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NORTH HAVEN 

 Salvation from my financial problems came in the form of Barney Hallowell.  We met once 

again at a wedding in Tenants Harbor in August.  By now he was no longer a lowly teacher but had 

been promoted to principal of North Haven Community School.  I asked him if I could teach there, and 

he was enthusiastic about the idea.  A few years before, along with the school committee, Barney had 

created an organization called North Haven Arts and Enrichment.  This group solicited tax-free 

contributions from the local year-round community and summer residents.  This meant that the cost of 

instruction in the arts did not have to be included in the school's annual budget.  My salary would be 

paid out of these funds. 

 And so I entered on a new adventure.  From the time I had first stepped foot on North Haven, I 

always felt that I was destined for some great experience on the island.  Perhaps this would be it.  I told 

Barney that I was sick and tired of the professional theatre, but I hoped that I might find a way to teach 

the students how they might make art or short stories or plays out of the material of their own lives. 

 Nothing went as Barney and I had hoped.  The seventh-and eighth-grade class, which I had 

thought would be the most receptive to my ideas, was not interested at all.  So far as I could tell, the 

only event in North Haven that even piqued their curiosity was a murder and suicide that had occurred 

at an island farm.  This was not what I had in mind.  To make matters worse, I had two students in class 

who seemed to me to be uncontrollable.  One was a girl who sat in the front row and repeated over and 

over again, “I'm not interested in anything you have to say.”  Eventually I just gave up and stopped 

going to the class altogether. 

 Luckily I did better with the lower classes.  In grades one through six we began improvising 

three plays to be presented at Christmastime.   I remember, with particular fondness, the play that we 

wrote for grades three and four.  It began one day when a young student came to class in a foul mood.  

I asked him why he seemed so depressed, and he told me that just that morning he found out that his 
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mother and father were separating and his mother was going to move away.  We decided that we would 

use that as the starting point for our play.  We improvised a plot in which a group of young people, who 

are having trouble at home, go for a walk in the woods to discuss their problems.  Eventually they 

come to the ocean, and there they discover an enchanted ferryboat that will take them anywhere they 

want to go.  Some visit relatives who have gone out of their lives.  Others renew acquaintances with 

friends who have moved away.  After sailing for quite some time, the passengers have to make a 

decision whether or not to return to North Haven.  It was my hope that all the students would want to 

return, but one girl was adamant that she was not going to return no matter what I wanted.  So we wrote 

an ending in which some of the students returned.  The rest kept on sailing to become world-class 

adventurers or explorers. 

 When we presented the plays at Christmastime, the first tiny speck of trouble appeared on the 

horizon.  One of the members of the school committee called Barney to say that she felt the play the 

third and fourth grades had presented was about divorce, and she did not feel this was a suitable subject 

for small children. 

 Whatever the reaction of some people, most of the audience was impressed.  Even the 

upperclassmen sat up and took notice.  Barney said that there was nothing but for me to do a real play 

with the students in grades nine through twelve.  This presented a problem for me.  I had directed only 

one play, The Animal Kingdom, since Fortuna and I was frightened.  I had gotten into the bad habit of 

hiring other directors to execute my ideas.  This always led to trouble.  The directors felt that, as a 

producer, I was impinging on their territory, and I, for my part, could not understand why it took such 

battles to get what I wanted.  It seemed to me that I could have achieved the results I wanted in half the 

time.  But, of course, the real difficulty was that I was afraid to expose myself.  I was not willing to 

take the full responsibility for a production, nor indeed would my coproducers have allowed me to.  

Now, at last, I was being presented with an opportunity I had always wanted.  Somehow I found the 
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strength to accept the challenge, and I announced that I would produce, direct, and design a production 

of The Importance of Being Earnest.  I couldn't have chosen a more difficult play to do with a group of 

students who had never acted before.  However, there was a girl in the senior class named Cecily 

Pingree, and I hoped the fact that there was a character in the play with the same name might intrigue 

her into being willing to take a part.  Cecily was a leader, and where she went, her classmates followed.  

