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For nearly 60 years, Theatre West Virginia
has brought the Mountain State’s history
to life in story and song.
Written by ZAcK HAROlD
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here wasn’t much foot traffic in Tamarack
on this cold, wet Saturday morning in
February. But just before 10, a line of
nervous parents and children began to
form outside the building’s Hulett C.
Smith Theater.
Mike Brown, who was posted
outside to help with the sign-up sheet,
offered the kids some advice: “Don’t look at anybody. If you
do, it’ll just get you nervous. That’s auditioning 101.”
Of course, these young actors and actresses had reason to
be nervous. They had come to Tamarack for Theatre West
Virginia’s first open audition of 2018. If cast, they would join
a long line of thespians who have spent summers onstage at
the former Grandview State Park. But this year, the stakes
were especially high. These kids were competing for the
opportunity to bring a brand-new, original musical to the
stage for the very first time.
Outdoor theater was something of a fad in the mid-20th
century. Beckley residents caught the bug and invited
McDowell County native Kermit Hunter—an associate
drama professor at Virginia’s Hollins College who’d written
the popular play “Unto These Hills” for an outdoor theater in
Cherokee, North Carolina—to visit in the spring of 1954. It
was during this trip that Hunter got the idea to write a play
about the birth of his home state.
The Woman’s Club of Beckley began raising money and in
1955 local theater lovers formed the West Virginia Historical
Drama Association to produce the play and build an
outdoor theater at Grandview State Park. The group gained
support from members of the West Virginia Conservation
Commission, the predecessor to the state Division of Natural
Resources, who pledged $200,000 of the agency’s budget to
build the theater.
Construction of the 1,000-seat amphitheater was
completed in May 1960, and Hunter’s statehood play, titled
Honey in the Rock, debuted a month later. Turnout was slow at
first, partially because of the cool, rainy weather that June. But
by late July 1961 the amphitheater was packed every night.
The theater had to add 325 additional seats and the show,
which played 60 times that summer, earned a write-up in the
New York Times.
Attendance remained strong through the 1960s. Honey
in the Rock became especially popular in 1963, when West
Virginia celebrated its 100th birthday. By the 1967 season,
more than 125,000 attendees from 50 states and a handful of
countries had seen Hunter’s play. Motels sprung up around
Grandview to accommodate theatergoers.
The 1969 season was the best yet, drawing a record attendance
of 28,294 people. That milestone would soon be eclipsed, though,
when the Hatfields and McCoys came to town.

Act II

Honey in the Rock producer Norman Fagan came up with the
idea for a musical about the feud between West Virginia’s
Hatfield clan and the McCoys of eastern Kentucky. His
successor, Ewel Cornett, made the idea into reality. He wrote
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top The statehood musical Honey in the Rock, by noted playwright and
West Virginia native Kermit Hunter, made its debut in 1960. bottom
Hatfields and McCoys remains a popular feature at Theatre West Virginia.
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Act I
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The original musical Hatfields and McCoys joined Theatre West
Virginia‘s repertoire in 1970 and sold more than 67,000 tickets in its
first season.
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Theatre West Virginia
hires actors from
West Virginia but also
brings in talent from
around the country.
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original songs for the production and recruited Boone
County native Billy Edd Wheeler to write the script.
The duo crisscrossed the Tug River, interviewing
members of the infamous families, combining
that firsthand research with the tale spun in Virgil
Carrington Jones’ 1948 book The Hatfields and McCoys.
Hatfields and McCoys opened its inaugural season on
West Virginia Day 1970. It was an ambitious production
with huge set pieces built on special wagons, lots of
gunfire, and a staff of 80 performers and technicians.
Naturally, there were a few mishaps. An actor was burned
by the powder from a rifle. The production was forced to
fire the play’s pig, appropriately named “Troubles,” after it
squealed at the wrong times, had to be given tranquilizers
before each show, and started gaining six or seven pounds
every week. Lightning struck the water pump station at
Grandview, leaving the park with only a half-day’s supply
of water—until the Beaver Fire Department saved the day
and trucked in 10,000 gallons.
But those misfortunes did not hinder ticket sales.
Within a week of its opening, the show had been featured
in the Washington Post and played to more than 7,500
people from 34 states and Canada. On August 20, actors
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played to a capacity crowd of 1,438 people—with 300
theatergoers turned away at the box office.
Hatfields and McCoys closed its first season on August
31 with more than 67,700 tickets sold, shattering the
record set by Honey in the Rock the previous year.
The West Virginia Historical Drama Association
would produce both Hatfields and McCoys and Honey in
the Rock beginning in the 1971 season. In 1974, the group
merged with Theatre West Virginia, a traveling theater
company that performed at schools throughout southern
West Virginia. The new company continued to perform
both at schools and at Grandview—but adopted Theatre
West Virginia’s snappier, easier-to-remember name.

