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{ ABSTRACT }

Built in 1882, the Tibbits Opera House, a Victorian opera house in Coldwater, MI,
still performs live stage-shows via children's theatre, community theatre, and professional
theatre. It also functions as a roadhouse for other entertainers like magicians, tribal
dancers, and musicians. It has gone through several renovations in its time, functioning as
a stage for live performances, to a movie house, and now back to a live-stage venue.

With several other movie theaters in the area as competition, by the late 1950s,
the Tibbits ceased functioning as a movie theater and went into disrepair. At this time,
there was talk that historic building was going to be razed and turned into a parking lot,
and that is when several community groups, led by the Coldwater Players, stepped in
with a “Save the Tibbits” campaign. The Schulte Amusement Company agreed to sell the
building to the Coldwater Players for a minimal sum of $7500. Not a day went by that
there wasn’t an article or photo in the paper about the latest fundraiser, donation request,
or labor request. From January of 1961 to April of 1961, everything from new fire doors
to a new heating system to a fresh coat of paint was installed by various service groups,
with the Tibbits in use from April until December of that year when the fire marshal
ordered the building to be closed until further repairs were made.

Another campaign was launched in January of 1962, and by the end of the year a
non-profit Tibbits foundation was formed. Even without the balance in hand for repairs,
in May of 1963 the board continued plans for repairs of the roof, sprinkler system, and
heating system. In November of 1963, the unheated Tibbits officially opened for a Grand

Ole Opry show, which played to a shivering but packed crowd.



By December, George Vaughn Lowther was hired as manager and director, and in
1964, the Tibbits was back in use as a professional summer stock venue and roadhouse.
Since 1964, the Tibbits has continued to be a steadily-used landmark of the community
and has gone through several managers and renovations. Currently, the Tibbits still
functions as a non-profit organization and the Foundation still owns the building, which
is under restoration. In the fall of 2012, the outside restoration phase was completed and

plans to restore the inside are currently underway.
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{ PREFACE }

From my first show as an audience member at the young age of three, to a
member of the Tibbits Summer Theatre company or design crew in my 20s and beyond, |
have always been and continue to be fascinated by the history of the Tibbits Opera
House.

To date, only one book has been published on the Tibbits Opera House by
Carolyn Gillespie, who used the Tibbits as her dissertation subject in the 1970s and
compiled the history of the theater from 1882 to 1904. The only other compiled
information about the Tibbits is an independent project on the year of 1912 and the John
T. Jackson management period that I myself completed several years ago. It currently is
available via hard copy at the Tibbits office or the Branch District Library Holbrook
Heritage Room or online at the Branch District Library website.

While the creation of this thesis would satisfy my own need for answers
surrounding the renovation of the 60s, with the current restoration of the Tibbits and the
questions of all of the history surrounding the building, it is clear that the rest of the
Coldwater community is interested in learning about the different periods of use that the
Tibbits has provided. I have been curious as to how the opera house could have been in
such disrepair that it was going to be razed as well as the overwhelming effort made by
the people of Coldwater to save the Tibbits and ensure that this great structure would
continue to provide live theatre to future generations. From that curiosity, this thesis has

been created.
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{ Chapter 1: Introduction }

For more than a century, the stage of the Tibbits Opera House has been a hub of
entertainment and spectacle for audiences both young and old. From its opening in 1882
until the present, such celebrated actors, comedians and musicians as Ethel Barrymore,
Jeff Daniels, Joseph Cotton, and even John Philip Sousa have graced the stage (US 12
Heritage Trail).

When Barton S. Tibbits constructed the opera house in 1882, with its primitive
gas-powered sconces, massive crystal chandelier, and plush red velvet decor, he knew he
had built one of the finest opera houses in the country, and the Coldwater community
enthusiastically supported his project as much as they could. Unfortunately, the financial
burden became too much for him to shoulder, so he ultimately sold the only two years
later to Joseph Henning for a mere $13,000, half of Tibbits’ original cost to build

(Professional Roofing Magazine). Like Tibbits, Henning’s financial struggles caught up

to him, and in 1894 he turned over the management of the theater to his son-in-law, John
T. Jackson, who married Henning’s daughter Huldah. Together, they successfully
managed the theatre for 27 years (History of Executive Directors), hosting a variety of
musicals, plays, lectures, magic shows, and even circuses (Burdick).

The Tibbits adapted to the times, changing from a live performance and
vaudeville house into a movie house in the 1920s, under ownership of Dennis and Estella
Vanes (History of Executive Directors). The building’s appearance changed, too, and the
ornate outside facade was stripped down, bricked over, and appointed with a more
modern look when William Schulte bought the theater in 1934. Schulte continued

managing the Tibbits as a movie theatre until the advent of home televisions in the 1950s,
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when people no longer had to leave their homes for entertainment. Interestingly enough,
though, Schulte owned more than one theater in Coldwater at the time, and continued to
show movies in the new Main, which he purchased with Robert H. Moore in 1942
(“Partners Open”).

The Tibbits sat vacant from 1954 until the late 1950s, when Schulte planned to
raze the Tibbits and covert the location into a much-needed parking lot (“Players Have
Less Than One Week to Buy Tibbits™). The outcry from the Coldwater community over
the Tibbits’ impending destruction was great, so Schulte announced in the fall of 1959
that the Coldwater Players, a community theatre group, would be given the deed if they
could raise $7,500 to purchase it (“Fund for Saving the Tibbits Begins to Grow in
Coldwater”).

The Coldwater Players did just that, struggling with fundraisers and donation
requests for almost four years. They not only needed to raise the money for the loan on
the building, but also make numerous repairs to the aging structure. Along with cosmetic
improvements, like new paint, wallpaper, and carpet, more costly repairs, like a new roof,
a new heating and air system, and a sprinkler system were essential to the theater’s
operational success (“Inspection Stalls Tibbits Campaign”).

Reaching an operational state demanded years of donations and arduous labor, but
by the end of 1962, the Tibbits Opera Foundation, a nonprofit theater organization with a
board of directors, was formed to oversee the operations of the theater (Dec 1962 Tax
Record). Though the community supported the renovation of the theater, contributing in
capital and in labor, the Tibbits struggled financially. George Vaughn Lowther was hired
in November, 1963, to manage the Tibbits, and it was during this time that use of the

Tibbits increased substantially both in frequency and variety, which Lowther credits to
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Foundation Board President Stilson, who “was the guiding light that made it happen”
(Personal Interview). While Lowther remained at the Tibbits for only one year, he was
the one responsible for first outfitting the Tibbits with theatrical lights, which he
remembers acquiring from a theater in Detroit that was in the process of closing. In the
summer of 1964, he became the production manager for the American Theatre Festival
(ATF), which brought to the Tibbits eleven shows (“Season Tickets Still Available™) that
were zealously supported by the local community (“Productive Initial Season at
Tibbits”).

The Foundation was in the process of determining their course of action and
doing the best they could with the project they had undertook, but dissention and hostility
surrounded the managerial positions. Lowther said that even though he was known as the
theater manager, his job was more like that of a production manager (Personal Interview).
By winter of 1964, Lowther had left the Tibbits and was working in Sarasota, Florida.
According to a letter written by Ken Kohn to the Board, he had been approached by the
Tibbits Foundation President V. M. Stilson to take on another managerial position that
fall. Apparently, things did not proceed as planned, even though Kohn moved his family
up to Coldwater from Indiana for the position. It seemed as though Kohn was strung
along for months by the Foundation Board, and it wasn’t until January of 1965 that Kohn
addressed the board in a letter, stating that he had been working as many as eighty hours
per week without being paid. His most notable complaint, aside from the financial issues,
was that he had gotten word that the Foundation was looking to hire a new manager, yet
he was never told that he had been terminated (Kohn Letter to President Patterson).

The Foundation teamed up with the ATF (sans Kohn) to produce summer stock

in 1965, with Larry Carrico hired as the stage manager, technical director, and scenic
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designer (“Detroiter Handling Stage Management”). A month later, he was interviewed
for the theater manager position, and by fall he was hired and began his duties at the
Tibbits part-time alongside his teaching job at Lakeland School (July 1965 Board
Meeting).

ATF did not return for the 1966 summer stock season, with the Board deciding
that summer stock would be a suitable venture for the Tibbits instead. With the blessing
from the Foundation Board, Carrico forged ahead with hiring a professional company and
crew for the summer. A profit was turned, and Carrico was offered the theatre manager
job full-time, starting that September (August 1965 Board Meeting Minutes), where he
remained until December of 1981.

