
THE EDUCATION ACTIVITIES CONTAINED IN THIS RESOURCE
HAVE BEEN LINKED TO THE VICTORIAN CURRICULUM

Created in collaboration with 
 TDF Education Department, La Jolla Playhouse, Seattle Repertory Theatre, 

Eli Erez and David Perry



2

FROM DAVID AND IRENE H H H H HH H H H H

Hello,

Welcome to the Rock!

When we travelled to Newfoundland in September 2011 on the tenth anniversary of 9/11, we had 
no idea that our journey would bring us to Broadway.

We spent a month in Gander, Newfoundland and the surrounding communities meeting with the 
locals, returning flight crews and pilots, and returning “come from aways” (a Newfoundland term 
for a visitor from beyond the island) who gathered to celebrate the hope that emerged from 
tragedy.

We didn’t know what we were looking for, but thankfully the people of Newfoundland are 
incredible storytellers. As we heard numerous tales of ordinary people and extraordinary 
generosity, it became clear that during the week of 9/11, for the 7,000 stranded passengers and 
people of Newfoundland, the island was a safe harbour in a world thrown into chaos.

We laughed, we cried, we were invited over for dinner and offered cars. We made lifetime friends 
out of strangers and we came home wanting to share every story we heard – about 16,000 of 
them!

Through this journey, we’ve learned it’s important to tell stories about welcoming strangers and 
stories of kindness. It’s important to honour what was lost and commemorate what was found.

Thank you for joining us on this journey and adding your story.

David Hein and Irene Sankoff
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MEET THE WRITERS

Tony and Grammy nominees David Hein and Irene Sankoff are a Canadian husband-and-wife 
writing team. David holds dual citizenship and the couple lived in New York during 9/11. In 2010, 
they wrote and performed in their first show together, My Mother’s Lesbian Jewish Wiccan 
Wedding, based on the true story of David’s mother. It was the hit of the Toronto Fringe Festival 
and it was later picked up by Mirvish Productions for an extended run. Michael Rubinoff, who later 
founded the Canadian Musical Theatre Project and is the Associate Dean at Toronto’s Sheridan 
College, attended a performance of MMLJWW. Impressed with the couple’s work, he presented 
the idea for a new show: the story about how a small Newfoundland community welcomed 7,000 
passengers on 38 planes that were diverted to their town on 9/11, creating, in the words of David 
and Irene, “a safe harbour in a world thrown into chaos”.

CREATING THE WORK

How does the story of Gander, Newfoundland on September 11, 2001 transform into a new 
musical? 

David and Irene travelled to Newfoundland in September 2011 for the 10th anniversary 
commemorating the pilots and “Plane People” that had returned to Gander. There, they gathered 
interviews with everyone they met and experienced the Newfoundlander’s generosity to the 
“come from aways” (a Newfoundland term for a visitor from beyond the island). As they put it, 
“the people of Newfoundland are incredible storytellers”. They recognized this story as one not 
about 9/11, but set against that backdrop.

From here, they sorted through the interviews, documentaries, and letters from around the world. 
This surplus of material needed to be streamlined. The playwrights asked themselves, “What is 
the story? What is the through line?”. In 2012, they were invited to workshop the show for the 
inaugural year of the Canadian Music Theatre Project at Sheridan College. They presented 45 
minutes of material, essentially the first half of the show. Fourteen student actors played over 100 
characters, and sang the music from Newfoundland and around the world.
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The musical journeyed to the National Alliance of Musical Theatre Festival in New York in 2013. 
David and Irene made connections with major regional theatres across the USA, including 
La Jolla Playhouse. Christopher Ashley, director, joined the team and a co-production with 
Seattle Repertory Theatre was created. COME FROM AWAY then travelled to Ford’s Theatre in 
Washington, DC and the Royal Alexandra Theatre in Toronto before landing on Broadway in 2017.

Another Canadian production opened in a sold-out, four-week run in Winnipeg at the Royal 
Manitoba Theatre Centre in January 2018. The production began performances at the Royal 
Alexandra Theatre in Toronto on February 13, 2018. The musical will run at the Abbey 
Theatre in Dublin, Ireland from December 2018 to January 2019, before transferring to the Phoenix 
Theatre in London’s West End from February 2019 with a British cast. The Australian production 
opens at the Comedy Theatre, Melbourne in July 2019. The cast of the show has been cut down 
to twelve and the stories consolidated into one act. It has musically expanded to an eight-piece 
band. 

