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2 popcorns
You first become suspicious when you

hear the title. Simon who? And then you
learn the movie is based on John Irving�s
A Prayer for Owen Meany, that wonder-
fully quirky and sage saga from the writer
who penned The World According To
Garp and The Hotel New Hampshire.
Then why the name change?

The diminutive 12-year-old with a
Christ complex was named Owen Meany,
wasn�t he? Was there a Simon Birch in
the novel? What�s up? Someone trying to
pull a fast one? But then, maybe we�re
being just a little paranoid. After all,
what�s in a name?

Well...certainly not very much if you
go by Mark Steven Johnson. Alas, your
skepticism is justified. The writer-
director�s much-compromised Simon
Birch has veered so drastically from the
original temper of novelist Irving�s best-
selling book that the author has all but
disavowed the film; instead of a �based-
on� to describe the source material, the
credits must inform that Simon Birch is
only �suggested by� the novel.

Whatever his name, he is played by 3-
foot-eleven-inch newcomer, Ian Michael
Smith, a real-life 11-year-old noticeably
suffering from a growth-hampering dis-
ease (in the book, Owen�s curiously small
size is exotic, not sickly). It is related that
the title character is so little at birth that
his arrival goes virtually unnoticed, es-
pecially by his surprised mom, who hap-
pens to painlessly deliver him as a con-
sequence of sneezing. The doctors say he
won�t make it through the night. Then
they inform he won�t make it through the
week. Fast-forward 12 years.

Of course, the smallest child ever born
at New Hampshire�s Gravestown Hospi-
tal lives to be the marvelously unlikely
hero of the tale. Certain that God has a
grand plan for him, Simon is forever
declaring he is bound for glory. His par-
ents regard him with a deadpan lack of
interest that barely masks their disdain.
But, like the miracle of his survival,
Simon has unshakable faith.

The argumentative 12-year-old�s
egocentricism has the unfortunate effect
of annoying some folks. Particularly
rankled by Simon�s spiritual pluck and
his penchant for debunking authority is
David Strathairn as the rigid Reverend
Russell. Also at her wit�s end at the hands
of this enfant philosophe is his teacher,
Miss Leavey (Jan Hooks). When typecast
Simon portrays the baby Jesus at a humor-
ously ill-fated Christmas pageant-turned-
fiasco, her worst fears are realized.

Happily, the vertically-challenged
youth has two very loving allies with
equally eccentric pedigrees, like best
friend Joe and his mother, Rebecca
Wenteworth. Looking like a young Ava
Gardner, Ashley Judd imbues Rebecca
with an angelic presence; it comple-
ments the pedestal Simon has put her on.
She in turn functions as the Lilliputian�s
surrogate Mom.

Miss Wentworth never did wed, and
you know what that makes Joe, played by
Joseph Mazzello (Jurassic Park). He
has his persona rooted in the perplexing
fact that Mom met Dad-to-be on the
Boston-to-Maine, but never bothered to
tell anyone, including him, who the fel-
low was. When the boys aren�t speculat-
ing just exactly how Simon will realize
his heroic destiny, they direct their ef-
forts to the matter of Joe�s elusive pater-
nity. Every fellow in town is a suspect.

The alternately funny and sad quest
becomes an obsession. Yet the manhunt
must take a back seat to the cataclysmic
interjection of two very tragic events �
Irving�s signature method of mixing off-
beat plot mechanisms with his story-by-
collision style. In the filmmaker�s hands,
the literary device doesn�t quite achieve
the aura of watershed importance that
marks the New England author�s spe-
cific brand of neo-gothic wackiness. In-
stead, Johnson directs with a more con-
formist goal, sculpting the story�s oddball
events into a fairly typical coming-of-age
summer set in a typically Rockwellian
town. The script is chock-full of those
stock learning-experience moments that
both change and prove everything.

It figures then that the tale�s more
trenchant notions are, more often than
not, artlessly delivered in very conven-
tional terms. Thus, even with a fairly
decent cast and enough warm fuzziness
to clothe a thousand Beanie Babies, in
the final analysis Simon Birch is ma-
nipulative: time to laugh, time to cry,
time to learn a life lesson � all accom-
panied by 60s-era pop hits delivered
with the poetic subtlety of a sledgeham-
mer.

