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accompanied by a trio of shorts. Although
not quite a sellout performance, more than
1,000 attended the Page's movie premiere.
Management announced that they would
change movies four times per week, and
would exhibit movies every night there was
no live performance booked.!*

Vaudeville performances had not
originally been considered for the Page.
There were several theaters in town,
primarily the Isis and the Star, that
showcased vaudeville, but Fuson &
Gordon soon gave in to public demand for
the variety acts and made arrangements
with the Pantages circuit for the popular
road shows. A contract for three shows
daily on Wednesdays and Thursdays was
signed on May 26. In later years, with
vaudeville on the wane, scheduling was
reduced to one day per week.15

In 1916, George A. Hunt became the
manager of the Page. Hunt had come to
Medford from Portland in 1910 to
manage the new Natatorium, a
multipurpose amusement center on North
Riverside. He later acquired control of the
Star Theater on East Main Street in 1915.
Hunt's selection as the Page's new manager
enabled him to work with his wife, Enid,
who had been the Page's cashier since its
opening.

When the United States was drawn into
the world war then raging across Europe,
the Hunts made the decision to relocate to
the Seattle-Tacoma region of Washington
state. In October 1917, it was announced
that Hunt had sold his leases on both the

Star and Page theaters to Mr. and Ms.
Oscar T. Bergner of Ashland, managers of
that town's Vining Theater. Mr. Bergner
would assume the management of the Page
and Star theaters, and Mrs. Bergner would
manage the Vining.16

It is unclear from the surviving records
just how long Bergner remained as
manager of the Page. Newspaper accounts

"Yes, Medford at last has an up~to-
date playhouse of which we are all
sincerely thankful to Dr. Page,"the
Mail Tribune stated. "His
undertaking to build a theater in
the very midst of our lean years
proves beyond a doubt the doctor's
abiding faith in the future of our
beautiful valley.”

imply that at some point Dr. Page himself
had assumed direct management of his
theater. In June 1919, Page had tired of
running the theater and signed a ten-year
lease with the Moran-Percy Company to
assume the management responsibilities,
effective July 1.

Arthur J. Moran and Harry L. Percy had
come to Medford from Sacramento in
1917 and opened the Rialto, a new theater
on West Main Street. In the spring of
1919 the Percy-Moran Company
underwent a major expansion with the
acquisition of two theaters in Albany and
the Antlers Theater in Roseburg. Percy
moved to Roseburg to take direct control
of the Antlers, while Moran

remained in

Medford to manage the Page and Rialto.”

Moran's first action as manager was to
close the Page for two weeks for some
upgrading, including a new curtain, sets,
and an improved projection system. He
announced that the Page would reopen on
July 17 with a showing of The Red Lantern,
featuring the exotic Russian star Alla
Nazimova in a dual role. 18
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The first road show under the new
management would be the popular musical
comedy Chin Chin, currently on its first West
Coast tour. Chin Chin was booked for
August 1. To promote this program and the
new management of the Page, Moran
engaged the services of two local men, Floyd
Hart and Seely Hall and their airplane "Old
Sturdy."1? Hart and Hall had recently
purchased the surplus Jenny aircraft, and, as
the first locally owned airplane, it was an
extremely popular novelty. A few days before
the opening of Chin Chin, Hart flew over the
valley towns dropping promotional flyers.20

George Hunt returned to Medford in
1919 and formed the George A. Hunt
Amusement Co., with Julius Wolfe, Richard
Antle and Hunt's wife, Enid, as partners.
This entity then purchased the old Star
Theater, which had been renamed the
Liberty following the allied victory in the
recent war. In December negotiations to buy
out the Percy-Moran theater holdings were
completed, and as of December 1, 1919,
George Hunt returned to the Page.2!

