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Get Outta
The House

By CAROL F. DAVIS
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

FIRST NIGHT CELEBRATIONS:
Summit is fairly local, with two

separate venues: for the kids, the
Summit Middle School has events
scheduled from 3 to 6:30 p.m.; and
for the adults, there’s plenty going
on from 7 p.m. through midnight.
There will be Garden State Fire-
works displays at 7 p.m. and again
at midnight. (908) 522-1722.

*  *  *  *  *
Admission to Morristown’s First

Night is $12 a button, or $40 for a
four-pack. There will be over 25
indoor shows to see, and fireworks
at midnight. The events range from
puppets, dance, visual arts, and a
huge variety of musical perfor-
mances, to participatory craft mak-
ing and special shows for the young
audience. (973) 538-2555.

*  *  *  *  *
All events for First Night

Maplewood-South Orange will
take place inside Columbia High
School, 17 Parker Avenue,
Maplewood, beginning with a fire-
works display at 7 p.m. in Memo-
rial Park. Highlights include Chi-
nese folk dancers, a comedian,
Jewish folksongs, a dance troupe
and a storyteller. They, too, will
offer special shows for kids ear-
lier in the day. (973) 76-FIRST.

*  *  *  *  *
Montclair was the site of New

Jersey’s original First Night cel-
ebration on December 31, 1988,
and remains one of the best today.
This year’s opening ceremonies
begin at 7 p.m., and all events will
be held at Montclair High School
on Park Street. Events include
film, steel drums, jazz, ballet, in-
teractive family comedy, world
music, bluegrass, and, of course,
fireworks. (973) 509-4910.

 *  *  *  *  *
Celebrating the Arts is the theme

for Ridgewood’s First Night this
year. The celebration kicks off at 4
p.m. with a Children’s Program at
Benjamin Franklin Middle School,
and concludes with a fireworks dis-
play just after 7 p.m. The Evening
Program starts at 7:30 p.m. and
features a variety of activities held
at various venues around town.
Teens are invited to drop by the
United Methodist Church from 9 to
11 p.m. to enjoy a special program.
Buttons are $10. (201) 447-1739.

*  *  *  *  *
Additional celebrations will be held

in Newark (973) 643-7502,
Manasquan (732) 223-3858, Red
Bank (732) 741-0380, and Teaneck
(201) 287-9730. If you are willing to
travel farther, and perhaps stay over-
night, these other towns offer First
Night celebrations as well:
Haddonfield (856) 429-4700, exten-
sion no. 300; Ocean City (609) 525-
9300; and Mount Holly (609) 267-
9660. Some offer dinner packages
and discounted accommodations.

Remember, you will need to
purchase a button in order to par-
ticipate. They do sell out, and if
you wait until night of, they may
cost a few dollars more.

Have a very happy New Year!
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Heaven’s Throne Hoists Audience
with a magic mask, the lighting worked
more illusion, the clouds came alive, and
it seemed like the very faith of the singers
starts to waft into the audience. It en-
gulfed us in its energy, force and enthusi-
asm. Some might
liken the music in
places to New Age.
The taped instrumen-
tal music utilized a full
spectrum from rhyth-
mic beat of timpani to
the glissando of a harp.

While the angels
related the “Greatest
Story Ever Told,”
Mary, Joseph and the
stock figures of the
Christmas scene en-
tered, sometimes to
sing or interact. There
was very little staged
drama, but the use of
moveable platforms
worked nicely in
transporting charac-
ters on and off stage.

Mary, played by
Dena DePasquale,
was well cast in age
and voice. Her soul-
ful interpretation of

STAR-STUDDED AFFAIR…Westfield resident and Maidenform Senior Vice
President of Design, Merchandising and Marketing, Manette Scheininger, had
the opportunity to rub elbows with celebrities during the opening night of
Wonderful Town on Broadway, which was sponsored by Maidenform. The
premiere of the play was followed by a gala at the Mandarian Oriental Hotel in
the Time Warner Center in Columbus Circle. Pictured, left to right, are: actor
Gerald McRaney, actress Delta Burke, Maidenform President Maurice Reznik,
Mrs. Scheininger, Joannie Reznik, Maidenform CEO Tom Ward, and Jeffrey
Scheininger, Manette’s husband.

