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About the Company

Mad River Theater Worksis a professional touring theater
company based in West Liberty, Ohio. Our purposeisto craft plays
that are both drawn from and produced for the people of the farms
and small towns of rural America, and to communicate the concerns
and insights of our communitiesto people everywhere. Since 1978
we have collected stories, molded this material into plays, and
performed our work at community centers, schools, colleges, and
theaters throughout the United States reaching an annual audience
of over 50,000 through over 200 performances.

Mad River Theater Works is one of only a handful of
professional theatersin the United States based in rural
communities. Our unique mission has attracted the support of the
National Endowment for the Arts, as well as foundations,
corporations, and individuals.
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Georges Guynemer’sAir Combeat picture, July 1917
http://indysquadron.tripod.com/isd/id88.html

Special Support

Mad River Theater Works is particularly grateful for the
generous ongoing support of Honda of America, Manufacturing.
Honda has been the primary sponsor of the school touring
programs of Mad River Theater Works for the past seven years.
Thelr assistance has made this program possible.



TheArtists

Jeff Hooper (Writer, Director) is the founding director of Mad
River Theater Works. Jeff has worked at Actors Theatre of
Louisvillein Kentucky, Arena Stage in Washington DC, Berkeley
Stage Company in Berkeley, Californiaand with Roadside Theater
in Whitesburg, Kentucky. He was aso afounding director of the
Half Moon Theater in London, England. Jeff pioneered techniques
of combining storytelling with dramaand music to produce lively
original worksfor the stage. Other plays written for Mad River
include John Henry, Liberty Line, Captive Heart, Freedom Bound,
Black Hats, The Return of Kate Shelley, Riverboatin’, and Coming
of Age. Jeff also collaborated with Native American Poet Lance
Henson to create Cry of the Americas and Coyote Road and
directed the premiere of John Olive's Evelyn and the Polka King at
the Humana Festival of New American Plays at Actors Theatre of
Louisvillein 1992. TheIndianaRepertory Theatre in Indianapolis
has produced two of Jeff’s plays, Freedom Bound and Captive
Heart. Jeff was awarded an Ohio Arts Council Playwriting
Fellowship in 1989-90 and has served on numerous panelsfor the
National Endowment for the Arts, the Ohio Arts Council, and the
FloridaArts Commission. Jeff isaso asite reporter for the Theater
Program of the National Endowment for the Arts.

Bob L ucas (Composer, Johnny, Mr. Bradley, Will Irwin, other
roles) comesfrom asinging family tradition. Heisarhythm
guitarist, banjo player, old timefiddler and has arich tenor voice,
spanning over three octaves. Asacomposer and lyricist with Mad
River Theater Works, he has collaborated with playwright Jeff
Hooper to create Freedom Bound, Black Hats, A Christmas Carol,
and Evelyn and the Polka King and has acted as musical director
and performed in those plays and many others. Bob wasmusic
director and performed in Evelyn and the Polka King at Actors
Theater of Louisville, Steppenwolf Theatre, Chicago, and City
Theatre in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Moreover, Bob isasongwriter
whose words and tunes have been praised by “Melody Maker” and
“Pickin” Magazine, and two of his songs appear on Alison Kraus
most recent album. Bob’sfirst abum, The Dancer Inside You,
received a4-star rating from “Downbeat” Magazine and Bob has
recently released anew CD, Rushsylvania. Bob’s musical expertise
encompassesfolk, bluegrass, swing, rock, and spiritual music of
many genres.

Ernest Jordan (Eugene Bullard, other roles) has been a
member of Mad River Theater Works since his appearancein the
1995 tour of Freedom Bound in the leading role of Addison White.



With Mad River, Ernest has played leading rolesin John Henry;,
Liberty Line, and Captive Heart aswell as participating in
numerous school residency projects. Other past performances for
other theatersinclude the Ohio Lyric Theatre’s Some Enchanted
Evening and Kiss Me Kate, First Frontiers' Blue Jacket as Spybuck,
Robin Hood Players National Touring Theatre Company’s Thomas
Jefferson, and Yellow Springs Center Stage’s Fences as Gabriel.
Ernest holds a BA in Theatre from Wright State University. In
addition to Ernest’s work in theater, he has served as a professional
TV cameraman and as aprofessional tennis player.

