Making “Master’s Tree”

The Mississippi-based Palmer Home for Children will join Memphis’ famed Peabody ducks (as well as some well-known

talent like Selena Gomez) on the big screen this Christmas season. Filming now, “Master’s Tree,” based on a screenplay by

Germantown’s Jim Walker and actor Tom Wiggin, follows a group of teens on an adventure from Palmer Home to Memphis.
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f you’ve lived within 10
hours of Memphis, you’ve no
doubt heard about or seen the
swanky ducks at the Peabody
Hotel. Aptly titled the “march-
ing ducks” by the Peabody itself,
these red-carpet-accustomed mal-
lards will stride in style alongside
a well-known cast of actors this
Christmas season.

While it may seem relatively
arbitrary to write a screenplay based
around the waddling Peabody
Hotel ducks and their duckmaster,
Germantown resident Jim Walker
made it possible, not only with
clear reason but also with purpose.
The “Master’s Tree” movie script
revolves around a small private
Mississippi organization with a big
public purpose: the Palmer Home
for Children, an institution which
houses children whose parents are
unable to further care for them.

Acting as the director of fund-
raising from 1990 through 1996,
Walker looked to the children in his
Bible study group for inspiration.
“Through that period of time I also
worked in youth ministry, and I
lived in an apartment adjacent to the
gymnasium,” Walker says. “Every
Tuesday night, I had a Bible study
with the high school kids; they came
for an hour, and we’d order pizza,
have a 30-minute study and [in the
remaining time] watch the ‘Little
Rascals’ or the “Three Stooges.””
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It was at this time that Walker be-
gan to concoct his story line. Accord-
ing to Walker, the kids’ favorite Ras-
cals episode was “Mushin” Milk,” in
which the characters run away from
their 1930s-era orphanage. “I started
developing an idea—a story running
through my mind—about the kids,”
he says. “I never really planned on
doing anything with it.”

It wasn’t until Walker met up
with “As the World Turns” and
“Law and Order” actor Tom Wiggin
at a charity event in honor of the
Palmer Home that the project began
to take off. “One breakfast I shared
my ideas with Tom about the kids,”
Walker says. “We sat down over a
week and hacked out a screenplay,
which, 14 years later, seems easy.”

The real nuts and bolts of his
model, Walker said, lie in the chil-
dren. “It was basically through the
experience I had,” he says. “There
is so much humor around children.
You take 80 kids living on a campus,
and it's comedy. Some of the things
they get into are really hysterical,
but it’s painful too; there are life les-
sons learned.”

The inevitable question is why
Walker and Wiggin chose to use
Memphis as a backdrop to tell the
story of a Mississippi-based orga-
nization for children in need. “The
basic storyline is that three of the
older children run away to Mem-
phis,” Walker says, adding that

given the proximity of Memphis to
the Palmer Home campuses, the feat
is not impossible.

“Once they get there, the kids
befriend an elderly gentleman—the
Peabody’s first duckmaster. We just
made the role of the older gentle-
man as a high-profile recluse,” he
says, adding, “Of course the story
we wrote around the first duckmas-
ter in the movie is fictional, but it
makes a great backdrop for the story.
That’s the canvas to make the story
richer. If you’'re going to create a
story, it should be in a culturally rich
environment. We took a rich place
of Tennessee history and helped
make it a canvas around these young
kids.”

As for the Peabody, it’s a “rich,
great way to value Tennessee. It's a
beautiful picture of a small tradition,
almost done as a joke—it started
small and became a major produc-
tion.”

The kids” shenanigans take on a
deeper meaning when it’s revealed
that the duckmaster, slated to be
played by Star Wars celebrity James
Earl Jones at the time of publication,
was a former resident of Palmer
Home as well.

Without revealing the entire plot
of the film, the story continues when
a tree is planted by the duckmaster
and his brother, which becomes the
principal moral priority in the film.

“Great things start small and



take lots of nurturing,” Walker says.
“This is true of every child. The tree
becomes the central focus of the
children at the orphanage.”

Other notable celebrities tied to
project include The Disney Chan-
nel’s starlet Selena Gomez and Nick-
elodeon’s latest heartthrob James
Maslow.

The Palmer Home for Children
was established in 1895 by Presby-
terian minister Benjamin Morgan
Palmer and a group of women from
his church in Columbus, Missis-
sippi, says executive director of the
Hernando, Mississippi Palmer Home
campus Robert Farris.

Although the Palmer Home
started out as an orphanage, “we
don’t serve any true orphans any-
more,” Farris explains. “All the
children who live here have parents
who can’t take care of them in cases
like addiction and incarceration.”

The outfit is no longer considered
Presbyterian either; it is now consid-
ered non-denominational, although
the roots of the Presbyterian begin-
nings are still a motivating force
and emphasis among the campuses
in the mission to provide aid to less
fortunate children.

The Palmer Home is a non-profit
charitable organization and receives
all of its funding through private
donations from benefactors and
Presbyterian churches throughout
the state of Mississippi alongside
its heavy donations from patrons
located in Memphis.

The primary reason for building
a campus in Hernando, Mississippi,
was to extend its arm closer to the
Memphian patrons without leaving
the established jurisdiction of Mis-
sissippi, Farris explains. “We’re hop-
ing the movie will expose the plight
of children that a lot of people don’t
really see,” he says. “We're excited
about it, and we think it’s going to
provide publicity.”

Walker echoed Farris’ sentiments.
“People who don’t understand chil-
dren’s homes thinks it’s a terrible
place,” he says. “Think about the
alternative ... But thank God they’re
there.”

See Sources for Details
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Offering Diploma in Cufinary Essentials
and Associate of Occupational Studies
Degree in Culinary Aris

Introducing

Kitchens with a Mission .

1-888-860-7270

www.lecoleculinaire.com

1245 N. Germantown Parkway
Cordova, TH 38016

1 ’Ecole Culinaire is pleased to present our

cooking classes for the public. These classes offer the opportunity to leam fun, innovative ways of
prepanng meals with the added bonus of a percentage of the price benefiting a local charity. Join us for
a cooking experience with polish, panache and some great recipes! Call 901-754-7115 to register.

The Japanese Steak House
Experience: International Series
Friday | May 21 | 6-8pm

Continuing our Intemational Series, we
teach you the fundamental ingredients

and processes used in authentic
Japanese Steakhouses to create
high-energy dishes that you can
toss right on to your guests’ plate.
$75 per attendee.

(50% af net proceads will benefit
the International Children's Heart
Foundation of Memphis)
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Basic Cake Decorating
Saturday | May 22 | 10am-12pm
Cake Decorating 101 from buttercream icing
%, topiped designs. Leamn how to
>@ = . produce a simple cake for that
N special occasion or justa
% birthday cake for your
family or friends. $40
| per attendee.
! (50% of net proceeds
will benefit the YWCA
) Abused Women's
" Services)
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Delicious Simplicity in an Elegant Atmosphere

80 Moniae Ave., Ste, L-1

Memphis, TN 38103

901.523.0877 | www.feliciasuzanne.com
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