Spector at the time. While I am gener-
ally not too thrilled with albums being
doctored after the fact, this version does
happen to flow nicely even with the
alterations and would have to be recom-
mended as an addition to, not a replace-
ment of a classic record.

The Audiophile label, Mobile Fi-
delity, has just released a brilliant-
sounding version of John Lennon’s
“Imagine” album. Besides the ter-
rific title track, other standout tracks
include “Jealous Guy” “Oh Yoko”
and the noted jab at McCartney on
“How Do You Sleep.”

Also just released from MOFI is
“Good Morning Aztlan” from Los
Lobos. The sparkling remastering on
this hybrid CD/SACD is amazing
especially on headphones and like
other Los Lobos albums, should be
listened to late at night to capture the
whole atmosphere of this great
record.

BBC Video America just released
the splendid British comedy, “The
Office, the Complete First Season,”
on DVD. This brilliant series is a
must for fans of Monty Python or
British humor in general. The disc
also contains a great documentary.

Also from BBC Video comes “The
Old Grey Whistle Test,” a terrific com-
pilation of musical performances from
such diverse performers as Bob Marley,
Bonnie Raitt, U2 and The Police,
among others. This DVD is a must-
have for any serious music fan.

From Grateful Dead Productions/
Monterey Video comes “New Year’s
Eve, Gratfeul Dead, the closing of
Winterland, December 31, 1978”
This excellent DVD captures the band
in peak form playing the venerable
old Winterland Arena in San Fran-
cisco. The entire concert is included,
as well as band interviews and a
documentary of the history of
Winterland.

Other great DVD releases to check
out include “Paul Weller, Live at
Braehead,” featuring an electric set
from the former Jam lead singer,
King Crimson, Eyes Wide Open, fea-
turing two separate concerts from
the Progressive Rock legends, one in
Tokyo, 2003, and one from July 2000
in London. Both sets vary in song
selection and the picture and sound
quality is stellar.

Some other great DVD concert re-
leases from Sanctuary include “Brian
Wilson Presents Pet Sounds, Live in
London,” whereupon our Beach Boy
hero revisits his classic album with a
nine-piece band at London’s Royal
Festival Hall. Fans of Jam-based mu-
sic should definitely check out Blues
Traveler, Live, Thinnest of Air, cap-
turing the band live at Red Rocks
Amphitheater in Colorado and 270
Miles from Graceland, as well as
Bonnaroo 2003, featuring Ben Harper,
Sonic Youth, Nickel Creek and the
Flaming Lips, among others.

Lastly, Eagle Vision Home Video
has been cranking out something for
everyone this holiday season. What
better way to celebrate peace on
earth by viewing War in the Desert,
which features documentaries of The
Gulf War, Six-Day War, and The
Battle of El Alamein in 1942?

The American Civil War and The
Great Commanders of the Civil War
feature excellent strategic break-
downs for students of the Civil War.

For the music fans be sure to check
out The Dark Side of the Moon, a
terrific new documentary detailing
the evolution of the 1973 Pink Floyd
classic album, and Johnny Cash, A
Concert Behind Prison Walls, a con-
cert film featuring cameos from Linda
Ronstadt and Roy Clark as well as
the recently departed Cash.
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On the Beat
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By KERRIANNE SPELLMAN CORT
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

’Twas the night before Christ-
mas and all through Iraq not a
creature was stirring Not even
a…Yak?

What else rhymes with Iraq?
Snack, pack, shack, wack! Track,
flack, back, smack! Forgive me. I
just channeled Dr. Suess. It seems
fitting though, with the current
success of The Cat in the Hat.

But back to Iraq. The military
finally caught Saddam Hussein and
that is a very good thing. Obvi-
ously, anyone with an ounce of
brains in their head must know
that this situation is far from over.
My heart still goes out to all our
people who continue to fight for
freedom and justice overseas.

