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By MICHELLE KUPPERSMITH
Speically Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

CRANFORD — The March of the
Penguins, a National Geographic Fea-
ture Film and a Warner Independent
picture, originally opened in New York
and Los Angeles on June 24, but its
marked success has led it to be opened
in theatres everywhere.

On July 6, Penguins out grossed
War of the Worlds and Batman Begins
per screen. Locally, the film is available
for viewing at the Cranford Theatre,
Millburn Clearview and Roberts The-
atres Chatham.

Morgan Freeman narrates the evo-
lutionary trek, filmed by French direc-
tor Luc Jacquet. Every year in March
the Emperor Penguins of Antarctica
migrate inland to their traditional
breeding grounds. Thousands of these
penguins walk in a single file line that
is miles long, until they reach their
destination, where each finds a mo-
nogamous mate. The females only stay
long enough to lay one egg, before
handing off its care to their male part-
ner and going back to the sea to find
nourishment for the chicks that will
soon be hatched.

As the caretakers of the eggs, the
males stay behind at the breeding
grounds, without nourishment or wa-
ter, standing in massive huddles to
keep themselves from freezing. The
eggs, which are stowed in a fold of skin
above the father’s feet, cannot touch
the ice, or they will freeze. The emper-
ors face gale force winds and far below

zero temperatures in the total dark-
ness, waiting for their chicks to hatch
and their mates to return.

When the mothers return, they bring
bounties from the ocean for the young
chicks, and relieve the fathers of
parenting duties. Despite the multi-
tude of males, the females find their
mates and chicks without fail. The
fathers then head back to the ocean,
starved and cold, to seek their own
source of food. Beyond facing the per-
ils of environment, the chicks must
contend with such natural predators as
the leopard seal and the giant petrel.

This is the story of evolution. There
is a reason why the penguins go to such
lengths to find their breeding grounds.
The ice floes of Antarctica soften as
spring approaches, and those penguins
that migrated further onto the ice shelf
were able to create viable offspring.
Those who did not lost their eggs, and
as time went on the penguins that were
willing to march a bit farther survived
and became the Emperor Penguins of
today.

Using the French scientific center
Dumont d’Urville as their base, direc-
tor Jacquet’s team stuck it out for 13
months alongside the penguins during
their grueling journey. Their exposure
was buffered, however, by access to
transportation, warmth, food and the
outside world.

While Freeman narrates, he states
that March of the Penguins is “a love
story,” and it is almost certain that the
viewer will find love on the screen.

The Penguins March
Into Cranford Theatre

MUSIC AND MOVEMENT PROGRAM
Infants • Toddlers • Preschoolers • Parents & Caregivers

Come to our

Registration Celebration!
Saturday, August 6th, 12-3pm at

Play Away Studio
2395 Mountain Ave., Scotch Plains

Demo classes, sing alongs & lots of silly fun!

Westfield, Scotch Plains, Springfield

908-490-1330   Fiona Murray
www.playawaymusic.com
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One Popcorn, Poor • Two Popcorns, Fair • Three Popcorns, Good • Four Popcorns, Excellent

By MICHAEL S. GOLDBERGER
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  “Me and You and Everyone We
Know,” a movie about love, childhood
and practically everything else by new
voice Miranda July, makes you wonder.
What would the film auteur have done
to express herself if she had been born
before motion pictures were invented?

Clearly she has something to say.
Handily sweeping the awards off the
shelves at Cannes, San Francisco and
Sundance, she’s the cognoscenti’s golden
girl for 2005. But if you rethink it, en-
chanting and provocative as her tale is, it
really isn’t very cinematic.

Although about a separated shoe sales-
man (John Hawkes) courted by a needy
performance artist (Miss July), it is actually
the director’s take on the human condition
that attracts us most. Her characterizations
aren’t afraid to limn the odd duck, the
especially vulnerable, the vain, the soft-
hearted and the terrified of being alone.

In other words, me and you and every-
one we know. And film, either forever or
for just the time being, is how the thirty-
five-year-old filmmaker from Barre, Ver-
mont has chosen to convey these feel-
ings. But while celluloid satisfactorily
evokes the memories, thoughts and atti-
tudes that both confound and give her
joy, the divulgences are never really
heightened by the medium.

