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T he day before Easter, I planted a
strawberry patch. 

Something about the pandemic
— the fear of shortages, the re-

striction on gatherings, the closing of
churches — stirred up an atavistic urge in
me to look to the land as sustenance and
metaphor. We are all using our primitive
brains now, that almond-shaped amygdala
that goes back as far as our species does. I
can feel it revving up back there, prompting

me to search for toilet pa-
per and veggie burgers,
flour and yeast, water and
milk. It is not that I don’t
have enough. I do. It is
the fear that I won’t have
enough and am compet-
ing with thousands of oth-
er lizard-brains amassing
these life-sustaining ba-
sics that persuades me to
think I need more. 

More. 
Before the pandemic, I thought that was

the word that defined our culture. “You
know what you want, don’t you, Rocco,”
Bogart asks Edward G. Robinson in “Key
Largo.” Stumped, Robinson stammers until
Bogart supplies the simple answer. “He
wants more,” he says. 

“Yeah, that’s it! More!” Robinson exalts.
“That’s right, I want more!”

We all want more. The trademark of the
21st century is its uncanny ability to con-
vince us we could not live without products
we never imagined we needed. Seventy per-
cent of our economy rests in consumer
spending. And so much of that spending —
the gadgets, devices, surveillance tools,
computerized voices that answered our
questions with an omniscience that was
gratifyingly god-like — had to do with as-
suaging a rampant fear. What if we got a
flat tire? What if we were lost in the toy de-
partment? What if we left our homes vulner-
able to burglary? What if we didn’t know
what our kids were doing? What could alle-
viate our fear that did not require a lithium
battery? How did people live without these
things before?

I am, I confess, a poor gardener. Just as I
am a poor baker, a poor seamstress, a poor
ironer and a dreadful cook. Had I imagined
a pandemic were on my life’s path, I would
have paid more attention in Home Ec. But
those tyrannical anachronisms who taught
me how to take up a hem or sew on a button
seemed like bitter relics from a world in
which women were compelled to do such
things. I was part of a generation taught to
throw off those yokes. How arrogant that
seems of me now. Now, when I need to
know how to sew a face mask to defend me
from an invisible predator, I don’t even
know where to begin. 

So, dirt. Dirt, which is elemental and sus-
taining, so beautifully, filthily alive. Dirt
would be my salvation. If the world ran out
of meat, poultry, autumn squash soup and

As pandemic
rages, our
earth  offers
sustenance

BY TRACEY  O’SHAUGHNESSY
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K atharine Hep-
burn couldn’t
sing.

She couldn’t
dance.

She seemed to have been
born without rhythm.

But Bob Avian, a first-gen-
eration Armenian kid who
grew up on the Upper West
Side of Manhattan, was stuck
with her. In 1969, the year
Avian worked with Hepburn,
he was a young choreogra-
pher on the Broadway musi-
cal “Coco.”

Alongside him was the cho-
reographer Michael Bennett,
Avian’s best pal and a man
who would go on to revolu-
tionize Broadway with his
Tony award-winning “A Cho-
rus Line.” Ultimately, as
Avian relates in the newly re-
leased “Dancing Man: A
Broadway Choreographer’s
Journey,” which he wrote
with Tom Santopietro, he
would figure out a way to
gloss over Hepburn’s stun-
ning musical meagerness.

It didn’t help.
“I had always imagined

that Devil’s Island apart,
there was no place I would
rather not be in than Las Ve-
gas,” wrote New York Times
critic Clive Barnes. “There
were one or two moments in

the first act (of
“Coco”) when I be-
gan to wonder
whether the verdict
had been a little
hasty.”

“Coco” was awful
— and sold out every
performance of Hep-
burn’s eight-month
contract.

“We were just so disap-
pointed the show wasn’t good
enough,” Avian said. “That’s
the star power she had.
Everybody wanted to see the
show. There wasn’t a ticket to
be had.”

Avian would go on to work

on some iconic
Broadway produc-
tions, including
“Company,” “Dream-
girls,” “Follies” and
“Sunset Boulevard.”
But he will always be
most associated with
“A Chorus Line,”
which he co-choreo-

graphed with Bennett, his
closest friend for years until
his death, of AIDS, in 1987.