But as it turned out, she was too involved with long-distance running to participate in the production.  

We inherited her brother Asa instead as John Worthing. 

 We had a seemingly endless rehearsal period, through part of March, all of April, and all of 

May.  But we needed the time.  Throughout rehearsals Asa would continually look at me instead of the 

other actors.  He was unsure of himself, and he wanted to gauge how he was doing.  But if this 

particular actor was unsure of himself, the other actors were unsure of the material.  “Do you really 

think this is funny?  Will anyone get it?” they would ask over and over again.  I assured them that if 

they just said their lines clearly, the play would take care of itself. 

 While we were rehearsing The Importance of Being Earnest, trouble broke out at the school.  

Barney fired a teacher who he believed did not fit in with the other teachers.  He took this action with 

the full approval of the school committee. 

 This provoked a fire storm in the community.  Much to everyone's surprise, a group of 

candidates who supported the teacher was elected at the March town meeting.  Among this group was a 

woman named Faye Grant who had only announced herself for election at the meeting.  The dismissed 

teacher was reinstated at once, and the school committee, now three to two against Barney, made it 

known that he was the next to go.  All this could not have happened at a worse time.  For a number of 

years the school superintendent (who might have been an ally for Barney) had been planning to retire, 

and he made his move now.  In the eyes of the newly elected members of the school committee, the 

third- and fourth-grade teacher represented their ideal.  She was no-nonsense.  She was strict.  She 
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taught the three Rs.  Barney was too liberal.  He allowed the students to go on too many field trips.  

Graduates of the school didn't do well in college.  “Back to basics” was the rallying cry for those 

opposed to Barney. 

 A brief respite in the battle was provided by the opening of The Importance of Being Earnest.  It 

was a smashing success.  Even some of the people who were opposed to Barney called to praise him.  

That was something Barney, beleaguered as he was on all sides, had not heard for a long time. 

 In September a new superintendent arrived.  Her name was Laura Hickey.  She was small and 

birdlike, with a constant stream of meaningless chatter.  She always wore blue-tinted eyeglasses.  “So 

you're the man who's going to put us all on Broadway,” she said to me when I was introduced to her.  It 

was not a good start for our relationship.  A few weeks after her arrival she was given a five-year 

contract by a three-to-two vote of the school committee. 

 In January 1997, Laura Hickey called Barney into her office and told him that he should be 

looking for other employment in the following year.  On whose authority was she acting? The entire 

board had not been consulted, so clearly her action was questionable.  That evening a group of 

concerned citizens met in support of Barney and decided that they had no choice left but to sue the 

school committee for acting improperly.  They called themselves the Watchdogs. 

 Barney did everything he could to meet the demands of the newly constituted school committee 

halfway.  He began a series of meetings with members of the board to find out what they wanted of 

him, and he endeavored to act in a way that would satisfy their demands. 

 The town was now bitterly divided.  To some it was unthinkable that townspeople should be 

suing other townspeople.  To others it was the only means to bring into line a runaway faction of the 

school committee.  The town meeting in March of that year was packed.  A candidate in favor of 

Barney was elected overwhelmingly. 

 At the next meeting of the school committee, the chairman resigned.  Laura Hickey said she 
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could see the handwriting on the wall and she also resigned.  Faye Grant became chairman.  She was 

more fanatical than anyone else in her hatred of Barney Hallowell.  She was so determined to get rid of 

him by any means, fair or foul.  Even if Laura Hickey was leaving, she would stay at her post until 

June.  And during that time she could still help Faye Grant affect her plans. 