Laurie Collins (Administrative Director, Costumes, Props) is
originally from Columbus, Ohio. She hasworked invarious
capacitiesfor Mad River Theater Works since 1990. She has
created costumes and props for every Mad River Theater Works
production since joining the company. Her abilities have been
showcased in home season and touring productions of Black Hats,
Freedom Bound, Evelyn and the Polka King, Coyote Road, John
Henry, Liberty Line, and Captive Heart Laurie also has designed
and supervised construction of costumes for the Theater
Department at Antioch College and has worked on numerous
school and community group productions throughout the area.
Laurie served asthe Executive Director the Bellefontaine Arts
Commission from 1996 to 1998. She assumed the role of
Administrative Director of Mad River Theater Worksin January,
1999.

Jean Hooper (Marketing Director) has been amember of Mad
River Theater Works sinceits beginningsin 1978. Jean has spent
her entire life working in theaters in Southwest Ohio. She had
many leading rolesin the Antioch Summer Theatre of the 1950's
and was a founder of the Trotwood Circle Theatre. She founded
Yellow Springs Center Stage in 1968 and has served as director,
actor, and president of that organization ever since. Jean's
contributions to Mad River include over fifteen years as an actor in
productions from Whistlestop and The Pig Tales to The Return of
Kate Shelley and Heartstrings. Jean assumed the role of Marketing
Director in 1990.



Synopsis

The play opens on the streets of New York late at night in 1953.
The audience meets Eugene (Gene) Bullard, an African-American
who isworking as a door-to-door perfume salesman. Gene
describesthislonely corner of the city as‘smack dabinthemiddle
of nowhere’ but says he feelsright at home anyway. Gene engages
the audience in conversation and asks them what they see when
they look at him. Ishejust someone trying to sell them something
or can they look below the surface? Gene shows adisplay of
medals he earned fighting for France in World War | and tellsthe
audience that he wasthefirst African-American to fly an airplanein
combat. Genethen asksif that changes how the audience sees him.
He says that there is much more to his story and starts to tell how
he became apilot, beginning with his childhood in Columbus,
Georgia.

Eugene Bullard’s story beginsin 1900. His mother isdead and
he liveswith hisfather, who worksin awarehouse. Thefirst scene
shows Gene learning from Mr. Bradley, hisfather’sboss, that his
father has struck awhite man at work and has had to leave town to
save hisownlife. Geneisonly eight yearsold, yet heisall alonein
theworld. Mr. Bradley asks Gene where he will go and Gene
repliesthat hisfather hastold him that in Paris, France, white and
black people all live together in harmony attending the same
churches and schools. All are treated with equal respect. Mr.
Bradley tells Genethat isjust afairytale, but Gene determines that
heisgoing to find hisway to Paris.

After wandering throughout the South for several years, Gene
stows away on a steamer and arrivesin Liverpool, England. The
second scene shows Gene Bullard as ayoung man. He has gotten a
job as a‘human target’ at an amusement park. Gene puts his head
through aholein a canvas sheet and then people pay penniesto
throw ballsat him. Geneisquick and his sassy banter drawslarge
crowds. One day, a customer comes along who tricks Gene into
letting down his guard by offering Gene ajob. Although the
customer wasn't serious, Gene pursues him anyway and learns that
his name is Johnny Welsh. He manages boxersat agymin London
including Jack Johnson, the Heavyweight Champion. Geneworks
hard to convince Johnny to give him ajob and Johnny finally
agrees.

