Yes, it could be a scene from the Valvoline television commercial, “It’s the economy.” Edison
World War I veterans march in a Memorial Day parade some 60 years ago. Leading the mar-
chers is Rem Hansman, a longtime member of Raritan Engine Company No. 1, who also was
the township road supervisor, while carrying the American flag is the late Police Chief Charles
P. Grand-Jean Sr. The parade route is along Woodbridge Avenue and the vacant field at the
upper right was to become the site of the former Town Hall at the corner of Woodbridge and

infield avenes. The white building in the background is the former headquarters of Raritan
Engine Company No. 1.
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Gregory sc

lpture

decaying in park

By KAREN LEE

News Tribune staff writer
EDISON — Nature and vandals
have had their way with a huge foun-
tain located near the Plays in the

Park theater in Roosevelt Park.
Time has rusted the pipes that
once pumped water into the foun-

tain, and vandals have chipped and

broken the concrete statues.

The sculptor, Waylande Gregory,
died a bitter recluse after a 1963
murder in Highland Park changed
his life.

Residents who use the park are
oblivious to the fouritain as a major
work of the noted ceramic sculptor,
who was hailed the coun-
try as one of the most talented
artists of the era.

A child wonder, the was
known as “Kid Gregory” in his youn-
ger days. When he was in his 30s, he
created a huge sculture titled the
“Fountain of Atom,” which was dis-
played at the 1939 world’s fair in
New York City.

Gregory and a staff of 10 assisting
sculptors created the Roosevelt Park
monument at his Metuchen studio in
the 1930s. Titled “Light
Darkness,” the fountain’s central
shaft is of cast concrete and mea-

The fountain is in terrible condi-
tion, said David Campion, superin-
tendent of Middlesex County Parks.
Getting it in working order and res-
toring the damage would probably
cost more than $100,000, he said.

A handful of residents periodically
express interest in restoring the
fountain, but the movement always
dies, said Ralph Albanir, assistant
superintendent of parks.

As little as eight years before he
died in 1971 at age 65, was
at the zenith of his career. But a
1963 Highland Park slaying

embroiled him in a criminal trial
and a series of civil suits that left
him disillusioned.

In 1963, Charles Farmer shot
his wife to death, believing she and
Gregory were lovers. Gregory spent
the rest of his life consumed in
exhaustive, costly legal battles with
the Farmer family. These left him
disillusioned and nearly penniless,
according to newspaper accounts.

Following the murder, Gregory
sued Farmer, claiming Farmer owed
him $200,000 for wages and commis-
sions for art work already done.
Farmer countersued, charging that
the sculptor had duped the Farmers
into investing in a project actually
intended as a facility for the study of
the occult.

After years of litigation, a Supe-
rior Court judge awarded the artist
$15,500. Farmer lost his countersuit.

Gregory died a recluse in a War-
renville studio crammed with his
works. His widow outlived him by 10
years. Refusing to show or lend his
works, she was plagued by vandal-
ism and thefts. reported
that two one-tone sculptures on the
property were decapitated, and the
heads stolen.

Gothic splendor

A 25-room home, above and left, that was built by Johnson &
Johnson heir J. Seward Johnson In 1926 is now occupied by the

Mansion creaks with hi

By KAREN LEE
News Tribune staff writer

HIGHLAND PARK — Once a
home to the wealthy and the scene of
a sensational murder, the Castle on
River Road is now the bustling head-
quarters of a real estate firm.

There is no sign today of a love
that ended in death and insanity.
Instead, employees of the Kaplan
Organization work in the 25-room
mansion, which has been converted
to office space.

“It is a building that moves and
creeps and cranks, and most of us
are here quite late almost every
night during the week,” said Phyllis
Gottfried, executive vice president.
““We kid each other all the time
about ghosts, but we come and go
with complete comfort.”

Many employees have mixed feel-
ings about moving out of the building
this month. The steadily expanding
staff has become too large for the
mansion, Ms. Gottfried said.

“There is a certain atmosphere, an
ambiance to the property and build-
ing that you can’t duplicate any-
where,” she said. Fireplaces are still
used during the winter, she said.
Architectural details such as leaded
windows and ceiling sculptures are
scattered throughout the building.
Deer and other animals live on the
17-acne property, she said.

' The organization expects to move
most of its staff to its new Edison
Corporate Center on Woodbridge
Avenue on Dec. 29, she said. Kaplan
will keep the castle for sales staff,
she added.

The Kaplans are the third owners
of the building, now simply known as
the Castle. Located across from
Johnson Park, the house is set 300
feet back from the street. The struc-
ture was built in 1926 by J. Seward
Johnson of Johnson & Johnson,
reportedly at a cost of $350,000.

The Castle became a setting for
murder when it was purchased in
1947 by Charles Farmer, a suc-

yessful industrial engineer.
His wife, Barbara, moved out of

\the mansion in 1963. On Sept. 18 of
{that year, the 61-year-old engineer

shot his wife to death before turning
the gun on himself.

