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OX MANCHESTER STAGES

The story of thealrical per-
formances in Manchester —pro-
{feasional or amateur thealer —
in Paoemded Manchester peéo-
ple as audience and As parlici-
paris; mavbe even three -sided,
takdng into account Manchester
people who made a living as
professionals and becanme known
outside of Connecticul

Ome thinks first of Cheney
Hall, butk in 1867 by the silk
manuwfaciuring family, and of

Apel's Opera House, bulll “owver
porth” by B, C. Apel, Iurnilure
dealer and undertaker Cne
thinks of the Communily Flay.
ers, okdest (33 vears last June)
company in Conneclicul conlin:
wously active, of the Little Thea-
tre of Manchesier, PTPSE‘HTJ:'-'
hopedul of its own auditorium,
of the Gilbert and Sullivan
Workshop, seen recently in &
20th anniversary production of

“Trigl by Jury'" and “H. M. 5.
Finafore.”

But surely there was profes-
sional theater before the late
1%h century. Lei's have a set
Bng lor our slory.

Entertainmeént, public and pr-
vale, probably yes, thealer as
we know il now, almosl certain
Iv¥ not., The people who sellled
in Connecticul were the serous-
minded, oo siradt-laced W be
beguiled by play-acting.

Hardord's First

The first theatrical perform-
ance in Hartford wes an ama-
teur show in May 1778, present-
od in the Arst State House in
Hooker Bguare —nol the present
Obd State House, but the build-

ing which preceded I

The Utle was “Tancred and
Bgiamunde,” and, for its pres-
Lafation Jhe Jluninr Snmbisler
(Clas=s renied—had the aodacily
ta reni is a phrase better ex-
pressing the reaciion o soIme,
At leasl, of their audience--ihe
Stale House because no hall was
awvailable for them In (Haston-
bury, where they'd been redo-
cated from New Haven because
of the war. The production cos{
them 80 pounds and the whole
project was regarded, at very
besl, In the Hght of an ill-ad-
vieed prank.

In 1T, Hartford's first resl
theater, eapecially designed and
bail for plavacting, opened on

Temple Bl near Main, Profes-
slonal repertory companies ap-
paared there for five seasons,
One play, A Child of Nature,'
by Mrs. Inchbald, was followed
by a favorile farce entitled
“"Love & La Mode™

There were occasional Shake-
epearean plavas,  including &
David Garrick showing of “"The
Taming of the Shrew.” re-titled
“Catherine and Pelruchio”™

Dhid Orford Parish people at-
tend these shows? Iz possible
bt it seemsE undikely, Traveling
10 miles then was more didfh-
cull than traveling 50 miles now.

Theatres Illegal

In 16800 the General Court, or
Assambly, meeling on the sec-
opd Thursday in Mav, passed
an “Act o prevent theatrical
shows and exhibitions,

Whereas theatrical enteriain.
rients tend to the depravalion
of the manners and Impover-
ihement of the people, |
MBe it enacted by the Gover.
nor and the House of Represen:
tatives in General OCoaurt as
aembled. Ahat there shall be
ni';r tragedies, comedies, farces
!.Fd other dramatic pieces or
compositions or pantomines or
ofher theatrical shows whalso
ever to which admission can be
charged with view to gain.

The Lne for a syiolalion was
$50.

‘Efforts were made several
times in the 30 wvears following
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Manchester: Past Places, People

H.-Bushnell Cheney of Manchester acted as well as directed
plays pul on by Lhe truck-based Jitney Players, which he
and his wife organized.

gtores. IV was used-—as was
Apel's Opera House—for  such
early movies as "Hearls of the
World™ and “'Way Down East'",
for prize speakings,  gradua-
tions, high school junior promas,
Lo mcelings, baszketball
games, and who remembers
whatl else? To people who had
never seen ofF heard an opera,
the name was accepled without
question.) ~

When it became kKoown that
the Hizstoreal Sociely was in-
teresied in whal went on  al
Apel's, there were a few phone
calls, reminiscences, A nole
from an old church ballelin re-
vealed that Mr. Edison's new
motlion piclures were shown in
November 1823, for the benpefit
of the Second and the North
Methodist Churches, Between
reels, slides were projected ups
on the screen for audience sing-
ing. One song was “Way Down
East Among the Shady Maple
Trees,"

