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Master and Commander:
The Far Side of the World

By MICHAEL S. GOLDBERGER
3 & ½ popcorns

Director Peter Weir’s splendiferous
naval war drama, Master and Com-
mander, based on several of 20 novels
written by Patrick O’ Brian, has two
distinct heroes.

Of course, though they are fast
friends, there is nevertheless a natural
tension between Captain Jack Aubrey
(Russell Crowe), a man of action, and
Dr. Stephen Maturin (Paul Bettany), a
fellow of science. The sub-plot lies in
the evolving character studies that dra-
matically outline their camaraderie and
contention.

They are the Yin and Yang of civi-
lized human relations, playing out their
similarities and differences at sea, circa
1805 ... the Napoleonic Wars.

It’s great, heady fun, full of histori-
cal perspective, witty as well as wise.
While commendable for its obvious
dedication to the period, from the cos-
tumes to the cannonry, note that em-
broidered within the doings there is a
playfully subtle, philosophically know-
ing wink.

It’s saying is that herein a plethora of
universal truths are proffered, making
director Weir’s epic much more than
just a rip roaring, rousing war movie.
Which it is.

Truth be told, this beautifully filmed
adventure on the high seas doubtless
also qualifies for rootin’ tootin’ status.
It’s the grand balance between the
action and the cerebral that makes
Master and Commander such fine en-
tertainment.

With the attention to detail at a
zenith, the filmgoer is made to feel that
he or she has stowed away and, like the
proverbial fly on the galley wall, is
made privy to the crew’s comings and
goings. This includes learning the gos-
sip and superstitions that influence
both officers and ordinary sailors.

Through their expository conversa-
tions we first form an impression of
Captain Jack Aubrey, affectionately
known as Lucky Jack. Expertly por-
trayed by Crowe who, like Tom Hanks

a few years back, can obviously do no
wrong, Aubrey is a veritable study in
leadership. Middle managers and
CEOs alike will embarrassedly de-
spair at their shortcomings after Lucky
Jack flashes his working knowledge of
Machiavelli.

Properly feared for his strength and
resolve and held in esteem for his naval
acumen, what magnetizes us most,
however, is how much the captain is
adored. These men would follow him
to the far side of the world, to borrow
the film’s sub-title. And they do.

That’s not to say that some aboard
the H.M.S. Surprise aren’t doubtful. In
this case there is a resident old-timer
who, while revered for his seniority, is
forever giving everyone the willies via
his tales of gloom and doom.

Then there are sailors aboard just
like you and me, who normally
wouldn’t question the captain’s mo-
tives. But they certainly have second
thoughts, and even misgivings, when
things don’t seem to go quite as planned.
The skepticism grows as Weir’s tale
progresses.

Let’s back up a bit and begin with the
captain’s original orders. He is in-
structed to intercept a French ship, the
Acheron, and prevent it from expand-
ing the war to another front. Accom-
plishing that, he is to either destroy it or
take her for a prize. But, those orders
are hardly read when Lucky Jack real-
izes he’s playing the more diminutive
role in a game of cat and mouse.

Although twice the Surprise’s size,
the French privateer soon finds that
the brilliant British captain has esca-
lated the cat and mouse game into a
rather sophisticated chess match.
Foggy nights and ingenious seaman-
ship help, as does a healthy supply of
chutzpah.

By the time they’ve each made sev-
eral strategic moves, they find them-
selves off the coast of Brazil. Now, just
go around the cape and into the Pacific.
Once there, it’s just a hop, skip and a
jump to the Galapagos Islands. That’s
where the natural wonders flourish,
and where Dr. Maturin thinks they
ought to be heading.

Voila … the film’s most important
difference of opinion. As “Moby Dick”
has yet to be written, Maturin, who has
already wowed us with his surgery and
convinced us of his humanitarian bent,
can’t accuse his illustrious commander
of being another Captain Ahab. Still,
we know he’s thinking it. He’s ob-
sessed with the Acheron. This has be-
come a matter of pride (what we now
refer to as an ego trip), Maturin dares
argue, as only the captain’s closest
friend can.

Abandon the pursuit, he suggests.
Wars come and go. Civilization will be
better served by the great discoveries
that await on the Galapagos. Though
he doesn’t know it, if he’s successful
the doc will scoop Darwin by at least
three decades.