Farmer recovered from the self-
inflicted wound, but saying he could
pot bear the “bad memories” con-

with the home, he sold the
uilding several years later to the
aplan family.

| The businessman never served any
{ime in jail for the crime. He spent
42 months in the criminal wing of
the New Jersey State Hospital
hefore he was declared competent to
stand trial. The case finally came to
frial in 1967. The state’'s case was

presented by J. Norris Harding, then

huge

TNT staff photo by Robert S. Willilams

Kaplan Organization. The home was later the scene of a sensa-
tional murder after its purchase by millionaire Charles Farmer.

a Middlesex County assistant prose-
cutor who now is a Superior Court
judge in New Brunswick.

The trial was sensational. Eight
psychiatrists, including several hired
by the prosecution, testified that the
defendant was insane at the time of
the shooting.

Farmer took the stand in his own
defense but said he could not recall
the events of that day. He admitted
that his wife’s alleged relationship
with noted sculptor Waylande Gre-
gory “had been eating at me day in
and day out.”

Trouble apparently surfaced in the
marriage about a year before the
shooting. That was when Mrs.
Farmer, a devotee of the arts, con-
vinced her husband to invest
$200,000 in construction of an arts

TNT photo by Ja

fountain in Roosevelt Park stands vandalized and

unworking. It was constructed by noted sculptor Waylande Gre-
gory, a principal in the alleged love triangie that led to mur-
der in neighboring Highland Park.

Edison Twp. Pub. Library

story:

center in rural Middlefield, Mass.
Gregory was to be the lifelong resi-
dent director of the center.

According to testimony at the
trial, Mrs. Farmer went to the man-
sion to collect some of her belong-
ings on the day of the murder. She
was accompanied by her lawyer,
Douglas Hague. Hague, a partner
now with of Wilentz Goldman and
Spitzer in Woodbridge, was an asso-
ciate with the firm at that time.
Hague accompanied Mrs. Farmer to
the castle under an agreement
worked out between lawyers for the
couple.

During the trial, Hague testified
that Mrs. Farmer was taking clothes
out of her closet in a second floor
bedroom and dropped something.
When the attorney bent over to pick
up the object, Farmer fired three
shots, he said.

As Hague watched, Farmer turned
the gun on himself and fired one shot |
into his chest. When the lawyer ran |
downstairs to call police, Farmer §
fired a fifth shot at his wife, |}
apparently as she tried to crawl into
the closet.

Farmer’s only words to his wife
were “This can’t go on,” Hague testi-
fied. Her last words were “That
damn fool, that crazy fool.”

Recalling the murder today,
Hague said he originally thought
Farmer was shooting blanks and was
being melodramatic.

“The whole thing was very low
key,” Hague said. “There was no
expression of pain on her face and |
none on his face either.”

Determining that “no jury of rea-
sonable men could find other than
that this defendant was insane when
he shot his wife,” County Court
Judge John B. Molineux took the
case away from the jury and dis-
missed the indictment against the
defendant. Farmer walked out of the
courthouse a free man on Oct. 16,
1967,

He died in 1975 at age 72.
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20'}’ ear old company had modest start

By ANN LEDESMA
Home News entertainment writer

EDISON — Twenty years ago, when a
structure that doubled as a theater and stor-
age shed was put up in a sloping grove in Roo-
sevelt Park, no one foresaw that it would grow
and grow and grow,

But it did, and today it is Plays-in-the-
Park, and no one’s summer in this area i com-
plete without it.

Today there is a new and modern am-
phitheater, large commodious dressing rooms,
an indoor stage for year-round productions, of-
fices and workshops. And each year hundreds
of thousands flock to it for top-caliber musical
entertainment, all of it free.

Sponsored by the Middlesex County Parks
Department and the Board of Chosen Free-
holders, the theater celebrates its 20th anni-
versary this year with three big productions:
“The Merry Widow” June 30, July 1-3; 5-7 and
8-10; “A Funny Thing Happened On The Way
To The Forum™ July 21-24; 26-31; and “West
Side Story” Aug. 11-14 and 16-21.

But the debut season offered no musicals
at all. Plays-in-the-Park began modestly when
two people active in community theater, Vivi-
an Paszamant and Chie Moskowitz, sought a
“barn” where they could stage a few summer

productions. Jerry Halprin, a public relations
man who had worked with the freeholders, ap-
proached the board for county funding for
summer community entertainment.

The freeholders liked the idea and al-
ready had the funds to construct a building to
store park equipment, so they decided to build
a structure which would do summer duty as a
theater and serve as a storage shed in the win-
ter. In the summer of 1963, “Plays-in-the-
Park” made its debut with a season of Ameri-
can plays.

In 1972, Ernest Albrecht, the current pro-
ducing director, became associated with the
theater, and it was his idea to present the all-
musical format which still prevails.Since his
arrival, audience attendance has swelled from
12,000 per summer to more than 180,000.

“We have a nice, loyal audience,” Al-

brecht remarks. “They're really devoted But
there is a special atmosphere here - everyone
remarks on that."”

Naturally there is a feehng of a gala sea-
son this year. Albrecht is enthused over the
use of the Garden State Symphonic Pops Or-
chestra to accompany “The Merry Widow.”

“And we are spending more,” he says
frankly. “And the costumes and scenery will
be more beautiful than ever.”