In other words, it all dumbs down to
lo-cal Irving for the masses. An antitheti-
cal idea if ever there were one. If the
producers were truly forthcoming, in
addition to the �suggested by� ploy, the

credits would proclaim thusly: �We paid
John Irving a ton to make this film, so we
couldn�t chance a faithful adaptation that
might only play to a handful of elitists at
a few cosmopolitan art houses. And what
do you need such intellectual stuff for
anyway? It�ll just make you miserable...all
that death and redemption garbage. So
here. Enjoy! We got mainstream Mark
Steven Johnson (Grumpy Old Men) to
transpose the whole deal. Got rid of all
those hard, messianic concepts that make
people crazy. Now everyone in the family
can understand it.�

The fantasy disclaimer might also add
that since no one thus far has satisfacto-
rily translated Irving�s works, why start
now? But give them credit for restraint.
At least they didn�t attempt a merchan-
dise tie-in with a fast food chain. Then
they�d have to decide whether to name
the very little plastic character you get
with a lucky meal Owen Meany or Simon
Birch .

*  *  *  *  *
Simon Birch, rated PG-13, is a Buena

Vista release of a Hollywood Pictures
presentation directed by Mark Steven
Johnson and stars Ian Michael Smith,
Joseph Mazzello and Ashley Judd. Run-
ning time: 113 minutes.

PRESTIGE
Once people understand the source

of the word prestige, they will be less
inclined to be tricked by some of those
people who appear to possess that magi-
cal quality. In fact, the Latin elements
of prestige are essentially the same as
for prestidigitator which means one
who is skilled in the manual execution
of tricks; juggler.

The word prestidigitator combines
preste, quick and digitus, meaning fin-
ger. The French later fashioned the
word prestige, which was eventually
adopted by the English, and is cur-
rently defined as the power to impress
or influence others because of success,
wealth, or influence.

The Latin word praestigiosus, mean-
ing full of deceitful tricks, is quite
close in meaning to prestidigitator. The
English version, prestigious, is still
used occasionally in the sense of de-
ception, but is more often used to de-
scribe those having or imparting dis-
tinction.

Be careful not to be taken in by those
who appear to have prestige, because
occasionally people achieve prestigious
status through the use of trickery.

Resident Urges Media to Increase
Coverage of Problems in America Today

I fear for the future of our great
country when I note how much time is
devoted to the relationship between
President Clinton and Monica
Lewinsky and how little time is de-
voted to such major public policy is-
sues as nuclear proliferation, terror-
ism, world-wide famine, the environ-
ment, the tens of millions of adults and
children not covered by medical insur-
ance, and the social and economic dis-
locations caused by massive shifts in
the American economy.

There are so many other major public
policy issues which also do not get the
attention they deserve from the media
let alone from the public.

The Connecticut Courant of Hart-
ford, in the editorial �The Principal
Circumstances Which Render Liberty
Secure,� dated January 7, 1788, argued
that the people must �have access to the
sources of information� and be �dis-
cerning (about) what measures are con-
ducive to the public welfare.�

Yet tonight, September 4, for example,
there was no special television coverage
of the continued severe declines in
American stock markets or of the dis-
tinct danger of a global economic reces-
sion.

Noah Webster in �A Citizen of
America,� dated October 17, 1787 ar-
gued that �the information of the people�
is a basis of freedom.

Thomas Jefferson, writing to James
Madison from Paris on December 20,
1787, hoped for �the education of the
common people� because he was �con-
vinced that on their good sense we
may rely with the most security for the
preservation of a due degree of lib-
erty.�

That education about public policy
issues so central to preserving and en-
riching our freedom and liberty is sorely
missing because the media has not met
its special responsibility to help educate
the people about all the public policy

problems they must face and solve.
The information which the public

needs that our country may always be
free and prosperous cannot alone be
obtained in school. Without extensive
media coverage of the public policy
issues of the day, teachers and their
students are at a disadvantage which no
textbook or other teaching material can
remove.