One  ahow was “Way  Down
East.'”" It seems safe to assume
that ""The Old Homestead™ was
another, that the old-fashioned
melodramas were presented by
the road companies which play-
ed Manchesier. Were they the
same companies which  played,
after 13%6 when Parszon's Thea-
ter. sealing 1700, was buill in
Hartford? Probably mnol; cer
taindy in the early 1800°s, New
Haven's Shuberl, Parson's, and
Boston’s Shubert were the usual
professional sequence,

“Unele Tom's Cabin.” with a
band and bloodhounds for &
parade, made the news columns
of the Harford Courant bul not
because the advance agent Wwas
generous with tickels. The story
12 better than that,

Principal Frederick Lillie of
Union Schoeol had warned his
pupils that, go to the parade
they mighl, bul hbe  late
sCko0] in  consquence  thew
might nol. Of course, thev did
and they were—and Principal
Lallie¢ lined them up af the
sochoolhiouse door and  whaled
themn, one by one, as ey wen!
in.
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e iy o Hfenmy 56
i TR Nifoes

T
Lt

Draffy,
ennth] i

ik

i

ALy - Hiee Hhedd 2 e | isatidong amw
i thhee Heounids i thee  poevrokis
Thhis waks & FessEEoTRiibe ol
o LEr A

T weesre Bharbiedmoe <o
LD Lok R PR ifiy res
evllbs, PELe sawdd BREDJAY Anymd], seon o
tHhe CoATUTT LY b ok il FoiLLe LEiny

rl_':'-r"'r"_r?'_.-'.-_ & T

i

ke, i
- -
e
€
2

|;\

Mins

mobiner of Lhe

MNora

i

Tuchey, later Mrs,
hero in

Apel's Opera House

“The
The picture s from an album owned

building, rode In the freight oe-
valor used lo store furniture in
the altic above the theater, and
watched the ahows from  the
sheller of balcony aeala,
8. Bridget Players
Mention Apel's o older mom
bers of 81 Bridget parish an

they reeall the stories wid by
their parents of the YMCA,
wich then meant the Young

Men's Catholic Association, and
of B, Brdgel's Deamatic Club,
which raised money for fthe
biilding fund.

A Confedernle Spy, or The
Blue and the Grey,” in  fHve
acts, was one Litle, It was pre-
sented on  Thanksgiving ove,
Mowv, 27, 1885, followed by a
turkey supper at Apel's lower
hall and dancing, with 'W.P.
Smith as caller. Buses ran to
Vernon and to South Manchess
ter after the dancing.

W. P. Bmith (the late Wil-
lam P. Smith of Golway 31,
played the spy, and Miss Nora
Tuohey, later Mrs., Smuth,
played his mother, with white
wig and spectacles borrowed
from a neighbor. Michael Tuo-
hey, Hartford Courant report-
€F Lor many years, was the po-
liceman, and the heroine was
Julia A. Harringlon, later Mrs,
Richard J. Maloney.

Other members of 51 Bridg-
et's Dramatic Sociely  were
Barney Horn, the comedion;
John Gill, who played the wvils
lain; LDaniel Sullivan, whe liked
hlackface roles (mingirels ¥):
Sadie Wall, Mrs, Edward Wall,
the leading lady. L.

Some productions were lak
en Lo Rockville, The cast woult-
ge to Rockville early in (hd
day, refcarse in the afternoore
parade in costume to the houa
for supper (good publicity!
and come home afier the showd

The Opera House was use
olhver purposes than ed
atre—for school graduation:
before any school had a suigahls
auditorium: for exhibitions of
and other work done bf
Audents; for church fairs. ¥

The Jitney Plavers
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William F. Emith
onfederale Spy,”

played the
presented al

by her daughter Miss Madeline Bmith; another daughter is
Mrs Richard Martin, wife of the former town manager.

—

Jitney Flayers gave
weel's stay there,

The Jitmey PFlayvers gave =a
performance of Richard Sheri-
dan's “A Trip to Scarborough™
on June 13, 1528, in Education-
al Square in downtown Man-
chester, TL was the first produc-
tionn of the 150-year-old play in
American and of especial in-
terest lo Manchester hecause
the Jitmey Players had been
originated and organized =X
years earlier by H. Bushnell
Cheney, recently gradualed
fromn Yale, and his wife, Alice
Keating., Bushnell Chency was
the son of Horace Bushnell
Cheney.,

