History of the Town Theatre 

By Gary Fyke

George and Nick Kerasotes purchased the Palace theatre from F.J. Rolan in December 1939.  In September 1943, Kerasotes promoted their current manager at the Palace, H. Ray Chadwick, to Havana, Illinois where he would manager two theatres. They hired a new manager for the Palace named Irvin Longenbach.  Longenbach had previous movie theatre experience, but was new to the Kerasotes Company, when he was sent to Chillicothe. Ownership of the Sunset remained steady until March 13, 1944 when the Kerasotes Company bought it from Elmer Sturm. There is little information concerning the Sunset from 1944 through 1949. Both theatres were in operation during that time.  In 1949 Kerasotes decided to remodel and rename the Sunset. In the May 20, 1949 issue of the Chillicothe Bulletin, Longenbach announced that there would be a contest to select a new name for the theatre. People were invited to submit, 25 words or less, a short name and the reason for choosing it, on a post card, to be sent to the Palace postal box. The winner would receive a year free pass to the new theatre. All names had to be submitted by May 31, 1949. In the June 11th issue of the Chillicothe Bulletin, Longenbach reported that all the submissions had been forwarded to the home office in Springfield, where the winning name would be chosen.  It was expected to take a month for the winner to be chosen.

 

A remodeling plan was described in the local paper. In reality, it was a total rebuilding of the theatre. Kerasotes employed a preeminent designer of theatres, Alex J. Claesson of Morris, Illinois to design the new structure. The design called for gutting the entire interior of the building to the walls. They then added thirty feet to the rear of the existing building, leading to a projected seating capacity of 650.  It appears that the seating actually totaled around 530. The coal fired heating system was replaced with a fuel-oil furnace and a complete air conditioning system was installed. The cooling coils were situated under the new stage and allowed the air to be air-conditioned for humidity and temperature. The front wall of the first floor level was closed in, replacing the original plate glass front windows of the two rooms on the sides of the lobby. The south room would be converted to rest rooms and the north room would be made into the manager’s office and a concession stand. An arched roof was put on and a marquee of yellow and maroon, with matching porcelain and stainless steel facade panels. A fireproof ticket booth was installed.  A secretary room was added adjacent to the projection room. The old seats of the Sunset were replaced with those of the Palace. New additional seats were added in the expanded area, raising the number to 600. Labor problems, as before, again interfered with construction and remodeling work on the building. Material shortages also contributed to the delay in completion, making the opening date of December 2nd questionable. The estimated cost of the remodeling was in excess of $50,000 (20107 values over $500,000).

 

In the November 11, 1949 issue of the Bulletin, there was a Section Two which devoted the entire front page to the new theatre. One article announced the winner of the naming contest. The new theatre would be called “The Town.” The winning name had been submitted by Mrs. Flossie Harvey of Chillicothe. The information was that “The Town” would open on the planned date of December 2, 1949 as a “First Run” movie house, which meant the theatre would show new movies the first time they were made available. The first public showing was the “Kids Christmas Show” on Friday December 2, 1949. The feature movie was “The Gal Who Took the West” starring Yvonne De Carlo, Charles Coburn, Scott Brady and Jane Russell. That movie ran Friday and Saturday and was followed on Sunday and Monday with “My Friend Irma” starring John Lund, Maria Wilson, Diana Lynn and Don Defore.  There was a free kid’s show at The Town immediately following the Christmas Parade.

 

In March of 1985, a fire broke out in the concession stand temporarily closing the Town. When Kerasotes closed the theatre for remodeling, they decided to split the theatre. The splitting of older large capacity theatres and building multiple screen theatres had become a frequent practice in the late 1970s and early 1980s.The construction of the Town began in late March 1985 and was divide into front and rear theatres. They added a second projection room, new exits, new sound equipment, as-well-as, new drapes and new carpeting. They did the front theatre room first and when finished, began the construction of the second house. This allowed them to keep the theatre open throughout the renovation. One room contained 210 seats and the second 148 seats for a total of 358. Franklin Larkin, Regional Director of Kerasotes Theatres, reported in the June 7, 1985 issue of the Chillicothe Bulletin that attendance for weekend movies had been averaging 200 customers per night on weekends. The new “twin theatres” have been in operation since June 7, 1985.

   

The Town theatre was run by the Kerasotes Company until they sold it to Vernon Reynolds on April 29, 1999. While he owned the Town Theatre, Reynolds rebuilt the frame structure of the original lighted marquee canopy. The face of the theatre is just as it was built in 1949.  Reynolds installed a stereo sound system to the large house several years after he purchased the theatre. Reynolds sold the theatre to The Chillicothe Optimist Club October 14, 2009 for $200,000.

 

The Optimist Club utilizes a committee of their Board of Directors to administer the operations of the employee staff which handles the daily operations of the Town Theatre.  The Optimist Club plans to give the theatre a thorough cleaning, rehabbing the fire alarm system, upgrade the lobby area, interior sound curtains, install new seats, install a stereo sound system in Cinema I, and generally repair and maintain the building.

 

The Optimist Club will reserve a percentage of the gross income of the theatre to cover unexpected maintenance matters and to prepare for the conversion to digital and 3-D projection systems. All profits after operational expenses will be distributed to programs and activities benefiting youth of our community.  The mission of the Optimist Club is expressed in its motto: “Friend of Youth”.  It has entered this project to further that mission.  
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