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         TEAHOUSE OF THE AUGUST MOON...REVISITED 
 

In October of 1953 I was assigned to the 12th Aviation Field Depot Squadron, a unit 
assigned to the Strategic Air Command, and all 215 of us boarded a train from Sandia 
Base in Albuquerque, New Mexico. We moved by rail to San Francisco, California, where 
we were put on a "General Class" troop ship and headed for Okinawa, along with about 
2,000 other troops. 

We made brief stops in Formosa, now called Taiwan, at Yokohama and finally, 22 
days later at Okinawa. There we discovered that the military had not done an effective 
job of preparing for our arrival: the special facilities needed to accomplish our mission 
were hardly started, rooms with temperature control, humidity control and top secret 
security. Nor were they prepared to house us comfortably. We were assigned to 12-man 
tents erected on concrete slabs with toilet and showers in a large frame building about 
20 yards away. 

At one of our earliest gatherings our commanding officer told us that we would be 
unable to pursue our expected tasks for many weeks so we were set free to wander 
around Kadena Base and look for work with other Air Force organizations. I had been 
happy doing theatre work while stationed at Sandia and thought that there might be a 
Special Services group on base that would offer that outlet for me. I soon discovered 
that the only work there would be checking our ping pong paddles or cleaning up the 
wood working shops after they were used. I decided that I might just bide my time there 
and wait for something more interesting. 

Something more interesting did appear almost overnight. General David A.D. Ogden, 
commanding officer of the Ryukyu Island group had visited New York City, where he 
had seen a production of "The Teahouse of The August Moon", produced by Maurice 
Evans and George Schafer. On December 29 Mr. Evans granted General Ogden 
permission to stage the play on Okinawa as a fund-raiser to rebuild schools destroyed 
during the invasion of the island during World War II. John Patrick, the author of the 
play, quickly added his authorization to Mr. Evans' and General Ogden announced 
through every possible means available that he would "take a direct hand in Okinawa's 
staging of the play" and keep the New Yorkers informed of production developments. 

The island was soon buzzing with word of the play and of the General's search for a 
person to put a production on the stage — or stages— on Okinawa. He called for 
volunteers to contact his chief of staff, a bird-colonel, to arrange for interviews. There 
weren't any theatre folk at the Air Force Special Services office where I was biding my 
time, nor were there any at Rycom Headquarters, the US Army's power base. 

I decided to take the bull by the horns and marched over to the General's office to 
arrange an interview. I went in civilian clothes, mind you, as I didn't think a 24 year old 
A/lC Air Force guy was likely to make much of an impression, especially one that 
weighed a scant 120 pounds. There wasn't a waiting line, in fact there weren't any 
people there inquiring about the theatre job, just the Colonel and the General. 
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I was ushered into the General's office and he asked if I was interested in directing the 
play. I said I really didn't know, that I hadn't read that play and couldn't make any 
commitment without studying the play. He handed me a mimeographed copy and I left 
his office, promising that I would get back to him in a day or two. 

Mind you, I had never directed a play; I had acted in major parts in several plays in 
Albuquerque  while  stationed  at  Sandia  and  felt  that  one of  my directors  had 
demonstrated the skills needed to put a play together properly, so I decided I could 
wrap my arms around this project. "Fools rush in....???" 

The next day I went back to the General's office and told him I would take the job. I 
don't think he really had offered me the position but that seemed to have slipped his 
mind, so he gave me the job. 

Remember I was an A/lC in the Air Force, without a real job, hanging out around an 
Air Force Special Services office, checking out ping pong paddles and sweeping up 
wood chips! But now I had to arrange auditions for five Occidentals and maybe two 
dozen Orientals, a goat, a scene designer and crews to build a set. Oh, there was also 
the lack of a stage that would accommodate live theatre. Movie theatres at Rycom and 
Kadena were designated as the places to stage the play, with the addition of the Ernie 
Pyle Theatre in Naha, although the latter never materialized. It would take Herculean 
effort to make those modest movie houses fit for live production. I figured the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers might be called into play to re-do the movie houses. They did. 

We got more publicity than the law should have allowed. The General saw to it that 
EVERYONE knew we needed actors to appear in this all-important production and that 
they should get themselves to the auditions. That included the proprietors of the Naha 
Restaurant and the Teahouse of the August Moon, who could see to it that attractive 
Okinawan and Japanese women of all ages were available to take parts in the play, the 
more the merrier! 

