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Courtesy of Jim Lowney/County of Union
DIAMONDS (AND WCP) ARE FOREVER…Union County Freeholder
Alexander Mirabella recently presents a resolution to JoAnne Lemenille, presi-
dent of the Westfield Community Players, congratulating the theater group on its
75th anniversary. For more information about the Westfield Community Players,
visit westfieldcommunityplayers.org.

Editor’s Note: A Look Back In Time
The below article, found in The Westfield Leader archives, is dated June 20, 1934. The front-
page story announces the formation of the Community Players, which are now celebrating 75
years in the community.   In the piece, it says that at the time, “there seemed to be a growing

desire in Westfield for the establishement of a Little or Community Theatre.”

‘Little Theatre Movement’
Now Has Spanned 75 Years

The Light 
in the Piazza

LASERSHOW

By SUSAN MYRILL DOUGHERTY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – Elvis Presley fans
are celebrating what would have been
the King’s 75th birthday this year.
Westfield Community Players and its
fans are celebrating the 75th anniver-
sary of the playhouse on North Av-
enue.

With an economic climate in which
theaters are closing, and funding is
being pulled for the arts, it seems
improbable that this, or any theater,
has not only survived but also thrived.

Letty Hudak, immediate past presi-
dent and current director of member-
ship and benefits of the Westfield
Community Players, said the “spirit”
is the reason the playhouse has had
such a long run.

She should know. For the last 34
years, she has been an integral part of
an organization that started out as a
social club of friends who enjoyed
producing plays to one that is a full-
fledged corporation today.

“The turning point for the theater,
in my mind,” said Mrs. Hudak, “was
when the addition was added to the
building [in time for the 1977-1978
season, which opened with A Funny
Thing Happened on the Way to the
Forum]. At that moment, WCP be-
came a business.”

She credited Bob Burns, but it may
have been the playhouse’s 1953 presi-
dent, Paul Houck, who pressed for
the next step.

“We knew that the playhouse had
to be approached as a business if we
were going to stay afloat,” Mrs. Hudak
said. The members took on the debt
of the addition to the building with “a
hefty mortgage” and knew that each
show would have to bring in money.

Mrs. Hudak’s successor as presi-
dent, JoAnne Lemenille, knows the
importance of bringing in money to
keep the theater in the black.

“We pay attention to what our pa-
trons and audience members would
like to see,” she said. A flyer insert in
each playbill asks the audience for
feedback on the current show and
suggestions for future productions.

Over the years, 260 shows have
been produced, with only a repeat of
three shows. “We listened to the audi-
ence for this year’s offerings; they
asked for mysteries and comedies,
and that’s what this season brings.”

The first two shows produced in
October and January were comedies,
and the upcoming productions –Dial
M. for Murder, to run in March, and
Caught in the Net to be presented in
May – are both mysteries.

Mrs. Lemenille, who has been with
the theater for three years as the prop-
erties mistress, and set decorator, said
sharing assets with other theaters is

helpful in stretching their budget. The
playhouse is a member of the Tri-
County Community Theatre Asso-
ciation, which swaps costumes, set
pieces and furniture.

“You might not realize it, but there’s
quite a bit of storage in the ‘down
under’ portion of this theater,” she
explained.

Stable finances are not necessarily
foremost in pressing the theater for-
ward for the next 75 years. “We’re
moving along nicely,” Mrs. Lemenille
assured because of near-capacity sub-
scription audiences that fill the 150
seats. Getting young people involved
with theater is a primary concern.

“Right now, we have a few middle
school and high school students vol-
unteer with hair, make-up, painting
sets and backstage,” she said, “but we
want more young people to get in-
volved. Our focus should be hands-
on for them and education of all as-
pects of theater so the younger kids
will take over our jobs someday.”

According to Mrs. Lemenille, years
ago, an auditioner needed to be spon-
sored by two or three members be-
fore becoming a part of the acting
troupe. Now, there are open auditions
for each production.

“We have people come from as far
south as Cape May County and as far
away as New York City to audition,”
she said. When the playhouse began,
they did not produce the shows on the
present location, but in the original
Westfield High School, Roosevelt
School and then at the Masonic
Temple. Those venues enabled the
playhouse to stage big-cast, large pro-
ductions.

