
OLD MEMORIES: Columbus theater will be restored.
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the theater in 1924. , :
; The Owlettes intend to 'restore the 
540-seat movie and playhouse, which has 
^eh closed for 10 years, and open it once ' 
again for performances, concerts,'; movies , 
and dances. In the adjoining buildings they /. 
^lan a historic museum, art studios Ind 
4rt gallery.
■ The Liberty Theatre holds very sp^ 
eial memories for blacks who grew up in 
(his town during the ’30s. They coqld dance 
$11 night at the Elks Club Dance Hall, 
watch minstrel shows once a year atithe 
local fairground and entertain each other 
it house parties. But the Liberty was the 
$nly place they could enjoy a movie with­
out being forc^ to accept the stringent re­
strictions placed on them in segregated 
white theaters.
; “The Liberty meant we didn’t have to 
go upstairs anymore,” said Mrs. Frasier. 
*You didn’t have the stigma that says you 
can’t go any further.”
; Ironically, that rows of red corduroy 
Seats at the Liberty were occasionally 
foped off for white patrons who might 
want to view a Vaudeville show.'.The Mats 
were usually the best in the house. ' 
; Bringing the theater back to its origi­
nal splendor will cost between $30,000- 
$60,000 and could be completed in 12-14 
months, according to a feasability study 
Conducted by Dan Joslyn of the .Southern 
Arts Federation. , '' '' i
• The Owlettes plan to have the thater 
open and at least partially complete, by 
February, so it can be used during Black 
Month.
; This will be the group’s second ven­
ture in the restoration of sites of historical 
importance. Last year, they completed 
^novation of the 1912 two-story home of 
JVilliam H. Spencer, a black educator 
whose efforts help bring the first black 
high school to Columbus in 1930. Unbl that 
lime, black parents who wanted their chil- 
Pren to go beyond ninth grade ba<trto send 

, ^heir children to Atlanta. *
• The Owlettes were all graduated worn 
Spencer High School, named after the 
feducator, and the owl is their school mas- 
pot.
; “Spencer High was the backbone of 
every black individual in Columbus before 
lhe ’60s when we had integraUon,” ,said 
Mrs. Frazier, founder and president m the 
Owlettes. "And we knew we had the same 
love of the Liberty that we had for 
Spencer.” • t
; It took $52,500 - collij^ fromTund- 
•aisers and federal and sCate grants — to 
)uy the Spencer House from the Muscogee 
bounty ^hool Board and restorrf it. 
Thinking that segregation would last 

forever, Spencer’s widow, Martha Love 
Spencer had willed the house to the school 
board for a library for blacks.)

The Spencer House is now on the Na-T 
Sional Register of Historic places and is 
Spen for tours, prominent guests or ' 
city and even weddings.

The women expect the same success 
collecting funds for the Liberty as they ! 
had for the Spencer House. J

“What I found was an extremely , 
effective group of women who did a very ; 
successful restoration of the Spencer , 
House,” Joslyn said. “There have been ’ 
very few attempts to restore black histori- ; 
cal sites and when I looked at the Liberty 
I knew that the group was strongly com­
mitted.”

“There won’t be any huge struggle to 
raise the money,” said Joseph B. Mahan, 
Columbus historian and regional preserva­
tion planner for the lower Chattahoochee 
Area Planning and Development Commis­
sion. “There are many p^ple in this city 
who have strong filings about the 
Liberty.”

The Liberty opened with a perform­
ance of “Three Weeks” a play based on a 
1910 novel by British writer Eleanor 
Glynn, according to Mahan. '''

The April 29, 1925 issue of the Indus- : 
trial Index, a publication devoted to build­
ing and development in Columbus, states 
that the theater cost $30,000 to build. “The 
building has the largest seating capacity of 
any motion picture theater in Columbus,” 
the newspaper reported.

" Along with the usual fare of movies, 
in its heyday, the Liberty was the show­
case for the top black entertainers doing 
the Atlanta-Columbus-Augusta-Savannah 
circuit. i

Eugene Smith, a teacher at the 
Manchester Middle School who researched 
the history of the Liberty for his masters 
degree, found that during 1925 and 1945 
the theater was regularly visited by the 
likes of Cab Calloway who scatted “Minnie 
the Moocher,” Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, 

, who excited audiences with his acrobatic 
dancing antics; Jackie Robinson, baseball 
star of the Brooklyn Dodgers, and “Ma” 
Rainey, a native of Columbus who was 
considered the “mother” of blues and is 
cr^ited with discovering blues singer 
Bessie Smith. Even operatic singer Marian

- Anderson made a stellar appearance at the
- Uberty.

ind is The theater closed in 1973 after a 
>r the drastic decline in attendance, integration 

and television making it an anachronism. ■
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