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From the editors
as we began assembling this issue, another colleague mentioned that eleanor 
had once visited his grandparents, where his grandfather had been stationed in 
Japan. eleanor mentioned them by name in her June 19, 1953 “My day” column. 

“FuKoaKa, Japan… went to the Consul General, Mr. Zurhellen’s house. Mr. and 
Mrs. Zurhellen very kindly invited us to spend the night and it was a joy to see 
such a happy american family, four boys and a baby girl, all learning to be good 
americans but at the same time all learning to speak Japanese in the most pain-
less way. …on the way up we had a glimpse of Fuji again, just the top floating in 
the clouds, and now we are catching up on mail which was awaiting us in Tokyo.”
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This issue of The Hudson River Valley Review
has been generously underwritten by the following:

www.chenergygroup.com

The Poughkeepsie Grand Hotel
and Conference Center

…centrally located in the historic hudson Valley  
midway between nyC and albany…

www.pokgrand.com
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The mission of the hudson River Valley national heritage 
area Program is to recognize, preserve, protect, and interpret 

the nationally significant cultural and natural resources of 
the hudson River Valley for the benefit of the nation.

For more information visit www.hudsonrivervalley.com

• Browse itineraries or build your own

• Search 90 Heritage Sites

• Upcoming events & celebrations

To contact the hudson River Valley national heritage area:
Mark Castiglione, acting director

Capitol Building, Room 254
albany, ny 12224

Phone: 518-473-3835
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Call for essays
The Hudson River Valley Review is anxious to consider essays on all aspects of the 
hudson Valley—its intellectual, political, economic, social, and cultural history, 
its prehistory, architecture, literature, art, and music—as well as essays on the 
ideas and ideologies of regionalism itself. all articles in The Hudson River Valley 
Review undergo peer analysis.

submission of essays and other Materials
hRVR prefers that essays and other written materials be submitted as two double-
spaced typescripts, generally no more than thirty pages long with endnotes, along 
with a computer disk with a clear indication of the operating system, the name 
and version of the word-processing program, and the names of documents on 
the disk. Illustrations or photographs that are germane to the writing should 
accompany the hard copy. otherwise, the submission of visual materials should 
be cleared with the editors beforehand. Illustrations and photographs are the 
responsibility of the authors. no materials will be returned unless a stamped, self-
addressed envelope is provided. no responsibility is assumed for their loss. an 
e-mail address should be included whenever possible.

 hRVR will accept materials submitted as an e-mail attachment (hrvi@marist.
edu) once they have been announced and cleared beforehand.

 since hRVR is interdisciplinary in its approach to the region and to region-
alism, it will honor the forms of citation appropriate to a particular discipline, 
provided these are applied consistently and supply full information. endnotes 
rather than footnotes are preferred. In matters of style and form, hRVR follows 
The Chicago Manual of Style.
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Contributors
JoAnne Myers has been on the faculty of Marist College for twenty-three years, 
where she teaches Political science and women’s studies. she received her aB 
from skidmore College and her Masters and Ph.d. from Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Institute. she currently is Chair of the Board of the eleanor Roosevelt Center at 
Val-Kill.

Susan P. Curnan is an associate Professor and the director of the Center for 
youth and Communities at Brandeis university in waltham, Massachusetts. she 
is the author of numerous articles on management and education. her scholar-
ship and practice is grounded in the promotion of social justice and well-being for 
children, youth, and families.

Frank Futral is Curator at Roosevelt-Vanderbilt national historic sites in hyde 
Park, new york. he has organized two exhibitions on Val-Kill Industries and is 
currently writing a book on that topic.

Marilee Hall is a retired teacher and resides in an original arthurdale home.  
she has been actively involved in the community since the 50th anniversary of 
the homesteading of arthurdale in 1984. she is the founder and editor of the 
arthurdale heritage, Inc. (ahI) quarterly newsletter.  she presently serves on the 
executive board for ahI.

