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THE BORDENTOWN SCHOOL




INTERVIEW WITH DIRECTOR DAVE DAVIDSON
1. What attracted you to this story?
As a documentary, the Bordentown story is the best of both worlds -  it is a sweeping historical epic that also resonates on a very human level through compelling individuals who talk about it from first hand experience. There is the over-arching narrative that covers 75 years in black education and features two icons of African American culture, Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Dubois. The Bordentown School became this unique social laboratory where their opposing philosophies - practical training versus developing an intellectual elite - were played out in real time and space. The other amazing aspect is, since the school was not closed until 1955, there are interesting and vital people still around who lived the Bordentown experience.

2. How did you find out about the school?
My co-producer, Amber Edwards and I are both fascinated by stories and characters on the verge of being lost, but too important to be forgotten. My first documentary was Cissy Houston – Sweet Inspiration, which was about Cissy’s challenge of ‘singing both sides’ – R&B on Saturday night and Gospel on Sunday morning at her church.  (Incidentally, at that time Cissy’s daughter Whitney was just and up-and-coming choir member!)  After that, Amber and I teamed up to make The Dancing Man – Peg Leg Bates, about the legendary tap dancer and star of the Ed Sullivan Show. Amber and I both lived in New Jersey for some time, and she was also a producer at New Jersey Public Television for more than 20 years. So we have built up a very strong network of people who are in touch with New Jersey topics and African -American topics . And the Bordentown story is both.

The specific genesis of us doing the Bordentown story actually came out of a tragic situation.  Our long-time friend and advisor Clement Price from Rutgers came to us with the devastating news that Tom Guy, a wonderful Jersey-based documentary filmmaker had passed away suddenly – and prematurely . He was only in his early fifties. Tom had been researching a film project on the Bordentown School and,  with Tom’s passing, it appeared that this great story would never see the light of day. Clement, Amber and I talked it over for some time and we  decided to see if we could pick up the threads. As you might imagine, it was difficult to locate Tom’s original research, so we ended up starting from scratch.

3. What did you have to do?

One of the beautiful things about  researching Bordentown is that it was a State institution, so records were kept of everything. We located minutes from Board of Education meetings, school newspapers, even memos to the Ford dealership complaining that the choir bus was breaking down….I mean everything. The photographic record was equally astounding. Besides hundreds of standard yearbook-type pictures, we located some poignant artistic photos take by Lewis Hine, the legendary social issue documentarian.  The final surprise was that there was actually  16mm film taken at the Bordentown campus in the 1920’s.  It was a documentary filmmaker’s dream. We ended up dedicating the film to Tom – as we discovered all those amazing things for ourselves, we felt a real kinship with him – a shared excitement.

How long did it take to make this film?

We  started research in 2004 and we recorded the narration with Ruby Dee in July of 2009.  It is the archetypal story of an independent documentary: work …run out of money…stop…fund raise….get going again.  It was low budget, but never no budget.  We are grateful  to The Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, The New Jersey Council for the Humanities and The New Jersey Historical Commission.  They  were able to give us enough support to pay the essential  bills along the way. 
How did you find the graduates to talk to?

That was relatively easy as well. There is a Bordentown Social Club that meets regularly. We hung out with them and got to know everyone.  These folks are our heroes. They have gone through a lot and have had to live with this cultural misperception - a place that they knew and loved acquired the undeserved stigma of a Jim Crow school. They knew the good that it did for them and they have lived productive lives building on their experience at Bordentown. These people have a special bond to each other and are still fiercely proud of the school.  We really wanted to celebrate them in the film as well.

What about the scholarly side?

I mentioned that  many of the alums were high achieving people. Three of the alums who we interviewed on camera were college professors, program heads and/or deans, so that was a double win. They lived the Bordentown experience and were also able  to put it into a larger cultural context. In addition to that, we had two of the best experts on African-American history.  Clement Price’s expertise on the black experience and how it played out in New Jersey specifically is unparalleled and David Levering Lewis received two Pulitzer prizes for his biographical work on DuBois. They were extraordinary.
What do you want viewers to get out of “A Place Out of Time”?

I’m always happy if, when the lights come up, people think it’s a good story – well told. But at an early rough cut screening, a friend said, “This is just as much about the conversation that happens after the  movie”.  He was right.  The Bordentown School was of a different era, but some of the issues in education that Bordentown addressed are ones that we are still grappling with in 2009.  The film can be a catalyst for that discussion.

What are you working on next?

Our company, Hudson West Productions has two projects in production.  Amber is directing, “Michael Feinstein’s American Songbook”. It’s a multi-part series that documents Michael’s efforts to raise awareness of  this unique– and threatened - part of our cultural heritage.  I’m shooting and co-producing. It is due to air on PBS in 2010.
 I’m directing “Everything Turns – Everything Revolves” a biopic on Hans Richter,  the expat German Dadaist and Avant Garde filmmaker who escaped the Nazis and  landed in America to head our first real film school. Amber is co-producing that one.  There’s the symmetry of Hudson West in action!  Eating and sleeping also come into play along the way.
