The Everett Theatre

Dancing to a New Tu

By Carol Child
Correspondent

Zelda Fitzgerald, wife of The Great Gatsby author F.
Scott Fitzgerald, and a talented writer and watercolorist
in her own right, who began frantically studying bal-
let at age 30, referred to Wilmington as the black hole
of Calcutta, While opinions on that subject may vary,
nonetheless one wonders: Had the Fitzgeralds, who
rented, in 1929, Ellerslie the white-pillared mansion on
the Delaware River in Edgemoor where they staged polo
matches with plow horses and croquet mallets, traveled
below the canal and brought friends Ernest Hemingway,
Thornton Wilder, Helen Hayes and Wilmington Judge
lohn Biggs, Ir., to the Everett Theatre in our town, would
Zelda have danced 1o a new tune?

In 1863 the Town Hall and Opera House opened its
doors in Middletown, the center of the community,
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The Everett Theatre is one of Middletown’s most recognizable
attractions.
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with live entertainment until the wood structure went up
in flames in 1918. Residents of the small farming town
rebuilt the theatre but it, too, bumed in 1921, The pres-
ent structure, the Everett Theatre, was built on its ashes,
of concrete and plaster, opening its doors on December
7, 1922, Delaware Day. The theatre has performed an
integral role in the M.O.T. community ever since — as a
meeting place, music hall and vaudeville theatre, and
venue for silent film, talkies and Saturday afternoon serials,
Talk to any Middletown native of a certain age and he or
she will tell you about how, back in the 1950s and ‘60s,
as a kid, you could go 1o the Everell to watch a movie and
You e everybody in the audience. But, soon, drive-ins,
television and malls siphoned off audiences until, in 1979,
finally the theatre lights dimmed, the last seat emptied
and the doors shut softly as the last patron exited. For four
years the Everett stood dark, its artfully painted ceiling and
walls crumbling, the seals rolling; no ear to hear the fine
acoustics.

Then someone told Ellen Combs Davis that the neglected
building was on the market and would make a great indoor
tennis court, minus plow horses and croquet mallets,
probably. Davis put out a call and a troupe of concerned
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The Everett Theatre proscenium and stage.

citizens formed Associaled Community Talents, Inc., a
non-profit corporation, and began raising funds in 1981
for the express purpose of purchasing and restoring the
Everell. Davis remained a driving force on the scene, gel-
ting a cast of players into the act, until her death at 83 on
Easter Sunday, April 13, 2006.

The building was bought and renovations begun. In
1983 the Off Broad Street Players, a non-profit theatre
Continued on page 11
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group, started by Virginia Pierce (who began taking ballet
lessons at age 40 and then broke her foot), opened the
doors with the first production, a variety show in three acts,
said Pierce’s daughter, Shanna Shuler, A.C.T. vice chair
and chair of Everett planning,. The show was a success,
despite a man sitting in the balcony catching rain in a
bucket from the leaky roof. Shuler's daughter, Adrienne,
then 8, sang “Over the Rainbow.”

“We had nothing,” said Shuler, “So we approached local
merchants asking them to provide money, props and so on.
We paid them back with proceeds from the ticket sales.”
Zelda missed our town’s zealous effort, the ensuing chorus
of Disney films and the line of Broadway productions, the
children’s theatre and the Everett Chorale that followed on
the newly refurbished stage. She missed the filming of that
1989 literati movie Dead Poets Society at the Everett, and
she missed all the family films, like Shrek, Harry Potter
and Pirates of the Caribbean, that still roll at the Everett the
first full weekend of every month on the same carbon-arc,
reel-to-reel projectors originally installed in 1942, This
December 7 and 8 The Polar Express is coming to town.
And, just like in the old days, parents don’t have to worry
about their kids. The front-of-the-house volunteers who

take the tickets before the movie wait after the movie until
all the kids have been picked up out front.

Elizabeth Barbato, owner of Purple Sage Herbs, is A.C.T.
board film chair. She calls the movie companies and rents
the film. Her hushand, Michael, is one of the projection-
isls.

“It is wonderful to see a movie in that theatre,” said
Barbato. “We are conducting a $200 a seat campaign to
raise funds to restore the balcony seals. Reslore a seal and
your name is put on it.” So far, they have sold eight out of
approximately 150 seats. In the downstairs area, 300 seats
already have been sold and restored.