Gene travels to London and starts training to become a boxer
under Johnny’sdirection. Johnny tellshim that using hishead is
just asimportant as his physical training. Genelearnsthat Johnny
grew up on the streets of Chicago and was a poor boy, too. Johnny



warns Gene that he must be careful not to take his success for
granted. Johnny tells him, *One dlip of the tongue, one wrong
move, and thegame'sover.” Genewins hisfirst fight and hasfinally
gained the respect he had dreamed of back in Georgia, but he still
has his dream of going to France. Gene decides to give up boxing
and join a‘minstrel show’ that will take him to Paris. Gene appears
briefly asacharacter in the minstrel show and then Johnny
confronts him. Johnny feelsthat the minstrel show isdegrading and
shows a negative stereotype of blacks. Johnny says, “When people
see you up there playing the fool, they are going to think that’s the
way you really are.” Gene thinksthat participating in show is
nothing to worry about and leaves London.

A few months later, Gene arrivesin Paris. Heis momentarily
jubilant. World War | begins and changes everything. Genejoins
the French Infantry and is sent to the fighting. He iswounded and
in the next scene, Geneisin ahospital recovering with bandages
and acane. Heisapproached by Will Irwin, areporter for the
Saturday Evening Post, who wants to interview him about his war
service. Gene won the Croix de Guerre (‘ Cross of War’), one of
France's highest honors, for bravery. Irwin notes that he had seen
Genein the minstrel show and doesn’'t take the time to listen to
Gene'sstory. Thearticle Irwin writes about Gene emphasizes the
slapstick of the minstrel show and is condescending to Gene.

The articlein the
Saturday Evening Post
upsets Gene. Hefeels
that hisbravery ismade
to sound likean
accident. Genefeels
that he needsthe
chanceto prove that he
deserves respect and
anelfi re.convhi5/tgenth/Fotole.html won't get another .

chance because of his
war wounds. Hisold friend Johnny arrivesin the hospital. They
talk about old times and Gene apologizes to Johnny for joining the
minstrel show. Gene says he wants a chance to prove himself again
and Johnny suggests that Gene join the French Air Force. Geneis
famous because of the article in the Saturday Evening Post so the
French Generals agree to take him.

Gene and Johnny are assigned to same Air Force squadron and
fly together into battle. Gene and Johnny engage the enemy and
Johnny getsinto trouble. A German planeisright behind Johnny
trying to shoot him down. Gene goes to hisrescue, but the single
machine gun mounted on his airplane won't work. It appears that




Johnny will belost, but Gene spins around and executes a
dangerous move, using the wing of his planeto clip the wing of the
German plane. The German plane goes down and, athough his
planeisseverely damaged, Gene survives. Genelandsbehind the
lines and makes hisway back to hisAir Force base.

When he meets Johnny back at the base, Geneis very happy to
see hisfriend. But Johnny tells him that the United Statesistaking
over the French Air Force and the American generalswon'’t allow
Geneto fly because heisan African-American. Gene sayshe
doesn’t care. Gene says he has proved to himself and to the world
that heisas good as anyone el se through his heroic deeds. Johnny
protests, saying it isn't fair, but Gene saysthat the inner feeling of
freedom that he has found is far more important than the approval
of the Generals and no one can take that away. And so Gene finds
himself back where he started, smack dab in the middle of nowhere,
but feeling good about himself and right at home.
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Eugene Bullard in his French Foreign Legion uniform.




Background tothe Story

Wings of Courage is based on the true story of Eugene Jacques
Bullard, anincredibleindividual who was aboxer, bandleader,
nightclub owner, and war hero aswell asthefirst African-American
to fly an airplane in combat during World War I. Bullard isalittle
known figure, although his achievement predatesthe
accomplishments of the Tuskegee Airmen, the famousAfrican-
American flying unit of World War 11, by almost twenty years. We
first learned about Eugene Bullard from the United StatesAir Force
Museum in Dayton, Ohio. They have asmall display about Bullard
on their web page and afew materials about himin their archive.
PJ. Carisellaand James W. Ryan tell Bullard's story in a 1972 book,
The Black Swallow of Death, although unfortunately the book is
now out-of-print. A more comprehensive biography is Eugene
Bullard, Black Expatriate in Jazz-Age Parisby Craig Lloyd.
Information about thisbook is available at www.uga.edu/ugapress/
books/shelf/0820321923.html.

