Marie Bissell Prentice
By Brenda Underwood    

“The granite and the vegetation of New England are in my bones.”
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Marie Prentice’s eyes sparkle when she talks about her life, one that has taken her along a rich and creative trajectory. In the 1950s, she spent a year in Paris while a student at Smith College, in the 1960s she toured Asia and Africa for the State Department singing folk songs, and in the 1980s she went to Nicaragua during the Sandinista years.  She has worked for the CIA in Washington, D.C., for the Far-East America Council in New York City, and taught junior high school in Manhattan. She has started innovative and experimental music groups, taught pottery and written poetry. 
 
Born in 1932 in New York City, Marie is the daughter of Elinor Latane Bissell and William Truesdale Bissell. Her father, a graduate of Yale, started his career in publishing in New York City and “had a delightful wit and passion for literature,” remembers Marie, fondly. Her mother, a social worker and a graduate of Bryn Mawr, was “intelligent, adventurous and from a background that valued education very highly.”  
                   
 
Her parents were also creative and involved. Her mother did social work at the Union Settlement House in Hartford and Marie helped in their summer camp for disadvantaged children.. “It was a good experience for me.” Later, when her parents had moved to Canton, her mother started a project to house the elderly and opened a children’s store. Her father wrote “several wonderful plays” and her mother  played the piano, both talents we see in Marie although they took a slightly different direction. 
“I lucked out with my parents. They were committed idealists and both of them provided an example of continuing involvement in both local and international concerns. They were wonderful people.” 

When Marie was five her family moved to Hartford where her father had accepted a position in the insurance business. She attended public elementary school and, later, Oxford School, a private girls’ school, and remembers living in West Hartford at the time, as “a perfect suburban free-for-all for a kid. It was idyllic.” 

In 1954, Marie graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Smith College. “The best part about Smith was having a year at L’Ecoles des Sciences Politiques in Paris in 1953. I fell in love with Paris although it was a lot shabbier than it is today because Europe was still suffering economically from the Second World War.”  Living with a French family, “we were only allowed two baths a week and had to be careful to turn off lights because electricity was expensive, but we got to practice our French all the time.”

It was much less glitzy in Paris, remembers Marie. “In the U.S., it was the year of big fin cars and American graffiti while in Europe they had tiny cars.” Marie and her fellow students were considered “the naïve Americans” by the French and Europeans in their classes although “we were much more outspoken than the other students who didn’t speak up or differ with the professor the way we do in America.”

About ten years before that year in Paris, Marie’s father had accepted a job during World War II with the Foreign Economic Administration in Washington, D.C. The family moved to Washington and her father was sent to India to help with the U.S. Lend Lease program.  “India blew his mind; he loved it and came back with photographs that really made a big impression on us,” remembers Marie. This trip was one of the catalysts of a later event in her life.

Her interest in India was further developed by John Bissell, her brother who, “after Yale and his Korean War Navy service went to India as a consultant for the Ford Foundation.” Marie’s brother spent two years in India consulting on trade export and then left the Ford Foundation to start his own company called Fabindia. “And he fell in love with Bim, an Indian woman, who is now my sister-in-law.”

Being raised in this milieu of international relations, Marie thought about working for the State Department but realized that women had a very limited ceiling there. She opted instead for the CIA which sounded more glamorous.  “It was 1956 when we were still the good guys.” Marie worked in a non-covert part of the agency and although she had a great time in Washington decided after a year that she wasn’t suited for that type of work.

Returning to New York, she became a Research Assistant for the Far East America Council of Commerce and Industry, an organization formed to help U.S. businesses and trade interests in the Far East and, subsequently, became its Research Director. 

In New York, she also reconnected with Tim Prentice, an architect and sculptor, someone with whom she had grown up in Hartford. “We went to the same parties in high school although, as we didn’t get together until much later, it wasn’t love at first sight,” said Marie with a joyous bout of laughter. “I just knew Tim as one of the group. He was a fantastic dancer and singer. And still is.” Now, “the time was ripe” and Marie and Tim were married in 1960 in the backyard of her parent’s farm house in Canton with bell ringers to celebrate the event. “It was terrific.” 

In 1961, Nora, their first daughter, was born and “developed an outrageous sense of humor soon afterwards,” recalls Marie. And, Phoebe, their second daughter who “is endowed with a sweet nature and cheerful disposition” was born in 1963. Marie was enjoying motherhood but put it on hold for three months when she and Tim were recruited by the State Department Cultural Exchange for a folk-singing tour around Asia and India. “In those days,” Marie pointed out, “we exported culture, not military equipment.” And, through her vicarious brushes with India over the preceding few years, she was ready to go but admits that, “the timing wasn’t perfect. I hired a nanny and left the girls with my parents.”  

