Dancing up

“Stormy’

Stormin’ Norman’s has Siouxland hoppin’

By Tim Gallagher

Journal staff writer

WATERBURY, Neb. — J
Norman Schwartz had to |
give up one of his old cars

to buy a place. A place to ! ‘

store his old cars. |

“It took a 1987 Corvette
and cash to get this old
school,” says Schwartz, an
insurance man who trans- |
formed the old school to [
Storm’n Norman’s Rock-n-
Roll Auditorium, a classic
rocking joint that attracts
about 400 people once per
month to this tiny northeast
Nebraska village.

Welcome to Waterbury,
population 89.

On this night, there are at
least 389.

“Undoubtedly, this is the
neatest atmosphere we play
in,” says Don Schossow of
Laurens, Iowa, a fixture
with The Senders, Iowa’s
longest running rock-n-roll
group at 44 years and
counting. “I’ve played in
seven states and probably
hundreds of places and this
place has more the 1950’s
feel than anyplace I have
ever played.”

Schwartz and wife

. Jeanette not only breathed
new life into this 1953 gym-
nasium, they likely saved it
from the wrecking ball a _
decade ago. The story be- |
gins in 1953 when leaders
in tiny Waterbury builta -
gym just across the street
from the"school. Eight years
later; however, the school
district consolidated with ./
nearby Allen'and Ponca. "
For years, the gym was
used for storage.

Schwartz, an American
Family insurance agent in
Sioux City, spent years col-
lecting cars and boats. By
1996 his collection left him
looking for more storage
space.

“I got a call from a friend
who said this building in
Waterbury was available,”
says Schwartz. “I called the
owner and walked through
the gym in the summer of
1996.”

He’d been to Waterbury
only once before, having
traveled 30 minutes west of
Sioux City to examine the
old schoolhouse, as a possi-
ble insured property. The
school had been trans-

formed into apartment units,

which still exist.

The problem? Recent
rains in 1996 left the old
gym floor slick and muddy.
Schwartz recalls walking
through muck up to his
shins. While the floor was
saturated, Schwartz saw
some possibilities.

“I saw it was big and had
lots of room for my stor-
age,” he says.

He traded an 87 black
Corvette and cash for the
structure.

“If T hadn’t made that
deal, the car would be gone
and the money spent,” he
says, laughing. On a more
serious note, he adds, “Had
we not bought this, they
would have tore it down in
two years I'm afraid.”

Schwartz moved his clas-
sic cars into the place and
rented a portion of it to oth-
ers with storage needs. They
stored about 30 vehicles
here until Jeanette nudged
her husband in another di-
rection,

Paint won’t hold at first

“I'looked the building
over one day and told
Jeanette that I'd like to tear
out the wooden bleachers to
make room for more stor-
age,” he remembers.

“Once you do that,”
Jeanette recalls, “the build-
ing will only have one pur-
pose left (storage). I told
him that before he does
that, he should consider

other possibilities.”

“She put the bug in my
ear that maybe we could
have a dance here,” he says.

Storm’n starts small

So, Norman Schwartz and
a small crew of friends and
family members began
cleaning the old gym/audi-
torium that winter. The cou-
ple had seen the Iowa Rock-
n-Roll Music Association
put together a few dances
during the year. The idea
wasn’t bad. But, their future
dance hall needed a coat of
paint, at the very least.

“That winter the walls
were so cold that the paint
would just slip off the wall,
it wouldn’t adhere,” Nor-
man Schwartz says.

But he kept making the
drive to Waterbury every
night after work to paint, to
scrape, to redo the plumb-
ing.

Stormin’ Norman'’s, which
is still a work in progress,
was in the early stages of its
renovation when the couple
booked The Runaways for
their first dance in July
1997. About 100 dancers
showed up.






