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ABSTRACT
THE YPSILANTI GREEK THEATRE, 1963-1968
By

Laura C. Bird

The Ypsilanti Greek Theatre (YGT) was a truly remarkable achievement by any
standards. A unique undertaking, the festival was dedicated to the professional
performance of a repertory of classical Greek theatre in the English language.
Aristophanes’ The Birds played in repertory with the Aeschylus’ Oresteia in the 1966
inaugural season. YGT was an ambitious effort to establish a major theatre festival in the
state of Michigan. It gathered performers of the highest caliber to Ypsilanti and they
garnered international critical acclaim. The company included Dame Judith Anderson,
Ruby Dee, Donald Davis, Jacqueline Brookes, and Bert Lahr. Alexis Solomos, former
director of the Greek National Theatre, was imported to serve as artistic director.

The circumstances surrounding YGT’s achievement make it even more
remarkable. The organizers were strictly amateurs with little or no experience with the
theatre or with fundraising. Ypsilanti was a small, economically depressed Midwestern
community. No one in America had ever attempted a theatre festival dedicated to
classical Greek theatre before. The amazing successes of that summer of 1966 carried
with them the seeds of the project’s failure. YGT was never able to mount a second
season. The purpose of this study is to document the history of the YGT from its early
planning stages in 1963 through 1968, the year the fruitless efforts to duplicate the

triumphs of 1966 were finally abandoned. It will also look for the causes of YGT’s




extraordinary success and ultimate failure and analyze their implications.

The structure of the study is essentially chronological. An historical sketch of the
community that gave YGT birth and an overview of the theatrical situation of the early
1960s will provide a frame of reference. In addition, a comparison of the YGT

experience with other theatre festivals will provide a further context for evaluating YGT.
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INTRODUCTION

A college baseball stadium is altered to resemble a Hellenistic Greek theatre. The
three-and-a-half story skene stretches from first base to third. In front of the skene, a long
narrow platform serves as the proskenium. Steps descend to the orkestra. Massive post
and lintel arches reminiscent of the parodoi at the theatre of Epidaurus flank the forty-
two foot diameter dancing circle. Hidden in each of the dugouts musicians and light
board operators await their cues as an actor appears on the skene s roof. Back lit by an
orange red setting sun, the Watchman delivers the opening lament of Aeschylus’
Oresteia. International attention is focused on the small city of Ypsilanti, Michigan,
home of the first professional production of the Oresteia in the United States. It is the
summer of 1966 and this is the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Festival in its first and final
season.

The Ypsilanti Greek Theatre (YGT) was a truly remarkable achievement by any
standards. A unique undertaking, the festival was dedicated to the professional
performance of a repertory of classical Greek theatre in the English language.
Aristophanes’ The Birds played in repertory with the Oresteia that inaugural season.
YGT was an ambitious effort to establish a major theatre festival in the state of Michigan.
It gathered performers of the highest caliber to that radically altered baseball stadium and
they garnered international critical acclaim. The company included Dame Judith
Anderson, Ruby Dee, Donald Davis, Jacqueline Brookes, and Bert Lahr. Alexis
Solomos, former director of the Greek National Theatre, was imported to serve as artistic

director.



The circumstances surrounding YGT’s achievement make it even more
remarkable. The organizers were strictly amateurs with little or no experience with the
theatre or with fundraising. Ypsilanti was a small, economically depressed Midwestern
community. No one in America had ever attempted a theatre festival dedicated to
classical Greek theatre before. The amazing successes of that summer of 1966 carried
with them the seeds of the project’s failure. The purpose of this study is to document the
history of the YGT from its early planning stages in 1963 through 1968, the year the
fruitless efforts to duplicate the triumphs of 1966 were finally abandoned. It will also
look for the causes of YGT’s extraordinary success and ultimate failure and analyze their
implications.

A context must be provided for the study by a brief examination of the milieu
surrounding the creation of YGT. A sketch of the community that gave it birth and an
overview of the theatrical situation of the early 1960s will provide a frame of reference.
In addition, a comparison of the YGT experience with other theatre festivals will provide
a further context for evaluating YGT. Special emphasis will be placed on the Stratford,
Ontario Shakespeare Festival for several reasons. Early organizers of the YGT used
Stratford as a model. They invited its originator, Tom Patterson, to serve as Executive
Director for a brief time. Interviewees frequently compare YGT to Stratford and a formal
comparison of the two festivals, one successful, the other not, does provide some
interesting insights.

There are four major types of sources for this study. Various collections of papers
and other materials related to YGT offer a significant amount of information through:

official minutes and reports of the Greek Theatre board of directors, private and official



correspondence, feasibility studies, financial statements, inventories, budgets, programs,
publicity brochures, press releases, photographs, newspaper clippings, architectural
drawings, and other miscellaneous items. Newspapers and periodicals provide numerous
reviews, feature stories, and editorials. Over a dozen interviews fill in gaps in the written
record and flesh out the picture of the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. Interviewees were
connected to YGT in various ways including: principal actors and chorus members,
technicians and board members, consultants and contractors, and proponents and
opponents of the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. Finally, secondary sources such as books,
memoirs, dissertations, and master’s theses are used for the comparison of other festivals
with YGT. An examination of primary sources on festivals other than YGT is beyond the
scope of this study.

The structure of the study is essentially chronological. Chapter One describes the
community and the theatrical situation that confronted planners of the YGT; introduces
the early organizers; and explores their motivations and their first efforts to create a
professional Greek Theatre Festival in Ypsilanti through 1963. Chapter Two documents
1964 through 1965. It describes fundraising activities and planning for the 1966 season
including the hiring of talent and various plans for the physical plant of the theatre. The
next two chapters chronicle the season itself including the construction, rehearsal,
promotion, and production phases. Chapter Four also summarizes the critical reception
of the Oresteia and The Birds. Chapter Five depicts the aftermath of the 1966 season and
the financial crises that faced theatre officials as they struggled to continue the festival.
The sixth chapter is a comparative analysis of eleven different North American theatre

festivals with the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Festival. The final chapter provides a



summation of the study and its implications. It postulates the causes of the Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre’s financial failure in the midst of its artistic success and analyzes YGT's

impact on Michigan and American theatre.



CHAPTER ONE
YPSILANTI GREEK THEATRE BEGINNINGS

“CLARA’S BABY”

The Ypsilanti Greek Theatre was conceived in 1963, born in 1966, took to its sick
bed in 1967, and was declared dead by 1968. The struggle to create a viable theatre
festival in this small Midwestern city took place in the midst of turbulent times. In the
spring of 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. was arrested by police as he led a column of
hymn-singing protesters down Birmingham, Alabama streets. Americans fought in the
jungles of Vietnam and Clark Kerr, President of the University of California, warned a
Harvard audience that university students had “revolt on their minds.”' President John F.

Kennedy had less than a year to live.

Kennedy’s brief Presidency brought a renewed interest in the arts in America.
White House galas featured artists of the highest caliber in literature, music, dance, and
theatre. Poet Robert Frost was invited to attend the Kennedy inaugural. Igor Stravinsky
was guest of honor at a party to celebrate his eightieth birthday. The East Room of the
White House was made vibrant with string quartets, ballet companies, and Shakespearean
actors. Pablo Casals, Isaac Stern, and many others performed for the first couple.
“‘Command performances at the White House,” noted a New York Times reporter, ‘have

become almost as sought after as postmasterships.”

! Milton Viorst, Fire in the Streets: America in the 1960s (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1979), 277.
2 Ezra Brown, ed., This Fabulous C entury: 1960-1970, vol. 7 (New York: Time-Life,



In this climate, it was possible to hope for some significant federal support of the
American theatre. The bitter and controversial defeat of the Federal Theatre Project, in
1939, had made subsequent efforts to gain government aid for the theatre extremely
difficult. This stalemate lasted throughout the 1940s and 1950s. Important changes in
the public debate over arts funding led to the creation of the National Endowment for the
Arts in 1965. These changes included a new educational and scholarly emphasis by
association with the National Endowment for the Humanities, an appeal to every
Congressman’s constituency through the creation of state arts councils, and a significant
shift in public opinion brought on by President Kennedy’s patronage of the arts.?

If government support for theatre was on the horizon in 1963, foundation support
was already a reality. In 1959, the Ford Foundation made a number of sizable grants to
small theatre companies that were beginning to establish themselves. These grants
provided a modicum of financial stability to such groups as the Alley Theatre in Houston,
the Arena Stage in Washington D.C., and The Actor’s Workshop in San Francisco.*
Other foundations eventually followed the lead of Ford and this support was a significant
factor in the tremendous growth of regional theatres in the 1960s.

Theatre critic Emory Lewis described Broadway in the 1960s as “a dull, creaking
entertainment factory, selling hastily made, shoddy and over-priced goods . . . a factory
especially designed for the expense-account trade, the out-of-town buyer, the client, the

95

huckster, and the outrageously important theatre-party ladies.”” Lewis’ assessment may

1970) 34-39.

3 Gary O. Larson, The Reluctant Patron: The United States Government and the Arts
1943-1965 (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1983).

4 Oscar G. Brockett, History of the Theatre, 7" ed. (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1995),
525.

5 Emory Lewis, Stages: The Fifty Year Childhood of the American Theatre (Englewood



have been harsh, but it is true that the 1960s were not a time of peak creativity on
Broadway. The number of new productions declined steadily throughout the decade,
falling from approximately sixty in 1960 to only thirty-eight new productions in 1970.%
The creative stagnation of Broadway had been somewhat relieved by the
emergence of off-Broadway in the late 1940s and the 1950s with companies such as the
Circle in the Square and the Phoenix Theatre. However, costs of productions off-
Broadway rose dramatically in the 1960s, causing many off-Broadway houses to alter
play selection and ticket-pricing strategies. The differences between Broadway and off-
Broadway blurred somewhat and the role of leading-edge creativity in the New York
theatre scene shifted to off-off-Broadway groups such as the LaMama Experimental
Theatre Club, the American Place Theatre, and the Judson Poets’ Theatre.”
Dissatisfaction with Broadway fare gave added impetus to the decentralization of
the American theatre. When the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre (YGT) opened in 1966, there
were more professional actors working in the regional theatres than in New York City for
the first time in the twentieth century.® Interest in decentralization had been around for
some time. In 1935, the American National Theatre and Academy (ANTA) was
chartered by Congress to stimulate the growth of theatre outside New York and to form
an academy for the training of personnel. Under-funded, ANTA did not fulfill its
potential. However, by the 1960s, it had become the principal coordinating center for

regional professional, amateur, academic, and civic theatre groups. ANTA collected and

Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1969), 91.

® Oscar G. Brockett and Robert Findlay, Century of Innovation, 2™ ed. (Boston: Allyn
and Bacon, 1991), 372.

7 Ibid, 374-6.

8 Brockett, History of the Theatre, 526.



exchanged information and provided consulting services for its various constituencies.’

The YGT took advantage of ANTA'’s services during the Festival’s formative years.

By 1961, there were a sufficient number of professional regional theatres in
existence to justify the creation of the Theatre Communications Group (TCG). This
organization was formed to foster cooperation and communication between professional
not-for-profit theatre companies. '’

The growth of university theatre programs also contributed to the decentralization
of American theatre. The Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie-Mellon
University) instituted the first degree in theatre in 1914. By 1966, there were scores of
colleges and universities offering various degrees in theatre. In 1955, a theatre major at
Michigan State Normal College (located in Ypsilanti and later renamed Eastern Michigan
University) was established and the neighboring University of Michigan’s program had
grown significantly since its modest beginnings in 1916."!

By the 1960s, university theatre programs were exploring the benefits of
collaboration with professional groups. Yale, Princeton, Brandeis, and Dartmouth all had
relationships with professional companies at that time. In 1961, the University of
Michigan established their Professional Theatre Program. This program’s primary goal
was to bring quality professional theatre to the community, but it was also linked to the
university’s educational theatre program. The Professional Theatre Program at the

University of Michigan eventually led to an affiliation between the university and the

% Arthur Lithgow, “The Professional Theater and the Universities,” in The American
Theater Today (New York: Basic Books, 1967) 174.

19 Brockett, History of the Theatre, 520.

"Ferol Brinkman, ed., University of Michigan Encyclopedic Survey: 1940-75, vol. 6
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1975) 223.



Association of Producing Arts (APA).”

Formed by Ellis Raab in 1960, the APA was a repertory company well known for
the quality of its actors and its wide-ranging play selection. Performers such as Helen
Hayes, Rosemary Harris, Will Geer, and Jacqueline Brooks (who was also a member of
the YGT company) were featured in works by Chekhov, Eliot, Ibsen, Ionesco, Shaw,
Shakespeare, and others.'*> A one-year association with Princeton University followed
the APA’s initial season in Bermuda. Next, the company found a home in the Lydia
Mendelssohn Theatre at University of Michigan for the 1961-2 season. They stayed for
three years before joining up with a dormant Phoenix Theatre management to reincarnate
themselves as the APA—Phoenix. In 1965, the APA-Phoenix abandoned its off-
Broadway house and moved to Broadway, while at the same time continuing to maintain
a relationship with the University of Michigan.'* In this particular instance, regional,
educational, off-Broadway, and Broadway theatre all came together in a single
organization. However, as grants expired and successful actors moved on, the APA—
Phoenix could not sustain itself. By 1970, it had died, never to rise again.15

A growing number of theatre festivals also helped to diversify the American
theatre scene in the 1960s. Most were dedicated to the performance of Shakespeare.
Joseph Papp’s New York Shakespeare Festival had been giving free performances in
Central Park since 1957 and, in 1962, the city-owned Delacorte Theatre was built for the

use of the Festival. The American Shakespeare Festival at Stratford, Connecticut had

been in operation since 1955. The Oregon Shakespeare Festival, the Utah Shakespearean

2 Ibid, 224.

13 Brockett and Findley, Century of Innovation, 373.
14 Lithgow, “Professional Theater,” 173.

15 Brockett and Findley, Century of Innovation, 373.



Festival, and San Diego’s National Shakespeare Festival were the American West’s
contribution to the festival scene.'®

Two Canadian ventures were also an important part of the festival movement.

The Shaw Festival opened in Niagara-on-the-Lake, just across the border from New York
State. The festival began modestly. For the short inaugural season of 1962, Maynard
Burgess directed ten unpaid actors in weekend performances of Don Juan in Hell and
Candida."” The festival performed works by Shaw exclusively during its first several
years, but the company later expanded its repertoire to include other playwrights whose
plays were written during Shaw’s exceptionally long lifetime.

The Stratford Shakespeare Festival of Ontario, Canada is one of the oldest of the
festivals mentioned here and the one that had the most influence on the Ypsilanti Greek
Theatre. In the spring of 1963, Stratford was preparing its tenth season as organizers in
Ypsilanti began exploring the possibility of their first. The Stratford Festival was the
idea of a persistent and persuasive local citizen, Tom Patterson. Patterson saw the
festival as a chance to revitalize his community and bring needed tourist dollars into
town. Stratford was a small city with a failing industrial base.'® The only real connection
the city had with Shakespearean performance was its name. It had no professional

companies or adequate theatrical facilities before 1953. A committee of local women and

businessmen formed to explore the idea. Later, they would form the nucleus of the

16 Glenn Loney, Twentieth Century Theatre, vol. 2 (New York: Facts on File, 1983),
320-384.

'7 Ibid, 335.
'8 John Pettigrew and Jamie Portman, Stratford: The First Thirty Years, vol. 1
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1985) 20.
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Festival’s Board of Governors.'’

From the beginning, Tom Patterson was determined to produce a top quality
product. He secured the services of Briton, Tyrone Guthrie, as artistic director for the
festival. Guthrie had left his job at London’s Old Vic and was keenly interested in
producing Shakespeare on an open stage. One of the chief appeals of the Stratford
project was that he could have control over the shape of the performance space.?
Designer, Tanya Moiseiwitsch, devised a flexible multilevel space and over this, the
Festival organizers erected a gigantic tent.

Guthrie encouraged Patterson to import a few key people from England, including
Moiseiwitsch, Alec Guinness, and American-born Irene Worth, and then he filled out the
rest of the company with Canadian talent. A comedy and tragedy were chosen (4ll's Well
That Ends Well and Richard III) and performed in repertory. Reviews were mostly
positive; the thrust staging excited a great many reviewers. Ticket sales were
phenomenal. Attendance for the six-week season averaged an amazing ninety-eight
percent of capacity.!

By 1963, the Stratford Festival was a firmly established and much emulated
institution. That year, Clara Godwin Owens, aware of what Shakespeare had done for
Stratford, Ontario, wondered what classical Greek theatre could do for her hometown of
Ypsilanti, Michigan. The city was named in honor of General Demetrius Ypsilanti, a

hero of the Greek War of Independence from Turkey (1821-9).

The General had held the city of Argos for 3 days, with a command of only 300

19 11
Ibid, 27.
20 Tyrone Guthrie and Robertson Davies, Renown At Stratford: A Record of the
Shakespeare Festival in Canada, 1953 (Toronto: Clarke, 1953) 6.
21 pettigrew and Portman, Stratford, 11.
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men against a force of approximately 30,000 Turks, eventually escaping behind enemy
lines without the loss of a single man. Not long after this, the little Michigan village of
Woodruff’s Grove expanded across the Huron River. America’s own revolution was not
yet fifty years old. The country’s sympathy with the Greek cause was strong and the
name of Ypsilanti was chosen for the new town.?? This and a number of elegant homes
in the Greek revival style of architecture were Ypsilanti’s only connections with classical
Greek theatre in 1963.

In 1963, Ypsilanti had a population of approximately 24,000. When Ypsilanti
Township, which surrounds the city to the north, south, and east, was included, the area
population was approximately 55,000. Education was and is one of the major industries.
Cleary College was one of Michigan’s largest business schools, with 1,500 students
enrolled. Eastern Michigan University (EMU) was a state-supported institution on about
200 acres that straddled the city-township line. There were roughly 7,200 students
enrolled in 1963, but rapid expansion was expected, with over 10,000 students projected
for the 1965-6 academic year. This meant that EMU was looking to expand its facilities
and an ambitious building program was under way.?® This program would later have a
beneficial effect on the YGT.

Located only forty miles west of Detroit, Ypsilanti’s largest industry was, of
course, the auto industry and related manufacturing. The shift towards manufacturing
had greatly accelerated during World War II. The Willow Run Bomber Plant, built in

1941, produced nearly nine thousand B-24 Liberator bombers by V-E Day. Located in

22 “The Founding of Ypsilanti,” Teddy Farres Papers, Author’s Collection (hereafter
cited as Farres papers).
2 Ypsilanti City Directory (n.p.: R.L. Polk, 1963) vii — xii.
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Ypsilanti Township, the plant employed roughly forty-two thousand people.
Large numbers of them had migrated from Appalachia.?* After the war, the booming
auto industry was able to employ many of these people. They stayed and settled in the
township and city, earning the slightly derogatory appellation of Ypsituckians.

