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The Green Gables’ Tuscany Room is a unique space that manages to be at once rustic and urbane. Its culturally refined décor is framed by rough-cut hardwood and field stone.
Massive, bark-stripped trunks of oak comprise the columns that support a ceiling of open joists and stringers. Vertical planks form the paneling.

Yet ample glass skylights, coupled with wall-sized multipaned windows, provide natural light that warms the room. Polished hardwood floors, decorative black-iron chairs and accent lighting add stylish touches.
Views out the generous windows feature manicured lawns, rolling down to a small lake. During the growing season, luxuriant beds of native perennials border and define the grounds, complemented by a scattering of mature maples.

Just up the stone path sits Mountain Playhouse, one of the nation’s oldest professional summer stock theatres. Many patrons make an event of their trips here: eating dinner at Green Gables before the show and, perhaps, enjoying the cast meet-and-greet in the Tuscany Room afterward.

The Green Gables/Mountain Playhouse complex is one of the gems of the Laurel Highlands, drawing thousands here throughout the theatre season, which typically extends from May through October.

And to think that it all started with a roadside sandwich shop and two creative entrepreneurs. James “Jimmie” Stoughton and his sister, Louise Maust, launched the sandwich shop in 1927 and soon developed a reputation for chicken-salad sandwiches and angel food cake.

The operation grew over the next decade but really blossomed after Stoughton founded a professional summer stock theatre on the grounds to generate business for the restaurant. Established in a ca. 1805 grist mill, which he relocated to Jennerstown, the log theatre has hosted professional summer-stock theatre since 1939.
Over the past 25 years, Green Gables has been operated by Stoughton’s daughters, Teresa and Mary Louise. And although there have been changes over the years, the business plan that their father established more than 80 years ago still works: Busloads of theatre patrons come to Jennerstown and enjoy fine-dining at Green Gables.
At least they do when there’s no pandemic. For more than a year now, Mountain Playhouse has been dark; while Green Gables is considered a premier wedding venue, this has not been an easy time for weddings; state restrictions have closed the restaurant from time to time.

Like so many restaurants – not just within the Alleghenies but across the country – this has been a tough time for Green Gables. So I’ve nominated the restaurant for a “Backing Historic Small Restaurants” grant from the National Trust for Historic Places.

The National Trust is planning to award $1 million to 25 historic restaurants nationwide, enabling them to preserve or upgrade their exterior spaces and build more online business. Right now you can nominate your favorite historical restaurant for a grant.

Nominees must have contributed to their locale’s history for at least 25 years, be located in a historic building or neighborhood, be owned by people disproportionately affected by the pandemic such as people of color or women, and have experienced significant financial hardship due to the pandemic.
Green Gables checks all of those boxes. Quite likely there are historical restaurants you can think of that do as well.

To submit your own nomination, go to SavingPlaces.org and scroll down the page to find the “Backing Historic Small Restaurants” graphic. Restaurant owners or restaurant lovers can submit a nomination.

In full disclosure, Teresa Stoughton Marafino is my friend and colleague. We’ve worked together for the past decade on the nonprofit venture that’s been consuming most of my time and energy.
I’ve been to Green Gables many times and never fail to enjoy the experience. It’s a distinctive, distinguished restaurant that has fed this region’s cultural – as well as gastronomic – appetite for decades.
At a time that’s been so tough on the hospitality industry, this historic small restaurant deserves some backing.
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