 Things became really ugly.  Late one night Faye Grant's husband, Miles, called Barney and 

threatened to shoot him.  This anger touched me as well.  One evening at a meeting of the Watchdogs, 

Miles Grant's sister-in-law told me Miles had said that not only did they have to get rid of Barney, but 

that “queer” Wulp as well.  At this point something within me snapped.  I said that I was indeed a 

homosexual, and if that threatened the Watchdog's cause I would be willing to resign.  They all assured 

me it made no difference to them.  The next day the local postman, who was a member of the 

Watchdogs, wrote me a note to say that he admired my action.  Some sort of crisis had passed.  For the 

first time I had freely admitted my sexual nature to the world at large, and it did not seem to prejudice 

people against me.  The reaction of the Watchdogs was even more remarkable when one considers that 

they were all residents of a small New England town.  Finally, after so many years of subterfuge, I 

found it was perfectly simple to be accepted for what I was.  I was a free man at last. 

 I once made the mistake of attending a school board meeting.  Faye Grant presided at the center 

of a table.  On either side of her were Laura Hickey and other members of the school committee.  

Across from her were citizens of the town.  Television cameras recorded the whole procedure. 

 Faye Grant handled the proceedings in an imperious manner.  Under other circumstances, at a 

beach picnic or a cocktail party, she might have seemed like an amusing local character, a Mainer with 

a sharp tongue.  But here she was all business.  She had an agenda and she was not going to deviate 

from it.  It seemed to me that she regarded Barney Hallowell as a summer person.  It made no 

difference that he was an adopted child.  To her he represented wealth and class and privilege.  I had 

seen her face once before in my life.  She reminded me of Joe Creeley.  Like him, she was a ringleader.  



6 

Like him, she was able to strike out blindly, without realizing the harm she was doing.  I felt she had a 

rage in her that could never be assuaged.  On the night I attended the school board meeting, she seemed 

particularly miffed that the citizens of the town did not appreciate her efforts to reform the school.  I 

watched her for as long as I could.  Then I shook my head and said, “You're nuts.”  The words escaped 

my mouth almost before I was aware of what I was saying. 

 Pandemonium broke out Faye Grant's husband and another man jumped to their feet, ready to 

do battle with me.  Eventually order was restored, but the members of the Watchdog committee who 

were present said that in the future it would be a good idea if I did not attend meetings. 

 The next day when I checked my mailbox at school, there was a telephone message from Faye 

Grant saying that I was to call her at once.  When I called, she said she wanted to see me as soon as 

possible.  We made arrangements to meet a few minutes later at a downtown art gallery.  When I 

arrived at the gallery, Faye Grant was already there.  She was threatening to sue various members of 

the town for defamation of character and saw a golden opportunity in me.  She sat poised with pad and 

pencil in hand.  “What did you call me last night?” she began. 

 I wasn't about to fall into her trap.  “I can't remember my exact words,” I replied, 

disingenuously. 

 “You called me a nut!” Faye leapt to the point. 

 “I believe the word nut was in there someplace.”  I said that I found it incredible that anyone 

would want to get rid of Barney Hallowell as principal of the school. 

 “Incredible?” Faye Grant said.  She wrote the word in her notepad, underlined it, and then 

followed it with two exclamation points. 

 “Besides,” I said, “even if I did call you nuts, that's no worse than your husband calling me a 

queer.” 

 “My husband would never talk that way,” she replied.  “We don't use such language in out 
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house.” 

 Clearly the meeting wasn't going as she intended.  Faye Grant decided to try a new approach.  “I 

suppose they told you I don't like art,” she said.  “Well, I love art!  If anyone is ever doing a show, I'm 

ready to jump in with both feet.  I'm right there with my paintbrush or sewing needle.” 

 I said that, as a matter of fact, we were doing a show just then.  If she wanted to help we'd be 

glad to have her.  “I'm too busy right now,” she said, exasperated by my seeming density.  “The point I 

am trying to make is that I'm all for art.  If you want to go on teaching at the school, we'd be glad to 

consider your application.”  At the time Faye Grant was trying to bring the Arts and Enrichment 

program under the control of the school committee. 

 I said I didn't do interviews.  By now I had worked at the school longs enough so that they could 

judge whether they wanted me to continue or not.  If they didn't, it would save me countless rides 

across the Thoroughfare in the dead of winter.  “I suppose you expect us to thank you for that,” she 

said. 