It’s just that…a means to purvey what
gives inside. Long, long ago, she might
have been a novelist, or a poet, or an
itinerant balladeer. Purposely or not, un-
like a nascent Spike Lee, her work doesn’t
celebrate the medium itself. Her breakout
film offers no fancy lensmanship to her-
ald the fresh articulation she brings to
the fore. 

All of which isn’t to say Miss July
doesn’t already know a whole lot about
the movie game. If nothing else, the look
and feel of  “Me and You and Everyone
We Know” is quintessential Indie film.
Oh yes, Mr. Redford, there is a formula,
and a business strategy, too. And for at
least this instance, she has found it. Just
like the aforementioned Mr. Lee once
did and just like Kevin Smith (“Clerks”)
once did.

You do Cannes, you do Sundance,
maybe Toronto, perhaps Venice. Then
limit the release to college town screens,
the tony neighborhood art houses and
wherever else the literati queue to view. 

But you can’t stay there. The budding
director is allowed just one grainy honey-
moon, replete with all sorts of beginners’
dispensation. Have anything out-of-the-
mouths-of babes to say? Now’s the time, C.B.

The question is, will we still love you
when you’ve turned glossy…when the
studio owns up to the cash it’s been
fronting and brings you up from the
minors for the Show? That is, a turn at
the Cineplex and the real big money.

But of course we’re getting a bit ahead
of ourselves. Due cynicism noted, right
now we’ve got a pretty good movie to see
and a new artist to discover.

However, don’t expect a story per se.
It’s more a series of poetic character snip-
pets that Miss July presents and then
gradually weaves together as circum-
stances, fate or self-actualization work
their ways. At this early point in her
filmography the overnight sensation is
decidedly autobiographical. Observe how
she imbues humans with lots of free will.

They act on their emotions. They take
chances.

Placing herself in the eye of the emo-
tional storm she brews, Miss July is Chris-
tine, a struggling performance artist.
Nancy (Tracy Wright), the curator at the
prestigious local art museum, has hereto-
fore refused to see her work. Christine
pays the rent by shuttling senior citizens
hither and fro, never failing to take full
artistic advantage of the life lessons that
make themselves prominent at every in-
tersection.

Availing himself of Christine’s
“Eldercare” chauffeuring is Michael (Hec-
tor Elias), a wise old Indian who, after
more than seventy years of searching, has
found his soul mate, Ellen (Ellen Geer), a
fellow resident at the assisted living center.
Christine fully imbibes his romanticism
and just hopes it won’t be quite so long for
her. It won’t if she has anything to say
about it. Her impulsiveness is compelling,
vicariously alluring, seductive and, well,
potentially dangerous.

Ferrying Michael to a shoe store, she
spots him…the chosen love of her life.
But why doesn’t he see it right from the
get-go? C’mon, time’s a wastin’. This gal
won’t even wait until Sadie Hawkins day.

Her pick is the mucho damaged, avec
beaucoup baggage, Richard Swersey, the
white half of an ebony and ivory mar-
riage that has reached its terminus. Dis-
solved, we reckon, by the vagaries that
move in when love goes south. To mark
the day of his exit, he lights his arm on
fire…but don’t worry too much about it.

During our acquaintanceship with the
lonely but dedicated shoe salesman, he
has custody of the two boys: Peter (Miles
Thompson), about fifteen, and Robby
(Brandon Ratcliff ), about six. Miss July
gets plenty of mileage out of them, pre-
dominantly in the taboo realm of sexual
inquisitiveness.

She is unafraid to explore and hit
home insofar as kids doing the darnedest
things, particularly when parental super-
vision is nowhere in sight. Which is much
too much of the time by this film’s view.

Miss July swerves her little treatise on
life’s journey in other directions as well,
scatter shooting a host of topics to keep
our interest. A goldfish swimming in a
plastic bag precariously perched on the
roof  of a traveling car serves as a meta-
phor for life’s fragile and fleeting nature.
Other such mechanisms pepper the
movie’s philosophical filigree.

