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Director’s Notes
Many things drew me to directing The Last Ship for Pioneer Theatre 
Company. On top of being a story of the working man, it’s a story of 
reconciliation between Gideon and his father, his son, his girlfriend, 
his town, and himself. That theme alone could keep a director—and 
an audience—engaged, but what makes this play so relevant, and af-
fecting, is how this theme spreads over the people of Wallsend, over 
generations of shipbuilders whose very identity is in the work they 
do. These men and women have uncommon pride in their work, and 
want to pass down that pride and skill not only to their children, but 
to all new shipbuilders.

The loss felt by Wallsend is excruciating— and is not fiction: The 
Last Ship was inspired by the real-life closure of Swan Hunter ship-
yard and what was happening throughout Northern England in the 
1970s, ’80s, and ’90s when the shipbuilding industry collapsed. 
Jimmy Reid rose to prominence in the early ’70s when he led the Up-
per Clyde Shipbuilders in a protest against the British Conservatives’ 
bid to close the shipyards on the River Clyde. The government had 
concluded that the shipyards should operate without state subsidy. An 
engineer by trade, and shop steward of the Amalgamated Union of 

Pioneer Theatre 
Company’s Student 
Matinee Program is 
made possible through 
the support of Salt Lake 
County’s Zoo, Arts and 
Parks Program, Salt 
Lake City Arts Council/
Arts Learning Program, 
The Simmons 
Family Foundation, The 
Meldrum Foundation  
Endowment Fund and 
R. Harold Burton 
Foundation. 

Spotlight on Learning is provided 
to students  through a grant 
provided by the
George Q. Morris Foundation

Approx. running time: 
2 hours and 15 minutes, including 
one fifteen-minute intermission.

Student Talk-Back: 
There will be a Student Talk-Back 
directly after the performance.

Continued on page 2



2 Pioneer Theatre Company

Engineering Workers, Reid—along with colleagues 
and friends—fought to keep the yards open by stag-
ing a “work-in.” This meant Reid and the workers, 
instead of striking, would complete whatever orders 
the shipyard had gotten. As Reid said, in 1971:

I want to make this point. Everybody talks about 
rights. There is a basic elementary right involved 
here. That is our right to work. We are not strikers. 
We are respected people and we will conduct our-
selves with the dignity and discipline that we have 
all the time expressed over the last few weeks.... 
And there will be no hooliganism... There will be no 
vandalism... There will be no bevvying... Because the 
world is watching us and it is our responsibility to 
conduct ourselves responsibly and with dignity and 
maturity.

Not everyone is lucky enough to have a job that is 
part of who they are, part of their soul. But for those 
of us who do (and I count myself among them), The 
Last Ship reminds us how lucky we are.

Karen Azenberg
Director/Choreographer

Notes on the Play
by Dramaturg Alexandra Harbold

The Last Ship is set in Sting’s hometown of Wallsend 
in the north east of England, a town once celebrated for 
its exceptional shipbuilding and coal industries. His-
torically, the town was known as Wallsend on Tyne; 
“Wallsend” representing the terminus point of Hadrian’s 
Wall, the barrier wall built on the orders of Roman Em-
peror Hadrian in AD127. The Roman Empire’s traces are 
still to be found in the excavated ruins of Segedunum, 
the garrison town built to oversee and defend this outly-
ing measure of the wall. “On Tyne” denotes Wallsend’s 
place on the shores of the River Tyne, which wends it 
way eastward to the the North Sea. At the pinnacle of 
shipbuilding in the UK, more than a dozen shipyards 
lined the Tyneside. The Swan Hunter Shipyard reigned 
in this modern industrial empire. The Last Ship takes its 
inspiration in part from Swan Hunter’s legacy and shift-
ing fates.

The Swans’ yard had its origins in the late 1800s. Its fame 
rose with the launch of The RMS Mauretania in 1906; the 
ocean liner crossed the Atlantic with unrivaled elegance 
and speed, shattering the previous crossing records and 
holding the Blue Riband honor for fastest crossing for 
over twenty years. Generations of Wallsend shipbuild-

ers crafted myriad vessels, from 
quality passenger liners to refrig-
erated cargo ships to super tank-
ers. Photographs of Wallsend 
document the ascent of colos-
sal ships at the end of streets of 
terraced houses, year after year. 
The ships dominated the horizon 
as the yard was almost synony-
mous with the community itself, 
employing over 3,000 workers at 
its peak and building over 2,700 
vessels in the life of the shipyard.

