling news from Mayor Louis Fuhrmann: the City planned to host its own Mardi Gras event to celebrate the official opening of the municipally owned Broadway Auditorium.​[dd]  The evening celebration was scheduled for May 1913 and would include a large outdoor grotesque parade from downtown Buffalo to the Auditorium, followed by a Mardi Gras carnival in the large hall.

Patrons would be charged 25 cents per person to attend the carnival, the only ticketed event of the inaugural’s week-long festivities. So confident that the parade and carnival would be a success, that City leaders hinted that Mardi Gras would be added to the City’s yearly programming schedule.​[ee]

Altman was not pleased; the feeling of powerlessness was not to his liking. His newly created enterprise was being usurped by a governmental entity with deep pockets and expansive influence. Harry's visits to City Hall to meet with Mayor Fuhrmann and other officials, lobbying to hire Altman and Wallens as event planners for the event, were ignored. 

Returning empty-handed from these meetings taught Harry a valuable lesson. He made a promise to himself to work toward ensuring that his future endeavors would not suffer from his lack of political clout. True to his word, over the years he forged close friendships with members of both political parties and became a trusted confidant to mayors, legislators, and other political figures throughout the region. These efforts would eventually yield significant dividends.

However, for the time being, all the Harrys could do was wait on the sidelines to observe how the City’s Mardi Gras Parade and Carnival would unfold.

Newspaper articles published prior to the event reported that Councilman Charles L. Willert, key organizer of the “grotesque parade” would serve as Grand Marshal. He would lead revelers on a winding one-mile course starting at Niagara Square and ending at the Broadway Auditorium where marchers could disperse or, if they had the money, enter the building for a night of dancing, dining and refreshments.​[56]

Unfortunately for Willert, his plans for the night of the event did not materialize as expected. By early evening, it was estimated that “50,000 men, women and children” lined the parade route for the 7:30 PM start time. Some key roadway intersections became impassable; sidewalks were “lined with unbroken walls of humanity.”​[57]

Added to the chaos was the onset of darkness and inclement weather.

“The task of forming a grotesque parade in the dark and getting it under way would put the patience and ability of the man who wrote the book of tactics to the test,” The Buffalo Evening News opined, “And Councilman Willert....is no West Point graduate.”​[58]

When the parade stepped off “sometime after 9 PM,” bystanders found it“impossible to describe”​[ff]​[59] partly because night had now fallen and it was pitch black, but mostly because a driving rain had caused many groups of marchers to fall out of line and abandon the parade. 

“The number of participants dwindled by the time the procession reached Main Street,” The Buffalo Evening News reported. Judges requested that the marchers loop twice around the Auditorium’s outdoor reviewing stand, hoping to get a full view of all the participants.

Participants entering the Auditorium perked up a bit if only for the fact that it was dry and there was light. As the carnival was so far behind schedule, only 1,500-2,000 revelers elected to pay the 25 cents, disappointing the planners who had anticipated a much larger crowd.​[gg]  

Hyer’s Marine Band and the Buffalo Municipal Orchestra provided music as men and women in wet costumes danced in what was described as a “brilliant court of red, white and blue, surrounded by many towering columns similarly decorated and connected by festoons of bunting.” Howard D. Herr, auditorium custodian and chairman of the decorating committee, was the only hero of this night.

[image: ]All the chaos and subsequent negative publicity proved to be good news for the Altman-Wallens camp. With only five months until the rescheduled dance date of October 30th, the pair wasted no time in planning the “Real Mardi Gras” on Halloween. To broaden its appeal to a wider demographic, the Harrys added the subtitle "The People's Ball,” encouraging patrons from all social classes to attend.

“We are preparing to the largest crowd which ever attended a dance in this city,” Altman and Wallens announced in a joint press release.​[60]  The party, they promised, would surpass the prior year’s inaugural event with 5,000 revelers. The estimate was based on the volume of advance tickets that “presages a crowd that will tax the capacity of the great hall.”

A photo of the two men was featured with a Buffalo Enquirer​[hh] article along with the promise that the eight-hour dance would be “the most novel event of the fall and winter season in Buffalo.”​[61] The article stated that the grotesque parade would remain indoors, and loving cups of yesteryear would be swapped out by “valuable prizes” for the costumed winners.

Many popular features would be returning. People paying the 25-cent admissions fee could march in the parade and glide at the moonlight dance. Audiences willing to sit for free in the balcony could “watch the antics of the masqueraders without participating in the revelries,”​[62] hear the cabaret singers who travelled from New York, and see the “snowstorm” of midnight confetti. 