Yet all these heavy pronouncements
are warnings, not doomsday sentences.
They are admonitions about getting on
with the business of living. For at the
heart of  the director’s work there is a
grand idealism, fêted by the steady flow
of wacky and serendipitous events.

True, the optimistic pretension of the
novice is sure to alert the curmudgeon of
experience in all of us. But her winning
tack helps you put that aside for the
moment. It is a fine quirkiness that Miss
July employs in emphasizing that hope
springs eternal. And if you’ll pardon the
grammar, “Me and You and Everyone
We Know” could certainly benefit from
a little of that.

* * * * * * *  
”Me and You and Everyone We Know,”

rated R, is an IFC Films release directed
by Miranda July and stars John Hawkes,
Brandon Ratcliff and Miranda July. Run-
ning time: 90 minutes
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PLAYS IN THE PARK…Although Bernie Matten as Minnie Fay and
Susan Dougherty as Irene Malloy, right, are in the scene from the 1999
production of “Hello, Dolly!,” the real star of Plays-in-the-Park’s block-
buster was Vern Smith’s revolving hat shop that got thunderous applause
nightly.

Scotch Plains Artist
Vern Smith Downsizes

By SUSAN M. DOUGHERTY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The  Times

 

When a lifetime of work and memo-
ries needs to be cleaned out of one’s
home of thirty years, what’s one to do?

If you are set designer/artist/teacher
Vern Smith of Elm Court in Scotch
Plains, until his move in June, you
donate your renderings, slides, models
and memorabilia to NJIT, New Jersey
Institute of Technology in Newark and
sit back, proudly, seeing it on display in
their intermediate gallery.

“It’s exciting to know that my work
will continue to be seen by others,” said
Smith. It opened last May and is sched-
uled to run intermittently through the
summer months.

Mr. Smith, an educator, artist and
creative spirit has a background that
took him from a college degree in
creative painting, to a master’s degree
in theater from Columbia University.
In his humble career beginnings, he
taught art to fifth through eighth grad-
ers in Phillipsburg, NJ, where he had to
travel to six different schools per week.
“I called it, ‘Art à la Carte’,” he said of
the portable classroom he had to main-
tain.

When asked about how he made the
transition of being an art teacher in
middle school to a college professor of
various art/theater related classes at
Rutgers-Newark, he chuckled.

“While I was teaching middle school
art, I did the sets for ‘Macbeth’ at
Lafayette College in Pennsylvania,
across the river from Phillipsburg. I
thought they [the sets] were pretty
good.

After the opening, no one said a
word about whether they liked them or
if they thought they were good. I was
feeling pretty low and lamenting the
fact that I had to drive back to
Phillipsburg and teach six classes of art
the next day.”

Fate would have a grander plan for

this master artist, however. The very
next day, Lester Moore, who had seen
his work, called and offered him a job
at Rutgers teaching in the theater de-
partment. Mr. Smith taught there for
21 years, with a three-year stint at
Glassboro State.

“When I worked at Rutgers-New-
ark campus, we were considered a poor
theater, so we had to be creative,” says
Smith. That creativity spilled over into
summer work for Plays-in-the-Park at
the newly renamed Stephen Capastro
Theater in Edison.

In 1976 he met Ernie Albrecht who
was the artistic director of Plays-in-
the-Park (PIP) at that time. “I was not
only their designer of sets, but became
what is known as the ‘charge painter’,”
he explained.

Basically, after making a model of
the set, sketches and renderings, he
was the person given the responsibility
for the crew of painters to correctly
paint his backdrops and sets. He was
teacher and overseer of the projects.

With 42 shows under his proverbial
belt at the Park, which is located be-
hind the Menlo Park Shopping Center
off Route 1, Vern Smith is a legend.
Gary Cohen, the current artistic pro-
ducer/director of PIP, refers to him as
“set designer extraordinaire.” If it
weren’t for his health, Mr. Smith would
still be working his magic there this
summer.

“Vern and I collaborated on a num-
ber of set designs here at Plays-in-the-
Park,” said Cohen. “In creating ‘Guys
and Dolls’ and ‘Evita’, I learned so
much about the art of scenic design,
while brainstorming with Vern on the
mechanics of fitting these two shows
into our theater space. It paved the way
for whatever success I personally have
had as a scenic designer,” he said.