Wings of Courage tells about the first part of Gene's life.
Eugene Jacques Bullard was born in Columbus, Georgia, in 1894,
the youngest of ten children. His mother died when he wasfive
years old and Gene became an orphan when he was eight after his
father got into afight with awhite man at work and had to leave
the community in fear for hislife. Gene wandered throughout the
South for three or four years. He spent time with gypsies and
worked various odd jobs. Gene's had heard many stories about
Paris, France, from hisfather. Hisfather had told him that in Paris
blacks received much better treatment than Americaand, asa
result, Gene determined to travel to Paris.

Gene stowed away on a steamer and, after he was discovered,
worked hisway to Liverpool, England. He found work thereasa
‘human target’ in acarnival sideshow. AnAmerican boxer whose
nicknamewas ‘the DixieKid' befriended Gene and soon, Gene
became aboxer himself. Gene had 42 fights and traveled
throughout Europe, but his dream of living in Pariswas unfulfilled.
He left boxing to take a part in aminstrel show called ‘ Freedman’s
Pickaninnies and at the conclusion of the tour, settled in Paris.

The year was 1914. Gene wasin Parisonly afew months when
World War | began. Genejoined the French Foreign Legion, an
infantry regiment of the French Army, and fought in many of the
major battles of thefirst two years of the war. He was severely
wounded at Verdun and received the Croix de Guerre, one of
France's highest military honors, for hisbravery in battle. Hiswar
exploits made him acelebrity. Articles about Gene appeared in




many publicationsincluding the Saturday Evening Post. No longer
ableto servein the infantry, Gene volunteered for the French Air
Force and was accepted.

Gene was trained and flew missions for the French Air Force
during 1916 and 1917. In November, 1917, the United States took
over theair war. All Americans serving in the French Air Force
were automatically granted commissionsin theAmerican Army
except Eugene Bullard. Shortly afterward, Gene was reassigned to
the infantry where he performed in support roles until the end of the
war in 1918.

Thereisno official explanation about why Bullard was denied a
commission and dismissed from theAir Force. Inhisjournal,
Bullard attributes his treatment to a confrontation with a French
officer while off-duty. Hisbiographers say that there are
documented instances in which he was found to be absent without
leave, aseriousinfraction of military discipline. Inany case,
Bullard seemsto have served admirably and deservesfar more
recognition than he has previously received.

The events of the play end with Bullard’s service in the Air
Force and dismissal from service. After the war, however, he
remained in Paris where he was aband |eader, nightclub owner, and
acentral figurein the extensiveliterary and musical scenewhich
included Ernest Hemingway and Gertrude Stein, among many
others. Gene reenlisted in the military at the outbreak of World
War 11 and was again severely wounded. Thistime, however, Gene
was sent back to the United States to recover. Heremained in the
United States after the war earning hisliving selling perfume door
to door and as an elevator operator at Rockefeller Center in New
York. Eugene Bullard died in 1959.

The events of the play are closely based on Eugene Bullard's
actual experiences. The primary liberty taken in Wings of Courage
isin the creation of Johnny Welsh, the boxing manager and friend,
whoisafictional character. We have condensed friendshipswith
other individualsinto asingle character to try to give the audience
the sense of how Gene's adventuresome spirit and outgoing
personality helped and, on occasion, hurt him astried to gain the
respect he felt he deserved. The account of the aerial battlein
which Gene saves Johnny is also fictional, but is based on accounts
of actual battlesin which Gene did participate. The most difficult
part of creating any play isfinding the keysto the personality of the
main character. Eugene Bullard was clearly aproud and
determined man who was willing to take great chancesto achieve
hisgoals. We hope that Wings of Courage honors his memory as
an authentic hero aswell as afascinating person.



Minstrel Shows

One of the crucia developmentsin Wngs of Courage comes
when Eugene Bullard decides to quit hisboxing career and join a
minstrel show. Minstrel showswere popular forms of
entertainment in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
both in the United States and Europe. They were variety shows
with acombination of comedy, dancing, and singing. They featured
white or black performersin “blackface” makeup in which ablack
color isapplied to the face and hands and white circles are drawn
around the eyes and mouth.