New to the program was the much-publicized competition that would decide who was the “champion tango dancer of the city.”  It was made clear in all the promotions that only “the real tango” would be allowed and “indecent variations will not be permitted.”​[63]

Fulfilling his earlier promise to always be within the circle of influence, Altman persuaded Mayor Louis Fuhrmann to be present to greet the guests. He was joined by a “large delegation of prominent political candidates” who would “mingle with the great throng of merrymakers”​[64] throughout the evening.

Reviews of the Mardi Gras were very favorable. The Buffalo Times reported that “an exceedingly large crowd attended the dance,” and “everybody who danced or went to see others dance expressed themselves as having a great time.”​[65]

With year two behind them, the Altman-Wallens partnership was gaining the reputation of being the region’s prominent event organizers. But Altman, it was soon discovered, wanted more.

1914—Business Expands; Nerves Fray

In early 1914, Altman accepted the job of organizing Crystal Beach’s “Grotesque Parade and Carnival” scheduled in August​[ii]. Lauded in the promotional articles as “Harry Altman of Mardi Gras fame” by the media sponsor​[66] this was the first time Altman would be paid by a third party for his planning services. 

The parade was an annual promotion for the Canadian resort. Each year, hundreds of Western New Yorkers donned their jovial costumes to take part in a parade through downtown Buffalo. In high spirits, they would march their way from Niagara Square to the Commercial Street dock where they could embark on a free boat ride on the Canadiana to the Ontario, Canada amusement park. Once arriving at the Beach, costumed participants would march past the reviewing stand where judges awaited. Once that formality was completed, the revelers dispersed throughout the park to spend money at the carnival and amusement park.

Key to Altman’s success was the recruitment of a large contingent of members from Sprudel organizations, with every local chapter having representation in the parade. Sprudels (German for “Sparkling”) were popular, member-based social clubs that originated in German neighborhood bars and taverns. Their sole purpose was “to have a good time,”​[jj] attracting membership in some groups to total more than 300 members.

Media reports estimated that more than 1,000 marchers participated in the Crystal Beach parade, and “fully a crowd of 50,000” watched from the downtown Buffalo streets. The event was reportedly an uncategorical success, but it marked the start of cracks in the Altman-Wallens partnership. While Altman was frantically organizing the summertime activity, it fell on Wallens to do much of the heavy lifting for the October dance hosted by the partnership.

On a more favorable note, they began year three by signing a newspaper sponsor, The Buffalo Enquirer, and strategically selecting the date of the event to coincide with the weekend when 2,000 undergraduates—“real live college students!”—were in town for the Syracuse-Carlisle football game at Federal League Park.​[kk]

Campus leaders indicated that "almost all of the college students will join in the grand dance,” as reported by the Buffalo Courier. “They promise to make things lively, too, and when the sophomores and freshmen meet on the floor there are bound to be some doings for the entertainment of Buffalonians who have never seen a real college hazing.”​[67]

Hal Chase, lauded by the Harrys (and Babe Ruth) as “the greatest first baseman” to ever play the game, agreed to be a judge of the costume parade. At this point in his career, Chase was playing for the Buffalo Blues of the Federal League.​[ll]​[mm]  League Secretary Jack Kelly would also be on hand to cast his vote.

Landing the Buffalo Enquirer as sponsor was fortuitous for the Harrys as it gave them guaranteed promotional placement for the Mardi Gras in one of the region’s largest daily newspapers. More importantly, it set the stage for Altman’s friendship with William J. Connors Jr., whose father owned the Enquirer. Through a series of mergers and buyouts, the Connors family later formed Buffalo’s Courier-Express newspaper, the City’s morning daily. Connors, Jr. would help propel the Glen and Town Casinos to regional prominence through extensive reporting of the two venues.​[nn]

Although Altman and Wallens anticipated attracting college students and baseball enthusiasts to the Mardi Gras, it was ultimately the Sprudels who proved to be pivotal to their success. Sprudel organizations were pleased by how well the Crystal Beach parade turned out and purchased large blocks of tickets for the Broadway Auditorium event. For their loyalty, Altman chose leaders of the various Sprudel chapters to serve as the grand marshals.​[68]

[image: ]Spurred on by strong ticket sales, Altman decided “at a late hour” to host an outdoor parade. The night-time event would travel along Michigan, Seneca, and Main Streets, with floats and four marching bands on hand to take part.​[69]

Successful ticket sales also meant that Altman and Wallens could increase their spending on the costume prizes. They announced in the media that they had purchased “diamond rings, solid gold watches and other valuable articles to induce the masqueraders to don their funniest attire.”​[70] The booty would be on display at a “prominent Main Street jewelry store.”​[oo]

At event’s end, the reviews were exceptional with The Buffalo Enquirer calling the Broadway Auditorium dance “one of the gayest affairs ever in that great hall.”