Thalia M. Mulvihill is associate Professor in the higher education and social 
Foundations of education programs at Ball state university in Muncie, Indiana, 
where she also serves as associate director of the adult, higher and Community 
education doctoral Program. her manuscript The Promise of Educational 
Communities in Nineteenth Century America: Communal Notions at Work in Emma 
Hart Willard’s Educational Philosophy (forthcoming) won the dixon Ryan Fox 
Manuscript Prize for the best book manuscript on new york state history from 
the new york state historical association.
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The Roosevelt-Vanderbilt national historic sites  
are proud partners in protecting the treasures  
of the hudson Valley for the next 400 years

TeachingTheHudsonValley.org
HistoricHydePark.org
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20 The hudson River Valley Review

Eleanor Roosevelt and Nancy Cook inspecting a table outside the Val-Kill Shop. 
Inset, The Val-Kill Furniture Factory.
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21Val-Kill Industries: A History

Val-Kill Industries: a history
Frank Futral

By 1926, when eleanor Roosevelt and three friends—nancy Cook, Marion 
dickerman, and Caroline o’day—joined in partnership to establish Val-Kill 
Industries, the american arts and Crafts Movement had reached its declining 
years.1 some advocates, disheartened by the movement’s inherent inability to 
effect change in an industrial society, redirected their momentum, drawing 
national attention to the craft traditions of america’s colonial past.2 The decade 
of the 1920s witnessed an explosion of activity in what historians refer to as the 
Colonial Revival, a complex reactionary movement against growing immigration, 
multiculturalism, and anxieties over urbanism and modernism.3 during this time, 
the status of early american craft was elevated to fine art as museums established 
permanent exhibits to showcase the artistic merits of furniture made during the 
colonial era, while at the same time fashioning a taste for the early colonial style.4 
The new demand for colonial-style furniture flooded the market with poorly 
manufactured factory goods, and in turn, a reaction analogous to earlier attitudes 
toward fine craftsmanship.

Val-Kill Industries embraced both arts and Crafts and Colonial Revival 
ideologies. These movements had much in common, sharing an appreciation 
for simplicity and honesty in design and materials, nostalgia for a pre-industrial 
past, and emphasis on agrarian values. Mrs. Roosevelt and her friends established 
Val-Kill on a firm foundation of handcraft traditions and a secure marketing 
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Room arrangement with Val-Kill furniture from the trade catalog.
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22 The hudson River Valley Review

strategy built upon the popularity of early american furniture. 
over the course of its ten-year life, eleanor Roosevelt would see Val-Kill 

Industries in a broader context. In the process, she played a key role in shep-
herding arts and Crafts ideas and ideals into larger government-sponsored initia-
tives that adopted many of the movement’s philosophical attitudes toward craft, 
labor, and human dignity. In this way, Val-Kill Industries and eleanor Roosevelt 
achieved some success where the arts and Crafts movement had fallen short. 
when Franklin d. Roosevelt became President, Val-Kill Industries was trans-
formed from local experiment into a model for new deal economic recovery. 

Mrs. Roosevelt met nancy Cook and her companion Marion dickerman in 
1922 at a fundraising luncheon sponsored by the women’s division of the new 
york state democratic Committee. shortly after, Mrs. Roosevelt invited them 
both to spend a weekend at hyde Park. a vibrant friendship followed and eventu-
ally, with the encouragement of FdR, the three women built a cottage together 
on the Fall Kill, a stream that flowed through the Roosevelt family estate in hyde 

Living Room, Val-Kill Cottage. The hanging bookcase, desk-on-frame, ribbon-back 
chair, fireside stool, oval tavern table, Cromwellian chair, and large gate-leg table 

were among the first pieces Landolfa made in the new factory. This room was  
occasionally shown to prospective customers visiting the Val-Kill Shop as an  

example of how one could decorate a room with Val-Kill furniture.
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23Val-Kill Industries: A History

Park, new york. Val-Kill Cottage was completed in 1926 and became the symbol 
for a partnership that included Mrs. Roosevelt, Cook, dickerman, and Caroline 
o’day. Joined by their mutual dedication to social reform and progressive politics, 
together they published the Women’s Democratic News, purchased the Todhunter 
school in new york City, and established the Val-Kill Furniture shop.5 

nancy Cook had an energetic, intense, and creative spirit. handsome, with 
dark and penetrating eyes, photographs capture her unease before the camera, 
concealing a fun personality and irreverent sense of humor. on the other hand, 
she could be hypersensitive, was given to mood swings, sometimes exhibiting a 
passive-aggressive nature when she felt threatened or misunderstood. But Cook 
was thoughtful, sincere, and artistic.

