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Ellen & Romain Proctor, April 10, 1957.

John Knoepfle, Interviewer.

R: (Ramain Proctor) We are happy to be here because we have come
into Columbus to celebrate the secord amniversary of our grandson's
birthday. We are over at the Zanger house. Dr. Zanger of Chio State
University. I am Romain Proctor and my wife Ellen is sitting right
beside me. Say hello mama. :

E: (Ellen Proctor) Hello mama, '

R: So we are off. We are the proprietors of a travelirg Marionette
show, a puppet show. We make practically everything we use on the
show. We build our own puppets. Ellen dresses them. We write
own plays. I make the properties, the stages and scenery. We
the show curselves. We work usually in about thirty-six states a

. We have been in nine foreign countries. Our work has been very

ing because we have a mmber of hobbies we pursue as we go

arourd the country. For instance we are interested in the Civil War.
So we have visited practically all the battlefields of the Civil War
and studied out the tactics for everything from what happend, where
they went after the battle, and so forth, the effects of the battle.
Wehavebeeninberesbedinbeautyspotsallupanidwnthecountrﬁ
We have been interested in especially the Chercokee Indians and we have
followed their trails as we have to go around to make a living. One
of the things that has interested us most has been the rivers. You
know the very names of the rivers are almost poetry. Like the
Oostanaula, the Coosa, the Tallapoosa, the Tallahatchie, the Yalobusha
and the Yazoo.

Q: Where are all those rivers?

R: Those are all southern rivers. The Coosa starts up in Georgia.
The Oostanaula is one of its tributaries. The Coosa and Tallapoosa
form the Alabama River. Then over in Mississippi the Tallahatchie and
the Yalobusha form the Yazoo which flows down into the Mississippi
justatvidcsburg. One reason we are very interested in these, so
many military things have happened on these rivers. For instance,
Sherman's march down to Atlanta crossed over through the Georgia
territory of the rivers. Of course one of the most bitterly fought
battles was down on the Chickamauga Creek in the same neighborhood.
So the rivers have played a very important part in our country from a
military standpoint and we crossed them up there but we were
interested in the rivers purely of their own romance and their own
beauty. The Mississippi being our greatest river and to us it's a
great big, huge, enormous river, it's just a lovely river. So we
followed it from way up in northern Minnesota, not in Bemidji but
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short of Bemidji, clear down to where it pours into the gqulf. We've
gone down as far as the roads go and we've crossed over it many, many
places on bridges and ferries. So the river has been very important
to us. We've enjoyed it very much and we have been able to see some
of the older vessels that are tied up, for instance the showboat at
St. Louis and the towboat at Vicksburg, and we have been privileged to
go aboard these boats and visit with the people who used to run them.
Of course with the showboat, we knew the showboat before it was tied
up, when it was on the rivers. It used to come up the Illinois and we
used to go over to Beardstown and see the shows. Then we were
fortunate knowing some of the earlier pecple on the showboats.

Q: Wwhich showboat is that?

R: That is the Goldenrod. ILester Lake who lived in and around
Cincimnati became a very well known magician under the name of
Marvello but lLester in his younger days was a professional
photographer and he quit photography to do magic, and the only job he
could get was playing leading man on a showboat. So he went on
showboat to do magic but he had to play a leading man to get to do
magic between acts. You know the old showboats, nearly everyone
doubled, not only did they have a softshoe dance or could sing a
buttheyfrequartlyplayedaninstnmmt Now when the showboats
wouldccmem, for instance over in Illinois, most of them would have
calliopes in the old days. A man named Ray Choissier, Crazy Ray
Choissier fraom Pinckneyville, Illinois was a calliope player. We had
an experience a few years ago, we visited a circus winter quarters and
they were trying to tune up an old calliope and I said to this man who
was working on it, "Do you know Ray Choissier?" He said, "Ah, yes, he
was a steam man." Soitsemsthatthesteamcalliopehasbeen
superseded by electric things but these old men held these things in
such an awe and reverence, S0 Ray Cholssier was a steam man. Well the
thing that impressed me mainly with Ray Choissier, he had little cards
made, little business cards and it said on them, "Hurndreds have seen
him, thousands have heard him and millions neverw:Lll " (chuckles)
Vmichanusedmmend And they'd play the calliope before the
showtime to attract attention. They'd be tied up at the levee, play
the callicpe; then the band would come cut and serenade while the
people would buy their tickets. Then the band would go in ard part of
them would go in and part of them would become an orchestra. You
would see the piano player suddenly ducking out of the pit and going
up and playing a part on the stage as a trumpet player. The plays
that we saw—I1 knew them—-were not the old standard melodramas but
more of the more recent things. But between acts they would have
different specialties where these pecple would do their tricks,
including my friend Lester doing his magic.

