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JOHN KOOISTRA, THESPIAN FOR THE DECADES IN KALĀKUA PARK, HILO 

 

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to       

you, trippingly on the tongue....   Hamlet Act 3, scene 2, written in 1603 

One must wonder if William Shakespeare had an inkling -- 416 years after he penned this passage -- that 

an actor on the Island of Hawai’i, in the middle of the Pacific, 7,200 miles from Stratford-upon-Avon, 

would take his words to heart.   

For decades, John Kooistra has done just what the Bard proposed, appearing 

in 26 plays in downtown Hilo’s Kalākaua Park over the years from 1983, to 

this summer’s 2019 production of Hamlet, where he found himself on-stage 

and back-stage, once again muttering famous soliloquies he had 

committed to memory.  

The summer Shakespeare offerings are a tradition of the Hilo 

Community Players, a community theatre group boasting a 

dedicated staff of volunteer directors, actors, and technicians. The 

outdoor production was the brain-child of local retired drama professor, actress, and playwright, Jackie 

Pualani Johnson and her producing partner, the late Paul Mark Clark, an attorney.  The series began with 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which was performed in the roots and branches of the hallowed banyan 

tree that looms in the Park.  Forty-one years later, the plays still grace the Park and related areas, usually 

in late July, and now include a Kid Shakes edition of the evening show for matinee family audiences. 

The environs seem blessed by King Kalākaua, who was dubbed the “Merrie Monarch” because of his 

success at preserving the hula when it was threatened with extinction in the late 1800s.  The King is said 

to have provided the seeds from which the banyan sprouted, acquired in his world travels and destined to 

grow the “fig of East India” to shade the Park.  Nearly 140 years later, it now towers above surrounding 

historic buildings.  There have been occasions when the Park’s plays migrated to the steps and balcony 

of the East Hawai’i Cultural Center (EHCC), the art and performing arts hub only a hefty stone’s throw 

from the Park’s grand banyan tree.   

A drive up Waiānuenue Avenue when Kooistra moved to Hilo in 1982, led to him to see the banner 

announcing the show and ask himself the rhetorical question, “Hamlet in Hilo?” That serendipitous 

moment was followed by attendance at the show, directed by long-time Player, Peter Schickler.  

Kooistra was impressed and decided to get involved.  He landed the role of Friar Lawrence in 1983’s 

Romeo and Juliet. The EHCC balcony was the ideal locus to play out the convoluted plight of the young 

lovers and the Center welcomed the production. 

Kooistra recalls that sometime in his childhood, he had listened to a recording of John Barrymore doing 

Hamlet soliloquies.  Really knowing nothing at that time about Shakespeare, he remembers that he was 

“captivated by the language and the passion of those speeches.”  In his teens, he saw Shakespeare films, 

particularly Orson Welles' Macbeth, Olivier's Hamlet and Henry V, and the 1953 Hollywood  production 

of Julius Caesar.  He reveals that he “committed many lines to memory long before I played a part on 

the stage.”  In fact, he memorized the Julius Caesar role of Cassius as a senior in high school, but was 
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cast as Casca in the Hilo production in a consolation prize of sorts, since that character was “the first to 

stab Caesar.” 

A number of memorable roles followed.  In The Merchant of Venice in 1990,  John was originally cast 

as the Old Gobbo in a comic scene, but “the person cast as the Duke wasn’t able to do it, so I took on the 

Duke role as well, in the trial scene.  Both ends of the social spectrum.  That was fun!  I could sit there 

and pontificate with Portia doing her thing (created by actress Bliss Haynes) and Shylock doing his thing 

(portrayed by Don Barnes).”  

The role of John of Gaunt in Richard II  is fondly among 

Kooistra’s most memorable.  Done in “gangster-style” on the 

stone-and-cement stairs at the east side of Hilo’s venerable United 

States Post Office, it was directed by Don Moody who hoped the 

style would bring a new understanding of the history to Hilo 

audiences.  His character espoused what Kooistra calls “one of the 

greatest speeches in Shakespeare, rhapsodizing on England.” (See 

side bar for complete text.) Kooistra quips that it was logical for 

him to be cast in the role since “it was type-casting.  My name is 

John and I’m gaunt!” 