Marie and Tim started their folk-singing tour of India in 1963 and travelled from cities to villages singing songs from the Civil Rights Movement, “If you miss me at the back of the bus… And you can’t find me nowhere… Come on over to the front of the bus… I’ll be riding up there…” as well as traditional American folksongs and spirituals such as “Michael Row the Boat Ashore”  They were often songs where people could join in – “they loved it.” Marie and Tim also learned the local songs which was not an easy task where the language changes from place to place. “We were very well received and it was a highly bonding experience for Tim and me,” said Marie, who regards this tour as one of the highlights of her life.   [image: image2.jpg]



Marie and Tim also sang in Nepal and Kenya before returning to the U.S. In Nepal early one morning, “walking up the steps of the Swayambhunath Stupa in Kathmandu we listened to monks chanting at the top and there were monkeys all over the place and prayer flags flying in the dawn light.” And in Kenya and Tanzania, “the people knew all the Civil Rights songs because they had heard them on their radios and were very interested in the movement.”

Once back in the U.S., Marie returned to motherhood and the Prentices started coming up to Cornwall on weekends. “Tim loved this house,” said Marie, referring to the time before it became theirs. “It was grey because it was unpainted and looked like a painting by Andrew Wyeth.” When their friend Roxana Hammond called and said there was a large property next door and asked if they would be interested in buying part of it, they were delighted as it included the house Tim loved. “In the sixties land prices in Cornwall were very low,” Marie recalled, “and we found two other people right away who wanted to buy parts of it. As luck would have it nobody wanted the same part.” Marie and Tim’s parcel included the “Andrew Wyeth house” which dated from the 1790s and had no plumbing, which perhaps was a small consideration in such a bucolic setting of meadow and rolling hills and a swamp that is covered with water lilies in the spring. 

Singing has always been a big part of Marie’s life. “I sang from the time I was old enough to carry a tune and loved it.” That love has taken her in many different directions including music improvisation and workshops with Bobby McFerrin and David Darling. She took up harmonic chanting at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine—perhaps influenced by chanting monks in the dawn light in Kathmandu—and has sung with the Kent Singers, Crescendo, the United Church of Christ choir as well as the Coltsfoot Chorus, a group she organized in Cornwall. 

She also gathered singers together to experiment with improvising using a variety of vocal sounds in which the process, not the end product, was all important.  “Voice Jam” was the name they gave to this way of singing. “It was pretty wild at times”, she said, adding that “Voice Jam was really an exciting and creative thing for me because it meant something new,” 

One of the members of Voice Jam was Sylvia Alexander, a classical flutist. “Marie encouraged us to listen carefully and improvise freely following our quietest instincts,” said Alexander. “It was great fun. We even performed once on the Lower East side with dogs—the harmonies were wonderful! Speaking of her 30-year friendship with Marie, she said, “Marie is not only progressive, but smart, compassionate, intellectual, and community-oriented.” 

Those qualities undoubtedly led Marie to Columbia Teacher’s College where she earned an M.A. In 1968, she started teaching 6th, 7th and 8th grade history at Intermediate School 44 in NYC. “It was a time of great upheaval in the school system; I was looking for challenging work and I certainly found it.” It was a time of intense racial discord,” she said, “but it was also a time of great experimentation in the classroom. We went from tracking to a heterogeneous classroom overnight.” In her classes, she had an equal mix of Hispanic, black and white students. “It was terrific: a real West Side [image: image3.jpg]


mix.”     The Open Classroom project which she developed there with other teachers was eliminated by drastic budget cuts in 1976.  She was so discouraged that she quit her job and soon took up pottery.”It was great therapy after the turmoil of the school situation”.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

                        Japanese-inspired Teapot 
                                Photos by Lazlo


 
Marie took pottery lessons intensively for several years and became very competent. She then joined the West Side Cooperative in New York where she could work and eventually started teaching others. 
Her interest in pottery came with her to Cornwall and, when working out on the porch overlooking the meadows and distant hills with Tim’s sculpture winking in the woods, she would often think “this was a very nice place to work.” 
The above picture shows a Japanese-inspired teapot made by Marie. Below is a selection of bowls: ovoid-shaped, round, asymmetrical with colored glazes inside and fired in a number of different ways. For several years Marie sold her pottery in Cornwall. 
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After Tim gave up his architectural practice in New York and moved to Cornwall to make sculptures in the barn, Marie decided to come along. “I realized that life is possible without being in New York and I got involved locally. What I love about the community in Cornwall is that I know families from grandparent to grandchild. In New York relationships are often more transient and you tend to know only your own generation but up here it is so small that you know the whole family. I like that a lot.” 

Although Marie had been active politically in New York, she found there was a lot more to do when she moved to Cornwall. She immediately became involved in the North West Corner Coalition for Nuclear Disarmament. She credits former president Ronald Reagan with being the catalyst for her political activism. “We did what we could to get our Congress people to oppose nuclear build-up but, unfortunately, we didn’t succeed.”