Iester told me a tale, now this of course is purely second hand but I
believe it is true; it seems when Edna Ferber wrote her story, the
novel Showboat, she wanted some firsthand information for local color.
Soshewrotetotheshwboatandaskpemdsmontominonfora

or so just to get local color. But the showboat peocple never of
Fdna Ferber, they ignored the telegraph and put it in a drawer.
EdnaFexberwmttothemesapeakeBayaraaarﬂdidseeashowboat
but not the type we used on cur rivers. Several years later when
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book was published and became a huge success old Captain Menke of the
showboat remembered that he had received such a telegram. So he digs
it out of the drawer, frames it and was hanging when I saw the boat
last, it was hanging on the wall, the letter from Edna Ferber. She
didn't get to see but still he was showman enough to exploit that.

Ihenea¢boatthatinpressedmeverygreatlywasthe§gr'§g§vmichwas
the greatest, I'll say was the largest towboat on the river, the
biggest ever built. According to the story it moved more, what shall
I say, cargo than any other craft in marit history. Over a hundred
barges I believe of coal were pushed down the Chio into the
Mississippi by this one towboat. It was a tremendous thing and the
old boat then later belonged to Standard 0il. The SS Standard 0il was
used on the river but now it seems a tendency is for smaller towboats,
diesels and smaller tows because of the locks and so forth. The
Sprague was given to the city of Vicksburg and is now used as a yacht
club. You can go aboard for a very nominal fee. So a number of years
ago, Mimi Zanger here before she was Mrs Zanger and Ellen and I were
in Vicksburg. So while Ellen was working, Mimi and I went down to the
river just to lock at the Sprague. We didn't know anything about
going on it. We learned later that you could go on by paying a small
fee. But while we were locking an old pilot named Captain Portwood
came up and he says, "Iook at her, look at her, biggest goddamn t
on the river, isn't she beautiful, isn't she lovely. Come I'll

you." So he took each of us, he took her wrist and my wrist and
litterly dragged us, he was like the ancient mariner to us, he dragyed
us aboard and there was a man on board to sell us a ticket but not the
captain. The captain, that was his right as a pilot to come aboard,
and we were his friends and he told them so. "And I'm bringing my
friends aboard, my guests." So the thing that threw us was and
surprised us very much he turned to us suddenly and said, "what's your
name?" After he had panned us off as his friends. So he wouldn't let
us pay, but I did sneak away from him later and paid the man our
admission. I didn't want to freeload on the boat. Then two or three
of the old crew of the boat that had been working before it was tied
up they were still there and they were acting as guides. But the old
Captain Portwood wouldn't let us pay anything and he would take us
from one part of the boat up to the other. Up to the pilothouse, down
to the engine room, and he would explain to us, and always identify
himself with it, of course, because he had been a pilot for many years
and also he found pictures of himself that were hanging in there when
he had piloted the boat which was practically covered with cotton
bales. A packet that wes so loaded down that you could barely see the
boat for the cotton bales on it. He was a very profane old man, but
it was the type of profanity that was so original and so natural with
him that it doesn't sound 1 profanity. While we were aboard the
boat there was a sidetrack of a railroad nearby and a train came
chugging by and Mimi and I both turned to look at the train and he
grabbed her by the arm and spun her around and said, "Don't look at
that goddamn train, look at this boat, lock at this boat, you can
always see a goddamn train, but not this boat." He took us all over
the thing and showed us. He was a very iracible, fiery, very old man.
But he was the last of the old river pilots that I ever saw. (pause)
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Mrs. Hedges who was about eighty-three years old now and lives in St.
Icuis was the adopted daughter of Colonel Hughes. He had a very
interesting background on the river. He started on the Mississippi as
a very young man. He saved his money and bought him a small boat. He
didn't associate with his crew at all. Whenever he came into town and
had a few mimutes, instead of going to saloons or the hang~outs with
the crew members, the old man went down to the library. He would read
and there was scme talk that he gained a great deal of information
about the world. His line prospered, he happened to have a rumber of
boats, ard he got into the ice business. They would cut ice in the
winter up river and then they would store it on wharf boats and that
would be an ice house. Then in the hot weather they would peddle that
ice down the river to hotels and saloons and places of that sort. The
Colonel made a great deal of money. Mrs. Hedges was left an orphan
because her parents who were very prominent pecple went down the river
to nurse in a yellow fever epidemic and they died by contracting the
disease, leaving this little child and Colonel Hughes adopted her.
She was educated in Europe. Had a wonderful education and she knew
the most amazing pecple. She knew Cosima Wagner, she knew Henrik
Ibsen. So with people of almost fabulous reputations, she would give
me all kinds of information about them. So once I asked her if

