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It was Maine’s first theater built exclusively for the movies, a palace of pictured
promises lit by electricity, the doorway to a new century-it was Dreamland.

ORTLAND’S LONG LOVE affair with

the movies began promptly at six

p.m. on the warm summer eve-
ning of July 3, 1907, at 551 Congress Street.

Movies are amusements today, but when

the 20th century was young, they were mir-
acles. The idea that an image could burst its
frame and come to life seemed like sorcery-
impossible to explain and amazing to be-
hold. Moving pictures also present-
ed a tantalizing opportunity for
newcomer James W. Greely, a !
promoter and eager entrepre-
neur then strolling the streets
of Maine’s largest city. Born
in Bangor and educated in ‘

BY HERB ADAMS

Lewiston, Greely (1876-1950) was a young
Spanish-American War veteran with a sav-
vy eye and a sure sense of what sells.
Portland had seen motion pictures be-
fore—flickering French imports of scenery
and fire engines shown as wraparounds for
lantern slides and sing-a-longs, usually in
borrowed halls and club rooms. Why not,
pondered Greely, display this new mira-
cle in a palace of luxury worthy of its
. \ mystery? And why not on that very
b street of dreams, Congress Street?
The man, the moment, and
the magic had met, and the
name Greely gave it said it
all: Dreamland.

From the first, like its very name,
Dreamland Theater was a fantasy. Erect-
ed over a rebuilt fruit store on a bustling
arc of Congress Street opposite the then-
new Beaux-Arts Miller Building (1904,
now the Maine College of Art), its soaring,
stepped fagade—part Mexican, part Moor-
ish, with dazzling light effects—was the
work of 28-year-old John Howard Stevens,
son of the famed architect John Calvin Ste-
vens himself.

THE OPENING NIGHT

Scaffolding and canvas covered frantic con-
struction crews until the very last minute. It
was “one of the most strenuous days known
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to workmen in this city for a long time,” ac-
cording to The Eastern Argus, Portland’s
morning newspaper from 1863 to 1921.
“Yesterday afternoon the staging was re-
moved, and hundreds of people stood and
admired the new building and wondered

at the marvelous change from the old, un-
sightly affair of a few weeks ago,” reported
the Evening Express on opening night, Ju-
ly 3, 1907.

nd what a change. Above a 12-foot

arched doorway, a 20-foot electric

banner blazed DREAMLAND in
red, white, and blue amid 300 twinkling
stars that beckoned patriotic patrons into
a penny arcade whose walls and ceilings
glowed with red, green, and gold trim, all
bathed in the light of frosted white globes,
“the effect of which is very tasty,” noted
the Express.

“Up to a few minutes before 6 o’clock
the place was in the hands of various kinds
of workmen, including painters and car-
penters and joiners,” observed the Argus,
“but aside from the delightful freshness
of everything, and barriers here and there
to keep people from pressing against wet
paint, it would never have been known the
place was so pushed to be ready...the visi-
tor will be greatly surprised as he enters, as
one would hardly imagine the place to be so
large.” Under an arched steel ceiling, some
243 “folding revolving chairs, a feature new
to this city” faced a huge white wall “on
which are thrown the pictures” and a cur-
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Hidden History

Dreamland’s name suggests its grand yet hazy reputation, in much the same way that foggy

details of a dream slip away after waking up. The building that first introduced Mainers to the

movies now houses the extravagantly gluttonous NOSH Kitchen Bar, serving up bacon-dust-

ed fries and a burger sandwiched between slabs of deep-fried mac & cheese. The years and

renovations have wiped away the design, structures, and ephemera that harken back to 551

Congress's original purpose. The interior of the space is modern and clean, with little to sug-

gest its starry past. Landlord Tom Moulton was unaware of his property’s legend. “None of the

architecture is original besides the ceiling, which has been painted over,” Moulton says.

“I know it was a theater but, | don't know much about it at all,” his son, co-owner Tobey

Moulton, adds.

What about NOSH's staff, the people who spend every day getting to know this century-

old space? It seems that traces of history still go bump in the night. “l knew it was once a

theater,” says server Elizabeth Mancini. 'l was terrified when | first closed up alone. | heard so

many noises.”

