
The History of Austins Arcadians 

Wooler, Ontario, January 12, 1934. It was a cold winter night and all 
was quiet at the Austin home. Jack and Leona Austin were "toasting 
their shins by the fire". Their three children Edith (age 16), Karl (age 
12) and Roma (age 10) had gone to bed. Suddenly there was a knock 
at the door. They opened it to find two men from the village, Harold 
Steinberg [pronounced Steenberg] and Roy Putnam, who had come to 
ask a favour. The town hall was full of people attending the hockey 
team dance and the orchestra had not shown up. They had a fiddler, 
Roscoe Jenners, for square dancing but were in need of an orchestra. 
The Austin family had played for a few concerts but Leona said she 
didn’t think they were good enough. Finally they were persuaded. 

They got Edith and Karl out of bed and off they went to the town 
hall, expecting to play a few tunes and come home. The crowd, 
however, was so enthusiastic and gave them such a rousing ovation 
that they played until 2 a.m. The dance committee then booked them 
to play every two weeks at the town hall from 9 p.m. until 2 a.m. for 
the grand sum of five dollars. Austins Arcadians had been born. 

Up to that point music had been an important part of all their lives. 
Leona had taken some piano lessons when she was thirteen and it 
didn’t take long for her ability to play by ear to manifest itself. She 
didn’t have a piano when she was first married, but Jack soon bought 
one. He played trumpet and mellophone in the Wooler Band and they 
enjoyed playing duets. Edith and Roma took piano lessons for a while 
and then Edith picked up a banjo and in no time was able to play it. 
Karl showed his talent quickly after the purchase of a saxophone and 
an instruction booklet. He moved on to the trumpet shortly after. A 
little later Edith and Roma both got saxophones and Jack bought a set 
of drums. On that fateful night the four played piano, banjo, 
saxophone and drums. 

Roma later joined them with her sax and Leona’s sister-in-law, 
Lillian Bell, became their violinist. Doreen Steinberg joined as 
violinist too, playing both square dance music and round dance 
music. When Karl was married, his wife Jean Steinberg added her 
talents on saxophone and piano. The first year the orchestra played 
ninety seven engagements. They played mostly weekends, but 
sometimes they would play for special parties during the week if they 
closed early, as the younger ones were still in school. No matter what 
time they finished on a Saturday night, they still had to get up for 
church the next morning. 

They played all the popular tunes of the day as soon as they came 
out. Edith and Jean transposed the piano music and wrote their parts 
in harmony. Jean started to do some composing and created a waltz 
which became known as “The Arcadian Waltz”, the theme song for 
the orchestra. During the Second World War she wrote another song 
called “I Dream of You More Now that You’re Away”. 

Dancers certainly got their money’s worth. The orchestra played a 
variety of numbers: sax solos and quartets, piano solos and duets, 
vocal solos and duets, comic songs and full orchestra selections. The 
music continued even during intermission when Jean played piano, 
Karl played trumpet and Edith, traps. Then they always ended the 
evening with a medley of waltzes, concluding with their signature 
tune “The Arcadian Waltz”. 

Over the years some members moved to other things. Lillian Bell left 
and Roma left to pursue her education. Jack, Leona, Edith, Karl, 
Jean, and Doreen carried on. 

Leona’s Memories 

I remember Austins Arcadians and the years 1934 - 1949 with a 
thrill. We would pack the saxophones, trumpet, violin, banjo and 
snare drum in the trunk of the car and tie the large drum on the back 
and away we would go. At first I was not too fussy about playing for 
dances because I had not been allowed to dance when I lived at 
home. But times had changed and all the young people were dancing. 
I agreed to play but only under certain conditions. I made it very 
plain that if liquor was brought into the hall, we would not come 
back. The dance committee watched the door and we had few 
problems, but we turned down all questionable parties. 

We played a number of times at Carrying Place, near Trenton. 
Although the dance was supervised, there was trouble with liquor. 
We warned them but the last night as we packed up, we found a man, 
passed out drunk behind the piano. We were sorry because we liked 

the people who supported us, but we had our standards and that was 
that. Sometimes I felt I was a bit narrow, but I am glad I was. Parents 
told me they didn’t mind letting their young people go to our dances 
because of it. 