Generations of future Americans will
ask what we did today to solve the
pressing domestic and foreign policy
problems confronting us. We fail to
solve these problems not only at our
own peril but at the peril of these future
Americans.

Stephen Schoeman,
Scotch Plains

Resident Reacts to Storm Damage;
Calls for Better Tree Maintenance

This letter was sent to The Westfield
Leader as an open letter to our Mayor
Thomas C. Jardim.

Dear Mayor: The damage caused by

Monday�s storm is quite extensive and
appalling. Even more appalling is the
fact that the majority of the fallen trees,
which caused terrible damage to private
property and left many residents and
business owners without electrical power
for numerous hours, were on town prop-
erty.

The clean-up of the downed trees and
power lines will undoubtedly take sev-
eral weeks. It is a true disaster. But this
disaster could have been minimized if
the town of Westfield had done a better
job of tree maintenance.

I can�t say how often I have heard
neighbors say that they called the town to
have unhealthy trees at the curb in front
of their home either pruned or removed
entirely, and the response they received
was: �We are too busy now, we�ll have to
put you on the list.� This simply is not an
acceptable response, in light of the storm
on September 7.

My hope now is that our town of
Westfield gets declared a natural disaster
area so we can get some federal assis-
tance.

Does the town have a regular tree
trimming, removal and replanting sched-
ule or do we have to wait for a storm to
remove all the dead wood?

Janna Sage Peterson
Westfield

State to See Accountability
On Education Spending

By Senator Donald T. DiFrancesco

Regionalization One Way of Reducing
Burden on Jersey Property Taxpayers

Over the course of the past year there has been
plenty of discussion on property taxes and their
impact on local communities. In fact, Governor Chris-
tine Todd Whitman�s Property Tax Commission re-
cently released a review of issues related to property
tax reform. New Jersey property owners pay some of
the highest taxes in the nation.

Rising taxes are nothing new. In 1929, the year of
the New York Stock Market crash, the State Legisla-
ture established a commission to investigate county
and municipal taxes. The Commission found that a
�rapid increase of tax rate burdens in recent years has
given rise to a general spirit of unrest� and other
problems. Some 20 years later, with President Truman
in the White House, New Jersey Governor Alfred E.
Driscoll thought that residents expect services from
municipal government which would be better carried
out by counties or the state.

And, just a decade ago, a State Commission deter-
mined that New Jersey has an �excessive reliance on
local government and local taxation.� It also found
that state and local government �does not always
promote accountability, equity and efficiency.�

In an effort to lower property taxes, Somerset
County has a plan to consolidate the county�s 21
towns into five regional centers. While each town
would still elect a Mayor and governing body, senior-
level officials would be responsible for managing the
delivery of key services � such as policing, school
boards, tax assessment, school transportation, plan-
ning and purchasing � and would be regionalized
under the proposal. One of the regional centers � to
consist of Bridgewater, Raritan and Somerville �
found that costs would be cut $1.824 million.

We caution our elected leaders, though that
regionalization doesn�t always work. Look at
Mountainside residents who, along with five other
towns, are glad to be free of the Union County
Regional High School District. While some commu-
nities were better off under the regionalized program,
Mountainside now only pays for transportation costs
and other fees to the Berkeley Heights Board of
Education. Under the regional plan, Mountainside
taxpayers had to pay a share of maintenance for four
high school buildings, teacher salaries, and other
expenses.

The notion of shared services, though, is a good
concept. Scotch Plains and Fanwood share a school
district, welfare director, and, just recently, a munici-
pal jail Matron. Garwood, Springfield, Roselle Park,
Mountainside and Fanwood all are part of the Westfield
regional Health Department.

Each year when local governing bodies and school
boards put together their budgets the impact of taxes
is considered. The question should also be how to best
combine services, where possible.

There seems to be an unwritten theory that bond
referendums are a one-shot deal. This is definitely not
the case. Referendums are generally used for long-
term projects such as new libraries, schools and
capital improvements. The Westfield School Board is
currently considering a referendum of $12 million for
additional classrooms and other projects. The bond
would raise taxes about $18 the first year on the
averaged assessed home in town, $37 in the second
year and $56 for years three through five. Keeping
this in mind, Westfielders paid an increase of $104
over 1997.