FRLE PUBLICLIBRARS

All this grew literally out of ashes. In
1975 a fire destroyed the theater, which had
already grown considerably from the first
storage shed. But the season continued in the
best of show business traditions. The remain-
ing shows were held on a mobile trailer stage.
By 1976 a plywood stage had been set up, in
1977 the season went indoors at Middlesex
County College, and by 1978 the new theater
was completed, along with refreshment con-
cessions. The “My Fair Lady” overture, open-
ing the first show in the brand newsite, sound-
ed more jubilant than ever.

Phyllis Elfenbein, long associated with
the theater in every capacity from manager to
director, and now resigned, recalls the early
days. “There were three of us in the tech crew,
myself, Cornelius Cadmus the master car-
penter and Charles Peterson, who is still there.
The diréctors would tell us roughly what they
wanted and we built everything from sketches.
Corny did some amazing things. For ‘mr. Rob-
erts,” for instance, the action takes place
aboard ship. He built a regular poopdeck up on
the roof of the theater.”

With any kind of outdoor theater, any-
thing can happen, and Plays-in-the-Park has
had its share. Once during “Plain And Fancy,”
a baby crawled up the stairs to the stage and
toddied up to the two actors who were in-

1981 — The cast of “Funny Girl,”" on stage.

volved in a scene. Nonplussed, one of the men
picked her up and talked to her as though it
had been in the script, then put her down and
sent her toddling back to her waiting mama.

Another time; in “Carousel,” a very light
rain began falling. “The audience was ada-
mant that the show continue,” Mrs. Elfenbein
says. “So Ernie and I and a couple of other

workers went out into the orchestra
t and held umbrellas over the string sec-

's instruments to keep them dry and in
tune.”

Plays-in-the-Park has served as a spring-
board for area talent as well. Among the
working actors who have appeared on the park
stage are Robert Hegyes (Epstein in televi-
sion's “Welcome Back Kotter”), Art Neill, now
on the national tour of “The Pirates of Pen-
zance,” Liz Bruzzesse of the New York pro-
ductions of “Godspell” and “The Fantasticks”
and Peter Lowey of the production staff of the
Broadway shows “Barnum” and ‘“42nd
Street.”

Plays-in-the-Park now draws attendance
from all over. Albrecht tells of a woman from
Brooklyn, who is a regular in the audience.
“But she says she’s not telling any of her
friends back in New York. She says too many
would come, the traffic would be impossible,
and no one would find seating space.”

NEW STAGE — The Plays-in-the-
Park’s plywood stage, which
was erected after a fire
destroyed the previous one in
1975. At right is Phyllis
Elfenbein, who formerly wore
several theater company hats.
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Messages of Edison’

silent sentinels to the past They
chronicle its history and serve as
memorials to the ideas, ideals,
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Edison Twp. Pub. Library
340 Plainfield Ave.

Edison, N.J. 08817

~

monu

ments de

o

—Photo by Thomas R. DeCaro

Light Dispelling Darkness stands in Edison’s Rooseveit Park as a tribute to Thomas Alva Edison.

Thirty-nine family names appear
more than once: six Petercsaks
are listed, four Yelencsicses, five
Christiansens, four Bors and four
Disarios. Many others appear two,
three and four times.

Clearly, Edison’s families made
great contributions and sacrifices
in the war effort, and whether a
family’s name appears once or six
time, this memorial is a potent re-
minder to all of us who pause
there and reflect.

At the triangle formed by the
intersection of Woodbridge Ave-
nue and Edgegrove Street in the
Clara Barton section, there is a
10-foot high gray granite obelisk
surrounded by a small grassy area
and evergreen shrubbery. At the
rear is an illuminated flagpole.

The monument's engraving
reads: “In honored memory of all
deceased members of the Clara
Barton Post No. 324 American Le-
gion and of the Raritan Engine
Company No. 2 Dedicated 1960.”
Small American flags in holders
marked World War II, Korea,
World War I and Vietnam adom
the base of the monument.

Two other monuments are lo-
cated within Roosevelt Park, di-

‘. Iy'on’ US."Route 1 South,
-rectly o' 1 A'qu:eSoum,near

A SR

ment, has four sides. On the side
facing Route 1, there is a white
ceramic plaque inscribed: “1933
— Dedicated to the men of Mid-
dlesex County who donated their
labor to develop this park in ex-
change for the benefits of relief

]
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base of the olive-drab colored ve-
hicle reads: “108th Tactical
Fighter Wing, N.J. Air National
Guard and NJ. Veterans Memo-
rial Home ‘Working Together.’
Governor Thomas H. Kean, com-
mander-in-chief. Dedicated 28

ASK AT DESK
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FROM LIBRARY
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Korea and Vietnam and etched in
the face of the stone are the
names of the 13 residents killed in

. Vietnam and the three killed in
| Korea. Five marble benches face
| the stone and are inscribed with

the names of American Legion
Post 479, American Legion Post
435, VFW Post 9626, VFW Post
&7 and American Legion Post

The Edison Memorial Tower at
Tower Road and Christie Street
not only boasts that it marks the
exact spot where the “Wizard of
Menlo Park” invented the incan-
descent lamp, but that it is one of
the few monuments extant to be
included in the National Register
of Historic Places.

