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It was the vision of 23 year-old Walter Craggmiles that ignited the development

jor the fist pedformance center Jocated on the cast side of the court house or




“Craigmiles Block ™ A native of Bradley County, Tennessee, Walter was boun to
Plessant M. and Florence Vanece Craigmules in 1855, Walter was an intelligent young
man and attended Washington College. A student @t the time of General Robent £
Lee's death, Walter was selected by the student body 1w be a pallbearer for the presic
dent's funeral ceremony. After Lee's death in 1870, the school was named Washing:
ton and Lee College. After completing his education, Walter returned to Cleveland
and became involved in local businesses; including banking, industry and ententam:
ment. Following in his father’s footsteps he became one of scven incorporating
investors in the Cleveland Exchange and Deposit Bank by hinancing over $50,000 i
capital. A man in wuch with his surroundings, Walter sensed the growing need for a
multi-purpose hall large enough to sccommodate the community’s needs. Priot

i Bernale Institute and

meeting facilities were the city hall, Phoenix Hall, Masor
Cleveland Baptist Church or other sanctuanes. Walter began the pursuit of his
lonig-tistse interest in entertainment and decided the time had come to put his desiee
for ennched local culture into efiect

Supported by the Cleveland Herald editos, WS, Tipton declared that the impees.
sive structure was “large enough for any and all amusements and not dangerous ™
Diesigned for easy access, the performance hall was placed oo the upper tevel, whale
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the i:ms'zf level was designated for vanous b s One 4 saloon. It was cor
ed by architect LD. Sprague and painted by G.W. Stockin. The entertainment i’;%i%
was 85-feet long, 42-feet wide, and 20-deet tall. Poreraits of lcerary and political
leaders. woodland scenes. and a drop stage curtain, which included the grand canal
and other famous Venctian landmarks, were coested by artist Mr. McGrft. As the
ing ﬁ;@’fé completion, it was reported as “the finest buslding house in the

1 1877, it was delaved twice more
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The dogl vered by Colonel Dave Nelson, a local leader,
who gs»;:d;v;ﬁ & “bright tuture for the ans s Cleveland.” He proclaimed. “"Mr
Cragules tnaly deserves warm prase for the hiberal wd gven to the hine arts, and o0

the city of Cleveland, and the handsome structure of the Temple of music that
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provdly bears his name
The city of Cleveland owed 3 debt to Walter Craignules for hus cultural vision
which would continue w glow brightly as the social light in the center of a commu-
' cra House provided the stage that thrilled
amous and local ralent brought life

| and beneficent endeavors

tly, 1t was the avic,




that met within the walls that offered the most sbundant financial assistance of all

As with any new facility one can often find places for improvement. When the
Opera House was having a slow penod, Cruugmiles added a “nice duck awning” to
the front of the building The Opera House debuted its first scheduled traveling
attraction, “Southern Favorites,” on July 18 A W of talented young ladies who
were blind, participated in vanous featured comedies, instrumental and vocal perfor-
mances, plays, and poctry. On August 15, the warm summer's g&w faded with the
first community dance. The cool autumn brought more outstanding amateur perfor-
mances leaving audiences thailled On Seprember 16, ‘ﬁxm& Comedy Company
plaved four nights. With the Opera House available, local citizens formed their own
theatrical group, the Cleveland Amateur Dramatic Company. Emma Hampton, a
local historian of the Baptist church, was one of the first nine players to participate in
the company. Fanchon the Cricket, performed first by the Cleveland Dramatic
Company, became a fast favonite and was repeated numerous tmes to sold-out auds-
ences, Professor Henry Mylius arranged the music and conducted his orchestra for
the Dramatic Company as they offered renditions of Dandelions Dodges and Our
Jernimy, Wintry hearts melted st the scasonal plays given by Kate Putnam, “the
great southern favonte,” for her performances in Little Nell And The Marchioness
and Charles Dicken's, Old Cuniosity Shop, on that cold Christmas Eve night
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The year 1879 opened with major epera companics from other cities enhancing
Cleveland such as the famous Adah Richmond Group which performed for audi-
ences in both Chattanooga and Knoxville. Openly critical, W.S. Tipton of the Herald
cited Cleveland as the place “they go by.” Stewart’s English Opera Cornpany offered
their interpretations of the Bells of Comeville and Pinafore, on October 28 and 29,
leaving audiences stirred. Miss Bessie McGlue, an irish music teacher in the commu-
nity often rented the building for her pupils’ performances. In 1879 she produced 3
benchit given by her students and was credited for her “careful training and wach-
wg " bocal churches held grand fairs and suppers to raise money for mﬁi&y causes.
Six ?@ﬁ(ﬁ?‘ﬁﬁiﬁ% by the Cleveland Dramane Company and an unforgettabie conc
tw the Mendelssohn Quintette Club of Boston, also played the iﬁzg;gﬁzka ’ﬁm
Mendelssohn’s concert became one of the most famous appearing at the Opera

