Blyt;lft9 Ontario

It’s not where you would expect
to find a thriving summer theater

By DENNIS ROSENBLUM

BLYTH, Ontaric — Through the
cornfield and across the street from
the bar is the only reason most people
would ever give this town a moment's
notice.

It's the old town hall, where
townsfolk and nearby farmers flock to
see professional summer theater.

To the surprise of just about every-
one, the Blyth Summer Festival, now in
its sixth year, has been 4 big success.
Saturday country suppers, started last
season and held before the play at a
town church, quickly sold out for the
season. This year, they've expanded to
include suppers on Fridays and Satur-
days, and lunch before the Thrusday
matinees, with some meals in neigh-
boring towns.

Also, a series of theater workshops
for local children as young as 6 has
been expanded, facilities for the handi-
capped have been added, and the hall's
balcony has been fixed up and opened
for the first time since the festival be-
gan.

THIS ALL HAD its start with a

modest campaign by the local newspa-
per editor to save the old hall, built in
1920 to host traveling vaudeville
shows. It had been vacant for years and
the town council was considering de-
molishing it.

The building was renovated and be-
came the Blyth Center for the Arts
with a 400-seat theater. The perform-
ing company is all-Canadian, with
many members from Toronto and oth-
ers from across the country.

The turnouts are heavier than nor-
mal when it rains because the farmers
can't work in the fields. The seats are
filled on Saturdays but not on Fridays,
which is shopping night.

“It's amazing a town of this size can
handle it,” said Janet Amos, the festi-
val's artistic director who has per-
formed in Ontario’s better-known Shaw
Festival and grew up in the region.

“But that's really what makes it,”
she said. “Your audience is where you
are.”

Members of the cast are often
stopped on the stréet by people who
recognize them from the stage. And
each spring the town gossip turns to
whether so-and-so who played in such-

and-such last year will be returning.

“Probably the only place in Canada
where thete are stars is in Blyth,” Ms.~
Amos said.

THE CLOSEST rival the theater has
for a crowd is the bar, which provides a
steady diet of beer and country music.
In a town this size (population 814) a
live theater is a giant and constant
source of pride.

But a visitor expecting a formal -

night at the theater should be
forewarned. Blyth has hardly been
caught up in the heady world of enter-
tainment. Despite the added dose of
culture, it remains the same farming
town it always was.

One actress told of the time a bar
regular sat with a group from the the-
ater and began lecturing on why the
format of the curtain call should be
changed on one of the plays he'd seen.

“You know, we did,” she said. “He
was right.” ’

WHILE THE STAGE fare here is not
that of Shakespearean Stratford (44
miles away) , meither is it the Neil
Simon of most summer theater.

The theater is dedicated to present-
ing original works by Canadians —
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mer Festival appears to be in no dan-
ger of going big time. In fact, said
Evalina Webster, one of the theater’s
biggest boosters, “We're amazed that
city people come here and like the
plays.”

THERE'S NOT MUCH in the way of
tourist business. The closest motel is
eight miles away. There's a problem
getting dinner for everyone on week-
ends.

A variety of accommodations are
available withing short driving dis-
tance. The famed Benmiller Inn is
down the road; for informaiton, call 1-
519-524-2191. Goderich, the closest
city, has a few motels.

The festival office will provide a list
of nearby guest homes which offer bed-
and-breakfast arrangements.

Two public campgrounds are also
nearby. The Falls Reserve Conserva-
tion Area in Benmiller is seven miles
east of Goderich on County Road 1. It
has 145 campsites and a rocky falls of
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