Thus, we ask the school board and its Citizen
Advisory Committee to be mindful of this fact during
their deliberations. Likewise, officials often seem to
get excited when they get a grant from the state or
county. While this seems great, this money still comes
from taxpayers pockets. For example, county prop-
erty taxes support the �Pocket Park� program, while
state income taxes pay for the annual Transportation
Trust Fund road improvement projects.

It is indeed nice to see our hard earned tax dollars
return home. Just remember folks, it was our money
in the first place.

In addition to the school bond referendum, the
Westfield Town Council has been considering a bond
issue to make major infrastructure improvements to
the town�s roads and parks. Debt payments on the
multi-million dollar road improvement bond referen-
dum would replace the existing debt on the Westfield
library, which is nearly retired.

By the same token, the proposed school board
bond referendum would replace bond issues of the
late 1980s. So, the question is � are these spend-
ing projects essential? And, if so, can they be
included within the capital improvement budget?
Town officials have said the capital improve-
ments could be done within the town budget. The
town would save on interest payments and still get
the job done.

In Scotch Plains and Fanwood, which share a
school system, there is a disparity between the amount
of property taxes paid for homes assessed at the same
value, yet just across the town line from one another.
That needs to be changed so that Fanwoodians don�t
continue to pay the bulk of the burden of the school tax
levy. Afterall, all the public schools in the district lie
in Scotch Plains.

It�s that time of year again when New
Jersey�s school children head back to the
classroom to continue their pursuit of
knowledge. To them, the 1998 school
year is just another small step in earning
a top-notch education that will prepare
them for the workforce of the 21st cen-
tury.

For taxpayers, however, 1998 will be
remembered as a watershed year in which
the New Jersey Supreme Court made its
final ruling in the 30-year history of our
state�s school funding debate.

In the effort to bring the state�s poorest
school districts into spending parity with
other districts, there would be no
�dumbing down� of New Jersey�s best
schools. There would be no penalizing
frugal middle-income school districts like
Scotch Plains-Fanwood, Cranford and
Berkeley Heights, in order to put more
funds into special needs schools.

Instead, there will be higher education
standards for school children and im-
proved accountability for the spending of
state education aid dollars and of local
property tax dollars.

In supporting the Comprehensive Edu-
cational Improvement and Financing Act
(CEIFA), Governor Christine Todd
Whitman and the Republican Legisla-
ture recognized that simply spending
additional dollars on New Jersey�s pub-
lic school system would not improve the
poor performance exhibited by the state�s
poor or special needs districts.

The state already spends an average of
$9,238 per pupil in education funding �
the highest in the nation. We refused to
be placed in a position of taking money
away from middle-income districts to
address the problems of special needs
districts.

Instead, Governor Whitman and the
Legislature set the bar higher for all New
Jersey schools by establishing statewide
core curriculum standards that outline
what every student should know and be
able to do after 13 years of public school
education.

The fiscal year 1999 state budget re-
flects our commitment to New Jersey�s
schools, particularly the middle-income
school districts, which lack the resources
of wealthier districts yet don�t qualify for

the variety of state programs enjoyed by
the special needs districts. This year�s
budget includes a total of $6 billion for
education.

Of that figure, Governor Whitman ear-
marked $2.1 billion for middle-income
school districts, including $52.7 million
for debt service. The Legislature then
added $42.1 million to that figure to
ensure that those districts were held harm-
less in the state�s new funding formula.
We also added nearly $100 million to
help local districts offset renovation costs,
fund safety improvements or construct
additional classrooms.

District 22 schools, in particular, ben-
efited from the CEIFA law. Those dis-
tricts received a total of $5.3 million in
additional aid over last year. The
Westfield and Scotch Plains-Fanwood
school districts, for example, received a
combined total of nearly half a million in
additional aid over last year.

The state Supreme Court�s decision
sets the stage for the Legislature to take
its rightful place as the lead decision-
maker in New Jersey�s school funding
decisions. In the 21st century, our leader-
ship will be tested by new challenges as
we try to ensure a top quality education
for every New Jersey student.

