
By Lizzie Simon
Last week, three veteran  
performers with more than 150 
years of combined stage experi-
ence gathered around the piano 
for a final rehearsal. They were 
fairly far off Broadway—Engle-
wood, N.J., to be exact—and 
preparing for the holiday party at 
the Lillian Booth Actors Home, 
a nonprofit assisted living and 
nursing facility operated by the 
Actors Fund, which provides  
care and service to thousands  
of performing-arts professionals 
around the country.
	 Joan Stein, 87 years old,  
appeared to be in charge.  
A Juilliard-trained pianist and 
former accompanist on NBC’s 
“Your Show of Shows,” she 

hunched over the keys, trembling 
slightly from a combination of 
spinal stenosis, osteoporosis and 
early Parkinson’s disease.
	 “So far, so good with the 
hands,” she said.
	 Leaning on the piano was 
Charlotte Fairchild, 81, who  
appeared in the original Broad-
way productions of “Damn 
Yankees” and “Mame.” On the 
bench was Ms. Stein’s partner 
in four-handed piano playing, 
62-year-old Larry Woodard,  
an award-winning cabaret per-
former who played Carnegie Hall, 
the Met and the White House. 
	 “He’s such a compleat  
musician and human being,” 
Ms. Stein said of Mr. Woodard. 
“That’s C-O-M-P-LE-A-T.”

	 They are three of 124 enter-
tainment veterans—some inde-
pendent, others in fragile stages 
of life—who populate the six-
acre home for actors, directors, 
dancers, stage hands, designers, 
musicians, writers and filmmak-
ers. Current residents include 
jazz singer Carrie Smith, 70, who 
starred in Broadway’s “Black 
and Blues,” and Geoffrey Holder, 
81, the first African-American 
director to win a Tony Award (for 
“The Wiz”), though he may be 
best known for playing Punjab in 
the film version of “Annie.”
	 When Ms. Stein first moved to 
the home, she said, “I began ask-
ing the question: ‘What impact 
has music had on your life?’ I’ve 
got so many stories it was hard 
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Charlotte Fairchild, center, is led to the front of the room at the Lillian Booth Actors Home to sing during the facility’s holiday party. 
The Lillian Booth, in englewood, N.J., is home to 124 entertainment veterans.

Above, Joan Stein and Larry Woodward rehearse 
for the holiday party at the piano. Below, Ms. Stein 
shows a photo of herself, at center, as part of her 
old chamber ensemble, The Walden Trio.
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for me to fall asleep at night.  
I’ve been a musician since I  
was age 4. To live without that?  
I couldn’t do it.”
	 She started a Wednesday 
afternoon jam session, “Let’s Get 
Together With Music,” which 
has proven to be something of a 
game-changer for her and others 
at the home. “To see people who 
had not been social become so-
cial—that gave me such a feeling 
of being useful, it really turned 
me on,” she said. “Frankly, I 
think everyone should be able to 
have this experience in a nursing 
home.”
	 Not everyone can. The guide-
lines at Lillian Booth stipulate 
that entertainment professionals 
over the age of 60 are eligible to 
become residents if they have a 
minimum 20 years work within 
the industry with annual earn-
ings of at least $2,000 for 10 of 
those 20 years. But once a senior 
is accepted, the home takes pri-
vate pay, Medicaid and Medicare, 
and the Actors Fund kicks in for 
folks who fall between private 
pay and public assistance. 
	 “As long as they’re in the  
entertainment industry, we’re 
going to take care of them,” 
said Jordan Strohl, the home’s 
33-year-old administrator. “We 
find a way.” The Actors Fund, 
which is supported by individ-
ual donations and institutional 
grants, opened its first home 
for retired performers in Staten 
Island in 1902. In 1928 it moved 
into the former Englewood estate 
of Wall Street financier Hetty 
Green (the “World’s Greatest  
Miser,” according to the  
Guinness Book of World  
Records). After a $2 million  
gift from Lillian Booth in 2007, 
the home was renamed.

	 Soon it was 30 minutes to 
curtain and time to wrap up re-
hearsal. Ms. Stein, Mr. Woodard 
and Ms. Fairchild settled in for 
a buffet lunch in the Stage Door 
Canteen, the home’s dining area, 
which is decorated with  
Al Hirschfeld portraits.
	 “It doesn’t pay to be nervous,” 
Ms. Fairchild said of the show, 
adding that her fellow residents 
and family members made for a 
pretty easy crowd. “They’re not 
expecting someone to really sing. 
And if I fall down, they’re not  
going to notice it, either.”

	 While the residents’ lives may 
not be as thrilling as they once 
were, a glance at the week’s 
calendar reveals a cabaret class, 
a drumming circle and facials 
on offer. Alcohol is permitted. 
“C’mon,” said Mr. Strohl, “it’s 
the Actors Fund. It’s an integral 
part of life.”
	 As for dating, “It definitely 
happens,” he said. A certified 
conjugal space—a plain room 
with a stereo system and a 
framed illustration of a trumpet 
player on the wall—is available 
to book by appointment, since 
most of the residents have  
roommates.
	 “This isn’t something we 
dreamed up,” said the fund’s 
president, Joseph Benincasa. 
“It’s a best practice.” He added 
that many of the residents retain 
a particularly youthful quality. 
Many still go on auditions, and 
all of them consider themselves 

working performers. “There’s 
a lot of life here despite the fact 
that people die here.”
	 Filmmaker Yoshio Kishi (who 
was planning to attend, but not 
perform in, the holiday party) 
said that the home hadn’t been 
much of a singles scene for him. 
“I wouldn’t mind that,” he said, 
“but the women I like are 19.”
	 Mr. Kishi, 79, said that  
being surrounded by artists  
his own age contributes to a  
collective understanding of life, 
but there isn’t much shop talk 
at the Booth: “Artists don’t talk 
about art, really. They do it.”
	 Often, when residents move in, 
they unexpectedly reunite with 
old collaborators. Such was the 
case with Arnie Walton, 84, an 
actor who appeared in the origi-
nal production of “South Pacific” 
and moved to the home after 
losing his partner of 53 years. 
At the Booth he found Donald 
Saddler, 91, a choreographer and 
an original member of American 
Ballet Theatre. “I hadn’t seen 
him in 50 years,” Mr. Walton 
said.
	 Mr. Walton had recently been 
singing with the “Let’s Get 
Together” gang. “I get a kick 
out of it,” he said. “Being here is 
a whole new thing. I’m kind of 
alone, but I’m getting good at it.”
	 Finally, it was show time:  
2:30 p.m. Ms. Stein and Mr. 
Woodard pushed their walkers to 
the stage and began to assemble 
themselves at the piano. Ms. 
Fairchild’s aide helped her sit 
beside them.
	 “What are we doing?”  
Ms. Fairchild asked, suddenly  
a bit confused but ever-merry. 
Ms. Stein and Mr. Woodard  
quietly reminded her, and the 
show began.

Rehearsing for a 
holiday party at a 
nursing home for the 
performing artists.