Cook was the driving spirit behind Val-Kill Industries, suggesting that the 
workshop at Val-Kill make reproduction early american furniture.6 she was at 
syracuse university from 1909 to 1912, and while there, was likely a student of 
Irene sargent, a close associate of Gustav stickley and editor of his publication 
The Craftsman from 1901 to 1905.7 sargent fully understood the ideologies of 
Morris and Ruskin, and through her teachings and writings for The Craftsman 
gave the american arts and Crafts Movement its philosophical voice.8 under 
sargent’s influence, Cook may have developed her lifelong interest in craft and 
early american furniture.9 

Making furniture was something that 
nancy Cook had always wanted to do. 
But Mrs. Roosevelt’s decision in 1926 to 
establish Val-Kill Industries was prompted 
by a growing national crisis, and a desire 
she shared with her husband to do some-
thing locally in response. The outbreak 
of the world war in 1914, which severely 
disrupted agricultural production in europe, 
presented american farmers with an oppor-
tunity to supply the european food market. 
during that time, agricultural production in 
the unites states increased on an unprec-
edented scale as america’s farmers overex-
tended themselves to meet market demand 
and profit as never before. This all came to 
an abrupt halt with the restoration of peace 
and the resumption of european farming. 

Nancy Cook in the finishing room 
at Val-Kill. Mrs. Roosevelt recalled 

Cook’s “distinct artistic ability,”  
saying that she “could do almost  

anything with her hands.”
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24 The hudson River Valley Review

american farmers were plagued by massive surpluses and rapidly depreciating 
prices. Compounded by overwhelming debt incurred to meet market demand 
and escalating foreclosures, the united states plummeted into an agricultural 
depression that persisted throughout the 1920s. unemployed farmers and their 
families began to leave the countryside in search of employment opportunities in 
urban areas at such an alarming rate that the farm crisis became the most urgent 
national political issue.10

agriculture remained the dominant economic activity in dutchess County, 
new york, during the first quarter of the twentieth century. The county’s most 
important agricultural products were dairy, apples, corn, and barley. Increasing 
competition and the invention of refrigerated rail cars weakened the region’s posi-
tion as a leading supplier of the vast, nearby new york City market. This market 
shift and the concurrent agricultural depression took its toll. The number of acres 
actively farmed in new york dropped from twenty-three million at its peak in 
1880 to eighteen million by 1930—an average loss of 40,000 acres per year. as was 
happening across the nation, abandoned farmland was becoming all too common 
in dutchess County.11

Mrs. Roosevelt, responsible for promoting sales, never missed an opportunity 
to explain the purpose behind Val-Kill Industries:

For some years I had been rather intimately acquainted with the back rural 

districts of our state, and realized very clearly the problems of country life. 

If it were possible to build up in a rural community a small industry which 

would employ and teach a trade to the men and younger boys, and give them 

adequate pay, while not taking them completely from the farm, I felt that it 

would keep many of the more ambitious members in the district, who would 

otherwise be drawn to the cities. It was with this in mind that we decided to 

make furniture our test case.12

social reformers had long thought craft and agriculture ideal companions 
because handicrafts could provide profitable work to supplement the farmer’s 
income. Many attempts were made toward this end, but they were not widespread 
and seldom met their founders’ expectations.13 as many of its arts and Crafts 
predecessors had tried, Val-Kill was intended to be a vocational program to serve 
the needs of local farming families. “eventually,” Mrs. Roosevelt told one reporter 
in 1929, “we plan to have a school for craftsmen at Val-Kill, where the young boys 
and girls of the neighborhood can learn cabinetmaking or weaving, and where 
they can find employment, rather than have to go down to the city to work.”14 
despite Mrs. Roosevelt’s continued insistence on this point in her promotion, 
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25Val-Kill Industries: A History

Val-Kill never realized this aim.15

sometime in 1926, Mrs. Roosevelt approached Charles Cornelius for advice 
on her plans to establish the Val-Kill shop. The first curator of american furni-
ture at the Metropolitan Museum of art, Cornelius, was initially skeptical of the 
Val-Kill plan but consented to help after thorough discussions with Mrs. Roosevelt 
and Cook. Cornelius offered access to the museum’s collection and introduced the 
ladies to Morris schwartz, a prominent hartford, Connecticut, furniture restorer 
and leading authority on american furniture. schwartz was restoring many of 
the pieces destined for exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum and advised the 
women on american furniture and aspects of design. In the years that followed, 
schwartz maintained contact with them, supplying some furniture for Val-Kill 
Cottage; later, his son George would work at Val-Kill in the finishing room and 
delivering furniture orders.