“It was a perfect relation-
ship,” Avian said. “I didn’t
ever want to be him and he
didn’t want to be me. I was
never trying to take his job
from him.”

Santopietro, a Waterbury
native who urged Avian to
write the book, said Bennett
understood “that Bob com-
pleted him.” Avian’s expert-
ise was ballet; Bennett’s was
jazz and tap.

“But it’s really that they
completed each other tem-
peramentally,” Santopietro
said. “Bob has the eye of a
great editor  and could say to
Michael: ‘This is too long,’
etc. And Bob could be com-
pletely honest with Michael,
and I think other people
were hesitant about that.
Michael was mercurial and
had a temper. Bob was
calmer and could calm
things down.”

“Dancing Man” is the star-
studded, briskly written sto-
ry of an improbable
Broadway legend. Avian,
who lives in Kent, is the son
of Armenian immigrants dis-
placed by the Turkish geno-
cide. His mother was a
seamstress. His father
worked as a chef. 

Avian started as a dancer
under Jerome Robbins in
“West Side Story,” major hit
musicals, like “Sunset Boule-
vard” and “Miss Saigon,”
and he tells the puckish tale
of a virtually self-taught man
who seemed to alight on
Broadway’s most influential

‘DANCING
MAN’

BY JULIA  RUBIN
ASSOCIATED PRESS

M ending
clothes. Cut-
ting hair. Fix-
ing a squeaky

door or a dripping faucet.
Baking bread. 

A generation or two ago,
household skills like these
were common, learned at
home and at school. Then it
became easier to toss things
out rather than fix them,
quicker to call the profession-
als.

Now, in an unsettling era of
staying at home and not
knowing what will be avail-
able tomorrow, the old ways
are being dusted off and re-

learned.
Since the coronavirus has

shuttered many small busi-
nesses that do our work and
supply our things, millions of
people trying to stay home are
driven by necessity — or
boredom — to do more cook-
ing, cleaning, fixing, groom-
ing and other practical skills
themselves.

“It’s during uncertain times
like these when we take stock
of all the basic life skills we’ve
forgotten, or never learned in
the first place, because they
sure could come in handy
right about now,” says Erin
Bried, a magazine editor in
Brooklyn and author of “How
to Sew a Button: And Other
Nifty Things Your Grand-

mother Knew” (Ballantine).
In a dark and difficult time,

it can be an emotional lift to
find that you’re more capable
around the house than you
thought.

“I accomplished something
real today!” Maria Kernahan,
a real estate agent and chil-
dren’s book author, said after
installing a new thermost in
her Castle Park, Mich., house.
She followed online advice to
figure out the wiring in the old
house. Her husband, mean-
while, has begun chopping
wood.

“We’re making this up as
we go along,” she said.

Bill Hughes, a business
consultant in University
Place, Wash., had to wash

some shirts and didn’t want to
put them away wrinkled.

“When I was a graduate
student, I would iron my own
shirts to save some money. It
was tedious and I looked for-
ward to the day when I could
afford to drop off my shirts to
be cleaned,” says Hughes, 59.
“Since my dry cleaners is
closed, I dusted off the iron
and ironing board, turned on
some Huey Lewis and the
News, and went at it.”

Janice Simonsen, who
works in corporate communi-
cations in Philadelphia,
helped sew masks for medical
personnel, following instruc-
tions on a YouTube video. “I

On our own: Forgotten household skills
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New Year’s Eve in 1993 at Patti Lupone’s house in Kent. From left, John Weidman with Laura Weidman and Jonathan
Weidman, Bob Avian, Lila Coleburn, Marc Shaiman, Scott Whitman, Mia Farrow, Steve Clar, Peter Wooster, Steven Sond-
heim, Peter Pileski and Jim Sacksteder. 

Avian kicked up his heels
as iconic choreographer

Avian
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Hugh Bowers, 17, cooks bacon for BLT sandwiches as his
brother Pearse, 14, looks on at their home in Dublin. Sharon
Bowers co-authored ‘The Useful Book’ with her husband,
David, encouraging self-sufficiency at home.