A teahouse called "Under the Pines" in Japanese was owned by an enterprising 
woman named Eiko Uyehara who renamed it "Teahouse of the August Moon" when the 
novel of that name and the highly successful stage play began to gain publicity. She 
immediately put a young dancer forward as a candidate for the role of Lotus Blossom, 
the central female roll in the play. That was Yukiko Hama (actually a stage name 
provided  for  the  young Japanese-born beauty).  Fumiko  Uezu owned the  Naha 
Restaurant, the largest of its kind on the island and she suggested her young daughter 
Anmei Uezu might be perfect for a child in the village scenes. Her top assistant at the 
restaurant, a seasoned performer, was Toyo Takamiya and she was just right to play 
Miss Higa Jiga, the head of the "Women's League for Democratic Action" in Tobiki. Kiyo 
Funakoshi a musician at the Naha Restaurant, was a gifted character actor and took the 
part of the old woman who sat atop the luggage in the celebrated "Jeep Scene" in the 
first act of the play and appeared in numerous other scenes. 
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She stole every scene in which she appeared. Casting was intentionally juggled to make 
certain that each of the big teahouses on the island was given appropriate recognition and 
celebration. Politics always seems to be involved in any major project. 

Other oriental  actors came from an acting company in Naha, the Naha police 
department, Department of the Army Civilians, the University of the Ryukyus and 
volunteers who came just because they were interested in acting. Choki Makabe was a 
sergeant in the Naha Police Department and Al Cabanero was a Filipino employed as a 
Department of the Army Civilian. 

I attempted to cast the chairman of the Department of English at the University of the 
Ryukyus. He indicated an interest early on but later, professing his conversion to 
Christianity (Baptist) condemned the play as untruthful and immoral. He claimed that 
Geishas were nothing more than glorified prostitutes and wanted no part of the play. 

Emmy Omija was a secretary for a business firm and others came from sources 
unknown to us from various and sundry professions and locations. Somehow, they all 
blended together harmoniously both off stage and on. 

Stephen Joyce, Paul Savior and Robert Wilson all indicated stage experience at the 
open auditions. Stephen was especially gifted and showed marked improvement from his 
first reading to the next and showed the special art and skill it would take to play a 
character from another race who was called upon to speak both English and Japanese. I 
initially cast a 60 year old civilian who worked for the United State Civil Affairs Ryukyus, 
but he quickly showed that he was unreliable, failed to show up for rehearsals, and I let 
him go, replacing him with Robert S. Van Hook, a civilian with the Department of the Army. 
Original casting included an Air Force sergeant as Gregovich, but he showed little skill in 
early rehearsals and I replaced him with Robert A. Wilson, a young New Yorker who knew 
his way around the process. Paul Savior seemed right for the young Captain McLean from 
the start, eager and innocent. He was experienced as an actor and steady with the 
rehearsal process. John Coolidge I designated as technical director, largely because of 
his academic training in technical theatre, but he soon showed difficulty in putting the 
pieces of the set in order and with properly lighting the actors, lacked the practical skills 
of technical theatre and I let him go. We counted on the technical skills of the Okinawans, 
five of whom worked in the scene shop at our Rycom Special Services headquarters and 
five Okinawan women who worked on costumes for Special Services to aid in technical 
matters. 

Abe Bassett was in the army, working as a radio announcer and had a fine voice. Like 
many radio talents, he didn't have much physical skill as a stage actor, but I thought that 
we could weave that weakness into his character and allow him to succeed in the role. That 
approach worked. Captain Fishy was something of a klutz, so the actor playing the role 
could appropriately lack physical grace and be true to the script.  We had arranged for the 
people to play the characters in the play, Americans and Okinawans alike. 
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But we also needed a goat. I asked our Okinawan stage manager to see what he could 
do to get one for us. He prevailed upon an area farmer and returned with a handsome 
white male goat with an imposing rack of horns. He looked great but his disposition was 
somewhat aggressive and he frightened the children who were to appear with him in the 
play. Obviously that wouldn't do, so I asked our stage manager to take the billy goat back 
and find an animal more suited to our need. He went back to the farmer, who refused to 
take the billy goat back, but he did provide a splendid, healthy female goat as a 
replacement. Problem solved, for the moment. A few days later our new cast member gave 
birth to twins, so now we had four goats, none of which was up to playing the part in the 
play, so we had to get still another goat, this one was an older sister of the newborn 
twins. She ultimately was the last cast member added to our happy group and appeared in 
all of the performances. Between shows she and the other four were staked out in the 
yard beside our headquarters at Special Services, Rycom. Just one of the many trials and 
tribulations of "show biz". 