The desperate need to house the thousands of newcomers to the area kept dozens
of Ypsilanti’s older homes in use. Consequently, by the early 1960s, a number of
prominent citizens were strongly interested in working to preserve Ypsilanti’s historic
homes. The city had “an extremely active Ypsilanti Historical Society, an official city
historian and a City Historical Committee.”’

The World War II population influx changed the demographics of Ypsilanti and
different demographic groups became concentrated in specific areas of the city. The East
Side held the most autoworkers; the University and other professional workers dominated
the north and west; and economically disadvantaged African-Americans were
concentrated on the South Side. Though the community is somewhat more integrated,
these divisions still exist in Ypsilanti today.

As might be expected, there were tensions created by these demographics. These
tensions were exacerbated by the city’s inability to expand its tax base geographically.
Ypsilanti is completely surrounded by townships and EMU holds acres of property off
the tax rolls. This put pressure on the city to look for ways to develop businesses within
the city limits, predisposing civic leaders towards the promotion of new industries such as

the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. It also meant that the most contentious issues brought

24 Ruth Bordin, Washtenaw County: An Illustrated History (n.p.: Windsor Publications,
1988) 80-1.
25 «“National Drive Planned for Restoration Here,” Ypsilanti Press, 11 February 1963.
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before the Ypsilanti City Council in the 1960s were the rezoning of residential areas and
Urban Renewal. Urban Renewal was a federal program for the revitalization of
dilapidated urban areas that met with very limited success in the city of Ypsilanti.”®
This, then, was the city in which Mrs. Clara Godwin Owens (Figure 1) wished to
establish a Greek Theatre Festival. Owens turned 58 years old in 1963. She was born in
Alfordsville, Indiana, graduated from high school in Franklin, Indiana and received her
bachelor of arts degree from the local Franklin College in 1926. After college, she taught
high school for a year before she married J. Henry Owens. Her husband was a professor
of classic languages including, of course, Greek. Various teaching positions kept the
couple moving for a while and included a year at the Sorbonne in Paris. In 1940, they
settled in Ypsilanti as Professor Owens accepted the position of head of the Department

of Foreign Languages at Michigan State Normal College.z7

Figure 1 — Clara Owens

2 Council Proceedings, July 1962 — June 1968, Ypsilanti City Council, Ypsilanti City
Hall (hereafter cited as Council Proceedings).
* Editorial, Ypsilanti Press, 16 March 1965.






While J. Henry Owens served in World War II, Clara worked at the Ford Bomber
Plant and the Ypsilanti Office of Price Administration. By the mid 1950s she had gone
back to teaching, this time at a junior high, in the neighboring Wayne school district. J.
Henry Owens was an unsuccessful Democratic candidate for the United States Congress
in 1954.

Once the Greek Theatre began to demand a great deal of her time, Owens took
an unpaid leave of absence from her teaching job. Mrs. Owens was active in various
community causes and organizations, including the City Historical Society and the
Ypsilanti Players, one of the first community-based “Little Theatre” groups in the
nation.2® Both Clara and J. Henry Owens were involved in Players: J. Henry as an actor,
Clara as a prompter. Clara recruited several members of the Ypsilanti Players to help
with YGT.”

Clara Owens died in 1985 in Longboat Key, Florida, where she and J. Henry had
moved after his retirement from EMU in 1974. Those who remember her describe
Owens as an extremely charming and persuasive woman with boundless energy. She was
“feisty” and “easy to understand and fun to be with and somebody that’s worth
knowing.” She was also “very forceful” and “very possessive” about the whole project.*®
Almost every interviewee referred to the YGT as “Clara’s baby.” Board members soon
learned that it was “Clara’s way or no way . ... Clara was running things, and what

Clara wanted Clara got.” She could be manipulative, threatening the board that she

28 Raymond Nichols, “The History of the Ypsilanti Players 1915-1931” (master’s
thesis, Eastern Michigan University, 1969) 19.

% Ibid.

3% Judy Rumelhart, interview by author, tape recording, Ann Arbor, MI, 14 August
1997, John Mayhew, interview by author, tape recording, Ann Arbor, MI, 4 June 1998;
James W. Gousseff, interview by author, tape recording, Ypsilanti, MI, 13 August 1997.
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would walk out on the project. “... [S]he was forever hinting that, if things didn’t go
her way, she would take her bat and ball and go home.”! Disinterested observer, Jay
Carr of the Detroit News noted that, “At first glance Mrs. Owens strikes one as just
another fluttery clubwoman, but after spending five minutes in conversation with her you
realize she is a lady to be reckoned with.”2

A desire to “run things” may have been a motivating factor in Clara Owens’
decision to pursue the establishment of a Greek Theatre Festival in Ypsilanti, but there
were others as well. Clara Owens’ husband told the Ypsilanti Press in March 1965 that
“her major interest is to create something which will revitalize the city. The theatre is a
means to an end.”* She may have chosen Greek Theatre as that particular means to an
end because of her husband’s connection to the classics through his work and the
couple’s interest in theatre as demonstrated by their participation in the Ypsilanti Players.
Both the Owenses had a deep appreciation of classical Greek culture and the drama of
ancient Greece.

Another motivation may have been a desire to put Ypsilanti “on the map”
culturally. The city’s blue-collar image and its proximity to Ann Arbor, just seven miles
away, with the cultural resources of the University of Michigan at its disposal, often
create the attitude that Ypsilanti is a lower class, unsophisticated, cultural backwater.
This condescension rankles and produces tension and competition between the two cities.
Clara Owens was not immune to this sense of competition. At one point, frustrated with

“the AA [Ann Arbor] people,” she wrote to a friend, “Never again will we be nice to AA

3! William Anhut, interview by author, tape recording, Ypsilanti, MI, 17 June 1998;
Gousseff, interview.

32Jay Carr, “Her Dream: Greek Theater for Ypsilanti,” Detroit News, 7 June 1964.

33 «“Mrs. Clara G. Owens: Who Else Could’ve Done the Job?” editorial, Ypsilanti Press,



and go to them. They can come to us!™** The APA-University of Michigan
collaboration was at the peak of its success in 1963. What would a professional theatre
company do for Ypsilanti? Clara Owens’ dream was of a Greek Theatre Festival as
successful as the Stratford Festival in Canada. Such a dream made tangible would bring
Ypsilanti out from under the shadow of Ann Arbor — permanently.

It is not clear how long Clara Owens had been nurturing the idea of an Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre Festival. A March 1963 newspaper article quoted J. Henry Owens as
claiming, “the possibility of a Greek Theatre had been discussed for years.”® A YGT
press release asserts that the stimulus to put a plan in motion came early in 1963 from a
group of friends gathered in the Owens’ living room over after-dinner drinks. Her dinner
party guests were so enthusiastic about “her dream” that Clara Owens was persuaded to
try to make it a reality.>

Several of the early supporters of YGT were members of the Ypsilanti Players.
Bert Gardner, the first vice-president of YGT, was president of the community theater
group. Dr. Bradley Harris, his wife, Mildred, and Virginia Morgan were also involved in
both groups. However, despite the large number of interested amateurs involved in
planning the Greek Theatre, the goal from the outset was for a professional theatre
company of the highest quality.

An extremely important supporter of the Greek Theatre concept was James P.

Brown, Jr., editor of the Ypsilanti Press. He was deeply concerned with revitalizing

16 March 1965.

34 Clara Owens to Teddy, John, and Evans Farres, 23 November 1964, Farres Papers.

35 «“Restoration Supported,” Ypsilanti Press, 29 March 1963.

36 “The Story of the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre,” Community Achievement Binder,
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Collection, Ypsilanti Historical Museum (hereafter cited as YGT
collection, Ypsilanti Historical Museum).
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Ypsilanti and saw tourist dollars as a key to that revitalization. A favorite statistic of the
Ypsilanti Press was that every 28 tourists benefited a community as much as a $100,000
industry.” Brown used his editorials to support projects he believed would stimulate
tourism and chief among those were: a push to restore and preserve Ypsilanti’s historic
homes, the establishment of a city historical museum, and the Greek Theatre concept.

Eventually, Brown proposed that an umbrella group be formed to promote all
these different projects, including the Greek Theatre. The non-profit, tax-exempt
corporation was named Project 73, because its goal was to complete restoration projects
and establish the Greek Theatre in time for Ypsilanti’s sesquicentennial celebration in
1973. On 6 June 1963, the Ypsilanti Historical Society invited Dr. Lewis Beeson,
Secretary to the State Historical Commission, to speak on the merits of their plan. Dr.
Beeson was enthusiastic. He mentioned that a nationally known Greek theatre could tie
in with Eastern Michigan University, allowing the University to become known as a
center of Greek learning. He also advised “that priorities be selected and that the first
undertaking be something that will be a show piece to launch the program.™® The Greek
Theatre was, by far, the best organized and most ambitious of the plans that made up
Project 73, so hopes were high that, perhaps, it would become that show piece.39

At the June 6 meeting, Dr. William P. Edmunds was chosen as Project 73’s

chairman. It was stressed at that gathering that each group involved in implementing

37 «Side Attractions Needed in Area,” editorial, Ypsilanti Press, 14 August 1963; “It
Could Be Tremendous,” editorial, Ypsilanti Press, 5 February 1963; “Restoration
Su})ported,” Ypsilanti Press, 29 March 1963.

% “Historical Group Takes First Incorporation Step,” Ypsilanti Press, 7 June 1963.

3 William P. Edmunds, interview by author, tape recording, Ypsilanti, MI, 27 August

1997.




Project 73, including the Greek Theatre, would retain their separate identities.** Clara
Owens did not trust this assurance, however. According to Edmunds, Owens “went up in
smoke because she thought that we were trying to co-opt her baby. [She thought] we
were trying to take [the Greek Theatre] over, rather than, we were interested in being able
to offer what assistance we could.”®! On June 17, Owens wrote to Bert Gardener that she
was “firmly of the conviction that no group should be formed to supersede us.”* In
another letter written in November 1966, Owens claimed that, “From the time I made
public my idea of a Greek Theatre there has been interference. A small group, led by Dr.
Bradley Harris, formed an organization, called Project 73, and wanted to take over the
idea and the planning.”*

Harris was, indeed, active in Project 73. His major focus was with the group that
Wwanted to establish a city historical museum.** That group and those interested in
historic preservation would soon come into conflict with the Greek Theatre over the fate
of a beautiful old building known variously as the Ladies Library, the Old Library, and
the Starkweather Building (named after the family who donated the building to the city of
Y psilanti).

Perhaps because she had so little trust in the leadership of Project 73, Clara
Owens moved quickly to incorporate the Greek Theatre as a séparate entity, well over a

Mmonth before the rest of Project 73 was ready to incorporate. Just eight days after Project

40 «“Historical Group,” Ypsilanti Press, 7 June 1963.

41 Edmunds, interview.

2 Owens to Gardner, 17 June 1963 (italics in original), Ypsilanti Greek Theatre
Collection, Clara Owens Papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan
(hereafter cited as Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan).

* Owens to Wes [Congressman Wes Vivian?], 22 November 1966, Owens papers,
Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan. [Bradley Harris was an Ypsilanti
Physician who was active in many civic organizations including the Ypsilanti Players.]
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73 was announced, Owens called a meeting of the Greek Theatre group. They voted
unanimously to pursue incorporation and elected Clara Owens as their president.

Steve Spilos attended the meeting. Spilos, a prominent Greek-American from

Detroit, described the Greek Theatre as the “pivot” of Project 73 and mentioned the
possibility of support from AHEPA, the American Hellenic Educational Progressive
Association.** AHEPA is a fraternal organization of Greek-Americans. Spilos was also
president of the Detroit World’s Fair Committee. That group hoped that the success of
Project 73 in Ypsilanti would aid their lobbying to locate the 1972 World’s Fair in
Detroit. Spilos would eventually become a member of the first board of YGT.

The Greek Theatre’s association with Project 73 may have been helpful in
securing the endorsement of AHEPA. Spilos and other members of AHEPA sought and
received pledges from the organization of “financial and moral support” for Project 73
first from the Detroit chapter, then the district, and finally at the national level in August
1963.% The organizers of the Greek Theatre pinned many of their hopes on this
Promised financial support which, unfortunately, never materialized.

Association with Project 73 may have also helped YGT gain support with the
Y psilanti City Council and Chamber of Commerce. Instead of a single interest group,
asking for support, the council and chamber were faced with a smorgasbord of projects
aimed at revitalizing the city’s economy. There was something for everyone in Project

73. For whatever reason, support for the Greek Theatre was strong among most civic

leaders.

* Edmunds, interview.
45 «ypsilanti Greek Theatre Group Set,” Ypsilanti Press, 14 June 1963.
4 «Order of AHEPA Backs Project 73,” Ypsilanti Press, 23 August 1963.
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The incorporation process of the Greek Theatre was completed and the first
organizational meeting held on 26 September 1963. By-laws were adopted. Clara
Owens was again elected president. The vice-president was Bert Gardner and Virginia
Morgan was secretary. Theodora (Teddy) Farres, a woman of Greek extraction, was
elected treasurer. She and her husband, John, owned buildings in downtown Ypsilanti,
one of which they allowed YGT to use as office space, first free-of-charge and then later
for a nominal fee.*” Other board members included: prominent Greek-Americans such as
Nicholas Georges, supreme governor of the national order of AHEPA; leading Ypsilanti
businessmen such as Worden Geer, a funeral home director and Thor Marsh, an owner of
an office supply store; members of the city’s social and financial elite such as Daniel
Quirk and Marie Cleary; and Ypsilanti Press editor, James Brown, Jr. and drama critic,
Eileen Harrison. A connection to Eastern Michigan University was made through the
appointment of Albert Brown, Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences.*®

The projected opening was for 1965 and plans called for the recruitment of the
Greek National Theatre of Athens along with a few big-name stars. The first season was
to be in a tent, as Stratford's first season had been. YGT hoped to locate the tent in the
city-owned Riverside Park.* It was believed that the sharply sloping bluff leading down
to the banks of the Huron River would provide a natural amphitheater for performances.
At one point, it was suggested that stone benches could be imbedded in the bank in
imitation of ancient Greek theatres.®® The park location was also regarded as desirable

because it was immediately behind a corridor of historic homes which Project 73 hoped

% Teddy Farres, interview by author, tape recording, Ypsilanti, MI, 20 August 1997.
:: “Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Organizes,” Ypsilanti Press, 27 September 1963.

Ibid.
30 «ypsilanti Project 73 Launched,” Ypsilanti Press, 3 July 1963.
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to restore. At the September 1963 organizational meeting, Owens announced her
intention to approach the Ypsilanti City Council about the Riverside Park site, first for
the tent and then later for a $1%; - $2 million permanent theatre building.*'

In October 1963, YGT’s first request for the park was referred by city council to
the City Planning Commission. YGT suggested that the city let them use part of
Riverside Park at no cost or lease it to them for one dollar per year; the buildings built by
YGT would become assets of the city. Any transfer of land away from the city would
have required a ballot referendum. The leasing strategy avoided any potential voter
rejection of the plan.”> There were several delays as the Planning Commission and city
council requested more detailed information from YGT. The major concerns of city
officials were the impact of the theatre on parking and other downtown businesses. YGT
officials responded that they could not make detailed plans or hire an architect until they
had a commitment on the site.>> The theatre group did hire a Detroit architect to produce
a “Basic Area Report” which estimated the amount of space the theatre would need. The
report included a drawing that suggested how a theatre building might fit into the park
(Figure 2 and 3).**

In the meanwhile, the city’s Industrial Development Corporation (IDC), an
offshoot of the Chamber of Commerce, made a startling proposal to the city council.
Ypsilanti had recently sold its Beyer Memorial Hospital to a private company for

$300,000. The sale resulted in a windfall to the city’s capital improvement fund. The

5! “YGT Organizes.”

52 «planners to Study Request for Greek Theatre in Park,” Ypsilanti Press, 8 October
1963.

33 “Council Will Decide Soon On Theater Site,” Ypsilanti Press, 12 November 1963.

5 John D. Lee, “Basic Area Report For a Greek Theatre Building Sponsored by the
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, Incorporated,” Farres Papers.
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Figure 2 — Basic Area Report
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Figure 3 — Basic Area Report: Detail

24



IDC suggested that the city pledge $100,000 to the Greek Theatre in addition to donating
the site in Riverside Park, providing that Project 73 was able to match the funds within a
year. According to the IDC, this would mean the city would not need to “surrender the
actual money until success of the project was assured.” Furthermore, the one-year time
limit would act as a stimulus to the fundraising campaign.*®

The Industrial Development Corporation based their request on the Greek
Theatre’s potential for stirring economic development in the entire area. They urged
Ypsilanti Township and nearby Superior Township to consider similar support of the
program. Their proposal stressed the economic benefits Stratford, Ontario enjoyed as a
result of its festival. Dr. Bradley Harris was a director of IDC. He told the Ypsilanti
Press, “Nothing could do more for Ypsilanti than the successful completion of Project 73
and especially the Greek Theatre.”¢

Clara Owens was confident that YGT could raise the funds within the allotted
time. She mentioned the pledged support of AHEPA and said, “If the city accepts the
IDC’s recommendation, this is the actual commitment by Ypsilanti which is all we need
to start a nation-wide fund-raising campaign.” It would be proof that Ypsilanti was,
indeed, serious about the Greek Theatre.>’

James P. Brown, Jr. wrote an enthusiastic editorial endorsing the IDC proposal.
He mentioned the Stratford experience and AHEPA’s pledge of support. However, in

calling for the city council to act on the IDC proposal, Brown made an assumption that

must have further provoked Clara Owens' suspicions that Project 73 was trying to take

55 “IDC Asks City To Pledge $100,000 For Theater Plan,” Ypsilanti Press, 23 October
1963.

5 Ibid.

57 Ibid.
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over the Greek Theatre concept. Brown wrote, “profits from the theatre can be plunged
back into other phases of Project 73 — home restoration, development of historic sites,
museums, galleries and so on.” *®

Ypsilanti City Council was not enthusiastic about the IDC proposal. Meeting in a
special study session, they indicated that they were in favor of offering matching funds to
YGT. However, the council wanted definite cost estimates and detailed plans for
building and fundraising before they would commit to any dollar amounts.” It was
during this study session that one of the strangest incidents connected with the Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre occurred.