during this time, Cook dedicated herself to the study of historic furniture 
styles, researched recipes for stains and the finishing process, and drafted sketches 
of furniture based on antiques in the Metropolitan Museum and the large collec-
tion assembled by wallace nutting and recently sold for exhibit at the hartford 
Memorial (later renamed the wadsworth atheneum). The shop employed a 
part-time draftsman to convert Cook’s sketches into measured drawings from 
which blueprints and templates were made. henry Toombs, the architect for 
Val-Kill Cottage (under FdR’s direction), drafted the shop drawings in that first 
year. he was succeeded by lewis Macomber, an architect working in new york 
City. Toombs and Macomber also submitted some of their own designs for Cook’s 
consideration.16

No. 24, Butterfly Drop-Leaf Table,  
by New York architect Louis Macomber. No. 24, Butterfly Drop-Leaf Table.
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26 The hudson River Valley Review

with construction of the cottage 
and factory nearing completion in 
the winter of 1926, it was time to 
set up the furniture shop and begin 
production.

Frank salvatore landolfa was 
an Italian immigrant who arrived 
in new york City on Christmas 
day in 1925. Trained in a family 
of cabinetmakers and woodworkers, 
he was working with wood at age 
five. landolfa possessed what Mrs. 
Roosevelt described as an “artist’s 
love of fine workmanship.”17 

Reserved and pensive, he was a man of few words, with a craftsman’s appreciation 
for the feel of fine wood. “It’s mahogany,” landolfa would say, caressing it. “My 
favorite. It is rich. It feels good.”18

landolfa came alone to the united states to establish a branch of an import-
export business for his family. his efforts were unsuccessful, obliging him to 
fall back on what he knew—woodcraft. landolfa found work with a new york 
City furniture maker.19 at night, he instructed boys in a vocational program at 
Greenwich house, where Mrs. Roosevelt served as a trustee.

Today a thriving community center, Greenwich house was founded during 
the settlement Movement in 1902 by Mary Kingsbury simkhovitch and 
other social reformers like Jacob Riis. Its goal was to improve the lives of the 
predominantly immigrant population living in what was then Manhattan’s most 
congested neighborhood. By 1926, Greenwich house was developing pioneering 
vocational education programs in the arts and craftsmanship. Mrs. Roosevelt 
approached nicola Famiglietti, an immigrant master cabinetmaker from naples 
who ran the woodcarving workshop, for assistance in locating a craftsman for 
Val-Kill. Famiglietti recommended landolfa, who agreed to an interview with 
Cook (with the aid of an interpreter) and arrived at Val-Kill in december 1926 to 
establish the Val-Kill workshop.20

Val-Kill Cottage was nearing completion and the furniture factory was 
still under construction when landolfa arrived. shortly after, Cook purchased 
machinery and workbenches selected by landolfa from a new york City 
supplier.21 landolfa began constructing furniture for Val-Kill Cottage during the 
first months of 1927.22 

Eleanor Roosevelt and Frank Landolfa  
at his lathe in the shop.

eL
ea

n
o

r 
ro

o
se

ve
Lt

 n
at

io
n

a
L 

h
is

to
ri

C 
si

te

HRVR26_1.indd   26 10/9/09   1:17 PM



27Val-Kill Industries: A History

landolfa had understandable misgivings moving to rural hyde Park: he knew 
no one and spoke little english. a lifelong urbanite who cared little for country 
life, he was homesick for Milan, and considered returning to Italy. Mrs. Roosevelt 
encouraged him to remain in hyde Park. she enrolled him in a night class to 
learn to speak english, provided room and board, driving lessons, and helped him 
purchase his first car. as a result, landolfa stayed.

