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Preservation Week: May 14-20
"Real People, Real Places, Real History"
is the theme of this 22nd annual celebration cosponsored by the National Trust
for Historic Preservation and PACA.
Preservation Week 1995 will be observed by the Preservation Association in
a number of ways including the annual
"ARCHITREASURES" contest cosponsored by the News Gazette.PACA will also
be announcing the recipient of this year's
Heritage Grant, a newly established annual program that returns some of
PACA's architectural salvage revenue to
the community by means of a $2,000
grant to a local not-for-profit organization. The award must be used for a
project involving preservation, conservation and/or education related to history,
architecture, or archaeology in Champaign County.
In addition, the award winning Kids
Building Fair, begun in 1992 in conjunction with The Discovery Place, will be
held this year on Saturday, May 20 from
11:00 to 4:00 in front of the Orpheum
Theatre. The Fair is a fun family affair
where kids of all ages learn about the
building trades. Volunteer contractors including carpenters, painters, electricians,
plumbers, tile specialists, masons, and
others contribute a day to teach about
their special trade. Hands-on science
demonstrations are also part of the Fair
and the children's museum will be open.
Volunteers to help with this event are still
needed; call PACA to volunteer.

Varsity Theatre, 51-53 MainStreet, Champaign, circa 1993.

Focus On: Varsity Theatre
Moving pictures were a novelty act in the
old opera houses. When played as the last
act on the bill, managers used them as a
way to clear people out of the house for
the second show of the evening. However, people came to love the moving pictures and many entrepreneurs recognized
their potential and began converting
storefronts into small houses exclusively
for the showing of moving pictures.
These houses came to be known as nickelodeons. A combination of the French
word for concert hall-odeon, and the
price of admission-a nickel, although the
price in Champaign-Urbana was more
typically a dime.
On Monday, October 22, 1906, a page
one story in the Champaign Daily Gazette
announced that Champaign would have
a permanent picture show. The Stimmel
& Morris Amusement Company had
leased a room at 30 Main Street and was
remodeling it for a movie theater. The
company had been in business for some
time with locations in several towns and
was now coming to Champaign. Smith
Stimmel, jr., said he believed Champaign
was a good place and that he expected his
company would be successful here. He

promised clean exhibitions and
wholesome entertainment. The shows
would be presented daily, in the afternoon and evening, with the films changing twice a week.
The Varsity Theatre opened Saturday,
October 27, 1906. Business was good for
the opening night program of 2,000 feet
of film. Within a year of the opening of
the first nickelodeon in the United States,
Champaign had its own permanent
moving picture house. The Varsity
Theatre was the first theater to open in
Champaign-Urbana devoted exclusively
to moving pictures.
Within the next year, Samuel Kahl, the
manager of Champaign's Walker Opera
House, had established the Varsity
Amusement Company and had taken
over the Varsity Theatre. The company
operated two theaters for a few years. In
addition to the Varsity in Champaign, in
1909 it opened a second theater, also
known as the Varsity, at 109 West Main
Street in Urbana. It moved to 106 West
Main in 1910. By then, the Champaign
Varsity had moved down the street to 53
Main Street.
By 1943, the old Varsity Theatre, already having had four owners, was about
to begin its series of name changes. The