The city of Ypsilanti has a marble bust of General Demetrius Ypsilanti
prominently displayed in front of its distinctively phallic water tower. Both structures
grace one of the major entrances to the city. The weekend before the council study
session, pranksters had celebrated Halloween a few days early by crowning the stone-
faced Demetrius with a giant pumpkin balanced precariously on his head. The day of the
study session, the Ann Arbor News published a feature photo of the distinctly decorated
General. Unfortunately, associating a person with a pumpkin in Greek culture is akin to
calling him a jackass in American culture. To add injury to insult, publication of this
disgrace occurred on the twenty-third anniversary of the invasion of Greece by Italian

Fascist troops. Five Ann Arbor residents of either Greek citizenship or parentage, one of

them a pastor of a Greek Orthodox church, demanded that the Ypsilanti City Council

38 «Startling, But a Fine Idea!” Ypsilanti Press, 24 October 1963.
%% “Council ‘Favorable’ To Bid For Greek Theater Support,” Ypsilanti Press, 29
October 1963.
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hear their protest. The harangue lasted well over an hour and ended in what the Ypsilanti
Press termed, “a near riot.”®

The Mayor of Ypsilanti, John Calder, had asked John and Teddy Farres to attend
the session. The couple spoke fluent Greek and would be able to help explain American
customs to their incensed compatriots. Clara Owens was also in attendance as much for
the regular business of the meeting as for the infamous Pumpkin Incident, as the evening
came to be known.

A Mr. Meimaridis of Macedonia, acting as spokesman for the group, demanded
that the pumpkin pranksters be pursued and punished by police. Mayor Calder replied
that since the distinguished Demetrius had endured no damage, the pranksters, if caught,
would not be punished. Meimaridis informed the council that he had called the White
House, the supreme governor of AHEPA, and the Greek Ambassador to the United States
to report the incident. Despite repeated assurances that no insult was intended and that
the city of Ypsilanti had the utmost respect for all things Greek, Mr. Meimaridis and the
Ann Arbor assemblage refused to be mollified. Somewhat frustrated, Teddy Farres told
Mr. Meimaridis that he was “making a mountain out of a molehill” and that Macedonia
“is not even a part of Greece.” Meimaridis “jumped to his feet, advanced to Mrs. Farres,
and threatened several times to kill her. City Manager W. Robert Semple quickly went to
his office to call the police while others in the room tried to calm the shouting man.”®"'
Fortunately, serious bodily harm was averted and the Ann Arborites were ejected

from the meeting. The council of the Greek Orthodox Church in Ann Arbor sent a letter

of regret to the Mayor and city council of Ypsilanti telling them that the obstreperous

Z(: “Pumpkin Stirs Uproar In Council,” Ypsilanti Press, 29 October 1963.
Ibid.
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behavior of Mr. Meimaridis and company in no way represented the Greek people of the
area or their church.%? In the meanwhile, the perpetrators of the pumpkin incident remain
at liberty to this very day. |

There were two more delays and another study session before the Planning
Commission recommended conditional approval of donating part of Riverside Park for
YGT’s use. The condition was that a professional planning consultant be hired to explore
whether the site was “adequate and adaptable to other elements of the community plan.”
The cost of the consultant was to be paid by the city. YGT would be granted use of the
park only if the consultant deemed the site appropriate.®®

John D. Telfer, chairman of the Planning Commission, hired the Ann Arbor firm
of Johnson, Johnson, and Roy. YGT officials protested when the company announced
that the study would take four months. They felt they needed a commitment from the
city much earlier than that in order to proceed with fundraising and the search for an
architect. A compromise was reached when the study was divided into two phases. The
first phase, determining the feasibility of locating the theatre in Riverside Park, was to be
completed within ten weeks, after which YGT could expect a final decision by city
council.

All this delay further fueled Clara Owens’ suspicions that others were trying to
take over her “baby.” Complaining about Bradley Harris in November 1966, she wrote:

when YGT asked for permission to conduct a fund raising drive in

[Ypsilanti, Harris] gave me, with his toady, Don Ruffer, Secretary of [the

Chamber of] Commerce, one of the most derogatory inquisitions I could

have thought of . . . He tried to hamstring YGT completely. Also Harris
tried to employ Johnson, Johnson & Roy, a very reputable firm in [Ann

62 «<pumpkin Incident’ Regretted,” Ypsilanti Press, 30 October 1963.
83 «City Planners Urge Giving River Park Site for Theater,” Ypsilanti Press, 14
November 1963.
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Arbor], to make a survey of sites, etc. for the Theatre. When they found it

would cost $4500, they persuaded the City, through John Telfer, a member

of the planning commission here, to undertake the survey, they hoped that

the site selected by the YGT directors, would be unsuitable . . . this didn’t

happen. This small group composed of Harris, Jim Brown, Ruffer, Dr.

Edmunds, City Manager Semple, John Telfer and two others have done

everything to stop Clara [sic] and to take over and have control. The

situation grew worse as the Theatre idea and money grew.64

Clara Owens’ suspicions notwithstanding, city officials seem to have been
genuinely supportive of YGT. Despite their caution in committing money and land
without a detailed plan in hand, they did give the Greek Theatre precedence over the
other elements of Project 73. This is evident in their decisions regarding the fate of the
Ladies Library.

This historic structure (Figure 4 and 5) stands on the bluff directly east of
Riverside Park, one of the most elegant of many such buildings along North Huron
Street. In 1963, the Ladies Library stood empty, in a state of some disrepair. It was
owned by the city, having recently served as the public library, which had since been
relocated to more spacious quarters.

The Ypsilanti Historical Committee wanted to convert the Ladies Library into a
city historical museum. As early as March 1963, they requested that the city dedicate the
building to that purpose. When Project 73 was formed, the Ladies Library figured
prominently in proposals for the creation of a museum. Despite repeated requests for use

of the building, city council kept deferring their decision on the Ladies Library. Of some

concern was the amount of money required to bring the structure up to code, but their

 Owens to Wes [Vivian?], Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of
Michigan.
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Figure 4 — The Ladies Library: Front Fagade
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Figure 5 — The Ladies Library: View from NE Corner



primary reason for delay was that the house stood directly in front of the proposed Greek
Theatre site. Council eventually passed a formal resolution insisting that Greek Theatre
plans be completed before a disposition of the Ladies Library was determined. Only if a
museum would not interfere with YGT’s overall plans would the council consider
making the building available for museum purposes.’

Tom Patterson may have generated some of this council support for the Greek
Theatre. YGT paid the originator of the Stratford Festival to give a speech in Ypsilanti
on 14 November 1963. The speech had been delayed one day so that more members of
city council could attend. “Establish Ypsilanti as the center of Greek culture on this
continent and you’ll have the world beating at your door,” Patterson told them. He also
cautioned that the use of a tent was too expensive and suggested that YGT choose their
theatre personnel before they chose an architect because few theatre designers adequately
considered the needs of the players. Patterson felt that YGT’s emphasis should be on
quality from the beginning, but warned prophetically, “the best plays will do no good
unless the audience is adequate.”

Patterson also spoke at length about the economic advantages the Festival brought
to Stratford. These statistics would figure prominently in YGT’s promotional materials.
In the ten years since the Stratford Festival’s beginning, twenty-two new industries had
been added to the city. The Festival employed forty people year round and, at the height
of the season, nearly five hundred jobs were available with a yearly payroll of $750,000.

Visitors to the Festival stayed an average of 2} days, bringing in $2% - $3 million. Six

new motels had been built in Stratford, as well as others in nearby towns. Thirty-six

85 Council Proceedings, Regular Meeting, 16 December 1963.
66 «Stratford Speaker Urges Theater Here,” Ypsilanti Press, 15 November 1963.
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thousand people stayed in bed and breakfasts in 1963. Six new restaurants plied their
trade.’’ With such a rosy picture before them, there was no wonder that the city council
was interested in the success of the Greek Theatre.

The Ypsilanti Greek Theatre took a number of disparate actions in December
1963. Approaches were made to the Greek National Theatre in Athens. One plan called
for the transplantation of the whole company (one wonders if they expected all the actors
to be fluent in English). Owens and Gardner flew to Washington D.C. for a meeting at
the Greek Embassy. They told Greek officials about the project to date and asked for
assistance in importing talent from Greece, help with publicity in Greece, expertise in
planning a Greek setting for the theatre, Greek statuary, and a fund for annual prizes for
translations or a University Chair in Greek Literature at Eastern Michigan University.*
Back home in Ypsilanti, Professor P. L. Zickgraf of the Department of History and Social
Sciences at EMU was appointed chairman of a translations committee. The estimated
costs of architect’s fees and the advisability of hiring professional fundraisers were
discussed. John Langer, a member of the YGT board of directors, volunteered to be an
administrative director of the business office for three montils beginning in the new
year.®® If the Greek National Theatre Company could not be secured for a 1965 summer
season, YGT’s goal was to open with their own professional company in 1966.7

Summer theatre festivals were an important part of the decentralization of

67 Clara Owens, “Notes from a Talk by Tom Patterson,” and “The Stratford Story,”
Farres Papers.

68 «preliminary Report on the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, December 1963,” YGT
Collection, Ypsilanti Historical Museum.

8 «Langer Named Administrator for Ypsilanti Greek Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 6
December 1963.

70 «preliminary Report.”
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American theatre in the early 1960s, when Clara Owens decided to investigate the
possibility of starting a festival dedicated to the professional production of classical
Greek theatre in her adopted hometown of Ypsilanti. City leaders were receptive to
Owens’ idea as she organized and incorporated her theatre group. The Greek Theatre
concept was included in an umbrella group of civic projects known as Project 73 and the
Ypsilanti City Council granted conditional approval to a plan to donate city park land to
the theatre group. By the end of 1963, despite Clara Owens’ frustration with delays by
the council and her distrust of Project 73, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, Incorporated was well

established and moving forward.
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CHAPTER TWO
YPSILANTI GREEK THEATRE, 1964 — 1965

“I THINK WE ARE READY TO MOVE”

The three major issues facing the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre in the years 1964 —

1965 were fundraising, personnel, and the theatre’s physical plant. Significant progress
was made in all three areas, but not without controversy. A local $200,000 fundraising
drive was successful, but a professionally prepared feasibility report questioned the
board’s ability to sustain a national campaign. An artistic director was hired, but some
members of the board felt that he was hired far too soon and for far too much money. A
reputable architect was engaged and plans were approved, but the battle over the Ladies
Library continued. A chronological description of the events pertaining to YGT in the
years 1964 — 1965 will illustrate how the progress and controversy in each of these three

areas was interrelated.

On 5 January 1964, Clara Owens called an executive meeting of the YGT board.
Her agenda told the directors, “Only you can decide. I think we are ready to move.”
Fundraising was a large part of the agenda. Owens wanted to discuss approaches to
foundations, individual philanthropists, AHEPA members, and political figures such as
Governor George Romney, Senators Phillip Hart and Patrick McNamara, and Mayor
Jerome P. Cavanaugh of Detroit. Also in the planning stages were: a big “kick-off
dinner” for the local campaign, an open house for the opening of the new offices in

downtown Ypsilanti, and a letter to other directors warning them that they could be
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removed from the board after absences at four consecutive meetings.' It would seem that
not every director was working as hard towards the goals of YGT as Clara Owens

believed they ought.

The open house on January 24 was an unqualified success. Between 150 and 200
people attended and some had to be turned away because the modestly-sized offices
could not hold them all.? By the end of the month, the local chapter of the woman’s club,
Zonta, had pledged the proceeds of its annual fund-raiser to YGT. The resulting $685.61,
received at the end of March, was YGT’s largest contribution to date and sorely needed

for office operating expenses.’

Meanwhile, the Ypsilanti Historical Society continued its efforts to obtain the
Ladies Library for a city museum. On January 30, the two hundred members of the
society, headed by Dr. Bradley Harris, voted to back a proposal calling for the museum to
be located there. Just two weeks later, at a Project 73 organizational meeting, Clara
Owens, the historical society, and the rest of Project 73 gave no sign that there were any
internal conflicts between the groups. However, it is clear that both YGT and the

Ypsilanti Historical Society were still pursuing their separate agendas with city council.*

YGT wanted a decision from the council on the theatre site. They sent a letter to
council in mid-February. Despite Owens’ warnings that more delay could, “jeopardize
the initial enthusiasm by the community,” council members insisted on waiting for the

report of Johnson, Johnson, and Roy. Perhaps in an attempt to placate Owens, Mayor

I Owens, “Executive Meeting Agenda,” 5 January 1964, Farres Papers.

2 «Attendance Crowds Out Ceremonies,” Ann Arbor News, 25 January 1964.

3 «Zonta Is Theatre Angel,” Ypsilanti Press, 31 March 1964.

* “History Society Backs Museum,” Ypsilanti Press, 31 January 1964; “Century Home
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John Calder suggested that the council give YGT “a little more support . . . something a
little more tangible than words — such as allocating some capital improvements so they
can start setting their plans in motion.”> The idea was referred to a council study session

where “no definite plans were made.”®

The Ypsilanti Historical Society managed to get the Ladies Library issue on the
agenda of that same study session. Council members heard a report estimating the costs
of converting the building into a museum at over $25,000. As little as $3,800 in repairs
would render the building usable as a temporary storage facility for the society’s
collections. However, Councilman John Burton warned that once use of the building was
permitted, the Council might have a difficult time getting it emptied out again.” The
Historical Society was asked, once again, to wait. Members were impatient with the

delay. They were concerned that the unheated building was deteriorating.®

It would not be until the May 2 city council meeting that another attempt would
be made to secure the old library as a museum. This time the request came from
Ypsilanti’s highly respected city historian, Foster Fletcher. The costs of maintaining the
building and the need to wait until the Greek Theatre site was chosen were the familiar

reasons that Fletcher’s request was also rejected.’

Ypsilanti City Council definitely regarded the Greek Theatre as a high priority for

the community. Five of the six candidates running for council in April 1964 mentioned

Section Near Realty, Project 73 Told,” Ypsilanti Press, 14 February 1964.
5 Council Proceedings, Regular Meeting, 17 February 1964.
: “Greek Theater Site Report Date Set,” Ypsilanti Press, 25 February 1964.
Ibid.
8 «First Museum Decision Date Set,” Ypsilanti Press, 27 March 1964.
® Council Proceedings, Regular Meeting, 2 March 1964.
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the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre in their responses to a League of Women Voters survey.
When asked, “What programs should be or have been undertaken in the community by
the council to mark Ypsilanti as a forward-moving community,” most of the respondents
put YGT at or near the top of their list. City Planning Commissioner, “Red” Averill
asserted that “Project 73 and the Greek Theatre . . . should be supported as they will aid
in making Ypsilanti a better community in which to live.” Councilman Burton believed
that, “The Greek Theatre should be built on the Huron River and $25,000 in ‘seed’
money should be made available from the Capital Improvements Fund to help expedite
this community project.” Councilman Ernest Therkelsen responded, “The important
moves being made are the urban renewal program, and active pursuit of the Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre and Project 73. The actions taken by the council to assure the proper over-

all area planning for these projects are essential.”'°

On April 23, the long-awaited preliminary report of Johnson, Johnson, and Roy
was made public. Several Ypsilanti locations other than Riverside Park had been
evaluated, including the campus of Eastern Michigan University. The firm recommended
the park site for several reasons. It would allow the business district, which currently was
strung out along an east/west axis, to expand to the north, creating a more compact and
centralized downtown. The theatre would also make use of the prime river-valley
property in the city’s center without destroying the park-like quality of the area. Johnson,
Johnson, and Roy, moreover, believed the theatre would be instrumental in stimulating

the growth of other businesses in the area.''

19 «“ypsilanti Council Candidates Answer LWV Questions,” Ypsilanti Press, 2 April
1964.
11 “Park Recommended for Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 24 April 1964; “Ypsilanti Park
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Six days later, the City Planning Commission unanimously resolved to
recommend that the city council approve the Riverside Park site but the resolution did not
come until after a lengthy and contentious special meeting. Of major concern were
potential parking problems and persons who would be required to pay the costs
associated with solving them. At one point, the commission was on the verge of
postponing a decision for another week. Clara Owens was at the special meeting, as were
Teddy Farres and John Langer of YGT. The three YGT officials protested that such a
delay would make it impossible for city council to act on the site before the kick-off
dinner scheduled for May 9. Owens warned that such a lack of commitment from the
city could “very well could kill this thing.” Three commissioners, including Chairman
John Telfer, continued to resist the resolution but eventually relented, on the condition

that their comments be included in the record.'?

On May 4, the city council finally formally approved the leasing of part of
Riverside Park for a nominal fee to the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. YGT was required to
guarantee the availability of the facilities for public use whenever it was not needed for
theatre functions. The exact size and location of the site was to be determined in
approximately six weeks, after the second phase of the Johnson, Johnson, and Roy study
was complete. Additionally, Councilman Burton directed the city attorney to explore the
legality of allocating twenty-five thousand dollars from the capital improvement fund to
the private, non-profit group.13 In June, the attorney, Kenneth Bronson reported to

council that it would be illegal for the city to donate to the operating fund of the theatre.

Site Urged for Theatre,” Ann Arbor News, 30 April 1964.
12 «planners Endorse Theatre Park Site,” Ypsilanti Press, 30 April 1964.
13 «“Theatre Site Formally Approved,” Ypsilanti Press, 5 May 1964.
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He suggested that the city could spend the money on site improvements or on a civic arts
commission which, in turn, would provide services to YGT. Neither suggestion was

implemented."*

YGT finally had a commitment on the site from the city, just in time for the kick-
off dinner on May 9. Thirty-eight hundred dollars were raised as over 330 people filled
the Ypsilanti Armory for the $25 per-plate dinner. At the time, this fee was considered
high in Ypsilanti, even for a benefit dinner. In an editorial praising YGT, James Brown,

Jr. commented on the organization’s audacity:

‘A $25 dinner? In Ypsilanti? You’re crazy!’

Six months ago that’s the reaction anyone proposing such a project
would have had.

Three months ago that’s exactly the reaction officers of the Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre received when they started talking about such an event as
the kick-off for their campaign to build here a national cultural and tourist
center.