But through the years, the ship-
building industry faced repeated 
challenges and the empire fal-
tered. In the late 1970s, Swans’ 
came under national ownership 
and was designated a warship 
building division, construct-
ing aircraft carriers, battleships, 
cruisers, destroyers, and frigates. 
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Gerald Street. Birthplace of ‘Sting’ - October 2, 1951.  The photo was taken by Joe McCarty in 
the mid 1960’s. The street was demolished towards the end of that same decade.
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In the 1980s, Swans’ was privatized once again, and al-
though the shipbuilder continued to build high quality 
vessels, foreign competition, insufficient orders, and a 
failure to secure government support thwarted the efforts 
to sustain the company. The Independent reported that 
there were 1,600 workers made redundant in 1993, with 
only 633 workers remaining in the yards. Ultimately, 
Swan Hunter went into receivership, a blow to a com-
munity for whom the shipyard was both the pride and 
lifeblood.

The Last Ship takes up this suspended state as the point 
of departure for its tale.

Sources: Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums, The 
Evening Chronicle, The Independent

 “I was born and raised in the shadow of a shipyard in 
a little town on the northeast coast of England. Some 
of my earliest memories are of giant ships blocking the 
end of my street, as well as the sun, for a lot of the year. 
Every morning as a child, I’d watch thousands of men 
walk down that hill to work in the shipyard. I’d watch 
those same men walking back home every night. It has 
to be said, the shipyard was not the most pleasant place 
to live next door to, or indeed work in. The shipyard 
was noisy, dangerous, highly toxic, with an appalling 
health and safety record.

“Despite that, the men and women who worked on 
those ships were extraordinarily proud of the work they 
did, and justifiably so. Some of the largest vessels ever 
constructed on planet Earth were built right at the end 
of my street.

“My grandfather had been a shipwright, and as a child, 
as there were few other jobs in the town, I would 
wonder with some anxiety whether that would be my 
destiny too. I was fairly determined that it wouldn’t be. 
I had other dreams, not necessarily practical ones, but 
at the age of eight, I was bequeathed a guitar. It was a 
battered old thing with five rusty strings, and was out 
of tune, but quickly I learned to play it and realized that 

I’d found a friend for life, an accomplice, a co-conspirator 
in my plan to escape from this surreal industrial landscape.”

Above excerpt from Sting: How I started writing songs again. TED Talk, March 2014

“It’s a pretty unlikely setting for a musical, I must admit - 
and an original musical at that. It’s a long shot, but I think 
there are universal messages in this thing that anyone can 
relate to: the importance of community, the importance of 
work, the importance of duty. It’s a musical about those 
things.” 

Transcript from video from The Journal interview

 
“The blank page . . . the blinking cursor . . . writer’s block 
. . . Every writer has faced it. My friend Sting faced it for 
eight years after a lifetime of fertile songwriting. The ideas 
stopped, lost freshness. No new songs came. The empty 
staff paper accused. Burned out on the music business and 
pop ideologies, he finally turned to his past, a Hail Mary 
pass for inspiration.

“At the end of the street where Sting grew up, outside New-
castle, England, loomed the Swan Hunter shipyard; every 
year as a boy he watched another great iron ship grow until 
it blotted out the sun. So, trying to free himself from writ-
er’s block, he began to let the people he knew there speak 
to him, and through him: the shipwrights and welders and 
riveters and pub crawlers, the parish priest and the Marxist 

Sting and the creation of “The Last Ship”

Sting, composer and lyricist of The Last Ship.

Continued from page 2
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agitator. By writing with their voices he re-discovered 
his own. From this act of artistic rejuvenation comes The 
Last Ship.

“The show tells the story of a dying industry and the 
men and women who must grapple with its death throes. 
A great British shipyard is closing down forever. In-
spired to a final act of grace, the workers resolve to build 
a last ship and sail it out into the world as a symbol of 
their lives, of their purpose, of the dignity of their work. 
It is a delicate metaphor built of iron and steel.

“When Sting and director Joe Mantello first approached 
me about joining the project as book writer, I was struck 
by two things: the neat symmetry with my own life (my 
father worked in the Harland and Wolff shipyard, in Bel-
fast) and the incredible versatility of Sting’s music and 
lyrics. He has written a traditional stage musical, not a 
pop opera or jukebox rock show. The old Broadway cast 
albums he listened to compulsively as a boy influenced 
him in rich ways. Listen to the score and you’ll hear 
the affectionate echoes of Rodgers and Hammerstein, 
Jerome Kern, Kurt Weill . . .