Carrico became known as the man who saved the Tibbits, though the “Save the
Tibbits” drive had begun years before he arrived. To Carrico’s credit, he was the one who
began the Tibbits Summer Theatre program, he continued to press ahead with fundraising
and labor with the renovation, and to date, he has been the longest hired theater
manager/executive director that the Tibbits has ever had, logging sixteen and a half years
of service.

Since the management of the Vaughn Lowther and Carrico years, several other
executive directors have filled the position, serving from as little as one month to as long
as thirteen years. Beginning her tenure in November of 2001, Christine Delaney is the
current executive director (History of Executive Directors). Delaney, along with the
Foundation Board of Directors and long-time Tibbits Artistic Director Charles Burr, can
be credited with spearheading the latest Tibbits restoration project, in which the beautiful
facade, Victorian gingerbreading, cupola, balcony, and even the bust of Shakespeare,

were restored.
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{ Chapter 2: Literature Review }

The Tibbits Opera House is important not only because of the cultural awareness
that it brings to the small city of Coldwater and its surrounding areas, but also because it
exemplifies incalculable community support and involvement. At a time when theaters
across the country were being flattened if they had not already been burned down, the
Tibbits was given a new life by being converted into a movie theater in the 30s. It was
revitalized again in the 60s with the “Save the Tibbits” campaign, and it was yet again
reawakened several years ago, when the fagade was completely restored to its original
1882 grandeur. It has put Coldwater on the map as a winner of the 2013 Governor’s
Award for Historic Preservation and has managed to rise from the shadow of the
wrecking ball to become one of the “top 10 places to see the lights off Broadway” (USA
Today).

A comprehensive history of the Tibbits has yet to be conceived. Aside from this
documentation, the only other records of the history of Tibbits that have been compiled
are Carolyn Gillespie’s dissertation, which focuses on 1882 to 1904, and my own
research on one year of the Jackson management--1912. This thesis focuses on 1959 to
1966, but there are gaps in the historic compilations of the periods 1904 to 1911, 1913 to
1959, and 1966 to the present. It would be beneficial to have a breakdown of each period
of management in terms of renovation/restoration, as well as the various art forms that
the theater has presented over the years. Further study could be completed on any or all
of these time periods. The rise of the cinema era must have been fascinating, with

technology and renovations infusing the theater’s design and operation. Another
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enhancement to the Tibbits archives would be the compilation of all data surrounding the
restoration of the 2000s. I liken the restoration of the 2000s with the renovation of the
1960s: Neither could have been completed without unflagging determination and
community support.

The focus of this study—a historical account of the period between 1959 and
1966—is as complete as possible, and not without certain informational gaps. Those who
were alive and residing in the Coldwater area during the start of the renovation have since
passed on or have only vague memories of the events during that time. The Foundation
wasn’t established until 1962, which was several years into the campaign, so there are no
records or meeting minutes to provide details of events before 1962; there is only hearsay
and local folklore about what actually happened.

The articles from The Daily Reportter, the local newspaper, have not been

organized into any sort of index, so the daunting and time-consuming task of scanning
through almost 2,500 issues of newspapers, turned up roughly 1,120 articles,

advertisements, and corresponding photos of the Tibbits. Luckily, The Daily Reporter

extensively covered the advent of the “Save the Tibbits” campaign in 1959, the
renovation efforts of 1961 and beyond, and the productions that occurred throughout;
however, newspaper coverage on the Tibbits was almost nonexistent in 1960, with only
one article appearing. Beyond 1960, most of the articles that appeared in The Daily

Reporter came straight from the Foundation minutes, but The Daily Reporter writer

Kathy Tarr then began promoting Tibbits events before, during and after they occurred.
Current Tibbits Executive Director Christine Delaney has been excited about this
project since I first approached her, and she has allowed me access to the Tibbits

archives, as well as the information that she has collected over the years. The archives do
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shed some light on the internal workings of the Foundation Board, but since the minutes
are mere summaries of meetings, it can presumed that more detailed discussions occurred
in the two-hour long meetings that were not documented in the minutes, which were
sometimes only one page long. The few personal letters that have been donated and
archived have helped in the process of sorting out those dates and events that were
glossed over in the Foundation minutes.

Perhaps the most valuable research tool was discovered after I posted a plea for
help on the “I Grew Up in Coldwater” facebook page, which has served as a meeting
place for those who share a love of history and of Coldwater in particular. I publicized
my upcoming thesis project, and was promptly contacted by Mr. Terry Mulchahey, who
had conducted as much of his own research as possible on the Tibbits via the Internet,
and whose father was a member of the Coldwater Players in the 1960s. Mulchahey
began his research because:

I felt that the Coldwater Players were... being overlooked or that their
story would be forgotten. The preservation of the Tibbits was and is
built one effort at a time. If any of the previous efforts had not
occurred, the Tibbits might have been razed. Without the Players’
purchase, it would have been razed. Without the work of the
Foundation, the theater might very well have fallen back into disuse
and abandonment. I am immensely proud of the role the Players had
and my father's participation. So to state it briefly, I began the
research to ensure that the contribution of the Coldwater Players to the

saving of the Tibbits was documented. (Personal Interview)
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Mr. Mulchahey supplied me with not only a collection online archives from Box
Office magazine, but also names of several contacts, including the first manager of
Tibbits, George Vaughn Lowther, who was located in Las Vegas as a retired hypnotist.
Mr. Mulchahey also sent me a flash drive that contained tax record information, aerial
photographs of Coldwater, and a host of other related photos and articles.

Mr. Vaughn Lowther was kind enough to respond to my emails, and began the
process of searching for documents that I might find interesting. He supplied me with

several articles from The Daily Reporter that I also noticed in the archives at the library,

and he also scanned and sent me personal items: a letter written on Tibbits letterhead that
he had sent to his family when he was hired, saying that he wasn’t going to make it home
for Thanksgiving; a full-page newspaper spread from the Fort Wayne paper that detailed,
with photographs, the events at the Tibbits; and even several autographed headshots of
famous performers who had passed through the Tibbits during his term as manager.

This thesis is the culmination of a process of gathering newspaper articles from
the Holbrook Heritage Room archives in the Branch District Library, gathering
information from the other sources listed above via email and phone conversations,
reading and sorting all of the information chronologically, and synthesizing it into the
following chapters. It is my hope that the Coldwater community never ceases to
recognize and appreciate the gem that they have in the Tibbits Opera House, and that it
continues to thrive as a cultural and historical centerpiece of the small town and its

surrounding areas.
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{ Chapter 3: From Razing to Renovation }

Information surrounding the Tibbits Opera House during the late 1950s is scant.
Those who were heavily involved in the renovation process have since passed away,
others have only a vague recollection of that time, and others were only slightly involved.
There are several surviving documents of the Coldwater Players minutes that have
become part of the Tibbits Archives, but aside from that and several mentions in the local

paper, The Daily Reporter, much information has been lost.

It is safe to say that if the Coldwater Players had not become involved with the
“Save the Tibbits” campaign, the Tibbits would surely have been razed and turned into a
parking lot, according to owner William Schulte’s plan. The community theatre group
had been granted from Schulte use of the Tibbits as a performance venue, and had
produced several shows there in the late 1950s, including Charlie’s Aunt in 1958
(Anders).

By June of 1958, the Players had already been contemplating the future of Tibbits
and how it could reclaim its former vitality in the community. A group of ten individuals,
consisting of Duane Davidson (chairman), Les Wise, Frankie Gay, Bud Stoughton, Bert
Weasley, Red Baldwin, Robert MacDonald, Charles Fisk, Charles Hill and Charles
Sparkes, became a temporarily appointed Board of Trustees for the Tibbits Community
Theatre Planning Committee, which was formed prior to June 5, 1958 (June 1958
Planning Committee Meeting Minutes). In one of the only surviving meeting minutes, the
group discussed possible uses of the Tibbits, which were determined to be “general
possibilities” (June 1958 Planning Committee Meeting Minutes). The following Monday,

on June 9, 1958, the Committee sent a survey to various community groups and/or
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companies, seeking suggestions for how people would use the Tibbits if the Players
purchased it and “rejuvenated it for use as a community building” (Franc Gay Letter to
Gentlemen). Responses to the Players’ inquiry are unknown, as this letter was one of
only two pieces of documentation for 1958.