Celebrating Christmas at a time
like this seems rude, somehow.
However, celebrating is exactly
what we all have to do. Focusing
on the negative is never a good
idea. This is a joyous time of year
when we should all take a look at
the good in our lives and thank
God, or whoever it is that you
choose to believe in, for all of our
many blessings.

I still have both my parents.
That is a gift. I have a wonderful
sister and brilliant nephew. I have
cousins, aunts and uncles who
laugh at my stupid jokes and beg
me to do my horrible imperson-
ation of Patsy Cline at the Christ-
mas dinner table. I have a quirky,
stinky beagle who licks away my
tears. Honestly, I can’t think of
anything else that I need. Except
maybe a million dollars, but I don’t
think Santa is that generous.

For various reasons, I am not
feeling very passionate about this
current holiday season. And that’s
okay. Christmas brings up all sorts
of emotions in people. They say
that suicide rates are at their high-
est during a holiday season and that
is actually easy to understand. It’s
terribly sad, but comprehendible.

The ghost of Christmas’s past
haunts all of us. Gone are the days
of waking up to a house filled with

the smell of mom’s cooking and
bursting into the living room to
find a gloriously decorated tree
that is surrounded by more pre-
sents that anyone could ever need.

It is hard to be a grownup. The
difficulty of just getting through
each day has a strange little way of

sucking the joy out of things. But
for whatever reason, we must per-
severe.

For our children, we must pre-
tend that there is a Santa Claus. For
our fellow Americans, we must
say a prayer. For our friends and
family, we must put aside our petty
differences and acknowledge that
we couldn’t live without them.
Christmas is a time to embrace the
good. And there is a lot of good.

As I said earlier, I was feeling a
bit blue this holiday season. But
right now, there are three starlings
outside my window eating the seed
that I left for them. My famous
spinach pies have been requested
for a holiday cocktail party later
this week, and this morning, my
dog Jack made a new friend on his
walk. She was a Labrador mix that
was all black except for her feet.
Her feet were completely white
and she looked like someone
dipped her paws in paint. Her name
was Maggie, and I think Jack fell
in love.

I have no room to complain.
I wish everyone on the planet a

blessed and peaceful Christmas.

Some of the simplest and sweetest
relationships are blessings in dis-
guise.
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One Popcorn, Poor • Two Popcorns, Fair • Three Popcorns, Good • Four Popcorns, Excellent
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By MICHAEL S. GOLDBERGER
2 ½ popcorns

In Post-Sushi America, we have been
inundated by and duly immersed in
things Japanese from cuisine to
karaoke. We all but consider Hondas
assembled in Ohio as American built.
Having tasted of the pomegranate, we
are jaded, worldly.

This is probably good for us. But it
doesn’t bode so well for director Ed-
ward Zwick’s The Last Samurai, the
colorful, pocket-sized epic about a Civil
War hero (Tom Cruise) enlisted by the
Emperor of Japan to train his troops.

You see, the dramatic culture clash
expected when East meets West at the
Bijou just ain’t what it used to be.
Granted, filmmaker Zwick does a rather
journeyman job of telling author John
Logan’s rousing tale. In fact, faint praise
though it may be, The Last Samurai has
fewer clichés than you’d expect from a
yarn of this sort.

Oh, they’re there all right ... just less
of them. More surprising, the movie is
chock full of non-mainstream, Yin and
Yang-like meditations. Yet, there are
still times during the getting-to-know-
you sequences of this adventure film,
after Tom Cruise’s Captain Nathan
Algren is kidnapped by renegade leader
Katsumoto (Ken Watanabe) and hustled
up to his mountain hold for closer ob-
servation, when you feel a more apt
title may have been The Samurai and I.

Thematically, the allusion to Deborah
Kerr and Yul Brynner’s illustrious dance
across the stage in the Rodgers and
Hammerstein musical isn’t that much
of a stretch. Just add lots of swordplay.
Because here also, Oriental potentate
wants to glean knowledge of West from
educated representative of Occident,
etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.

They bicker, they quibble, they each
learn a lesson in tolerance. Only, in this
case, instead of falling in love with his
Samurai beneficiary, Captain Algren
soon takes to exchanging meaningful
gazes with his new pal’s sister, Taka,
played by Koyuki.