Not all was serious, however, especially when Kooistra’s dog was 

cast as Crab in Two Gentlemen of Verona in 1995.  John stayed 

out of sight when his dog was in the comic scene with Ray 

Campainha, who portrayed Launce.  It was a necessity because the 

dog would seek him out!  John is quick to offer another instance 

of fun with his, maybe, favorite role, Dr. Caius in the first Merry 

Wives of Windsor.  The buffoon-like character required a French 

accent and wore a bold yellow costume. At auditions, Koositra did 

his best imitation of Peter Sellers doing Inspector Clouseau and 

that turn of choice landed him the part.  Terror reigned, as well, 

the first time Richard III was staged.  Kooistra found himself back 

in the EHCC Annex, reviewing lines.  Thinking he had plenty of 

time to enter after the death of Clarence, he strolled down the 

EHCC driveway, realized his error, and immediately dashed on 

stage.  The memorable Alfred Geer was  playing the King Edward 

role and greeted Kooistra with, “You are tardy, Sir.” To which 

John replied, “I beg your Grace’s pardon,” a quick save, to say the 

least.  No more retreating far from the stage for any reason!  

Frances Sherrard the founder of EHCC was responsible for giving the Players access to the East Hawai’i 

Cultural Center, including inside the building and the balcony area overlooking Kalākaua Street. The 

plays Kooistra participated in during 1994-1996 were in front of EHCC, i.e., King Henry V, The Two 

Gentlemen of Verona, and The Tragedy of Richard III.  Then the Players moved back in the Park for the 

1997 production of Measure for Measure, directed by Don Moody.  Kooistra reminisces, “Got rained on 

and Don had to bring out umbrellas for the actors to use.”  The “Scottish Play” or Macbeth*, was back 

JOHN OF GAUNT:                                                                                                                                                                            
Methinks I am a prophet new inspired 

And thus expiring do foretell of him: 

His rash fierce blaze of riot cannot last, 

For violent fires soon burn out themselves; 

Small showers last long, but sudden storms are short; 

He tires betimes that spurs too fast betimes; 

With eager feeding food doth choke the feeder: 

Light vanity, insatiate cormorant, 

Consuming means, soon preys upon itself. 

This royal throne of kings, this scepter'd isle, 

This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars, 

This other Eden, demi-paradise, 

This fortress built by Nature for herself 

Against infection and the hand of war, 

This happy breed of men, this little world, 

This precious stone set in the silver sea, 

Which serves it in the office of a wall, 

Or as a moat defensive to a house, 

Against the envy of less happier lands, 

This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England, 

This nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings, 

Fear'd by their breed and famous by their birth, 

Renowned for their deeds as far from home, 

For Christian service and true chivalry, 

As is the sepulchre in stubborn Jewry, 

Of the world's ransom, blessed Mary's Son, 

This land of such dear souls, this dear dear land, 

Dear for her reputation through the world, 

Is now leased out, I die pronouncing it, 

Like to a tenement or pelting farm: 

England, bound in with the triumphant sea 

Whose rocky shore beats back the envious siege 

Of watery Neptune, is now bound in with shame, 

With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds: 

That England, that was wont to conquer others, 

Hath made a shameful conquest of itself. 

Ah, would the scandal vanish with my life, 

How happy then were my ensuing death! 

  .......John of Gaunt, Richard II, Act 2, scene 1 
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in front EHCC in 1998, then the next two followed suit, in front of the Center:  The Winter’s Tale, 1999, 

and Titus Andronicus, 2000.  King Lear was next, on the street in front of the Center, which was closed 

through special arrangements with the Police Department.  Peter Charlot created the iconic role of the 

aging King dealing with his daughters’ legacies, all the while encircling an impressive monolithic scenic 

piece created by Hilo artist Bruce Cate, securely anchored on the street’s asphalt. 

Kooistra’s obsession with performing Shakespeare was 

persistent, except for the times that life commitments needed to 

come first. John’s wife, Harolyn, who hailed from Maui (ne 

Tomiko Higa) and whom he met in New York City, was ailing, 

and he cared for her from 2004 to 2011. She passed, ending 

Kooistra’s eight-year hiatus from performing the Bard. He and 

his wife had lived together in New York City where their first 

two children were born, MoJo and Heidi; in his native 

Michigan, where they moved in 1966; then to O’ahu the 

following year; and finally, to the Hilo/Puna side of the Big 

Island.  Daughter Jody was born in Hawai’i and graduated 

from Hilo High, as did her sister.  A compulsion for words and 

their expression framed Kooistra’s life work.  Early on he did 

an encyclopedia project, then moved to working with a 

university press, eventually tossing aside mainland winters for 

a job with the University of Hawai’i Press.  The lure of owning 

his own business presented the opportunity to purchase Mid 

Pacific Book Distributors in Hilo and Kooistra was at that helm 

for seven years. 