“To Harry Altman and Harry Wallens...much credit must be given,” The Buffalo Enquirer reported. “[T]hey gave the great throng of dancers all they promised and are to be congratulated upon their efforts to please.”​[71]

The partnership had survived Altman’s solo career effort, but 1915 would prove even more challenging. It would eventually prove too much for Wallens. The 1915 Mardi Gras marked the final celebration of their original partnership.

1915—War on Many Fronts

Dark clouds loomed as World War I escalated in Europe. With the U.S. maintaining neutrality and Canada aligned with the Allies, The Buffalo Enquirer canceled the August parade at Crystal Beach.

[image: ]"Because of the war it was found impossible to convene this year’s big funny parade at the Canadian summer resort, but not to be deprived of the chance to get the fun-makers of the city together, The Buffalo Enquirer has made arrangements to hold the big grotesque parade in the Broadway Auditorium in conjunction with the Mardi Gras carnival.”

Although the summer event was canceled, Harry Altman's ties to Crystal Beach remained strong. His memorable impact on John E. Rebstock, the amusement park's owner, during the previous year led to Altman's appointment in Spring 1915 as manager of the theater on the Ontario resort’s midway. This position represented another step in Altman's independent career, providing him with valuable experience in managing amusement park operations.

Altman’s hiring by Rebstock had an almost immediate effect on his life. He announced just days later that he was leaving J.H. Danforth and manufacturing children’s gloves for his own company.

It was a bold move. Danforth not only provided the factory-made product but also offered all the back-office support. Altman would now be the captain (and only participant) of his own glove-making enterprise.

Wallens was making personal progress, as well. On March 16, 1915, Wallens, 28, married Lillian Moskowitz, 18.​[72] Lillian was the daughter of John and Lena (Niederman) Moskowitz, Hungarian immigrants who briefly settled in New York City before moving to William Street in Buffalo. 

After the wedding, Lillian would move with Harry to a home on Cedar Street, right next to his family. In addition to his business partnership with Altman, Wallens worked as an ice dealer when he was first married.

While Wallens put the Mardi Gras Parade and Carnival in motion, Altman was preparing for opening weekend at the Crystal Beach theater on May 22nd. Declaring the music of Irving Berlin as the theme, Harry hired six boys to perform a minstrel show that would be presented between Charlie Chaplin and other silent movies. The boys would sing early Berlin hits such “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” “When I Lost You,” and the comic, ragtime love song “I Love a Piano.”​[73]

During the summer, Altman tried different promotions to attract patrons to the movie house, including amateur nights with $25 awards and vaudeville entertainment featuring local talent. These promotions achieved moderate success.

As soon as summer ended and the park closed for the summer, Harry returned to Buffalo to work alongside Wallens to get the Mardi Gras Parade and Carnival ready for November 1st.​[pp] 

Since The Buffalo Enquirer covered all expenses for this year's Mardi Gras, there was no need for ticket sales. Consequently, Altman implemented a badge system to verify which pre-registered guests could access the Broadway Auditorium. However, Wallens was skeptical about this system, concerned it might enable "undesirables" to infiltrate the event and cause disruptions.

To ease Wallens' concerns, Altman took proactive steps by issuing warnings in the newspaper, aimed at deterring potential troublemakers. The notices stated, "Individuals unable to behave appropriately will be kindly asked to leave. Measures are in place to prevent the entry of undesirables.” Additionally, private detectives and police officers were to be on duty throughout the event, ensuring a smooth and secure celebration.​[74]

The concerns turned out to be unfounded, at least according to The Buffalo Enquirer, which described the parade as "a spectacle.” All 3,000 participants carried "giant sparklers" that stayed lit from the starting point to the Auditorium. Leading the march was the magnificent White Buffalo, a 3,000-pound statue that had been used to promote the Buffalo Industrial Exposition in 1911. It was dramatically showcased amidst a "blaze of fireworks" and aerial bombs fired from the truck that carried it.​[qq]

According to the newspaper, onlookers packed the parade route from downtown to the Broadway Auditorium, standing five to six rows deep.​[75] As the parade participants reached the venue, they were welcomed by a vibrant carnival atmosphere. Emma Carus, who was performing at Shea’s Theater at the time, greeted the attendees with enthusiasm.​[rr] Rex, the carnival king, made a grand entrance at midnight, flanked by performers from the Garden Theater acting as his royal entourage.