On the grounds surrounding the
North Edison Branch Library can
be found a 6-foot-high, 12-foot-
wide gray granite monument. At
the center is a bas-relief of a fire-
fighter dressed in full turnout
gear. To his left the inscription
reads: “Dedicated to the exempt
firemen of Edison Township, for-
merly Raritan Township — Asso-
ciation founded May 18, 1924.” To
the right: “Raritan Engine Com-
pany No. 1; Raritan Engine Com-
pany No. 2; Edison Volunteer
Fire Company No, 1; HK Volun-
teer Fire Company No. 1; Oak
Tree Volunteer Fire Company -
1924-1960.”

The township’s municipal com-

serve attention

The township’s newest monu- |
ment was erected in 1890 in front |
of the municipal building Ap-
proximately 15 feet wide and
feet high, it is topped by a
apparatus’ bell. Below, the
scription reads: “Dedicated to
officers and firefighters of
Edison Uniformed Fire
ment who have served
dents of our community
valor, honor and integrity.”
center is a Maltese Cross and
initials, E.F.D. Directly below
cross, it reads: “Died in the line
duty John Lindquist Sr., captain.

The last entries on the monu-
ment are the names of eight offic-

§
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To the left of this monument is
the PBA Police Memorial, a 12-
foot-high granite obelisk adorned
with the PBA shield
scribed: “Why, God ..
have helped so many
nity, pride and honor,
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grant for park

_ Approval for the first phase
the Bicentennial Park,
e. is expected in the
grant of $899.481

EDISON
of development of
on Central Avenu
form of a Green Acres
next month.

John Delesandro. pusiness ad-
Council at

ministrator, told the To
last night's caucus. state officials re-

quested the $1.3 million grant be authoriz-

said the first stage would
cover the cost of roads through the six-
acre park, two pallfields. playground
equipment. 3@ pond and undergroun
utilities.
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may be
started soon

Q:QEE)ISON - Development of
AvenucP p’s 65-acre Central
this year.a:kccoc?-mdigugbet?n Mlater
'.I'homas Paterniti, if the ;r:r
ti;;p:-ovea: a $1.3-million appli <
Green Acres funds bem.
lllbmmltted this week. e
grant would
& ct::t of developlgzwm‘
Rallroad‘long the Penn Central
e tracks between Plain-
anim Talmadge avenues
. ness Administrator Joim
lma said the townshi
good chance of recelvin:

op, and would incl three
baseball diamond:?d:oftblll
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Continued from Page I1

Seeman said grants from the
trust, which continue to this day,
helped pay for the orchestras any
musical stage production needs.

According to Seeman, the series
really took off after Albrecht, who
is The Home News theater critic,
became producing director in
1971,

“It seemed to me,” Albrecht
said, “that the outdoor theater
needed to be big. I love the musi-
cal theater and that's the way we
went. I love the bigness and the
splashiness of it.”

“Ernie is a very talented man,”
Seeman said. “Between us we
chose the plays that would really
catch on. ‘Fiddler on the Roof’ was
the first big show. It drew 5,000 a
night in 1972.”

The change to a program of mus-
icals entirely corresponded to in-
creasing popularity for musicals
on Broadway, Elfenbein said.
“The numbers went with musicals.
Numbers are the name of any
game of this sort.”

But in 1975, just as the theater
was really rolling, there came the
moment everyone involved with it
agrees was the lowpoint of its his-
tory.

The theater burned to the
ground. Arson was suspected.

“It's a very strange experience,”
Albrecht said, “to sit there at 8
o'clock in the morning and watch
your theater burn down in broad
daylight and wonder what is going
to happen.”

What happened, though, was
swift assurance that the theater
had found a place in its communi-

“The next couple of years were
a struggle of making-do and get-
ting ready,” Albrecht said. “But
building the new theater and get-
ting into it was a big event.”

The freeholders pledged contin-
uing support.

And: Friends of Plays:in:the-
Park were formed to help th
mmmudwhruywmif&:
to be an entring resmﬁcq.’ h3

The 1976 season was played on a
platform stage in the park. For
1977, Plays-in-the-Park went in-
doors at Middlesex County Com-
munity College.

“* And by 1978, it was back, better
than ever.

'OU'thf()%RS?E'VPlay-in-the'-Park earns

ion as'the best ‘outside’ of N.Y.

Its new theater was all theater,
three times the size of the old and
no toolshed to it at all.

It cost $700,000, including furn-
ishings, with $247 500 contributed
by the federal government through
a Green Acres grant. The building
itself cost $595,000.

“We have full shop facilities,”
Elfenbein said, “costume and prop
shops, two comfortable dressing
rooms, a production office and a
full basement for storage with gal-
leries for stage costumes and

props.”

Seeman noted that the Friends’
private donations allowed the the-
ater to supplement the low-bid op-
erations that must characterize
county contibutions.

“Go for the low bid on costumes
and you end up with cheesecloth,”
he said.

The Friends' continuing sup-
port, Albrecht said, has meant
“having more money available to
reduce the number of comprom-
lses."

Of the unique cooperation be-
tween county government and the
art of the musical, Albrecht said,
“This kind of cooperation is com-
monplace in Europe. It has made
things a whole lot easier. I never
had to say, ‘what am I doing that is
going to affect the box office?’ ”

The musicals may be popular
but they would never have hap-
pened without government sup-
port.

“They may be crowd-pleasers
but they would not have made

money,” Albrecht added.
scouting locations for a new the-
ater.