We loved the socials, anniversaries, church concerts and political 
meetings , as well as the dances. I will never forget one experience 
we had in 1942. We were asked to play at the pavilion at Twelve 
O’Clock Point for the whole summer. We were thrilled. The first 
night we had a good enthusiastic crowd, but I had a problem with the 
piano. I couldn’t seem to get enough sound from it. When they 
investigated they found a mouse nest lodged in it. I nearly had a fit as 
I really dislike mice. We played thirty one nights there at a rate of 
$21.00. Springbrook brings back happy memories too. We played 
twenty one nights there. It was at Riley’s Pavilion at Bayside that 
Edith played the saxophone for the first time. 

Since we traveled all over, year round, the weather sometimes got in 
our way. Several times we could not get home after a dance because 
of snow storms, once in Cobourg , and on New Year’s Eve 1945 at 
Stirling. That night we got as far as Frankford and found the road 
blocked with snow. We ended up staying with my sister, Lilian. We 
didn’t get much sleep, but we were safe and warm.. The night there 
was an ice storm in Point Ann, we got as far as Trenton and found the 
Wooler road impossible. The hotels were full, but the Gilbert House 
did not turn us away. We bedded down in the dining room about 3 
a.m. and then had to be up by seven so they could serve breakfast. 

The orchestra traveled as far as Port Hope to the west and Napanee to 
the east, including Madoc, Roslin, Brighton, Frankford, Harwood and 
many more. They played at Edgewater Park in Campbellford and the 
Masonic Hall, enabling the Masons to pay off their mortgage in four 
years. Playing at the Quinte Inn between Carrying Place and 
Rednersville was a big event because they were paid the grand sum 
of $25. Once they were billed as an all girl orchestra as a promotional 
stunt at Colborne. Of course, Jack and Karl were there, but that didn’t 
seem to make any difference to the enthusiastic crowd. Over the 
years they played nearly seven hundred dances as well as community 
and church events, which included nineteen fowl suppers and 
banquets in one year alone. 

Around 1948, Jack decided that he wanted to capture their music and 
so he bought a disc recorder. It had a turntable with two arms, a 
regular one for playing and a large heavy one for recording. He used 
two types of discs. The small coated cardboard ones were for tests 
and fun recordings. The larger (made of some plastic or similar 
material) were used for better quality recordings. The uncut disc was 
placed on the turntable and revolved at 78 rpm. The recording needle 
raised a fine thread from the surface which had to be removed with a 
small brush to avoid noises on the finished product. It was a tricky 
business and did not allow editing. The orchestra would have to time 
their renditions to fill the space available, which usually meant 
adding vocals and repeating refrains. Sunday afternoons often turned 
into recording sessions, with younger members of the family 
providing vocals. Occasionally the recorder would be taken to a 
dance, someone would be emcee and interview people on the dance 
floor. The conditions were less than ideal and the finished product 
sometimes hardly audible; however, this was always great fun for 
everyone. 

Austins Arcadians’ final performance took place in Havelock on June 
3, 1949 when Jack became ill. Future engagements were cancelled 
and they never played again, except for their own enjoyment at home. 

No one now remembers who chose the name “Arcadians” or why. 
Maybe the alliteration just sounded good. In retrospect, however, the 
name is appropriate. Wooler may not have been the idyllic Arcadia 
with nymphs and shepherds cavorting over green meadows in peace 
and harmony; after all, it was the time of The Great Depression and 
World War II. But village life seemed simpler then. The village was 
not just a bedroom for commuters; people did not isolate themselves 
with their tvs and computers; they did not go to the city to be 
entertained or rely on big-name entertainers. Life was the 
community, and the Austin family and their music brought people 
together and provided a great deal of enjoyment and happiness for 
fifteen wonderful years. 
Written by Dianne Brearley, granddaughter of Jack (A.G.) and Leona Austin, 
daughter of Edith Austin Clapp. Based on Leona’s memoirs and notes, family 
stories, and personal memories. 


