
AIMS 
Your toolkit should compile and present (in an attractive, easy-
to-follow style of your choosing) resources from the following 
categories: 
•Information about the playwright/composer/deviser (could 
be interviews, profiles, multimedia content, biography 
excerpts, etc).  
•Context: sources familiarizing the reader with elements of the 
play's setting, cultural context, historical moment, artistic 
context, etc. (For example: a toolkit about The Glass 
Menagerie might complement information about Tennessee 
Williams, as articulated in the previous section, with historical 
writing about factory workers' lives during the Depression, 
medical information about pleurisy, and/or primary sources 
detailing Southern debutante etiquette. A toolkit about Miss 
Saigon might include primary sources from the Vietnam War 
as well as musical criticism of Puccini's Madam Butterfly).  
•Production: information about the play itself. This could 
include some type of production history, a guide to the play's 
characters, a sampling of the play's music, design snippets, etc. 



1. Introductory Letter 

2. The (True!) Story  

3. “Welcome to the Rock!” – Get to Know Newfoundland 

• History & Maps 

• Newfoundland Culture  

• The Town of Gander & Its Airport  

• Newfie Slang Dictionary 

• Spotlight On: Newfoundland Folk Music 

4. “Unexpected Guests Warm Hearts in the Frozen 

North”: A New York Times Article  

5. The “Plane People” 

6. “38 Planes”: A Timeline of September 11th, 2001 

7. “The Plane People”: Interviews with the Actors and 

the People of Gander 

8. An Interview with Sankoff and Hein  

9. Making A Musical 

10. Engagement Activity 
 

 

 
 



 
 

Welcome to the friends who have come from away!  

Welcome to the locals who have always said they’d stay!  

If you’re comin’ from Toldeo or you’re comin’ from Taipei,  

Because we come from everywhere, we all come from away! 
- Finale, Come From Away  

In September 2001, a tiny town in Newfoundland opened its arms to the 

world. Now, Come From Away honours them through a medium every 

Newfoundlander holds near to their hearts: storytelling. From the coves to 

the caves to the people from the planes, composers David Hein and Irene 

Sankoff invite you to bear witness to the incredible hospitality of the 

Islanders of Gander and the ways their community welcomed 7000 stray 

passengers on that historic Tuesday morning.  

 

From an educational standpoint, Come From Away offers educators a unique 

avenue toward discussing the terrorist attacks of September 11th with 

students who were born into a post-9/11 world. The attacks on the Twin 

Towers and the Pentagon are certainly the catalyst for the show, but the 

events are much more universal. In this packet, students will be asked to 

interact with Come From Away by seeking out some stories of their own: 

What did your community do on that morning? How did your families 
respond when they heard the news? How did your town pick up the pieces and 
support each other as they tried to make sense of the world?  
 

In taking students to Come From Away, we hope the individual stories and 

experiences of the tragedy will transform students’ understanding of 

September 11th from a historical event to a lived experience. This toolkit 

highlights the individual stories and community connections of this 

extraordinary day in history from a much more personal slant than 

students may be familiar with. Come From Away is not about the attacks. It 

is about the community that was forged from their aftermath, and the 

resilience of average people in the face of the unthinkable.  

 

Through engagement with the characters and true stories brought to life 

during Come From Away, we hope to ground students’ understanding of an 

event that so deeply shaped their world.  

Welcome to the rock!  

Sallie Bieterman, Dramaturg 



5 days, 19 animals, and 7,000 strays! 

 
In the early days of commercial air travel, every trans-Atlantic flight headed for 

the US stopped at the Gander International Airport in Newfoundland to refuel. 

However, with the advent of jet planes, the airport became largely obsolete.  

Then came September 11th.  

 

On that horrific day in 2001, acts of terrorism led to the historic closure of US 

airspace, diverting thousands of people flying into the United States. As 38 planes 

were diverted to their tiny airport, the people of Gander once again opened its arms 

to the world, doubling the population of their town over night as 7000 “come from 

aways” hunkered down in Newfoundland.  