The Val-Kill shop was soon bustling with several important orders placed that 
winter. FdR was the first customer, purchasing furniture for his newly renovated 
cottage at warm springs, Georgia. Roosevelt family friend henry Morgenthau, Jr. 
(later FdR’s u.s. secretary of the Treasury) placed a large order for his country 
home in upstate new york. FdR’s mother placed an order of tables for the James 
Roosevelt Memorial library she built for the town of hyde Park. a sampling of 
products had to be made in time for the first exhibition and sale scheduled for 
May at the Roosevelts’ east 65th street townhouse in new york City. To meet 
the deadline, landolfa hired two additional cabinetmakers and two finishers, all 
of them Italian immigrants. The sale included a copy of a large walnut gate-leg 
table in the Metropolitan Museum, a desk-on-frame, a pair of leather upholstered 
Cromwellian chairs, an assortment of butterfly drop-leaf tables, trestle tables, 
mirrors, a dressing table, and chairs. Guests could view photographs and draw-
ings illustrating the full range of Val-Kill shop products. The exhibition and sale 

Otto Berge, Karl Johannesen, and Frank Landolfa (left to right) in the furniture shop.
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28 The hudson River Valley Review

was a success—the shop received more 
orders than it could sustain, necessitating 
the need for a fourth craftsman hired the 
following month.

otto Berge arrived at long Island 
City from norway in 1913. Berge was a 
wheelwright by training, and was largely 
self-taught as a cabinetmaker following 
his arrival in the united states. after 
working a short time as a woodcrafter 
in an automobile body factory and then 
a few years as a house carpenter, Berge 
took a job repairing furniture at the east 
13th street antique shop in new york 
City. his employer was a dealer associ-

ated with alfred G. Compton.23 Berge developed his craft by instinct, familiar-
izing himself with eighteenth-century craftsmanship and perfecting his technical 
skill. he studied the furniture collections at the Metropolitan Museum and the 
Boston Museum of Fine arts. he also was acquainted with wallace nutting and 
Morris schwartz. “you have to study your art,” Berge said, “and in order to study 
any kind of art you have to go way, way back and you have to study and you have 
to find out who knew more than yourself.” 24 Throughout his life, he remained 
committed to traditional values of craftsmanship and historic integrity.

schwartz, who had earlier advised Mrs. Roosevelt and Cook, referred Berge 
to the Val-Kill shop. Berge interviewed 
with nancy Cook in new york City 
and joined the shop in the summer 
of 1927. It was busy and well-equipped 
when he arrived, but he was critical. 
Berge thought the designs by Toombs 
and Macomber were attractive but 
lacked correctness, pointing out their 
unfamiliarity with authentic american 
style and techniques. Berge’s criticism 
was directed, in part, toward adapta-
tions in the designs to make them 

“suitable for modern needs,” a feature 
Mrs. Roosevelt promoted in magazine 

No. 117, Pennsylvania Pine Dresser.

No. 3, Gateleg Table.

Ph
o

to
 b

y 
n

a
n

C
y 

Co
o

k.
 P

ri
va

te
 C

o
LL

eC
ti

o
n

Ph
o

to
 by n

a
n

C
y Co

o
k. Co

o
k-D

iCkerm
a

n
 Co

LLeC
tio

n
,  

eLea
n

o
r ro

o
seveLt n

atio
n

a
L h

isto
riC site

HRVR26_1.indd   28 10/9/09   1:18 PM



29Val-Kill Industries: A History

No. 54, Bannister Back Chair and No. 74, Low Chest of Drawers. 
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No. 91, Flat Top Desk.
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30 The hudson River Valley Review

articles, interviews, and radio spots.25

according to Berge, the shop was 
joining furniture with glue and dowels 
when he arrived. he credits himself 
with introducing authentic eigh-
teenth-century construction methods, 
including dovetail and mortise-and-
tenon joints. however, this isn’t consis-
tent with furniture known to be among 
the early pieces crafted by landolfa 
for Val-Kill Cottage.26 Berge was a 
purist, confident in his craft, eager 
to be correct. he certainly may have 
witnessed methods that did not meet 
his approval, and given his exposure 
to the american antiques market and 
museum collections, he may have 
refined or perfected practices at Val-Kill. 

The real issue may have been the pressure the shop was under in that first year 
to complete orders and be ready for the first exhibition and sale. Mrs. Roosevelt 
recalled “how difficult it was at first to instill into the minds of the workmen that 
what was expected of them was craftsmanship, not speed.”

even though we selected our workmen for their artistic leanings as well as 

their technical ability… they could not understand, at first, that we did not 

want the furniture slapped together any old way in order to get it finished. 