August was the tme for 99 degree weather and the Grand Red Hop, where
lemonade was sold on credit for five cents a glass. Finally, another successful vear
ended when the gentlemen requested 3 Grand Hop which was held on December 23,
1879 The ladies decided to waltz the New Year in at the Leap Year Hop on January
g 1880 Brass bands made sudiences “stand up and cheer” as musical entertainment
clatrmed its place in the new cultural arena of Cleveland.

The year 1880 was full of new beginnings for the Craigmiles Opera House and
the county population was growing. The 1880 census reported 12,124 Bradley
County residents and 1,874 citizens m Cleveland. Walter Craggmiles became briefly
sssaciated with the relatively new industry in town, the Cleveland Hub and Spoke
factory. Twenty-six year old Walter witessed the first umicycle i town. He and a
small group of inends bought one and tried to learn o nide it

On stage in fanuary, the Duprey & Besedict Famous Minstrels, along with the

Roval Brass Band, marked the first minstre] show performance since the Civil War
As the Opera House became sore popular, people began t© take advantage of the
vanety of entertainmment it &ﬁiﬁﬁi&é&i Ticket prices ranged from 15 to 50 cents for
children and up to a dollar nificul rienced from those pay-
ing regular prices but sitting in fﬁsﬁﬁﬁﬁ seats. Walter Craigmiles issued 2 rule thae
o one would be permitted a reserved seat without 3 ticket, 10 which the Herald
read, “this rule will be strictly enforced.”




East view of Craigmiles Hall from Court House. Notice the mud streets.

In 1881 additional changes occurred as the Opera House performance hall was
converted into a skating nink by T.A. Hayes, who convinced Walter to lease hum the
building the months of October and November. The ability to transform the facthiry
for skating during 1881 and 1883 became a recreational success. It could be used for
skating and other entertainments. Miss Claire Scott, the most talented sctress i the
country, performed Camille. The Herald editor believed her portrayal “buschered
Camille in a frightful manner.”

Changes came on a personal note for Walter when be and Annie Sandusky of
Shelbyville, Tennessee, became husband and wife on November 3. Walter moved o
Chattanooga with his wife and began 3 new chapeer in his life. While Walter was
relocating in Chatianooga, the state of Tennessee equalized 3 license tax on theaters
and opera houses in 1881, According to size based on the 1880 census, Craigmiles
Opera House would have to pay 15 dollars per quarter. The sermi-annual tax was cal-
culated on the size of 3 town and collected by the county court clerk.

‘The decade of the 1880s was continuously marked by several key and repertory
events. Each May the community could count on Miss McGhie's annual muosic
recital. The musical ensemble would be followed by “Pomp and Curcumstance,™ as
the commencement exercises were held for Cleveland High School and the




Cleveland Masonic Female Institute. In 1884 political rallies and imxm were %e%s%

in the suditorium of the Opera House. The Democratic elector for Cleveland dis-

it spoke and declared that no one with “self respeat™

Frank Rawd On August 14 the women were praised for their ﬁfi@;’iﬁ on é}@@rgg;zm fox
the Republican convention.