 

Over five days, these passengers, waylaid by an act of terror, had their faith in 

humanity restored by the kindness of strangers, and a town who dropped everything 

to welcome those who had come from away.  



“On the northeast tip of North 

America, on an island called 

Newfoundland, there’s an airport...  

…and next to it is a town, called 

Gander.”  

Newfoundland & Labrador is a province 

in Canada, shaped as much by the North 

Atlantic and its rocky landscape as it 

is by its diverse people. The island of 

Newfoundland is about the same size as 

the United Kingdom, and is one of the 

best places in the world to view 

icebergs. In the surrounding waters, 

the Labrador Current meets the Gulf 

Stream which makes it a hub for whales, 

and provides nest ground for millions 

of seabirds.  

 

Newfoundland is full of friendly folks, 

but not too full- the population is a mere 

510,000. The province is mainly populated by 

rich wildlife (including many moose, just 

like the one encountered by the bus people 

at the beginning of our show!) and some of 

the largest expanses of untouched 

wilderness in Canada. The island is also 

home to the Dover Fault, where continents 

came together thousands of years ago due 

to tectonic shifts of the Earth’s crust, 

making it geologically significant.   

 



“Newfoundland and Labrador is known for 

its friendly people. Real and genuine, 

warm and welcoming, fun-loving and 

funny to the core, the people here are 

also known for their natural creativity, 

unique language, and knack for 

storytelling.” – Newfoundland & 

Labrador’s tourism website  

You may be most familiar with Newfoundland through 

the large, loveable dog that takes its name from the 

region. Newfoundlanders have a long history of 

seafaring, and these hearty pups perfectly 

encapsulate the spirit of the people of 

Newfoundland: loyal, kind, strong, and sweet.  

Newfie culture is a rich mix of English, Irish, French, and Aboriginal cultures, and 

they’re used to welcoming wayward sailors and “come from aways” like family. As 

Beulah and the women of Gander sing in our show, “in the winter, from the water 

through the wind, if a stranger shows up at your door, ya get on the horn” and welcome 

‘em!  Newfoundland & Labrador was named by Macleans Magazine as one of the top 10 

friendliest cultures in the world 

The final step to welcoming a “come from 

away” to the region is to make them an 

honorary Newfoundlander, a ceremony seen 

on stage in the song “Screech in”. A 

Newfoundlander invites this outsider to 

don a yellow Macintosh (a staple of dress 

in the region), drink a shot of “screech”, a 

traditional Newfoundland rum that’s 40% 

alcohol, recite a brief vow, and kiss a 

freshly caught Newfoundland cod on the 

lips! Once you’ve done that, you can count 

yourself among the friendly, fiercely 

proud people of this province.  

http://www.newfoundlandlabrador.com/AboutThisPlace/PeopleCulture


In 1935, Gander’s location “on the northeast tip of North America” made it ideal for the 

construction of an airport. In the Cold War era, Gander was a hub of international 

travel, dubbed the “Crossroads of the World.” Because of this, Gander is made up of 

people from countries on five different continents. Hospitable to the core, Gander 

residents treat non-Newfoundlander “come-from-aways” as family. On September 11th, 2001, 

residents dropped everything to welcome “the plane people” from the 38 planes grounded 

at Gander International, donating their school buses, their homes, their food, and their 

hand-me-down clothes. Because of their hospitality, Gander is the only place outside 

the United States that is home to some of the steel from the World Trade Center.  

In 1938, when it was built, Gander International (“CYQX”) was the largest airport in 

the world. During World War II, upwards of 10,000 Allied air force personnel were 

based in Gander, but during peacetime, it was shifted to use as a commercial airport.  

As aviation advanced, it was no longer necessary for trans-Atlantic flights to 

refuel before reaching their destination, and Gander ceased to be the “cross-roads of 

the world” it had once been. The town’s economy has diversified so that it is not  

 reliant exclusively 

on the airport, 

which is now 

utilized mostly by 

the Canadian air 

force and for 

emergency landings.  

