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Fox Valley Repertory maintains a legacy

By JOHN PUTERBAUGH - jputerbaugh@kcchronicle.com
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The year was 1964. St. Charles
was a small town in the middle
of cornfields, and the Chicago
suburbs extended only to about
Carol Stream.

People from Chicago and the
near suburbs enjoyed
vacationing in the little resort
town. While much has changed
since then, that is the St.
Charles that Eric James
remembers as a young man
starring in some of the first
shows to take place at
Pheasant Run Resort’s
playhouse.

Carol Stohn Jr., a Chicago
theatrical impresario who
earlier had founded the
successful Drury Lane Theatre,
was charged by Pheasant Run
ownership with the task of
setting up a theater in St. Charles. Blending the star system — in which TV and movie stars would highlight Broadway
shows rounded out by local actors — with a dinner-theater concept, Stohn laid the foundation for what today has
evolved into the Fox Valley Repertory, which just this month changed its name from Noble Fool Theatricals.

John Gawlik, artistic director for Fox Valley Repertory, is pictured at the St.
Charles theater. (Sandy Bressner - sbressner@kcchronicle.com)
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“There’s such a tradition here,” notes John Gawlik, Fox Valley Repertory’s artistic director.

That tradition has grown and evolved just as the area around it has over the past decades. The theater’s patronage
has evolved from coming almost exclusively from Chicago and the early suburbs to those who live right here in what
has become the Tri-Cities and immediate area. The theater has come to belong to and represent the local
community, and the name change is just latest chapter in a long story of St. Charles entertainment.

“It's not just a name change,” Gawlik said. “It really is kind of an overall mission change. It has become a major part of
[local residents’] lives, and we're just embracing that.”

History

James, now 68 and living in Danville, Ky., recalls with fondness and excitement the stories that occupy his memories
of the original Pheasant Run Playhouse. Starting from scratch, he remembers the rough edges of productions there
that Stohn eventually would smooth out.

“I remember the first couple shows, the curtain would go up and people would still be talking and eating,” James said.
“And then after about 20 minutes into the play, everything had calmed down ... so all that had to be worked out.”

Technology — or lack thereof — offered other unique challenges.

“The stage manager was running around plugging and unplugging the lights that ran from extension cords to the
kitchen,” James said. “It was kind of set up by the seat of the pants.”

James, himself from Westmont, and other Chicago-area actors shared a small, 13-foot stage with stars of the day
such as Linda Darnell, Tab Hunter, Ida Lapino and Howard Duff, to name just a few.

Darnell, a movie star of the 1940s, made her final public performance at Pheasant Run. She died of injuries suffered
in a fire at a friend’s home in Glenview, one night after a Pheasant Run performance.
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James recalls one night when Hunter was playing games with him on stage one night, attempting to upstage him by
moving farther back on the stage and thus requiring James to turn his head away from the audience to maintain eye
contact during the performance. James adamantly defied him, never breaking his gaze with the audience. It was
when he started to hear laughter from the audience that he realized something must be awry. Indeed, James’ fly was
open, and Hunter had simply been trying to alert him to it.

While the stories describe a group of ragtag local theater types, James said the theater really was set up for success.

“Immediately after Carl had set up the theater, it gained the same recognition that his former theater had, the Drury
Lane,” he said. “I mean it was a signature place, no doubt about it, right from the get-go.”

Looking ahead

An oasis amid unspoiled farmland, James said no one ever imagined the suburbs would extend as far as they have,
bringing with them a new clientele of local residents looking to enjoy theater at home in their community rather than
traveling to Chicago for it.

Even in the five years Gawlik has been with the theater, the change is significant. Noble Fool Theatricals was doing
five shows a year when he started, and today Fox Valley Repertory features a performing arts academy with 40-50
classes per year and 20-25 different types of performances each year. Yearly attendance also has doubled from
25,000 people to 50,000, Gawlik said.

“We were growing and through that growth we wanted to further define what we were doing this for ... we want to be
your theater,” Gawlik said.
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