“But the show is unmistakably “Sting.” The agility of 
the lyrics, the drive of the music, the sheer ingenuity, all 
speak to what he has done in the past and even to where 
he is going. Just as the workers in the show find their 
purpose and future in building their great ship, so too 
perhaps has Sting found his.”

Excerpt above from John Logan’s Vanity Fair profile of Sting
“Sting Breaks Through His Writer’s Block with a New Musical”  | June 2014

Ruthie Stephens and Bryant Martin as Meg Dawson and Gideon Fletch-
er. Bailee Johnson and Seth Pike (background) as Young Meg and Young 
Gideon.

 DEFINITIONS
ASTERN  Signifying position, in the rear of or abaft the 
stern; as regards motion, the opposite of going ahead; back-
wards. 
 
BAIRN A child; a son or daughter. (Expressing relationship, 
rather than age.)  

BATTLESHIP GRAY So called, because the color is the 
shade of gray from the specular micaceous hematite paint 
used for rustproofing iron and steel battleships. 
 
BETTING SHOP In the United Kingdom, a betting shop is 
a shop away from a racecourse (“off-course”) where one can 
legally place bets in person with a licensed bookmaker (a.k.a. 
bookie or turf accountant) such as William Hill, Ladbrokes, or 
Coral. 

BILL AND COO (old-fashioned) If you bill and coo with 
someone you love, you talk quietly to them and kiss them 
Usage notes: If birds bill and coo, they touch beaks and make 
noises to each other.  

BOLLOCKS Expressing frustration, regret, or annoyance: 
‘damn’, ‘blast’. Also expressing disbelief or dismissal (of a 
statement, idea, etc.): ‘nonsense’, ‘rubbish’. bollocks to ——: 
(expressing dismissal)    

BULKHEAD One of the upright partitions serving to form 
the cabins in a ship or to divide the hold into distinct water-
tight compartments, for safety in case of collision or other 
damage. 
 
CONFESSIONAL An enclosed stall in a church divided by a 
screen or curtain in which a priest sits to hear confessions
  
CRICKET England’s national summer sport, which is now 
played throughout the world, particularly in Australia, India, 
Pakistan, the West Indies, and the British Isles. 

DOFF To put off or take off from the body (clothing, or any-
thing worn or borne); to take off or ‘raise’ (the head-gear) by 
way of a salutation or token of respect.

DOUBLE HULL A double hull is a ship hull design and con-
struction method where the bottom and sides of the ship have 
two complete layers of watertight hull surface: one outer layer 
forming the normal hull of the ship, and a second inner hull 
which is some distance inboard, typically by a few feet, which 
forms a redundant barrier to seawater in case the outer hull is 
damaged and leaks.
   
FATHOM a unit of measurement for the depths of the sea or 
the lengths of rope and cables before the metric system was 
adopted. The word comes from the Old English faedm, to 
embrace, and is a measurement across the outstretched arms 
of a man, approximately 6 feet (1.83 m). 

Continued from page 3
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GARRISON a. A fortress or stronghold (obs.).
b. A place in which troops are quartered for defensive or 
other military purposes; a garrison-town. Garrison town 
a fortified town in which a garrison is stationed.
   
HADRIAN’S WALL Continuous Roman defensive 
barrier. Begun by Hadrian in AD 122, the wall guarded 
the northwestern frontier of the province of Britain from 
barbarian (particularly Celtic) invaders. It extended 73 
mi (118 km) from coast to coast, from Wallsend (Segedu-
num) to Bowness. It had towers, gates, and forts at regular 
intervals; a ditch fronted it and an earthwork (the vallum) 
ran behind it. It was briefly abandoned in favour of the 
Antonine Wall, but it returned to use until c. 410. Portions 
remain visible today. 
 
HA’PENNIES Halfpenny, n. A coin (formerly of copper, 
subsequently of bronze) of half the value of a penny; a 
sum equivalent to two farthings.   

IN THE OFFING Likely to happen or appear soon; off-
ing here means literally ‘the more distant part of the sea in 
view’. 

LAGOON Shallow stretch of seawater protected from 
waves and tides by a strip of land or coral.