At that same June meeting, the group discussed a cost estimate for the basic
monthly operation of the building, which estimated heat at $500, lights at $250, fire
insurance at $18.50, taxes at $641, and maintenance at about $400. Renovation needs
were listed and identified as seat overhaul, entry, foyer, ceiling, backstage, marquee,
lighting and wiring; securing specific bids for the project would aid them in deciding how
much needed to be raised (June 1958 Planning Committee Meeting). It appears that this
group met monthly, as the next proposed meeting date at the bottom of the minutes stated
that the group should set its next meeting for no later than July 10, 1958.

In 1959, it appears that only two events occurred at the Tibbits—the annual
Rotary minstrel show in March (“Rotary Minstrel Show Ad”), and a variety show in May
that was sponsored by both the Coldwater Players and the Sturges-Young Players, a
community theatre group from Sturgis, MI, several towns west of Coldwater (“Back to
the 90s) . Until word came in October that Schulte planned to either sell or demolish the
Tibbits, the Tibbits stage remained unused, and publicity on it was nonexistent.

On October 30, 1959, the town became aware that it might lose the Tibbits, as

headlines of The Daily Reporter read, “Players Have Less Than One Week to Buy

Tibbits.” The article states that The Schulte Amusement Company had plans to “proceed
with demolition of the structure unless the Players exercise a purchase option by the early
part of next week.” From there, the Coldwater Players began their crash campaign to

raise funds to save the theater, with the target goal of $7,500, per Schulte’s request
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(“Players Have Less Than One Week to Buy Tibbits”).

From October of 1959 until January of 1960, The Daily Reporter covered the

progress of the Coldwater Players’ campaign. In one month’s time, the Players managed
to collect almost $2,500 in contributions (“Inspection Stalls Tibbits Campaign”), and they
were fortunate to learn that Schulte did not hold firm to his purchase deadline, allowing
the Players more time than he had originally agreed upon. Along with trying to raise the
necessary funds to purchase the Tibbits, there was the matter of bringing the building up
to code, which became an additional burden to the Players. An inspection report at the
end of November showed that the dressing rooms needed to be removed and replaced, an
approved automatic sprinkler system needed to be installed, a new boiler room had to be
constructed, an emergency exit needed to be added to the north side of the building, and
new construction and equipment was needed in the stage area (“Inspection Stalls Tibbits
Campaign”).

By December 1, 1959, the deadline for the payment to Schulte loomed, and the
contributions were at only $3,400 (“Tibbits Campaign Deadline is Near”). Though the
Players didn’t have enough to pay Schulte in full, they gave his company a down
payment of $1,500 the week of December 11, 1959, with the agreement that they would
pay the balance within five years (“Players Make Initial Payment™).

Despite the list of necessary improvements, including the sudden need for a new
heating plant, the Tibbits remained open for business in 1960 to the Coldwater Players,
who produced House on the Cliff and The Girls in 509 (Huet Letter to Patrons). Aside
from that, the theater was dark most of the year, with nothing happening in the way of
publicity after February. The only other information from that year was a tax record,

showing that the tax bill was consigned to the Coldwater Players in July (Branch County



Burdick, 12
Tax Record).

In 1961, the Coldwater Players made headlines full-force with their “Save the
Tibbits” campaign. Monthly minutes for the newly formed Tibbits Theatre Board of
Trustees, which included Sanford Jolly (chairman), Judy Miller, Howard Thompson, and
Cliff Huet, began being documented. The initial meeting, on January 5, 1961, was held
in order to create a draft of rules for the Tibbits: it would be non-profit and self-
maintaining; booking would be handled by Paula Weller, the Coldwater Players business
manager; and the Players would be given preferential treatment for use of the building.
The group also began planning a drive to raise money for the repairs needed, and bids for
furnace repair were discussed (January 5 1961 Meeting Minutes).

According to an article in The Daily Reporter on January 9, 1961, the Board

launched a $2,000 campaign for improvements to the theater (“Campaign for Tibbits
Theater Opens Today”). The Coldwater Players made the initial push to save the Tibbits,
and that was the beginning of the community rally to save their theatre. The Players
spread the word and enlisted other service groups and local businesses to join in with
their time, talent, and donations for the renovation of the Tibbits. In January, Woodward
Building Materials offered to repair the furnace and donate the labor (“Campaign for
Tibbits Theater Opens Today”); Coldwater Concrete Products Co. donated 300 cement
blocks for the construction of a fire wall, with Russell Belt agreeing to construct it; and
Sweet’s Electric repaired the motor for the furnace and offered to check and replace the
wiring (“Strong Support Shown for Theater Project”). The Coldwater Key Club, which
was the Kiwanis Club’s high school division, carried the cement blocks into the basement
(“Boost for Theater Project”).

Work on the theater continued in February, with local mason and carpenter Karly
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Staley creating the concrete block furnace room with help from Belt and Stanley Cuthbert
(“Tibbits Campaign is Nearing its Goal for Rehabilitation”). While work was being done
on the furnace room in the basement, there was a flurry of activity upstairs on the main

level from local service groups. The Daily Reporter ran photos almost daily that showed

the progress on the theater: Coldwater Exchange Club refurbished the main seating area,
the Rotary club worked on the dressing rooms and hallway backstage, and the Lions Club
conducted a general cleanup of the Tibbits (“Lions Clean Up Tibbits”).

The Tibbits Theatre Board of Trustees (often referred to as the Coldwater Players
Board of Trustees) met again in February. At this meeting, the chairmen chose a rose
shade of paint for the walls of the foyer, and a mint color for the ceiling. There was also
mention of obtaining the original chandelier, repairing it, and installing it (February 2
1961 Minutes), but no further mention of locating or repairing the chandelier was made in
1961. In other renovation news, three fire doors were donated by Federal Mogul in
February, which Tibbits trustee chairman Sanford Jolly said was a large item in the repair
budget (“Fire Doors Donated to Theater™).

March brought a final push of work to the theater, with Robert Blosser and
Wayne Harmon painting the proscenium, the Rotary Club painting the dressing rooms,
and Kiwanis members performing another general cleanup of the theater (“Coldwater
Service Clubs Help Out”). The Jaycees also lent a hand with cleaning and with painting
the lobby and stairway to the balcony (“Rehabilitation Continues: Paint Theater Lobby,
Stairway”). Donations from the community poured in, with Douglas Manufacturing Co.
of Bronson and the Sweeny Buick-Pontiac Co. donating cleaning equipment; Legg
Lumber, Ideal Wallpaper, and Montgomery Ward donating paint (“Work on Tibbits is

Reviewed by Trustees”); and Blaski Construction Co. donating scaffolding
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(“Rehabilitation Continues: Paint Theater Lobby, Stairway”).

While originally the Tibbits was scheduled to have its grand opening with a
Coldwater Players presentation of Three Men on a Horse on April 8 or 9, 1961, but by
the March board meeting, it was obvious that both the grand opening and the show would
be delayed. Whether or not the Players had actually been rehearsing for the show at the
time is unclear, as no publicity was done for it aside from a quick mention of both the

show and the grand opening in a February article in The Daily Reporter (“Fire Doors

Donated to Theater). The Players did go onstage that summer to present Bull in a China
Shop, which had a “disappointing” audience turnout of only 150 people for the two-night
run (“China Shop is Presented Here”). The Players’ other show in 1961, Pure as the
Driven Snow, also had a two-night run in December. While there were several articles
and photos advertising the show, no subsequent review was found.

Along with the Players using the Tibbits, the annual Rotary minstrel show was
held at the theater the end of April and played to a packed house. The show received rave
reviews for its “100 minutes of memorable melodies, razor-sharp comedy, snappy
dancing, surprise specialties, colorful costumes and scenery, and effective lighting”
(“Rotary Minstrel Scores Hit”). The Sweet Adelines also performed a western musical
variety show titled Sagebrush Seranade, along with the Banjo-Tainers of Muskegon
joining as part of the evening’s entertainment (“Banjo Trio to Appear Here”). Like the
Coldwater Players’ performance, the Sweet Adelines were given newspaper coverage
before the show, but no review afterwards.

The only other event that was held at the Tibbits that year was a Brothers of the
Brush and Centennial Belles meeting (“Brothers, Belles Meet”), and the Tibbits acted as

housing for the Greater Coldwater Centennial headquarters for less than a month, from



Burdick, 15
May 16 to June 1 (“Centennial Office at Tibbits Theater” and “Centennial Office
Headquarters Moved”).

