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By J. Allan MacKinnon, ATOE

The roaring twenties are gone, but
their many glorious theatre organs are
left today throughout the United States
...even in Alaska.

Two Kimball theatre organs are left
in the 49th state. One is in a Fair-
banks theatre. This organ had its main
cables cut by accident but is in perfect
condition otherwise., The other organ,
in Juneau, is located in the Twentieth
Century Theatre, and is in working or-
der.

Following is a brief account of the
history of this organ, the changes that
have been made, and what is hoped to
be done to it in the near future.

In 1919 W, D. Gross, pioneer Alas~
kan and founder of the motion picture
industry in Alaska, purchased a 2/8
Kimball, K.P.O. 7019, for his Coliseum
Theatre in Juneau.
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The organ was used steadily for
silent pictures until 1926, when during
part of each week the '"talkies’ took
precedent, and on the other days, the
organ was used with silent pictures.
Finally, the silents disappeared and the
organ was used only occasionally.

In 1939, Mr, Gross built the beauti-
ful new 20th Century Apartment-Theatre
Building. He made provision for housing
the organ in two triangular-shaped lofts
on either side of the proscenium arch,
The console of the organ was located
on the main floor of the theatre, in a
slight pit, at the center of the stage.

The organ was rarely if ever used
for many years until 1951, when Frank-
lin Butte, a radio engineer from Port-
land, Oregon, was engaged at one of the
local radio statims. He took an im-
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Console of 2/8 Kimball in the 20th Century Theatre, Juneau, Alaska.
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mediate interest in the organ and de-
voted much of his free time to its re-
habilitation.

The console of the organ located in
the slight pit had its main cables run-
ning along the cement floor under the
stage, so during the thirteen years that
the organ sat in this position, the
cables eventually became water soaked
and began to rot, with the result that
many wires shorted out. Besides water
damage, rats in the theatre were using
the exposed wiring in the rear of the
console for nests. Consequently, a good
deal of the organ had become inopera-
Live.

Franklin Butte worked very hard and
finally had the main cables rewired into
the console. During 1954 and 1955 the
organ was heard once again in daily
recitals before each evening show. In
addition, the organ was featured on a
live morning radio show. Written re-
quests were submitted for familiar tunes
to be played by Franklin at the mighty
Kimball.

With the coming of Cinemascope
pictures in 1953, the 20th Century
Theatre put in a wide screen and moved
the front of the stage forward. The or-
gan console was moved and both organ
lofts were cut to make way for screen,
counterbalances, cables, and motors,
This was bad for the organ, for most of
the sound from the pipes escaped
through the holes in the ceiling result-

ing from this alteration instead of
being projected into the auditorium.
Three rows of seats were removed,

and the organ pit was extended farther
into the seating on the main floor.

The traps located in the right loft
were slightly damaged during this re-
construction and so were disconnected
and moved to the main stage and finally
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to the left loft with the main organ. Not
having high enough pressure, they did
not work satisfactorily in this position,
The Kimball upright piano was also
moved at this time to the main floor of
the auditorium.

This was the condition of the organ
until the summer of 1961, when I was
employed by the theatre as doorman.

Having gained some former experi-
ence by assisting with the installation
of another pipe organ in Juneau, and
having a great love for the organ, [
spent every available moment working
on this instrument.

Being only seventeen years old and
not an ‘‘old pro' in the business of
theatre organs, I consulted with Frank-
lin as to what could be done to improve
the 20th Century’s organ. He was quite
busy at the time, so one of the theatre
maintenance men, Robert Gregg, volun-
teered to help me in his free time. Bob
had never worked on an organ before,
but given a problem he can usually
come up with several practical ways of
solving it.

Our first project was to move the
traps back to their original position in
the right loft under higher wind pressure
and with no expression. This we ac-
complished in a week’s time, working
when we could, Franklin Butte was
called in to play the first intermission
music. For the first few times we left
the grill cloth off the loft and many
folks, especially the children, were
disappointed when we replaced it to
reduce the harsh volume of the drums.

The next thing we did was to retrieve
the 73 trumpets which had been moved
to one of the local churches. We re-
placed these and completely tuned the
instrument. Tracing wiring and rewiring
into the console took considerable time.