Putting their heads together
produced the idea of putting on
plays in the park.

Meanwhile, Elfenbein said, the
county was planning to build a
new storage shed in the park.
Then-freeholder Thomas H. Lee
hit on the idea of extending the
front of the shed to make a stage,
Elfenbein said. It would be lawn-
mowers in the back, thespians up
front.

The makeshift arrangement was
jazzed up with one piece of fancy
stage equipment, a revolving
stage, cobbled up by the Parks De-
partment staff. Powered by two 1
h.p. motors, the turntable took a
full minute to make one revolution

| — an eternity in on-stage time, Al-

brecht noted. But it gave produc-
tio_zs some extra pizazz, Elfenbein
said.

The group got rolling in 1962.
They were putting on plays in the
park but they were not, at this
point, “Plays-in-the-Park.” They
were the Players Roundtable,
named in part after their snazzy
piece of theater technology.

The group debuted in 1962 with
a season of four plays, all Ameri-'
can, none musicals — “Bell for
Adano,” “Mr. Roberts,” “You Can’t
Take It with You” and “Abe Lin-
coln in Illinois.”

The group scrounged costumes.
County sponsorship came more
out of the Parks Department nail
barrel, spare lumber and labor
time. ‘

But by the early "70s, the series,
now known as Plays-in-the-Park,
became a line item in the county
budget.

The first musical was “Damn
Yankees” in 1965, Elfenbein said.
By 1972, three of four productions
were musical. And 1973 marked
the first season of all musicals.

One crucial influence that made
the musicals possible was the par-
ticipation of William Seeman as
parks secretary. Before going to
work for the county, Seeman, who
retired last year after 15 years in
the position, played in the orches-
tras of Gene Krupa and Louis Pri-
ma. He also had been president of
the state musicians union. :
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Plays-1n-
25 years of q

By PETER PARISI
Home News staff writer
OCACRA N

EDISON — Politicians don’t of-
ten leave taxpayers smiling and
humming a tune.

But the Middlesex County Board
of Chosen Freeholders has been
doing it for 25 years this summer
with Plays-in-the-Park.

The summer series of county-
sponsored, free musicals appears
to be unique nationwide.

As many as 100,000 people a
summer and 4,000 people a night
tote their lawnchairs and picnic
baskets to the Roosevelt Park Am-
phitheater, just off Route 1.

There, for the price of a hot dog
and a gallon of gas, they see fully
mounted productions of “Guys and
Dolls,” “The Pirates of Penzance,”
“The Most Happy Fella,” “Came-
lot” and other classics.

In a typical season, three shows
get 10 performances apiece by
professional orchestras and casts
of enthusiastic amateurs with oc-
casional Actors Equity players.

That is, when it doesn’t rain.
Theater under the stars some-
times means theater under the
clouds.

This year 'the season opening
performance “of “Camelot” was
rained out on June 22. And the
opening of “Follies” Wednesday
was also postponed by rain.

Freeholder Steven J. Capestro,
whose involvement with the coun-
ty program began in 1969, has met
county officials from all ovér the
U.S. Some counties sponsor occa:
sional cultural activities. “But I
don’t think anyone does a series of
plays with elaborate staging and
costumes,” he said.

“Many people who could not af-
ford to go to New York get to see
top-notch performances,” Capes-
tro said. ;

A total of more than $300,000
goes into Plays-in-the-Park, ac-
cording to Joseph Helmi, county
secretary of parks. The county
budgeted $293,000, including sala-
ries, last. year. The F‘riemi;of
Plays-in-thé-Park, a private organ-
ization, ‘cbbtributed ﬂ(‘ #m
and the Musicians Performarice
Trust Fund contributed about
$16,000 for orchestra expenses,
Helmi said.

To celebrate a quarter-century
of bringing theater to the people,
the Freeholders and county Parks
Department, which also sponsors
the plays, are holding an Arts-in+

the-Park festival, this.-
which eofitinues W starting

11 am. The two' of perfor-
mances and arts demonstrations
was highlighted last night by a
free performance of Stephen Son-
dheim’s “Follies.” Today the Gar-
den State Symphonic Pops Or-
chestra gives a free concert at 5

p.m. .

The future may bring indoor
performances that extend the
summer on, said Freeholder

and current rman of Parks
and Recreation Thomas Cross.
Cross said the State Theater, cur-

reatly being renovated as part

the developing New Brunswic

Cultural Center could host fall
performances.

“We hope we're going to work
together,” Cross said. It is expect-
ed to take two or three years be-
fore the State can host theatrical
productions.

“If they open, we could puton a
show a year, possibly even two,
and probably in the fall,” Cross
said.

In years past, fall productions
have been mounted in various fa-
cilities, including the county’s
Burr D. Coe vocational school in
East Brunswick.

