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Her hours upon the stage
A Lady in Distress: The Everett Theatre
By Carol Child
Correspondent

A

lady wants to meet you. That’s what her MySpace page says.
She’s a Sagittarian, born Delaware Day, in fact – December
7, and she resides in the hearts of Middletowners. She’s not just
any female. Actually, she’s fairly messed up – temporarily. She
is a lady in distress. O.K., she is 85, yet nevertheless she is a
grande dame: She is the Everett Theatre. There was a bit of a
mishap, you see. So, she’s in desperate need of assistance.
Until further notice, The Historic Everett Theatre is closed,
posts the bill: Around 11:30 Saturday night, March 15 an 85-by60-foot block of the ceiling collapsed – “In one eleven thousand
pound slab – five-and-a-half tons -- not in pieces,” says Dave
Potter, a volunteer projectionist and the Associated Community
Talents, Inc. board member overseeing the cleanup and restoration. “It was a catastrophic failure.”
Photo by William Carter
Dusty death strutted upon yesterday’s restoration so lovingly The Everett Theatre is a featured attraction to draw people to
and passionately bestowed. It came as if on cue, for little more Middletown’s Main Street. A proper restoration will help the
than two hours earlier 140 patrons had exited the theatre after efforts to revitalize downtown.
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an Easter show, missing the tragic final act. The house was
dark, thanks to the Great Director of these things.
Thirty-five of the 350 house seats were destroyed, according
to Shanna Shuler, ACT board vice president and chair of Everett
planning, as well as the newly restored ceiling medallions,
the original houselights on one side and the original silk wall
covering on that side.
“The silk wall coverings are very expensive to duplicate,”
says Shuler.
Asbestos testing of the ceiling came back negative, thank the
muses. Environmental Consulting Services of Middletown used
polarized light microscopy to analyze seven samples from the
site.
Gary Gredell of Gredell & Associates, an engineering consulting firm specializing in historic structures, came mid-March
and did a cursory survey of the entire building. “He said the
whole building looks structurally sound,” states Potter, whose
town hall proximity as Middletown IT manager allows him to
be on site as needed.
“The cause was the change of moisture on the wood ceiling
joists,” Potter explains. “Today builders do not use the same
construction methods and materials as they used back in nineteen twenty-two. What he found was that they used regular
steel shank nails. They were perfect, polished, pristine, like
new pins. However, when the ceiling joists dried out they lost
their grip on the nails. One piece of timber on the edge had a

series of knots and the dried out wood failed along the length of
knots. When that happened, it put weight on the next joist and
so on and the ceiling bowed – it caused a domino effect.” The
joist simply released the nails. Lathe, plaster, horsehair, and
nails dropped, blanketing the orchestra section and projecting
dust over all exposed surfaces.
Gredell recommended checking the balcony ceiling. Wise:
The nails had started to pull out.
EdiS removed and demolished both ceilings for $12,800,
lighting the way for the next scene.
The board is negotiating with the insurance company.
Payments will cover only the portion of ceiling that collapsed
according with the Delaware statute, Potter points out, as compared to the New Jersey statute, for example, requiring that
ceilings in danger of falling must also be covered.
Thus, the lady is in a bit of a financial bind. She has lost her
revenue and robed herself in costly repairs. So, hold the popcorn: There will be no popular monthly Friday and Saturday
night family movies shown on the historic carbon arc projector
for a while.
But, hands have reached out. The bucket brigade stepped
up – you may have seen them around town, collecting donations. Merchants have set jars on their counters. Sandi Shane,
publicity director for the board, sent out 5,000 letters asking for
donations. Applebee’s offered a 10 percent donation from each
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Everett Theatre...
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bill on May 5, and people, just people, offer what they can.
These donations provide immediate funds to keep the Everett
going – to pay the utility and other bills.
But the live shows must go on!
All scheduled productions are intended to be performed, but
in a different venue and therefore possibly on dates different
from those originally scheduled, says Shuler. The venues and
dates will be announced.
Most performances will take place at the Annex as will the
Children’s Summer Workshops -- Black Box, Little Actors – and
a first this year – Film Camp. “However, one big performance
and the three-week workshop is a big production,” Shuler says.
“It will take place in July and we will need a stage,” potentially
that of Everett Meredith Middle School.
The shows have become by necessity fundraisers.
Coming soon: “I have a really, really cool idea for a potential
three-day fundraising event,” says Shuler, “hopefully to take
place in October. I would like to make it an annual event.” She
cannot say what it is at present, because the idea is still in the
works; but she advises to keep watching the newspaper.
Meanwhile, behind the scenes, ServPro completed the theatre cleanup and then removed all the seats. They will give the
board a quote on storing and cleaning them. They will clean
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The historic Everett Theatre sustained extensive damage
when the ceiling collapsed in March—just a few hours after
140 patrons left the theatre after enjoying an Easter show.