Audience members have included Hillary Clinton, Justin Trudeau and Ivanka Trump. Survivors 
and relatives of the victims of the attack have been moved by the portrayal, with comments such 
as “Thank you for giving us a better memory of that day” (Washington Post, May 13, 2017). With 
this musical, the couple hopes the audience will be inspired by these stories and music from 
Newfoundland, just as they were.
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INTRODUCING THIS RESOURCE H H H H HH H H H H

COME FROM AWAY is a sophisticated musical theatre performance that incorporates aspects 
of ethno-drama and verbatim theatre. Set against the backdrop of the September 11 attacks, 
the musical explores the true events that transpired when 38 planes were ordered to land 
unexpectedly in the small town of Gander, Newfoundland and Labrador, as part of Operation 
Yellow Ribbon. Drawing on interviews, documentaries, and letters as a stimulus, the writers have 
developed a groundbreaking piece of theatre that examines the human spirit and our capacity to 
show empathy in times of great adversity. 

The production has been hailed by critics and has played to packed houses in Ontario, Seattle, 
Washington, Toronto and New York. It has also received numerous awards including; 

     •  The 2017 Helen Hayes Awards for Outstanding Musical and Outstanding 
  Direction of a Musical. 
     •  The 2017 Tony Award for Best Direction of a Musical.
     •  The 2017 Drama Desk Awards for Outstanding Musical and Outstanding  
  Book of a Musical.
     •  The 2017 Outer Critics Circle Awards for Outstanding Book of a Musical and    

 Outstanding Director of a Musical. 

The musical examines important and universal themes such as compassion and empathy. It also 
explores some pertinent political and social issues including, racism and terrorism. These themes 
and issues form the foundation for many of the activities in this education resource. The musical 
is presented from numerous points of view. The characters are based on real Gander residents as 
well as over 7,000 stranded travellers that were stranded in Gander at the time of the September 
11 attacks. This allows the subject matter to be explored from multiple perspectives within the 
story. 
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Secondary students will be interested in the production’s effective use of theatrical conventions 
such as; transformation of setting, and direct address. Dramatic elements are also magnificently 
crafted in this musical, including the careful manipulation of tension, conflict and mood. 
Sophisticated use of stagecraft, with particular reference to set, sound and lighting, further 
enhance the production. COME FROM AWAY’s international acclaim is a tribute to the highly 
skilled performers who have been captivating and absorbing in the portrayal of their characters. 
This is a theatrical event with an original style and teachers and students are well advised to 
attend this innovative and engaging production.

The following activities and resources have been developed to inspire a deeper insight, 
understanding and appreciation of the performance. Teachers may choose from these activities 
according to what is appropriate for their students and teaching circumstances. Teachers can 
decide to facilitate the activities in this resource prior to seeing the performance or as follow up 
activities. 

COME FROM AWAY offers excellent opportunities to explore the Victorian Curriculum, with 
specific references to English, Humanities (History) and The Arts (Drama, Music and Visual Arts). 
These relationships to the production are more fully examined in the document - CONNECTIONS 
TO THE VICTORIAN CURRICULUM. We trust that the activities in this resource will provide 
teachers with the ability to fully appreciate the educational opportunities of this spectacular 
musical production. 

Eli Erez & David Perry
Education Writers
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Eli Erez is the Head of Drama at Bialik College and has over 20 years’ experience as a Drama ed-
ucator. He has served on the Drama Victoria committee since 2004 and is the current President 
of the Association. He has worked in various roles for the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment 
Authority. Eli has facilitated workshops for various organisations including the Melbourne Theatre 
Company and Malthouse Theatre. He has developed education resources for the Melbourne Inter-
national Arts Festival, the Victorian Arts Centre and various independent productions, including 
Noises Off and Jersey Boys. Eli has also worked professionally as a director, writer, set designer, 
performer, and puppeteer. 

David Perry is the Music and Performing Arts teacher at Newlands Primary School in Preston, 
where he teaches in a bilingual Spanish / English curriculum. He has taught in primary and sec-
ondary schools for over 20 years, and has been a choir conductor, composer, writer and education 
researcher. He has written education resources for Melbourne Festival, Sydney Symphony Orches-
tra and the Gordon Frost Organisation.
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