Our Capitol Theatre

By Charles Barrett

Willimantic’s Capitol Theatre was built in the 1920s as a vaudeville and movie palace featuring “silents” (talkies came in with Al Jolson in 1927 with “The Jazz Singer”).  The theatre, now a performing arts school, stands today as truly one of the town’s Main Street anchors and landmarks. 

As a kid growing up in town in the 1940s I was really lucky because my father, Russell Barrett, operated The Capitol.  I never knew what it was like to hand over a quarter to buy a ticket in 1950…. I always got in free, and so did my pals from Windham Street School, or as it was later named The F.R. Noble School. The school building now serves as a dorm for ESCU. The theatre was about 3.5 minutes from the school’s playground on High Street -- if you could run that fast. I could of course. I knew if I sprinted down in that amount of time I could make it into my front row seat to see the feature matinee movie every Wednesday afternoon (new movies began on Wednesdays and Sundays) at 3. This was on afternoons that I wasn’t at a basketball game or maybe exploring the thick woods off upper High Street that ESCU has decimated. 

 I remember running down to see the horror movies “The Thing” (in 1951, about a 6 foot jolly green giant terrorizing some soldiers at the Artic circle) and “The House of Wax.” I always bought some Old Crows candies in the 5-cent candy machine in The Capitol lobby (where the candy stand with its fresh roasted popcorn would later be created).

The first movie I recall seeing at The Capitol was “Wake Island,” a World War II battle film with Brian Donlevy and William Bendix (he later starred in TV’s “The Life of Riley”). During the war, a lot of men would gather in the lobby and discuss the newspaper reports of the day with my dad. They were particularly hateful of the Japanese (Japs as they called them) and movies like “Wake Island” and “Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo” gave them a lot of fodder. When the war ended, Willimantic had a huge parade down Main Street and I watched it with my parents from the front of The Capitol.

Many returning soldiers and sailors came into the theatre in the post war years. I remember one man, a U.S. Marine, who always came in a wheelchair, having had his legs blown away in Okinawa. My dad always gave him free candy and soda. He would park his wheelchair (pre wheelchair access era) near the rear top of the auditorium.

Adult tickets were 50 cents and kids paid a quarter. This did not change until the mid-1950s, when adult prices rose to over a dollar and kids to 50 cents. The price hike came with the advent of CinemaScope, 3-D and Surround-A-Sound.

The films of the 50s playing at The Capitol reflected America’s prosperity and Willimantic’s too -- which at that time had several factories employing thousands, such as The American Thread and the Electro-Motive, not to mention The American Screw Company too. Workers would come to the theatre with their families to enjoy their Sunday afternoons. There were lighthearted musicals like “Royal Wedding” with Fred Astaire and “Lullaby of Broadway.” A touring “Snow White” stage show that played The Capitol on Wednesday, April 25, 1951 pulled in receipts of  $767.00, according to my dad’s records, which we have kept. The “Ma and Pa Kettle” comedy series with Marjorie Main and Percy Kilbride were always “seller-outs.”  
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With the rise of television and drive-in theatres, such as the local Mansfield Drive-In, The Capitol’s draw began to waiver in the 1950s. People were also discovering miniature golf and other means of evening and weekend entertainment. 

Since The Capitol had more than 1200 seats (and dressing rooms beneath the stage)– it remained popular as a venue for local and touring stage productions throughout the 1950s. A local dance teacher held her yearly recitals there and local schools presented other varied stage productions. A professional touring company would come to the theatre each October to present its live thriller/horror production, complete with a Dracula and Frankenstein monster.

The Capitol presented every 1950s top box office and Oscar hit such as “The Robe”, “How to Marry a Millionaire,” “River of No Return,” “There’s No Business Like Show Business,” “The Seven Year Itch,” “Love Is a Many Splendored Thing,” “Carousel”, “The King and I,” Elvis Presly’s “Love Me Tender”, “Oklahoma”, “Heaven Knows Mr. Allison”, “Island In The Sun” (which a big movie hit song for singer Harry Belafonte), “The Three Faces of Eve” and the controversial “Peyton Place” from the Grace Metalious fictional novel.

The Capitol also produced its share of offbeat and memorable moments – such as the time in the 40s when an elderly lady unexpectedly passed away near the upstairs Lounge area, which was fitted with classy furniture and a large fireplace (it did not have a chimney). It has been said that she haunts the Lounge and the left balcony area where no one would sit because it was always very cold.  One other time a dozing patron woke up inside the movie house at 3AM and banged on the front glass doors until a local Willi policeman heard him and called our house on Lewiston Avenue to get my dad to come down and get the guy out. It must have been a sleeper of a movie!  In the 1950s Kurt Douglas made a hit movie called “Young Man With a Horn”. When an emigrant worker at the Capitol spelt out the title on the marquee – he mistakenly put up an E instead of an N on horn. The police chief called my dad at home at about midnight that evening and said: “ Hey Russ, what in the hell kind of film have you got playing at the Capitol tomorrow?”  My dad and I rushed down High Street to the theatre and handily corrected the problem. 

My dad retired in the 1960s and I left Willimantic after college for New York where I got a job as a publicity writer trainee with 20th Century Fox Film Corporation. Today, after working in the entertainment industry for some 30 years as journalist, publicist and now producer  -- I’ve established Windham River Productions in Hollywood, naming it after my hometown. Watch for our logo on both television and the big silver screen. Our productions include “Yankee Camera” for PBS and “Circle of Deceit”, a new mystery thriller. Our 52- week radio show, “Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow,” a look at American standard music, from Cole Porter to Natalie Cole – is being carried by CRN Digital Radio to some 150 U.S. am and fm radio stations.

The Capitol is as much a fixture of our town as is the Frog. I cannot imagine Main Street without The Capitol. 
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