knew Mark Twain, and she said yes, she knew Mark Twain, she had

to dinners with him and things of that sort. And I said, "Did you
know anything about him on the river?" And she said, "Well, he worked
for my father for a while but he was not a good pilot. He ran the
boat on a snag or a sawyer or scmething and piled the boat up and my
father said that he just couldn't afford him. Instead of paying
attention on the boat he must of have been thinking up stories." So
that is purely second hand information but that was her opinion of
Mark Twain as a riverman. (pause)

We have a peculiar type of puppet show in as much as we do many
different things; for instance, a little earlier just about a year
ago, Dr. Zanger through the English Department had us came to the
EhglishDepartmentatISUanidoatalkonpappetry,pardonmeOSU,
I've got the wrong state here. I was down in ILouisiana it seems. Did
a talk on puppets in relation to folk drama ard tied it in that way.
We scmetime lecture and do demonstrations. We've taught up at the
University of Minnesota for their contimiation studies. So all of our
work is not straight entertaimment. But the big part of cur work is
giving shows around the country in which we act out plays and do
variety acts. At present we offer eight plays, mainly adapted from
folk stories or children's stories. For instance things like
Rumplestiltskin, Sleeping Beauty, Jack in the Beanstalk and Red Riding
Hood. Pl of that sort that we have adapted getting as much of
ourselves it as possible. Using just the skeleton of the story
and building on that. We travel by truck. We have an International
Metro, that's a type truck with the body going from bumper to hunper.
So it's just like a little house on wheels. We do not sleep in it.
We use it purely for traveling and for carrying cur equipment and all
the excess junk we pick as we go around the country., We collect many
things and by the time we get home it's full of books, antique
furniture and just about everything. Shells and rocks and things that
interest us and our friends.
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Q: Where is your home?

R: We live in Springfield, Illinois but we're seldom there. Our
children are now grown. Our older boy is in New York, and editor on
Crystal Publications and he is going to NYU law School. His wife has
a Masters in Psychology and she has been offered, they are thinking of
going up to Clark University, to work on her doctorate. So they may
go up there and then he will enter Harvard Iaw School. He will
transfer from NYU. Our second boy is at Washington U. working on his
doctorate in English. Of course cur baby Mimi 1s here, wife of Dr
Zanger at Ohio State University. I will get it right this time. So
our children are all gone, they are all married and flown the coop.
So we own this home which acts as headquarters. It has a full
basement and a full attic and they're litterly full. We have, I
believe, the best library of puppet books in the country. Have an
agent in Brussels, I have one in Paris, and two in ILondon to buy books
for us. So we have been able to pick up nearly ing that has
been written on puppets. It is not complete but it is more camplete
than any other collection I krxw. Then we have a very large
collection of puppets from all over the world. Shadow puppets from
China, and Java and Bali, Siam, and Greece. Round puppets from well
just all over the world. Hand puppets and round puppets and string
puppets, marionettes. So that is our home base and ocur mailing |
address. Our mail always reaches us no matter where we go because it
goes there and it is forwarded to us.

In traveling we work with superior pecple. We are very fortunate in
working with nice pecple. Most of cur sponsors are colleges, art
museums, children's theatre groups, and we work with groups that try
to make money for some reason. Such as the Junior Ieagque will
scmetimes r us for a project or groups of that sort; they are
called service clubs or civic clubs., They are usually the same
element as a Junior League would be but in a smaller city you cannot
have Junior Leagues. So we work with nice pecple. When we go in we
have to take in a complete stage. We erect our stage on their stage
in their auvditorium. We have been in scme very very interesting
places to erect our little stage which I will tell you later. Our
stage consists of a bridge on which we stand. A lower platform for
the puppets. We have maskings to hide us from the audience and then
the scenery, the backdrops, hide us so we work over them and can
manipulate our puppets in their own setting. We make their properties
for them, paint all their scenery. We have a rail going arcund three
sides where we hang the puppets and we can reach out and get a puppet
whenever we want it and then we have a place to put it when we are
throuwgh with it. which is a problem with a string puppet which had
from nine to twenty-five to thirty strings. Some of them are very
cmplicabedsoymdm'tjustthmwtheminaconmer;ymhavetohang
them up rather carefully so you can use them again. With our variety
acts we have a banjo player, crooner, an opera singer, a piano player.
Piano play for years was called Tom DeKays but since Liberace has