It was that tie to his career that posed a particular challenge 

when he was cast in Othello  in 1985.  As fate would dictate, 

Kooistra’s sales rep on Maui unexpectedly passed away and 

John had to take over the operation.  He bowed out of 

performing Shakespeare and headed to Maui, leaving Hilo 

actor Dan Straight to step in at the last minute as Desdemona’s 

father.  Then the tables turned.  Kooistra got back from Maui in 

time to see the show during its three-week run.  Unexpectedly, 

while sitting at the dinner table one night, the phone rang and 

assistant director Judy Dittmer let him know that his substitute 

couldn’t make that evening’s performance, and she begged, 

“Could you step in, John?”  Blithely, Kooistra sped down to 

the Park, stepped into his costume, and appeared as the dogged 

Dad!  Only one show and that was it!  Still, he recalls 

memorable moments from the EHCC balcony that night:  Iago 

(Peter Schickler) and Roderigo deciding to bait John’s character; and Desdemona and Othello being 

drawn together ineffably! From that lofty position on the balcony, Kooistra got to hear one of his 

John Kooistra’s Shakespeare 

Performances 
 

1983 – Romeo and Juliet, EHCC 

1985 – Othello, EHCC                  

1986 – Twelfth Night, EHCC  

1987 –Julius Caesar, U.S. Post Office 

1988 –The Merry Wives of Windsor, EHCC 

1989 –Antony & Cleopatra, EHCC 

1990 –The Merchant of Venice, EHCC 

1991 – The Tragedy of Richard II,  U.S. Post Office 

1992 – King Henry 4th Part 1, U.S. Post Office 

1993 - King Henry 4th Part 2, U.S. Post Office 

1994-King Henry V, EHCC 

1995 – The Two Gentlemen of Verona, EHCC 

1996 –The Tragedy of King Richard III, EHCC 

1997 –Measure for Measure, Kalākaua Park 

1998 –Macbeth, EHCC 

1999 – The Winter’s Tale, EHCC 

2000- Titus Andronicus, EHCC 

2001-King Lear, EHCC street 

2003 - Much Ado About Nothing, Kalākaua Park 

2012-Richard III, Kalākaua Park 

2013-As You Like It, Kalākaua Park 

2014- Antony & Cleopatra, Kalākaua Park 

2015-Measure for Measure, Kalākaua Park 

2016-A Midsummer Nightʻs Dream, Kalākaua Park 

2017 –The Best of the Bard Too, Kalākaua Park 

2018-The Merry Wives of Windsor, Kalākaua Park 

2019 – Hamlet, Kalākaua Park 
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favorite lines, uttered by Iago: Even now, now, very now, an old black ram / Is topping your white ewe. 

Arise, arise; And so, the age-old adage was held high:  the show DID go on!!   

Kooistra tried his hand at producing Antony & Cleopatra in 2014.  Next, he took a stab at directing in 

2017, for a series of scenes and songs from Shakespeare’s canon, called The Best of Bard Too.  “At first 

I was thinking of Falstaff and Prince Hal (in the Henry plays) to show the surrogate father that Falstaff 

was.”  Kooistra had been impressed by various Falstaffs over the years: “Five plays with Falstaff, and a 

different actor everytime: Paul Patrick Supp, in the first Merry Wives, 1988; Robert Harrison, an actor 

from O’ahu and student at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa, who played Richard II, as well.  He was 

a good Falstaff, too, in Henry IV, Part 1, 1992;  Henry IV, featured Bill Turner as Fallstaff, in Part 2, 

1993; and Theon Weber last year, in Merry Wives of Windsor, 2018.  In my first turn as director for The 

Best of Bard Too, I cast Scott Kester.” 

Now Kooistra confesses that “Shakespeare reverberates in my aging head; I suppose the way biblical 

passages do in the heads of preachers.  Did I mention that I'm a ‘Bardolator?’  That's my religion.” 

 

 