She also opposed Ronald Reagan’s policy in Nicaragua and in 1987 went to Nicaragua with Witness for Peace to observe the situation first hand. “I saw the devastation that our policy of supporting the Contras against the Sandinista government was causing. Reagan said it was a threat to the United States. They were no threat to the U.S.; the country was dirt poor.” When Marie returned to the U.S., “I came away feeling both sad and hopeful—sad for the suffering and poverty and hopeful because of the resilience and faith I had seen. There is only so much the U.S. can do to influence the course of events in Latin America but this trip convinced me even more than before of the futility of a U.S. policy that seeks military solutions for human problems.” She decided to organize others in her congressional district in Connecticut  to put pressure on their Congresswoman Nancy Johnson to change her support for Reagan’s policy.  This led to many protests in the district, including a sit-in at Johnson’s office that resulted in TV coverage and spending a few hours in jail with fellow activists.         

Marie took more of a community focus when in the late 1980s, she started to run FISH (Friends in Service Here), a group that provides rides for residents of Cornwall with doctors’ appointments who cannot drive themselves. “I loved the people I met,” remembers Marie, “and fell into it happily.” Marie ran FISH for nine years.

She has also been involved in many other committees over the years including Friends of the Cornwall Library and Women’s Support Services. “I really enjoyed organizing the first Cornwall Talent Show,” she said, speaking of Cornwall’s beloved “local talent” show which includes juggling acts, piano/ flute duos and even small movies. Today, she is a member of the Cornwall Housing Committee, the Cornwall Association and the Cornwall Democratic Town Committee.

Marie came to writing poetry rather late in her life. “I fell in love with it through the process of writing lyrics and reading poetry. I believe it was Henry Moore,” she said, “who said that the thing to do in life is to take on an impossible task and devote your life to it. I’m starting this one late… but why not?” Marie has taken Moore’s words to heart and has spent a lot of time attending workshops and writing. She hasn’t tried to get published. “It’s not the fun part and it’s too late in my life to be competing,” she said, in her understated way. But, she did self-publish a book of her poems for her friends entitled, “Singing into Jars.” “I’m still learning to be a poet,” she added.
When she started writing poetry, Marie and a group of fellow Cornwallians got together once a month at Cadwell’s (now the Wandering Moose) to read poetry in the mid to late 1990s. “People would come and read a poem of their own or they read a poem they liked. Some people read prose pieces. I’ll never forget Bob Terrall reading some wonderful comic pieces,” said Marie. Dave Cadwell, the owner of Cadwell’s, remembers that the poetry readings included “a tune or two from Anne Chamberlain and John Miller and the group usually included Marie and Tim Prentice, Phyllis and Hendon Chubb, Martha and Robert Terrall (who told memorable ‘News from 06796’ stories) and Nick Jacobs and Leslie Elias.” 

 
“One of the reasons I took up poetry is that it is very challenging. I think things can be said in poetry that are unsay-able. I want to discover what is unsaid in me.” 
SINGING INTO JARS

Bring me a jar of 
great dimensions, waist
high or higher, not smooth but
rough-burned in the fire, showing its
scars through a dusty patina of brown and
black and rust. Bring it from the bottom of the
sea or an old warehouse in Babylon. It must have
the smell of molten earth and a mystic space within.
I’ll breathe into that space and hum until I find the
one true tone that makes it sing so strongly back
to me that I must take my voice around the
edges, returning when I dare to the
center where sound enters my
whole body resounding
in bone and brain
intoning soul.
Talking about her poem “Singing into Jars” and how she came to write it: “Whenever I see one of those huge jars—Todd Piker makes them—I want to sing into it. When you find the right tone, they sing back to you.” 

Although she has lived in New York many years of her life, Marie regards herself as, “a New Englander at heart. The granite and vegetation are in my bones. I love the variety of growing things, the old buildings, the farms and the rural quality of New England. I’m always conscious of how lucky we are.” 

And, not just in her surroundings and the place she calls home. Marie and Tim celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary last August with a group of friends and family and heralded by bell ringers as in the original ceremony. So, how does it feel being married fifty years? “Unbelievable! I feel lucky. It ripens and gets better.”  She also feels lucky when her two grandchildren, Zeke, 11 and Zoe, 10, visit. “We go to the lake, play games, take walks and visit with their cousins, the Calhouns.” Tim Prentice and Will Calhoun are cousins and, “we are all very close to him.” 

Marie Prentice regards herself as a born optimist. Despite the gloomy news headlines, she doesn’t think we are going to destroy ourselves. “We are a pretty ingenious species. I think we will find ways to survive.  I look around me and see all the good things that are happening, the good people I know and I see that reflected elsewhere; it just doesn’t make the news. Most of us want to live in a society where we are looking out for each other. What disturbs me is the growing trend toward inequality where boundless wealth is considered admirable and is given status and celebrity—celebrity that is misplaced. In a small community we respect community members not for their celebrity but for their character and what they contribute. Cornwall is small enough so you really feel responsible for each other.” 
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