Many local performers have
moved through Plays-in-the-Park
to success in professional theater.

utdoor theater

'- Levine of Highland Pk is
: most famous. Hchas
feature fims,

|Wolf,” an{ in a

Robert Hedges did
work and now has a role inh TV
series “Cagney and Lacey’ aid
Phyllis Elfenbein, producn di-
rector ' of Plays-in-the-Prk He
had been one of the “swatlgs”
in Gabe Kaplan's poplar 70s
television series, “Welcme ick
Kotter.”
" Art Neill went into a Tofesn-
al produetion of the Pirateof
Penzance,” Brenda ipik itin
“42nd Street” and Cady Cocis
in a new productionf “Cabat”
with Joei Gray, Baivrein said.

the-Park celebrates

Magician David Co
also did a stint backstagep:te ;ﬁh:r':
in-the-Park, recalled Ernest Al-
brecht, who was the series’ pro-
ducing director for 15 years
through_la.lt; season.
quys- in-the-Park was born fro

a meeting between two publicisz
and two theater people in a diner
Elfenbein recalled. And the meet.
ing ultimately produced a
toolshed that sprouted a stage.

Jerry Halprin and Reggie
Schein were the public relations
people, assigned by the county
m &mm«;m to publicize a

rnamen

s ey t and other park

Chick Moskowitz and Vivia
Paszamant were theater peopl:al

See , Page I5
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damp chill permeates the enclosed
stage.

In the spring, the theater in Roose-
velt Park has the forlorn look of a
shore resort in the off-season.

Come summer, the stage door will
roll open, and thousands will set up
| their lawn chairs in front of the
| open-air theater to witness the open-
ing of Pla Park.

The ritual will mark its silver
anniversary in June with a produc-
| tion of the Lerner and Lowe musical
“Camelot” — the kind of American
musical theater that has become
p— Plays-in-the-Park’s forte.

x 5 It’s a trademark that has a lot of
| name recognition. The free summer
shows, funded by Middlesex County
under its Parks Department, attract
an audience of 100,000 per season.
=+ “We've come to develop a com-

plete cross-section of people, from

those who have never seen a play

| before to those who go into New

York frequently for theater,” said

Director Ernest Albrecht,

who is celebrating his 15th year with
the organization.

Success came with time

Like any tried and true product,
however, Plays-in-the-Park went
through a lot of development and a
few setbacks before hitting its
‘strlde.
i The theater started out as the
| brainchild of two Middlesex County

"g.,.k.M T

Auditioning line

TNT photo by Mike Sypniewski ,

public relations people, Jerry Hal-

Christine Huhmann, of Woodbridge, waits for  Plays-in-the-Park series in Roosevelt Park, pern and Reggie Shein. They
her turn during auditions for this summer’s Edison. | arranged with Chick Moscowitz, who

Perspective

Community concerts
out of North Jersey

By ALBERT H. COHEN
to The News Tribune
A small article in this paper two weeks ago said: “The Plainfield
Community Concert Association gave its last concert...ending
what had been a community tradition for 46 years.”

The article went on to note that declining membership in the
concert association was the chief reason for the action.

Perhaps most significant was an observation that there were six
community concert asssociations in the area at one time — in

Woodbridge, Somerville, Parsippany-Troy Hills, Summit, Westfield
_ and Plainfield. Now, all the groups have been disbanded.

So for North Jersey music lovers, the concept is history. ?
Nnm,ﬂmht’sbokatmtthucmenamm
‘were and how they arose. -

Bytbehtelozos,mostcmuolzs,ouormmhdreguhr
concert throughout the year, drawing the most famous
names of the day to their halls,

With the advent of the Depression in the "30s, many local impress-
arios were unable to pay their bills. So a new concept was created
by Columbia Artist’s Management.

The genius of Community Concerts was to sell season subscrip-
tions in advance, without any of how many artists would
perform or who they would be. Then, CAMI would deliver a concert
series based on the amount of money collected.

Incidentally, it provided more than just a performer; it also deli-
vered printed programs — complete with notes — as well as public-
ity materials.

During the 50-plus years Community Concerts has functioned, its
sphere of operation has expanded to encompass very small towns
and some sizeable cities.

Anhmwun;upecto{theprognmhthth’heposbmmn

Some of the artists who regularly toured the byways of America
under the program were Rudolf Serkin, Lily Pons, Zino
scatti, duo-pianists Vronsky and Babbin, Ruggiero Ricci, Arthur
Rubinstein, Claudio Arrau, Robert Cassadessus, Gladys Swarthout
and Sir Thomas Beecham. More recently, mezzo Fredericka von
Stade performed in Sarasota, Fla.

When funds were more sparse, the performers would be talented
young artists who had been signed by CAMI expressly for the series.
For them, it was a chance to m and have more “pay days.”

But there was a problem. It didn’t matter if one of the unknowns
was mildly received or got a rave reaction; he would not return in

future seasons.
The system has exacerbated a that has been developing
in the classical music business: are increasingly fewer per-

formers who can be counted on to draw large audiences, which have
become more selective about the recitalists they will go see.

So how does a talented young CAMI performer develop a follow-
ing when he isn’t allowed to return? And why does one need to buy a
“pig in a poke” when so many pre-scheduled concert series are
available throughout this area, where one can choose and decide
who to hear and how often to go?

Yet, it was through this concept that many young
artists managed to make some sort of living in the field and hone
their skills before live audiences. The demise of the concept in this
area, which is mirrored elsewhere, only serves to further concen-
trate the remaining performing opportunities among that seemingly
ever-narrowing group of big names.