On election night in 1920 Hunt advertised
that the Page would be showing movies
throughout the night, accompanied with
continued updates on the election returns.
Afterward, work was begun on the
installation of two new Simplex projectors.
These new machines were equipped to create
the "fade-away" and close-up techniques
popular in movies of the day.22

While the Page's projection equipment
was being upgraded, B.C. DaSheill of the
Rudolph Wurlitzer Company installed a new
$15,000 pipe organ. To accommodate the
new instrument an arbor, designed by
Medford architect Frank Clark and
decorated by Tom Swem, was installed,
adding a "conservatory effect to the stage."
The capabilities of this new instrument far

exceeded anything before experienced in
Medford. In addition to its musical qualities,
the new organ could produce a variety of
special effects for accompanying motion
pictures. Among those effects, as described
by the Mail Tribune, were "rain, the pounding
of the surf on the beach, galloping of horses,
castinets [sic] and tambourines for Spanish
dances, telephone bell, auto horn, orchestra
bells, xylophone, cathedral chimes, snare drum
and bass drum and cimballs [sic], and
imitation not only of human voices but those
of domestic and wild fowls and animals."23

The newly modernized and redecorated
Page opened on November 23, 1920, with a
showing of Nomads of the North. Sitting at
the new organ was Henry Harcke, recently
returned from San Francisco where he had
trained on a similar instrument.

As manager of the Page, Hunt, assisted by
his wife, Enid, began to show some of the
flair for promotion for which he was to
become so well known. Having booked the
Douglas Fairbanks feature Robin Hood in
April 1923, Hunt dressed his ushers in
medieval costumes. In front of the screen a
castle drawbridge was erected and costumed
actors heralded the beginning of the movie
with trumpets as the drawbridge was
lowered, revealing the silver screen. Musical
accompaniment for Robin Hood was supplied
by Medford's popular "wonder organist,"
Grace "Betty" Brown, who played her own
original adaptation of the score.24

Early in the morning of Sunday, December
30, 1923, John Palmer and George Corum,
heading out of town to hunt ducks, saw
smoke and flames pouring out the windows
of the Page. They sent in the alarm, but by
the time the fire brigade arrived the building
was too far gone to save. By 10:00 in the
morning the fire had burned itself out; the
building had been almost completely gutted.

The Page Theater
could handle
almost any form of
stage and screen
entertainment,
[from the silent
mowvies to
vaudeville acts to
full-size stage
roductions
complete with an
orchestra in the pit.
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Medford Fire Chief Roy Elliott and
volunteer fireman Amos Willits entered
the theater to inspect the extent of the
damage when, suddenly, the stage fire wall
collapsed. Willits was killed instantly;
Elliott was severely injured. For the
remainder of the day and the following
night, the ruins of the Page smoldered.
Firemen were stationed with hoses
throughout the night in case the
conflagration flared up again. Dr. Page was
fully insured for his loss of the building.
The seats, organ, scenery and projection
equipment, however, were the property of
Hunt's company, and were woefully
underinsured. The total estimated losses
amounted to $100,000.25

For ten years the Page had been the
valley's premier entertainment palace,
showing some of the best in both
legitimate and motion picture
entertainment, and had played host to
many of the top performers of the day. The
recently closed Star, Hunt announced,
would not be reopened, leaving the Rialto
as the only theater operating in town.
Since it was a movie theater, Medford was
left without a venue for live productions.

The loss of the Page, therefore, dealt a
serious blow to the community. Almost
immediately there was talk of either
rebuilding the Page or building a new
theater to take its place. Later inspection
had determined that the Page's exterior
walls were still sound. Mail Tribune editor
Robert Ruhl, in a January 11 editorial,
echoed the community's sentiments that
"Medford must have a good theater. If it
can't be built in one way, it can be built in
some other. The idea of abandoning the
idea entirely is unthinkable."26

In the end, however, Hunt made the
decision to abandon the Page in favor of an
entirely new structure. On the corner of
Central Avenue and Eighth Street, local
attorney Porter ]. Neff and businessman
J.C. Cooley financed the construction of a
new building. Designed by Frank Clark,
the Cooley Theater Building would house
a new theater along with storefronts along
Central Avenue and offices on the second
floor. The theater space was leased to the
George A. Hunt Theater Company. A
public contest was held to name this new
theater, with "Hunt's Craterian" selected
from hundreds of entries.?7

In spite of the decision by Hunt to
occupy a new theater building, Dr. Page
was not yet ready to abandon the Page. In
September 1924, shortly before the grand
opening of the new Hunt's Craterian, the

~

Mail Tribune reported that $50,000 would
be spent to rebuild the Page. The plans for
the three-story structure, also drawn up by
Clark, called for a 700-seat auditorium, a
second-floor hall for the local Knights of
Pythias, and rooms for the Andrews Bros.
Conservatory of Music on the third floor.
This building, however, never
materialized.28

The following year Dr. Page again
explored the option of rebuilding the Page,
which he would call "The New Page." As
with the earlier announcement, this
attempt came to naught. Eventually Dr.
Page gave up on his theater site and
control of the property, and the remaining
walls of the old theater were acquired by
the George A. Hunt Co. These ruins were
the cause of several discussions between
the Hunt Co. and the city of Medford,
which began to see the old walls as a public
safety hazard.