They were so used to rushing through with a job, using the methods of join-

ing and finishing which would give quick though not always lasting results, 

that it seemed incredible that anything else could be asked of them in this 

age of factory production. But once they realized that what we wanted was 

the very best cabinet making of which they were capable, they swung into 

the spirit of the undertaking, and now they take a genuine pride in turning 

out a beautiful piece of work.27

whatever the case, it was about the time of Berge’s arrival that the Val-Kill 
shop adopted a marketing strategy that highlighted construction methods. In an 
early article, Caroline o’day made reference to “the careful fitting of part to part 
with mortise and tenon joints pinned with wooden pegs. The common and usual 
way of putting furniture together in these hurried days is with dowels and glue, 

Eleanor Roosevelt in the finishing room 
with Matthew Famiglietti.
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none of which have any part in the construc-
tion of Val-Kill furniture.” 28

Val-Kill designs offered lyric simplicity 
that championed traditional values. Rather 
than develop a full range of american antique 
styles like many competitors, shop practices at 
Val-Kill were motivated by economy to keep 
production costs modest.29 The more ornate 
features typical of the Queen anne style or 
the characteristic inlay of Federal furniture 
would have added substantially to produc-
tion costs. as noted in a 1931 New York 
Times article, “all of the furniture emphasizes 
directness of construction and simplicity of ornamentation. Most of the pieces 
are reproductions of that great age of simply carved and turned wood-work, the 
Jacobean era of the seventeenth century.” 30

Miss Cook assigned each order for a piece of furniture to one craftsman, who 
would be solely responsible for selecting the wood, preparing the layouts, making 
the cuts, and assembly until it was ready for the finishing room.31 lumber supplies 
were purchased from Ichabod T. williams & sons in new york City, the oldest 
and largest firm in the world dealing in mahogany and other imported hard-
woods.32 The men would drive to new york City and select the wood themselves. 
Machines were shared by the men, but each was assigned his own workbench 
and, as was customary, a craftsman was responsible for his own hand tools, a set 

typically including chisels of various types and 
sizes, planes, a handsaw, and a dovetail saw. Prior 
to delivery, a finished piece of furniture would 
receive the Val-Kill shop trademark.33

Finishing was a meticulous process requiring 
patience and perseverance. Repeated sanding, 
staining, and polishing lent the work its solid 
integrity and produced a silken luster. during 
the first months, Cook worked in the finishing 
room herself, assisted by two young men from 
the local area. as orders increased, landolfa 
recruited Matthew Famiglietti, an acquaintance 
from Greenwich house. Famiglietti was hired to 
manage the finishing room and train the steady No. 63, Cromwellian Chair.

No. 22, Large Stand
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procession of local boys employed for that purpose. Mrs. Roosevelt boasted that 
although the furniture was made by expert craftsmen, “we also employ boys of 
the neighborhood, and teach them the trade of finishing furniture, in the best 
possible way.” 34 Famiglietti arrived late in 1927 and remained until Val-Kill 
Industries closed in 1936.

Caroline o’day described the appearance of the finishing room and the 
process:

The unstained piece is taken to the finishing room. huge glass jars filled 

with mysterious liquids are on the shelves that line the walls. Jars and bot-

tles of gruesome looking mixtures stand in corners and under workbenches. 

Indeed the place might be mistaken for the workshop of an alchemist of old 

were it not for the collection of chairs and tables, chest of drawers, bed and 

benches piled high, awaiting their turn to be stained. This staining process 

seems almost a ritual, so carefully, almost reverently, is it done—a little color 

at first, carefully rubbed down, then a second or third coat, but always pre-

serving the beauty of the grain of the wood. The furniture gradually takes 

on the desired richness of tone. when this is finally satisfactory, the polish-

ing begins. It is done entirely by hand, for hours and hours, until the wood 

becomes like velvet to the touch.35

Cook developed a document for charting as many as fifteen steps in the 
finishing process. Clifford smith, caretaker and gardener at Val-Kill who worked 
in the finishing room, specifically recalled using a water stain, lacquer, wet sand-
paper, pumice, and burlap in the finishing process.36

Cook was a stern taskmaster and had a tendency toward micromanagement, 
requiring the employees to complete detailed timesheets. according to landolfa, 
she developed a timetable estimating the amount of time needed to complete each 
piece of furniture.37 her notations giving specific instruction on how to perform 
a particular task appear frequently on Val-Kill shop drawings—“Be sure to get the 
wood marked K.d. for the top. don’t make a mistake,” or “Pick out very nice wood 
and do nicely. Time on last ones 12¾ hrs” are typical of her annotations.38 These 
must have been a source of irritation for some of the men.39

