Pee Wee Harold’s Playhouse

Many young girls grow up with Dads who work very hard in imposing buildings to provide everything for them.  Their Dads make enough money to buy them clothes, homes, cars, the best education, vacations to the Riviera.  Some of these girls are even lucky enough to have a father who will build them a playhouse.  In their playhouses they can do anything, let their imaginations run wild, make up lives that they dream of living when they grow up, or that they know they never can live anywhere but there.  Some of these girls have everything they need, even a playhouse, but they never really know their fathers.

I was luckier than most.  I had a father who worked very hard, I never wanted for anything.  But here’s what made me different.  My Dad built me a playhouse that was also his playhouse – and his work-house.  He built me the Wake Forest University Theatre.  Now, Pee Wee Harold may not have known at the time that he was building me a playhouse, but that’s exactly what he did.  Unlike many girls, I never sat at home and wondered what my Dad’s office looked like or what he did there so many hours of the day and night.  As soon as I got home,  I just went to his office and found out for myself.  And what I found out was – he was having fun!  Not only that, but he wanted me to have fun there as well.  

My earliest memory of this is playing in his office on the 8th floor of the library.  You never knew what interesting people might stop by for a visit.  I loved going with Mom to take him dinner and eating in his office when his rehearsal went from afternoon til night without enough break for a proper meal.  I loved hiding under Mrs. Bagby’s desk , staring at small set models which soon grew to full size, seeing make-up turn a normal college student into Calaban, watching the process of a simple line drawing becoming a colorful silk-screened poster, and seeing new worlds come to life when the theatre went dark and the curtain went up.  I was beginning to understand where this imagination thing could take you.  And I liked it.  I liked it a lot.  It was way more fun than homework!

 As I grew up a little,  I began to participate in some of this theatrical magic.  One day I would show up to be told, “stuff this rubber chicken with net.  If it’s not stuffed, it won’t look real.  If it looks real, it makes the gag even funnier. “  Another day I would be handed a hammer, “nail these boards together, it’s going to be part of the stairs on the set.”  Sometimes I used a paintbrush, sometimes a needle and thread to take bits and pieces of wood or cloth and make them into a reality that , to me, was much more fun than the one most people dwelled in.  And the clothes were much more beautiful!  OK, so some of what I did was because I had crushes on the various dreamy college boys, like Charlie Harrell, who populated my playhouse.  What girl would not love a playhouse populated by handsome, older men, sometimes in dreamy romantic costumes!  No romance novels needed in my playhouse – my fantasy world was full.  Ah, then the real thrill, to see that bit of cloth, that stair, or that rubber chicken show up under the lights in a play.  And when someone laughed at the rubber chicken gag,  I  knew that I had contributed in some small way to the magic my Dad was in the business of creating.  

In my playhouse, my Dad played just as much as I did.  He even played Claudius in Hamlet, he let me carry a banner for him.  He also let me stand back stage with a book to follow his lines in case he forgot any.  He did sometimes, but he carried on with no help from me.  He was the King of magic, I was just a handmaiden in his court.  Shakespeare’s words became more than just letters on a page – the story sprang to life in the actors around me.  I wasn’t in my playhouse anymore, I was in Denmark, I swear!  At least until I went backstage.  There, Mark Thomas read Edna Saint Vincent Millais poetry to me – I daresay not many girls have a dashing young man reading poetry to them in their playhouses, only in their dreams. There, I learned to play bridge and laugh at things adults laughed at.   There, also, was a creative sprit that haunted each young heart participating in that play.  What young girl would not envy me walking with my Dad one evening  from our house in Hope Valley, all the way to campus down Silas Creek Parkway in the silent snow.  No cars, no trucks, just us and the snow and the play we were going to rehearse in our playhouse.  I was a lucky girl, indeed.

In Finian’s Rainbow, I sang, I danced, I learned to put on make-up from grown women,  I was picked up by a grown man and carried across a stage – a scene right out of a movie musical!  A love story, an audience applauding, my sister playing with me. Not your run of the mill playhouse you say? I agree.  And we gave out awards for the best things done the the Playhouse.  For one night each year, I would get to dress as the princess I always knew I was and dance with men who made my knees weak.  How kind you all were to dance with a kid who worshipped the ground you walked on.  You even taught me to waltz!  It was much better than any prom I ever went to.  Why would I ever want to leave?  What could ever be better?

