Dusty Rhodes ..

a Wurlitzer

Too often, the Theatre Organ enthusi-
ast’s interest lies with the big otgans
in plush movie palaces in the large
cities. Certainly a 4-manual WurliTzer,
a Marr & Colton, or a Wonder Morton is
more than adequate to satisfy the ap-
petite of any organ lover. However, if
an organ sleuth has exhausted his re-
search, he expands his radius of opera-
tions until he comes across a small-
size organ in a typical theatre in a
typical small town. Such was the case
not long ago when Lloyd Klos and Jess
G. Littlefield visited Batavia, New York.

Learning that the organ in the Family
Theatre was still intact, though not
played for years, Jess and Lloyd made
a trip there which turned out to be very
fruitful. The manager, Mr. John Oberle,
was most cooperative in showing the
instrument, answering questions, and
volunteering  additional information.

The theatre is not located on Main
Street, but on a one-way side street. It
is a 1,000-seat affair and is used for
local amateur productions and stage
shows passing through town. It has a
striking interior with balcony, ornate
carvings, beautiful curtain, and modern
seating. The organ is in typical unused
condition...dusty and dirty. A fire near
the stage a few years ago resulted in
torrents of water being showered upon
the console.

It was in 1923 that the management of
the Family Theatre decided to com-
pletely modernize it. This was rather
startling in itself because Batavia at
the time listed only 20,000 citizens and
there were two other theatres in the
city. Included in the renovation was the
decision to install an organ. A two-
manual, G-rank WurliTzer, Style, D, was
purchased and positioned in front of
the stage at the left. Chambers were
situated on each side of the auditorium
near the stage. The theatre, when re-
opened, was renamed “‘The New Family
Theatre’’. While discussing the Family
Theatre and its WurliTzer with the
theatre staff and other citizens of
Batavia, the name of Dusty Rhodes was
mentioned often,

EDITOR'S NOTE: The Wurlitzer Ship-
ment List was left out of this issue due
to conventien reports. It will be re-
sumed in the next issue.

and Memories

More infarmation concerning the or-
ganist, Dusty Rhodes, was obtained
from Robert O. Monaghan, a teacher of
music at the State School for the Blind.
Though blind, he had had experience
as an organist in theatres in Wolcott
and Fredonia, New York, before going
to Batavia. He knew Dusty Rhodes well
and used to sub for him at the Family
Theatre. Much valuable information was
obtained. From the view point of Mr,
Monaghan and others with long memar-
ies in Batavia, Dusty Rhodes was in-
deed a fabulous character.

Even though Dusty was being paid the
enormous sum for those days, $250 a
week, the management of the theatre
was able to realize the cost of re-
furnishing the theatre in a very short
time. The artist built up a tremendous
following and several persons have at-
tested that the audience which always
packed the theatre did so just to hear
Dusty’s artistry on the WurliTzer and
without regard to the calibre of the film

being shown.

Mr. Monaghan stated,'’] maintain a
high and respectful regard for his mem-
ory and feel that he gave me much
which was of value to me in my own
career, He was an excellent organist
far so relatively small a community and
attracted a large audience who came
specifically to hear the music. He was,
of course, a showman playing in a some-
what spectacular and emotional style,
but he drew from the sonorous tones of
that organ thrilling effects--warmly
sentimental selections, spinetingling
and stirring march rhythms, rapturous
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2/6 Wurlitzer, Family Theatre,
Batavia, N.Y., played by Dusty
Rhodes.

waltzes, current song hits, fast or slow,
but more often the slower ballads. He
resorted to rather violent crescendos
and diminuendoes at timesto further the
effects he wanted.

'‘Most valuable and appreciated were
the times he permitted me the opportuni-
ty to spell him--usunally during the news
and comics--sometimes by myself and
sometimes with a child to read the cap-
tions for me. Then Dusty gave me a
little coaching, standing beside me as
I played, and making terse suggestions
(always much to the point as, 'Don’t
fill up your chords with all the notes
each hand can play.Idon’t know why or-

( continued on page 13)

CLASSIFIED ADS

FOR SALE

ONE 61 NOTE pipe organ monual com-
plete with contacts and cable. Make of-
fer. Bud Abel, 75 Colgett Drive, Ook-
land 19, Califernia.

WANTED

3 H.P. ORGOBLO for WurliTzer 10"
Wind. George Thompson, 33 Coronado,
Salinas, California.
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SPECIFICATIONS of the COLONIAL THEATRE PIPE ORGAN
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DUSTY RHODES

( concluded)

ganists have to play with big chords.
They do not need to. Whenever you can,
keep a counter melody running above o
below your tune.’) By picking up the
chord from beneath each other’s hands,
we made the transition so that most
folks did not know there had been a
change in organist.”’

Frequently when the supper hour ap-
proached, Bob Monaghan would take over
the playing for his idol. When the proper
moment arrived Dusty would say, ‘'Take
over, Bob. I'm going out for a sandwich.”’
Dusty would edge toward the left of the
bench, Bob would place his fingers un-
der Rhodes’, and, assuming his spot in
the center of the bench, would continue
the playing without a hitch.

Each year the management would have
a “‘big name’’ organist play in Dusty’s
place as an added attraction. These
"'big names’’ were famous throughout
the country and were always a hit. How-
ever, in Batavia they received only
polite applause. Then, when Dusty
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Rhodes wauld return to the console for
the film accompaniment the polite ap-
plause would break into a crescendo.
The people of Batavia considered him
their own, and this status remained quo
until the end of his engagement in 1925,

In 1925, Dusty Rhodes left the Batav-
ia scene, according to Lloyd Klos and
Jess Littlefield. But where he went is
uncertain. Some say he went to Canada
for awhile, and beyond that...no one
seems to know. But one thing is certain.
Of the more than 17,000 people residing
in Batavia today, there must be several
hundred who still remember the blinking
of the console lights in the Family
Theatre, the bow of the performer, and
the superb artistry which belonged to
Dusty Rhodes during the Golden Days of
the Theatre Organ in that little New York
town.

WHILE THEY LAST

The following issues of TIBIA maga-
zine are available while the supply
lasts at $1.00 each: Volume I, Numbers
2, 3, and 4; and Volume II, Numbers:1, 2,
3 and 4. Mail your request with remit-
tance to ATOE, Box 248, Alameda,
California.

Was WurliTzer rebuilding a Morton . . .
Did they trade it? . . . oo . . .? Also
noted throughout the entire list...after
an Opus Number the cryptic wording
*‘Rep’d’’. Now the question is.....Does
this mean repaired or repossessed?
Incidentally, some of the pipework
in Robert Morton installations stands up
as some of the best built by anyone.
Robert Marton also introduced many
progressive ideas into the organ build-
ers’ art and enjoyed a reputation for
having a very reliable, simple action.
Oldtime theatre owners also have stated
that Morton’s prices were very reason-
able, which probably accounts for the
many smaller theatres installing them.

kot k ok ko w ok
1961 ROSTER

THE ROSTER of the ATOE membership
for 1961 is now available to members
at 50¢ per copy. Just write — National
Secretary, Ida James, P. O. Box 248,
Alameda, Calif., send in the half dol-
}ar, and your copy will be fathcom-
ing.
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