The intimate theater space on North
Avenue West at Edgewood Avenue
today cannot accommodate big mu-
sicals or plays, but is conducive to
smaller-cast ensembles.

Mrs. Hudak, who admitted to turn-
ing 80 next month, attributed the cur-
rent success of this theater to many
things.

“We have a talented working crew
in all aspects – lighting, sets, cos-
tumes, properties,” she said. “We all
enjoy it and have immense fun. We’ve
certainly come a long way since the
early days, when my husband Bill
and I first became involved.”

And Mrs. Lemenille, as spokesper-
son for the board, concurred. “The
key to our success and longevity is
the hard work and dedication of our
numerous volunteer members,” she
said. “But we always welcome more.”

To volunteer for the Westfield Com-
munity Players with its four shows per
season, or to purchase a membership
subscription of $50, which entitles the
member to tickets for each show, visit
westfieldcommunityplayers.org.

UCC Program Highlights
Negro League Baseball

CRANFORD – Lawrence Hogan,
history professor at Union County
College, and Robert Scott, former
pitcher and first baseman for the
New York Black Yankees of the Ne-
gro National League, will be the
guest speakers for a Black History
Month Program, “Take Me Out to
the Ballgame: Negro League Base-
ball at Yankee Stadium, 1930-1948.”

Sponsored by the Office of Cultural
and Heritage Affairs in the Depart-
ment of Parks and Community Re-
newal, the program will take place on
Thursday, February 4, from 6:30 to
9:15 p.m. in Roy Smith Auditorium at
Union County College, located at 1033
Springfield Avenue in Cranford.

Professor Hogan, who holds a doc-
torate in American and African-
American History from Indiana Uni-
versity, is the principal author of
“Shades of Glory: The Negro
Leagues and the Story of African-
American Baseball.” This work was
published in association with the Na-
tional Baseball Hall of Fame in 2006.

Mr. Hogan’s presentation will be
accompanied by a collection of Ne-
gro League memorabilia donated by
the New York Yankees and excerpts

from a video of the league’s historic
first game played at Yankee Stadium
in The Bronx on July 5, 1930.

Co-presenter Mr. Scott, a long-
time resident of Elizabeth, will dis-
cuss his Negro League baseball ca-
reer which began in 1941 with his
father’s team, the Macon Braves. In
1943, Mr. Scott moved on to the
Macon Cardinals. Later, he played
with the New York Black Yankees as
a pitcher and first baseman from
1946 to 1950.

A special exhibit featuring other
prominent Union County residents
who played in the Negro Leagues will
be on display. The exhibit includes Joe
Black of Plainfield, who pitched for
the Baltimore Elite Giants from 1944-
1952 before being called up to the
Brooklyn Dodgers and winning
Rookie of the Year honors; and Carl
Dent of Elizabeth, a shortstop for the
Indianapolis Clowns from 1950-1952
and an all-star with the Philadelphia
Stars from 1952-1955.

This public history program is
funded in part by a grant from the
New Jersey Historical Commission,
a division in the Department of State.

The registration fee is $10. To reg-
ister or to request a program bro-
chure, contact the Union County Of-
fice of Cultural and Heritage Af-
fairs, located at 633 Pearl Street in
Elizabeth. To learn more, call (908)
558-2550. NJ Relay users should
dial 7-1-1 or e-mail
culturalinfo@ucnj.org. Assistive ser-
vices are available on request.

Kids on Keys Offers
Piano Instruction

WESTFIELD – The interest in
Kids on Keys, a beginner piano ex-
perience for students ages 4 and
older, has become so popular that
the class schedule has many options.

Students may enroll in this class
on Tuesday and Wednesday after-
noons or early evenings, or on Sun-
day mornings, at the New Jersey
Workshop for the Arts studios, lo-
cated at 150-152 East Broad Street
in Westfield.

Students registered in Kids on
Keys use a learning aid called
Musique Rapide. This is in the form
of a game composed of a miniature
piano keyboard, game board and
game pieces. Musique Rapide helps
students to quickly learn the note
values, count the rhythms, find the
notes on the stave and sight read on
the mini piano.

Kids on Keys is a 45-minute class
offered in 10-week sessions through-
out the year. The next session begins
on February 21, 23 or 24. Students
may enroll at any time, and tuition
will be pro-rated.

For information, call (908) 789-
9696 or log on to
njworkshopforthearts.com.


