The Kingston Opera House - Written by Bob Barnes
The Kingston what? If you thought that Kingston was just a mining town with lots of miners
and a few cow-boys, you may wonder what need it had for an Opera House. But most towns
of the early west had an Opera House. Rethink the definition, think community center instead.
A place where people could meet, local music and plays could be performed, and traveling
shows could be staged. An Opera House brought respectability and served a useful function.
And Kingston had one (see the photo and photo detail below) in the center of town.

The Kingston School House Museum is busy building
its collection, most recently with a significant
contribution by the Whitham family. The Whithams
lived in Kingston from the late 1880’s to the mid 1890’s
and were part owners of, and operators of, the
Hillsboro - Kingston Toll Road.
J. D. Whitham kept a personal journal for his entire life,
and it is proving to be the source of much information
about the day-to-day workings of Kingston during the
later part of the 1800’s. But it has a lot of gaps.
(Those interested in the weather of the period will find
it very useful.) For instance, he does not mention the
reading of “The Bed Rock Pitches, or the Dying Miner”
as part of the February 20, 1892 “programme” at the
Kingston Opera House (see right and below). But, in
an entry dated January 11, 1890, he notes “Acted
‘Brabantio’ for the Guild in Othello.”
The people of the old west did not work all the time;
they sought all forms of entertainment. Drinking,
gambling, and whoring entertained a lot of people and
provided the livelihood for many more. But other
forms of entertainment were also prevalent; readings,
town hall meetings, music, dances, plays (local and
traveling) were all part of the daily life of Kingston and
the rest of the old west.
In some ways, not much has changed in the 126 years
since Whitham did his reading. We still write and put
on plays, we still have jam sessions across from the
post oﬃce, we still attend home grown and traveling
music shows. We still entertain ourselves.
Thanks to Barb Lovell, the curator of the Kingston
School House museum for making this material
available.