Three days ago the dinner was held — to a full house, with an
outstanding program, with national and international figures here as
special guests, including the first lady of the English theatre, Judith
Anderson. "

Dame Judith Anderson (Figure 6) was one of the leading tragediennes of her day.
A native Australian, she had been honored by the British crown for her contributions to
the theatre with the title of Dame Commander of the British Empire. Among her many
credits, she had played Queen Gertrude to Sir John Gielgud’s Hamlet; Lady Macbeth
opposite Sir Lawrence Olivier and Maurice Evans; Nina Leeds in Eugene O’Neill’s
Strange Interlude; Lavinia Mann in Mourning Becomes Electra; and in film she starred

as Mrs. Danvers in the Academy Award winning Rebecca and as Big Mama in Cat on a

14 “Restriction Cited on Theatre Aid,” Ann Arbor News, 9 June 1964.
15 «“Can-do’ Is The Meaning Of Theatre’s First Success,” Ypsilanti Press, 12 May
1964.
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Figure 6 — Dame Judith Anderson as Clytemnestra
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Hot Tin Roof. She was most famous, however, for the title role in Robinson Jeffers’

freely adapted version of Euripides’ Medea.'®

Dame Judith made California her home at this time. Clara Owens had interested
her in YGT and convinced her to fly in for the kick-off dinner. Anderson politely
declined a request to perform that evening because Actor’s Equity rules would not allow
it. She did speak as part of the program, however, calling the idea of YGT “magnificent

and awe inspiring.”"’

Anderson was definitely interested in performing in a professional
Greek repertory company. In an interview, she recommended importing the Greek

National Theatre for the first season and “my Medea” for the next.'

Other guests of honor included Tom Patterson and Alexios Zakyphimos, Vice
Consul of the Royal Greek Embassy, Chicago. The Consul General, John Tsaoussi
arrived two days later and toured the city and the proposed theatre site. He promised the

Greek government would help “in any way it could” with the project.'”

The Ypsilanti Greek Theatre hired a professional fundraising firm, Burrill, Inc., of
Kansas City, Missouri, to organize their local fund drive. John Calder, still a city
councilman but no longer mayor, was appointed chairman of the campaign by the YGT
board. Calder was an administrator of Ford Motor Company’s General Parts Division

and highly respected in the business community. The drive was billed as a building fund

16 «“The Company,” Press Information Binder, YGT collection, Ypsilanti Historical
Museum.

'" “Dinner Sends Greek Theatre Toward Two-year Goal,” Ypsilanti Press, 11 May
1964.

18 «“Miss Anderson Gives Key to Greek Theatre Success,” Ypsilanti Press, 11 May
1964.

19 “Greek Theatre Gains Support,” Ypsilanti Press, 12 May 1964.
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campaign and its goal was to raise $200,000 in seed money at the local level. This figure
was ten percent of the projected $2,000,000 needed to build a theatre and fund the first
season. It was believed that if ten percent could be raised at the local level, it would spur

significant donations at the national level.?

Over a hundred volunteers were organized into small groups. There was a men’s
and a women’s division. Most of the volunteers had little or no experience with
fundraising. Armed with a booklet of soliciting do’s and don’ts entitled, “How to
Succeed in Capital Fund-Raising by Really Trying,” they scoured the Ypsilanti area for
pledges. This document asked volunteers to observe a fine line in their solicitations.
YGT needed cash payments immediately to pay for the 1966 summer festival, but they
also needed larger sums and long-term pledges for the construction of the theatre.

Volunteers were warned that:

There is a danger involved in discussing these objectives of which
you need to be aware. You have to be careful that the prospect does not
get the idea of a small cash donation. These simply will not enable us to
achieve our goals.

Consequently, you should emphasize pledges — keeping sights high —
but also inform the prospect of the need for immediate cash.

(As a last resort, in the case of small cash offering, try to get the
prospect to agree to at least the same amount in each of the three years of
this program.)2|

The large number of pledges made over a three-year period would come back to haunt
the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre after the financial difficulties of the opening season made

patrons reluctant to honor their outstanding balances.

20 «“Theatre Hires Professional Fund Firm,” Ypsilanti Press, 5 May 1964; “Greek
Theatre Plans Fund Drive,” Ann Arbor News, 26 May 1964.

2l “How to Succeed in Capital Fund-Raising by Really Trying,” Farres papers (italics
in original).
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Brochures prepared for the fundraising campaign promised the building would
serve the needs of community groups for performance and meeting spaces, when not in
use by YGT. They also suggested a season that attempted to create a modern version of a
Festival Dionysia. Three types of attractions would play in rotation. First a classical
Greek tragedy or comedy would be performed. New, less literary, and more easily acted
translations would be commissioned by YGT. The second performance in the triad
would be “productions of music and dance that express ethnic values, performed by
visiting professional companies from around the world.” The third part of the cycle was
to be a “contemporary drama of artistic importance, alternating during the season with
modern dance, operettas, and symphonic or jazz concerts.” The purpose was to appeal to
a broad range of patrons and to encourage tourists to stay for extended periods to see all
the offerings.22 A “sample season” was released and included: Medea, starring Dame
Judith Anderson; Lysistrata; Folklorico Mexicana; the Ballet of the Paris Opera; and two

contemporary plays, The Subject Was Roses and The Crucible.”

The fundraising drive was scheduled to begin in early June but did not officially
begin until June 19. In the first week, YGT raised $33,430, nearly seventeen percent of
their goal. Many of the gifts over $1,000 came from board members or their businesses.
The Ypsilanti Press contributed $5,000 and the women’s division raised $4,748. The rate
of contributions slowed significantly, however, after the first week. Less than ten
thousand additional dollars were raised in the second week. It was not until August 1964

that YGT had topped the halfway point towards their goal. The total included pledges

22 «“Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Building Fund Campaign,” Farres papers.
2 “Greek Stratford,” Toronto Globe and Mail, 21 August 1964.
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from two local banks of $7,500 each. In November, YGT received a $25,000 gift from
the Ford Fund, a philanthropic service of the Ford Motor Company not to be confused
with the Ford Foundation established by the Ford family. This brought the giving level to
$152,000. Finally, in February 1965, a pledge of $25,000 from General Motors allowed

the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre to announce that their goal had been reached.?*

Meanwhile, the controversy over the Ladies Library and the theatre site
continued. On 8 June 1964, in response to yet another request for the building, the city
council met with the City Historical Committee and the Ypsilanti Historical Society for
over two and a half hours. The historical groups brought in Solan W. Weeks, director of
the Michigan Historical Commission Museum, to convince the council that the Ladies
Library should be preserved and converted into a city museum. Clara Owens was there
to protect the interests of the Greek Theatre and the meeting became confrontational.

The Ypsilanti Press reported that

The discussion last night at times became heated, with Mrs. Clara
Owens . .. at one point saying that if the council committed the building
for a museum she believed it would be ‘wrecking the theatre.” She
pointed out the council had committed use of the park area for the theatre .
... Several persons in the audience said they believe the museum idea has
been made a ‘stepchild’ to the theatre in council considerations.?

Richard Skinner, chairman of the City Historical Committee, assured the council

that there was no wish on their part to interfere with the theatre. The confrontational

24 «press Contributes $5,000 as Theatre Fund Builds Up,” Ypsilanti Press, 27 June
1964; “Theatre Drive Total Climbs to $40,900,” Ann Arbor News, 3 July 1964; “Bank
Gives $7,500 to Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 18 July 1964; “Savings Bank Gives $7,500,”
Ypsilanti Press, 22 July 1964; “Greek Theatre Reaches $103,900,” Ypsilanti Press, 1
August 1964; “Greek Theatre Gets $25,000 From Ford,” Ann Arbor News, 12 November
1964; “Theatre Fund Hits Goal of $200,000,” Ypsilanti Press, 24 February 1965.

25 «QOld Library Given For Museum,” Ypsilanti Press, 9 June 1964.

45



atmosphere dissipated somewhat and the desire to cooperate with one another was
expressed by both sides. In the end, not much was accomplished as the city council
promised the building to the historians, but only if it did not interfere with the Ypsilanti

Greek Theatre.?

Not satisfied, the historical preservation advocates mounted a petition drive to
preserve the building “in its present state and location.” Their cause was not helped when
the final report of the Johnson, Johnson, and Roy was submitted to council and the
Planning Commission on June 29. The report identified three potential sites within
Riverside Park for the Greek Theatre. The northern-most site was located where
Washtenaw Avenue, a major cross street, intersected with North Huron Street. This was
seen as a significant advantage in controlling traffic flow to and from the theatre. The
site was also directly east of the Ladies Library and the only way to realize this advantage
was to tear down the building and use the space as the primary entrance onto the theatre
grounds. The Johnson, Johnson, and Roy report concluded that the “overwhelming
indication” was that the building should be removed rather than kept for use as a city

museum.

Questioned on this point by city council, firm member William Johnson,
conceded that there were “ways you could work around” the building but that it
“probably would be in the way. We can see no particular reason why it should be left
there.” He further asserted that “because of the great number of historically valuable and
significant buildings already in this part of Ypsilanti, it would seem unwise to let this

building deter the full development potential of the proposed theatre.” If it were

26 Ibid.
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determined that the building must be preserved, he advised that the council carefully

evaluate the pros and cons of relocating it.%’

Johnson’s reasoning was antithetical to the principals of the historical
preservationists. The petition drive continued. On July 21, their ninety-six-signature

petition was received by city council and filed with no discussion.®

The Johnson, Johnson, and Roy report identified some potential problems with a
Riverside Park site. These included the chance of the Huron River flooding and the
possibility that flood-plain soil conditions would require special footings for the
building’s foundation. The report suggested that the theatre be raised above the lower
park level, thus creating minor parking facilities for theatre personnel, which could be

abandoned in times of flood.?’

The Board of Director’s meeting on July 9 brought significant personnel changes
to YGT. Bert Gardner resigned as vice president because of health problems. Steven
Spilos was asked to replace him. To better cope with the intense level of activity, the
constitution of the corporation was amended to expand the number of directors from
nineteen to twenty-one and an executive committee was formed. New to the board were
William Anhut and James W. Gousseff. Anhut, as owner of the Huron Motor Inn,
Ypsilanti’s largest hotel, had already made significant contributions to the theatre. He
had provided free use of his facilities for meetings and receptions and he was a member

of the solicitation team for retail business donations.*® James W. Gousseff was the newly

27 “Firm Recommends Old Library Removal,” Ypsilanti Press, 30 June 1964.
28 ««gave Library’ Petitions Filed,” Ypsilanti Press, 21 July 1964.

2 “Greek Theatre Site Approved,” Ann Arbor News, 30 June 1964.

3% Anhut interview.
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appointed artistic director and professor of theatre at Eastern Michigan University. The
new professor had impressive credentials with a Master of Arts in theatre from Cornell, a
Master of Fine Arts in directing from Yale, and a doctorate in theatre from Northwestern.
Gousseff was asked to get involved with YGT by Albert Brown, Dean of Arts and
Sciences at EMU, who wanted off the YGT board. Though Brown did not immediately
resign, he attended very few board meetings after Gousseff was elected.®' James

Gousseff would soon become a very important member of the YGT board.

With new personnel in place, YGT prepared to reap the benefits of the support
previously pledged by AHEPA. The Greek organization held an international convention
in Toronto in late August 1964. A delegation, made up of YGT board members Clara
Owens, Steven Spilos, Teddy Farres, and Nicholas Georges, went to the convention with
a proposal that each member of AHEPA pledge ten dollars in support of the Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre. AHEPA did not consent to this proposal but did agree to permit YGT to
solicit all of its local chapters for donations. In addition, the Daughters of Penelope, the
women’s auxiliary of AHEPA, agreed to ask each of its members to make a ten-dollar
pledge. Responsibility for securing the funds was to be at the chapter level — the money
to be raised by whatever means the chapter desired. YGT officers considered this a great
triumph. The two organizations had a combined membership of over forty-five
thousand.”> An Ann Arbor News headline boasted, “Ypsilanti Theatre May Get $1

Million.” Unfortunately, YGT would receive very little money from AHEPA.

The trip to Toronto is interesting, however, in what it reveals about Clara Owens’

3! Gousseff interview.
32«3 AHEPA Groups Pledge Greek Theatre Support,” Ypsilanti Press, 22 August
1964.
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possessiveness of the Greek Theatre project. Owens and Farres stayed together in the
same hotel room while attending the convention. Teddy Farres belonged to the
Daughters of Penelope and some members called to ask her to lunch one day to socialize
and explain the Greek Theatre plans. Owens answered the telephone but never told
Farres about the invitation. Instead, she met the women herself, giving them no reason
for Farres’ absence. Later, Farres found herself in the awkward position of trying to

explain why she had failed to meet her conferees:

I said I didn’t hear anything about the luncheon, but they said, “Clara
Owens came and we asked for you.” And I said, ‘Well, whatever [Clara]
had to say was OK, because I would have said the same thing.” That was
an inkling to tell you, [Clara] felt, ‘I don’t need anybody.’ . .. It was
bitter, very bitter.*>

September brought another crisis over the theatre site in Riverside Park. City
Manager W. Robert Semple proposed a $1.2 million urban renewal project for a large
section of downtown Ypsilanti, including Riverside Park. The proposal involved locating
the theatre opposite Pearl Street, the southern-most of the three sites recommended by
Johnson, Johnson, and Roy. Under this plan, federal money could be obtained to raze
older buildings in disrepair and redevelop the land with apartment towers, offices, and
shops. Semple was careful to stress that buildings of historic significance would be
preserved. Moving the theatre site would bring it closer to the central business district
and Semple suggested an open, terraced plaza as an entryway into the theatre complex
and the park. Semple was convinced that the plan “would provide a proper setting for the

theatre and at the same time be a shot in the arm for downtown businesses.” Another

33 Farres interview.
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major advantage was that this would eliminate arguments over the removal of the Ladies

Library. City council reacted favorably, authorizing a feasibility study of the project.**

This plan did not take YGT completely by surprise. Semple had approached
Clara Owens and a few other members of the board with the idea in July, but they had
informally rejected the suggestion of moving the theatre site. Semple’s public proposal
came at an awkward time for YGT. They were in the midst of an international search for
an architect. Owens claimed that all seventeen of the candidates had seen the park and
preferred the northern-most site. YGT immediately issued a strong statement to the press
signed by Owens, Spilos, and Farres. They protested that “it would be folly to roadblock,
and possibly thereby destroy, a going concemn . . . simply to allow considerably more

tentative projects of indeterminate merit to catch up.”*

When interviewed, city and urban renewal officials explained that, while the
razing of most buildings in the project area could not begin for approximately eighteen
months, it was certainly possible to buy or condemn the few buildings needed to clear the
way for a theatre building at the Pearl Street site. The Greek Theatre need not be delayed
by this new plan. The YGT statement made clear, however, that Owens believed the

proposal was a deliberate attack on the Greek Theatre.

[YGT is] deeply concerned that certain special interest groups seem
to be exerting undue influence upon some members of the City Council
and city officials to block plans to create a classical theatre festival here by
1966.

The latest among many manifestations of this subtle pressure is the
arbitrary decision reached by council Monday night to launch a study of
the downtown area that includes relocating our planned theatre.

34 «City to Study New Downtown Plans,” Ypsilanti Press, 15 September 1964.
3% “Greek Theatre Officers ‘Deplore’ Site Shift Idea,” Ypsilanti Press, 16 September
1964.
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We commend and support the council’s concern with central
business district development, but we deplore the breach of faith with the
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre implicit in the council’s proposal. The council
has for more than a year, and on numerous occasions, supported locating
the theatre centrally in Riverside Park . . . .

[Fundraising] has been accomplished despite continuing harassment
in the form of overt and covert pressures for delay . . . . We feel that
further delay in relocating the planned theatre to fit an urban renewal
scheme would be inimical to the best interest of the Greek Theatre and the
people of Ypsilanti.

We are willing to cooperate and to compromise. But it must be
pointed out that the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre is a going concern.*®
The following day YGT issued a second statement. It was a great deal less

paranoid and somewhat more conciliatory. They recast much of their original argument
in this new tone. To this, YGT added that, “We respectfully submit that not all of the
three sites may be acceptable from a theatrical design standpoint.” They argued that the
complexity of theatre design required that site location and secondary design
considerations, such as terraced plazas, be made subordinate to major design solutions.
Furthermore, YGT could identify no compelling increase in economic benefits to the city
by moving the theatre two to three hundred feet closer to the business district. The
statement urged city council to follow the recommendation of the Johnson, Johnson, and
Roy report that the architect be allowed to chose among the sites. It was on this basis that
prospective architects were being interviewed. In conclusion, Owens and company
professed, somewhat disingenuously, to having “no preconceived ideas about the theatre
site. We trust the judgment of the architects and the consultants — highly competent

professionals — completely.”’

However, at the first annual meeting of YGT that very evening, the urban renewal

36 1ia;
Ibid.
37 “Greek Theatre Clarifies Project Plan Opposition,” Ypsilanti Press, 17 September
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proposal was, once again, the topic of bitter public statement. Vice President Spilos
accused city council of ‘tampering with the success of the theatre.” At the same meeting,
Clara Owens was re-elected president and several new directors were elected. Among
these were: Marvin Felheim, a dynamic and popular professor of English at the
University of Michigan; Ted Rancont, Jr., drama critic for the Ann Arbor News; and
surprisingly, considering recent conflicts, the Chair of the City Historical Committee,

Richard Skinner.>®

A financial statement was also made public at this time. Only $22,000 of the
nearly $120,000 in pledges had been collected. That amount combined with other gifts,
loans, and charter memberships brought the total funds available to just over $33,000.
However, disbursements over $30,000 left the organization with only $2,372 cash-on-

hand.*®

A few days later, YGT announced that they had hired Harry Weese and
Associates of Chicago as the architects for their new theatre. Preliminary plans called for
the theatre to be based on the Greek Hellenistic form with a fifteen hundred to two
thousand-seat semi-circular auditorium, fully enclosed and air-conditioned, facing an
open stage. Workshops, administrative space, storage, and an intimate two hundred and
fifty-seat proscenium theatre were also to be part of the complex. Weese had designed
the recently completed Arena Stage in Washington DC and a twenty-two hundred-seat

theatre in the Milwaukee Center for the Performing Arts, as well as other smaller theatres

1964.

38 «Greek Theatre Chooses Directors, Gets Reports,” Ypsilanti Press, 18 September
1964.

39 “First Annual Report of the Board of Directors, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, Inc.” 17
September 1964, Farres papers.
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in Orlando, Florida and Portland, Oregon.*® The Ypsilanti Press characterized Weese as
“without question one of the leading architects in the entire United States, and probably

in the world.””*!