"Medford must have a good
theater. If it can't be built in one

way, it can be built in some other.
The idea of abandoning the idea
entirely is unthinkable.”

In the spring of 1928, Hunt and the city
were involved in a dispute over the amount
of liability insurance the former should
maintain for the property. Two years later
Hunt and the city of Medford were again
at odds over the fate of the old Page. In
early 1930, City Council member Joseph
O. Grey voiced his concern over the
"dilatoriness" of the Page's owners, in spite
of the council's repeated requests that the
site be either rebuilt or cleared. The council
then instructed City Superintendent Fred
Scheffel to condemn the structure and
order its immediate removal. Hunt was
able to arrange an extension on the
council's order, hoping to arrange some
sort of suitable use for the site. Several
ideas, including an apartment building
were considered, but none panned out.
Finally, in 1930 the last vestiges of the
grand old theater were pulled down.??

This was not the end of a theatrical
presence on Dr. Page's old property. In
1932 Gene Childers built a new theater,
the Roxy, on the site, to replace the Isis he
operated across the street. After a run of
several years under different names, this
theater, too, was eventually torn down.

SOUTHERN OREGON HERITAGE TODAY

As for Dr. Frederick Page, he had left
Medford in 1922 for Los Angeles, where
he was active in the real estate business. In
the summer of 1934, while visiting his
sister in Medford, Dr. Page suffered a heart
"ailment" and was confined to bed, where
he died on September 21, 1934 and was
interred in the recently opened Siskiyou

Memorial Park.30 8

William Alley is archivist/historian with the
Southern Oregon Historical Society.

This in the second in a series of articles on Medford’s
theatrical history. The first, “George A. Hunt, Medford
Impresario, and the Craterian Theater,” appeared in
the Winter 1997 issue of Southern Oregon

Heritage. Additional articles will appear in future
issues of Southern Oregon Heritage Today.
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Indian Tobacco

by Donn L. Todt & Nan Hannon

” 7 hile the Native Americans of
the Southern Oregon-

v Northern California region got
thelr food by gathering and hunting wild
foods, they also practiced horticulture to
provide themselves with one domesticated
non-food item: tobacco.

In the fall, a man established his tobacco
plot by burning logs to create a nutrient-
rich bed for seeds. As the plants grew up,
he thinned, weeded and sometimes
watered them. In late summer, he
harvested and dried the leaves. He also
saved seeds from the plants that produced
the most potent tobacco, as careful of plant
breeding as any farmer. He smoked the
crushed tobacco in a stone or wooden pipe.

The main tobacco species used by the
Indians of the region was Nicotiana
quadrovalvus, which probably originated in
Southern California, but was traded up the
West Coast and planted as far north as
coastal Alaska. Plant explorer David
Douglas found it growing in a Native
American garden near the Columbia River
in 1825. "I met with one of the little
plantations and supplied myself with seeds
and specimens...On my way home, I met
the owner, who, seeing it under my arm,
appeared to be much displeased; but by
presenting him with two finger-lengths of
tobacco from Europe, his wrath was
appeased, and we became good friends."!

The "European” tobacco that Douglas
traded was actually native to the West
Indies, where Native Americans
cultivated it. Columbus took
Nicotiana tabacum back to
Europe from his first voyage to the
New World. It contains the same
chemical as the tobacco of
the Far West: nicotine. It is
now smoked around the
world, with disastrous health
effects. Unfortunately, the customs
and social controls regulating tobacco
use weren't exported along with the
plant. As ethnographer J. P. Harrington
noted: "It is a curious fact that while
whites took over the material tobacco
from the Indians they took no
fragment of the world that
accompanied it."2

For the Indians of the Far
West, tobacco smoke curled
up mist-like into the cool

14

canyon air when friends met on the trail
and shared a pipe as a goodwill gesture.
Sometimes the viscous leaves of tobacco
poulticed sores. Late at night, the
sweathouse might be bathed in the
leathery scent of fresh tobacco smoke as a
sleepless man lit a pipe for its sedative
effect. These were mundane uses. But,
wrote Harrington, tobacco was also "a
heritage from the gods, a strange path
which juts into this world and leads to the
very ends of magic." Tobacco served not
only as a medicinal herb but also as a
spiritual catalyst, which enabled more
complicated combinations of medicines
and cures to work effectively in the hands
of a trained shaman.