For his part, though his station says
he need not justify himself, the good
captain nevertheless reminds his col-
league of the duty to which he has
consecrated himself.

Weir, working from a script he co-
authored with John Collee, humanizes
his tale not too unlike the way Ridley
Scott did in Alien (1979). In that
groundbreaking sci-fi thriller, before
things get really popping, so to speak,
the director depicts cargo ship workers
of the future just as concerned about
contract talks as their contemporary
brothers.

Here, between engagements with
the enemy, by their small talk, their
boisterous aspirations and their
whispered fears, the characters build
a bridge to us without compromis-
ing the historical integrity of the
tale.

So, while Master and Commander
may not necessarily wash ashore the
fond memories of an old friend, it does
intelligently inform that we’re all in
the same boat.
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Matt Lauer

Michael Jackson and one of his
supporters, Liz Taylor

By KERRIANNE SPELLMAN CORT
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

It’s that wonderful time of year
again, my favorite time, in fact. It’s
the quiet before the Christmas
storm, the weather is still lovely
and friends and family join together
to celebrate a slightly less stressful
holiday. It’s the time to be grateful
for our many blessings. It’s Thanks-
giving.

Before I launch into the meaning
of Thanksgiving, I’d like to do a
brief entertainment world wrap-up.
What I discovered while doing some
necessary research was that all of
the stories that intrigued me were
intrinsically linked to a media gone
slightly mad.

There isn’t room to mention them
all, but each incident or human
interest story all had the evil of
paparazzi written all over them.
Now, I am not one to slam journal-
ism, I write for a newspaper, after
all, but I was angered by the audac-
ity of the media this week.

The first thing that ignited a bit
of acrimonious fire in my belly was
Matt Lauer’s “Today Show” inter-
view with Robert Downey Jr. this
past week. Downey Jr. was on the
program promoting his new movie,
Gothika.

There was a brief
gloss over of the
movie itself ,  and
then Lauer (who I
normally like very
much) went straight
for the proverbial
jugular.

“Are you still so-
ber? Is this a battle
that you fight every
day? Do you think
addiction is a moral
issue?” he asked.

What? What?
What?

Who scripted that? Is addiction a
moral issue? Well, sure, perhaps to
people that are holier than thou and
can’t possibly comprehend that an
addict has an illness, but come on!
Robert Downey Jr. had all of three
minutes on the program and had to
spend more than half of them ex-
plaining his sins away.

I thought he was there to pro-
mote his new movie, not defend his
life. It was just out of line. It seemed
in very poor taste, which I do not
expect from “The Today Show.”

Paris Hilton. Leave her alone.
Please. Find something else to write
about. She made a mistake and
she’s a rich kid with no guidance
but she didn’t commit a murder.
The same is true for Jessica Lynch
and those infamous photos. Who
cares?

Our world is in such a delicate
state and innocent people are dying
left and right. Do we honestly need
to spend so much time focusing on
personal, private errors?

Though I would like to say to
Hilton and any other celebrity who
has agreed to get jiggy with a cam-
era rolling…Don’t! Don’t do it.
Just say no. Call Rob Lowe, he’ll
tell you.

And last, but not least, The King
of Pop. Oh, Michael. Not again. I
know that everyone is innocent un-
til proven guilty, but this is getting
out of hand. He scares me. I don’t
like him anymore. His recent mug-
shot is enough to incite nightmares.

Liz Taylor came forward and said
that Michael is completely inno-
cent. Well, sure. No one wants to
believe that someone they love is
capable of such immoral behavior.

Steven R. Schirripa, who is most
known for his role as Bobby
Baccilieri on “The Sopranos,” re-
cently appeared on “The View.” He
was promoting his new book, “The
Goomba’s Book of Love.”

He very wittily said that when
the police arrive at the house and
tell the mother that her son was

arrested and had two dead bodies in
his trunk, the “Goomba” mother
will reply, “Oh, so that’s why he
was late for dinner.”

I guess Liz Taylor is trying to be
a good Goomba. But I think Jackso
might have sealed his own coffin.

I wish the media would not beat
this to death and just let the courts

and the judges decide
what truly happened.
A pipe dream, I
know.

