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Curtain call for Lamplighters 
Theater group ends long run at La Mesa center, faces uncertain future 
as it continues search for new venue  
Sharon A. Heilbrunn Sharon A. Heilbrunn is a community news assistant in the East County office.   
Published: August 26, 2006 
Lamplighters Community Theatre took its final bow at the Ben Polak Fine Arts Center this week after 
staging plays there for nearly 50 years.  
The University Avenue building will soon be demolished to make room for the city's new police station. 
After Sunday's performance of "Dames at Sea," the stage went bare. Crews soon began pulling up the 
seats and taking down the sound and lighting systems, said Renee Levine, a Lamplighters member since 
1987 and past president. 
"The last show just broke my heart," she said. "We had pictures of all of the plays that we've done over 
the years on the walls. Now they're in storage." 
Lamplighter volunteers have been searching for a new home for more than a year. Although there have 
been several prospective offers, none have worked out for various reasons, said Paul Ericson, president 
of Lamplighters. 
"I'm a little discouraged," he said. 
Ericson hopes that the group won't have to stay dark, but right now, the future looks uncertain. 
"We have no set plan," he said. "The plan is to find a venue where we can, if nothing else, do a short 
season on a temporary basis." 
To help ease the transition, the city of La Mesa waived about $25,000 in rent fees from the organization, 
said La Mesa Mayor Art Madrid.  
"We have been very cooperative," he said. "We've embraced and supported Lamplighters." 
He added that public safety projects like the new police station are the city's top priority. 
"The arts is a critical part of the community, but not at the expense of public safety," he said. 
Lamplighters presents five shows every season and has about 800 season ticket holders. The theater 
group began in 1937, under the name La Mesa Little Theatre. The title changed several times before 
becoming Lamplighters in the '70s, when membership dues were $1 and general admission was $2.50. 
"Being in the theater was exciting," Levine said. "There were times I was there until 2 in the morning 
putting up sets or getting costumes ready." 
Besides Lamplighters productions, the theater has been used for benefits, talent searches, showcases 
and shows by other performing arts companies. 
"The building is old, but it's probably one of the nicest venues there is," Levine said. "Everyone feels close 
to it." 
The all-volunteer organization breaks even every year or makes a very small profit, Ericson said. A new 
facility would have to fit within the organization's modest budget. Additionally, the new space would have 
to fulfill the requirements of the group's specific needs.  
"We want to stay in La Mesa," Ericson said. "The economics are tough. We want to remain a community 
theater and keep the prices within the budgets of our patrons." 
Other local venuesincluding the theater at The Salvation Army Kroc Centerare "too expensive and too 
big," Ericson said. The group prides itself on intimate shows and only needs about 100 seats. 
Martha Hiett, a season ticket holder for more than 10 years, hasn't missed a play in as long as she can 
remember. 
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"It's very sad for people who have been going for many years to not know that Lamplighters is there," she 
said. "They put on excellent plays. I've enjoyed every one." 
Hiett wasn't sure how far she would travel if the group has to move. 
"If it's in the area, like fairly close by, I'll continue going," she said. 
Madrid said City Council members have suggested new venues. "We looked for vacant spaces that would 
accommodate them," the mayor said. "I really think the City Council has walked that extra mile."  
Councilwoman Ruth Sterling said she will continue to search for possibilities. 
"Lamplighters is a wonderful asset to La Mesa," she said. "I haven't given up and I'm not going to give up. 
We just have to stay with it and put our thinking caps on and be creative." 
Behind the curtain 
Some history on Lamplighters: 
The organization began selling season tickets in 1977-78. Five shows could be purchased for $10. 
In the 1980-81 season, there were 330 season ticket holders. That same year, the organization was 
honored with nine out of 12 awards from the Associated Community Theatres of San Diego. A revolving 
stage was built that summer. 
1984 brought new seats and carpeting and the production of Agatha Christie's "Verdict," which had record 
attendance of 1,800 patrons. 
Past performances include: "Cheaper By The Dozen" in 1969; "Dracula" in 1972; and "Death of a 
Salesman" in 1980.  
For updated Lamplighters information, visit www.lamplighterstheatre.org or call (619) 464-4598.  
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