See AVIAN, Page 2C

See REFLECTIONS, Page 2C

See HOUSEHOLD, Page 2C

Domestic diversions
Your guide for what to stream, read, play, 
listen to and cook during the pandemic.
rep-am.com/domestic-diversions

Comics
Check out Dilbert’s office
adventures in the pullout
section inside.



Republican-American - 04/26/2020 Page : E02

Copyright (c) 2020 Republican-American 04/26/2020
April 26, 2020 6:42 am (GMT +4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 50% from original to fit letter page

F I C T I O N

1. “The Boy,
the Mole, the
Fox and the
Horse? by
Charlie
Mackesy
(Harperone)

2. “Texas
Outlaw” by

Patterson/Bourelle (Little,
Brown)

3. “The Boy from the
Woods” by Harlan Coben
(Grand Central Publishing)

4. “American Dirt” by Jea-
nine Cummins (Flatiron
Books)

5. “Redhead by the Side of
The Road” by Anne Tyler
(Knopf)

6. “The Book of Lost
Friends” by Lisa Wingate
(Ballantine)

7. “Valentine” by Elizabeth
Wetmore (Harper)

8. “The Giver of Stars” by
Jojo Moyes (Viking/Dor-
man)

9. “The Glass Hotel” by Emi-
ly St. John Mandel (Knopf)

10. “Blindside” by James
Patterson and James Born
(Little, Brown)

N O N F I C T I O N

1. “Magnolia
Table, Vol.2”
by Joanna
Gaines (Mor-
row)

2. “Untamed”
by Glennon
Doyle (Dial)

3. “The
Splendid and the Vile” by
Erik Larson (Crown)

4. “Fortitude” by Dan Cren-
shaw (Twelve)

5. “Hidden Valley Road” by
Robert Kolker (Doubleday)

6. “The Last Book on the
Left” by Ben Kissel et al.
(HMH)

7. “Arguing with Socialists”
by Glenn Beck (Threshold)

8. “More Myself” by Alicia
Keys (Flatiron)

9. “Nothing General About
It” by Maurice Benard (Mor-
row)

10. “Open Book” by Jessica
Simpson (Dey Street)GO 10
DEEP

PA P E R B A C K S

1. “Long, Tall Texans:
Rey/Stuart” by Diana
Palmer (Harlequin)

2. “Lost and Found” by
Danielle Steel (Dell)

3. “Shelter in Place” by Nora
Roberts (St. Martin’s Press)

4. “Envious” by Lisa Jack-
son (Zebra)

5. “The 18th Abduction” by
Patterson/Paetro (Grand
Central Publishing)

6. “Neon Prey” by John
Sandford (G.P. Putnam’s
Sons)

7. “Denim and Diamonds”
by Debbie Macomber (Mira)

8. “A Hill of Beans” by
William W. Johnstone (Pin-
nacle)

9. “Window on the Bay” by
Debbie Macomber (Ballan-
tine)

10. “Killer Take All” by
William W. Johnstone (Pin-
nacle)

T R A D E  PA P E R B AC K S

1. “Little
Fires Every-
where” by
Celeste Ng
(Penguin
Books)

2. “Revenge”
by Patter-
son/Holmes

(Grand Central)

3. “The Odd Is Out: The first
Sequel” by James Rallison
(TarcherPerigee)

4. “The Woman in the Win-
dow” (movie tie-in) by A.J.
Finn (William Morrow)

5. “Wild Remedies” by De la
Foret/Han (Hay House)

6. “Before We Were Yours?
by Lisa Wingate (Ballantine)

7. “Normal People” by Sally
Rooney (Hogarth)

8. “City of Girls” by Eliza-
beth Gilbert (Riverhead)

9. “The Wives” by Tarryn
Fisher (Graydon House)

10. “The Inn” by
Patterson/Fox (Grand Cen-
tral Publishing)

BEST SELLERS

From Publishers Weekly,
week ending April 11
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musicals of the late 20th century.
“Company,” “Follies,” “Funny Girl,”

“Hello Dolly,” “A Chorus Line” — all of
them bear Avian’s imprint, many of them
as a co-collaborator with Bennett.