only the undamaged seats and will physically dismantle
every seat and inspect for hidden damage. ServPro will get
quotes from other companies for the repair and restoration
of those.
The board will buy, paint, repair, Potter explains: They will
take a leg off a severely damaged seat to replace a leg on a
less-damaged seat. They are looking around to other historic
theatre companies and theatres that have similar seats to use
to replace those severely damaged.
Next, they will get construction quotes for erecting
Continued on page 27
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scaffolding so architects and structural engineers can get right
up close to the ceiling to do a thorough inspection. “They call it
‘dance floor scaffolding’,” says Potter. “Once they get up there,
they will write up a repair scope of the work – this size joist,
and so on. This inspection report will be given to contractors
for bids.”
Once the bids have been accepted and the numbers lined
up – the pace is set for six months – the process of long term
fundraising in the form of grants and gifts from major donors
can begin.
The ceiling collapse has forced ACT to begin their $2.5 million capital campaign, slated for major renovations in 2009,
immediately.
“It was a wake-up call to the community and the board,” says
Potter. “It is very much the desire of the board to do a repair
that she is worthy of. She is a historic building. She is one of
the key pins of the community – a mainstay of Main Street
– along with Cochran Square. That’s why the town put in the
brick sidewalks.
“We are using professional, licensed, Delaware engineers and
architects, trying to use resources that will give us the best of
what we need. We’re taking the repairs seriously and correctly.
We want to restore her back to her former glory. We’re not trying to be a Regal Cinema or a People’s Plaza,” says Potter.
“The Everett is a time capsule – a gem,” says Shuler. They
have the original 1922 – or at least used when the theatre was
freshened – ceiling medallion stencils stored, and Clara Bow
posters. They want to use these. “It is amazing the stuff that has
survived. We have photos of the ceiling medallions. They are
really, really pretty,” Shuler says. “Luckily, the cherub on the
proscenium arch was not damaged.”
“Mayor Ken Branner is very much aware of the situation and
regularly asks for updates and how the town can assist,” says
Potter. “They are eager to see the theatre restored, eager to get
foot traffic to Cochran Square and the Everett Theatre.”
Potter adds, “The outreach on the part of the public is so
heartwarming. The average guy on the street is so willing and
eager to help with whatever they can do. I appreciate the community effort, this love and concern for the Everett.”
“When the theatre is reopened,” proclaims Shuler, “the very
first performance will be an ACT production.”
The Everett: Her hours upon the stage she has given to many
and to-morrow will to many more.
HOW TO HELP
Mail donations to: The Everett, 45 W. Main Street,
Middletown, DE 19709, Attn: Everett Restoration Fund.
To volunteer, call (302) 378-7038 or 378-1200, or e-mail
theeverett@yahoo.com
You can visit www.everetttheatre.com and follow a link
to MySpace, where you can read a blog following the
progress and then a link to a video at YouTube.
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