By December of 1961, just over two years after the Players launched their
fundraising campaign, they started to acquire bids for estimates of completely renovating
the building. Work on the theater had certainly been completed at the beginning of the
year, but no other renovations had taken place since March. The City requested an
inspection by the state fire marshal, and the news he gave them was grim: the Players
needed to raise an additional $39,000 to make the building safe by adding a sprinkler
system and an asbestos curtain; the roof and chimney needed to be repaired; and other
general repair was needed. The Players had $6,000 remaining mortgage balance. On
December 4, 1961, the fire marshal ordered that the Tibbits be closed until the repairs
could be made (“Stock Offered to Theatre Project”).

Word travels fast in a small town. Even though the Tibbits’ closing wasn’t
publicized until December 15, news of closing proliferated. The same day that the press
release of its closing appeared, the same article noted that an anonymous donor gave 140
shares of General Foods stock (valued at $13,300) to the Tibbits fund, assuming that the
City of Coldwater would accept and operate the building (“Stock Offered to Theatre
Project”). Though the Players had worked tirelessly trying to raise funds for the theater,
it was an insurmountable burden, and there was talk that the Tibbits would be successful
only if the City took over the building. All the work that had been accomplished to save
the theater seemed to have been futile after hearing the fire marshal’s order, but the
tenacity of the Coldwater Players showed in their next move— at the start of the new
year, they organized and launched a drive for the rehabilitation of the Tibbits (“Players

Group Opens Drive for Theater Funds”).
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On the backs of the announcement of the fund drive, donations started coming in.
The Sweet Adelines pledged $1,000, Rotary promised their support, the Coldwater
Players donated $100 (“Theater Goal and Deadline Set” and “Tibbits Fund Committee to
Meet Tonight”), and somewhere between December of 1961 and a Coldwater City
Council meeting in January of 1962, the total amount to be raised for the Tibbits grew
from $39,000 to $55,000. At that meeting, City Manager G. W. Collins presented a
revised estimate of costs, which actually totaled $67,300, but taking into account the
donated stock that was valued at $13,300, Collins presented a new figure of $55,000 to be
raised. Council members had serious discussions for two hours about the City of
Coldwater taking over the theatre’s title, and by a seven to two vote, the motion was
made that the City would accept the title if certain conditions were met, like the results of
an engineering study and a deadline to raise funds by April 1(“Theater Goal and Deadline
Set”).

Even though the City agreed to take on this task, the Coldwater Players, now
under the title of the Tibbits Fund Committee, still organized and executed the 60-day
fund campaign (“Tibbits Fund Committee to Meet Tonight™). The actual kickoff date was
not until February 1, 1962, but donations started coming in before that. The Coldwater
Moose Lodge held a benefit dinner for Tibbits (“Moose Plan Opera House Benefit”), an
antiques auction held at Porter Furniture Store netted $240 (“Tibbits Auction Nets $240
Total”), and Coldwater High School students presented Tibbits with a check for $23.25
(“‘Students Donate to Tibbits Fund”). Some donations were certainly more substantial
than others, but most of the larger gifts were anonymously donated. Aside from the
$13,300 General Foods stock, another anonymous donor gave 100 shares of US Steel

stock, valued at approximately $7,000 (“New Tibbits Donation”).
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It seemed as though all of Coldwater pitched in what it could to help save the
theater. The Coldwater Fortnightly Musical Club sponsored a kitchen tour as a benefit
(“Kitchen Tour for Tibbits Benefit Set”), and the American Legion sponsored a benefit
that netted another $160 for the cause (“American Legion Benefit”). A block-by-block
canvass of the city for donations was organized by Fund Drive Committee volunteer
Dorothy Aitchison and co-chairman Margaret Hayes, in which an additional $9,000 was
collected (““Canvass for Tibbits Funds is Planned”). A running list of the names of donors
was updated every week in the paper— presumably to not only thank those who had
donated, but also encourage more people to donate— and by the first part of April,
donations reached $36,000 as the campaign drew to a close (“Tibbits Campaign Is
Nearing Climax”). The $55,000 was not met by the deadline that was given by the City
Council, but it was clear to everyone that the goal could be met with more time. Hence,
the Council granted a 90-day extension for meeting the $55,000 goal (“Council Grants
90-Day Extension to Tibbits Drive”).

Meanwhile, from February until May, things were happening across the street
from the Tibbits. The old garage building that was once used as a scene shop for building
and painting the theater’s sets was being torn down (“Old Landmark Disappearing”). By
May, there was no trace that a building had ever stood there, and a parking lot was
created in its place, complete with curbs and gutters (“New Parking Lot Being
Improved”). This free parking lot was one of the first parking lots in the city, and it just
happened to be located in an area of town that would be the most beneficial for the
Tibbits. Prior to that parking lot’s creation, patrons had been limited to street parking.

Summertime brought about an engineer’s report on the Tibbits, which informed

everyone that the building was structurally sound, with one minor repair outstanding—
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strengthening the capacity in the stage area (“Tibbits Structurally Sound, Says Report of
2 Engineers”). Engineers Vance Gray and Daniel Stolarski of Raymond E. Roose
Associates of Toledo, OH examined the Tibbits, along with local architect (and Tibbits-
lover) Jerry Fair (“Engineers Check Tibbits Today”), with monies for the report provided
by the Sweet Adelines group (“Plans Mapped on Tibbits Campaign’). Summer also
brought another benefit in the form of a “Tibbits Twist Night” dance contest, sponsored
by the Chamber of Commerce (“Coldwater to Twist for Tibbits”). Aside from that,
campaigning for the Tibbits seemed nonexistent that summer, and the City of Coldwater
moved out of the picture as potential owner of the Tibbits.

By September, articles in The Daily Reporter began to appear sporadically, but

the focus shifted from monetary donations and progress at the theater to the historical
documentation on the theater. Part of the original glass chandelier from 1882,
presumably created in Czechoslovakia, turned up in the attic of local couple Mr. & Mrs.
Fred Kaiser. The entire contents of the Tibbits boxes that they found—196 six-inch glass
prisms, 53 three-inch prisms, 25 feet of jewel crystal chains, nine pieces of inch and a
quarter crystal discs in a lace pattern, 75 pieces of % inch crystal circles, one large four-
inch crystal drop, and an envelope of handmade wire hooks—were donated back to the
Tibbits (Bovee). Another donation to the Tibbits in September was several souvenir
tickets, one of which was an opening night ticket with B.S Tibbits’ signature on it, the
other an admission ticket for “Forty-five Minutes from Broadway” with George M.
Cohan’s signature on the back, which Miss Maude Ramsdell found among the belongings
of her sister, the late Mrs. Ed Allen (“Tibbits Momentos Found in Home”).

Discussion of forming a non-profit corporation for the Tibbits began in October,

with the new Tibbits committee consisting of representatives from various Coldwater
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organizations (“Tibbits Corporation Being Organized”). Supporters who had previously
donated to the $55,000 fund drive were contacted about releasing the money to the
Executive Tibbits Theater Committee so that work could begin, and by December, the
Tibbits Executive Committee had heard back from most donors, agreeing to the release of
funds. Minutes from the December meeting also show that Art Lyon and Richard
Birringer provided legal help to the committee to form the corporation as the Tibbits
Theatre Foundation, and that new officers Les Woodward, president; Robert Yingling,
vice president; Margaret Hayes, treasurer; and Franc Gay, secretary, were elected
(December 6 1962 Meeting Minutes). On December 12, 1962, the Tibbits officially
formed an incorporation, on December 31, 1962, the tax bill was consigned to the Tibbits

Theater Foundation, and with that, the Tibbits Opera Foundation was born.
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{ Chapter 4: The Foundation & Vaughn Lowther }

By January of 1963, the Foundation had contacted and received approval for
transfer of funds to the Foundation from nearly 100% of the donors. The press release
mentioned that only one person chose to have a donation returned, and at press time,
there were eleven other donors who had been contacted but had not yet responded
(“Tibbits Repairs to Start”).