Clara Owens was succeeding in her goal to hire professionals who were in the top
of their fields. Next on her list was the hiring of an artistic director of the highest caliber.
There was a committee of board members assigned to this task. Among others, it
included Owens and James Gousseff.*? The choice was narrowed to three men when
Owens decided to arrange and attend a meeting in Paris between Weese and her favorite

candidate, Alexis Solomos.*

Solomos had recently walked away from fourteen years as the artistic director of
the Greek National Theatre to form his own Athenian company, Veakis Proskenion. He
was an acknowledged expert on classical Greek theatre and had published several books
including, The Living Aristophanes. Solomos had credits as an accomplished actor,
designer, translator, and critic, as well as a director. He studied drama in Athens,
London, and at Yale University. He had worked in the United States before, as artistic
director for the Cherry Lane Theatre in 1947 and for the Provincetown Playhouse in New
York City in 1948. Solomos also spent time as a professor of drama at the Royal

Academy of Dramatic Art in London and the National Dramatic School in Athens.*

40 «“Noted Architect Chosen for Greek Theatre Plans,” Ypsilanti Press, 21 September
1964.

41 «“Choice of Architect Major Step Toward Theatre Goal,” editorial, Ypsilanti Press,
23 September 1964.

2 Gousseff interview.

* Owens to Wes [Vivian?], Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of
Michigan.

# «Greek Director Hired By Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 9 December 1964.
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Alexis Solomos and his wife, Kitty, arrived in Paris by train. Solomos met with
Owens for a couple of days talking about the artistic possibilities of the project and then
Weese arrived from Bombay. Weese, Owens, and Solomos met several times for lengthy
meetings, poring over the floor plans for the proposed theatre that they had spread across
the top of the grand piano in Owens’ hotel suite. Owens was pleased with the meetings.
She sent word home to Teddy Farres and her family that, “Weese and Alexis got along
Jjust beautifully. It was certainly worthwhile to get together. The little things about

Greek Theatre were interesting. Solomos brought pictures and maps.”*

Money was a concern, however, and Clara Owens’ initial offer was not enough

for Solomos.

I am sorry that I could not offer Solomos enough money. I offered
him $25,000 a year for two years and to re-negotiate the contract for the
third year. He makes more at home. He has his summer job and now the
winter repertory — also his wife is director of music at one of the big radio
stations. They have two children, 10 and 12. He wants to come next fall
and put his children in school and stay for the year.

He was most helpful and really wants to come, so does she. I just
don’t know what is expected. He is the top man. The more we talked to
him the more I was sure he is what we want. He is not bound by the past —
but he knows it.*¢

Owens had her man and was determined to hire him despite the high cost. Back
in the United States, she told the search committee she had promised Solomos the job if
they could come up with the requisite money. The contract was negotiated and Solomos
agreed to come for two years at $35,000 a year with an option on a third year.*’ This was

in spite of the fact that the search committee had discovered that “the finest of Broadway

* Owens to Teddy, John, and Evans Farres, Farres papers.

*€ Ibid (emphasis in original).

4 «“YGT Expenses for First Year,” Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library,
University of Michigan.
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directors could have been hired for about one fifth of his salary.”*®

In December 1964, Solomos signed a two-year contract set to begin in September
1965. He was to teach a special course at Eastern Michigan University that fall while
preparing a 1966 summer season of Greek theatre. This contract would have a serious

impact on YGT.

Suddenly, there was a tremendous amount of pressure to open the first season of
the Greek Theatre by the summer of 1966. Significant amounts of money were being
spent on the services of an artistic director. Several members of the YGT board believe
this pressure forced them into a disastrous decision to proceed with a season before the

organization had the necessary funding and publicity in place.*’

Board members who were fans of the soft-spoken artistic director, as well as those
who were not, agreed that the timing of Owens’ hiring of Solomos was unfortunate: “The
decision to go in ‘66, no matter what, was partly precipitated by Clara walking in the

door with an [artistic director] in tow and we knew we had a fat salary to take care of

there 9’50

We got swept into a thing that it had to happen because Alexis was
here and, because he was the greatest director in the world, it simply had
to happen. My better judgment kept saying, ‘Not this year — a year from
now it needs to happen.” And there just wasn’t the opportunity to have it a
year from now. Everybody said, ‘If we don’t do it now, it will never
happen and Alexis will go back [to Greece].””'

After the hiring of Solomos, money became the most pressing need of YGT.

*8 Gousseff interview.

%9 Farres interview; Gousseff interview; Aziz (Zeke) Jabbour, telephone interview by
author, tape recording, 15 July 1998; Rumelhart interview.

%% Gousseff interview.

5! Rumelhart interview.
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Owens was frustrated with the progress of the local fund drive. The campaign had
already run on past several scheduled completion dates. October 1 was only the most
recent one. Jesse Mangas, an old friend of Owens from the Ypsilanti Players, had been
hired as YGT’s office coordinator in August 1964. Writing from Paris in November
1964, Owens told Farres, “I guess Jesse and I are going to reorganize the fund drive and I
will be responsible. If can get the office taking other duties, then I will concentrate on
money alone. Someone has to. We are at dead center.””® It is not clear whether Owens
followed through with this plan; John Calder remained at least the nominal chair of the
campaign in all subsequent newspaper accounts.

YGT was delaying the start of a national fundraising campaign until the
completion of the local drive. It was believed that evidence of a strong commitment at
the local level was needed to garner any support at the national level. The slow pace
towards their $200,000 goal was stalling the entire effort to expand the drive, although
some overtures were made in a few selected Michigan communities.**

Flint, Michigan boasted its own Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Committee, headed by
Stewart Mott, son of philanthropist, C.S. Mott. The Flint committee was organized in
October 1964. In December, they sponsored a benefit banquet for nearly one hundred
fifty people. The event brought one thousand dollars into YGT coffers.’® Stewart Mott’s
own money doubled that contribution.*

Organizational efforts were underway in Lansing and Grand Rapids, Michigan as

52 “Mangas to Handle Theatre Fund Drive,” Ypsilanti Press 13 August 1964.
53 Owens to Teddy, John, and Evans (emphasis in original).

34 «Area-Wide Group to Aid Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 4 December 1964.

53 «$1,000 Given to Greek Theatre Fund,” Flint Journal, 6 December 1964.
56 “Theatre Donors Announced,” Ypsilanti Press, 16 November 1964.
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well and special efforts were made to stimulate interest in YGT in Ann Arbor. A number
of board members were from Ann Arbor, the YGT women’s committee had an Ann
Arbor division, and, in November 1964, YGT issued over one thousand invitations for an
Ann Arbor reception. Owens and Calder spoke. Owens gave the audience an overview
of the Greek Theatre project, including details of Weese’s preliminary plans for the
theatre building. Calder sketched the progress of the fund drive to date. He also took
care to stress that the YGT would “not be in conflict with the Ann Arbor theatres . . . .
“The more theatre conscious the public becomes the better it will be for all of us,” he
asserted.” Attendees at the reception were told of various parts of YGT’s plans,
including ideas for the permanent building.*’

The preliminary designs delineated by Weese called for a round structure
embedded in the side of the valley bluff, creating both street level and park level
entrances. The plans effectively eliminated the central site, leaving just the one at the
foot of Washtenaw Avenue and the other at the foot of Pearl Street under consideration.
Weese stated that the sites were of equal value and identified advantages and
disadvantages to both. He believed the choice of site was best made at the local level.’®
City council scheduled a study meeting in early December 1964, announcing publicly
that they were disappointed by the failure of both Johnson, Johnson, and Roy and Weese

and Associates to recommend a single site.*> The meeting however was postponed

indefinitely because Weese was unable to attend.®

57 «Ann Arbor Residents Asked to Aid Greek Theatre Cause,” Ypsilanti Press, 11
November 1964.

58 « Area-Wide Group.”

59 “Greek Theatre Site Clarification Sought,” Ann Arbor News, 8 December 1964.

60 « Theatre Conference Postponed,” Ypsilanti Press, 10 December 1964.
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Finally, in early January 1965, Howard Hershberger, Weese’s project manager,
explained in detail the specific advantages and disadvantages of both sites to the YGT
board of directors. He told them that, because there was no firm commitment that the
total redevelopment program for the Pearl Street site could be completed in timely
fashion, his preference was for the Washtenaw Avenue site. Hershberger reminded the
board that timing was critical if they hoped to have a theatre building for a 1966 opening
season. Board member Thomas Yeotis told the group about “the laborious and drawn-out
efforts to proceed with Urban Renewal” which he had experienced while working on a
project in Flint, Michigan. A vote was called and fifteen of the nineteen directors present
endorsed the Washtenaw Avenue site.®'

The next evening, Hershberger spoke to a large gathering of civic leaders,
including members of the YGT board, Ypsilanti City Council, Industrial Development
Corporation, Chamber of Commerce, Planning Commission, City Historical Committee,
Ypsilanti Historical Society, and the mayor and city manager. Herschberger told the
group that, while both sites were equally suitable for the proposed theatre structure, the
Washtenaw Avenue site could be developed at a substantially lower cost to the city. The
costs of building acquisitions and removals needed immediately to make the Pearl Street
site usable would exceed $100,000 and further removals and improvements that would be
required within a short time might run into millions of dollars. In contrast, Hershberger
explained, the Washtenaw site required only the removal of the Ladies Library, already
owned by the city. Demolition would cost only a few thousand dollars. Hershberger told

the gathering that the old library was sound enough to move, but that the estimated

¢! Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 7 January
1965, Farres papers.
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$70,000 it would cost to do so might be prohibitive.**

Hershberger was convincing and an informal agreement was reached with YGT
on the Washtenaw site. Despite the agreement, Dr. William Edmunds, president of
Project 73, was reluctant to give the Ladies Library to the Greek Theatre. “‘[The]
priority of the theatre is preeminent . . . [but] can’t we have both? ... Once you start
removing these century buildings, where do you stop? We must start to preserve
somewhere along the line.””®® Two more requests would be made for the Ladies Library
to be converted into a city museum. City council remained undecided. Finally, on 6
April 1965, the Ypsilanti City Council formally approved the Washtenaw site.** It would
not be until July 1965 that they approved a draft of the lease on the park.®’

The YGT board had been working on sponsoring a “Greek Week” in Ypsilanti
schools to generate some publicity. The Royal Greek Embassy in Washington DC
provided some materials. YGT managed to interest State Senator, George S. Fitzgerald
of Grosse Pointe Park, in the event. He sponsored a resolution, which passed, making the
week of February 1 - 7, 1965 a state-wide “Greek Week.”®® The event garnered some
useful publicity for YGT and more state-wide press coverage came when Michigan
AHEPA chapters named Clara Owens, “Greek Woman of the Year.”’

An announcement of the hiring of Tom Patterson as a consultant to YGT was

deliberately timed to coincide with “Greek Week.” A decision had been made in January

62 “Greek Theatre Site Understanding Reached,” Ann Arbor News, 9 January 1965,
“Greek Theatre Location is Recommended,” Ypsilanti Press, 9 January 1965.

63 “Greek Theatre Location is Recommended.”

64 «City Oks Theatre Location,” Ypsilanti Press, 7 April 1965.

6 »Theatre Lease Eyed,” Ypsilanti Press, 13 July 1965.

6 «Greek Week Now State-Wide,” Ypsilanti Press, 2 February 1965.

67 «“Mrs. Owens Acclaimed ‘Greek Woman Of Year,”” Ann Arbor News, 3 February
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by the board to hire Patterson for a minimum of five days at one hundred dollars per
day.®® Patterson’s primary duties were to help with the national fundraising campaign.
James Brown, Jr.’s editorial in the Ypsilanti Press enthusiastically approved this move by
YGT. He believed the presence of Patterson would lend legitimacy to YGT’s foundation
appeals, as would Weese’s presence on the project.®’

Patterson’s presence, however, produced few tangible results. He may have had
numerous valuable contacts, including a few in New York, but most of his contacts were
Canadian. YGT was approaching American and Greek foundations and philanthropists
not Canadian ones.”® Even Patterson’s staunchest allies had to concede he was more
suited to selling a dream than raising money to make it a reality. Stratford’s first
production manager, Cecil Clarke, had found Patterson’s fundraising efforts to be pitiful.
In a letter to Tanya Moiseiwitsch, he complained,

Tom is a sweet chap and [my wife] and I are very fond of him but as

a general manager he’s pretty hopeless — a dreamer with no idea how to

make his dreams practical realities. I have to force him to answer letters.

Usually I write them myself and get him to sign them.”!

Patterson’s one hundred dollars per day was not a good investment for YGT,
though, not long after his hiring, the local fundraising campaign finally hit its $200,000

goal. The way was clear to solicit funds outside of the local area. That same day, the

first wire service story about the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre was written by Associated Press

68 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 7 January
1965.

69 “Hiring of Tom Patterson Big Boost to Theatre Drive,” editorial, Ypsilanti Press, 10
February, 1965.

7 patterson’s success at Stratford was with selling the idea of a Canadian Shakespeare
Festival. When serious fundraising was required, Patterson failed to produce, frustrating
Stratford Festival organizers. Eventually, he was asked to step down from his position of
General Manager.

™! Clarke to Moiseiwitsch, quoted in Pettigrew and Portman, Stratford, 1:52.
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writer Phil Thomas and published throughout Michigan, the United States, Greece and
other European countries.”” National publicity, however, did not translate into national
enthusiasm for YGT and the Greek Theatre’s ambitious fundraising goals were never
realized.

In April 1965, YGT made public Weese’s final plans for the theatre building
(Figures 7 —9). It was a unique design with a modern tent-like exterior enclosing a
classically influenced seating plan. It is interesting that Stratford’s permanent building
was also designed to resemble a tent, though Weese made no mention of any influence
from that quarter when he described his reasons for the design. “‘The Greeks never
enclosed a theatre,” Weese explained. ‘So I had to guess what they would have done if
they had wanted to enclose one. A tent seemed the obvious answer. This is a steel and
concrete tent placed atop a classical Greek theatre.””” Actually, the roof of terra cotta
panels supported by high tension steel cables was more reminiscent of a velarium than
any tent. A velarium was a canopy of linen and cotton used in many ancient Roman
structures including the Coliseum in Rome.

Weese believed there would be many advantages to this unique roof. The 210-
foot diameter roof was to be

. . . supported only at the farthest possible points of the structure, so
that from the interior it appears to float without visible support.

To enhance the ‘Feeling of sky’ thus created the architect has
specified an inner ceiling made of a heavy, beaded plastic fabric that will
soar in folded convolutions across the top of the auditorium interior. All
of the theatre’s stage lighting is to be mounted on catwalks and platforms
above the ceiling fabric.

Construction of the startling roof system is to be accomplished in

stages . . . . The first stage is the stringing of the steel cables from a central
‘scene building’ to a huge steel ring around the circumference of the main

72 «Ypsi Greek Theatre Gets World Publicity,” Ypsilanti Press, 24 February 1965.
73 «“Greek Theatre Building To Be Unique,” Ann Arbor News, 15 April 1965.
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Figure 7 — Weese Design for YGT: Exterior View

Figure 8 — Weese Design for YGT: Section View
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Figure 9 — Weese Design: Groundplan View
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building. The second will be the placement of thousands of pounds of

lead weights on the cables to make them sag downward. Once the lead

weights have produced a slight sag, terra cotta panels will be placed

between the cables to about halfway up.

Once the panels are in place, the lead weights will be removed and

the cables (Weese and his engineers say) will ‘spring back’ to force the

panels into a solid roof of great structural rigidity. The dynamic tension

on the cables is expected to give the building an unusually ’tight’ and

trouble-free roof.74

This modern suspension roof covered a playing space and seating arrangement
heavily influenced by Greek and Roman theatre architecture. Cables for the roof of the
Weese design were to be attached to a nearly fifty-foot tall “scene building” suggestive of
the skene of ancient Greek theatres. The height of the scene building was more in
keeping with the scaena frons of a Roman theatre than the analogous skene of a classical
Greek theatre. However, unlike the niched and statuary-laden scaena frons, the surface
of this building was to be smooth. Walls curved from either side of the structure towards
the orkestra to form an opening fifty-six feet high, seventy-two feet wide, and twenty feet
deep. This opening could be altered in size and shape by “architecturally integrated
masking panels.” The stage floor behind the opening was built on a hydraulic elevator.
The height of the scene building allowed for a counterweighted fly system by which
painted drops and other scenery could be raised and lowered. It also contained rigging
for cranes to be used for those entrances of gods from on high that are called for in so
many Greek plays. Floor sockets and rigging provisions were made for periaktoi, three-

sided painted scenery that pivoted on a central axis.”® Periaktoi were an innovation of the

Hellenistic theatre.

74 11
Ibid.
75 Untitled speech, Patterson Papers, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre File, Stratford Festival
Archives (hereafter cited as Patterson papers, Stratford Festival Archives).
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The scene building was designed to be used

. .. as anything from a blank wall to a complete and detailed set. It [would

be] possible to use rear projection effects on a screen across its front or to

open up the entire structure adding its depth to the depth of the ‘orchestra’

playing area.”

A forestage, comparable to proskenion of the classical Greek theatre, the logeion
of Hellenistic Greek theatres, and the pulpitum of the Roman theatres, jutted out from the
scene building. It, too, was built on a hydraulic elevator. Its dimensions were
approximately fifty-two feet long by sixteen feet deep.”’

The circular orkestra was to be approximately forty-four feet in diameter. It was
trapped and the combination of the orkestra and proskenion stages contained the axes for
three large tilting turntables.”® Actors could enter this major playing space a number of
ways. They could enter from the scene building. There were also entrances, or paradoi,
on either side of the scene building. Paradoi are a feature of the earliest extant Greek
theatre, the Theatre of Dionysus on the Acropolis. Other approaches to the orkestra
included two tunnel-like corridors known as vomitoria leading from dressing rooms
under the main auditorium. Additional passageways led from the dressing rooms to the
scene building and the paradoi. The vomitoria and passageways are a decidedly Roman
construct. Vomitoria were never a part of classical or Hellenistic Greek theatre
architecture.

Scenery and costume shops were located eighteen feet below the stage and main

auditorium. The hydraulic elevators of the orkestra could be lowered to the shop level

76 “Greek Theatre Building To Be Unique.”
_7; Untitled speech, Patterson papers, Stratford Festival Archives.
Ibid.
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but access was through a passageway that would have severely limited the size of scenery
travelling through it. Had the theatre been built, this surely would have created a huge
inconvenience for scene designers and technicians.”