 It went back and forth like that for a while.  Finally I had enough.  I got up to leave.  In parting I 

said that I would never be able to understand her dislike of Barney 

 “I have secret information that you don't know,” she said mysteriously. 

 The meeting was a standoff.  When I left my mouth was so dry I felt as though it had been 

stuffed with cotton. 

 It turned out that Faye Grant's secret information was the fact that Barney had been in charge of 

a field trip twenty years before on which a young man had drowned.  Much to the pain of the young 

man's parents, who did not hold Barney to blame, Faye revived this issue.  By this time she had a new 

ally on the board.  The Board of Selectmen appointed the candidate who had lost the election, a man 

bitterly opposed to Barney Hallowell, to replace the former chairman who had resigned.  With his 

support, and in spite of the fact that she knew her action would only further inflame the town, Faye 
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Grant rallied her forces on the school committee and fired Barney.  He immediately sued to retain his 

position.  The whole matter was thrown into the courts. 

 All this strife took its toll on me.  We had intended to present A Midsummer Night's Dream 

during Memorial Day weekend, but I was just not up to the task.  We substituted three one-act plays 

that the fifth and sixth grades had put on earlier in the year. 

 By the end of May I was gasping for breath.  I called the doctor and told him I thought I was 

having a heart attack.  “Nonsense,” he said.  “You're just hyperventilating.”  He told me to get a brown 

paper bag and breathe into it.  I did as I was told, but it didn't help.  Finally I called a friend and told 

him that he had to get the doctor to come to my house as soon as possible. 

 When the doctor finally arrived.  I was lying on the floor of my living room gasping for breath.  

It was obvious by then that I was indeed having a heart attack.  I was flown to Pen Bay Hospital in 

Rockland at once.  Later I was transferred to the Maine Medical Center in Portland.  After a week's 

treatment I was released as cured.  But when I returned home, I still did not feel much better.  The 

simplest activity required enormous effort.  I went back to the local doctor who discovered that my 

pulse rate was alarmingly low.  I was flown to Pen Bay for a second time, and there they inserted a 

pacemaker. 

  

 The court finally ruled in Barney's favor.  The judge decided that because the school committee 

had given Barney a list of demands he would have to fulfill if he wanted to keep his job, and because 

he was attempting to fulfill those demands, this constituted a verbal contract.  But Faye Grant was not 

about to give up.  Around this time she penned an angry epistle to one of the members of the 

Watchdogs, saying: “Let the pin be mighty then the sword!”  Her meaning was clear, even though she 

had mangled the original quotation. 

 No matter the state of my health, I was determined to do A Midsummer Night's Dream.  We 
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presented the play in the middle of August, and once again we had a success.  At the final performance 

I was called onstage to take a bow, and I made a speech in which I said, “Whoever thought that at the 

age of seventy, on a small island off the coast of Maine, I would have found the company of my 

dreams.” 

 In spite of her fighting words, Faye Grant eventually gave up the battle.  She resigned her 

position on the school committee in August.  Even though the Board of Selectmen continued to furnish 

replacements opposed to Barney, they, along with the members of the Board of Selectmen themselves, 

were soundly defeated at the next town meeting.  Barney had won.  A new superintendent was 

appointed who was sympathetic to him and the school.  By now most people realized that the charges 

against him had no validity.  Nevertheless, all this left behind a lingering doubt about the quality of the 

school.  In an effort to remove any doubts, the new school committee decided to undertake the long and 

difficult process of seeking accreditation from the New England Association of Schools and Colleges.  

 Increasingly, I felt the know-nothings were taking over this country.  Faye Grant, in my eyes, 

was an advance scout for this intrepid band. 

 I had repeatedly encountered such people all my life – in Joe Creeley, in my own family.  I 

wonder if they have any idea of the harm they do.  Because of people like them, many of us survive our 

lives, instead of living them.  We spend our days over-coming the “values” we were taught as children.  

Our best and finest instincts are often at war with the shibboleths of the world, our religions, our 

continual fear of others. 