LAYING THE KEEL, or “laying down” is the formal 
recognition of the start of a ship’s construction. It is often 
marked with a ceremony attended by dignitaries from the 
shipbuilding company and the ultimate owners of the ship. 
Keel laying is one of the four specially-celebrated events 
in the life of a ship; the others are launching, commission-
ing, and decommissioning. 

ON THE DOLE Unemployed and in receipt of state 
benefit. Origin: In the UK, Unemployment Benefit has 
been known by the slang term ‘the dole’ since WWI. This 
derives from the ‘doling out’, that is, ‘handing out’ of 
charitable gifts of food or money. 

PUGILIST A practitioner of the art of boxing; a boxer, a 
fighter.  

QUAY  An artificial wall or bank, usually of stone, made 
toward the sea or at the side of a harbor or river for conve-
nience in loading and unloading vessels. 

SCRUM (informal) A disorderly struggle. In rugby, the act 
or method of restarting play after an infringement when 
the two opposing packs of forwards group together with 
heads down and arms interlocked and push to gain ground 
while the scrum half throws the ball in and the hookers 
attempt to scoop it out to their own team.  

SEA DOG An old or experienced sailor.  

SHOP STEWARD The role of the shop steward: The 
shop steward is one of the most important jobs in the trade 
union, as they provide a link between the workplace and 
the union. Shop stewards are members of the workforce 
who also work for the union, so they are directly connect-
ed to the other workers and share their experiences. This 
is important because many people who work for the union 
itself do this fulltime and are NOT part of the workforce 
they represent. 
 
SLIPWAY A slope built leading down into water, used for 
launching and landing boats and ships or for building and 
repairing them. 

SODIUM LIGHT Sodium Lamps were first produced 
commercially by Philips in Holland in 1932. There are 
two kinds of sodium lights: Low Pressure (LPS) and High 
Pressure (HPS). These lamps are mostly used for street 
lighting as well as industrial uses. 

SQUATTER A person who takes unauthorized possession 
of unoccupied premises or land, usually to live there. 

S.S. Steamship, when used to prefix a ship’s name.

STOWAWAY a person who hides in a ship in order to es-
cape payment of passage-money, to get to sea unobserved, 
or to escape by stealth from a country. 

SUPERTANKER A very large oil tanker, specifically one 
whose dead-weight capacity exceeds 75,000 tons.

TAR “Some scurvy no good mongrel of a tar.” A sailor.
 
TONNAGE A measurement of the cargo-carrying capaci-
ty of merchant vessels.    

WHEELHOUSE The deckhouse of a vessel within which 
the steering wheel is fitted. In most large ships it forms 
part of the bridge. In smaller vessels without a bridge, it is 
a separate compartment raised above deck level to provide 
all-round visibility to the helmsman.  

WOE BETIDE “Woe betide you if you’re late”
said when there will be trouble for someone, or someone 
will be punished, if they do a particular thing.
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The articles in this study guide are not meant to mirror or interpret any productions at Pioneer Theatre Company.  They are meant, instead, 
to be an educational jumping-off point to understanding and enjoying the plays (in any production at any theatre) a bit more thoroughly. 

