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"2 DESCRIPTION
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__GOOD __RUINS ZALTERED —_MOVED DATE -
KXFAIR __UNEXPOSED

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Cottrlll Opera House ig a detached theater buildinz that is
recta PFU7 17 in shave and constructed of briclk laid in a comron bond.
A hich front gives the imvression of a four-story, five-bhay config-
uration, hut since the interior is dominsted by a larse aunditorium
with balcony seating, horizontal and vertical division of the outside
ig not reflected thare.

The front (northwest) elo etlo 18 the only face that has
features of nocte, 2although both sides have several openings with
either flat or arched lint ﬂs. large storefront windows at tne
north corner of the first floor surround an indented entrance which
leads to present-day apartments (these were once commercial scaces).
Sligntly south of center is the present theater entrance, but doors
here 2t one time opsesned to business guarters wnile double doors on
the south corner led one up & sct of stairs to ticket booth and
auditorium,

. Among interesting detaills are circular bdbrick panels on what
might be considered the third floor of slightly wrojecting bays at
either side of the front. Three-course brick “auwoins™ are at each
corner of this elevation, and & corbeled cornice is under a stuccoed
upper saction of the front. Above entrances and behind false brick

coverinzs alonz Tast Avenus are thres two-story high, arvcned windows

(the zlsss is £tll) in placa) that form the center b“"s and formsrly

Drovﬁned lizht fer lobby aresans,

As orizinally constituted, ths bullding had a front roofline
commnosead oqu high central panel and projections above corners of
endjbays. In this top panel was the name "Colftrills”, while a
panel bheleow the mzin cornice announced “Onera House”., Two small,
geometric _,y~ﬂivi(ed windows, vresently functional, vwere to the
gideg of this second nanel, bubt the entire front above the “third®
£100r (as well as the soutawest side) has bheen plastered over in
more recentb years,. probably through attempts to repalr damage caused
by a 1540% tornado, 2 natural disaster that also wealkened the ecast
corner of the rear to the point where it eventvally hzd to be rebutlt.

The interior consists of former steores (two saloons early in
this century and such businesses ss 2 bharbsr shop la iter) on the Tirst
£1loor beneath the rear of 2 slovinzs auditoriur floor znd Lobby #hove,
Presehbly 1 trments oocupy snace on this Jeval of the buitding's
noxrtn gid remainder of the complex is ressrved for thenter
use. Jfaj“g a ach end btay lead to main floor, balcony and vro-

1.

jection booth level, ovening from the third run onto a high-cailinged
Tobby (in recent years a susvended ceilinz has bsen installed hove)

which is bphﬁnd those large center windows that have Deen clogad in.
Among Ffeatures that give cnﬂrac?cu to this ar=2 ars nress e&«t
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atop them are at both lobby entrancss onto the main loor auvditorium,

There are wood floors throushout with carvet runners in aisles.
Art Deco seats (capacity for averoximately 400 exists on rain floor
and balcony) that have geometrically-vatterned, multi-colored backs
and hottoms follow the zentle slove of the main lsvel, whlle what
appear to be older, wooden-backed seats with an "3 monogram on end
plates are in the tilered, five-sided balcony (this upper section is
supported by round posts from below and metsl rods that extend to
rafters high above). Lighting at stairs and on the velveteen-covered
walls is also of an Art Deco design, but cans from =arlier gas and/or
electric fixtures are visible on a vressed-tin ceiling beneath the
balcony. FPressed tin also forms borders for a oproscenium that in-
cludes painted geometrical patterns surrounding the stage area,

There is cavacity for at least six scenery drops in the flles
and room behind the stase for storagca, AL one tirme 2 woecden shead
extended from the rear wall and garved as dressinzg rooms, but this
hags heen reroved and several Tormer doors have been bricked in.

Service as a theater for more than seventy years meant evolution

f both interior and exterior features rather than Jdrastic changes.
Alterations such ag construvction of a vnrojection boonth, removal of
dressing roorms, and addition of a marquee at the front were part of
general shifts from live shows to silent movies and then into the era
of motion pictures with sound. Throughout the perind, however, basic
1ines have rerained unchanged, and except for stuccolnz of a section
of the front elevation and rebuildine of a rear corner necessitated
by uncontrollable occurances, 1itfle of oversll inteprity has been
damaced heyond reveregal.,
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PERIOD AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW
__PREHISTORIC  ._ARCHEULOGY-PREHISTORIC ~ __COMMUNITY PLANNING __LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE  __RELIGION
_ 1400-1499 __ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC __CONSERVATION _LAW __SCIENCE
--1500-1598 __AGRICULTURE __ECONOMICS __LITERATURE __SCULPTURE
_1600-1699 __ARCHITECTURE __EDUCATION —MILITARY —SOCIALHUMANITARIAN
_.1700-1799 __ART —_ENGINEERING __MUSIC X THEATER
__1800-1899 _COMMERCE __EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT  __PHILOSOPHY __TRANSPORTATION
Z1900- . COMMUNICATIONS __INDUSTRY __POLITICS/GOVERNMENT X OTHER [SPECIFY)
_INVENTION Local History

SPECIFIC DATES ¢, 1802 BUILDER/ARCHITECT Z.C.3. Holmboe and R.C. Lafferbty ¢

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Cottrill Overa House at Thomas, Tucker County, West Virginia,
is today a landmark to boom prosperity this communlity enjoyed early in
the twentieth century. Turthermore, 1t is renresentative of a signif-
jcant development in the cultural history of the United States: pre-
sentation of & variety of live shows and plays (both local and touring)
in a convenient small-towm bullding tnat solicited oatronaze from the
magses, As with so many turn-of-the-century onera houses, 1t evolved
through the silent movis era into "talkies” prosperity, eventually
succumbing to declinine population, increased mobllity and technologl-
eal develonments which again revolutionized the entertalnment fleld.