.become very famous for especially younger pecple when we'd bring the

Puppet cut on the stage and everybody would say Liberace so we had to
change his name. We called him Liber Itchie. Changed his makeup,
changed his face rather, so he now looks more like a caricature of
Liberace. We have circus acts, many circus acts doing all sorts of
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things, animals and clowns and such. We have a scene in the

. We have tambstones and skeletons. Have it fixed now so
the moon rises, clouds pass through the sky and one clowd rains.
Little drops of rain drop off the cloud, drop through the cloud do
onto the ground and every time a drop of rain hits the stage a flower
pops up. (chuckles) In other words we started out with a skeleton
and we have ended up with a whole act huilt around the skeleton. So
now we have three skeletons in the act as well as seven tombstones and
all of these other props that go into it. That is the type of
performance we give for straight entertairment. Frequently we bring
in a mmber of foreign puppets and show the different categories of
puppets, how they are manipulated and make it into a lecture
demonstration in conjunction with cur play. That is the program angle
of it.

Same of the places we have playedd that are rather interesting, we had
been to Carville, Iouisiana where everyone in ocur audience had
leprosy. We played at the Houston Respiratory Center where every one
of the audience had on some form of iron lung. We played for Sister
Kemmeys Institute. We played for many mental hospitals where everyone
was mentally sick which to me is the most depressing place because
even sick children are still happy. But these pecple are the
forgotten pecple. We played, oh we played in a lady's bedroom .
We set up our stage once on a stage made of baled hay. Wesetggcgjr
stage once on a semi-trailer truck. We used the side door as our -
proscenium and worked the show in that. So we have been in some very
interesting places. If you would be interested Ellen and I will try,
although this is not easy, we'll try to do a scene for you. The
reasmthatitismteasyisthattlmpappetbmmspartofycu.
VWhen you are giving a puppet show identify yourself with the puppet
and when you are working you coordinate so with the puppet that to try
to do a scene without it, I do not know if that is poessible. Let's
start with Red Riding Hood where the little dog tries to warn her of
the wolf. ILet us take just before he tells her, when she asks, "Do
you smell something?" The little dog is rumning around the
listening, locking and he finally goes sniff, sniff, sniff.

E: (Ellen as Red Riding Hood) What's the matter, Tommy Tucker, do
you smell something?

R: (Ramain as the dog) Woof, woof.

E: Woof, woof?

R: Yes, woof, woof.

E: You know it sourded just exactly like he said, wolf, wolf.
R: Yes, yes, wolf, wolf, wolf.

E: Oh I know, you want to play a game?

R: No, no, no, wolf, wolf, wolf, run, run, run.
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 E: Wolf, wolf, wolf, run, run, run. Ah, Tomy Tucker, come on, we

don't have time to play any games, we have to hurry.
R: Ah, good afternoon.

E: ©Oh, you frightened me.

R: 2h, how are you today?

E: I'm sorry sir but I can't talk to you because my mother said for
me not to talk to anybody that I saw in the forest.

R: Ah, but I'm sure your mother would like for you to talk to a nice
friendly gentleman like T am. See me wag my tail?

E: You look friendly when you wag your tail like that. I am goirng to
speak to you, Mr. Wolf. How do you do, Mr. Wolf.

R: Ah, how do you do?

E: Mr. Wolf, you know my little dog Tommy Tucker is friendly too when
|

R: I don't like dogs. Aaaaaaaaaahhhhheeeee.

E: Oh, vhat's the matter?

R: Ah, every time I get hot or excited my fleas bother me.
E: Do you have fleas, Mr. Wolf. Do you know what, Mr. Wolf? Once my
little dog Tommy Tucker had fleas and you know what my mother did?
She gave him a kath.

R: A bath, I don't like baths.

E: But baths are good for you, Mr. Wolf.

R: What do you have in this big basket?
E: Oh my basket is full of good things to eat.
R: Ah ard I'm hunory.

E: Oh Iut you can't have any of the things in my basket, Mr. Wolf.
No sir, because I'm taking this basket to my grandmas house.

R: Is she a nice plump grandma?

E: Oh no, my grandma is not fat. But, Mr. Wolf, you know what? I
betcha my grarndma is the nicest grandma in the whole world.

R: Yes?
E: Yes, lock at my cape, do you like it?




