 All this went on while I continued to paint, sometimes for as much as five or six hours a day.  

By now I had progressed beyond the bleakness of my first winter on the island, and I began to paint 

apple trees in blossom, my lilac bushes, the flowers in an autumn garden.  I also completed spring and 

summer, the two missing paintings of my cycle, The Four Seasons.  Sigourney Weaver had seen my 

painting of Elzbieta Chezevska in André Bishop's office.  She asked me if I would be willing to paint 
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her and her daughter, Charlotte, as well as her dog, Petals.  Remembering my experience with Frank 

Langella, I was reluctant at first.  But then we came to an agreement.  I would do the painting for 

nothing.  After it was finished, Sigourney could purchase it for a specified price.  Or she could reject it, 

and then the painting would belong to me. 

 This time everything went very well.  I worked on the painting for nearly six months.  When it 

was finished Sigourney requested a few minor changes.  After these had been made to her satisfaction, 

she purchased it.  When the painting was delivered to Sigouney's new apartment on Sutton Place, I saw 

that she had a large blank wall.  I said I would like to do a painting of a whole apple tree in blossom.  

Sigourney liked the idea, and we decided to proceed under the same arrangement as before.  I spent 

over a year on the painting, but luckily when it was finished, Sigourney liked it and she purchased it. 

 After that I painted portraits of two local ladies, both named Lucinda.  They were close friends, 

and they each wanted a portrait of themselves with the other.  I painted the two portraits with the first
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one Lucinda looking front and then the other.  In each case the other Lucinda was whispering in her 

ear.  The two paintings made a single composition, but they could each be exhibited by themselves.  

Without my knowing it, these paintings would prove to be my last for a long time. 

 We also continued to do plays.  It seemed that the students were capable of anything.  We did 

Shakespeare.  We did Beckett.  Nothing fazed them.  We even did the world premier of a new version 

of The Wind in the Willows, with book and lyrics by Arnold Weinstein, and music by Pulitzer Prize-

winning composer William Bolcom.  Our reviews were unanimously favorable, and we began to gain a 

reputation throughout the state. 

 The pinnacle of our production was also my last.  We did Gilbert and Sullivan's The Mikado.  

The production that had been done at Carnegie-Mellon always rankled me.  I wanted to do the show in 

a production where Edward Gorey's designs were treated with dignity and respect.  I was right; Edward 

Gorey and Gilbert and Sullivan are a natural match. 

 Right after the production of The Importance of Being Earnest, Barney and I had begun to 

discuss where we might perform in the future.  It was impossible to go back to Calderwood Hall, which 

we had converted into a small theatre.  The performance space was up a flight of stairs, there was no 

heat in the winter, and we could only accommodate fifty people.  There was no choice but to perform 

in the local gymnasium.  This was not an ideal solution.  Because of scheduling conflicts, every time 

we did a show we would have to install a set, lighting equipment, and seating all within a few hours, 

and after the performance we would have to dismantle everything just as quickly.  Right from the start I 

had my eye on Waterman's Store as a possible theatre.  This was an abandoned building in the center of 

town.  It had not been used as a store for several years, and was rotting away.  Because of the 

configuration in which it was built, and also because of its location, I felt it could make an excellent 

community center and theatre.  Eventually a group of local citizens coalesced around this idea.  They 

formed a committee, purchased Waterman's, had plans drawn up for its conversion, and raised the
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money to accomplish this.  Construction on Waterman's Community Center began in the spring of 

2002, and was completed the next summer. 

 In the meantime, I had never given up my ambition to create a work created from the 

experiences of the students themselves.  My opportunity came during a conversation with Liz Swados 

about the possibility of doing her version of Alice in Wonderland.  She said that she had always wanted 

to do a musical about island living.  We made an agreement on the spot to develop such a musical.  I 

told the students about it and they were excited.  But even though I had shuffled our schedules to 

accommodate her, Liz Swados decided that she did not want to go ahead with the project.  She must 

have feared my reaction, because she did not call personally to tell me of her decision.  Instead she had 

a mutual friend perform the dirty deed. 

