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WESTHAMPTON - A Northampton filmmaker is tackling a
project he's contemplated for a decade, one that delves into
issues of brain and behavior based on a famous 19th-century
accident.

This week, Richard A. "Chip" Roughton brought a crew to
Westhampton to shoot scenes for his historical film "Phineas
Gage."

Built in the late 1800s, Hanging Mountain Farms in
Westhampton seemed a perfect backdrop for Roughton's film,
which tells the story of a New England railroad construction
foreman whose behavior changed after an iron rod penetrated
his head.

"Phineas Gage" director Richard
"Chip" Roughton, left, talks to crew
members Mike Mayers, center, and
Glenn Marullo, Tuesday, at Hanging
Mountain Farm in Westhampton.

The resulting injury influenced 19th-century thinking about the
localization of the brain's functions. Gage's accident is the
preface to Roughton's full-length film on the rise and fall of
lobotomies - neurosurgical procedures that cut connections to
and from the brain's prefrontal cortex.

Roughton's research indicates about 40,000 lobotomies were

performed from the 1930s to the 1950s to treat mental

illnesses and disturbing behaviors, including schizophrenia, clinical depression, anxiety disorders,
moodiness and youthful defiance.

Roughton says people were trained in 10 minutes to do lobotomies without licenses or medical
boards.

"I'm so fascinated by this," said Roughton, who owns Rough Pictures in Easthampton.

The $40,000 budget for "Phineas Gage" does not account for the dozens of local camera crew
volunteers and acting extras Roughton networked with online and by word-of-mouth.

Meanwhile, actors took their places this week in Springfield, Westhampton and Sturbridge to kick off
work on a film Roughton has been plotting for more than 10 years. People from Los Angeles and
New York City came to Westhampton to produce and act in the film.

"We're having a lot of fun," Sean McCormack, 28, of Brooklyn, said as his makeup artist lightened his
skin and darkened his eye Tuesday in the Strawbale Cafe at Hanging Mountain Farms.

McCormack, playing Gage, spent the previous day at a Westfield quarry filming the accident scene.
Dressed in prosthetics and blood, McCormack imagined what the experience was like for Gage, who
was in his mid-20s at the time and lived for more than 10 years after his accident.
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"It's so strange to think somebody survived that," said McCormack. "It's hard to wrap your head
around, no pun intended."

Town's role
Westhampton stands in for the Vermont town where the accident occurred.

In a scene shot in Westhampton, New York actors Peter Judd and Suzan Perry read about Gage's
accident in the newspaper while peeling potatoes with a 19th-century knife.

Judd in trousers and vest and Perry in a bonnet and dress, the pair sat in front of 1,500 old-fashioned
sap buckets stacked inside the red barn. They recited lengthy, formal sentences that were actually
written 100 years ago, which Roughton found in an old newspaper.

"I'm very honored they came; this is such a little town," said Anita Aloisi, who owns the farm with her
husband, Leo. "It's amazing the people we get to meet along the way."

Roughton, who frequents the North Road farm for breakfast at the Strawbale Cafe, said the
environment appealed to him for the film.

On Wednesday, cameras rolled in Sturbridge Village, the setting for the Massachusetts General
Hospital surgical theater where Gage's doctor, John Harlow, presented Gage's personality changes to
a group of physicians.

Roughton has produced documentary films for 20 years for outlets such as National Geographic,
Public Broadcasting Service and A&E, but this piece is the first film he's taken on as director.

He is looking into various film markets and continues to raise funds for the film. Its script earned him a
$7,500 Massachusetts Cultural Council grant.

Catherine Baum can be reached at chaum@gazettenet.com.
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