The business grew steadily, reaching its peak in 1930, surviving the wall 
street market crash of 1929. during this period of growth, the Val-Kill shop 
employed as many as six cabinetmakers, crowding the workmen and forcing an 
expansion of the factory. Two additions were constructed in 1928 and 1929, nearly 
doubling the shop’s size.

encouraged by strong sales, Mrs. Roosevelt and Cook considered developing 
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a forge at Val-Kill. The Val-Kill shop’s 
steady decline began in 1931, as the Great 
depression took its toll. The economy and 
resulting drop in furniture sales delayed 
their plans until 1934. Mrs. Roosevelt 
showcased the first pewter wares from the 
Val-Kill Forge at the april 1935 exhibi-
tion and sale held at her new york City 
residence.

The forge was run by otto Berge’s 
younger brother arnold, who had immi-
grated to the united states in 1927 and 
held various jobs in new york City before 
moving to hyde Park. arnold was first 
apprenticed to otto in the furniture shop 
in 1929. a quick study, he made several 
fine pieces of furniture under his brother’s instruction. arnold consented to 
operate the Val-Kill Forge; he received his training in only a few weeks from a 
new Jersey pewtersmith.40 The forge offered more than fifty items, including 
plates, bowls, porringers, mugs, candlesticks, pitchers, and lamps—most copies 
of popular eighteenth-century forms—as well as a few modern products such as 
matchbook covers and cigarette boxes.41 Berge usually worked with one assistant, 
Clifford smith from 1935 to 1937, followed by Frank swift.

Berge continued operating the forge for Mrs. Roosevelt and her partners on 
the Val-Kill property after the furniture shop was disbursed. In 1938, he relocated 
the operation as sole proprietor from 1938 until world war II, when it became 
difficult to obtain the necessary raw materials. Berge closed the forge and went to 
work in a shipyard. he did not reopen it when the war ended.

Arnold Berge at his lathe in 
the Val-Kill Forge.

Assorted pewter from the Val-Kill Forge.
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In 1934, Mrs. Roosevelt visited the hand-weaving room at Biltmore Industries 
in asheville, north Carolina with the determination of establishing a similar 
model at Val-Kill. upon her return to hyde Park, she learned that her house-
keeper, nelly Johannesen, had an interest in weaving. Fred seeley, who had 
purchased Biltmore Industries from Mrs. George w. Vanderbilt, its founder and 
patron, gave Mrs. Roosevelt a loom and offered to train a weaver from Val-Kill as 
his guest.42 

nelly Johannesen had a cheerful disposition. she worked as housekeeper 
at Val-Kill from 1928 to 1930, when her son Karl was employed in the furniture 
shop. In 1933, with encouragement from Mrs. Roosevelt, Johannesen built a tea 
room with gas station at the entrance to Val-Kill. The following year, Johannesen 
spent eleven days studying weaving at Biltmore, returning again in 1935 for more 
training. working primarily during the winter months, nelly Johannesen wove 
an average of 800 yards of homespun cloth in a year and sold it for three dollars 
per yard. “Most of Mrs. Johannesen’s material is used for dresses, coats and suits,” 
a local paper reported. “Varicolored bolts are stacked in the new south room, built 
on to the teashop recently by her son. There are solid colors and stripes, subdued 
shades and bright red-and-green plaids.” 43 

The weaving industry was intended to be part of Val-Kill Industries, but 
Johannesen managed the business quite independently. over a short period of 
time, she was able to repay Mrs. Roosevelt for her investment in the set-up costs. 
By 1936, she was managing the accounting herself as sole proprietor.

By the end of 1930, orders for the furniture shop dropped so low that most 
of the workers were let go, leaving only landolfa, Famiglietti, and otto Berge. 
during the remaining years, orders were scarce and infrequent, preventing steady 
full-time work. In 1932, landolfa, with more time on his hands, began crafting 
small wood accessories—bookends, salad bowl sets, jewelry boxes, letterboxes, 
cheese plates, paper knives, and picture frames. some of these were made with 
lumber Mrs. Roosevelt salvaged from the white house, initially removed during 
1927 renovations to the roof.44 Items manufactured from this stock were affixed 
with a small, engraved brass plate indicating the wood’s origin. 