The Tibbits effort was quiet again for the next few months, at least publicity-wise.
There must have been more financial planning during this time, but no Foundation

minutes exist until May, when both The Daily Reporter and Foundation minutes show

that the Board had been looking at finances to receive the additional $26,000 that was
needed for re-opening the theater (“Tibbits Repairs to get Underway Here July 10").
The Executive Board of the Tibbits Foundation expanded in May to include more
members from various community organizations and businesses, and they discussed
securing a loan for the $26,000 at 6% interest, repayable over three years’ time. In order
to secure that loan, though, they needed to have $40,000 in notes signed by reputable
individuals. Under the canvassing leadership of V. M. Stilson (known around town as
General Stilson, or even just “the General”), the Board began its search for 133 donors
who would pledge $100 per year for four years, which would more than adequately
satisfy the balance of the loan (May 7 1963 Executive Meeting Minutes). The remaining
balance of funds from those donors would be applied to the operating expenses to ensure
operation of the Tibbits for the first six years (“Tibbits Repairs to Get Underway Here
July 10™).

Up until this point, the focus of the “Save the Tibbits” campaign had landed
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squarely on the people of Coldwater. By June, the Foundation Board decided to expand
its campaign and reach out to all of Branch County for donation requests (June 3 1963
Executive Meeting Minutes). Another anonymous donation, in the form of $1,500, came

by the middle of June, and The Daily Reporter reported that a number of people had

already agreed to sign notes for the $400 (“Tibbits Progress Excellent”). At the end of
June, local music shop Music Mart and owner Wayne Feller donated a standard 9-foot
concert grand piano (“Tibbits to Have Concert Grand”). The Board scheduled the fund
drive to end on July 10 and begin repairs at that time, but eight days from their proposed
end date, they found themselves with only 35 willing donors, just one-third of their target
number of donors (“Tibbits Fund Drive One Third to the Top™). Stilson asked to extend
the drive to make it a success, and was granted that extension at the July board meeting
(July 9 1963 Board Meeting Minutes).

The Foundation seemed to have undertaken a project that was larger than
anticipated, and several of the Foundation’s Board members attended the school board
meeting in July, where they proposed that the school board take over the ownership of the
theater (“School Board Ownership of Tibbits Theater Proposed”). There was some
discussion during the school board meeting about the pros and cons of the school board
owning the theater, but by September members of the Foundation Board had changed
their minds again, and they made plans to pay off the land contract and claim the theater
as the sole property of the Foundation (“Tibbits Title to be Cleared” and September 6
1963 Board Meeting Minutes).

Like every volunteer organization, the Foundation Board members had their share
of personality conflicts, and in August, Mr. Yingling resigned. President Woodard also

turned in his letter of resignation, listing his reason as the overwhelming demands of the
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office. General V. M. Stilson was voted in as the new president (August 20 1963 Board
Meeting Minutes). Over the course of the summer, the Foundation hired Fair & Robinson

Architectural Firm to make plans for restoring the theater. In a The Daily Reporter article

titled “Tibbits Plans Are Underway,” Stilson emphasized that “Our plans are to restore
the theater—not just renovate it. We are interested in obtaining descriptions of how the
interior and exterior used to look from anyone having such information” (“Tibbits Plans
are Underway”). Even though the money was not totally secured by this time, the Board
pushed ahead with plans to fix the heating and install a new sprinkler system. They then
projected the theater’s opening date to be sometime in October (“Tibbits Plans are
Underway”).

In September, Foundation Secretary Franc Gay sent a letter to the Branch County
Board of Supervisors, the Coldwater City Council, and Mayor Olen Fry, petitioning the
removal of current tax assessments for the Tibbits and removal from the tax roll. In the
letter, Gay asked the leaders to consider removing the theater from the tax roll due to the
fact that “The Tibbits Theatre Foundation is a non-profit organization in the process of
developing the civic project with which you are all familiar. Its purpose is to advance the
welfare and cultural interests of Coldwater and Branch County” (Franc Gay Letter to
Branch County Board of Supervisors). By October 13, the Foundation Board had
received word from the Branch County Board of Supervisors that the tax exemption had
been granted. The minutes from the October meeting noted that the Board expected to
hear from the City of Coldwater on the matter shortly thereafter, which they did (October
13 1963 Board Meeting Minutes).

October brought another flurry of renovation activity at the theater, with Roussey

Construction Company hired for refurbishing the dressing rooms, and repairing the
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plaster and roof; Michigan Chandelier Company was contacted about restoring the large
chandelier; and local volunteers continued work on the wallpaper and paint. The
Foundation Board continued to dream big with their new goal of renovation and
restoration, and local architect Jerry Fair started working on plans for remodeling the
dressing rooms and adding a lounge and rehearsal area in the basement. The Historical
Society expressed some interest in establishing a museum in the basement (October 13
1963 Board Meeting Minutes). One of the major projects in the theater was the
installation of the new fire marshal appointed sprinkler system. In order to run water
service and install the sprinkler system, there had to be some damage to the sidewalk and
the street, but the City Council and the Coldwater Board of Public Utilities agreed to
absorb the cost of fixing that anticipated damage (“City, BPU to Lend Hand to the
Tibbits”).

Even though the theater was scheduled to be opened in October, it did not happen.
The Roger Williams concert that the Board scheduled was held at the Coldwater High
School instead, with proceeds from the concert going to the Tibbits fund (“Roger
Williams to Play in Coldwater October 23”). That the concert was not held at the Tibbits
did not stop Roger Williams from visiting the building. He stopped in to view the
restoration work, and after his tour was complete, he commented, “This is simply
wonderful!” (“Artist Visits Theater”).

Other inside projects of that autumn included a gas line being laid to the new
heating equipment in the boiler room (“Tibbits Readied for Show”), an addition to the
back of the main theater building to house the heating plant and air-conditioning
equipment, and the addition of an asbestos fire curtain, which would be lowered to

separate the stage from the audience in the event of an emergency (November 13 1963



Burdick, 24
Board Meeting Minutes). While the dangers of asbestos are now known, and fire curtains
are currently made of fiberglass or iron, in the 60s most fire curtains were made out of
asbestos (“Safety Curtain”).

Work was being completed not only on the inside of the building. The outside
was due for a facelift, too, and from October 24 to November 5, 1963, the movie theater
marquee was removed, the large electric Tibbits sign was dismantled, and the tile on the
exterior’s front was removed, revealing the beautiful old brick and stone fagade (“Face
Changing”). As the front tile came down, many speculated whether or not the statue of
Shakespeare’s bust would be found nestled in the small alcove near the roof of the
theater. Unfortunately, it was never found.

On Wednesday, November 20, 1963, history was made when the Tibbits reopened
with a Grand Ole Opry performance, the first professional production held at the theater
since before its cinema days (“Tibbits Readied for 1* Pro Production”). With a “star-
studded” performance by Jimmy Dickens, Shirley Ray, Stonewall Jackson, Jimmy
Newman, and Red Sovine, the pressure was on for the remodeling work to be completed
on time. The day before the two evening performances, crews were scrambling to clean
up the remodeling mess and have the Tibbits looking respectable for the first professional
performance. At this time, the gas line was also being laid to the boiler room (“Tibbits
Readied for Show”). Though the crew’s intention was to have the Tibbits in audience-
ready condition for the Grand Ole Opry performance, instead the audience endured the
show in a theater with no heat, sitting for two hours in an “‘ice-box’ theater to watch and
listen to the liveliest strumming, humming and shouting you’ve ever heard this side of the
Mason-Dixon line” (Shattuck).

Audience members may have been shivering in the 32-degree theater, but they
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took comfort in the fact that they were entertained throughout the evening, and that the

theater was open again. The Daily Reporter writer Kathryn Shattuck noted her feelings in

a review following the performance: “Great progress has been made in bringing Tibbits
back as a working theater but it has been a ‘blood, sweat and tears’ affair. Every nickel
and dime has counted, and there is one thing about it all that matters most— we may all
have colds as a result of last night’s performance, but the theater is safe [and] sound, and
always will be because it is carefully supervised by all those interested in doing things
right and in the best interests of Coldwater” (Shattuck).

The Sweet Adelines were not keen on having their variety show play to a freezing
audience on November 30 and December 1, so they moved their performance from the
Tibbits to the Roosevelt Auditorium. They then moved their performance location back
to the Tibbits three days before the show because the heat was fixed and “because of the
exceptional job done by V. M. Stilson and the workmen connected with the project; the
theatre is now in good enough condition to stage a complete production” (“Adelines’
Show to be at Tibbits”).

