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Afzmxly in film

The tradition of cinema man-
agementisdeeply rootedin the Steel
family. Sandy and Bill have, in a
sense, spent their entire lives in the
field because of their father’s

Founded in
1929 by
Jerome Steele,
the theater is
representative
of both =~
‘American pop
culture and
the pride
involved in
maintaining a
small-town
business.

involvement with the movie busi-
ness. Priorto purchasing the Apollo
in 1929, Jerome Steel worked as a
distributor and salesperson for Uni-
versal Studios, and later, as 2 St.
Louis d:smct managcr for Wamcr
-Bros. .
Evenmally. sud Sandy. Jcromc
+grew. tired-of ‘selling movies and
decided to open his own theater. He
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He soon gained a faithful clientele, ﬁmgﬂwomﬁthtupm pieces

Oberlin residents having enjoyed
the magic of film since early 1907;

othersilent theaters were located on .

South Main (in the Wynn building),

East College Street (on the Martin -

building block), and above Gibson's
Bakery. They soon folded after
Jerome's "talkie”™ theater opened.
Technically, sound movies were
not new o Oberlin at that time.
Prior to Jerome’s purchase, the
Apollo functioned as a more primi-
tive sound theater, with audio
accompaniment provided by a vic-
taphone. Steel installed new, more
advanced sound equipmentand pro-
claimed an “All Talking Week” in
November, 1929. -

Chauging times and decor

During his ownership, the popu-
lar Steel patriarch sought 1o please
his clientele with fashionable de-
cor. The cumulative result of
Jerome's many renovations is an
intriguing hodge-podge of architec-
tural fashion, reflecting numerous
trends. In 1931, he increased the
theater's capacity from 295 seats to
566 seats, and draped heavy velvet
hangings on the walls.

An “Art Deco” style was intro-
duced during a larger 1936 renova-
tion; among new features were six
pilasters of geometric design, co-

: ordinated carpeting, an improved

air conditioning unit and a better.,

sound system, The number of seats. -

+are the tcket machine, the lights

:above the rest rooms and the exit

signs — all part of the building’s
original design. =~ . &
Jerome constantly tried to make
the Apollo an attractive alternative
1o welevision by providing quality

- films and inimitable atmosphere.

The theater lost their audience of

“mostly middle age and older

people™ during television's premier,
said Sandy, while “picking up
younger viewers”™ who sought more
instant gratification. The Apollo
showed news and cartoon features
until lelevmon s golden age in the
*40s.
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Growing up by flickering lights )

The Steel brothers both fondly
remember their childhood atthe the-
ater. The entire family wasexpected
to help with day-to-day operations.
Both sons were paid by their father
to work in the theater, sell tickets
and change the marquee. Bill even-
tally leamed to operate the pro-
jector, which he still does loday “in
an emergency.”

Growing up in a theater was not -

without its advantages. On their
birthdays, each son was dedicated a
free movie matinee to which the
public was invited,

+ Sandy and Bill especially recall

.. their father's efforts to cater to the
<interestsof the Collegeand the town.

» Remaining evidencgs of Jerome's .

‘On New Year S
Eve, the
ceiling was
filled with .

-balloons. We
~pulled a rope

and released
the balloons.
We also had a .
Bank Night
every week
where we gave
money away.’
-Bill Steel
his theater, Two dressing rooms,
which are now used as storage space,
were built behind the screen 1o ac-
commodate guest entertainers. A
small stage hosted sundry bands,
including “The Red Nickelsand the
Five Pennies,” a group of local
musicians who enterained guests
during thelate 1930sand early "4Cs.
Bill remembers prize giveaways,
magicians, and holiday celebrations
that auracted guests. “On New
Year’s Eve, the ceiling was filled
with balloons. We pulled arope and

released the balloons,” he recalls, -

“"We also had a *Bank Night' every
week, where we gave money away.”

Customers won by ticket number. “just plain closed down,” admits

Occasicnally when the prize money

: 2 s
producers staried, makmg ‘better
films. The foreign. film supply dete-
riorated to a point where not many
films were imparted,™ Sandy said.
“All foreign film theaters closed ...
or turned into porno theaters.”

The inexpensive ticket price has
beentheoverriding incentive tokeep
the Apollo a “second run” theater,
Sandy said, describing ticket prices
as “excessive” in first-run theaters.
“We"ve been able to stay successful
because of the admission policy and
our presentation of the films.”

A standard of excellence

The Steels still express their
father’s concem for the clientele.
The theater is monitored for noise
during presentations and their $2
admission price on Tuesdays and
Thursdays is popular with studnts.
The new 17 by 35 ft screen is the
largest in the Oberlin/Wakeman
area. Currently, the theater seats
840 people.

Running the Apallocontinues to
be a collaborative family effort
Sandy decides which movies will
be presented by previewing them
and charting their success in the
New York and California markets.
The theater's financial aspects are
managed by Bill.

As for the future, the Steels have
no immediate plans for major
change. It is a subject that they
broach hesitantly sincenone of their
children, thus far, have expressed
interest in taking over the theater.

* With many smali-town theatcrs

Bill, the Apollo's existence is in-

.reached S200, the prize was splil_, deed remarkable, a symbol of en-
was again increased 10 900. Inthe dedication are the small, wooden b&wﬁm several winners.

durance and family pride.