The Buffalo Enquirer reported that Altman, known for his flair for the dramatic, arranged for one of the city's largest U.S. flags to be draped from the girders of the Auditorium. This set the stage for a spectacular visual as "thousands of rolls of confetti" showered down while a 100-member chorus performed “America the Beautiful.”​[76]

As would be revealed publicly a year later, The Buffalo Enquirer’s glowing portrayal of the evening was largely a fabrication. In truth, the event was riddled with issues from start to finish, a reality that only surfaced during Altman’s promotional efforts in 1916. These revelations quickly captured front-page headlines.​[77]

Trouble started right at the parade's kickoff. Altman, who had been preoccupied with his work at Crystal Beach, had forgotten to secure an agreement with International Railway (IR) to halt streetcar service on Main Street during the event. Consequently, a streetcar collided with the truck carrying both the eagerly awaited White Buffalo statue and the fireworks, an incident reported nearly a year later as having "significantly diminished the splendor of the celebration.”​[78]

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image090.png
TO OPEN
MARDI GRAS

The Harrys appear in the
papers for the very first
time
The Buffalo Enquirer,

MAY®F






OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
HARRY ALTMAN

BUFFALO'S MASTER SHOWMAN

GLEN CASINO. TOWN CASINO.
ONE'MAN’S NIGHTCLUB EMPIRE

Plus the Turbulent History of Glen
Amusement Park and THE INFERNO

by Susan Fenster





OEBPS/d2d_images/image052.png
Sarah (Altman) Banditson PD





OEBPS/d2d_images/image173.png
Morris Altman
Photo courtesy of the Morris
‘Altman estate






OEBPS/d2d_images/image012.png
Goldwyn in the early
years of his film
career (1909) PD






OEBPS/d2d_images/image056.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image155.png
Hal Chase during
his days with the
Gincinnati Reds
(1915), after
leaving the





OEBPS/d2d_images/image210.png
4 'ﬁg/

<X DANFORTHS

GLOVES
FOR CHILDREN

WIDE CuT BRAND

Ad for Danforth's Gloves for Children
D





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image013.png
Photoof Michael Shea
PD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image016.png
MORRIS ALTMAN

Morris's early business card PD





OEBPS/d2d_images/image116.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image019.png
VY

Fire destroyed A






OEBPS/d2d_images/image081.png
The Tabaznik family arrived at Castle Garden, the immigration
processing center in Battery Park, NYC Castle Garden served as a
precursor to Ells Island PD






OEBPS/d2d_images/image060.png
Family Photo Buffalo, N 1908
Top row: Abraham, Joseph, Charles, Harry, Mortis, Simon
Bottom row: Sarah (Altman) Banditson, Samiuel, Dora, Au
(altman) Evai
Photo courtesy of the Harry Altman e:






OEBPS/d2d_images/image142.png
Simon and Lena left Europe on the steamship, Bohemia
for NYC PD





OEBPS/d2d_images/image044.png
Postcard of Broadway Auditorium PD






OEBPS/d2d_images/image165.png
Austria-
Hungary

Partial Map of Russian Pale of
Settlement at time of Tabaznik family’s
‘exodus from Grodno (1880s) Photo
courtesy o the Harry Altman estate





OEBPS/d2d_images/image148.png
Shetna
{ Mnan






OEBPS/d2d_images/image149.png
R

Crystal Beach Theater
Photo courtesy of Rose Ann Hirsch





OEBPS/d2d_images/image207.png
SRRINKLING JUST BEFORE |
! FIRE AT ALTMAN'S PLACE

insustnce Company, Sued for $1.400, Alleges Con-

“pitscy Between Morrs and Joseph Altman to
‘Bum Preserving Factory io Quay Street.

NEPHEW, OF MEN BURNED OUT
RECITES STORY OF A CONSPIRACY|

Pickle Factory Headline
Buffalo Courier, December 17, 1909,
Pp6FD






OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image107.png
Goldwyn as the titan
of themovie
s