Sometime in November or December of 1963, the Foundation Board hired the
first theater manager, George Vaughn Lowther, who does not even recall applying for the
job. Prior to the Tibbits, Lowther was a technical assistant for the Fort Wayne Civic
Theatre, which had a small staff of professional people, Lowther included. The Tibbits
offered him room and board at Stukey’s Inn, as well as a stipend of about $50 per week,
he recollects (Personal Interview). While his official title for the Tibbits was “Director of
the Theater,” and his duties as outlined in the December Foundation minutes were to
assist in helping the Players group get organized, direct them, look after things at the

theater, and do public relations and publicity (December 10 1963 Board Meeting
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Minutes), Lowther maintains that this was not his job description at all. Instead, he was
more of a production manager than a business or theater manager and recalls:

The Board handled the business of the theatre—the booking, the

advertising...My real title should have been production manager because

I came in from Fort Wayne Civic as a techie and so I was more like tech

director, production manager, what-have-you. My billing on the ATF

program is stage manager, and on the Tibbits part of it, technical director.

It was up to the production manager to make sure that show gets in,

works, and gets out; that the lighting person does what he needs to do;

making sure that Agnes Moorhead has a rose in her dressing room,;

that sort of thing. (Personal Interview)

By December 14, 1963, a production of Jack and the Beanstalk was shown twice,
with Lowther using his contacts from his previous position at the Fort Wayne Civic
Theatre to contract in the group (Tarr, “Manager-Director Engaged to Handle Tibbits
Events™). In a full-page spread in the Fort Wayne newspaper in January, a photo appears
of Lowther working on some dimmers. Lowther recalled that when he was hired in, there
was no theatrical lighting system of any sort in the Tibbits. He vividly remembered
procuring the dimmers. Lowther had become acquainted with the first cousin of the

owner/editor of The Daily Reporter. Somehow, they found out about a theater in Detroit

that was being torn down, so they made the trek to Detroit to retrieve those dimmers,
salvaging between a dozen and eighteen of them: “I was responsible for outfitting the
theater with lights. It was rudimentary and primitive, but it worked. The dimmers are the
heart of the lighting system. I did that early on in the game. This was the techie in me,

making things happen” (Personal Interview). Lowther remembered the dimmers being
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the old-fashioned kind, the sort of dimmers that were used in theaters all over the world
in an earlier era, that were “a coil of copper wire, encased in ceramic... 12 to 18 inches in
diameter, and you would slide the contact point around to dim or brighten the lights”
(Personal Interview). After the Fort Wayne Civic’s production of Jack and the Beanstalk,
the only other December offering at the Tibbits was a community Christmas carol sing,
sponsored by the Sweet Adelines and several local church choirs (“Community Caroling
Slated for Tibbits™).

The next year,1964, brought with it various performances from professional,
community, and educational groups. January began with a soprano concert featuring
Doris Yarick (“Renowned Singer to Sing in City Monday”) and the Chad Mitchell Trio
benefit concert, which was held in the high school gymnasium to accommodate a larger
crowd (“Chad Mitchell Trio Coming Here”), but the biggest draw in January was without
a doubt a series of sketches from world famous plays and novels, titled “Come Close! I’1l
Give You an Earful” with Agnes Moorhead. The review of the performance was beyond
glowing with Moorhead’s “popularity proven” with a capacity audience:

Miss Moorehead, who, it was discovered later, had designed the dress she
wore, was still radiant with red hair and sparkling wit. The gown was an
Empire style in pink organdy embroidered in gold. It offset her hair in
such a way as to make her a picture of elegance even before she uttered a
word. When she had begun her performance, however, the audience
forgot all else and for one and one-half hours remained under the influence
of her mesmerizing voice. (Tarr, “Capacity Audience Takes in
Moorehead Appearance”)

Lowther remembers that performance and Miss Moorehead. He reminisced, “I
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had a ‘Thank You’ note from Agnes Moorehead. I had put a single rose in her dressing
room before her arrival. She was used to getting whole bouquets, but I could only afford
one [rose]. But she was very gracious and sent me a ‘Thank You’ note.” (Personal
Interview). Following the performance, there was the opportunity for some to meet her at
a reception given by the Stilsons in their home.

In February, the Board issued a public request for donations of tables, lamps,
vanity dressing tables, water pitchers, and mirrors to furnish the backstage area in
preparation for future performances (“Need Items for Pajama Game”). The new red
flocked wallpaper was hung by Lyle Barry, Gerald Clar, and Wayne Harmon the end of
February, with Richard Dirschell painting the proscenium arch. The Tecumseh Players
also brought in a production of The Pajama Game during this time, which had a medium-
sized audience the first night and near-capacity audience for the second (“Tecumseh
Troupe Plays to Good ‘Pajama Game’ House™). The cast had presented the standing-
room-only show in Tecumseh prior to their Tibbits run, and arrived in Coldwater between
2:30 and 3pm the day of their first Tibbits showing. They needed time to rehearse
(several hours) and adapt their show to the Tibbits stage, as their Tecumseh performances
were theatre-in-the-round productions. The actors loved the acoustics, the dressing
rooms, and the large stage, but they did comment that the stage was “a little splintery”
(“Tecumseh Players Pleased With Theater”).

Though January’s big draw was Agnes Moorehead’s performance, February’s
was Joseph Cotten and Patricia Medina, playing to a full house in The Seven Ways of

Love. That single performance—as The Daily Reporter put it— “scored” with the

audience, and it grossed $3,500 in receipts. After the performance, another reception was

held at the Stilson’s, where Medina raved about the theater, saying, “I love the
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theatre...but Joe is insane about it,” to which Mr. Cotten added, “We hope that you’ll
invite us back after it’s finished. We are quite enthusiastic about how it will look when
it’s done” (“Cottens Score With Tibbits Crowd”). Mr. Cotten went on to liken the
Tibbits to a theater in Sarasota, Florida, which was brought from Europe and
reconstructed there (“Cottens Score With Tibbits Crowd”).

The next few weeks brought more donations from both businesses and
individuals, as well as the installation of a new flame-red velour main drape, which was
donated by the local Rotary (“Rotarians Purchase Curtain”). March also brought a
performance by the University of Michigan Glee Club (“Coming to Tibbits”), as well as a
spring fashion show that was sponsored by the Chamber of Commerce (“The Friars”).

The most noteworthy event surrounding the Tibbits in March, however, was the
beginning of the mural installation in the Tibbits’ lobby, by local Disney artist Alfred
Parke. The mural, which is still a focal point in the Tibbits’ lobby, decorates the west and
north walls of the lobby, approximately 500 square feet (/A Mural for the Tibbits”).
Wayne Harmon and some of his men surfaced the walls with canvas, which Parke
painted with oils. Jim Bryan, Bill Bobler, and Walter Johnson were given credit in The
Daily Reporter for assistance providing materials, rigging, and décor details (“Progress
Report on Tibbits Mural”). Though Parke’s creative mural certainly dressed up the lobby
area, Lowther did not approve of its being installed: “I felt it was a little too Disney. I
didn’t think it was in keeping with the history with the Tibbits,” he said (Personal
Interview). Then again, Lowther asserted, “I was a techie; I was not the theater manager,”
so per the Board’s request, the mural went up.

April had a full slate of entertainment scheduled for the Tibbits, including the

highly-anticipated Rotary minstrel show (“That Time of Year”), a free concert sponsored
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by Music Mart (“Free Concert Monday”), Bob Newhart and the Outsiders (“Bob
Newhart Ad”), the Tibbits Civic Theatre (formerly the Coldwater Players) production of
Life With Father (“Tibbits Marquee”), a Coldwater High School variety show (‘“Variety
Show Set April 24”), the comedic styling of pianist Henry L. Scott (“Pianist-Humorist
Coming”), and a drum and bugle festival by the Blue Angels Drum and Bugle Corps.
(“Drum, Bugle Festival to be at Tibbits”’). May also had a variety of entertainment,
mainly school concerts, and professional concerts of Wayne King and of the Virginia
Symphony. Reviews of Wayne King and fellow performers Miss Evans and Jim Hayes
were favorable, with reviewer Kathy Tarr noting not only the range and clear execution
of the melody of the performances, but also the sense of nostalgia that the performances
brought to the theater. One critique that Tarr did mention that “put a damper on the
evening’s entertainment” was that “the entertainers felt the need for a microphone, which,
with the acoustics of the Tibbits, is unnecessary. There were a number of times during the
program when the music was far too loud for the audience” (“King Brings Back
Memories”™).