Only a precious few can enter that group these days. Either they
make a big splash by winning a major competition or get “adopted”
by someone such as Isaac Stern, who these days wields the power to
augment careers to the same immense degree as Arthur Judson —
founder of CAMI — did 50 years ago.

Even competition winners don't always make it. Eugene Fodor
won a Silver Medal at the T\ and was — for a period — a
media darling. Yet his career has foundered upon a flurry of bad

What it all seems to sum up to is that the business side of classi-
cal music doesn't seem to be helping to replenish the supply of
artists needed to create the recitalists and soloists of the future.

And the waning of the community concerts concept is still
another confirmation that opportunities for classical music careers
are shrinking.

Disparity
keys Berlin
recordings

By ALBERT H. COHEN
Special to The News Tribune

A few years back, CBS Records
scored a m&:‘:m by getting
the vaunted Philharmonic for
their label. Reviewed here are two
performances by that super ensem-
ble, under the baton of Daniel Baren-
boim.

What is so unusual about these
recordings is the tremendous inter-
pretational disparity that exists
between the two performances.

SCHUBERT: SYMPHONY NO. 9
IN C MAJOR, D. 944. CBS Mas-
terworks No. M-42316, digital; BER-
LIOZ: “SYMPHONIE FANTASTI-
QUE.” CBS Masterworks No.
IM-39589.

The great Schubert score is
treated to slow Barenboim tempos,
exaggerated to the extent that the
performance takes more than 63
minutes! The first movement plods
along from a lackluster opening and
never develops momentum.

“The third and fourth movements
are both markedly allegro vivace.
Despite their widely varying charac-
ter — the third is really an Austrian
Laendler, the fourth a furious finale
in sonata form — each must move at
the same tempo. Barenboim retards
the former, then accelerates the lat-

ter, distorting the pair.
For some reason, even CBS engi-
neers fail in the orches-

tra adequately. There is a lack of
See BERLIN, Page E-8.

‘was involved with local amateur
sroductions, to present plays in Roo-
sevelt Park.

Production Manager Phyllis
Elfenbein, who had just moved to
|Metuchen from Manhattan, where
jshe had been involved with The
|American Theater Wing, remem-
bered the early days.
| “It was a small platform with a
revolving stage. They did four
American plays the first season,”
she said. The plays were “A Bell
for Adano,” by John Hersey; “You
-an't Take It With You,” by George
. Xaufman and Moss Hart, “Mr.
Roberts,” by Joshua Logan; and

<

k 25 years old

*“Abe Lincoln in Mlinois,” by Robert
Sherwood.

It was an auspicious start. But
about 10 years later, lack of fund-
ing and enthusiasm almost tolled a
death knell for the theater.

Enter Albrecht, a drama teacher
and theater reviewer for a local
newspaper, took over as producing
director in 1972. He persuaded Ms.
Elfenbein, then teaching drama at
John F. Kennedy High School, Iselin,
to return to the park as managing
producer.

“There were only eight perfor-
mances with an audience of 20,000
that year,” Albrecht recalled. “I
recognized all I could do was keep it
from totally falling apart.”

All-musical policy instituted

Albrecht decided to institute the
all-musical policy that has since con-
tinued. “An outdoor theater lends
itself to something big. Intimacy
won't work in that setting. It was
either Shakespeare or musicals, and
someone was already doing Shake-
speare in Woodbridge.”

The 1973 season inaugurated that
policy with “The Meé Nobody
Knows,” an interracial musical that
spoke to the times. It foreshadowed
what became the theater’s policy of
presenting three musicals of varying
appeal per season.

“We look for a balance, We do a
blockbuster, like ‘My Fair Lady’ or
‘Oklahoma’; a show that is challeng-
ing to us artistically, like ‘Sweeney
Todd’ or ‘Evita’, and then something
that isn’'t performed too often, like
“The Boys from Syracuse.’ ”

The 1987 schedule reflects that
mix: “Camelot,” the Lerner and
Lowe blockbuster; the challenging
“Follies,” by Stephen Sondheim; and
“The Boys from Syracuse,” by
Rodgers and Hart,

Three shows a year for 15 years
mean a lot of musicals. “We've
already run through the Rodgers and
Hammerstein catalogue,” Albrecht
said. “We do bring things back, espe-
cially if it's a successful production.”

Spending weeks rehearsing a show
intensively is like having relatives
stay for an extended visit: You love
them, but you're very happy to see
them leave.

“The thought of doing ‘Annie’
again sort of curdles my blood,” Ms,
Elfenbein laughed.

Shows Albrecht said he would like
to do in the future include “42nd
Street,” “Big River,” “Me and My
Girl,” “Cats” and “Les Miserables,”
all now playing on Broadway.

While the audience is a factor,
Albrecht and Ms. Elfenbein don't
choose shows just for their box office
a ;

“Our obligation as artists is chal-
lenge. By now, however, the audi-
ence has told us we're doing what
they like,” Albrecht said.

*75 fire destroyed theater

The theater itself was not without
drama, A fire in 1975 — set by teen-
agers in a nearby dumpster — con-
sumed the entire structure.

“We sat on the hill and watched
this incredible ball of fire,” Albrecht
said. “It was miraculous that we
were able to continue doing shows.”

