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Rehabilitation of Wilmington's Queen has been worth the wait
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It's been almost exactly 10 years since I wrote in this
column space, "No abandoned building in
Wilmington has greater potential than the Queen
Theater. It is the ideal focal point for the many
exciting changes occurring on Market and King
streets."

And this week it's happening!

On Friday morning the ribbon will be cut to light up
World Cafe Live at the Queen, climaxing a $25
million restoration of that landmark theater and its
building, followed by a full slate of performances that will bring that
new life to downtown Wilmington .

My April 2001 column was certainly not the only cry for someone to
come to the rescue of the Queen, but it took the Buccini/Pollin
Group to acquire the structure; the Light Up the Queen Foundation
and its executive director , Bill Taylor, to raise the money and
forge a vision; and World Cafe Live, already a Philadelphia
success, and WXPN 88.5 FM to supply the content that gives this
venture the cachet of an immediate success.

There's no need here to detail the history of that site or what's been
happening since the project started in October 2009. Reporter
Ryan Cormier and News Journal photographers have fully
documented the progress.

I want to join this week's celebration with a few memories about the
Queen and put Friday's opening into the context of Wilmington's
continuing revival.

The spotlight has been on the motion picture theater, which had its
last show in 1959. But there was more to the building than the
theater. In the early 1940s my mother worked at the Quality
Manufacturing Co., a dress factory on one of its upper floors.

Nearby were the offices of Local 228 of ILGWU, the International
Ladies Garment Workers' Union, to which she proudly belonged.
The union today is part of UNITE.

Before I went to college, and while I was going to the University of
Delaware, I worked in various departments of everyone's favorite
store, Wilmington Dry Goods, across Fifth Street from the Queen.
Occasionally I could slip away to see a movie.

Unfortunately today what was the main Market Street entrance is
still a pile of rubble, although the Renaissance Centre stands today
on the King Street side of that block between Fourth and Fifth
streets.
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Even after the theater closed, other parts of the
building, sometimes still called the Clayton House,
continued to be used. I remember visiting Rob
Jones's Fifth Street Art Gallery , with its exhibitions
and selection of largely contemporary art.

That was in the late 1970s; Rob died in 1979. My
home still has one of his works. Another tenant was
the Wilmington Opera Society (now
OperaDelaware). It took over the space for
rehearsals, along with the props and costumes, of The Nutshell, a
cooperative costume shop.

The World Cafe Live at the Queen, as the marquee proclaims,
already is the perfect bridge between Upper Market Street and the
area now being called LoMa for Lower Market Street, and even the
Christina Riverfront.

In that 500 block of Market St. just north of the Queen is the former
F.W. Woolworth store, cleverly reconfigured as the Delaware
History Museum; the old City Hall, also part of the Delaware
Historical Society, and the former Mullin's clothing store, now the
Seville residential property.

Across Market in the old Artisans' Bank is the library of the
historical society; Willingtown Square , the three historic houses
moved there from other parts of Wilmington; and the old Security
Trust Building, designed by architect Frank Furness and housing
Kuumba Academy.

A block away is the Delaware College of Art and Design. Other
institutions of higher learning are in the area. A few blocks north are
the Grand and the baby grand.

A few more blocks north and you have the DuPont Theater. Head
south and shops and restaurants are in LoMa. And then you have
the thriving Riverfront.

It's no wonder that Mayor Jim Baker has just put out a self-
congratulatory "The Path to a World-Class City: A Decade of
Accomplishments."

He forgot one important plus in his list of "Enriching Wilmington
Through the Arts": The Queen.

Harry Themal has been writing a column for The News journal
since 1989.
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