Creativity has always been Vern
Smith’s hallmark. “A little creativity
has helped me face design challenges
throughout my career,” he said in a
phone interview.

These days, although health has
caused him to downsize to a smaller
home in Tinton Falls, his creative juices
are still flowing. He now paints porce-
lain as his outlet.

“People are amazed that I could go
from giant canvases to the porcelain
plates and cups,” he shared, “but I
really enjoy it.”

Get Outta’
The House

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

Jersey Girls, an exhibit honoring
New Jersey’s world-class athletes and
role models, is at the Yogi Berra
Museum and Learning Center on the
campus of Montclair State Univer-
sity through September 30. From the
legendary Annie Oakley, to Union
County’s own Carol Blazejowski of
the WNBA’s New York Liberty, there
are a lot of female athletes whose
stories will   captivate you. Tickets
are $4 - $6.  For information or direc-
tions, call (973) 655-2378, or visit
the website at:
www.yogiberramuseum.org.

* * * * * * *
The Jersey Fresh Wine & Food

Festival will be held on Saturday and
Sunday, August 13 and 14, from noon
to 5:00 p.m. at Mercer County Com-
munity College, 1200 Old Trenton
Road, West Windsor. Visitors will
sample award-winning wines from
the state’s most celebrated vineyards
while feasting on summertime dishes
prepared by some of the most excit-
ing chefs in New Jersey. There will
also be a Farmer’s Market. For direc-
tions and information, call (609) 586-
4800, or log onto: http://
w w w. n e w j e r s e y w i n e s . c o m /
jfresh.html.

* * * * * * *
The Little Mermaid is on stage at

the Forum Theatre Company in
Metuchen from August 9 through the
28.  Based on the tale by Hans Chris-
tian Andersen, the story of Ariel has
enchanted youngsters for decades.
Cast members meet and greet the
children after each performance,
signing autographs and having their
pictures taken with new friends from
the audience. Tickets are $12.50 gen-
eral admission, with group rates avail-
able, and can be ordered by calling
the box office at (732) 548.0582, or
on the web at:
www.forumtheatrecompany.com.

* * * * * * *
You probably didn’t know it ex-

Mtsde Children Enjoy
Summer Playground

isted, but on the weekend of August 5
– 7, the International Wizard of Oz
Club will hold the Munchkin
Chapter’s Mardi GrOZ, and it’s open
to the general public. There will be
Oz-related guests, activities, book
auctions, collectibles, memorabilia,
and even a special appearance by
Meinhardt Raabe, the Munchkin
Coroner from the 1939 MGM movie
The Wizard of Oz. The fun will take
place in Princeton, at the Hyatt Re-
gency on Route 1.  Kids of all ages
should enjoy this one.  Visit: http://
m y w e b p a g e s . c o m c a s t . n e t /
munchcon/ or call (609) 883-3906.

* * * * * * *
At 9 p.m., on Tuesday, August 9,

pack up the family for a free screen-
ing of Indiana Jones and the Temple
of Doom at Echo Lake Park in
Mountainside.  It’s rated PG, and
runs for approximately 2 hours.

SUMMER RECREATION...For over twenty years, children have enjoyed
Mountainside’s Summer Playground. Top, from left to right, are: Chrissy
McCurdy, Jennifer Stewart, Scott Laudati, Joe Nicastro, Chris Whyte. Bottom,
left to right, are: Jenny Pires, Missy Quinn and Catherine Patterson.

HARSH CLIMATE…Stills from March of the Penguins show the
reality of living in one of the most inhospitable geographic areas in
the world.

First Congregational
Church Brings Sunshine

By CAROLYN DiPROSPERO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The  Times

 

FANWOOD — At first glance, Camp
Sunshine, located in rural Maine, ap-
pears to be an everyday sleep away camp.
There are cabins for campers and coun-
selors, a lake and the voices of children
ring through the air. It is not until you
look closer, at the thin hair and swollen
faces of some of the children that you
realize that Camp Sunshine is a camp of
a different sort, one designed specifically
for children with life-threatening ill-
nesses.  This is a camp, however, that also
focuses on every member of the family.