Conderences were held in October i 1890 as Professor Rodgers, LG, &i:sé and

the Reveren wé Tarnes P Mo Teer lectured on “Your ﬁfﬁf‘&ﬁ»«%ﬁ%ﬁ%’

the Franco-Prassian Wi 1870-1874.7
e of the more noted performers that played three times at the Cragmules

sed Pharsoroes Puonures oo

Oipera House was Blind Tom Wiggins. Blind Tom was “the greatest musical prodigy
of his time,” and “the wonder of the world ” He was 3 Back man who, blind since
hirth, possessed 2 phenomenal talent to hear a piece of music played onve, and then

riorm the piece of music note for note on the piano. His talents consisted of “lus
memory of the piano, his acute ear, and his retentive memory.” Professor Mylius
plaved one of his own works, which Tom performed with perfection. At concerts
Blind Tom g%z?ﬁfé a variety of new popular tunes as well as classical favorites. The
Chattanoogs Daily Dispatch wrote, “His performance of Beethoven's beautiful
Somata reminds a musical friend that 2 totally blind man performs the music of 3
perfectly deaf composer. Beethoven was deaf as 2 poet and Tom was as blind as a
bat.” Tickets 1o see Blind Tom on stage could be purchased at Roger'’s Dirug Store. In
1891 Tom gave his last formal performance in Clevelan

OPERA HOUSE.

Bm ) TOM,

The vear 1891 brought ren
Hunt and her troupe gracex IRANCE:
Savow, Florinel, and Lady of Lyons. For a few years, the Pantonume {§ szmpw
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Dumpty, featuring Misco the Clown, was i demand. The gentlemen and ladies of
Cleveland would alternate sponsorship of the dances, social hops, and masque balis.
Lover's music filled the air as the Georgia Minstrels offercd 2 cantata entitled,
*Under the Palms.” In 1891 the Weber Concert Company featured 3 boy violinist
and soprano. Local businesses such as Steed Brothers and johnson's hecame reslar
sources uf tickers for sctivities held at the Craigmiles Hall

I 1896 a syndicate headed by 1 E. Johnston, purchased the building for 34,750
Oither investors were 1T, fohnstons, SM. Johnston, WP Lang 1A Seecd, and May |
Brown. More repovations were made in 1897 when new doors were added that
swung out instead of in. Electricity replaced the former means of lighting and new
curtains were installed in the hall. The phonograph, graphophone, and the pamo-
phome had been the only tools for listening and recording. Now entertainment came
in the form of 3 Vitascope, an Edison invenuon that progcted moving pctures on 3
screen for audicnces to observe. In 1899 rumors of 2 “radio” filled the air, vet the
Opera House was still in demand for hve entertainment. Manistries such as the
Baptist Church held various annual mectings that year and 3 benefit given by the

foung Christian Men became a much-anticipated event. As another decade was
closing, the aew sound of ragtime and the “king” Scott Joplin, thrilled listeners with
his new sound.

The 1900s would bring an clectronic revolution and Amenica would never agan
he the same. The radio, although 3 wonderful invention, would eventually affect the
future of the community Opera House. Another census was taken in 1900 listng
15,759 residents in Bradley County and 3,859 citzens in Cleveland. With comedy
still “hor” the owner booked the Murry Comedy Company and the avdience was
costatic. A sensational Fourth of July ball was reason enough w celebrate the 1900s.
Mrs. Perkins, president of the local chapter of the Women's Club of Tennessee, held a
benefit to raise money for the library which included a lecture on “The Homes and
Huts of Shakespeare.” Musicals and other theatrical performances plaved
Craigmiles Hall during 1901 offering unforgettable attractions for their wide array of
sudiences. Lectures given by the Taylor Sisters began in March 1902

“The fall hured the ever funny Brennan-Sale Company and thewr three comedies,
A Happy Pair, Mistaken Identity, and One Christmas Eve. The Vaudeville Comnpany
came in December and filled the house for 3 week’s worth of show-stopping perior-
mances. Also in December, the Bonnair Price Company gave performances of A

0




Woman Delaved. In 1905 the Nickelodeon became the lavest rage, however, bve per-
formances wese sull appreciated. Craigmiles Opera House, like numerous concert
tacilities, was slowly mgmgé%@ the radio and motion pictures. It &id not ship quuet-
1y away. John Philip Sousa and his band, was a stellar performance in 1906 and prob-
ably the most “gala event of all” 1o play the Opera House. In 1909 the property was
sold o John A and K A %Mm&%imtﬁ&tﬁx&%%iﬁﬁmw