The Fort Wayne Children’s Theatre appeared with a production of Reynard the
Fox, and though one press release stated that tickets were selling well, the Foundation
minutes for May tell another story. In Stilson’s report, he stated that the children’s
theatre production was not successful, and though the Board handed out 5,000 circulars
to every child (in the school system?), the response was minimal. Stilson continued to
say that he felt the people in the county were not interested in children’s theatre, and he
recommended not doing another children’s theatre production, but Mrs. Parke disagreed,
stating that they should try one more production and cast local children in some parts to

generate more interest (May 12 1964 Board Meeting Minutes).
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Though more dance shows, lectures, and even an appearance by Mrs. America
took place in May and June, the focus quickly shifted to the American Theatre Festival’s
arrival in town. It seemed as though the entire town was excited to have the first
professional summer stock season, as evidenced by an entire 18-page section of the
newspaper devoted to it, and by the number of advertisers who supported that publication

(The Daily Reportter). From the beginning of June until the close of the summer season in

September, over 85 articles, ads, and photos promoting the summer season appeared in

The Daily Reporter. While the Tibbits Foundation Board placed its own advertisements

of upcoming shows, the Tibbits received twice the amount of advertising because
Stukey’s Inn also promoted a dinner and theatre package for every show.

The content in The Daily Reporter focused not only on the performers and the

performances; a good variety of articles about the apprentices and designers also
appeared. As is true today, most audiences have only a vague understanding of what it
takes to mount a full production. Articles like “School Teacher Handles Theatrical
Costume Making” helped to explain what process was used to create the costumes, with
an outline of events: first, the costume designer Sally Dunlap drew a design for each
character; then, costume mistress Tony Showalter fitted the actors; next, she bought the
fabric; and finally, she constructed the costume (“School Teacher Handles Theatrical
Costume Making”).

Before the show Ten Nights in a Barroom opened, The Daily Reporter ran a

feature article about an old-time backdrop that Al Parke created specifically for the show.
All the signs on the backdrop contained real names, slogans, and products that were
advertised by local businesses from 1894 to 1900. The backdrop, full of swirls and ads

by local merchants, featured Van Akens livery, which advertised a taxi surrey to the train;
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Battle Ax Plug Tobacco; oysters and clams at the Arlington; and even Bart Tibbits’
(founder of the Tibbits Opera House) old cigar factory (“Old-Time Backdrop Created”).

The summer season would not have been possible were it not for the help of
locals. On several occasions, the producers of the ATF solicited help from the
community. At one point, several items that community members were asked to donate
were office desks, long tables, and even a table saw (“Items Needed for Tibbits
Productions”). At the end of July, the Foundation had secured a residence for some of its
company members at 90 Division Street, and asked for furnishings for the home, which
would be used that summer, the winter season, and the following summers. Items
requested in this press release included lamps, chairs, dressers, rugs, and other living
room furniture (“Festival Asks Help in Establishing Residence™).

That first summer, the ATF produced eleven shows: Solid Gold Cadillac, The
Pursuit of Happiness, The Man Who Came To Dinner, Under the Yum Yum Tree, Ten
Nights in a Barroom, Mister Roberts, Girls in 509, Picnic, The Seven-Year Itch, Little
Mary Sunshine, and Light Up the Sky, with each production running Tuesday through
Sunday for a one-week engagement. Though Foundation minutes report that while
summer stock was supported and well-attended, it did not turn a profit that summer.
However, in exchange for use of the facilities, the ATF paid some $3,500-$4,000 in
utility bills and improvements to the theater, like lighting and equipment, and the
Foundation now also had approximately $5,000 in costumes and another $5,000 in
scenery (September 22 1964 Board Meeting Minutes).

The ATF producers stayed for a winter season and formed the Tibbits Repertoire
Company with another professional company of actors, producing World of Carl

Sandburg in October (“World of Carl Sandburg Opens Season at Tibbits”), Candida in
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November (“Candida Opens Wednesday”), and Dial M for Murder along with Rapunzel
& the Witch in December (“Dial ‘M’ for Murder Coming to Tibbits”). In August,
Lowther sent out inquiries for other jobs, and by the fall, he was on his way to start his
new job in Sarasota, Florida. Former theater rat and friend Billy Lee Harman remembers
driving to Sarasota with Lowther through Hurricane Dora in his Corvair station wagon
that September (Personal Interview). Why did Lowther leave, right when things seemed
to be coming together for the Tibbits? Lowther’s memory of leaving was somewhat
vague, clouded by 50 years of other memories. He admitted, “I must have seen the winds
of change...I don’t remember any conversations about those changes, but I would say it
was the change in the weather that I moved on” (Personal Interview).

Along with the Tibbits Repertoire Company’s performances, that fall and winter
brought a smattering of events—everything from the Sweet Adelines’ variety show, a
satirical dance and pantomime show, concerts, plays, and travelogues. The main fall
attraction was Guy Lombardo and his Royal Canadians (dance team Bud and Cece
Robinson and singer Anita Bryant), who performed twice on November 9 to two
standing-room-only audiences (“Lombardo, Miss Bryant Score With Audience Here”).

The Board also made the decision in October to hire Burrill, Inc., a fundraising
organization. They had considered the possibility of hiring a fundraising organization
since January of 1964. Ralph Little, from Burrill, Inc., attended two October Board
Meetings to discuss the plan for fundraising. The program was set to begin on October
12, at the cost of $9,000 in fees for Burrill’s services (financed by borrowing from the
Branch Co. Savings Bank, as well as the Southern Michigan National Bank), with the
amount to be raised at $200,000 (October 06 1964 Board Meeting Minutes).

Lowther credits much of the Tibbits’ success to Stilson, who resigned from the



Burdick, 34
Foundation Board in December, shortly after Lowther’s departure from Coldwater.
Lowther remembered:
The early Board, starting before I got there, was in transition for several
years....it was probably a matter of being a newly formed board of
directors figuring out how to make this monster that they’re creating
work. [Regarding] Stilson’s job—one of the ladies on the Board was
commenting to me—and I’m paraphrasing here— that he was bringing in
too many things...that this town wasn’t big enough for all of these events
that he wanted to present... He may have been a bit of a bull in the china
shop, but it wouldn’t have happened without him. He was the guiding
force. He may have alienated people in the process, but he was the spark
that created [the Tibbits’ success]. (Personal Interview)

At the December Board meeting, Jerri Parke and Winifred Morency also tendered
their letters of resignation, but Mrs. Morency’s was denied, so she agreed to remain on
the Board. Roy Patterson was named the new president of the Foundation Board with
Duane E. Davidson as vice president. With that, the year was over, and the search for a

new theater manager was underway.



Burdick, 35

{ Chapter 5: Larry Carrico Takes Over }

New Year’s is a time for new beginnings, a time for a fresh start. The Board had
just replaced half of its officers and needed to find someone to take over Lowther’s
managerial position. Apparently, Lowther was not the only person managing the Tibbits’
affairs during 1964, since according to a letter written by Ken Kohn to President
Patterson, Kohn had also been serving as manager for the Tibbits (Lowther speculates
that Kohn was serving as more of a business manager than a theater or production
manager, but it is quite possible that Kohn took over Lowther’s position after he left for
Sarasota). In the letter, Kohn expresses disappointment with his last three months of
“employment” at the Tibbits— he was never told he was being dismissed as manager,
had not been paid what had been promised, had moved his family to Coldwater (and as
such his wife had given up her job and they had lost money because of it), and he had
recently heard that the Board was looking for a qualified and experienced theater
manager (and he seemed offended that his extensive qualifications were being
overlooked). Furthermore, he was upset by the rumors around town of his “inefficiency
as a manager,” which was making it difficult for him to secure another job in the area
(Ken Kohn Letter to President Patterson). Kohn’s complaint wasn’t addressed by the
Board until the first June Board meeting, at which point President Patterson wrote him a
letter, offering him the option to settle the dispute at $500 (June 8 1965 Board Meeting
Minutes). By the second June Board Meeting, Kohn had accepted the Board’s offer (June
24 1965 Board Meeting Minutes).