The camp deals with all aspects of a
disease, from treatment to coping. The
program runs almost year round with
each week dedicated to hosting children
of a certain disease. Staffed almost en-
tirely by volunteers whose jobs range
from camp counselors to food servers,
the program is provided free of charge to
the families. I was a volunteer at Camp
Sunshine for Brain Tumor Week, spon-
sored by the Children’s Brain Tumor
Foundation.

When a friend approached me to join
a group of volunteers from The First
Congregational Church of Westfield, I
agreed right away; however, the magni-
tude of the trip soon hit me. I had never
met a person with a brain tumor, let alone
a child with one and I had no clue what
to expect. How sick would these children
be? What activities would they be able to
do?

Once all the other volunteers arrived,
I found that it was the first week for many
of them. By the time all of the families
pulled up to their lodging, I was so busy
getting to know them that I completely
forgot about my doubts. Despite a long
and draining journey, many families,
some already camp veterans, were willing
to travel from as far as Utah to get to
camp. I knew it would be a special week.

I quickly learned that a day in the life

of a camp volunteer is a chaotic one.
Parents dropped their children off with
counselors in the mornings before head-
ing to discussions led by Nancy Cincotta,
the camp’s psychosocial director. During
this time, the children participated in
activities such as volleyball and arts and
crafts.

In the afternoon, we often went to the
marina to kayak or paddleboat, and other
days we played bingo or swam in the
pool. Nighttime brought events such as a
talent show and “The Celebration Show,”
in which everyone participated.

After my time at camp, I returned
home with a lifetime of lessons about
strength and resiliency that cannot be
taught in the classroom; lessons in cour-
age taught by a blind boy from Virginia,
Jeremiah, who got up on stage during the
talent show, recited John 3:16 from
memory and then sang “Row, Row, Row
Your Boat” while the audience chimed
in; lessons in love shown by the children
in my group towards Kyle, another blind
boy, as they showed him where to stand
during volleyball and endlessly cheered
him on when he got the ball over the net;
lessons in selfless giving, taught by the
many volunteers and staff who helped
out at Camp Sunshine.

The children also taught me to see the
disabled in a new light. Beforehand, I
only focused on what they couldn’t do,
rather than what they could. Meghan
from Illinois showed me that a young girl
who needed leg braces and crutches to
walk could still swim.

After my camp experience, my friends
asked, “A cancer camp, wasn’t that sad?”
In retrospect, yes, there was some sad-
ness, and even a little pain, but more than
the sadness and pain, at Camp Sunshine,
I saw joy, love and above all hope. Hope
for the children’s recovery, hope for their
families and hope that for at least one
week, these children could just be chil-
dren again.

By LINDA CONDRILLO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

MOUNTAINSIDE — This sum-
mer, like every other summer for over
two decades, boys and girls are hang-
ing out with friends. The Mountainside
Summer Playground program, held
on the grounds at Borough Hall, free
to residents,  is part of Mountainside’s
many fine recreation services.

It’s here the kids in grades K-8
enjoy organized sports and games
like kickball, spud, slip and slide,
knock hockey and capture the flag.
Even a trip to Bowcraft Amusement
Park in Scotch Plains is on the calen-
dar, which runs from the end of June
to the second week of August.

The program starts at 10 a.m. and
runs to 3:30 p.m., with intermittent
absences to take a dip in the
Mountainside Community Pool.

Scott Laudati, playground super-
visor, has been a part of the scene

since 1990. Joe Nicastro and Chrissy
McCurdy, both former campers,
along with Jennifer Stewart, join
Scott.

Chrissy McCurdy, no stranger to
sports, (she made headlines for Gov-
ernor Livingston’s track program and
will be entering Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity in the fall) says the best part is
that she gets to come to work to play
games with the kids. Former GL
Alumnus and football player Joe
Nicastro agrees.

He said whiffle ball has always
been the most popular game, but foot-
ball is gaining in popularity because
now girls want to “try to beat the
boys.”

Laudati said he doesn’t do it for the
money. He noted that, “being a coun-
selor is all about the kids, the smiles,
their reactions and the expressions
on their faces when they are having
fun–it’s a paycheck to the heart.”