The minstrel show was meant to be a representation of African-
American culture. Eugene Bullard joined agroup called
“Freedman’s Pickaninnies’ and toured Europe in the winter of
1913-14. In creating Wings of Courage, we decided not to use the
word “Pickaninnies’ because we considered it racially inflammatory
but we felt that it was very important to include this part of Gene's
life because we thought it must have had a personal impact.

L ooking back on the experience near the end of hislife, Gene wrote
inhisjournal:

“Our act was singing, dancing, and making people laugh with our
slapstick comedy. Audiencesthought it waskillingly funny to see
and hear someone hit with aslapstick. | say “hear” because a
smack with one of them makes aloud sound. That iswhere the
name ‘ slapstick comedy’ comesfrom. Well, slapsticksand all, we
with Freedman’s Pickaninnies amused audiences all over Europe
and eveninto Russia. Of course, | knew the tour would include
Paris, whichiswhy | had joined Freedman’s Pickaninnies. When
the troupe left Paris, you may be sure | did not leave with them.”

From our perspective now, Gene's participation in the minstrel
show isdegrading. The minstrel show has come to be considered
as an extremely negative stereotype of African-American culture
anditisdifficult for usto imagine that this experience didn’t affect
Bullard in someway. Hewas a person of immense pride and
‘playing thefool’ seemsto go against everything he believedin.
We don’t know if Bullard regretted joining the minstrel show or if
there was any connection between his stage appearances and the
stereotyped image of him that appeared in the Saturday Evening
Post afew yearslater. However, we made the choice to include
and link these events because we felt that it provided important
cluesto Gene's personality.



Every writer who tackles a new story must make many decisions
about what to include and what to omit. Eugene Bullardisa
particularly difficult subject because he did so many remarkable
thingsin hislife. We developed a particular viewpoint about
Eugene Bullard from all of our research and then included the
events we thought did the best job of illuminating his character.

Our choices are at the heart of the process of creating an
interpretive piece of art and are what distinguish aplay or anovel
from awork of history. We do not claim that our account of the
early years of Eugene Bullard'slifeiscompletely factual. To even
try to do so would have been impossible. However, we havetried
to show events that will make people more aware of Gene and his
important contribution to history as well as communicate something
universal about the nature of freedom, pride, and independence. It
IS up to you to decide whether or not we have succeeded in our
work.




Airplanes of World War |

The climax of the Wings of Courage comes when Eugene
Bullard becomes apilot for the French Air Corps. Thiswasin the
eraof bi-planes (airplanes with two wings) made primarily of wood
and canvas. Theairplane Gene flew, the Spad V11, wastypical of
theera It wasvery small: only 25 feet from the tip of one wing to
the other, 20 feet long, and 7 feet tall. It wasalso very light,
weighing just over 1100 pounds, considerably lessthan amodern
compact car. Pilotsin open cockpits (and without parachutes!)
took these planes as high as 17,000 feet. It took unusual courage
tojoin the air corps.
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Vocabulary

The following are words that are used in the play. In context, their
intent should be readily understandableto almost all children,
however, it might be useful for children to be familiar with these
words.

essentia wall

barge sideshow
remorse comprehend
ember whine
privilege strut
cologne mire

creed reverie
confetti tri-plane
pulverized proclamation
victor

Thefollowing are phrases and slang words that are used in the play.
Asabove, their intent should be understandable.

word or phrase meaning
“black face” make up worn by white

people impersonating
African-Americans

“jukejointjive” music heard in abar

“smack dabinthemiddle” right inthemiddle

“not worth a plug nickel” not worth anything

“colored, Negro” antiquated termsfor an
African-American

“shilling, guinea” English unitsof money

“stickball” early form of baseball played
by kids on the street

“stowed away” hid

“snookered” fooled by atrick

“alot of brass’ very aggressive

“swells’ rich people

“Consul” Ambassador

“Jim Crow” negative stereotype of
anAfrican-American

“Vickers’ airplanemachinegun

“Kaser” ruler of Germany in early

1900’'s