January had a slow start for offerings at the Tibbits. The high cost of bringing in

performances with little foreseeable return (January 12 1965 Board Meeting Minutes)



Burdick, 36
resulted in the cancellation of Hal Holbrook performing his famous Mark Twain
impersonation, Basil Rathbone with a dramatic presentation, and performances of
Entrances & Exits, Caldonia, and another scheduled production by the ATF/Tibbits
Repertoire Company. Rubinoff and his Violins appeared in January, with an audience of
over 500, who excitedly endured a long wait in the lobby prior to the house being opened
(“Rubinoft Wows Coldwaterites™). The buzz circulating Rubinoff and his Stradivarius
violin was evident several days prior to his performance at the Tibbits, with an article in

The Daily Reporter informing the public of the rarity of actually owning a Stradivarius

violin, and information on how many fakes and copies had been produced. Only 540
authentic “Strads” were in existence, of which 163 were in the United States. Rubinoff
happened to own one of those authentic Strads, which he had insured for $100,000
(“Many Believe They Possess Real Strad, Says Rubinoff”). According to that same
article, those lucky enough to hear him at the Tibbits would “hear the lustrous tones of
his world famous violin” (“Many Believe They Possess Real Strad, Says Rubinoff™).
Following the performance, it was said that this, the first program held at the Tibbits for
1965, would “...be difficult to follow, and it was also the type of show of which there
should be many more” (“Rubinoff Wows Coldwaterites”).

The most expensive performers hired in January were Woody Herman and Roger
Williams, at $1,500 and $2,000, respectively. The Board voted to take out a loan, with
five members signing said loan and liable for $700 each in order to secure those
performances (January 19 1965 Board Meeting Minutes). The proceeds of those concerts
were to be used to repay the loan, but at the February Foundation Board Meeting, a loss
of $500 for the Woody Herman concert was reported (February 28 1965 Community

Meeting Minutes). Other January, February, and March offerings included The Taming
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of the Shrew, performed by the Michigan State University Players, several travelogues
sponsored by Kiwanis, the high school’s Fine Arts Festival, as well as their junior play,
Pioneer Go Home, a Branch County Community Concert Association concert, and a
Cancer Crusade kickoff meeting.

The renovation effort continued in February with replastering and painting of the
theater’s ceiling, the labor for which was donated by local building company Legg
Lumber. While the original estimated cost by contractors was $20,000, actual costs were
between $5,000 and $6,000 (February 09 1965 Board Meeting Minutes). The roof over
the stage had begun to leak, so that problem had to be addressed. At an informational
community meeting in March, approximately 75 citizens came to hear a report on the
five-year financial plan for the Tibbits. Foundation Chairman Sanford Jolley reported
that two intercom systems had been installed, with plans for three more in the future. The
Board remained hopeful with the theater’s progress, especially because [-69, a new
highway, was being constructed east of the City, which the Board identified as a
convenient and time-saving route for incoming Coldwater traffic, hopefully bringing
more patrons to the theater (February 28 1965 Community Meeting Minutes).

Also in March, President Patterson sent a letter to the president of Burrill, Inc., the
fundraising organization that the Board hired in October of 1964. In the letter, Patterson
requested that some of the service fee be returned to the Foundation, since the fundraiser
was “...almost a complete failure.” Instead of the estimated $200,000, only $20,000 was
received in donations, $11,000 of which was paid to Mr. Burrill’s company. Patterson
asserts that the Board “...selected your company on the basis of your reputation and
record of success in other areas...We feel that as professional fund raisers, you certainly

expected a greater degree of success. The Board of Directors of the Tibbits Opera
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Foundation by the same reasoning feel that the drive was a failure and the Foundation
should be entitled to a rebate” (Patterson Letter to Burrill).

April and May events were sporadic, and included the Rotary’s annual minstrel
show, Holy Week services, a Kiwanis travelogue, several concerts, and an all-county
production of Bye, Bye Birdie, the proceeds of which ($1,000) were used to repair the
roof. The Board addressed another grievance, that of Barbara Bernahl, who claimed that
the Foundation owed her money for services rendered in the box office. It was the
Board’s understanding that she was to be reimbursed only the cost for her babysitter, so
her complaint was sent to Mr. Lyon, the Board’s legal counsel. By June, Bernahl was
sent a letter, in which the Board offered to pay her a settlement of $500—half to be paid
that year, and half the following (June 8 1965 Board Meeting Minutes). In September, the
Board minutes reflect that Bernahl had denied the Board’s offer to settle and had
threatened to sue (September 21 1965 Board Meeting Minutes). The Board decided to
wait for further correspondence from her, which either apparently didn’t come or wasn’t
logged until December of 1966, when the Board minutes showed that the Department of
Labor sent a letter to the Board on Bernahl’s behalf for a claim of $737.50 (December 13
1966 Board Meeting Minutes). The result of this dispute is unknown.

New office secretary Mrs. Hillyar was introduced at the June 8 Board Meeting,
but by the next bi-weekly meeting, she had already resigned. June was also the month in
which the company for the summer stock started arriving. The Foundation teamed up
with the ATF again (sans Kohn) to produce summer stock in 1965, with Larry Carrico
hired as the stage manager, technical director, and scenic designer (“Detroiter Handling
Stage Management”). Carrico recalls his introduction to the Tibbits. At the time, he was

working in Detroit, and became acquainted with Walter Stump and Glen Crane through
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one of his theatre students. Carrico set up auditions for ATF in Detroit, got to know
Stump and Crane, and was asked if he would be interested in coming for the summer. He
accepted: “I was supposed to be there just for the summer, and then go back to teach high
school in Detroit” (Personal Interview).

That summer, Carrico and the rest of the ATF staff produced nine shows: The
Fantasticks, Come Blow Your Horn, Abie’s Irish Rose, The Music Man, The Drunkard,
The Happy Time, My Fair Lady, Mary Mary, and Oklahoma. Originally, eleven shows
were on the schedule, but because of the audiences’ popular reception of My Fair Lady
and Oklahoma, those shows were each held over an additional week. Every opening was
met with a favorable review. Of the Fantastics, the critic wrote, “For an opening night,
few things went wrong and the show came off smoothly. For an opening show, nothing
could have topped it” (“Fantasticks Opens Here). The opening of Come Blow Your
Horn was met with, “With this company of players, the same outstanding production
staff as last summer, and the talented young group of technical people, this season
promises to be one of the finest to be seen anywhere. Coldwater may consider itself very
fortunate” (“Tibbits Festival Players Open Come Blow Your Horn”). Abie’s Irish Rose
was described as a show that “...added another feather to an increasingly colorful
cap...with a thoroughly delightful production™ (“Abie’s Irish Rose Scores Here”). The
popularity of The Music Man and Oklahoma was without question, as they were both
held over, and Happy Time was said to be “one of the most beautiful shows ever
presented at the Tibbits Opera House...[It] should prove, if last evening’s performance
was any criteria, to be one of the top productions of the American Theatre Festival”
(“Happy Time Is Happy Choice”). Finally, Mary, Mary’s critique started with, “Bouquets

of roses to the American Theatre Festival...from the moment the curtain opened, the
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largest opening night audience for a non-musical play in the history of ATF was
entertained and showed its appreciation by being the most enthusiastic audience...”
(“Mary Scores Triumph”).

Time and again, the technical aspects of the summer shows were praised, too,
with Larry Carrico’s name mentioned many times for “[coming] through again with a
beautifully designed stage” (“Abie’s Irish Rose Scores Here”). The Board must have
perceived that Carrico would be able to make a noticeable impact at the theater because a
month after he was hired for summer stock, the Board interviewed him for the theatre
manager position. Carrico didn’t return to Detroit that autumn, choosing instead to take
the position at the theater, and by September, he began his duties at the Tibbits part-time,
alongside his teaching job at Lakeland School (July 13 1965 Board Meeting). Carrico
said that he was approached by Harold Stukey for the theater manager position:
[The Board] asked, ‘Can you produce the summer theater?’ I said, ‘Sure.’
I had introduced the summer theater in Manistee two years before that and
managed the Opera House. ATF expected to come back the next season.
They were very upset with me; thought that I had instigated [their
dismissal]. They were excited that I was going to be there all winter, so
that the theater would be in better shape. But the Board wasn’t too happy
[with ATF]—they had lost a lot of money [those] two seasons. (Personal
Interview)
Another probable reason why the ATF producers were upset to hear this decision was
that Tibbits Opera Foundation had reneged on a contract. In April, the Foundation
members had signed a five-year lease agreement with the ATF to continue summer stock,

which would have brought them all the way to the 1969 summer stock season (‘“Summer
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Stock to Open Here On June 