Tucker County was sparsely settled until a boom era in cozl and
timber care late in the nineteenth c entury, 16X nz snecnlators,

developers, businessmen, rallroads, industr elative nrosperity.
Thomas, at an elevation of about 3700 feet av h a2 reputsation for

hard winters, was in the heart of this ¢

2081 2 inber region. It had
bean settled first around 1880, but it wes the coming of the Davis |
brothers® (Thomas B, and Henry G.) West Virginia Central & Pittshurgh
Railway from Cumberland, Maryland, in 1884 that provided impetus to
!

growth., Soon coal extraction, centeved on the Lavis Joal and Coke
Company, lured hundreds and then thousands of peovle. The town was
incorporated in 18%2 with a population of £33, and by 1910 it peaked

at 2,354 within city limits and a total averoaching 7000 in the
district. Railroad shops, coal mines and co¥e ovens offered employment
to all who came; & sizable business community quic&?v evelved to serve

=

residents of Thomas and the nearby company town of Coketon,

Hiram Cobtrill hsd arrived around 1887 and worked for the Davis &
coal interests, rising to mine supsrintendent. His prosverity,
however, rested on a saloo on business, bezun near the turn-of-the-
century, and landholdinzs throus nm»+ town. Riding the bubble of boon,

erohcnrs and q0velowﬂrs had rﬂrldly built wooden structures close
tomether without much consideration to votential disaster posed by
svueh thinzs as open-Tizrs JTizhting an® rowdy crowds., A devastating
fire had struck in 1883, but the town had rebhuilt. Then, in November
1901, Thomas again becares an inferno as flam=2s, sweot by heavy winds,
destroyed nearly 100 burildings, Cottrill sulfered gignificant losses,
vet hs wasg committed o t"M community and shortly theresalfter GLT“H the
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sat) to set about erecting one of the few professlonally concelved
and masonry constructed edifices in town.

His new opera house Teatured a variety of live entertainment for
inhabitants of this community that w=s larsgely vorulated by Eastern
Furopean immigrants (Davis Coal and Coke Comnany even had hired a
full-time intervoreter in 1903, a Pole who could speak eight languages;
an Italian newspaper was published here for a number of Vearq) It
was a time of traveling shows in the interior; Parsons and Elkins had
recently opened their opera nouvses, and a circult was formed. Every-
thing from vaudeville and minstrel shows, concerts and stage plays
preceded the silent movie era, but when {llm became avallable it
quickly pushed live entertainment into the background,

With this change in mediuvm also came a change in ownership, and
in 1915 the Sutton family began an associatlon with films that would
last until the theater closed some sixty Vﬂﬂ*s later, Uot only
would they witness the revolublon of "talkies,” but they would strusgle
through a significant outmigration as coal and timber declined (2,099
in 1920, 1,660 in 1937 and 713 in 1977) and the Great Dewnression
compounded difficulties.

— r—e—m

N

Throughouvt its history, though, the opera house/theater has been
T

at the heart of Thomas' business district. It represents the best

of its commercizal architecture, constructed at the neight of boom,

Tt served ags oultural heart of the comrunity and, along with stores
of the Schilanskys, DePolos, Rubensteins, Tolmiﬁ* and Benedettos, and
hotels of Felaushling and Murrays, becare a symbol of local history

and develovrent.

Today Thomas has a vopulation of less than 1,000, but state
varks at nearby 3lackwater Falls and Canzan Valley and natural phe-
nomena peculiar to the aresa lure thouvsanis each year., One might
wonder if the town in genaral, and the old overa house in particular,
might better serve the local oonulace ard visitors agalin by reuse of
thig theater Muildinz as, say, a multi-vurpose com™ unluy center
providing faclilities feor sccial and cultural activities,
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION +1he Tthealer odullding Is located on lot T and
part of lot @ in the city of Thomas. It is fronted by Zast Avenue,
and an alley below Spruce Street is at the rear. Lot dimensions are
roughly 80 Teet wide by 120 feet deen.

LIST ALL STATES AND COUNTIES FOR PROPERTIES OVERLAPPING STATE OR COUNTY BOUNDARIES

STATE CODE COUNTY CODE

STATE CODE COUNTY CODE

FiiFORM PREPARED BY
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James B, Harding, Historian
ORGANIZATION Hisbtoric Presarvation Unit DATE
NDenartment of Culture and History Aoril 11, 1979
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' The Cultural Ceater, Cavitol Complex (304) 348-0240
C!TY OR TOWN STATE
Charleston West Virginia
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As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-665). |
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