The show went on — in 1976 on a
temporary stage. The players
worked out of trallors. That year and
the next, Plays-in-the-Park pre-
sented an ambitious line-up of “Okla-
homa,” “Godspell” and “1776,” all
of which entailed elaborate cos-
tumes,

The tragedy turned out to have a
silver lining.

A new, improved theater was
rebuilt with a $500,000 federal
Green Acres grant in time for the
1978 season. It is three times the
original size, with double the dress-
ing room space, showers, a costume
shop, scenic shop and storage areas.

Planned improvements call for a
grid system on which to hang sce-
nery and a fully-computerized light-
ing system, Albrecht said.

To celebrate the silver anniver-
sary, Friends of Plays-in-the-Park, a
fund-raising adjunct of the program,
will sponsor a performance comme-
morating 25 years of musicals per-
formed at the theater.

Park performers of the past, some
of whom have gone on to Broadway
and television, will lend their talents
to the revue, to be held June 6 at the
Middlesex County Vocational High
School, East Brunswick.

On June 13, a gala dinner dance
will be held at Sheraton Towers, Ise-
lin

Further information may be
obtained by writing to Friends of
Plays-in-the-Park, P.O. Box 2281,
Edison.

Behind the scenes

Phyllis Elfenbein and Ernest Albrecht survey
an exhibit of photographs depicting past per-
formances in the Plays-in-the-Park series in

TNT photo by Mike Sypniewsk|

Roosevelt Park, Edison. Ms. Eifenbein Is prod-
uction manager, and Albrecht serves as pro-
ducing director.

Last curtain signals time to plan

By PEGGY O'CROWLEY
Living Section staff writer
EDISON — Just as the cartain
closes on the last performance of the
last show of the season, Ernest
Albrecht and Phyllis Elfenbein of
Plays-in-the-Park are opening up the

possibilities of next year’s shows.

By September, the roster of three
musicals for the next year is pretty
much set. The search for set design-
ers, directors, choreographers and
technical staff begins.

The set design is intrinsic to how
a play will be staged. If the text is
the genetic component of the play,
the design is its environment. And as
every psychologist knows, a good
environment is crucial to a well-
developed personality.

Plays-in-the-Park advertises for
set designers throughout the country
in trade publications. “We offer a
good place to gain experience. I
think designers respond to our wil-
lingness to do plays so fully, on a
high artistic level that very few the-

\ aters offer,” said Ms. Elfenbein,

production manager.
She and Albrecht, the

director, each direct one play, which
calls for a search for a third direc-
tor.

“Smart directors pick up the ads
for designers. Our director for
‘Evita’ was the dance captain for the

L

national touring company prod-
uction. He wanted to do ours because
it was the one chance he’d have to
approximate what was done on
Broadway,” Albrecht said.

ers and builders. Many are graduate
or undergraduate theater majors
from area colleges.

Pride taken in costumes
For many years, the costume

putting together such
diverse clothes as 18th century
men’s suits ifi “1776,” Scottish kilts
in “Brigadoon,” and Edwardian ball-
gowns for “My Fair Lady.”

“One of our sources of great pride
is the quality of the costumes we

parts take place in late April.
Surprisingly, ustingAl’:li relati-

vely easy process, both directors
said.

“It’s one of the most critical
moments. Other things you can cor-
rect, but not cast. Given the number
of people who have gone through
auditions, the number of roles we've
had to recast has been very small.
We try not to settle,” Ms. Elfenbein
said.

Talent pool has been steady

Albrecht has developed a mailing
list to thousands of individuals, act-
ing programs and schools on the
East Coast. Over the years, Plays-in-
the-Park has developed a steady sta-
ble of talent.

“The actors, singers and dancers
are the most local people involved.
For many, it's the first time they've
come up against demanding compe-
tition. But by and large they have
career objectives in the theater, and
have made a serious commitment to
it. We ask a great deal of them dur-
ing the six-week rehearsal period,”
Albrecht said.

The three annual shows provide a
number of aspiring actors, singers
and dancers with a chance to show-
case their talents.

Metuchen’s Bobby Hegyes, now
playing in “Cagney and Lacey”;
magician David Copperfield; and
Highland Park's Jerry Levine, now
starring in the “Bronx Zoo,” all trod

the boards of the open-air theater.

“We also have some who have
gone on to Broadway chorus linés.or
in national touring companies :of
shows,” Albrecht added.

Rehearsals take six weeks

Once the parts are cast, rehearsals
begin six weeks before the opening
of each show.

“Beginning a rehearsal is like a
sculptor starting on a hunk of clay.
That's what makes it so exciting and
nerve-racking,” Albrecht said. “You
set up a family during the first
rehearsal. There’s a lot of intimacy
with a lot of people.

“I can see why directors tend to
cast friends. Nothing is more terrify-
ing than to embark on something
with a group of unknowns.”

Ms. Elfenbein added: “It's very
spontaneous. No matter how much
you prepare, nothing is more electric
than the creative moment.”

Spontaneity can have its draw-
backs. The directors said they can
remember some harrowing
moments when the unexpected hap-

“We had a dress rehearsal for ‘My
Fair Lady,’ and at 11:30 at night the
revolver that moved the sets broke
down. We had to find a concrete
grinder, and opening night was terri-
fying,” she said. .

See PARK PLAYS, Page E-8.