 I was furious, but I decided to go ahead with the project anyhow.  I didn't feel that I could 

disappoint the students.  There was a songwriter named Cindy Bullens who lived on the island during 

the summertime.  She had written and performed music for our production of Shakespeare's As You 

Like It, and it had been an easy collaboration. 

 After years of unhappiness, Cindy was in the process of trying to revive her career as a singer 

and songwriter.  She had taken time out to marry and raise a family.  She had two daughters, one of 

whom had performed in a summer production of HMS Pinafore.  The other had died tragically at the 

age of eleven of Hodgkin's disease.  I thought that working with young people might be a good 

experience for Cindy.  After some hesitation, she agreed to join me in the project.  We decided to call it 

Islands. 

 We began by interviewing the schoolchildren about their experiences living in North Haven.  

Then we decided to expand our scope by interviewing older members of the community as well.  Out 

of these interviews the songs quickly fell into place.  But we still did not have a thread to hold the show 

together.  One day Cindy asked me if a man named David Cooper couldn't be in the show, even though  
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he was not able to sing.  As soon as she said it, I knew that we had found the solution to our problem.  

David was the local mail carrier, so he knew everyone and everything about the island.  He would be 

our narrator. 

 The whole process took longer than we hoped.  Cindy was on the road a good deal of the time 

promoting a record album she had written and performed about her daughter's death.  Although we had 

hoped to have the show done within a year, it took nearly two before we were able to schedule a 

production for May of 2001. 

 Then disaster struck.  In January of that year I went for a visit to New York.  It was foolish of 

me because I had just gotten out of the hospital in Rockland, where I had been treated for pneumonia.  

In New York I collapsed.  Luckily the young man who had driven me into the city was the son of a 

cardiac specialist in Hartford, Connecticut.  He drove me there at once.  His father examined me and 

found that I had a hundred percent blockage of my arteries.  I was literally dead.  They operated at once 

and performed a quintuple bypass operation. 

 In a duplication of the situation with my mother, my brother entered another hospital on the 

same day I did.  Like me he had a bad heart condition.  This time he died, and, once again I survived.  

He was 74 years old, I was 72.  I only found out about his death several weeks later when I called to 

tell him about my own hospital experience. 

 My brother had two wives.  By his first he produced two children.  “I'd get a gun to protect my 

family from the niggers who are taking over,” he once said to me. 

 Where did he learn such “values”?  My brother and I were raised in the same household.  We 

had the same genetic make-up.  My parent's, “decent” people, were anti-Semitic, anti-black, anti-

homosexual, but no more so than the rest of their friends.  My brother was a more violent racist. 

 Why did he grow up in one way, and I another?  I have never been able to answer this question. 

 The last time my brother and I had any contact with each other was on a subway in New York.  
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He must not have seen me, and I didn't recognize him until after he left the car.  We didn't speak. 

 Farewell, my brother.  Farewell those fondly remembered summers on Lake Morey.  Farewell 

to Captain Morey's Steamboat. 

 

 As I lay in my hospital bed trying to recuperate, I wondered where I was going to find the 

strength to go on.  I remembered Faye Grant's remark when I told her about my difficulties in crossing 

the thoroughfare in winter: “I suppose you expect us to thank you for that.”  But then one day I awoke 

from a sound sleep to see a friend from the island patiently sitting on the adjoining bed waiting for me 

to open my eyes.  She seemed surrounded by light, and she reminded me of the goodness of many of 

the people I had met in North Haven and Vinalhaven.  I thought of my students.  I thought of my fellow 

teachers, all of whom had been supportive.  I thought of Sally Robbins, who had sewn costumes for all 

my productions.  I thought of Foy Brown, a local shipyard owner, who ferried me across the 

thoroughfare in all sorts of weather.  I knew that somehow I had to get well enough to finish the show. 