Although Avian didn’t begin to dance
seriously until he was 17, he hit it big al-
most immediately after he successfully
auditioned for the second New York run of
“West Side Story.” Avian, just out of
Boston University, writes of working with
the legendary and volcanic Robbins, “who
scared us all to death,” berating dancers
with insults that left them in tears.

“It was a horror show to endure,” Avian
writes. “But what a giant talent his was
and his gift remained monumental.”

“He’s an incredible taskmaster,” Avian
said. “He was just so tough and so mean
and so insulting to everybody. He’d look at
some girl and say, ‘What are you doing on
the Broadway stage; you should be a
nightclub dancer. You don’t belong here.’”

Avian began rehearsing for “Funny
Girl” the week after it opened in 1964.

“The cast really loved her,” he said of
Barbra Streisand. “They all appreciated
her stardom. She never missed. She al-
ways showed up. She was never out. Al-
ways impressive. And the audience ate
her up. Her career was blossoming all at
the same time, with recordings and TV.”

It’s impossible to overstate how electri-
fying the young Streisand was, but Avian
gives readers a clue: Among the celebri-
ties who came to see “Funny Girl” were
not only Elizabeth Taylor and Richard
Burton, hot in their “Cleopatra” days, but
the hermetic Greta Gar-
bo.

He was a kid in love
with movies who mim-
icked the dance steps un-
til, by 10 or 11, he writes,
“Even with no training or
technique, I knew I could
pull it off.”

And he did. “Dancing
Man” is the story of one
man’s kick line through
Broadway’s last 50 years. 

“As he said to me, he
was always in the room
where it happened,” said
Santopietro, an author of
seven books, including “The Sound of Mu-
sic Story” and “Why ‘To Kill a Mocking-
bird’ Matters.”

“My philosophy about my career was
simply to go through any door that opened
up,” Avian writes. “If there’s an opportu-
nity lying in front of you, take it. Don’t be
scared of change. You never know where
it will lead.”

“Dancing Man” moves with a percus-
sive patter that seems to parallel Avian’s
meteoric success, but it does not offer
much in the way of personal insight. Avian
doesn’t discuss his perspective or reveal
inner demons, if he has any. One minute
he is dancing in the “West Side Story” tour
in Israel. The next he’s working with
Streisand on “Funny Girl.” The next, he’s
touring in Vietnam with Mary Martin in
“Hello Dolly.”

He was in Berlin, touring with the com-
pany of “West Side Story,” when the
Berlin Wall went up.

“We were doing a matinee,” he said.
“One day there was such a buzz in the the-
ater, the stage hands, the audience, and
we heard, eventually, ‘They’re building a
wall, they’re building a wall.’ We didn’t
know what they were talking about.”

Avian’s success, which would soon
move from dancing in the chorus to chore-
ographic mega hits, came in part because
of his close and enduring relationship with
Bennett, whom he met during rehearsals
for “West Side Story.”

The two clicked.
“I had a gift that complemented his,”

Avian said. “I just didn’t have the emo-
tional need to be a star, and I was very
happy to push his star. It takes a lot of
pressure to carry that weight. And I didn’t
have that emotional need. I wanted him to
be the boss. I’d clean up behind him. We
got to be known as tough cop, good cop. It
was a very weird kind of chemistry we
had. It suited both of us so well.”

Both were gay but they were never
lovers, he said. Nevertheless, they would
work together all day and then speak on
the phone nightly.

The critically acclaimed “A Chorus
Line,” which held the record as the
longest-running musical in history, was
the pair at their pinnacle. The musical,
which began as a series of tape-recorded
sessions in which Bennett asked dancers

about their lives, funda-
mentally altered the di-
rection of the American
musical. Suddenly,
dancers were not acces-
sories, an anonymous ki-
netic background set, but
the singular focus. Avian
writes that he and his
colleagues created the
celebrated “One” num-
ber in under an hour.

“We just knocked it
out, so quickly,” Avian
said. “We said ‘this looks
fine,’ not thinking about
it. Never ever changed

one step. The music was such that it lent
itself so much to that style of dancing.”

