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SECTION B

THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE…

the Butler Building

Just launched this month is the Yellow Brick Road Campaign
BY JEANNE SCHRAM
jschram@aitkinage.com

Who wouldn’t want their
name on a brick for a yellow
brick road that will be created
next to the Butler Building,
home of the Aitkin Opera
House, where Judy Garland
performed as a youngster?
Just launched this month is
the Yellow Brick Road Campaign, giving fans of Judy Garland and the Wizard of Oz and
members of the community,
the chance to help build their
very own yellow brick road
while preserving a place in
American history.
In tribute to the history of the
building’s turn-of-the-century
opera house, notably the first
venue where a young Garland,
known then as Baby Gumm,
got her start on stage in 1925,
owners of the building are creating an opportunity for those
to help protect the legacy of
this important part of entertainment history by helping to
build a yellow brick road
around this 1903 building.
Funds raised through the
purchase of each golden brick
will go to help bring the opera
house back to its original
grandeur, allowing the building
to be inducted into the National Historic Registry, oﬃcially claiming its place in
history.
e building was recently
named one of the top five reasons why people travel to the
area and was
honored by

Minnesota Governor Dayton.
Each brick is for sale, giving
donors the opportunity to have
one’s name embedded into the
Yellow Brick Road around the
building.
“is is an exciting opportunity‚“ said building owner
Sylvia Allen “to be a part of history.”
A brick wall will be duplicated on an inside wall of the

Story of Judy Garland’s (Frances Gumm) visit to Aitkin on
April 4, 1938. Appeared front-page in the April 8, 1938
issue of the Aitkin Independent Age.
Butler building so it will be
available for all to view.
Each brick donated gives
one the chance to memorialize
a loved one, honor a family
member or friend for their
birthday, holiday, or special
occasion, such as a wedding or
anniversary, while helping to
retain the legacy of this historical landmark. Each donor will
receive a numbered certificate
acknowledging and commemorating their purchase. If given
as a gift, the recipient of the
honor will receive a certificate
as well.

STAR IS BORN

Baby Gumm
(Judy Garland)

e act was e Gumm Sisters featuring Mary Jane, Virginia and “Baby” (Frances
Ethel) Gumm, who was only 3
years old. e group hailed
from Grand Rapids, where
their parents were managers of
the New Grand eatre.
When not performing at the
New Grand eatre, the act
traveled the area performing in
local theatres.

One night in 1925 in
Aitkin, the Moveum had a
crowd waiting to see the
latest movie. ey didn’t
know what they were missing down the street at the
Aitkin Opera House, upstairs of the Butler Building.
A vaudeville act was set to
begin, which would launch a
career for one of the performers.

In 1926, the Gumm family
moved to Lancaster, Calif. e
act continued to perform engagements for several years.
Frances was enrolled in a
school for talented children
and became friends with a rising young star named Mickey
Rooney. He influenced Frances
to try to get in movies herself.
After numerous auditions and
rejections, it was MGM that
recognized her talent potential.
She signed with MGM at the
age of 12.
Frances was nurtured as a
future property by MGM.
She continued to make
public singing appearances, sometimes solo
and sometimes with her
sisters.
Backstage at a 1934
Chicago World’s Fair performance, Georgie Jessel,
master of ceremonies,
suggested that the Gumm
Sisters change their name.
He suggested the name “e
Garland Sisters” after Robert
Garland, a New York film critic

and close personal friend. ey
liked the name and Jessel went
onstage to introduce the act by
their new name. Later, Frances
decided to change her first
name to “Judy.”
And so, Judy Garland was
born.
At age 15, Judy was disappointed to hear that MGM was
going to pass her up for a
movie role that was earlier
promised to her. Instead, MGM
now intended to give the role to
Shirley Temple, Fox Studios’
best box oﬃce draw. MGM felt
Judy might be too old for the
part. When negotiations with
Fox Studios broke down, Judy
was given the lead role – that of
Dorothy in MGM’s e Wizard
of Oz.
Garland visited Aitkin once
again in 1938, while on a tour
promoting e Wizard of Oz.
She was on her way to a banquet in her honor in Grand
Rapids.
Although her career accomplishments were many until
her tragic death in 1969, her
performance as Dorothy in e
Wizard of Oz is her most remembered.

NOW IS THE TIME
To purchase your very own
engraved part of the Yellow
Brick Road, follow the yellow
brick road to www.yellow
brickroad.net or call building
owner Sylvia Allen at 218-6782441. You can also visit
www.thebutlerbuilding.org.

The Gumm
Sisters

Baby Gumm (Judy Garland),
was only 3 years old when she
and her sisters performed their
vaudeville act at the Aitkin
Opera House, upstairs in the
Butler Building.
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EVERYBODY NEEDS HIGH SPEED INTERNET

First Month FREE
FREE Installation
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High Speed Internet
broadband via satellite, and it’s fast

Packages start at only $49.95
429-0433 or 800-497-5310