Long ago I accepted this definition of directing: Directing is correcting the mistakes 
you made when you cast the play. I had made mistakes in casting both Colonel Purdy and 
Sgt. Gregovich and was obliged to correct them both. I had also erred when I put John 
Coolidge in charge of the technical elements of the production. My other choices seemed 
to work, especially Stephen Joyce and the oriental characters, all of whom seemed to 
direct themselves. I learned there and then that actors should be given their heads, 
allowed to put their own imaginations into their roles and that I should stay out of their 
way. Everyone's creative juices need to be flowing through the play, not just the 
director's, 

Where were we? On Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, February 10,11 and 12 we had 
open auditions, callbacks on Saturday, February 13. Rehearsals began the following 
week, aimed toward the opening of the play on April 21 for a total of 16 performances. 
Thirteen were given. We gave seven performances in the Sukiran Theatre, six more at the 
Lackland Theatre on Kadena Base. The performances in the Ernie Pyle were scratched 
because the facilities would not accommodate the production. Tickets sold for 120 Yen 
each, $1.00 American. Had we gone on to the Ernie Pyle Theatre the ticket prices would 
have increased to 300 yen, or $2.50 American. 

We had a cast, a script and were almost ready to get to work, but many of the cast 
members did not read English, the language of the play. I immediately asked the United 
States Civil Affairs Ryukyus people to divide the script into several chunks and to pass 
them out to their people to translate into Japanese. The result would never pass muster as 
a cohesive work of art, but I just needed to make certain that everybody in the cast knew 
what was supposed to be happening on stage and what all of the characters were saying. 
I had an ulterior motive: I wanted to put the script on slides to project onto the 
proscenium wall in Japanese so that a larger and more diverse audience might be 
attracted to our production at the Ernie Pyle Theatre in Naha or in Tokyo, where rumors 
circulated that the Nippon Times wanted to put our production on stage. 
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The Tokyo prospect dissolved when Japanese authorities turned it down. Too many 
Okinawans wanted to get to Japan and away from Okinawa and the Japanese government 
wanted no part of such a thing. 

During the busy weeks of rehearsal and performance there were many struggles; 
transportation for all of the actors and crews, meals for the American cast members, 
pressures on performers who were taken away from their day jobs. At one point I was 
taken out of my tent on Kadena and given accommodations at the Field Grade Officers 
quarters in the Rycom Headquarters area, the facility for officers with rank of major or 
above. A little later I managed to have the military personnel in the cast and key crew 
members assigned to the Rest and Recuperation facilities at Yaka Beach. That removed 
some of the pressure and was good for company morale. Robert Van Hook, the 
Department of the Army Civilian was especially anxious and had experienced some 
serious emotional disturbances in his past. I feared he might find the pressures too much 
for him to continue. One tough moment came when the Colonel in the General's office 
visited rehearsal and heard Van Hook say the line, "I will teach these natives the meaning 
of democracy if I have to shoot every one of them." The Colonel came to me and said that 
the line had to be changed, I told him that the material was under copyright and that I could 
not, would not, change it. He went around me to Van Hook and, in essence, ordered him to 
change the line, saying instead, "I will teach these natives the meaning of democracy if I 
have to court marshal every one of them." There was nothing I could do about it. Van 
Hook was shaken by the experience and that worried me. 

The only other comment I got from the top brass also came from the same Colonel. He 
didn't like the shape of Abe Bassett's head, the actor playing Captain Fisby. He also 
wanted to place a military band in the front row seats in the theatres where we were 
playing to play the Star Spangled Banner" before each performance. I told him we weren't 
doing a baseball game, but a performance of a play and that such a band recital was not 
appropriate. He didn't like my comment or my attitude, but I heard no more about it. 

Major Cliff O'Roark, a former OSS ,now CIA, officer during WWII was assigned to the 
Special Services Office that was our home base. He was a hardened veteran, served in the 
underground in Yugoslavia when it was in German hands. He took to the cast and to our 
project with all of his heart and soul. He was responsible for my assignment to the Field 
Grade Officers Mess and for seeing to it  that  Okinawans in our cast got some 
compensation for their efforts by taking money from the box office receipts, a move that 
all of us applauded. There were many favors that he arranged for the company and 
individuals that went unnoticed and without applause but that made our lives easier and 
happier. He was a staunch ally and friend to us all. 