The unigue mobile thealer, a
one-lon Ford truck later named
Jezebel, was adapled to double
a8 a thealer, accordmng 10
Cheney's specifications, by &
maker of CIFCUA Wimags, A C1F-
cug tent-maker ram up the can-
vas which completed Jézebel's
transformation nightly ntd a
stage. The side of the truck
folded down on hinged legs 1o
form a platform. The rodf over
the driver’s seal, supported by
telescoping stanchions, was
puzhed down to form an upzlage
area just big enough for a sola.
A rack under the truck carried
four heavy supports which fazl-

in their

ened 190 the cocormers  of the
“stage” and, when (hese were in
place, & nelworks of smaller
pipes could be raised like an

umbrella, Then the canvas lop
could be raised over the [rame-
work: canvas front Curains,
side coverings and a cyclorama,
or backdrop, were hauled inlo
place by ztage hands, who also

sang., danced, played insiru-
ments, acled,

Jezebel carried aclors, cos-
tymes. A cook alove and e
temts. A second  truck, Des-
demona, carried elecirical
cquipment. slage properties. e
dividual luggage-—two suilcas-
4 and one make-up box  per
troup member. The Puddle

Duck, Cheney's aside-car molor-
cyele, compleled the caravan

The Jitney Plavers presented
dramas, comedien, tragedies,
masques, and fanlasies — "(ne-
achl plavs never before seen on
the road” including the work
of Ben Heechl, A. A. Milne, Mo-
bere, and Gilbert and Sullivan.

For 17 wears. the Jitney
Players were a famous Llmavel-
ing company, ranging from New
England to the Mexican border,
Ev their second season, there
were 14 membera, transported
in two open Ford touring cars,
leaving Lhe Lrucks for equip-
mend, A generator truck with
a cargo of 40 folding chairs
nd B CAnRVASR Lop Lo sheller the
audience was soon added. After
Buszhnell Cheney's death, Alice
Cheney carried on, finally sell-

1g the company to Ethel Bar-

vimare Caoll, Waorld War 1] and
Fasaline shorlages saw the end
of uhe Jitney Players.

Community Flavers

Manchester's Community
Plavers, Conmecticut's oldest
dramatic group centinually aec-
L.ve, celebrated its 3I5th birth-
favy, o e a M RRE L ~adu b rnred
aay m June 1986, and honored
ity charier members: Mrz Jo-
seph Lo iMary Ann) Handiey,
founder of  the organization,
Mrs. Mark - Holmes and Louis
L a Ta R ]

The Communily Plavers had
fs starl during the Depresszion
in March 1831, when  eicht
people  having  coffes
ngether sympathized with the
plight of one of their mumber
who was president of the Lions
Club, The Listis Club waa try
mg o sl up a milk fund, he
=aid, for hungry  schaal chil-
Gren. “Lat's have a play.” thev
=aid

They wrote the geripl, found
the songe, made up the dances,
desigred the scenery. hrowbeat
their friends inte taking parts,
borrowed costimes. Six weeka
later “The Lion'= Share” hit the
boards. Tt was net  ‘Olla-
Roma. ™ =aid Mrs, .”i'l:'td](‘_‘.' At
the Plavers™ 25th anniversarey,
“Bul it gave us something to do
and & group of people got
Freaze-paint in their veins,™

Thirty-five veara and 100 pro-

VO

ductions laler. last Jun= the
charter members looked oaver
the old scrapbooks, re.read old
press nolices remembered
fondly Manchesier clubs and
orffameations who have |heen

thelr aponsors,

A ticket in the 1830°s cost 40
cents; once A& show wWas given
for the benefit of the HKing'a
Daughters, whose project wan
Thanksgiving baskets for the
necdy, and admission was paid
with cans of food.

The Intention was to function
as & truly community theater,
o inelude people from all walks
of life and all age groups.
Eighth grade boys appeared In
“Tom Sawyer,”” a retired school
superintendent was cast as Mr.
Lawrence in “Little Women,™
4 man who was o become {own
manager had the parl-of 8 po-
liceman

The list of plays is Impres.
sive: “The Ol Soak,” “The
Queen's Husbend,”  “Blogra-
phy.” ““The Enchanted April"™
“Accent on  Youth' "Three
Live Ghosts." In 186§-87, the
schedule includes “Eveérybody
Loves Opal” and “'Ready When
You Are, CR™

Ceoter Thesplans

In Seplember 1846, the Cen-
ter Church Bulletin included a
notice that “A drama group ls
t¢ be formed in Center Church
+ -8 firsl meeling -will e

held Oct. 18, Mra, S8kinner (the
inte Helen Page 8Skinner, for
many vears Mancheater High
Bchool drama ¢oach) will pre-
side al the first session.'”