Our efforts will focus on increased
funding for technology grants in order to
prepare students for the information age.
Tomorrow�s economy will demand cut-
ting edge high-tech skills that our school
children will need to learn in order to
compete and prosper in the next cen-
tury.

I know Governor Whitman and the
Legislature will rise to meet this educa-
tion challenge, just as we did on the
school funding issue. The state Supreme
Court was correct to endorse the Repub-
lican majority�s vision of delivering a
quality education for all of New Jersey�s
students. After 30 years of debate, the
judicial and legislative branches of gov-
ernment finally agree that we�re on the
right path for our schools and our chil-
dren.

*****
Senator Donald T. DiFrancesco, of

Scotch Plains, serves as President of the
State Senate.
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Proud Scotch Plains Resident Praises
Upward Trend In Property Values

Congratulations to all Scotch Plains
home owners on their very wise invest-
ment. In a recently-published article, a
table listed a town-by-town analysis of
how property values have increased over
the years.

Interestingly, Scotch Plains has en-
joyed a 14 percent increase in value since
1993, the second highest in Union County;
a 23 percent increase since 1987, the
third highest in the county, and a 426
percent increase since 1973, the fourth
highest in the county.

To what can we attribute this above
average return on investment? What
makes Scotch Plains such an attractive
and desirable place to live?

Certainly, many factors are at play
here. Good government and the services
it provides its residents are certainly
important factors.

We should be ever mindful of this,
especially as election time draws near.
Obviously, our school system is well

Fanwood Resident Supports Display
Of U.S. Flag to Preserve Patriotism

A former Fanwood resident has in-
formed me that not displaying our flag on
July 4 does not make one unpatriotic or
uncaring, that �patriotism means more
than waving a flag. It means reaching out
to all the diverse races and religions, and
accepting those different than us.�

I say to this man: open your eyes and
open your ears, and don�t define people
by their flags (or lack thereof).

I am a retired Newark social worker. I
risked my life participating in civil rights
activities.

In 1972, in many municipalities, it
was almost impossible for low-income
people to find affordable, decent apart-
ments. I am the tenant leader, represent-
ing 1,200 garden apartments, who led
the successful drives which brought a
limited form of rent control to several
municipalities, including Irvington, New-
ark and Union.

I worked with parents of Newark stu-
dents, for which I received a congratulatory
note from former First Lady Barbara Bush.

As a League of Women Voters officer,
I conducted voter registration drives and
published newsletters stating candidates�

positions on issues and arranged debate
forums.

I ran blood donation drives and have
donated 10 gallons of blood. I raised
$1,000 in pledges for the Memorial Sloan
Kettering Cancer Center when I ran the
New York Marathon. As Chairman of
the American Cancer Society�s munici-
pal fund-raising drive, I set records.

I testified at Congressional hearings
concerning the Soviet Union�s interfer-
ence with international mail. I led dem-
onstrations at the United Nations pro-
testing Soviet repression of religion.

I had the honor of carrying the Olym-
pic Torch in 1996, when it crossed New
Jersey on its way to Atlanta, as a reward
for my volunteerism. I co-chair the an-
nual Union Township interfaith Thanks-
giving eve service.

Although I agree with the writer that it
is possible to be patriotic without flying
our flag July 4, I suggest that she not
share that thought with the Gold Star
mothers of my comrades who died or are
still Missing In Action in Korea or our
other wars.

Maurice Fenichel,
Fanwood

thought of. Those with young children
and those thinking of starting a family
must be ranking our schools high on their
priority list.

Perhaps most important in this equa-
tion are the residents of Scotch Plains
themselves. We have good people here
in our township who contribute to its
character. Attractive neighborhoods
filled with outstanding neighbors make
Scotch Plains one of the most desirable
places to live in Union County and the
state.

I suspect that this upward trend in
Scotch Plains property values will con-
tinue, providing that we keep electing
the hardworking, trustworthy people who
have comprised our good government, to
strive for excellence in our schools, and
of course maintain our beautiful neigh-
borhoods with great neighbors.

Keep up the good work, Scotch Plains!
Cindy Lea Kuntz

Scotch Plains