Therefore the stories of the plays and the interpretative articles (and even characters, at times) may differ dramatically from what is ultimately 
produced on the Pioneer Theatre stage.  
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Our Equity Cast
KAREN AZENBERG* (Director/Choreographer) begins her fifth season as Artistic Director for PTC.
ZACHARY BERGER* (Sailor, Ensemble) National Tour: Hello, Dolly! with Sally Struthers (Cornelius 
U/S), Billy Lawlor in 42nd Street at Sacramento Music Circus, My Fair Lady (Freddy) and Little Mermaid 
(Scuttle) both at Theater By the Sea, and Chasing Rainbows at Flatrock Playhouse.  
PAUL CASTREE* (Arthur Millburn) returns to Pioneer Theatre Company after Something’s Afoot 
in 2013. Broadway: Original cast of Disaster!, 9 to 5, Young Frankenstein, High Fidelity, All Shook Up, 
Saturday Night Fever, Footloose, The Scarlet Pimpernel, and Grease!.  
JAMES CRICHTON* (Tom Dawson, Ensemble) Off-Broadway: Jasper in Deadland (Jasper 
u/s). National Tour: Peter and the Starcatcher (Prentiss).  
LENNY DANIEL* (Associate Director/Choreographer, Dance Captain, Ensemble) Performing credits 
include: Broadway: Cats–Final Original Company, The Wizard of Oz. NYC: Sinatra (Radio City), 
Wonderful Town (NYC Opera). Tours: Spamalot, Chicago, South Pacific, Camelot, Jekyll & Hyde. PTC: 
Sweet Charity, A Christmas Carol: The Musical.
MARY FANNING DRIGGS* (Mrs. Dees, Ensemble) has appeared in several Pioneer Theatre Company 
productions, including The Music Man, The 25th Annual Putnam…, Les Misérables (both), Sunset 
Boulevard, White Christmas, 42nd Street, The Producers, My Fair Lady, Disney’s Beauty and the Beast 
and Smokey Joe’s Café.  
JAYMES HODGES* (Adrian Sanders, Ensemble) Pioneer Theatre Company debut! Broadway: CATS, 
Annie Get Your Gun. Tours: AIDA (Radames), Wizard of Oz (Tinman), Will Rogers Follies starring Larry 
Gatlin and performed with Robert Goulet in the National Tour of South Pacific.  
PAUL-JORDAN JANSEN* (Davy Harrison, Ensemble) returns to Pioneer Theatre Company! Recent 
credits include Something Wicked This Way Comes, The Count of Monte Cristo, Show Boat, Les 
Misèrables, South Pacific and A Grand Night for Singing.  
JOHN JELLISON* (Father James O’Brien) has appeared on Broadway in Motown-The Musical, 
Memphis, All Shook Up, Phantom Of The Opera, Caroline Or Change, Oklahoma! Putting It Together, 
Anything Goes, On The Town, Paul Simon’s The Capeman, Titanic, Crazy For You, Mastergate, Me And 
My Girl, Sunday In The Park With George, Nick And Nora, Wind In The Willows, Baby, Zalmen Or The 
Madness Of God and Sweet Bird Of Youth. TV appearances include Law and Order(s), The Good Wife, 
Elementary, and soloist on The Today Show. PTC debut.
BRYANT MARTIN* (Gideon Fletcher) debuts at PTC. Regional credits include Philippe de Chandon in 
Phantom at the Pittsburgh Civic Light Opera, Gaston in Disney’s Beauty and The Beast at the Alabama 
Shakespeare Festival, Curly at Lyric Stage of Irving and also at Musical Theatre West, and more. T.V.: 
Forever and The Jack and Triumph Show.  
WILLIAM MULLIGAN* (Joe Fletcher, Ensemble) The Last Ship marks his debut with Pioneer Theatre 
Company. Previous roles include multiple productions as a member of the barbershop quartet in The Music 
Man, Carney in A Man of No Importance, Mr. Bumble in Oliver!, and Sir Sagramore in Camelot.  
KILTY REIDY* (Billy Thompson, Ensemble) returns to the Pioneer Theatre Company after appearing in 
The Music Man (Quartet). Broadway: The Drowsy Chaperone and In My Life. TV/Film: The Blacklist, Law 
& Order, Kelly Reichardt’s Certain Women.  
DAN SHARKEY* (Jackie White) Broadway Credits include: Amazing Grace, The Bridges of Madison 
County, SpiderMan-Turn Off The Dark, Susan Stroman’s The Music Man, and ShowBoat (West End). 
National Tours: Grand Hotel, The Sound of Music w/Marie Osmond, Seven Brides For Seven Brothers, 
and The Will Rogers Follies. Sharkey also played the role of Herb Crocker on HBO’s awarding winning 
Boardwalk Empire. 
RUTHIE STEPHENS* (Meg Dawson) makes her Pioneer Theatre Company debut in The Last Ship. 
Stephens hails from England, but now resides in Brooklyn, New York. Recent credits include; Yitzhak 
in Hedwig And The Angry Inch, American Rep Theatre (Broadway World Award Winner - Best Actress), 
Charlotte in A Little Night Music, Palm Beach Dramaworks, Eponine, Les Misèrables, The Little Theatre 
On The Square, “Beatrice The Aerial Showgirl,” Circus Sarasota.  
ANNE TOLPEGIN* (Peggy White) makes her PTC Debut with The Last Ship.  TV: Anne plays a recur-
ring role on USA’s second season of Mr. Robot. Broadway/National Tour: Kinky Boots, Billy Elliot (Mum), 
A Tale of Two Cities, Ragtime, Mamma Mia!, and Les Misèrables.
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