“Nestled in the heart of Newfoundland, Gander offers a range of 
cultural and recreational opportunities, along with access to 
state-of-the-art health care, education, transportation, and 
communications. We are proud of the quality of life our 
residents enjoy and of the services and amenities that help 
drive our growing economy.” – Town of Gander website  

http://www.gandercanada.com/


“We speaks a different language, son- we adds some Ss and some rum. You’ll have to try 
a good cod tongue, and you’ll become a Newfoundlander!”  

As Claude sings in “Screech In”, Newfoundlanders have a way of talking all their own. 

Here is a glossary of some expressions from their island that made the show:  

For more information on Newfoundland English, please visit Heritage Newfoundland 
& Labrador, dedicated to the history and culture of Canada’s most remote province.  

[graphic source] 

http://www.heritage.nf.ca/dictionary/
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/dictionary/
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/dictionary/
http://www.comefromaway.com/CFA_P146_study_guide_LO_M2B.pdf


Composer David Hein visited the Winnipeg Folk Festival as a child and grew up 

around the Newfoundlander folk music that he and Irene Sankoff drew heavily on 

while developing Come From Away’s score. Here are a few of the key stylistic elements 

in traditional Newfie music. 

The Fiddle 

The Accordion 

The Irish Whistle 

The Ugly Stick 

The most iconic traditional 

Newfoundland percussion 

instrument, an Ugly Stick is 

made out of anything you can 

find in your shed, and is often 

played at kitchen parties to 

drive the beat behind a dance 

number. You will see one on 

stage in Come From Away when 

they “screech in” the come-from-

aways, and a raucous party 

ensues. 

For instructions on making your own Ugly Stick, click here!  

Prominent in Celtic folk 

music, Irish immigrants 

brought their lively 

reels and songs with them 

when they came to 

Newfoundland. Fiddlers 

keep rhythm by stomping 

their feet, a practice 

which is common in 

French-Canadian folk 

music.  The “squeezebox” is a French 

instrument that made the trip across 

the Atlantic with some of 

Newfoundland’s settlers. It is played 

by pressing the buttons and keys on 

the side while compressing the folds 

in the middle.  

Another folk instrument 

from Ireland that 

settlers brought to 

Newfoundland is the 

haunting, lilting Irish 

whistle. Carving these 

flutes is also a folk 

craft in the region.  

http://www.ichblog.ca/2010/07/learn-to-make-newfoundland-ugly-stick.html


It’s not a 9/11 story. It’s a 9/12 story about how a small 

community reacted to a larger event.  

It could have been a short, sweet story: planes get diverted, local people pitch in to 

help stranded passengers. Polite thank-you letters and gifts follow. 

What happened in Newfoundland in one terrifying week in September was all that. 

But in the next two months, the story continued to grow. Here and in scattered 

hamlets for miles around, everyone has a part of it to tell -- how half a dozen or so 

isolated communities have been embraced by strangers who dropped from the sky and 

changed their lives. 

 

Greg King was there when it started. An air traffic controller, he was on duty on 

Sept. 11 at Gander, once the hub of North Atlantic air travel, but now an airport that 

sees few commercial aircraft on the ground while still directing them overhead. Late 

that morning, when he was preparing for the daily ''wall of airplanes'' from Europe 

heading for arrivals in New York and other cities, Mr. King suddenly received an 

order to shut down the sky. 

 

Thirty-eight planes were told to land immediately, and for a couple of hours Mr. 

King barely had time to call his wife and say he would be bringing strangers home 

for the night. At some point, he recalls, he also registered a fleeting image of an 

Air France Boeing 747 ''bigger than the airport terminal.'‘ 

 

Gander, a town of 10,000 people with 550 hotel rooms, had to find beds and food for 

6,579 passengers and crew members. Other airstrip towns in Newfoundland and 

Labrador also had unexpected company, but not on this scale. (…) “'We're used to 

helping people,'' said Mayor Claude Elliott, speaking of a region that lives with 

rough seas, harsh weather and an uncertain economy. ''I guess our biggest problem was 

trying to explain to people where they were.'‘ (…) 

