
All the world is a stage - in Chelmsford 
Ama teur theatricals ha ve been wltl1 us a 

long time. In our town . tJ,e present.a t.Ion of 
"shows" probably dates back to the l8tl1 
cen tury. However . the earliest announce
ment of loca l thea tricals known to this 
writ er g ives tl1e "Order of Exercises of tl1e 
Chelmsford Social Institute. February 2. 
18 51 . • • 11,e program Includes eight plays In
ters persed with mus ica l select.Ions. The price 
of admission was 12 'h cents. 

The " Old Line Thespians" announced in 
1859 that iliey would present a " Dramatic 
ExhlbltJon ... -11,e price had Increased to 15 
cents for five plays plus recitations. and so
los. 

All of tJ,ese productions were held In U,e 
Town Ha ll. which a t tha t 11me was in the 
basement of the First Parish Church . Doors 
opened a t "G 'h o'clock. " while tl,e perfor
mance st.art.ed a t "7 'h o'clock ... 

It became common practice for church es 
and clubs t.o produce plays for the amu
sement of tJ1elr members and to ra ise funds . 
However . only a few Chelmsford groups 
h a ve been organized for U,e sole purpose of 
partlclpa t.lng In tl1e performing arts. 

Of tJ1ese groups. one was an organization 
of prominent men of the town who special
ized in Minstrel Shows before U,e tum of U,e 
cen tury . 

In 1934 a dra ma tic club was formed tl1at 
was t:o continue for 46 years . The Unitarian 
Players of Chelmsford was organized by a 
group of Individua ls from tJ1e First Parish 
who h a d much enthus iasm but a lmos t. no 
tJ1ea trlcal ex perience. Starting with non
royalty plays. (e.g. " The Restless J ewel " by 
Adam Applebud) U,e group began Its grad
ua l ad vance to Broadway hlls. 

Within a very sh ort time tJ1e clu~ h ad at
tracted thea tr ica lly minded Individuals from 
out s ide of the church and from tJ,e sur
rounding towns . The orig ina l name was 

ma inta ined until 1963. then was changed to 
"Chelmsford Players" as It. had been com
munity oriented for many years. 

The first plays were presented In the 
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church's pa rish hall. Tickets were priced at 
35 cents with reserved seats 45 cents. Rid
Ing tl1e wa ve of Its early success. the club 
moved to U,e audi torium of the Center Town 
Ha ll In 1937 wltl1out suffering U,e financia l 
ruin predicted by some of Its more conserva
tive members. 

The club's lnJtla l attempt at a musical 
was In 1940 when Gilbert and Sullivan' s 
" HMS Pinafore" was presented Jointly wltJ1 
the First Parish Church of Westford In two 
one-night stands. Thursday night In U,e 
West.ford Town Hall and Friday in U,e new 
Chelmsford High School (now tl,e Town Of
fices building on BIiierica Roa d) . Anyone 
who has worked wlili volunteer st.age crews 
can a ppreciate the heartaches of striking the 
set. transporting. and erecting It for the firs t 
time on a new and much larger stage be
tween midnight. and ilie following evening . 

Wlili U,e opening of the High School on 
Norili Road (now the McCarthy School) In 
tl1e fall of 1959. tl,e Players moved tl,eir 
base of operation to tl1e Improved facilities 
of tl1a t s t.age. 

The Players soon became a loca l lns t.ltu 
t ion . receiving accla im for ilielr professiona l-

Ism In the thea ter a rts. Among U,e more 
a mb itious vehicles tha t they produced 
with marked success were: Dea th of a 
Salesma n . Damn Yankees. Aunt.le Mam e. 
Flower Drum Song. A Streetcar Named 
Desire. The Miracle Worker . and The Mu
sic Man. 

l.n a ddition to semi-annual major pro
ductions. tJ1e Players a lso presented plays 
for school children Including. among otl1-
ers . Cinderella. Sleeping Beauty. and 
Aladdin and tl1e Magic Lamp. 

A s pin-off from tl1e club cam e when a 
grou p of the Players formed Camelot Play
ers t.o do dinner tJ1ea ter a t the Speare 
House. a t the same time continuing partic
ipation In the Chelmsford Players. Cam
elot Is s t.Ill a n act.Ive community theater 
group. most of their product.Ions now be
Ing presented In Westford . 

1ne Chelmsford dramatJc club was one 
of U,e founders. In 19 50. of tJ,e Little The
a ter League. an associa tion of Community 
11,ea ter groups tl,roughout Massachusetts 
and this writ.er served as lt.s firs t presi
dent . The League was tJ,e predecessor of 
tJ1e New England Theater Conference 
(NETC) tha t annua lly conducts a four-day 
play competJtlon a t Brandeis University 
which Is judged by a professiona l adjudi
ca tor form Broadway . Both the Chelms
ford Players a nd Camelot Players h ave re
ceived awards from NETC on numerous 
occasions. 

Ten years ago. Pat chwork Theatre be
ca me Ch e lmsford 's n ewes t. theatrical 
grou p. Here. you ths learn about acting 
and s t.age cra ft s by worki ng on and per
forming In their own product.Ions under 
the su pervis ion of Joan Kennedy. orga
nizer of Pa tchwork and a former member 
and president of the Chelmsford Players . 

Tha t ·s the way 11.·s been . 
George A Parkhurst is a Ch elmsford 

historian whose family has li ved In town 
s ince 1654 . 