Among Native Americans living in this
region, custom restricted tobacco use to
adult men and female shamans. Men
mostly smoked their pipes outdoors and in
the men's lodge or sweathouse, where they
slept apart from women and children.
Since tobacco use decreases female fertility
and endangers unborn children, and since
secondhand smoke is especially dangerous
to children, practical reasons probably
underlay the traditions
regulating tobacco use.

Indian tobacco plants may
sometimes be found growing near

old Indian village sites. They have ‘
\
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A stone
Uplan
would have been used for smoking the leaves
of a tobacco plant native to the West Coast.

e of steatite, excavated from an
kelma site in Jackson County,

sticky, strong-smelling leaves and small

white flowers of the same shape as garden
Nicotiana. Their tiny seeds may lie

dormant for many years, waiting for the
disturbed conditions that permit them to
grow. And for ceremonial purposes, Native
Americans of this region have again begun

to plant the tobacco species that their
ancestors cultivated for thousands of years.3 &

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt and anthropologist
Nan Hannon garden in Ashland.

ENDNOTES

1. John P. Harrington. Tobacco Use Among the
Karuk Indians of California, Bureau of
American Ethnology Bulletin no. 91
(Washington, D.C., 1932), p. 21.

2. Ibid. p. 13.

3. Julian Lang. “Indian Tobacco in
Northwestern California,” News
Jfrom Native California, Vol. 9,
no. 3, 1996, pp. 28-36.

Nicotiana
quadrovalvus
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FROM PIONEER TO POSTMASTER

by Louise A. Watson
Q' n Ashland street and school carry helped Helman

SOHS #118

his name. For twenty-seven years, build a sawmill.
residents trusted him to deliver They christened the
their mail-on horseback. But in January little settlement
1850, Abel D. Helman just wanted to find ~ Ashland Mills,
the adventure and riches promised by honoring Helman's
golden California.l and Emery's Ohio
Born in Wayne County, Ohio (now roots.3
Ashland County), on April 10, 1824, Helman brought
Helman left behind his pregnant young his wife and s

wife, Martha Jane, whom he'd married in daughter, Almeda, — T
1049, s Buren, s s wlinet: moelbing born in 1850, and Ashland founder Abel Helman poses outside his home at Orange

s : 5
business2 Cold,rain, homesickness bigh  Eber Emerys umil, Gy ssmnding. ot Il in ber futbens arm B
prices, starvation, disappointment, and a back to Ashland : a :

fellow Ohioan named Eber Emery Mills in 1852. Then he officially claimed Abel and Martha had seven more
accompanied him on the grueling journey  the first property in town, a site of 320 children: John, in 1854, the first white
west. By 1851, Helman's hopes of striking ~ acres somewhat north of the present child born in Ashland Mills; Mary
it rich had been dashed. Instead, land downtown area. Elizabeth, 1856; Martha Jane, 1857; Abel
captivated him: the beautiful, fertile valley Community business and civic leadership ~ Lincoln, 1860; Benjamin Butler, 1863;
at the base of the Siskiyou Mountains in followed: Helman and the Emerys built a Ulysses Grant, 1865; and Oates Orange,
Oregon Territory, on a main route north flour mill that lasted for fifty-five years, 1869. Martha Helman died on May 12,
from California. His search for his future boosting the town’s economy. He became 1881. Thirteen years later, in 1894, Helman
was over. To get started, Jacob Emery, Ashland's first postmaster in 1855. The married Susan Culp Rockfellow. Helman
Eber's uncle, and a man named James post office was located in the Ashland died in 1910, still residing, appropriately
Cardwell House, the community’s first hotel, and enough, on his original land claim.5 &
home to the Helman family. Helman soon
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> Abel and Martha Jane Helman, .l‘
with one of their eight children.
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