 

Responding to radio announcements, the residents and businesses of Gander and other 

towns supplied toothbrushes, deodorant, soap, blankets and even spare underwear, 

along with offers of hot showers and guest rooms. Newtel Communications, the 

telephone company, set up phone banks for passengers to call home. Local television 

cable companies wired schools and church halls, where passengers watched events 

unfolding in New York and realized how lucky they were. (…) 

 

Those five days in September (…) have given an incalculable lift to the 

Newfoundlanders -- the ''Newfies'' who are the butt of rube jokes in the rest of 

Canada. “'It gave the people a sense of self-worth,'' said Mr. House, a retired teacher 

and school librarian. ''Newfoundlanders have often felt put down. They speak funny. 

There are all those 'goofy Newfie' jokes. ''Hey! We are all appreciated,'' he added. 

''We’re good people.'' 

from The New York Times, Nov. 18, 2001  
By Barbara Crossette  

 



People from all over the world were grounded in Newfoundland when the 38 planes 

landed at the Gander International Airport. People needing kosher food, temples 

and mosques, and alternative methods of communication as they did not speak 

English descended on the town, and hospitable Newfoundland folks accommodated 

them as best they could, from opening the doors of their spaces of worship to 

finding the chapter and verse in an African man’s Bible to communicate they need 

“be afraid for nothing”.  

 

Click on the thumbnail above or visit www.youtube.com/watch?v=62_Mf6rhhPE to 

join the actors from our show as they meet their real-life Gander counterparts and 

the characters they bring to the stage in the following video as the cast of Come 
From Away ventures onto the “northeast tip of North America”.  

 

Then, turn the page to get to know the stories of some of the plane people whose 

experiences made their way to the stage in Come From Away.  

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=62_Mf6rhhPE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=62_Mf6rhhPE


The characters of Come From Away were born from over 16,000 stores compiled by 

interviews with the 7000 people from the planes and the 10,000 citizens of the town 

that welcomed them. Get to know some of the plane people in Come From Away here:  

 

Hannah O’Rourke 

From New York City, Hannah’s son 

Kevin was a firefighter in Brooklyn 

who was missing on 9/11. Hannah spent 

her time in Gander glued to the phone 

in the Legion hall, because she 

worried that if she left for even a 

moment, she’d miss the call with any 

information about her son.  

Beverly Bass 

Beverly Bass was the third female pilot 

ever hired by American Airlines in 1976, 

and in 1986 she became their first 

female captain. She co-founded the 

International Society of Women Airline 

Pilots which has hundreds of members 

around the world. She landed in Gander 

while flying a trans-Atlantic flight 

to Dallas on 9/11, and in Come From Away, 

her personal history is sung in “Me and 

the Sky”. She retired in 2008 after 

flying for 32 years.   

Nick and Diane Marson  

Nick Marson was travelling for work 

in England when he met Diane, a 

Texan headed home to Dallas. While 

they were stranded in Gander, they 

visited the Dover Fault, where both 

parties became aware of the romantic 

spark between them. This moment is 

brought to the stage through the song 

“Stop the World”, which they sing 

together. After dating long distance 

after their meeting, Nick got a job 

transfer to Houston and they married 

on Sept 7, 2001, almost a year after 

meeting, and they honeymooned in 

Newfoundland.  

Kevin Tuerff 

Kevin Tuerff, one of “The Kevins”, a 

couple who befriend Nick and Diane in 

the show, was travelling back to Texas 

where he was CEO of Enviromedia, and 

environmentally conscious marketing 

firm when his plane landed in Gander. 

The kindness he experienced in 

Newfoundland inspired him to send his 

employees around Austin in pairs with 

$100 and the instructions to do random 

good deeds for strangers, an initiative 

that grew to become the Pay-It-Forward 

9/11 Foundation, which encourages people 

to remember the kindness paid to the 

come-from-aways by doing three good 

deeds on September 11th.   

(L-R) Composers Sankoff and Hein with 
Kevin, Nick and Diane, and Beverly.  