 

 When I returned to the islands I did not stay in my own house on Vinalhaven.  Instead I rented a 

house on North Haven.  There friends came in to cook and care for me, and I slowly nursed my way 

back to some sort of health.  It was during that long winter that I finally wrote the book for Islands. 

 When I wrote Islands, I had not written anything for the theatre in a very long, long time.  I 

constructed a thin thread to tie the songs together.  Because we were dealing with untrained, local 

talent, everything had to be kept simple.  There must be no lies, just plain facts.  There must be no 

artifice.  These restrictions helped to make the show.   

 We went into rehearsal around the end of April with Aaron Robinson as the musical director.  

Aaron was a young man from Maine who had established a reputation by working for the Midcoast 

Children's Theatre in Waldoboro.  Cindy was still on the road, so he had to transcribe and orchestrate 
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the songs from a vocal recording that she made for him.  When we went into rehearsals we were still 

lacking three of the songs.  It was sort of touch and go for a while, but then Cindy finally arrived just a 

few days before the opening night and supplied the missing material. 

 The show was a triumph.  There were nearly sixty people in the cast, not counting all the other 

people who worked backstage, so nearly a fifth of the entire community was involved.  Eric Hopkins, a 

local artist, had taken the photographs for the projections.  Ken Jones, the gym teacher in the school 

and a former dancer, choreographed.  Here at last was a theatre that connected with people.  The 

audience could recognize themselves in Islands, and they were moved to genuine laughter and tears. 

 We presented the play in August to the same enthusiastic response.  It was then that we decided 

to present the play in New York as a fund-raiser for North Haven Arts and Enrichment.  Through the 

good offices of Cora Cahan, Bernard Gersten's wife and the director of 42nd Street Redevelopment, we 

rented the 500-seat New Victory Theater for September 29, a Saturday evening.  By now our reputation 

was such that we had no trouble selling tickets, even at advanced prices. 

 Then came September 11.  All our hopes crashed with the two towers at the World Trade 

Center.  Although most of the tickets for the New York performance had been sold by then, the cast 

and crew were reluctant to go.  The performance date seemed too close to the date of the tragedy.  

What would a suffering community like New York think of our show? 

 We tried to reschedule the performance for a later date.  But the theatre was booked for the rest 

of the year.  At a town meeting, the majority of the cast finally agreed to make the trip to New York.  

Those who didn't want to go could stay behind with the full sympathy and understanding of the rest of 

the community. 

 I went to New York before the rest of the cast.  It was an emotional homecoming for me.  I had 

left New York in defeat, and now I was returning to the New Victory Theater – the significance of the 

name was not lost on me – with a community show that I felt represented the best that the theater had 
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to offer.  As I met with our new stage manager, as I supervised the installation of the scenery and the 

lightning, I wondered how we would be received in the big city. 

 I needn't have worried.  From the moment the cast made its entrance, we were greeted with a 

thunderous ovation.  I thought the theatre might collapse, not from terrorist bombs, but from sheer 

excitement.  Each number was greeted with wild applause.  At the end of the performance, when we 

showed a slide of Manhattan to make a connection between one island and the other, we received 

another thunderous ovation: People were standing and cheering with tears in their eyes.  The reaction 

of a sophisticated New York audience was the same as that of small, unsophisticated North Haven.  It 

was a salute from one small island in Maine to a far larger, beleaguered one in New York.  We gave a 

large portion of the box office to the New York Firemen’s Relief Fund.  Encouraged by our success, in 

October we did one performance at the 2000-seat Merrill Auditorium in Portland.  Once again we sold 

out, once again the audience reaction was overwhelming. 

 

 I felt the show had accomplished what I wanted.  It restored faith in our local school and pride 

in the whole community.  Our triumph was increased when shortly thereafter the North Haven 

Community School received accreditation from the New England Association of Schools and Colleges.  

It is the only island school in Maine to receive such accreditation.  It is also the only K-12 school in 

Maine to be so honored.  In recommending this accreditation, the panel of observers said that the 

extraordinary nature of the school came in large part from the character and idealism of its principal, 

Barney Hallowell.  Barney very generously said that he felt I had played a role in helping the school 

achieve accreditation. 