The auditorium closely resembled those engineered by the ancient Greeks. Weese
claimed that “modern techniques could improve very little on the Greeks in this

80 Weese modeled the rake of the auditorium on the ancient theatres in

department.
Athens and at Epidaurus. This meant that the 1,900 seats would be more steeply tiered
than was typical for modern proscenium theatres. Seating was to wrap around the
circular orkestra a few degrees beyond a true semi-circle. This feature was imitative of
Greek theatres. The seats themselves were not to be the traditional folding-type, but
rather would be formed by armrests protruding from the backs of upholstered benches.®!
Approximately two-thirds of the way up the house ran a wide cross-aisle,
analogous to a diazoma, a feature of the earliest classical Greek theatre on the slopes of
the Acropolis and many other Greek and Roman theatres. The diazoma provided easy
access to side aisles going up and down to any seat. Furthermore, tracks for curtains
were rigged above the aisle, allowing the upper bank of seats to be closed off from the
rest of the auditorium. This cut the seating capacity of the theatre to approximately 900
seats. The tracks were incorporated into the design with smaller community events in the
Festival off-season in mind. Vomitoria led off the diazoma to an “intermission gallery.”*

The entrance lobby was quite small for a theatre with a 1,900-seat capacity. This

was a deliberate design decision on Weese’s part because the lobby was supplemented by

™ George Bird, interview by author, tape recording, Ypsilanti, MI, 6 July 1999.
80 «Greek Theatre Building To Be Unique.”

8! Untitled speech, Patterson papers, Stratford Festival Archives.
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an intermission gallery, where patrons could “promenade between acts.”®® The gallery
wrapped around three-quarters of the circumference of the building. The exterior wall of
the gallery was sheathed in glass, providing a panoramic view of Riverside Park and the
Huron River. The gallery was designed to be easily adaptable to art exhibits and other
community events. The combination of the entrance lobby with the intermission gallery
created, according to Weese, “more useable lobby space than most theatres of
comparable size.”%*

Undemneath the entrance lobby, Weese placed a 200-seat flexible theatre. It was
intended to be used as a rehearsal hall for the company during the season, as well as an
additional venue for small Festival and community events. The small theatre could be
arranged for either frontally-oriented or arena staging.®’

The unique nature of the Greek theatre resulted in a singular design by Harry
Weese and Associates. On 1 May 1965, Ted Rancont, Jr., drama critic of the Ann Arbor
News and YGT’s press agent, presented the design at the fifth annual United States
Institute of Theatre Technology (USITT) conference at Indiana University. Russell

(Y1)

Johnson, chairman of the conference, called the plans “the conversation piece of the

conference . . . . Everyone was very much impressed with the boldness and artistic

potential of the project. This is a theatre for which there is no modern precedent.’””¢

There certainly were many features in the Weese design to please the conferees.®’

8 “Greek Theatre Will Combine Modern with Ancient,” Ypsilanti Press, 17 April
1965.

84 “Greek Theatre Building to Be Unique,”

% Ibid.

% “Greek Theatre Draws Attention at Parley,” Ann Arbor News, 4 May 1965.

87 It seems highly unlikely, however, that the theatre could have been built for the
estimated three million dollars, particularly with the lavish amount of stage machinery
involved such as trapped hydraulic elevators and large tilting turntables.
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Two days before Rancont’s presentation, G. A. Brakeley and Company,
Incorporated, a professional fundraising firm from New York, presented their feasibility
report to the full YGT board. The Brakeley firm had been hired by the board to perform
“a feasibility and directional study to gauge national interest in and support for the
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre and attempt to determine whether a fundraising program is
desirable and feasible.”®

The report was generally positive but it did call attention to significant
weaknesses within the YGT organization and to the immensity of the challenge it faced.
The report highlighted the urgent need for high-powered fundraising leadership at a
national level. It was developed through formal interviews with “board members,
representatives of ethnic organizations, the theatrical profession and the performing arts,
the Greek government, the Greek Orthodox Church and persons informed as to prevailing
philanthropic patterns.”® Two interesting names on this list of interviewees are Mrs.
George Romney, wife of the governor of Michigan, and Roger Stevens, special assistant
on the arts to President Johnson and soon to be chairman of a newly established National
Endowment for the Arts.

The Brakeley study is important for two contrasting reasons. First, it provides an
objective analysis of YGT at a crucial stage of its development. Secondly, excerpts from
the various interviews are printed in an appendix to the report. They serve up a

smorgasbord of subjective commentary about YGT.

The positive assessments supplied in these interviews vary little from YGT’s own

88 «ypsilanti Greek Theatre, Inc. Feasibility and Directional Study,” (New York: G.A.
Brgkeley, April 1965) 1, Farres papers (hereafter cited as Brakeley report).
Ibid, 2.
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promotional material. Some of the more negative comments indicate that not everyone
interviewed had full confidence in YGT. Interviewees were guaranteed confidentiality,
so the following excerpts are not attributed to specific sources.

The big question is will people pay professional theatre prices to see
Greek Drama.

Can it — or should it ever be revived!

I am afraid that people in Detroit can’t get too excited over what
happens in Ypsilanti.

The site has one fault — it is too dangerously close to Ann Arbor.

I feel that the project has outgrown the Board of Directors.

There is no one connected with the program that could excite the
attention of those people who are needed to organize nationally.

Don’t expect too much from the Greek Organizations — they have
their own pet projects.

The amount of money needed scares me.

No matter how you look at it — the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre will be in
competition with the University of Michigan for the philanthropic dollar.

Raising money is difficult — raising it for a Ypsilanti Greek Theatre
would seem impossible.”

The objective portion of the analysis listed the favorable and unfavorable factors
in the case for developing a classic Greek theatre in Ypsilanti and for fundraising for the
project. The lists are extensive. The favorable factors for a classic Greek theatre center
on the nature and origin of the plays: as the earliest source of Western drama and as
products of the earliest democracy. Stress was also placed on the cultural, artistic and
educational opportunities such a theatre could provide. The writers of the Brakeley
report believed that the “presence of a highly competent and professional Greek theater
would stimulate the speech and drama departments of [Eastern Michigan University, the
»91

University of Michigan, Wayne State University, and Michigan State University].

Further positive attributes of the project included its geographic location in the

90 Brakeley report, Appendix B.
! Brakeley report, 7.
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center of the metropolitan area of southeastern Michigan and the beauty of the proposed
building site. The successes of the Tyrone Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis and of the
Stratford Festival in Ontario were taken as encouraging signs, and yet the unique nature
of the Greek theatre meant there would be no directly analogous professional
competition. The corporate support of the “big three” auto makers: Ford, General
Motors, and Chrysler Motors, led the writers to hope that support from other national
corporations would be forthcoming.*?

These favorable factors were set against some negative ones. The report warned
YGT that there was little exposure or understanding of the Greek theatre even among the
culturally sophisticated citizens of the United States. It mentioned a critical shortage of
qualified actors and directors for this type of theatre, as well as a shortage of playable
translations. They felt that Ypsilanti as a location suffered from a “lack of focus.” It was
too far from Detroit and too close to Ann Arbor and the University of Michigan, which
had a competing professional theatre program in the Association of Producing Artists.
Furthermore, YGT seemed to suffer from a lack of “short and long-range fiscal
planning.” Finally, the authors of the Brakeley report believed that the name, Ypsilanti
Greek Theatre, was “not sufficiently attractive or provocative.”*

The most critical, controversial, and cogent remarks made in the Brakeley report
dealt with the prospective fundraising leadership of YGT. While they found the board of
directors of YGT to be “respected and dedicated individuals” and their president to be a

“guiding and dynamic force behind the program,” they found seven seriously unfavorable

factors affecting the potential for fundraising at the national level.

92 1bid, 8-9.
93 Ibid, 9-11.
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1. There is meager precedent for organized major gift solicitation of
national scope by the volunteer leadership of the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre.

2. While respected and dedicated individuals are associated with the
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, the lack of representation on the Board by
nationally known and affluent individuals will seriously hamper
organization of a national fund-raising program.

3. The local composition of the Board of Directors’ leadership may
present a deterent [sic] to securing interest and participation of top level
national figures.

4. Those in a position to comment indicated that there is a lack of
direct constructive communication within the Board of Directors and
among its members and that decisions are occasionally arbitrary and/or
dictatorial.

5. The present Ypsilanti Greek Theatre leadership does not fully
appreciate ‘art for art’s sake’ — (the Greek Theatre for culture). For the
most part the Board is dedicated to the potential and beneficial economic
effect this program could have on Ypsilanti. This appears as the initial
and basic motivation.

6. Many top leaders in Ann Arbor and even in Ypsilanti have not
been approached to participate in the volunteer structure of the
organization.

7. The advantages of endorsements by the Universities of Michigan,
Michigan State, Eastern Michigan and Wayne are not fully appreciated by
some of the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre leadership.”

There is much in this list that could not have pleased Clara Owens. Item four
directly comments on her leadership style as “arbitrary and dictatorial.” The call for
changing the composition of the board to include leaders of national stature threatened
her desire for complete control over the project. This reluctance to relinquish control
explains, in part, the failure to contact certain leaders referred to in item six. There were
certain citizens of both Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti whom Owens was unwilling to approach
because she believed they would threaten her control. Owens’ attitude towards the
leaders of Project 73 is a case in point.

The lack of focus on the artistic possibilities of the Greek Theatre by the board as

described in item five may, at first, seem a minor consideration. However, it later turned

% Ibid, 11-13.
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out to be huge difficulty as the summer of 1966 was winding down and YGT’s artistic
success had failed to translate into financial success.”

In 1965, the YGT leadership was faced with numerous challenges that led the
Brakeley Company to conclude that YGT and its board lacked “the leadership ability to
raise anything like the amount of money required for its proposed program.” These
included the intense competition for the philanthropic dollar from other culturally-
oriented causes, as well as religious and educational institutions; the limited financial
substance of board members; a lack of potential large-gift prospects; the lack of serious
interest in the project by AHEPA or wealthy Greek individuals; and a “general resistance
on the part of most corporations to making substantial contributions to capital campaigns
for culture.” Furthermore, the Brakeley report warned,

Solicitations of major gifts take time — they usually average eight months

from initial contact to contribution . . . . The contracts, legal commitments,

promises and the timetable adopted by the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre

leadersh?) sets a condition of urgency for immediate and successful fund
... 9

raising.

This warning is one that strikes a chord with YGT interviewees. Many
commented that, had they had it to do over again, they would have waited another year
before they attempted a season in order to secure the funding and audience development

that YGT so sorely needed.”’” There was fear, however, that momentum would be lost if

the season was delayed. Even the Brakeley report warned about the dangers of appearing

%5 The board members who believed in the Greek theatre only as a business proposition
and not as an artistic dream eventually withdrew their support. The defections were so
rampant that it seemed to board member, Judy Riecker that “by August no one was
there.” Several board members abandoned YGT financially as well, failing to pay off
substantial pledges.

% Brakeley report, 14-19.

7 Farres interview; Gousseff interview; Jabbour interview; Tom Patterson, interview
by author, tape recording, Stratford, Ontario, 12 August 1998; Rumelhart interview.
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to be raising money for a promised — rather than an ongoing — program.”® Above all,
Alexis Solomos’ large two-year contract set to begin in September 1965 was mandating a
1966 opening season. The decision made in December 1964 to sign Solomos precluded
the delay recommended by the Brakeley report.

The Brakeley study concluded that YGT could succeed if it implemented several
essential recommendations. YGT needed to hire a qualified and competent executive
director as soon as possible. The board of directors should be expanded to include people
of great potential to the national scope of the fundraising program. Furthermore, these
people should be placed in key positions of responsibility. The focus of the fundraising
program should change as well. The local fundraising program had been sold by
describing what the YGT could do for Ypsilanti. The national program needed to sell the
product by describing what YGT could do for the national cultural climate. Precise plans
should be made in terms of immediate and long range financial needs as well as the
artistic, building, educational, and administrative programs of YGT. Endorsements and
support should immediately be sought from the four major area universities. The
building site acquisition and a positive Internal Revenue Service ruling on a tax-exempt
status should be expedited. Consideration should be given to changing the organization’s
name because “Ypsilanti Greek Theatre” might not be useful in a national appeal. A
realistic timetable and schedule that was related to the development of national support
should be adopted. Finally, a fundraising firm, such as Brakeley and Company, should
employed as soon as possible.”

The Ypsilanti Press published a brief article about the Brakeley report on 30 April

%8 Brakeley report, 23.
% Ibid, 20-22.

73



1965. The article mentioned that the study had been submitted to the board of directors
the night before, that the company had determined that the plan was feasible, and that

they recommended that an executive director with a fundraising committee of national

100

reputation be obtained immediately. ~ The next day, the Ypsilanti Press received an

angry and anonymous letter to the editor. James Brown did not publish the letter;
instead, he forwarded it to Clara Owens for comment. She refused to do so until she had
met with her board and the letter, which follows, was placed on the agenda of the May 14
board meeting.

I believe it is the duty of the Ypsilanti Press [sic] to acquaint the
people of Ypsilanti with the true facts about the ‘Ypsilanti Greek Theater’
project.

I believe the people of Ypsilanti should see the facts reported in the
Blakeley [sic] Feasibility Report — This [sic] is the firm hired to
investigate the possibilities of the Ypsilanti Greek Theater.

The sugar-coated news items printed in the Ypsilanti Press [sic] are
quite different from the true facts in the report. The report points the
incomptence [sic] of the present Board of Directors. It points out their
lack of interest in ‘Art and Culture’. They are selfishly seeking personal
gain. It points out that the project must be dis-associated [sic] from
Ypsilanti. The word ‘Ypsilanti’ must be dropped from the name of the
project, and the supervision of the project must be placed in the hands of
‘big city interest.’

The land given for this project belongs to the Tax-payers. They have
a right to know the truth. It is the duty of the Ypsilanti Press [sic] — at this
time — to print an accounting of all monies and pledges received by the
Ypsilanti Greek Theater. Also, How [sic] much of these monies have
been spent and what the money was spent for.

This project was advertised as a ‘Civic Project’ and people were
pressured into pledging large sums of money. These people have a right
to know where this money is going and what they are getting in return.

Mr. Editor, I urge you to read and study the Blakeley [sic] Feasibility
Report. Each member of the Board of Directors has a copy. Then, instead
of printing the sugar-coated nonsence [sic] prepared by a press agent, Print
[sic] the truth. There’s no reason for the present great secrecy. This is
being financed with the people’s money.

19 “Theatre Plan Feasible,” Ypsilanti Press, 30 May 1965.
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*Because I am closely associated with this project, I can not identify
myself at this time.
THANK You!'"!

The letter exaggerates the negative tone of the Brakeley report. It is highly likely,
however, that the letter’s author was a member of the YGT board, though none of the
board members interviewed claimed, or even speculated as to its authorship. The
Brakeley study was marked confidential, each copy was numbered, and they were
distributed only to YGT’s board. Unfortunately, there are no minutes available for the
business meeting during which this letter was discussed.

There is some anecdotal evidence however, that the anonymous letter writer was
not alone in his or her frustration with YGT’s money-raising strategies. Future Greek
Theatre chorus member, William Cross, found that

. . a lot of people were alienated about the way they were asked for
money

. . .. I heard rumors that a lot of people were quite offended with the

sledgehammer kind of brutal tactics of fundraising and were insulted by it.

And a lot of people said, ‘O.K., damn it! Here! I’'m writing you a check

now, God damn it, leave me alone!’ There was a lot of that I think — a

kind of bitter feeling.'®?

Another prospective contributor commented that

The thing that rubbed some of us the wrong way is that we were expected

to contribute. Whether we wanted to or not was beside the point; we were

expected to do it. It was a not very professional way of going about

soliciting contributions for this highly speculative enterprise.'

Tom Patterson expressed discomfort with the fundraising tactics of YGT too,

particularly with Clara Owens’ techniques. This discomfort became so profound that he

191 Anonymous letter attached to Clara to Directors, 11 May 1965, Farres papers
(underlining, asterisk, and all-capitals in the original).

192 william Cross, interview by author, tape recording, Ann Arbor, MI, 17 July 1998.

19 Bird interview.
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would try to avoid bringing Owens along when he solicited funds for YGT.'™ He also
resented the presence of the Brakeley Company. In April 1965, he wrote to Owens and
asked for clarification of his responsibilities. He believed his purpose was fundraising,
but he did not want George Brakeley to “get the big money,” while he was a “little
recompensed figurehead.”'*

Newspaper accounts of the May 14 board meeting indicate some actions taken as
a result of the Brakeley report. Steps were taken to amend YGT’s letters of incorporation
to meet IRS requirements for tax-exempt status. By early July, they had received a
favorable ruling. The board also voted to obtain an executivg director and a national
fundraising chairman as quickly as possible. The rest of the Brakeley report was tabled
until the chairman had been selected. The ostensible rationale for this decision was that
the chairman (whoever he might be) would have his own advice on the recommendations
of the report.'%

It is evident, however, that the Brakeley report contained conclusions the YGT
board was unwilling to accept. A document entitled, “Greek Theater Report, 1965” was
prepared in response to the feasibility study. It is not clear exactly when, by whom, or for
what audience the report was prepared, but it contains YGT’s official response to the
Brakeley study. The document deals with the Brakeley report in a selective manner.
Certain criticisms are accepted, others are rejected, and some are not even mentioned.

The response agreed that there should be a shift away from “what YGT can do for

Ypsilanti” to “what YGT can do for the national cultural climate.” The need for short

14 patterson interview.

195 patterson to Owens, 21 April 1965, Patterson papers, Stratford Festival Archives.

19 «Theatre Slates Public Meeting,” Ypsilanti Press, 15 May 1965; “YGT Gets
Favorable Tax Ruling,” Ann Arbor News, 8 July 1965.
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and long term planning was acknowledged, as were the difficulties with the location and
the name of the project.