I had directed my first play. I trusted the script, I trusted the actors, I trusted my own 
judgment and did everything in my power to establish and maintain an atmosphere of 
professionalism around everything we did. I made some tough decisions, fired people who 
were not doing what the production needed and fought to represent the production and its 
people in ways that they, Occidental and Oriental alike, would approve. 
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THE NEXT 14 PAGES SHOW THE ENTIRE AUTOGRAPHED PROGRAM 

TEA HOUSE OF THE AUGUST MOON PLAY PROGRAM - OKINAWA - 1954 
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STEPHEN JOYCE  

 

SAKINI 
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MEMORIES 

TEA HOUSE OF THE AUGUST MOON 

 

STEPHEN JOYCE AS SAKINI 

Glen Pierce the director had a clear vision of the play, no mugging, nothing overdone it 
was played as a character driven comedy between Asians and Americans and often 
funny moments between them. 
     The cast and crew for Teahouse was great, friendly, funny and very hard working. 
The Okinawans were very helpful to me particularly, Mr. Yahamashiro the stage 
manager.  I asked for help with the parts I wanted to speak in Japanese and I went over 
and over it until it passed his judgment, good he would say to me "Hi" or yes in 
Japanese, knowing gave me confidence, Bob Wilson who played Sgt. Gregovich, all of 
us became friends, it was a very united company.  The Okinawans took me in after 
awhile, I felt like one of them. The audience clapped, laughed and cheered. 
    At the reception opening night I met General Ogden and his wife, they congratulated 
me on my performance, "I wished there was something I could do for you, of course I 
can't pay you". We stood looking at each other after a moment I said "Sir, maybe if you 
could put a letter in my file" "Good idea son" He clapped me on my shoulder and 
called  Major Fredrick, his Aide and there was a nodding of heads between them and he 
came back to me "Done, that was a good idea". We chatted about the easy co-mingling 
among the cast  and I told him of a beautiful blue silk kimono that the costume 
people presented  me that evening.. "Keep you warm in America Stevie-san. You no 
forget us...." 
  And so a month passed and I arrived at Williams Air Force Base in Arizona and as a 
casual I was picking up trash with a stick that had a nail in it. I had been doing  this for 
about a week in the oven in July in Arizona when a large heavy Indian came up to me 
and said  in his musical voice "Colonel wants to see you, follow me"  He lumbered 
ahead, we entered headquarters, he left me there chuckling thinking I was in trouble, his 
secretary in a crisp blue uniform  ushered me into the Colonel's office, I saluted, and it 
was returned by him., a rangy man who had a crease on his face from a bullet wound 
and one half of an ear  " Son I owe you an apology, Alice get the young man  a cold 
drink, Sit down." The colonel offered me a towel to wipe my sweaty face, "Son I must 
apology" and he slid a piece of paper across his desk for me to read, It was the letter 
that General Ogden had written about me, ..In glowing terms he wrote "Do what you can 
do for this man" it was signed Major General David Ogden, Commander of the 
Ryukyus  Command.    I thought , well, the General had kept his word..     
  
" Is there anything you would like to do", he asked 
" I'd like to start a theater company" 
"Good, there are some ladies here on the base that have been trying to do that, I'll have 
you transferred to Special Services, my secretary will handle the paperwork." 
     Suddenly all the people in Teahouse came back to me, the police chief who looked at 
me and said "You Hawaii Boy".  I took it as a compliment since I was from Brooklyn, I 
decided to try and find a cast for "A Streetcar Named Desire" a play I had always wanted 
to do  Blanche was easy , a slightly dizzy and flaky woman showed up but I couldn't find 
a Stella, I was about not to do the play when a yellow station wagon pulled up and a 
beautiful woman with the sky in her blue eyes came in, we sat down we read a few lines 
from the script.  "The part is yours" I said. Thank you General Ogden, that's how I met 
my wife of 60 years.         (6 AUGUST 2014) 



 

26 

 

PAUL SAVIOR -  CAPT. MCLEAN ROBERT VAN HOOK - COL. PURDY 

YUKIKO HAMA - LOTUS BLOSSOM GRILLERMO S. UMALI - MR. OSHIRO 

CAST PHOTOS 
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KIYOKO FUNAKOSHI - OLD WOMAN YOSHIKO “EMMY” OMIJA -  

DAUGHTER OF OLD WOMAN 

CHOKI MAKABE- MR. HOKAIDA NOZO MIYAGI - MR. SUMATA 
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TOYOKO TAKAMIYA - MISS HIGA JIGA 

GEORGE  MIYAGI - MR. OMURA 

AL CABANERO - MR. SEIKO 

KADEKARU GINSEI - MR. KEORA   
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PACIFIC STARS & STRIPES 

30 JAN 1954 

NEWSPAPER ARTICLES 
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RYUKYUAN REVIEW MILITARY 

NEWSPAPER  9 FEB. 1954 
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USCAR PRESS RELEASE - 24 FEB. 1954 
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RYUKYUAN REVIEW MILITARY NEWSPAPER  11 MARCH 1954 
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DAILY OKINAWAN MILITARY NEWSPAPER PRESS SUMMARY 