The New York Times’ influential critic
Frank Rich later wrote: “It was the stitch-
ing together of all its elements in that
purest of theatrical areas, a deep and
empty stage, by its director-choreogra-
pher that made ‘A Chorus Line’ so
thrilling to its audience.”

But the show’s stunning success took its
toll. Bennett, Avian writes, sometimes
“succumbed to drugs, alcohol, and the
bouts of paranoia that affect all of us.” Ul-
timately, Avian writes, “A Chorus Line’s”
success was more difficult to deal with
than the pair’s flops. 

“I missed the days of climbing the
mountain,” Avian writes, “when the jour-
ney itself was the reward, and the
prospects and horizons seemed limitless.”

In 1987, after Avian and Bennett had
scored with the smash “Dreamgirls,” Ben-
nett died of AIDS. He had contracted the
disease in 1985, and he and Avian scoured
the nation for a cure. Hearing of a Tucson-
based doctor then investigating new treat-
ments, Bennett flew to Arizona, where his
health continued to fail. In their last visit
together, Avian mentioned the possibility
of choreographing the London production
of Steven Sondheim’s “Follies.” Bennett
looked at Avian and said, “Do the show.
You know it. It’s time you went out on
your own.”

Avian was 49 years old.
“I really didn’t want to do it,” Avian

said. “I thought, ‘It’s not going to be the
original. Why do it?’ Michael talked me
into it.”

In London, he met Cameron Mackin-
tosh, who had just produced “Les Mis-
érables” and “The Phantom of the Opera,”
and was set to take on the London produc-
tion of “Follies.”

“Who would have thought all those
years with Michael and then I go to
Cameron?” Avian said. “How lucky. There
are advantages to being second banana.
No one is afraid of you. No one thinks they
are competing with you. No one thinks
you’re stealing their job.”

In “Dancing Man,” Avian, who worked
on the London production of “Sunset
Boulevard” with fellow Kent resident Pat-
ti Lupone, addresses the notorious contro-
versy that emerged after Andrew Lloyd
Webber replaced her with Glenn Close in
the New York production. Close ultimate-
ly won a Tony for the role in 1995. “It was
devastating for Patti,” Avian said, adding,
“No one has ever sung (the role of Norma
Desmond) better than Patti.”

In 1996, while in London, Avian, then
60, walked through Leicester Square and
passed three of his shows lined up next to
one another: “Miss Saigon,” “Martin
Guerre” and “Sunset Boulevard.”

“My heart started pumping so loudly.
I’d never put it all together until I saw it
all in London,” he said. “I almost started
crying. I couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t
pride, it was disbelief.”

Learn more about Bob Avian and Tom
Santopietro’s book “Dancing Man” at
bobavian.com

AVIAN: ‘Dancing Man’
tells improbable story
Continued from 1C
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Bob Avian, left, had a close and enduring
friendship with choreographer Michael
Bennett. ‘I just didn’t have the emotional
need to be a star, and I was very happy
to push his star,’ Avian said of their com-
plementary relationship.

CONTRIBUTED

Avian early in his Broadway career

“IF THERE’S AN 
OPPORTUNITY 
LYING IN FRONT OF
YOU, TAKE IT.
DON’T BE SCARED
OF CHANGE. YOU
NEVER KNOW
WHERE IT WILL
LEAD.”

BOB AVIAN

veggie burgers, I’d still have
my strawberry patch. And
that felt oddly enriching. I
love to dig, because digging
reminds me of the past. Dig-
ging makes me think of the
layers of life — animal, veg-
etable, mineral — which had
all been here before me. Just
piercing the earth, the muscu-
lar, slamming effort of it, the
hopeful, eager thrust of the
spade as it penetrates the soil,
which yields or resists, con-
nects me to what is elemental
and absent in my life. 

I am reminded of what now
seems a conceit of indulgence
when so many I know wres-
tled with questions of identity
or purpose — who am I, what
is my ‘purpose-driven life’—
and I realize, no, maybe this
is your purpose. This clawing
out of the earth to wrench
from it sustenance is the fun-
damental identity. A human
being, battling, like so many
before us, a deadly and capri-
cious natural killer, seeking

survival out of soil and sweat. 
All plagues, from Justin-

ian’s Rome, to Medieval Eu-
rope, to Industrial-era
London, have three uniting
features: They were sparked
by a rise in global trade, they
were spread by increased
density and cities. They were
fought by quarantine and
flights to the countryside. 