Of course there’s more to it than that.
If you want to know the true nature of
a people, then you must understand
their contradictions...the differences be-
tween their ideals and their realities.
How they reconcile that discrepancy is
generally a window to their character.
It this upon this premise that Zwick
builds his story. Hence, we are made
privy to the paradoxes inherent to the
Samurai.

Unfortunately, while Cruise does a
fairly nice job of etching Captain
Algren, the persona itself is a bit shop-

worn. The Civil War veteran and In-
dian fighter extraordinaire, tormented
by his warring past, is here typically
representative of the Western soul out
of touch with its inner self.

Therefore, the film’s unspoken ad-
vice to him, if he is to realize his true
karma, is “Go East Young Man.”

But he doesn’t know any of that at
the outset. When first we meet the
decorated soldier, he is a hard-drink-
ing, disconsolate sort who, in the em-
ploy of Winchester, ekes out a tawdry
living by regaling sideshow crowds
with his Wild West exploits and dem-
onstrating his marksmanship. Then op-
portunity knocks.

The young emperor of Japan, deter-
mined to modernize his land, needs
someone with a Western gift for war-
fare to train his army and lead them
against those insurgents who would
deny his people a progressive place in
the late 19th century.

Cynical, Algren loathes himself for
taking on the lucrative assignment. He
sees it as a continuation of the whole-
sale slaying that has comprised his
misbegotten life. But, he’s about to get
a history lesson that just might alter his
outlook, as well as shape his raison
d’etre.

Here’s where the big paradox is in-
troduced. On the one hand, Katsumoto,
the Samurai leader, champions a war-
rior system. The code of the Bushido
has supported the emperor for nearly a
thousand years. Thus he opposes the
young ruler’s desire to Westernize.
However, after capturing our Captain
Algren, whom he views as a secret
weapon to be studied (as in know thine
enemy), Katsumoto confides that if the
emperor wishes his death, he need only
ask for it; the Samurai will gladly obey.

Adding to the conundrum, the “liv-
ing god” that rules Japan sees
Katsumoto as his teacher and friend.
And if this weren’t enough to cloud the
issue, matters are further complicated
by Mr. Omura, the Emperor’s minister.
It’s always the minister, isn’t it?

Also the resident opportunist,
Omura, acted with instigative relish by
Masato Harada, stirs the fires of con-
tention. The middleman stands to make
a fortune if Katsumoto and all those
who oppose a less spiritual and more
mercantile Japan are defeated.

Keeping a log, in his captivity
Cruise’s combatant at first describes
his hosts as politely indifferent. But it
isn’t long before he’s walking the walk
and talking the talk. This includes, in
addition to becoming quite the swords-
man himself, taking a seminar in Samu-
rai philosophy.

Katsumoto is proud of his warrior
heritage and attempts to instill the same
in his worthy adversary. They have
small, pungent conversations. And
when the spring thaw arrives, the war-
lord, in a bold move again underscor-
ing the paradox of it all, rides to the big
city, right into the veritable den of his
opposition, and personally restores
Captain Algren to his military employ-
ers.

Upon his return, the protagonist re-
alizes he has formed an opinion. He is
no longer ambivalent. Suddenly he has
a cause. You get to guess the rest.

Action aficionados, who couldn’t
care less about a character’s troubled
conscience, as well as out and out
violence lovers, who couldn’t give a
Yin about anyone’s Yang, will in any
case be gratified by the quantity of
bloodshed purveyed by director Zwick.

The excitement is continual if not
always rip-roaring. This includes doz-
ens of impalements by spear, produc-
tion line loss of life, and at least two
honorable loppings-off of heads.
Granted, it’s a mere pittance when com-
pared to the decapitations depicted in
Sleepy Hollow (1999), but then one
must take their beheadings where one
finds them, n’est pas?

Viewers with, er, headier tastes, on the
other hand, while likely to enjoy the
travelogue beauty of the place in time
depicted, as well as the attendant pag-
eantry, will doubtfully have their intel-
lects stimulated to satisfaction. Then
again, there is at least enough here to
pique their interest. It could spur them to
seek out John Logan’s novel. Which,
paradoxically enough, would suggest that
they should have read The Last Samurai
in the first place and skipped the movie.