The hardest years for the furniture shop were 1934 and 1935, when landolfa 
finally left for a more reliable income. Mrs. Roosevelt arranged a job for him 
restoring furniture for an acquaintance. he eventually opened his own shop in 
Poughkeepsie and continued making and restoring furniture for another forty 
years until his retirement. 

Finally, Mrs. Roosevelt and her partners began liquidation of the furniture 
shop. Mrs. Roosevelt was making plans to convert the factory building into her 
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own residence. otto Berge stayed through 1936 to complete the final orders, most 
of them placed by Mrs. Roosevelt for her new cottage. Berge had been setting up a 
shop at his home, presumably to start his own business as soon as he was able. he 
accepted the women’s offer to take what machinery from the shop he still needed 
as well as the Val-Kill shop trademark. Berge continued making furniture under 
the Val-Kill name until his retirement in the 1970s.

events leading to the decision to dissolve the Val-Kill partnership are not 
precisely known. a personal disagreement between Mrs. Roosevelt and Cook 
in 1938 was the highlight of what may have been a growing disaffection. But 
economic realities were really to blame. Managing the shop during a recession 
coupled with her political responsibilities at the state democratic Party head-
quarters were having an effect on nancy Cook’s health.45 a note Mrs. Roosevelt 
dashed off to her friend lorena hickok confirms the circumstances:

lots of work going on today but moving the shop out and giving the furni-

ture to otto and machinery and the other two boys the pewter and little 

things is really a great relief to [nancy] and will mean a more peaceful life.46

The assessment of Val-Kill’s financial health has never been fully understood. 
nancy Cook apparently destroyed most of the records shortly before her death.47 
Family members and friends close to Mrs. Roosevelt later expressed concern that 
she was underwriting the shop’s losses. In his published memoir, Mrs. Roosevelt’s 
son elliott disparagingly referred to his mother’s “hopeless task of turning Val-Kill 
Industries into a paying concern.” 48 Mrs. Roosevelt even admitted “I put up most 
of the capital from my earnings from radio and writing and even used some of the 
small capital that I had inherited from my mother and father.” 49 Mrs. Roosevelt’s 
secretary, Malvina Thompson, added that Val-Kill failed for lack of expertise 
in business management, and that Cook refused to bring in help.50 otto Berge 
agreed. 

But the scant surviving financial records suggest that the situation was not 
always so desperate. with the exception of the very difficult year of 1930 and the 
final years 1935 and 1936, records indicate that the Val-Kill shop was making a 
modest annual profit divided equally among Roosevelt, Cook, and dickerman. 
Most years, they earned a profit that ranged from $500 to $1,900.51 however, the 
return on their total investment in Val-Kill Industries of $18,610 from 1925 to 
1936 was only $5,028—a loss of $13,582.

But analysis of Val-Kill’s success based solely on the fiscal realities misses the 
point. despite Val-Kill’s inability to sustain itself as a commercial venture, it did 
succeed in some ways where other cottage industries had failed. The experiment 
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at Val-Kill paved the way for larger initiatives that became possible when Franklin 
d. Roosevelt took the oath of office in 1933. among the new deal agencies estab-
lished by FdR’s administration, the works Progress administration (wPa) orga-
nized more than 3,000 craft projects, the Farm security administration (Fsa) 
experimented with cottage industry, and many more government-sponsored 
programs embraced some form of traditional craft to liberate americans from 
poverty and restore their dignity. 

The relationship between Val-Kill Industries and the quest for solutions to 
the crises of the depression were early observed by one writer who paid a visit to 
the Val-Kill shop. “while therefore, Mrs. Roosevelt so vigorously and so effec-
tively sponsors the handicraft movement, it is almost plain that she is not fully 
aware of the revolutionary bearing and implications of her sponsorship.” This 
perceptive reporter recognized eleanor Roosevelt as the pivotal figure in trans-
forming a national aesthetic movement into effective government programs. “The 
world is full of Val-Kill workshops,” he further remarked. “what is happening in 
america in the encouragement and development of handcrafts is significant more 
because of the political turn it has taken through Mrs. Roosevelt than because of 
any other aspect of the movement.” 52
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