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Review of
stage Is
backed

Historic board asks city to
rethink renovation plan

Corene Brisendine
cbrisendine@themercury.com

Following an emotionally
charged discussion, members of
the city’s Historic Resources
Board unanimouslyrecommend-
ed Monday that a study be per-
formed on alternatives to the
city’s plan to renovate Peace
Memorial Auditorium in City
Hall.

The problem, board members
concluded, was the impact the
proposed renovations would
have on the stage area, which is
slated for removal in the existing
proposal.

“I do agree there is great his-
torical significance to the com-
munity,” said Patrick Schaub,
chair of the board, said of the
stage, which is viewed as a cen-
tral facet of the auditorium. That
area was constructed in 1955 as a
memorial to the city’s World War
II veterans. “The worst possible
thing, the most disrespectful
thing, is to allow this to fall to a
state where it’s not useful to any-
one,” Schaub said.

Current designs for the pro-
posed remodeling would remove
the stage as well as the perma-
nent seating in the auditorium.
Theseatingsectionwouldbe con-
vertedinto two-story office space
for the Parks and Recreation
department, whose offices are
presently in City Park. The stage
would be removed to create two
more basketball/volleyball
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courts, which would be
used by community mem-
bers. Roll-out bleachers
would be installed in the
current stage area to give
audience members watch-
ing various games a place
to sit.

Jim Sharp, veteran and
member of the VFW and
American Legion, was
moved to tears in dis-
cussing the proposed reno-
vations.

A member of the local
Battle of the Bulge veter-
ans group, Sharp said they
had discussed placing a
memorial to the battle in
Manhattan. But after hear-
ingwhatthe cityplannedto
do to the auditorium, he
said they may need to
“rethinkthatnow.”

“I don’t think we’re
going to do that if you’re
going to tear it down in 50
yearsorrip the heart out of
it, and that’s what you’re
talking about here,” Sharp
said. “You're tearing the
heart out of the Peace
Memorial Auditorium, and
it’s not just any old audito-
rium;it’s amemorial.”

Otherveterans and com-
munity members echoed
Sharp’s sentiments.

Randi Dale, who hasled
the local fight to preserve
the stage, said until the
1990s there were three
racks of lights behind the
curtain that worked and lit
the stage well. But over the
past several years, she
said, the lights have not
beenrepairedorreplaced,
and only one rack still
works, leaving most of the
stage in darkness. She said
five spotlights in the ceil-
ing in front of the stage
have also fallen into disre-
pair.

Aspartoftheirrationale
for eliminating the stage,
city officials have noted its
very light use. But Dale

said there were two rea-
sons for that. The first was
thelackofair conditioning
inthe auditorium. She said
if there was air condition-
ing, the summer youth the-
aterprogrammingcouldbe
held in the auditorium
rather than outside, espe-
cially during inclement
weather. She said Arts in
the Park could also use the
stage when itrained or was
too hot to put on a produc-
tion outside.

The second reason was
lack of knowledge among
local residents. Dale
brought a letter from the
owners of the Sisters of
Soundin Aggieville stating
that the owners were not
aware the stage existed. If
they had known, the letter
said, they would have
booked bands to perform
because there are a large
numberofcollege students
under 21 or not wanting to
gotothelocalbarstowatch
aperformance.

Jason Hilgers, deputy
city manager, apologized
for not bringing the HRB
board into the process
sooner. He said the city
first considered remodel-
ing the auditorium in June
of last year, but no one
involved with the idea was
even aware the auditorium
was a memorial. He said it
wasn’t until Linda Glas-
gow, archivist and librari-
anforthe Riley County His-
torical Museum, was asked
by the city to research the
history of the auditorium
that they were informed of
its status, even though
there is a plaque outside
the auditorium designat-
ingitasone.

Board member Dixie
West asked for a list of all
city owned buildings that
are more than 50 years old,
so when the city decides to
renovate any of them, the
board would be made
aware of’it.