So, it’s Thanksgiv-
ing. I am so thankful
this year. I am thank-
ful for my family, my
friends and my

nephew, who is
amazing. I am
thankful for
the sun and the
sea and for my
little smelly
dog, who pees
on dead horse-
shoe crabs on
the beach. I am
thankful that I
can act and
write and get

paid for it.
But most importantly, I am ex-

tremely thankful for certain people
who have shared my life with me.
It’s too personal to go into any
great detail, but those people know
who they are and I want them to
know how very much I love them.

Robert Downey, Jr.

Extra Education News

DECA Students Deliver
Thanksgiving Food Baskets
SCOTCH PLAINS — Turkeys

donated to DECA by parishioners of
St. Bartholomew’s Roman Catholic
Church in Scotch Plains and food-
stuffs purchased from the proceeds
of DECA’s call canister drive were
used to make food baskets for several
local area families this past Thanks-
giving.

“DECA would like to thank all the
members of the community for their
generous contributions,” said Junior
DECA member Liz Elko, who coor-
dinated the purchasing, packaging,
and delivery of the food baskets.

“Without this help, we would not
be able to provide these kinds of
services,” she added. DECA also ran
a full-scale Thanksgiving Day din-
ner for people in Plainfield.

Also on tap is DECA’s Holiday
Toy Drive and Adopt-A-Family pro-
gram, in which DECA collects toys,
gifts, and monetary contributions for
children of all ages.

“Last holiday season, Barbara
Jost’s Algebra class adopted a family

to support DECA in this cause,” re-
ported Senior DECA member
Katherine Bantz. “By banding 20
students together, they were able to
adopt a large family and buy plenty
of presents for them.”

Any individuals, families, commu-
nity groups, or businesses interested
in donating gifts or adopting a family
may call DECA at (908) 889-8600.
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On the Beat
focused on Latin rhythms, these next
three gems, including my favorite,
“Caravanserai, Welcome. Love Devo-
tion & Surrender and the double-live
“Moonflower” all take their cue from
the jazz-fusion work Miles Davis was
doing at the time.

With the exception of “Caravanse-
rai,” all of these albums feature bonus
tracks and they are all must-haves for
any serious music lovers.

Legacy has released a posthumous
set of Jeff Buckley performances on
“Live at Sin-E.” A small New York
club, Buckley cut his chops there be-
fore recording the legendary “Grace”
album. Some of the greatest Bob Dylan
albums have also been released in the
new SACD format, but I am awaiting
more of them before I get to do an in-
depth review.

Finally, from Epic/Legacy comes a
two-CD set of the Allman Brothers
Band Live at the Atlanta International
Pop Festival, these are the earliest-
known live performances of the band
live, preceding even the legendary
Fillmore East shows.

Capitol Records has just released
two great compilations from the semi-
retired Steve Miller Band, “Wild
Hearts,” featuring almost all of his es-
sential tracks including, “Take the
Money and Run” “Fly Like An Eagle”
and “The Joker.”

Also from Capitol comes “The Best
of Bonnie Raitt,” and while many will
argue that her best work was done in
the early 70’s, songs like “Thing Called
Love” and “I Can’t Make You Love
Me” stand up to any of her earlier work.

Universal has just released a Deluxe
Edition of the Allman Brothers Band at
Fillmore East, which features for the
first time all of the great tunes recorded
that during that aforementioned leg-
endary stand in New York City. The
sound quality is stellar and it is nice to
finally hear those unreleased gems.

Mobile Fidelity, which is finally back
in business, released some newer titles
in the new SACD format such as Aimee
Mann’s “Lost In Space” record, which
sounds fantastic especially on head-
phones as there are many great subtle
studio effects as well as the jazz diva,
Patricia Barber’s “Café Blue” which
sounds almost transparent on my speak-
ers. It is so vivid and real.

Vanguard Records, known more for
their folk releases, has recently put out
a great compilation from the obscure
Midwest hard rock band “The Frost,”
featuring future Lou Reed and Alice
Cooper guitarist Dick Wagner. If you
want to hear some absolute pure, un-
adulterated heavy music, crank up the
“Best of the Frost,” you will be glad
you did.

Finally, the 4 Men with Beards vinyl
record label just issued some more
soul/jazz vinyl releases including “The
Electrifying Eddie Harris,” originally
released in 1968, which featured some
great soul funk complete with great
echo-laden sound effects.

