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‘The Immigrant

The Michigan premiere en-
gagement of "The Immigrant: A
Hamilton County Album™ by
Mark Harelik continues through
Sunday, April 22, at Meadow
Brook Theatre on the Oakiand
University campus in Rochester
Hills, For ticket informtion, call
the box office at 377-3300.

The story of Haskell Harelik, a
Yidish-speaking Jew who fled per-
sccutlon and pogroms in his native
Russlan to immigrate to the little
town of Hamilton, Texas, is at once
the rags-to-riches story of one hard-
warking Immigrant and a four-char-
acter drama about friendshlp bridg-
ing differences.

Slides of Cossack persecutions in
Russla, ships crowded with steerage
passengers and snapshots of the
growing Harellk family in American
glve the texture of history to one
man’s story and make it represent
the larger immigrant experience,

“The Immigrant” Is a warmly
human story — tender ard tough
with the resllicnce of immigrants

who had no cholice but o work hard

to survive, The story and the grass-
roots goodness of the characters
overcome flaws In the play’s focus
and problems with pacing that make
the second act drag.

‘The Meadow Brook production Is
wonderfully acted by Dnvld Breit-
barth as Haskell, Pauline Lepor as
his wife Leah, John Sterling Arnold
as Milton Perry and Jayne Houdy-
shell as Perry's wife, Ima, Whether
Breitbarth is speaking in Yiddlsh, in
accented English or'in a red-blooded
Texas draw! as Haskell's son, he s a
master of communication and never
loses his dignity.

IMAGINE HERELIK in 1909
traveling alone and nearly penniless
to a backwater Texas town. Imagine
him selllng bananas door to door
from a rickely cart when he could
speak only a few broken words of
English. Imagine belng the flrst Jew
in a town filled with born-zgain
Southern Baptists, Lifc wasn't casy,

When Haskell first arrives, the
Perrys take him in. Milton, the stiff
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susplclous town banker, overcomes
bis natural rescrve and sets Haskell
up in business. Through the years, as
the three Harellk sons are born, the
wives develop a friendshlp desplte
‘I[hc‘lr different roats and religious be-

ofs.

pectally in the second act which has
additfonal dramatic difflcuttles.

PART OF THE problem 1is that
the tale is true, & multl-generational
family saga wrlllcn by Mark Hare-

Jayne il's
ag the buxom housewife with a kind
heart rings true with every line, and
Pauline Lepor as Leah evolves con-
vincingly from a frightened foreign-
er'to a woman at home in her new
world. As Haskell's famlly and his
business thrive, the friendship be-
tween the two couples does also. The
story of thelr friendship with fts dif-
ferences and lts misunderstandings
provides the core of the drama with.
in the larger story of Haskell's llfe.

Fine acting and an engaging story
about good-hearted folk makes for
warm entertainment but not for
wonderful theater,

For starters, director Howard J.
Miliman sets a lejsurely pace that
lingers over every event lke a Texas
draw] lingers over vowels. Theoretl-
cally the stow-moving pace ought to
sult a play set In the South carly in
the century, but the pace subtly und-
crmines movement of the story, ¢s:

Chnslophchowman
United States

ik, f the real
Haskell Hnrellk Facl shnuldn'l die-

tate the shape of the drama, but au-

thor Harellk lets them when he fecls

obliged to carry the story of his
grandlnmer'u 1ife through to the end
when the old man dles just short of
hls 100th birthday,

Core of the play’s dramatic actlon
revolves around the friendship be-
tween two couples. The climax and
resolutlon of hat story, however,
happens long before old Haskell dies,
‘The playwright should have stopped
while he was ahead. Instead,
drags out his grandfather's remaln-
Ing years with a couple of pseudo
endlngs that bog down an otherwise.
warm and engaging story brought to
1lfe by an outstanding cast.

Cathic Breidenbach of West
Bloomfield teaches college writ-
ing classes and works as a
JSreelance writer.
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Jane Houdyshell and David Breitbarth appear in the Meadow

Brook Theatre production of “The Immigrant.”
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