Because of changing times and interests the hall was used for other purposes.
The druggists used the space for storage. After World War I the large hall was used as
an grmory for the National Guard In 1925 Vastne F Suckley and A B “Blondie™
jones leased Steed's Drugstore and founded Central Drug Store. It was quite an

adertaking for the two pharmacists to get the building ready for business. They
completed an enormous remaodeling job on the facility both internally and external-
ly. The owners operated their well-stocked and well-equipped drugstore on the
ground level, specializing in their prompt delivery service by motorcycle. Central
Drug Store also featured a popular soda fountain which would seat forty people.
Teenagets would gather celebrating good tmes while dninking 2 Coca-Cola and lis-
tening to the sound of "Swing”

Walter Craigmiles’ carcer ended with his death in October 3, 1925, ity years
sheer his vision for the Opers House was born. In 1948 Stickley and Jones bought the
taailding from Ida Steed’s heirs. The news sccounts identified the building as the
“first opera house” and the “city’s first theater.” After improving their drugstore, the
entertainment hall continued 1o be used for storage.

in the early 1970s Suckley and Jones retired, selling the building in 1973 w 2
group of local businessmen who were partners in Uptown Corporation. Several new
ammm@mﬁawgﬁ@@amm@%&m
Lil's, promoted by owners, James R. “Bud” Hope, and Richard Hope, lus son. The
meals were prepared by Lillic Lawson, “as only Lillic can prepare them.” Ms Lawson
eventually bought the business. The other store on the first level was short lived.
Golden Girl, an ice cream parlor and sandwich shop, was located to the lefr of
Diamond Lil's

I 1979 3 locsl atorney purchased the Craigmiles building, and like those
before him, remodeled the interior and rented the spaces 10 businesses. Craigmiles
Hall was included on the National Register of Historic Places in 1980 by the
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AR Jones bought Craigmiles Hall in 1925 and founded Central Drugs on the main
floor and used the performance hall for storage. The siote was operated pnul 1973

Hentage Conservation and Recreation Service. In 1981 the offices on the lower fevel
were occupied by Ococe Travel Agency; Ken Jones, stockbroker; Dhamond Lils
Restaurant; .S, Architects; Suits Insurance Company; Carolyn Clark School of
Oance; Cleveland Associated Industries; and the Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act [CETA] While some tenants relocated, others sought office space in the
historic shell of the first cultural center in downtown Cleveland




in fuly 1993 the Lndmark was sold 1o Jocal businessman W Allan Jones, I, 3
native of Cleveland dedicated o historical preservation. Jones sensed the need for
restoration of the onginal extenor porton of Crsigmiles Hall o the approximare fea
rures of the onginal budding Alter extensive photographic research, sketches were
composed with suggested remodeling ideas for the structure. He instalied four
30-watt and two S00-wats halogen Lamps 1o light the face of the structure for the
first Halloween Block Party s October [
1993 The unique lighting continues to iliu
minate Craigmiles’ Victonian-style extrados
each eveming at dusk. The mienor was rene
owvated 1o recapture Walter Craigmiles ong:
inal vision, New brick was marched with
that of the engnal 116 vear-old color. The
feaky tin roof was repasred whale custom-
macde moldisgs were added o the exienor
Many historic srtifacts are displaved | ., 2500
hout the oncc-again gracotul halls of
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the structure. In 1994 Jones commented
that Cragrnibes Hall was' "anc of the most
hustoncal and srchitecturally sigmificant
hinldings, nos only in Cleveland, but i thwe

o Tonpese ™

Architect’s rendering of the
renovalions made ta the
Opera House stairwell

v Lithie Lawson as owner and proprictorn,
wir, arad Uooee Insurance, owned by Pam

1 baw. The third Hoor » comprised of Hant

. Pnmenics Financial Services owned by Janice
(¥ Conmor Sun wotrs My and Mes Philip Munck; Produces Plus with
ewerer Diave Lusades and Acoounting srmd Tax Services, owned by Jena Cavert and

4 Pormraiis o

Shels Saser
Regretiully, nostalgia is the only means we have of escapang into the past and
sometiznes by reading the sccounts that lnstory has so graciously letr us can we hope
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in 1878, Allan Jones, ke Walter Craigmiles, has chosen to keep hus vision alive.
Craigmiles Hall has been masterfully restored for the citizens of Cleveland and
Bradiey County to appreciate now and in the Ruture.

Allan Jones in feont of Craigmiles Hall

This research has been compiled by the following students of Lee College:
sglas Hole, George W. Allin, Ir., Charlene Prescoty, Deborah
ith, Pam Coker, Roger A. Vaughan, Sally High Conrad,
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