9:26am The US Federal Aviation 

Administration shuts down its 

airspace for the first time in 

history, forcing over 4,000 planes 

to land at the nearest airport. 

Inbound flights from Europe are 

diverted to Canada.  

12:00pm Gander 

International Airport is 

told 18 planes will land 

there. The passengers are 

not allowed to leave the 

planes.  

12:15pm An additional 13 

planes have landed at 

Gander International 

Airport  

4:30pm A total of 38 

planes have landed in 

Gander, carrying 6,579 

passengers and crew into 

a town of only 10,000 

people.  

8:46 am The hijackers 

aboard American Airlines 

Flight 11 crash the plane 

into floors 93-99 of the 

North Tower of the World 

Trade Center. 

9:02am Hijackers 

crash united 

airlines Flight 175 

into floors 75-85 of 

the World Trade 

Center’s South Tower. 

9:37am Hijackers aboard 

Flight 77 crash the plane 

into the western façade of 

the Pentagon in 

Washington DC.  

9:59am The World Trade 

Center’s South Tower 

Collapses.  

10:07am The passengers and crew 

members of Flight 93 learn of the 

day’s other attacks, and attempt to 

retake the plane. In retaliation, 

the hijackers crash the plane into 

a field in Somerset County, 

Pennsylvania, killing everyone.  

10:28am The World 

Trade Center’s North 

Tower Collapses.  



It’s not a 9/11 story. It’s a 9/12 story about how a small 

community reacted to a larger event.  

From their interview in Paste Magazine:  
 

As a character in their current Broadway show, Come From Away remarks, “Everyone 

has a story about how they started that day.” That day, September 11, 2001, turned out 

to be one of history’s most fatal game changers.  

 

Hein and Sankoff, native Canadians, were 2,400 miles south of Gander on 9/11. “There 

was something very resonant about being in New York City in a building with people 

from 110 different countries from around the world. They came together to support 

each other,” Hein said to Paste in a recent interview at Broadway’s Schoenfeld 

Theatre. Hein and Sankoff were peripherally aware about the story, but it wasn’t 

until the 10th anniversary that they were fully immersed into the beautiful display 

of compassion that occurred. They decided to put it on stage. 

 

“Initially, I pictured it as something akin to The Laramie Project,” Sankoff said.  

“Music is in the DNA of everyone in Newfoundland,” Hein added, “It’s become part of 

their culture. The town held a benefit concert at the Gander Hockey Rink in  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All too often, tragic stories are fodder for a television movies of the week or big 

screen Hollywood treatments, but Sankoff and Hein wanted to be respectful to victims 

and their families. Through this story, they’ve been able to find a perfect blend of 

“We came back 

with 16,000 

stories.”  
 

“It’s not a 9/11 story. 

It’s a 9/12 story about 

how a small community 

reacted to a larger 

event.”  

 

humour, heart, and humanity. Hein is quick to 

defend himself against those who view this as a 

money maker. “To exploit this event would go 

against the grain of all our fibers,” he said. “It’s 

not a 9/11 story. It’s a 9/12 story about how a small 

community reacted to a larger event. We go out of 

our way to make this a really safe space.” In a 
moment when our country is under such threat of 

division through travel bans, walls, and fear of “the others”, Come from Away has 

arrived at the perfect time. Hein concluded, “Whatever you’re worried about, come with 

us to Newfoundland. We’re gonna tell you a story about what happened there.” 
 

September 2011. Everyone, including corporate executives 

from commercial airlines were on their feet dancing. Irene 

looked at me and said, ‘This needs to be a musical.’” With the 

help of the Canadian government, they stayed for a month 
in Gander, interviewing many of the townsfolks for 4-5  

hours at a time. Known for its tremendous hospitality, Hein  

and Sankoff were offered places to stay by residents (while gracious, they stayed in 

local hotels.), and they also got “screeched” in, a boozy ritual visitors endure. “We 

came back with 16,000 stories,” Hein said.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2017/03/come-from-away-creators-on-developing-broadways-ne.html?p=2
https://www.pastemagazine.com/tag/Hollywood


“We came back with 16,000 stories.”  