As to the Brakeley firm’s charge that the local composition of the board of
directors’ leadership would be a detriment to national fundraising, the YGT report replied
that the Brakeley firm,

. . . failed to take into the account the initiative, vision and imagination of

those same local leaders. Yet the [Brakeley] report was silent on the

‘how’ of interesting [national] leaders . . . . Getting competent leadership

for any type of project is virtually impossible unless it is achieved by a

quirk of fate. National leaders who could be effective have self-interests

and are constantly fending off groups such as the Greek Theater project.'®’

The response argued that energy should not be wasted in such a fruitless search.
Rather, strong local and regional support should be sought. Furthermore, “the Greek
Theater board must welcome this support . . . . Misunderstanding and lack of
comprehension until now has been the only deterent [sic] to such a unification of effort.”
The approach to the Greek community had been “misjudged” and should focus more on
“what the Greek Theatre could do for Greek-Americans and Greece itself.” The report
concluded that, “The job at hand now is fund raising from a regional approach, the 1966
Festival, and the review and implementation of a masterplan. To concentrate on any
other aspect will take away the chances of success of any one of the three.”'%

Choosing to hear only what it wanted to hear, YGT resumed its double-time
march towards a 1966 season. They did not give up hope of a national fundraising

campaign immediately. By the end of May, they announced the hiring of Tom Patterson

as executive director for the festival. Earlier, as a paid consultant, Patterson had made

197 «“Greek Theater Report, 1965,” Ypsilanti Greek Theatre Collection, Eastern
Michigan University Archives (hereafter cited as YGT collection, EMU Archives).
198 «Greek Theater Report, 1965,” 12-16.
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trips to New York and to Athens on behalf of YGT. In Athens, he had met with the
Greek film star, Melina Mercouri, and obtained a verbal commitment from her (which
never materialized) to perform in the 1966 festival season.'® Patterson told the press that
his first task as executive director would be to select a chairman for the national
fundraising campaign. “I am positive I will have someone in a month or two.”!'°

A public meeting was held 3 June 1965 in which YGT announced a four million-
dollar fund drive. The treasurer’s report made at that same meeting is striking evidence
of just how unprepared YGT was for the immensity of such a task. Cash-on-hand totaled
less than $2,300. Only $52,000 of the original $200,000 in pledges had actually been
collected. Some of the rest of the money was in pledges spread over yearly payments of
up to three years and $59,000 of it was in “letters of intent” to be paid at a future date.
Even more ominous were the nearly $5,000 worth of cancelled or non-current pledges.'"!

The month or two Patterson needed to find a fundraising chairperson stretched to
three and then four. By the second annual meeting on 30 September 1965, Patterson still
had not produced a fundraising chair or any significant donations to YGT. Various board
members told the public assembly that lack of money had the project at a crisis point,
while Patterson commented that there was “some value in having the theatre project in

M2 This observation

the ‘panic stage,”” because excitement would build under pressure.
must have been incredibly annoying to board members already frustrated by Patterson’s

lack of progress.

199 patterson interview. Although Patterson recollects travelling to Athens on behalf of
YGT, there is no evidence in the financial data that YGT ever paid for such a trip.
::‘: “Greek Theatre Ready to Launch $4-Million Drive,” Ypsilanti Press, 4 June 1965.
Ibid.
12 «Greek Theatre Slates Crash Program to Get National Fund Drive Going,” Ypsilanti
Press, 1 October 1965.
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By the end of October, Patterson was no longer executive director of YGT. Clara
Owens claimed she fired him; Tom Patterson claims to have quit; and the official
statement to the press claimed that the decision was “mutually agreed upon.”'"? Looking
back on the incident over a year later, Owens wrote,

We felt we were very lucky to find Tom Patterson . . . very available . . . .

He came on a contract of 6 month intervals, the first 6 months to be spent

in national fund raising. Tom is a very nice person, charming in many

ways, [but] his heart is still in Stratford. We found at the end of three

months that nothing was happening, no money was coming in, no
prospects, and that TP was an alcholic [sic].'**

On 23 October 1965, Owens sent Patterson his final paycheck accompanied by
this letter:

The Executive Board of the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre at a recent
meeting, expressed great concern over your conduct the night of October

18.

You have deliberately not reported for work since October 18, and
have not carried out any of the assignments made to you previous to that
date. It has been necessary to employ others to carry out your duties.

For these reasons we must regard your contract as terminated by you

on October 18 ... .'"

This letter certainly piques curiosity over the events of the evening of October 18 but no
other reference to an untoward incident has been found and Patterson has no comment.

Patterson, for his part, blames his lack of success on Clara Owens. He maintains
that he was not given sufficient time to build up a relationship with wealthy and

prestigious donors. He had connections with Mrs. Edsel Ford through her interest in the

Stratford Festival, but he asserts that he was embarrassed to take Owens to see Ford.

113 Owens to Wes [Vivian?], Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of
Michigan; Patterson interview; “Patterson Leaves Theatre Post,” Ypsilanti Press, 28
October 1965.

1% Owens to Wes [Vivian?].

115 Owens to Patterson, 23 October 1965, Patterson papers, Stratford Festival Archives.
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Patterson also recalls an incident in which Owens spotted him in an Ypsilanti bank
soliciting funds for YGT from the manager. Owens called Patterson into the YGT office
and accused him of trading on YGT’s name to obtain a personal loan. In a 1998
interview, Patterson, accused Owens of having “a problem with booze.” This statement
could very easily be unreliable because it is clear that Patterson came to harbor a high
degree of antipathy for Clara Owens. In the same interview, he complained that “she had
an ego, you wouldn’t believe it . . . . She was awful, really.”l 16

The summer and autumn of 1965 were not without some glimmers of hope for
raising funds. In July, Stewart Mott, then chairman of the Flint committee of the YGT,
pledged to match all 1965 contributions generated from the Flint area up to $10,000.""”
That same month, Clara Owens traveled to Washington DC in search of federal aid for
the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. She met with the Michigan delegations in the House and the
Senate.''® In September, the House prepared to debate the act, which had already been
passed by the Senate, establishing the National Foundation for the Arts and Humanities.
Michigan Congressman Wes Vivian stood in the well of the House and told his
colleagues that one of the first projects that should be considered under the new act was
the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre.'"

Once the act was passed, YGT moved quickly to prepare a grant proposal. An
unfortunate circumstance, however, made it highly unlikely their proposal would
succeed. Roger Stevens had been appointed the director of the National Council on the

Arts, which was to control the federal grants. Stevens had been an honorary member of

116 patterson interview.

17 «Stewart Mott to Match $10,000 in Theatre Funds,” Ypsilanti Press, 29 July 1965.
118 «Greek Official Visits Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 2 July 1965.

"9 Congressional Record, House, 89™ Cong., 1 sess., 9 September 1965.
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YGT’s board of directors since early 1965. He had held very little responsibility in this
position, though Patterson had met with him at least once, seeking advice on fundraising
for YGT.!?® Nevertheless, some Republican congressmen argued that Stevens should
avoid any appearance of conflict of interest by refusing to consider grants for
organizations that he had led. Stevens replied in a news conference “I am perfectly
willing to declare unequivocally that no organization with which I have an affiliation will
be entitled to funds from any government program with which I am associated.”'?! Thus,
the potentially fortuitous timing, that YGT would be developing an arts project with
ambitions of attaining national significance just as a federal endowment to support such
projects was created, was nullified.

Alexis Solomos and his family arrived in New York aboard the ocean liner Queen
Elizabeth on 7 September 1965. His arrival generated a New York Times article on the
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. Solomos told the Times that he hoped to “present Greek
tragedy not as something out of a museum but as something live. I hope it will get into
the blood of the American theatergoing public.”'?? Two days later, Solomos gave a
morning news conference in Ypsilanti. He told the assemblage that his dream was to
“make this the universal center of Greek drama” where “guest companies from the entire
world would perform as well as the repertoire company to be organized here.” He also
outlined his plans for the upcoming year. He would teach at Eastern Michigan University
for the fall term only, at the same time making contacts with college students who

potentially could be chorus members. Most of the performers would be professionals

120 patterson to Owens, 21 April 1965.

12l «Greek Theatre to Apply for Grant Under New Act,” Ypsilanti Press, 11 October
1965.

122 “Ypsilanti Plans a Greek Theater,” New York Times, 9 September 1965.
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however, and he planned to travel to New York for major auditions in November. In the
meanwhile, he would search for stage-worthy English translations of the plays. He
would also work closely with the architects on final plans and working drawings. A
special meeting with the architects was scheduled for September 16.'%

Solomos was beginning to learn, however, that the promises made by Clara
Owens in Paris in 1964 were nowhere close to becoming reality in Ypsilanti in 1965.
The evening after that first news conference, Solomos was introduced to the board in a
meeting where Tom Patterson gave a report on the budget and the status of fundraising.
After the report, there followed “a lengthy discussion” on the bare feasibility of a Festival
season in 1966.'%*

Solomos had expected that the theatre would at least be under construction when
he arrived and that money would be in place for a 1966 season. According to Judy
Rumelhart, a board member who became a good friend of Alexis Solomos,

.. . he was very frustrated. . . . When he came here, he was told there was

a theatre he was going to have that was his theatre. He could have the

pick of American actors and actresses to teach and be a part of the theatre

and, of course, there wasn’t. He arrived here . . . and he was pretty much

terrified because he’d sort of walked away from being the Aristophanes

specialist of Greece . . . . He kept saying, ‘What do we do? What do we

do? I don’t know what we are going to do!’ . . . [Owens] was so excited

about [YGT] she got Alexis here too early. If she had said, ‘A year from

now we’ll have the theatre, but I want you to teach at EMU for a year,’

then he would have had that choice to make. But he didn’t have that

choice.'?

Just before he left Ypsilanti, Tom Patterson spoke to Solomos and “gathered he was more

123 «§olomos Combines Role as Professor and Director of Greek Theatre,” Ypsilanti
Press, 9 September 1965.

124 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 9 September
1965, Farres papers.

125 Rumelhart interview.
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worried than ever. I feel also that he does not really think the project is going to go
ahead.”'?

The political situation in Greece in 1965 made it difficult for Solomos to walk
away from the unprepared and under-funded Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. The government
of Prime Minister George Papandreou was embroiled in controversy. Scandal also
swirled around the military. Political and social order was destabilizing and this would
eventually lead to a military coup in April 1967.'* It was a good time for the Solomos
family to live outside of Greece. With little other choice, Solomos decided to stay and try
to make the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre work.

On September 16, there was a day-long meeting between Solomos, Weese and his

associates, and YGT set designer, Eldon Elder. It is not clear whose idea it was to hire
Mr. Elder to design the festival sets. It may have been Solomos’, Owens’, or even
Weese’s. Eldon Elder was already a prominent designer with seventeen major Broadway
and six off-Broadway productions to his credit. He had festival experience as well.
Elder designed costumes and lighting for productions of the American Shakespeare
Festival, the St. Louis Municipal Opera, New York’s City Center, and the New York
Shakespeare Festival.'?®

The evening of September 16, after receiving assurances from Weese that, if

foundation work could be started by December, workman could have a structure ready,

126 patterson to John O’Brien, 23 November 1965, Patterson papers, Stratford Festival
Archives.

127 Taki Theodoracopulos, The Greek Upheaval: Kings, Demagogues and Bayonets
(New York: Caratzas, 1978) 129-162.
128 «press Information: June 28 and 29, 1966,” YGT collection, Ypsilanti Historical
Museum.
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the YGT board voted to set opening night as 23 June 1966.'° At the second annual
meeting of YGT, board members tried to communicate the pressing need for fundraising.
Board member Steve Spilos was blunt, “Up to now we have been play acting. Now the
play must go on . . . .We’re past the green stage. Right now is the time for all to perform.
Go out and ask for money.” YGT vice-president Thor Marsh told the crowd that to meet
the opening day deadline the organization was faced with three options and that money
would largely determine the choice. They could have a completed building by opening
night; they could perform in a building only partially ready; or they could use a
temporary location.'*

At the same meeting, the YGT board of directors was enlarged to twenty-five
members and a slate of twelve new directors was elected. Clara Owens had some
concerns about this election. She wrote to Tom Patterson in August 1965,

Things are at somewhat of a standstill now until after our Annual meeting

with the election of new directors and officers. I suppose they will elect

me again. They haven’t anyone else yet. I am doing a little finagling . . . I

found a small group here wanted to elect certain people as directors . . . so

I found that we had voted at one time to accept absentee ballots, this was

couched in general terms, so I am sending ballots to all the voting

membership, and I shall ask them to return them, and if they don’t care to

make a selection, they may sign the ballot and I will fill in the presidential

choice. I may pick up some votes for the guys I want that way. By

concentrating their vote on three directors, a handful of townspeople could

elect the three.'*!

It is not clear who “the three” were who worried Owens, or whether they were

among the slate of twelve. Nonetheless, this kind of suspicion and subterfuge seems to

be typical of Owens' leadership of YGT. Three names of note, however, were among the

129 “June Theatre Opening Set; Building Details Discussed,” Ypsilanti Press, 17
SePtember 1965.

30 «“Greek Theatre Slates Crash Program.”

131 “Owens to Tom and Pat [Patterson], 28 August 1965, Patterson papers, Stratford

84



new board members. They were Joseph Nederlander, Detroit theatre magnate; Carl R.
Anderson, newly appointed Vice-President at Eastern Michigan University; and John
Mayhew, one of Henry Ford’s vice-presidents and the person who would eventually
replace Clara Owens at the helm of YGT.

Solomos’ choice of Aeschylus’ Oresteia and Aristophanes’ The Birds was
approved by the board at the business meeting which immediately followed the annual
meeting. A third play was still intended for the 1966 season. It was to be a “modern play
inspired by a Greek theme.” From the beginning, there were questions about Solomos’
choice of plays. Stewart Mott urged that Sophocles be considered, “if for any reason the
original choice of plays was not fruitful.”**> The Birds was an especially puzzling choice
given the topicality of Lysistrata in these days of the Vietnam war and of The Clouds in
an area surrounded by many major universities.

Owens used this business meeting to scold her board for not bringing in enough
money. She exhorted each board member to assume his or her share of the workload. If
the present board could not produce, she threatened; “we need new board members and
an entirely new staff.”'**> At the next board meeting on October 14, Owens tried to shake
up the board membership but was foiled, as the majority of the board held that “the
middle of a campaign was a poor time to make any changes as it would hurt the project
locally.”!?*

Two months later, at the final board meeting of 1965, a “Plan of Action” for the

Archives (ellipses in original).

132 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 30 September
1965, YGT collection, EMU Archives.

' Ibid.

134 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 14 October
1965, Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.
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1966 season was approved. It included an operating budget of $795,000 divided in the

following manner:

Table 1 — Proposed Operating Budget 1966

Talent $287,000.00
Technical Staff 69,300.00
Production Supplies and Equipment 74,200.00
Festival Administration 105,200.00
Administrative Supplies and Equipment 150,100.00
Capital Investment 70,000.00
Miscellaneous and Contingency 39,200.00
Total $795,000.00

Assuming an audience averaging seventy percent of capacity, ticket sales were expected
to raise $403,000 of this total. Concession income was estimated at $17,000. This left
$375,000 to be raised at the local, regional, and national level.'®

Note that a theatre building is not included in the proposed budget. Owens and
her board were finally forced to abandon that part of the plan, for the 1966 season at
least. December had arrived and the building’s foundations had not been laid. It was
hoped that a successful season would bring in the donors required to make the Weese
design a reality for the following year. In the meanwhile, the board decided that a tent
was “practical, exciting and a necessary temporary medium.”'*¢
On December 20, Ypsilanti City Council’s liaison with YGT, Emest B.

Therkelsen, brought a surprising proposal before the council. YGT had concerns about

placing a tent in Riverside Park. What could they do about dressing rooms for the actors

135 «“Plan of Action,” Farres papers.
136 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 9 December
1965, YGT collection, EMU Archives.
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as well as sewer, water, and toilet facilities for both employees and the public? There
were also concerns over whether the lease arrangement with the city would be open to
taxpayer suit. Councilman Therkelsen’s solution caught his fellow city leaders off guard.
He suggested that the city build the theatre as a civic center and then lease it to the Greek
Theatre. Therkelsen stressed that the design already incorporated many features, such as
the small theatre, the gallery, the curtain track above the diazoma, and several meeting
rooms, which would easily suit a civic center. Therkelsen’s idea “drew mostly negative
reactions from other councilmen,” and was never acted upon.13 7

Between January 1964 and December 1965, Clara Owens and the YGT
accomplished a great deal but the organization’s future remained uncertain. They
conducted a successful $200,000 local fund drive but the bulk of that amount was in
pledges rather than cash. Furthermore, a feasibility study commissioned by YGT
questioned the ability of the organization to raise further funds at the national level. YGT
hired a nationally recognized architect and elaborate plans for a new theatre building
were approved but then abandoned for lack of funds, while the proposed location of the
theatre plant continued to cause controversy within the community. In the fall of 1965,
Alexis Solomos was enticed by a large salary to come from Greece to lead the theatre as
its artistic director but, upon his arrival, he found YGT unprepared to mount a 1966
season. As 1965 came to a close, opening night was less than six months away. The
Ypsilanti Greek Theatre had little more than an ambitious plan and a somewhat panicked

artistic director. Their cash-on-hand was a meager $2041."*® Yet, they managed to

137 «Councilman Proposes that City Build Greek Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 21
December 1965.

138 “Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, Inc., Statement of Receipts and Disbursements for the
Month of November, 1965,” Farres papers.

87



create a 1966 season that was praised internationally as an artistic success.
Unfortunately, on their route to this artistic victory, they laid the path to their financial

defeat.
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CHAPTER THREE
YPSILANTI GREEK THEATRE: 1966 PRE-SEASON PREPARATIONS

“CHILDREN! GOD’S HERE!”

The first quarter of 1966 was an extremely active period for the Ypsilanti Greek
Theatre. Records of the activity are scant, however, until the month of March. Yet,
before that blustery month ended, Clara Owens had lost her hold on her beloved Greek
Theatre. Some would say she lost her hold on reality as well.

Project 73 tried, once again, to preserve the Ladies Library. On January 17, they
requested that city council provide them with a “notice of intent” and 180 days to explore
means of preserving the building. There was some thought that, perhaps, the building
could be moved. The council members, especially Councilman Therkelsen, were
reluctant to make any motion that could interfere with the Greek Theatre. They resolved
only to give Project 73 “as much notice as possible.”!

In the meanwhile, Owens was arranging for Stephen Porter of the Milwaukee
Repertory Company to direct the third play. A meeting between Porter and the steering
committee was first set for February 7 and then postponed until February 14.2 It is not
clear whether Porter ever came to Ypsilanti. No report of the visit was recorded in board

minutes or newspaper articles. A number of titles for the third play were discussed at this

time. These included Maxwell Anderson’s Winterset, Robert Sherwood’s Acropolis, and

! Council Proceedings, 17 January 1966.

2 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 3 February
1966, Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan; Owens to
Porter, 8 February 1966, Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of
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Eugene O’Neill’s, The Great God Brown.’

Five new members were elected to the board of directors at the February 3
meeting. They included William Hein, manager of the Ypsilanti Press; two local bank
executives; and two other people wilo would be of great importance to YGT, Judy
Riecker and Zeke Jabbour.* Riecker and Jabbour had been convinced to join YGT by
Marvin Felheim, YGT board member and classics professor at the University of
Michigan.’