The pedals were in such deplorable
condition that I built a direct electric
relay using new relays, the old pneuma
tic stop switches and new contact blocks
under the pedals. With the help of
Mr. Gregg, we finally got it wired into
the pedals so that every note works.

18 notes of Bourdon that have
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At this time we added the Cornet 4’
into the pedal which had no stop tab-
let on the console, but was provided
with a stop switch,

One interesting feature is that the
bottom eighteen notes of the pedal
Bourdon are mounted on a dolly. This
dolly we constructed so we could use
the pipes, as well as make room in the
right loft where they had been stored.
This dolly we have placed on the stage
directly behind the screen and have con-
nected it with flexiduct and a twenty
prong plug. If it should become neces-
sary to move or disconnect it entirely
for a stage production, it can be done.

The only other project that we have
worked on is to relocate the wwo rank,
61 note ventil chest, holding the Dia-
pason and Clarinet, to a position at
the front of the main chamber and
directly behind the swell shades.

The location of the main chest
makes it impossible for many of the
upper harmonics of the organ to sound
out. The sound from the organ turns a
very sharp corner in order to escape
through the opening. Further blocking
the sound are the pipes in the lower
extension of the Tibia. Not only that,
but the pedal Tibia and expression
shades are on the main reservoir. This
creates a drag on the main air, tremu-
lant, and expression.

It is my aim to work on relocating
most of the organ in the front portion of
the main chamber, with the pedal pipes
in the rear. This would greatly increase
the tonal resources of the instrument.

We also hope to obtain a set of ex-
pression shutters to put the traps and
percussion under expression.

On the whole, the organ is in great
condition, although there is some wiring
yet to be done. All the pipes are in
near perfect condition except two bent
violin pipes.

The concole is a two manual horse-
shoe painted a dull white which really
makes it look very sharp, especially
under a bright spotlight.
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There are eight ranks of pipes, this
being one of the common sizes made by
Kimball. The name and number of pipes
follows:

Tibia 85
Concert Flute 85
Trumpet 73
Violin 85
Vox Humana 61
Kinura 61
Horn Diapasbn 61
Clarinet 61
This makes a to:al of 572 pipes.
The organ is played before cach

special attraction; during intermission,
when there is just one showing of a fea-
ture; and on regular Saturday and Sun-
day night spots. We frequently use the
organ for background through the titles
of a special show if appropriate music
is available.

The one outstanding and unusual
part of the organ at the 20th is the up-
right Kimball piano. This is one of the
few exposed pianos. It also has a spot-
light relayed upon it whenever used.
The piano is frequently used with the
“'tin pan'' effect as a feature number
in a program,

This is one theatre organ that will
not be torn out as long as the manager,
W. Ray Howes, is in charge. Mr. Howes
1s a pgreat enthusiast, and cncourages
the frequent use of the organ. It is used
every Thanksgiving, and on Good Fri-
day, when the theatre is donated for the
gathering together of the people of
Juneau,

One of the biggest recitals on this
organ occurred during a recent concert
of all local artists from Juncau. The
second to the last number on the pro-
gram was considered by everyone as the
highlight of the show. It was then that
Franklin Butte took his place at the
console. The bright lights dimmed. the
amber spot shone on the white console,
and a medley of tunes from the great
shows was heard. The theatre was ex-
treme ly quiet, with just the beautiful
tones of the Grand Kimball filling the
thousand and onc seat auditorium.
Beginning with ""The Sound of Music,”
and ending with “‘You'll Never Walk
Alone’, the ten minute medley sent a
tingling sensation through everyone.
The audience, for the first time in
many years, was hearing the glorious
full tones of the Mighty Kimball, final-
ly renewed for the further enjoyment
of all.
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BACK ISSUES OF "THEATRE ORGAN"'
AVAILABLE -

one

1959 - Volume 1 No. 2. . ... $1.00 each
1960 - Volume 2 No. 3. . ... $1.00 each
1961 - Yolume 3 Mo. 2. . ... $1.00 each

1962 - Volume 4 Nos. 3 & 4 . $1.00 each
1963 - Vo lume 5 Nos. 1 & 2 . $1.25 each
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