Act III

Although the company lasted for decades, Theatre
West Virginia was never quite financially sound. But
things got really bad in 2013. Faced with growing costs
and stagnant cashflow, Theatre West Virginia’s board
of directors voted to shut the company down. The
group sold off its office building and fleet of trucks to
pay its creditors.
The stage would not stay dark for long, though. In
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Theatre West Virginia‘s
newest production,
opening this June, is a
musical adaptation of
Danny Boyd‘s 1992 film
Paradise Park. The play
will feature 11 brandnew original songs by
Larry Groce.

January 2014, news surfaced that Theatre West
Virginia would return for a 53rd season with a new
general manager, Scott Hill. Hill remembers his
hiring vividly. Mike Cavendish, then president of
Theatre West Virginia’s board of directors, came to
him and said “Scott, if we could lead Theatre West
Virginia back, you’re the person to do it. Because
everyone else has said, ‘no.’”
Theatre West Virginia put on 17 performances of
Hatfields and McCoys in 2014. “It was by the skin of
your teeth. But it always seemed to work out,” Hill
says. Since then, the company has returned to doing
full-length summer seasons, often producing three

shows each year and drawing theatergoers from all
over West Virginia and the world.
He’s doing this through innovative fundraising
and promotional techniques. But Hill also knows the
success or failure of Theatre West Virginia comes
down to what happens onstage. He realized the
company needed to try something innovative to fill
the seats.
Hill knew just who to call.
Martinsburg native Danny Boyd began making movies
at the height of the home video boom, beginning with
1987’s horror flick Chillers. He followed that with the
science fiction film Strangest Dreams: Invasion of the Space
Preachers in 1990. But he wanted to try something a little
more serious, so he made Paradise Park—a drama set in a
mobile home court in southern West Virginia.
The film was never a big commercial success and
eventually fell out of distribution. Hill bought the rights
to the film in 2015 intending to re-release it on DVD. But
then he had another idea: He asked Boyd to adapt the
story for the stage.
In fall 2016, Boyd recruited Larry Groce, the
Grammy-nominated Mountain Stage host who also
appeared in the Paradise Park film, to write songs for
the musical. Groce was worried about writing so many
songs in such a short amount of time. But once he got
started, the lyrics flowed. He wrote 11 original songs
for the musical, which also includes two older but never
released Groce compositions, two new versions of the
movie’s theme song, and a song written for the movie
by Boyd and Groce.
Like the film, the musical centers around Nada, an
old woman who receives a vision that God will soon visit
the community and grant each resident one wish. Her
neighbors don’t really believe her, but also don’t want to
hurt her feelings. They decide to host a “God watch”
party and, as the play goes on, the audience peeks into the
fantasies of the characters to see what their wishes would
be. Boyd says Paradise Park: The Musical digs deeper into
characters’ psyches and backstories than the movie ever
could, because songs allow them to express themselves in
ways dialogue does not.
For instance, Nada’s fantasy involves winning the
lottery. “If you go to somebody who’s filling out a
lottery ticket, in the vast majority of cases, the numbers
they choose are not random numbers. They stand for
something,” Groce says. Her song “The Numbers Game”
divulges what the numbers on her winning lotto ticket
mean to her. “It’s a tearjerker,” Boyd says.
Hill says Paradise Park fits perfectly into the story of
Theatre West Virginia, which has made its name telling
Mountain State–based stories. This new musical tells a
more recent chapter than Honey in the Rock or Hatfields
and McCoys, but Hill says it reveals something about the
spirit of the state and her people. “It’s a reflection of West
Virginia,” he says. “We believe in this story.”
Paradise Park: The Musical will open on June 15
at Grandview and will play until July 1. Visit www.
theatrewestvirginia.org for more information. w
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