“A co-worker claims to have seen a ghost...a lady walked through the wall,” confides bar-

tender Faith Currier. "And after hours, | once saw a cork board that was hooked firmly into the

wall fly off of its own accord. It creeped me out.”

Perhaps Dreamland will continue to linger here, gone but refusing to be entirely forgotten.

- By Ryanne Desjardins

tained space for the live musicians, who on
opening night were to include Prof. Hein-
rich Puzzi of New York on the piano and
from Boston “Miss Anna Dolan to take
care of the traps and drums.” Vocals were
to be provided by the baritone Mr. J. W.
Myers, one of the most famous voices in
America, thanks to the new-fangled Edison
gramophone records.

Far back above the arcade (focal length
was a new idea, and a big picture required a

big distance) in a fireproof projection room

stood two new “moving picture machines,
the very latest type, which practically do
away with the flicker so confusing to the
eye...with double shutoffs, to insure perfect
safety.” Which was prudent of the planners,
as early nitrate film was notoriously unsta-

ble—embarrassing explosions had marred
Boston screenings.

Dreamland endured a few opening-
night jitters—-drummer Anna Dolan got
stuck in Boston, the projectors stuttered,
and the ceiling fans refused to pull-but
baritone Myers soothed all with “Two Lit-
tle Sailor Boys” and sing-along slides; and
Little Sadie McDonough, Portland’s child
wonder vocalist, put in a surprise appear-
ance, wowing the crowd with her rendition
of “My Irish Rosie.”

Outside, the crush of the waiting crowds
slowed the Congress Street trolley cars, but
Greely kept things flowing smoothly with-
in. “All-day and all-night crowds made
their way through the pretty entrance,”
noted the Express. “It is by far and away
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ahead of anything yet seen in these parts
from an artistic point of view, and as an at-
traction, it bids fair to stand with any. The
rough edges have been smoothed oft the
many little defects that are bound to hap-
pen to any brand new affair, so that in the
future the people can expect perfection.”

The first movie shown at Dreamland
may have been The Bunco Steerers, but
Portland’s first night at a professional mov-
ie house was no bunco. “There are people
in this city who make it their Christian du-
ty to frown upon every new enterprise that
starts up,” admitted the Argus the next day.
“[But] the new Dreamland happened to hit
people just right, and it has been crowded
ever since the doors were first opened.” On
Thanksgiving Day, 1907, Greely reported
2,443 paid admissions for Dreamland’s 243
seats between 11 a.m. and 11 p.m., mean-
ing each seat sold ten times over during the
course of the day.

A FLEETING DREAM

ut Dreamland, like dreams them-

B selves, could not last forever. By 1910,

only three years after opening its
doors, Dreamland was gone, unable to sus-
tain itself as a small house against the de-
mands of the new motion-picture distribu-
tion monopolies. But Portland was in love
with the movies, and the 110-year romance
continues to this day. Other fabled mov-
ie houses rose and fell in the Forest City-
Kotzschmar Hall, the Old Nickel, and the
Old Portland competing with fading live-
theater troupes at the Jefferson and the
Keith’s—as tastes in entertainment changed,
but the movies endured.

Dreamland itself still stands, altered
but recognizable, now entertaining hap-
py patrons as Nosh Kitchen Bar, with its
own name up in lights above the door,
like the Dreamland of long ago. James
W. Greely marched on, too, running oth-
er theaters and a city roller rink in World
War II. Many years later the savvy pio-
neer shared the secret of his success with
a young reporter who asked him, “Why
are there so many sex pictures and gun-
men stories and not more (classics)?”
Greely grinned. “The answer is—The Buy-
ing Public!”

Give them what they want-as true
now as it was then. And once upon some
sweet summer nights long ago, they
wanted Dreamland. m
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We are committed to
providing the highest quality
of casino entertainment for you
and your guests - truly perfect
for any fun-filled occasion!

Contact our lively group today
and plan to make your next
event something really special!

Corporate Events
Fundraisers & Charity Events
Holiday Parties
Wedding Receptions
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