I saw almost every production done in the 8th floor of the library, some many times, mostly from the front row where nothing could separate me from the action.  A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, I laughed hysterically all 12 times I saw it!  One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest scared me and made me think hard about what the real world can do to people.  My playhouse had Cowboys and  Indians from a play called Indians, Fairies from the Tempest, powdered wigs from the Rivals, and ghosts from Blithe Sprirt.  If there were no seats, I would stand in the back to watch the transformations of people and things that I knew into a reality made up by one of the world’s great playwrights.  Noel Coward, Chekov, Moliere, Stoppard, Tennesse Williams, all visited my playhouse.  The people in their stories really knew how to live – high drama or raucous comedy – everything was bigger than life – at least bigger than my little life – and I was thrilled by it.  

I had no complaints with my playhouse. Though nothing appeared wrong with it,  my Dad up and decided to build me a new one.  He called in Joe Melziner and talented builders and engineers and helped to design me the most modern and technically sophisticated playhouse in history.  Pee Wee Herman would be jealous!  We even had a formal, gala opening for my playhouse – the party went on until morning.  Although the time I was able to spend there grew smaller as I got to high school, I still made an effort to help out, especially in the costume room where fabulous fabrics turned into even more fabulous gowns.  My Mom taught me to sew but making things for myself was not nearly as fun as these elaborate creations.   To this day, looking at a costume design with those swatches of fabric stapled to it can give me chills because I know what it is going to become.  

When I came to Wake Forest as a student, my Playhouse also became my Schoolhouse.   Suddenly I was one of those college students that I had idolized all my life.  My playhouse was populated with friends my own age.  We created still more fantasies, and memories to last a lifetime.  Dad continued to come up with new magical ideas each year.  I contributed as much as I could.  It began to dawn on me that maybe my Dad had not done this just for me all these years. I realized that all of those students I had worshipped had actually been in college to do more than just play with me and Pee Wee Harold.  Was I too old for a playhouse?  Not yet, but  I began to remember who really owned the playhouse where I had always been a welcomed guest.  Pee Wee Harold’s playhouse was populated with characters real and fictional but he was the one who controlled the games we played inside.  Year after year, he made young people see themselves in characters he asked them to play and he made the audiences see themselves in the characters the students created..  Always humble about his accomplishments, his successes far outweighed any failures, real or perceived.  I don’t think any student who played in his playhouse ever felt their time was wasted or abused.  Busy as they were in the so-called real world of college, they made a bee-line to the theatre whenever their schedules allowed, just to taste the fruits of worlds more adventurous or extravagant than their own.   

Once Pee Wee Harold hired a woman to come to his playhouse to direct a play.  As it turns out, she was not a happy playmate.  If Once in A Lifetime had been a Disney movie, she would have been the wicked witch.  One day Pee Wee Harold saw her walking briskly down the hall, clinched fists, clinched face, and through clinched teeth she was shouting “Where’s the Joy?  Where’s the Joy?”  This puzzled him. Pee Wee Harold could not understand why someone would do something that did not bring them joy.  The Joy in Pee Wee Harold’s playhouse came from the new crop of students every year bringing their enthusiasm, imaginations, and willingness to play, and from Harold himself who both fed and fed off of these youthful hearts and minds.  They kept him young and he kept them growing.   And even if he did tell the same stories of me and my sisters in his classes over and over and over, it made him a better Dad to keep up with the young whippersnappers in his classes and plays.

When I graduated from Wake Forest and went into the real Real World, I realized how lucky I had been to have such a magical place to grow up in.  I had assumed all children had the great opportunities to stretch their hearts and minds that my parents had given me, but I was wrong.  The further I have gone from Pee Wee Harold’s playhouse, the more I realize how special and formative the time I spent there was.  And how I would not be the person I am today if I had not had that special, safe, fun, challenging, place to exercise my soul. 

You sat in Pee Wee Harold’s playhouse this afternoon, just like most of you have many times before,  and you realized once again that when Pee Wee Harold set’s out to put a spell on you, you are helpless to resist.  That is why most of us never turn down an invitation to come to the Playhouse.  It won’t be the last time magic will happen there, but it will be the last time that Pee Wee Harold is the wizard that makes it happen.  And yet in a way, all future magic will hold a spark from the man who kept the magic wand burning all these years.   That spark has enriched my life as I know it has all of yours.   Thanks, Dad, for the invitation to play in the best playhouse a girl could ever have.  

Love,

Vivian
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