So how do 16,000 stories become the score of a 100 minute musical? Composers Irene 

Sankoff and David Hein brought together interview transcripts and the experiences 

of the plane people and Gander’s citizens, all infused with the distinctive sounds of 

Newfoundland folk music to tell the story of the “come from aways” who touched down  

In Canada on September 11th, 2001.  

 

A married couple, these native  

Canadians each brought their own 

unique background to composition 

of the show. David Hein’s mother 

took him to the Winnipeg Folk  

Festival when he was young, and  

this sparked a lifelong love of the 

sea-shanty infused music of Canada’s 

northeast-most province. Irene  

Sankoff, on the other hand, grew up 

surrounded by the scores of classic, Golden-era Broadway musicals, and favours a 

much more theatrical style of song.  

 

Click on the thumbnail below or visit https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=81hdPkscpH8 to 

hear Irene and David demonstrate how their interview transcripts became songs in 

the show and discuss their process of creating Come From Away!  

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=81hdPkscpH8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=81hdPkscpH8


Most people remember where they were when they heard about the terrorist attacks on 

the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Although you may not remember the attacks 

personally, they have shaped the world in which you live and are vividly in the 

memories of our country and culture. In this activity, students will interview a 

member of their family about their day on 9/11, gathering information in the same 

way Come From Away’s creators, Irene Sankoff and David Hein did when they began the 

project.  

 

After each student has compiled a story from a family member, they will be placed 

into small groups and find the most effective way of weaving their four stories into 

one.  

1. Have students prepare a list of questions to help shape their interviews with 

their family members. Possibly questions may include…  

• How did your day begin on September 11th, 2001?  

• Where were you when you heard the news?  

• Who did you interact with on September 11th?  

• How did your community support each other on 9/11? 

• How did you feel your world was different after 9/11? 

• What is your most vivid memory of the day?  

 

2. Students will go home and conduct and interview with a family member about 

their experience of 9/11. They should take copious notes, as well as recording the 

interview on a cellphone or on a computer.  

 

3. Have students type up their interview notes and bring them into class.  



1. With interviews in hand, students will be broken up into groups of 4. They will 

then be tasked with creating a 5-8 minute theatrical presentation that 

incorporates all four stories.  

2. Have students brainstorm how stories can be connected. 

• Are there thematically cohesive elements? Perhaps their interviewees were 

all eating breakfast when they heard the news, or remember watching the 

news broadcast.  

• How will you tell these stories? Will you utilize pantomime, or have lines?  

• Do you want to tell the story of the whole day your interviewees 

experienced, or are there particularly vivid moments that you would like to 

embody?  

• What are the ties between the stories? Did more than one interviewee report 

a similar experience that could be condensed into one character as David 

Hein and Irene Sankoff did with many Gander residents?  

 

3. The goal is that students will identify dramatic elements of their first-person 

interviews and craft an artistic, collaborative rendering of the experience of 9/11.  

 

4. Students will develop their final products, rehearse them outside class, and 

present them at the end of the week, having utilized the following: 

 

Creating:  
- Imagine and explore multiple perspectives and solutions to stating problems in a 
drama/theatre work 

- Imagine and explore solutions to design challenges of a performance space in a 
drama/theatre work 

- Develop a scripted or improvised character by articulating the character’s inner 
thoughts, objectives, and motivations in a drama/theatre work 

Develop:  
- Articulate and apply critical analysis, background knowledge, research, and 
historical and cultural context to the development of original ideas for a 
drama/theatre work 

- Share leaderships and responsibilities to develop collaborative goals when preparing 
or devising drama/theatre 
Rehearse:  
- Use repetition and analysis in order to revise devised or scripted drama/theatre work 

- Refine effective physical, vocal, and physiological traits of characters in an 
improvised or scripted drama/theatre work  
- Implement and refine a planned technical design using simple technology during the 
rehearsal process for devised or scripted drama/theatre work 