15 MAR. 1954 - PAGE 1 
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DAILY OKINAWAN MILITARY NEWSPAPER PRESS SUMMARY 

15 MAR. 1954 - PAGE 2 
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PACIFIC STARS & STRIPES 

21 MARCH 1954 
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RYUKYUAN REVIEW MILITARY NEWSPAPER  

30 MARCH 1954 
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PACIFIC STARS & STRIPES 

16 APRIL 1954 
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PACIFIC STARS & STRIPES 

25 APRIL 1954 
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RYUKYUAN REVIEW MILITARY NEWSPAPER 

  8 MAY 1954 
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REHEARSAL PHOTOS 

L-R   

MISS HIGA JIGA (TOYOKO 

TAKAMIYA)  

 

SAKINI (STEPHEN JOYCE) 

 

MR. HOKAIDA (CHOKI MAKABE)  

L-R  

  MR. OSHIRO (GRILLERMO S. 

UMALI) 

 

OLD WOMAN (KIYO 

FUNAKOSHI) 

 

OLD WOMAN’S DAUGHTER 

(YOSHIKO “EMMY” OMIJA} 

 

SAKINI (STEPHEN JOYCE) 
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L-R 

ABE BASSETT (CAPTAIN FISBY) 

PAUL SAVIOR 

STEPHEN JOYCE 

YUKIO HAMA 

CHOKI MAKABE 

NOZO MIYAGI 

KADEKARU GINSEI  

KIYO FUNAKOSHI 

 

 

 

ABE BASSETT 

PAUL SAVIOR 

STEPHEN JOYCE 

YUKIO HAMA 

CHOKI MAKABE 

NOZO MIYAGI 

KIYO FUNAKOSHI 

KADEKARU GINSEI 
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YUKIKO HAMA 

YUKIKO HAMA 

 

ABE BASSETT 
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STEPHEN JOYCE 

 

FRONT ROW 

GEORGE MIYAGI  

NOZO MIYAGI  

GRILLERMO S. UMALI 

KIYO FUNAKOSHI 

EMMY OMIJA 

 

BEHIND KIYO FUNAKOSHI IS TOYO TAKAMIYA 

 

BACK ROW 

CHOKI MAKABE  

AL CABANERO  

GEORGE MIYAGI 

NOZO MIYAGI 

G. S. UMALI 

KIYO FUNAKOSHI 

EMMY OMIJA 

TOYO TAKAMIYA 

CHOKI MAKABE AL CABANERO 
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YUKIKO HAMA 

CHOKI MAKABE (MR. HOKAIDA) 

 

GRILLERMO S. UMALI 
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PLAY PHOTOS 
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FROM THE BOOK “KICHI OKINAWA” PUBLISHED 1954 

FROM THE BOOK “OKINAWA - 50 YEARS” PUBLISHED 1995 
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STEPHEN JOYCE 

 

YUKIKO HAMA 
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ABE BASSETT (CAPT. FISBY) 

 

PAUL SAVIOR (CAPT. MCLEAN) 

 

ROBERT S. VAN HOOK (COL. PURDY) 
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ROBERT S. VAN HOOK (COL. PURDY) 
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TECHNICAL CREW 

ACTORS AND CREW 

ROBERT WILSON  

  SGT. GREGOVICH 

SEIEI YAMASHIRO 

JOE IPPOLITO 
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LIFE MAGAZINE 

14 JUNE 1954 
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TEA HOUSE AUGUST MOON 

NAHA, OKINAWA - 1953 

11X14 HAND COLORED PHOTOGRAPH 

APPENDIX 
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TEA HOUSE OF THE AUGUST MOON 

PLAY SCHEDULE 

 

SUKIRAN THEATER - CAMP SUKIRAN 

21 APRIL 1954 TO 25 APRIL 1954 

 

LACKLAND THEATER - KADENA AIR BASE 

27 APRIL 1954 TO 1 MAY 1954 

 

A NEWSPAPER ARTICLE AND LETTER INDICATED THAT THERE WERE TO BE 

PERFORMANCES AT THE ERNIE PYLE THEATER IN NAHA, BUT PER GLENN 

PIERCE, THE DIRECTOR, THEY WERE CANCELED BECAUSE THE THEATER 

STAGE COULD NOT ACCOMMODATE THE PRODUCTION 

LACKLAND THEATER - RENAMED KEYSTONE IN 1955 
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HOSTESSES FOR OPENING 

NIGHT FROM THE NAHA 

RESTAURANT AND TEA 

HOUSE AUGUST MOON 
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