In addition, “Oh Girl,” from Young-
Holt Unlimited, was a more obscure
but no less essential piece of jazz/soul
instrumental grooviness.
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Pen & Ink
one of the only shows the peacock
can boast in its lineup. “Ed” is
certainly a close second and im-
proves with age (and I’m not just

saying that because I could stare
all day into Tom Cavanaugh’s
eyes!) Extreme Makeover is a
winner because it shows how
folks with broken spirits and con-
fidence can be transformed with
the right surgical procedures.
And, writers for “The O.C.”
“Hack” and “The District” con-
tinue to astonish me with their
polished, suspenseful and inno-
vative techniques.

In terms of television, viewers
have a lot to be thankful for this
season. But, we should never
settle for mediocrity just because
it flashes across our screens. On
those off nights, when networks
dish out the turkey, some tasty
gravy and frilly fixings can be
found in a book or via some meaty
and meaningful conversation
among family members.

                                                            CBS Television
David Morse plays Mike Olshansky,
the star of CBS’ “Hack.”

SPECIAL OCCASION... “All Dressed Up,” the annual dinner and fashion show
sponsored by the Delbarton Mothers’ Guild, was held on November 3 at the
Birchwood Manor in Whippany. All monies raised benefit Delbarton’s scholar-
ship and improvement funds. Pictured, above, Barbara Leighton of Scotch
Plains is greeted by the moderator of the Guild, The Reverend Richard Cronin.
She is the mother of a Delbarton student and a committee member.

HONORING HEROES…Students from St. Bartholomew Interparochial School
in Scotch Plains commemorated Veterans Day with a special prayer service
honoring the veterans of the armed services. An honor guard of students
representing members of the various branches of the service led the ceremony.
Pictured, left to right, are: Ashleyann DeiRienzo, Sam Fourre, Danielle
Giordanella, Laura Degnan, Scott Marino and Francis Degnan.
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WESTFIELD – The

Chansonettes of Westfield, a
women’s choral group, will begin
their holiday tour entitled “Tis the
Season,” on Thursday, December
4, at St. John Vianney Roman
Catholic Church in Clark.

The tour will continue at St. Paul’s
United Church of Christ in Garwood
on Wednesday, December 10,
Westfield Senior Citizens Housing
Development on Thursday, Decem-
ber 11, and conclude at Runnells
Specialized Hospital in Berkeley
Heights on Wednesday, December
17.

Song selections include “Sing a
Song of Merry Christmas,” “It’s the
Most Wonderful Time of the Year”
and “Let’s All Sing Allelu.”

New members are always wel-
come. Under the direction of Jean
Schork and accompanied by Mel

Freda, the group meets every Wednes-
day at 7:30 p.m. at The Presbyterian
Church in Westfield.

For membership information,
please call Amy Herrington at (908)
317-5910. To book a performance in
the spring, please call Jackie Costello
at (908) 789-5819.

BASKETS OF PLENTY...DECA students from Scotch Plains-Fanwood High
School assembled Thanksgiving food baskets for needy families.

Westfield BOE to Discuss
Special Education at Mtg.

WESTFIELD — At the Decem-
ber 2 meeting of the Westfield
Board of Education, Dr. Ted
Kozlik will present information
concerning Special Education ser-
vices in the Westfield Public
Schools.

Dr. Kozlik is the Assistant Super-
intendent for Student Services in
the school district.

One of the goals of the school

board this year is to review and
improve in-class support in all the
grades.

The meeting will be held in Room
105 at 302 Elm Street at 8 p.m. A
complete agenda will be available
on Monday, December 1, in the
office of Board Secretary and Busi-
ness Administrator Robert Berman
at 302 Elm Street and on
www.westfieldnj.com.

Behr and MacNeil of WF
Elected to Honor Society
WESTFIELD – The College of

William and Mary in Williamsburg,
Va. has reported that Westfield resi-
dents Katie Marie Behr and Laura
Elspeth MacNeil were elected to
the Alpha of Virginia chapter of
Phi Beta Kappa. They will be in-
ducted into the society during a
ceremony on Friday, December 5.

Katie is majoring in economics
and international studies, while Laura
is a Monroe Scholar, majoring in
biology.