Judy Riecker was a young Ann Arbor socialite with a strong interest in theatre,
especially musical theatre. Her family was quite wealthy. She was a Towsley (a wealthy
Ann Arbor family) on her father’s side and a Dow (Dow Chemical Company, Midland,
Michigan) on her mother’s side. Here was somebody who, if she did not yet have much
wealth of her own, at least had the kind of contacts that the Brakeley report stressed as
being so important to fundraising. It was not long before the twenty-six year old mother
of two small boys was chairman of the YGT Development Committee.

Zeke Jabbour was an architect who owned his own construction company in Ann
Arbor. He was on the board of the Association of Producing Artists at the University of
Michigan as well as several other theatre boards. It was Jabbour and his company that
would eventually convert the Eastern Michigan University baseball stadium into a Greek
theatre with lightning speed. Jabbour nearly went bankrupt in the process.®

James Gousseff was the board member in charge of the committee interviewing

Michigan.
3 “The Third Play,” Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.
* YGT minutes, 3 February 1966.
5 Rumelhart interview (Ms. Rumelhart has since remarried. In 1966, her last name was
Riecker).
6 Jabbour interview.
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candidates for the position of business manager. At the February 3 board meeting,
Gousseff reported his progress and recommended Richard Kirschner for the position.
Gousseff remembers Kirschner’s interview “vividly,”

. . . because — we said — ‘Well, how would you publicize?” [Kirschner]

started ticking off a list of things, half of which we’d not thought of. We

were these largely business men sitting around saying, ‘Oh God, oh wow,

he’s our boy.” I’d talked to him enough to recognize that he knew about

theatre, but they bought him on the basis of his knowledge of publicity.’

Owens remembered the interview process a bit differently. “ ... [A]fter some
pretty horrible interviews, we agreed that Richard Kirschner was the best of the lot. He
had had a great deal of experience, but was not on the overall [sic], which we later, and
not much later discovered.”® Owens and Kirschner would come into conflict with one
another almost immediately.

Richard Kirschner brought a great deal of experience to the job, especially with
summer theatre festivals. Immediately prior to accepting the YGT post, he was assistant
director of the Brooklyn Academy of Music, a consultant to the Ithaca, New York theatre
festival, and a lecturer at Columbia University. He had worked in various capacities with
the Front Street Theatre of Memphis and the Phoenix and Lincoln Center theatres in New
York. From 1955 to 1962, Kirschner was with the American Shakespeare Festival and
Academy at Stratford, Connecticut, serving as their educational director, director of the
student audience program, administrator of the Academy, and assistant to the executive

vice-president. He was a graduate of the University of Texas at Austin theatre program.’

Perhaps one of the reasons that Owens and Kirschner could not get along was that

7 Gousseff interview.
8 Owens to Wes [Vivian?], Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of

Michigan.
2 “Press Release,” Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 7 March 1966, Owens papers, Bentley
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their personalities clashed so strongly. Zeke Jabbour explains it this way. “Kirschner did

have a big ego, but Clara had an even bigger one I think. So we were dealing with some

giant egos. That was very difficult.”'® Judy (Riecker) Rumelhart describes Kirschner as
. very dramatic . . . like the drag queen in La Cage Aux Folles with a

heart full of everything and an absolutely round head, a round body, bald

with dark black glasses . . . . He was bigger than life. The first time I went

to visit him at the Annenburg Theatre . . . he said ‘Come on, I have to

show you my theatre.” And he walked in and said, ‘Children! God’s

here!” And I just roared. He was really good at what he did. He was just

flamboyant.'!

Kirschner traveled to Ypsilanti on February 5 to meet with the board and assess
the situation. By the March 9 board meeting, when his contract was ratified by the board,
Kirschner had determined that YGT needed to have at least $300,000 in cash-on-hand by
March 21 to make a 1966 season practicable. Much of YGT’s money was in pledges.
Pledges were no help at all in securing contracts and setting up the necessary Equity and
IRS escrow accounts. Kirschner believed that, unless this kind of work could begin by
March 21, it would be impossible to mount a first-class festival. He made it clear to the
board that he was only interested in producing a first-class festival.'?

Kirschner intimated that YGT had already lost “some very important people
because of the delay.”'® It is not apparent exactly to whom he was referring, although

efforts to lure talent without definite plans in place and money in hand had always been a

problem for YGT. Melina Mercouri and Christopher Plummer are examples of two

Historical Library, University of Michigan.

1 Jabbour interview.

' Rumelhart interview.

12 Minutes of the Board of Director’s Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 9 March 1966,
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prominent actors lost to the board’s inability to act."*

The financial situation was grim but not without hope. Judy Riecker’s mother,
Margaret Towsley, had agreed to anonymously loan YGT $100,000, if it could be
matched by $200,000. As of March 9, Kirschner calculated that YGT had $75,000,
leaving $125,000 to raise in just twelve days."’

During the month of March 1966, two major threads to the YGT story spin out
somewhat independently of one another. The first thread is the account of how this large
sum of money was raised in such a short time. The second is the story of Clara Owens’
rapidly disintegrating relationship with Kirschner and the YGT board. The events behind
this disintegration are complicated and woven into a myriad of other important incidents.

At the March 9 board meeting, Kirschner dropped the $300,000 bombshell and
discussion turned to what YGT could do to raise such a sum. Councilman Therkelsen
offered to look into a loan from the city’s Capital Improvement Fund. This was the third
time he offered city funds, to no avail, in nearly as many months.'® Clara Owens asked
each of the directors present to sign a pledge to give, loan, or acquire by gift or loan, the
sum of $5,000 and told them each director who signed “would be called every day and

»!7 Whether in spite of, or because of Owens’ imperious

reminded of this commitment.
manner of soliciting the pledge, thirteen out of the fourteen members present signed it.
The lone holdout was Richard Skinner, a member of the YGT board since September
1964. Of course, the hastily typewritten page was easy to sign. Delivering on the pledge

would be difficult for many members of the board who were of modest means. There is

14 YGT minutes, 9 December 1965.

15 YGT minutes, 9 March 1965.

16 Council Proceedings, December 1965 — March 1966.
17 YGT minutes, 9 March 1965.
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no record of how many board members were willing or able to follow through.'®

The board decided to ask the Ypsilanti Press for help with an editorial appeal to
the community. The Ypsilanti Press cooperated admirably. On Saturday, 12 March
1966, a news story describing the Greek Theatre crisis was published next to an editorial
urging the community to contribute. Under the editorial, a small coupon was printed,
which readers could cut out and send in to the Ypsilanti Press along with their checks.
The newspaper published the coupon on page one of every edition from March 12
through March 21. The Ypsilanti Press agreed to hold all funds in escrow until the
deadline. If not enough money was raised, they promised to return the checks.'

Some progress had been made towards raising the $300,000 Richard Kirschner
had deemed necessary to launch a 1966 season. Between March 9 and March 12 the
YGT board collected enough money to bring their approximately $75,000 to $83,000.
Margaret Towsley’s $100,000 loan, added to the $83,000, brought the balance needed by
YGT to $117,000. The Greek Theatre needed to raise this amount in only nine days.
Both the Ypsilanti Press article and editorial stressed the need for cash. Readers with
outstanding pledges were urged to pay them off in advance. The potential economic
benefits to the city were a major part of this last-minute appeal. The hopeful references
to Stratford, Ontario’s economic successes were published once again.”’

At the March 16 meeting of the YGT steering committee, it was reported that

$4,600 had been raised since the newspaper campaign began. Larger sums were

announced from a number of sources: a $10,000 gift from the McGregor Fund to finance

'8 Untitled pledge, Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.
19 “Greek Theatre at Crisis; Next 9 Days to Decide Fate,” Ypsilanti Press, 12 March
19606; “YOU Can Save Festival!” editorial, Ypsilanti Press 12 March 1966.
2 .
Ibid.
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the student matinees, a $20,000 gift from the Ypsilanti Press, and $5,000 from the
Chrysler Corporation. With nearly $40,000 towards their goal, the committee prepared to
meet with city business leaders at a special Chamber of Commerce meeting the following
afternoon.?!

Nearly forty business men and women attended the meeting. Several of them
wrote checks that afternoon. Many who did were paying in advance on pledges they had
already made. A representative of the General Motors Corporation paid off their pledge
early by presenting Clara Owens a check for $25,000. The Ypsilanti Press fund was
nearing $6,000. A report of YGT’s major expenditures to date was made. The potential
economic benefits to the community were itemized for the business leaders. The festival
was compared to an “industry of major proportions.” A new kind of appeal was made as
well, an appeal to community pride. Dr. Bradley Harris, president of the Chamber and
Owens’ old nemesis, closed the meeting with this statement. “‘This is the face of
Ypsilanti. This project can’t die. This is as important to us as any industrial
development. The potential is unique. It can’t fail.””*

On Saturday, March 16, a week after the campaign started and just two days
before it had to end, the Ypsilanti Press published another editorial entitled, “$67,921
Left to Raise — Can We Afford to Fail?” The editorial is an impassioned plea, indicative
of the tremendous support James Brown, Jr. and his paper gave to YGT. In it, Brown
addresses some of the criticisms of the Greek Theatre and appeals to the pride of the
community. For all these reasons, the editorial is worth quoting at some length.

... by Monday $67,921 must be raised . . . . It is not impossible.

21 Minutes of the Steering Committee Meeting, Ypsilanti Greek Theatre, 16 March
1966, Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.
22 «Final Efforts Made to Save Theatre,” Ypsilanti Press, 18 March 1966.
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That so much has been given in so short a time is tremendous. If,
however, the goal is to be reached every single individual in this
community whether or not they believe in what the festival can mean
MUST write a check and put it in the mail tonight . . .

As you know, the original ‘seed’ money drive to raise $200,000 in
pledges was a success. Many people have asked what happened to the
$200,000 . . . . it was pledged money not cash. The theatre actually has
received $136,786 in cash from its inception till March 1, including loans
totaling approximately $26,000.

It has spent $111,410, including repayment of all but $12,000 of the
loans, and had $25,376 in bank, including $13,000 in escrow at that date.

The major items of expense were architect’s fees $26,207; salaries
for professional theatre personnel, $35,775, and professional fund raising
and counseling services $41,372.

Some may ask, why did they hire an architect? It is easy to say now
this decision was wrong. Yet the theatre board was trying to sell an idea;
the only material things it had to show — and it desperately needed
something — were the architectural plans of the new theatre and an artistic
director.

You may argue with hiring a director a full year before production
was scheduled. Yet entirely aside from whether one was needed so early
(and we believe he was), his presence was a major factor in many of the
outside gifts which were received.

Why so much for professional fund raising? Why was money spent
on trips to Chicago and New York?

How do you even try to obtain foundation gifts for a $2,000,000
theatre unless you go out and ask for help? How do you conduct a nation-
wide campaign among foundations, government agencies and so on
without professional help?

The drive was unsuccessful — so it’s easy now to fault those earlier
decisions. But it seems to us really valid criticism of the theatre would
have come if it had not made those efforts

That original drive, remember, was for ‘seed’ money. How are you
going to sow seed if you don’t go out in the field!

We do believe a major mistake was made — by both the board and
the community at large. That was the basic concept two and a half years
ago that we could go out and, in effect, get something for nothing.

We thought we could contribute a few dollars as a community and
some big foundation or the Greek national organizations would rush to our
door to give us the real money.

It just didn’t work out that way .

Even beyond this, however, one of the most 51gn1ﬁcant features in
getting a festival into production this summer, it seems to us, is the simple
question of community pride.

Will the Greek theatre draw?

We don’t know for sure . . . . and neither do you, or anyone else for
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that matter.

But that really doesn’t make any difference now.

If we put on a production and it isn’t successful — though heaven
knows we are convinced it will be — so what!

There is no shame in having tried and failed. There is in fact
community prestige just in the fact of trying.

But if we let this whole concept go down the drain without ever a
play having gone on stage . . . ? That will be a deep and dismal failure.

It will be a blow to civic spirit from which the community and other
community projects will be years recovering.

For decades no one will know what the Greek Theatre really might
have meant, what it really might have done, what we really might have
gained in national stature.

We will have a name all right — in state and nation — but it won’t stir
a reaction we’re proud of.

Whether you believe in the Greek Theatre dream or not — can YOU,
as a citizen, risk this?

We don’t think so. Forget the past. Forget your complaints and
doubts. The decision is being made now on the future.

A thousand or more people should visit the post office tonight and
mail in their check.

You be the one who starts it!*

On Tuesday, 22 March 1966, a banner headline, “Oh, What a Beautiful Day — The
Greek Theatre Is Go!” splashed across the front page of the Ypsilanti Press. The Greek
Theatre drive had not quite reached its goal but, with a bit of fudging and finagling, they
were close enough. The actual total on hand was $286,663. Margaret Towsley accepted
the amount in the belief that late contributions would meet the remaining $13,367

needed.

The banner headline almost did not make it to press, however. It was the

afternoon of March 21 and everything was in place. Mrs. Towsley had agreed to make
the loan when, at the last minute, someone else’s offer of a $48,000 loan was withdrawn.

YGT went back to Margaret Towsley and, according to the Ypsilanti Press, “the stories

23 «$67,921 Left to Raise — Can We Afford to Fail?” editorial, Ypsilanti Press, 19
March 1966 [The last two sets of ellipses are in the original].
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of personal sacrifice made by so many so impressed the person who offered the $100,000
loan [Towsley] that it was increased to $150,000. At the same time, it was announced
that the matching requirements were considered met.”** Judy (Riecker) Rumelhart
phrases it a bit more bluntly, “I just went and conned my mother out of most of the
money we needed.””’

Still, the breakneck fund drive was an impressive accomplishment. The Ypsilanti
Press Festival Fund reached nearly $21,000. Over $90,000 of the grand total raised came
from relatively small contributions. These included a business man who walked into the
Ypsilanti Press offices and said, “‘I don’t like the idea of the Greek Theatre and I don’t
think it will go over, but here’s my check for $150.”” A group of 102 second-graders
gave the festival $23. Professors from Eastern Michigan University and University of
Michigan made loans and gifts. The Ypsilanti Press estimated that somewhere between
700 and 1000 individuals gave money to YGT that frantic final week.?

The evening of March 21, the YGT board voted to go ahead with the 1966 festival
season, but it was a board in turmoil. The general public had been unaware of the
internal divisions within the YGT as the $300,000 fund drive pressed towards its
successful conclusion. Nevertheless, there was a deep and growing rift between Clara
Owens and the rest of the YGT leadership.

The first indication of this rift was Clara Owens’ resignation as president of the

Ypsilanti Greek Theatre at the March 9 board meeting. Immediately after she coerced

board members into signing that $5,000 pledge, she resigned and announced that John

24 “Oh, What a Beautiful Day — The Greek Theatre Is Go!” Ypsilanti Press, 22 March
1966.
25 Rumelhart interview.

26 “Greek Theatre Is Go!”
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Mayhew would be the new president of YGT. Owens left the meeting. The board then
created a new position for her as Chairman of the Board of Directors as a kind of
consolation prize. It was a largely honorary position with no power. Owens did,
however, remain an active member of the board.”’

According to Clara Owens, her resignation was an action she undertook quite
willingly.

[Kirschner] said we needed $300,000 to start and I agreed. So we started a

drive. When we were pretty sure that we would make it, I resigned as

President. . ... I was physically exhausted . . . . I did not see how I could

immediately start the rush for the season, and I had paid little attention to

my husband for two years. The week before I resigned I put in 80 hours at

the office or meetings.?®

This statement does not quite fit the facts, however. There is little doubt that
Owens was working long hard hours, but she resigned three days before the new drive
was even made public. Another clue as to her reasons for resigning comes from a letter
written in 1967. When Owens was exploring ways to revive the theatre, she wrote to a
friend and speculated as to why “the moneyed people in Ypsilanti” had never contributed
to YGT. “I thought for a while, because Brad Harris said so, that I was unacceptable to
the moneyed interests . . . . I really thought, since they made it so obvious that they
wanted another President besides Clara, that they might get behind the idea. I was
wrong.”29

Other board members remember events differently. They recall asking Owens to

step down. According to James Gousseff,

7 YGT minutes, 9 March 1965.

28 Owens to Wes [Vivian?), Owens papers, Bentley Historical Library, University of
Michigan (ellipses in the original).

2 Owens to Peter Fletcher, 25 January 1967, Owens papers, Bentley Historical
Library, University of Michigan.
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It seemed to me that the most important single thing . . . to do was to
support the professionals . . . . It was the reason that the board asked Clara

to move from president to chairman because she was interfering with the

operation a lot. She was constantly in the office, giving Kirschner just a

terrible time, questioning his every decision. So the board conspired to

ask her to change positions.*

Zeke Jabbour remembers that

when we were going to ask Clara to become chairman — to step down as

president — nobody wanted to make the motion . . . . We felt that

something had to be done, but who was going to be the bad guy?
. . . I know it was unanimous among the board members that

something had to be done. Otherwise, the festival couldn’t survive . . . .

She, uh — I’m not sure she was a totally balanced person because there

were explosions. People don’t normally explode. But she felt a great deal

of loss; that something that was important to her was being taken away

from her . . . Nobody really wanted her off the scene. They just wanted

her to relinquish control to the professionals as they came in.”!

These recollections of the sequence of events include a contradiction just as
Owens’ recollection does. Owens’ interference with Kirschner is cited as the main
reason for removing her from power, but Kirschner’s contract was not ratified until the
very meeting in which Clara Owens stepped down. There is quite a bit of evidence of
conflict between Owens and Kirschner after March 9. Perhaps the board members are
recalling these events. Another possible explanation is that incidents occurred for which
we have no record between Kirschner’s arrival on February 5 and the meeting on March
9. Perhaps Dr. Bradley Harris and others convinced Owens that the organization could
raise more money without her. It is clear, however, that some sort of maneuvering had
occurred behind the scenes before the board meeting, because Owens stepped down

politely and knew in advance who the board would vote to replace her.

John Mayhew was chosen as YGT’s new president for several reasons. As a

30 Gousseff interview.
31 Jabbour interview.
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vice-president of the Ford Motor Company, he certainly had the necessary administrative
capabilities. He had been instrumental in raising money from Ford and had otherwise
been active in and helpful to the Ypsilanti Greek Theatre. Perhaps most importantly
though, he brought no ego problems with him. He is described as a gentle man who
never raised his voice.*?

Once Clara Owens stepped down, she began to fight nearly every action taken by
Kirschner and the YGT board. During the month of March, something happened nearly
every day to upset her. Consequently, it is best to describe the events on a day-by-day
basis.

March 9. At the board meeting, Richard Kirschner’s contract was approved. He
announced the need for $300,000 in cash by<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>