The drama group wan ex-
pected “lo aasisl the education
commitice,  supply  religlous
dramas for church groups, pres-
et seazonal plavs and  pag-
eant=, entertain local ¢lubs and
present plays for the general
public,

Thus began several vears of
inlense Aclivity onm the parl of
r small membership which was
known as the Cenler Thespi-
ans.  Their  first  production,
“The Rock.” was presented
four or five Umes in  the
church. The apcond was an
original  play, “Barabbas.”™
Both  were mlig—juus‘ playa.
They were followed by & heavy
schedule of four or five plays
a vear, ranging from “Blithe
Spirit” to “Pygmalion™ to “The
Glase Menagerie.” ‘Family Por-
trait” wasz taken to the Bush-
nell auditorium in Hartford as
a part of a Pilgrim Fellowship
Fallv

In 1834 the Thespiana did an
original pagecant, "The Pillar
mnd the Ground,” by Mrs, Mil-
lard (Ruth)' Howley for the
1751 ANnIVersary of the
church; other pageants were
produced al  Easter and af
Christmas.

The Theapians were active in
the Associaled Little Theater,
which represented little (hea-
ters from many Connecticul
towens And within which a one-
act play contest was organs
ized for each of several vears
The Thespians won Several
ALT awards for plays and for
mndmvidueal actors,

Mrs. SHinner
president of the Thespians;
othera were George Munson,
Dr. Samuel Pond, Merrill Ad-
ams, A, William Astley
Charles Tindel, Mrs. Rowley
and Mrs. Doris Belding.

LTM Organlzes

Many of the Thespianz be-
came members of Lthe Little
Theatre of Manchesler, organ-

W ferst

Apel's Opera House at the corner of N. Main SL and Oakland St was once the cenler of
entertainment and eulture for North Manchester, the first populous area in Lown,

ized in the fall of 1960 and op-
erated for some lime under Lhe
acgls of the Manchesier Rec-
redation Lwepartment, then -
recied by James Hegdic, LTM

i3 now  independent, [ts Jirst
seAason  ancluded “Hus  slop”
“Time aof the Cucken” and
“Baorn Yesterday,” Lok

Homeward Angel” was its first
production of 1867

In 1962 the LTM instituted
the Children’s Wing wilh a
membership of more than DL
Mrs. RBowley was the first chair-
man of this department. The
first show was  Macte linck's
“"The Bluebird.” There were
three original musicales with

the book written by Mra. How-
ley and the music composcd by
Mrs. Fred Blish III; “Alice in
Wonderiand,"” “Toby Tvler” and
“Little Pawnee Brother A
ieen-REe gFroup p-ul, BF DIne-Rct
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The cast of "Enchanted April,” preseénted by the Community
FPlavers in 1833, included, left to right, Louis Genovesi, Bea-
trice Coughlin Thrall, Sylvia Hagedorn Spain, Faith Fallow,
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plays for several vyears, pre- celebrated jn 1967 with the Gil-
senting them  at  elementary bert and Sullivan Workshop's
schools, with one program of “Trial by Jury” and “H.M.5.

Pinafore.” “Trial by Jury” Was
first presented in 1947 under
the direction of Berpnard Came-
pagna, lenor soloist at South
Methodist Church, by the Ep-
worth Leapgue of the church.
Since 1960, when Lhe group was
incorporated,  Miss  Martha
White, music supervisar for the
elementary schools, has been
director.

Three members of Lhe orig-
inal cast have been in produc-
tions every vear: YVirginia Ry-

three short plays given al
Fham High 3chool in Hebron.

Presidents of the LTM have
been Fred T. Blish LI, for twao
terms of office; William Camp-
bell, Philip Burgess, Mrs, Ralph
iBetly) Lundberg, Archibald
Stuart and Mra. Rowley.

In 1966, production aclivilies

-réhearsals,  scene painling,
and meetings—maoved from the
old Howell Cheney Technical
School building to rooms al 22
Oak 50, The annual budget for

1967 rums to 38.000; member- an, Robert Gordon and George
ship has grown (o 50 and the Duncan.

patrons’ list from 125 couples Mote: The “Manchester: Past
ta M0, LTM looks forward to Places, People™ zeriea i3 pre-

pared under the direction of the
Public Information Commilles
of the Manchester Historical
Sociely.

owning a building.
Gilbert and =Sullivan
Another anniversary in Man-
chester theatrical activity wans

Ben Radding, Beatrice Perrett Keith, Eleanor Wilson, Rus-
gell Potterion, Walter Henry and Mable Holmes.