Susan M. Dougherty for The Leader/The Times
VIRGIN MOTHER...Dena
DePasquale’s portrayal of the Vir-
gin Mary, pictured, above, was
said be as  flawless as one that
would be given by Christian/Pop
singer Amy Grant.

“Trust His Heart” was a moving piece.
She has an instrument reminiscent of a
young Amy Grant, the Christian and
Pop artist, but with more clarity and
precision of tone.

She blended well
with the voice of Jo-
seph, Marc Perella, in
their duet. When the
celestial chorus
backed them up, the
goose bumps come out
in flocks. Six hanging
microphones were
there to pick up the
delicate balance of the
choir that has only had
eight rehearsals yet
manages to sound as
precise as the Mormon
Tabernacle Choir.

Herod, played by
the stately Harold
Boyde, was a magnifi-
cent force who looks
like an Ethiopian ruler.
Body language and
stage presence sug-
gest his royalty. And
when he opened his
mouth to sing, other
mouths in the audi-
ence opened in amaze-

ment at the power and majesty of his
vocal talent.

Add all this to the professional sound
system, and one might think he were
in a Broadway theater. That is except
for the price of admission, which is
free.

No one in this impressive produc-
tion is paid. In today’s society that, in
itself, is remarkable. It only attests to
the fact that this is a gift to the commu-
nity.

The next time it is advertised to
appear in Scotch Plains or at the Cal-
vary Tabernacle Church in Cranford,
open up the gift and enjoy the Christ-
mas story of the love.

ROCKIN’ BALLET…Jefferson Elementary School students enjoyed a perfor-
mance by the American Repertory Ballet entitled, “Dance Alive-Ballet Rocks.”
Some traditional moves and dances were shown, while students also learned the
history of the movements. The dancers, who performed to a medley of Elvis
Presley songs, told the pupils about the importance of athleticism needed to
become a fine artist.

Mindowaskin Overlook Restoration
To be Discussed at Historical Lunch

WESTFIELD -- “Mindowaskin
Park and the Renovation of  Its His-
toric Overlook” will be the topic of
Nancy Priest and David Rogers at the
First Wednesday Luncheon at noon
on Wednesday,  January 7 at  B.G.
Fields Restaurant, 560 Springfield
Avenue, Westfield.

Ms Priest and Mr. Rogers will talk
of the history of the restoration of
Mindowaskin Park and the recent
completion of the  renovation of the
historic overlook to its original 1930’s
design.

As the engineer for the overlook
restoration, David Rogers, working
with the Spring Valley Monument
Company,  will tell of the many things,
along with a few surprises, that helped
guide him in the five year restoration
of the overlook.

Ms Priest is president of The
Friends of Mindowaskin Park, a non-
profit organization dedicated to revi-
talizing and preserving the park and
sees that the historical significance
of the park is maintained and pro-
tected. The Friends are an indepen-
dent organization but work in coop-
eration with the Town of Westfield,
which is responsible for the infra-
structure of the park.

Over the years, the Friends have
raised over $500,000 for lighting,
benches, landscaping, memorial gar-
dens as well as the overlook project
Nancy Priest believes strongly in the
preservation of Westfield history. She
is the Chairwoman of the Westfield
Historic Preservation Commission as
well as a Trustee on the Board of

Directors of the Westfield Historical
Society where she heads their com-
mittee on Historic Preservation. She
has also served on the Architectural
Review Board of Westfield.

Regular attendees of the luncheon
will be contacted by telephone to
verify their reservations. Space per-
mitting, others may attendy by call-
ing (908) 233-2930 by noon, Mon-
day, January 5.

Benjamin Corbin for The Westfield Leader/Times
JUST IN TIME...Westfield Fire Department FMBA Local 30 donated 131 boxes
of food to families in need for the holidays. Firemen from the Local 30 donated
over $3,000 to purchase groceries, non-perishable goods and turkeys for the
boxes. The food drive was organized by Captain Rodger Sawicki.