MNext, A.C.T. raised the curtain on The Gilbert W. Perry,
Ir. Center for the Arts in the autumn of 2006, a non-profit
communily ars center, acquiring the Napa Auto Parls
building next door to the Everett and naming the center in
henor of our town's beloved local artist who died in 1996
al age 43. They followed that scene this year intreducing
the new Hudson Contemporary Art Gallery in the front of
the building, named for the Hudson automohile dealer-
ship that was there, constructed in 1924, Zelda and friends
could have motored home in a Hudson. This October and
Movember the gallery exhibited Gibby Perry's works.

Caroline Zeitler, A.C.T. board member and co-chair for
the Gibby Center, who has a B.A. in art education, met
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Gibby when he came to speak at a University of Delaware
graphic design class she took. His career was just on the
rise. Zeiller contacts artists and organizes exhibils and poli-
cies and procedures. In September, John McGiff, a teacher
at 5t. Andrew’s School, exhibited a few of his oil on ply-
wood porraits of local farmers, Frank and son Michael
Rutkowski and Gary Simendinger, part of McGiff's con-
tinuing series of local farmers and farms.

The Gibby strives lo reach the entire community with
classes in visual arts, crafts, music and dance for students
of all ages and abilities, including the home schooled and
preschoolers. Their teacher, Pamela Skwish, teaches Gel
Ready, Get Set, Go - At For Home Schoolers. “These
classes follow national standards in art education,” she
said.

Volunteer Barbara Augustson, a retired teacher, coordi-
nates the arts classes and chairs the Gibby Team. She said
the center also offers after-school and evening classes for
children, including the Boys & Girls Club kids, and classes
for adults plus a Saturday moming impressionist painting
class for all ages. You can see the student artwork exhibit-
ed during the December 8 Main Street ArtFULL Afterncon.
“Kids are receptive to the teachers and teachers’ ratings

surveys have come back extremely high,” said Augustson.

“The Gibby helps people learn to express themselves,”
said Zeitler. “People with health problems benefit from
being in a better environment.

“It's exciting,” she said, “as Individuals approach us
with unique ideas for theatre productions. It's an amazing
experience — you ask one person and they refer you to
someone else, and it spreads by word of mouth and email
contacts.”

Most of the theatre volunteers have been involved with
the Everetl for 20 years, performing or otherwise, and their
kids have grown up on the stage.

Bill Carter plays the Everett Theatre organ for 45 minutes
before nearly every movie. He has been the organist there
since he went to a foreign film series at the theatre 12
years ago, spotted the organ and asked Ellen Combs Davis
about it. She invited him to play. The current Baldwin
Cinema Organ, which has an electronic version of the “toy
counters” that make the theatre organ sound effects — “car
homs, sirens, drums, castanels and so on, essential during
the silent film era,” Carter, who has been playing theater
organs since he was 13, said. “Every time | play, I'm
surrounded by kids asking a lot of questions, Kids today
don’t even know what organs are, so | carefully explain
the difference between the organ and a piano or electronic
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keyboard. Theater organs are very different from electronic
organs that play a lot of the parts for you,” he said. “You
play with your hands and your feet and operate the stops
to change the register.

“The Everett is a very, very original theater,” Carter con-
tinued. “There are not many carbon-arc projectors left in
the country from a half century ago. It is the last of the
theaters in Delaware with a pr arch. We're keeping the
tradition alive. It is a real theater with an orchestra pit and
a working stage. You can still fly scenery up and down
with sandbags, like sailboat ropes. Early theaters didn’t
have much in the way of amplification,” Carter went on.
“Creating acoustics was an art. The Everett has great acous-
tics. You can stand on the stage at the Everett, whisper and
be heard. That's very special.

COMING SOOMN:
Family Movies: The first full weekend of every manth on
Friday and Saturday evenings at 7:30.
January 26: Frost and Fantasy, a night of dining and
dancing at the M.O.T Senior Center to raise funds to
benefit the Everett Theatre restoration.
February 15, 17 and 22: Grease
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A view of the Everett Theatre from Main Sireef in Middlefown.

April 11 & 12, 18th & 19th: Shakespeare Abridged
Summer 2008: Children’s Theatre Workshops

Need Volunteers — Candy counter or technical. A.C.T. is
considering conducting workshops for adult volunteers.
They need a volunteer COSTUME MISTRESS to manage
the costume closet. Call 378-1200. Volunteers must be
committed — you have to give a lot of your time.