  

 When I first moved to Maine to stay I thought my life was over.  I remember the first night I 

spent on Vinalhaven.  As I confronted the empty rooms of my house, I was overwhelmed with 
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loneliness and fear.  But my instinct for survival was stronger than I supposed.  First by painting and 

then through my work in the theatre, I fought my way back to life.   

 I learned that the places that seem most dark and forbidding to us can hold unexpected 

treasures.  When I moved to Vinalhaven, I despaired for the theatre.  To me it seemed nothing more 

than a frivolous amusement that had not yielded the sort of rewards I had hoped to gain from it.  But 

now I learned that it could play a vital role, not only in individual lives, but in the life of an entire 

community as well.  Certainly the theatre has played some part in healing North Haven.  If nothing 

else, it has brought people together in a shared communal experience.  About painting, I can make no 

such claim, but for someone such as me, who seems determined to leave behind some record of his 

experience, it is a necessary tool. 

 People often say to me that I have changed my students lives.  I don't know whether this is true.  

Young people are unpredictable, and it is impossible to gauge what effect you have upon them.  All I 

can really know is the effect that they had upon me. 

 They gave me back a joy in theatre.  When I was a student at Daniel Webster Elementary 

School I used to put on plays for the fun of it.  Since then I have learned that the theatre can earn and 

lose enormous sums of money.  It can inflate people's ambitions to a point where they are almost mad.  

During my years in the theatre in New York, I discovered that few people make theatre any more.  

They buy and sell it.  If a play is not fun, there is no real reason for doing it.   

 They allowed me to examine great plays, and also to reinvestigate plays that had long been 

favorites of mine.  When you present a play, you are brought in contact with the author.  You can see 

how his mind works, how he achieved his effects.  In the case of a great writer such as Shakespeare, 

this can be a thrilling experience.  It is an experience that most people in the commercial theatre never 

know. 

 On a lesser level, it can be informative to do a play you once admired and find out hat made it 
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work for you.  When I was in London just after the war, I saw Peter Brook's production of Ring Round 

the Moon, and was charmed by it.  With wonderful actors like Paul Scofield, Claire Bloom, and 

Margaret Rutherford, with its beautiful set and costumes by Oliver Messel, I thought it was one of the 

most enchanting plays I had ever seen.  When we did it on North Haven, I found that it had lost none of 

its enchantment for me.  We opened in November.  On some nights, it would be snowing outside.  The 

audience would come in from the cold, and there, in a bare gymnasium on a tiny island off the coast of 

Maine, they would be warmed for a brief time by Jean Anouilh's wit and Francis Poulenc's music. 

 My students reminded me how important it is to have an open mind, not only in the theatre but 

in life.  Perhaps because most of them had never seen a play before, they were undaunted by some of 

the plays I chose.  They attacked everything with the same bravado.  It pleased me that among their 

favorites were some unlikely choices, such as Waiting for Godot or Red Eye of Love. 

 Finally, my students taught me something about generosity of spirit.  They were not doing plays 

to make money, to build a career, or to establish a reputation.  The students were doing plays for the 

sheer excitement of discovery.  I think many of us forget how ephemeral theatre is. The experience of a 

play lasts for only a few brief hours, and then it fades or is consigned to memory.  It is nothing you can 

hold onto.  But the intangibility of theatre is similar to the intangibility of life itself.  If we can learn to 

accept it, we can make our existence on this earth more bearable. 

 

 One day, soon after the production of Islands in New York, I was visiting with Sam Cohn.  I 

was just about to leave his office when he stopped me.  “I just want to tell you one thing,” he said.  “I 

thought Islands was one of the best musicals I have ever seen.”  Poor Sam.  He died a short time after 

that.  We had been partners for many years, but we never really knew each other.  He was so concerned 

with power and commercial success that he had little concern for a person like myself.  It took me a 

whole lifetime to get a compliment from him.   