I have a phone in my pocket
more powerful than the Apol-
lo 11 guidance computer that
sent man to the moon. And
I’m crawling around in the
dirt planting food to feed my
family. Have we come so far? 

I keep hearing that we will
“get through this together.”
Perhaps it begins with the
collective realization that we
are fundamentally Homo
sapiens, a long line of species
as vulnerable as ever to the
forces that save and sustain in
equal measure.

Tracey O’Shaughnessy
writes Sunday Reflections.
Reach her at Tosh@rep-
am.com or @TraceyOSh.

REFLECTIONS: Truths
found digging into dirt
Continued from 1C

haven’t pulled my sewing ma-
chine out for many years. I
never really had the time,” she
says. “Those junior high
sewing classes kicked back
in.”

She plans to keep the ma-
chine out and try some proj-
ects, like pillow covers, that
she’s put off for years. “It felt
good to create something use-
ful again,” says Simonsen. 

Yes, you can still order take-
out in most places and call the
plumber or electrician. But
more people are trying to do
that only when absolutely
needed. Hardware stores have
seen high demand for home-
repair and lawn tools. Social
media feeds everywhere are
full of posts from newbies
planting vegetable gardens,
giving themselves haircuts
and baking bread. 

Especially sourdough. Lots
of sourdough.

YouTube has seen a spike of
more than 100% in average
daily views of videos with
“Cook with Me” in the title
since March 15 compared to
the rest of the year, said
spokeswoman Veronica
Navarrete. “We’re seeing this
trend across several verticals,”
including cleaning, she said.

For her book, Bried inter-
viewed women who had lived
through the Great Depression
and imparted lessons on how
to make do and get by.

“I feel a new, closer connec-
tion to all of their stories now,”
she says. “It was a difficult
time, and it left its mark on all
of them. I think this pandemic,
too, will leave its mark on us
much in the same way. It’s
caused us all to halt our lives
and reevaluate, maybe for the
first time, what is truly impor-
tant and what we’re equipped
to handle.”

Jeanne Huntley, who taught
high school home economics
for 35 years in Sault Ste.
Marie, Ontario, thinks society
lost something important

when schools phased out home
economics and shop classes in
favor of computer science, ro-
botics and STEM.

“A lot of younger people
have been brought up in a con-
sumer society — ‘You don’t fix
things, you replace things,’”
she says. “Parents are busy
too, and there’s not a lot of
time to pass on those skills.
But knowing you can make
things and fix things gives us a
sense of confidence in our-
selves.”

This is not new for every-
one. There’s always been a
countercurrent of people
yearning to get back to basics. 

The DIY movement has
blossomed in recent years,
and long before the coron-
avirus “urban homesteaders”
experimented with backyard
chickens, homemade dyes,
wooden toys and organic food.
Concerns over climate change
have kickstarted a strong
movement toward buying few-
er things and leaving a lighter
footprint on the environment:
“Reduce, reuse, recycle.”

Now, in a time of feared
shortages and limited mobili-
ty, this emphasis on self-suffi-
ciency is going wider.

Sharon Bowers, co-author
with her husband, David, of a
book about life skills called
“The Useful Book” (Work-
man), embraces the trend. But
she cautions people to be
smart — and check out books
and YouTube videos before
plunging in.

“I’m urging you to boldly go
and try something new, but
not something that you know
is way outside your ability. ...
You could probably wire a
lamp, but don’t mess around
with the circuit board in your
house,” she says. 

Even the Bowerses, fix-it
pros who live outside Dublin,
Ireland, with their two teenage
sons, “have a plumbing prob-
lem that’s complicated” to
deal with. “And,” she says,
“we’re just going to have to
wait.”

HOUSEHOLD: Home
economics has a revival
Continued from 1C
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Erin Bried, right, works with her daughters Ellie, 9, left, and
Bea, 4, as they sew masks. Bried is the author of ‘How to Sew
a Button: And Other Nifty Things Your Grandmother Knew.’


