E The Chronfcler of Qltaname

THE BOOMERS: OKLAHOMA FLAYWRIGHTS
OPENEL THE TERRITORY

By Paut T. Notan*

Oklahoma has always been proud of its pioneers, especially
of it pioneer women, Bryan! Boker's memorial stalue, The
Piancer Weman, in Ponca City i probably the best known irib.
ule to the pioneer in the United States. And the comiributions
of the piancers have loog been. the 2ubjeet of story and wong.
The paliticians have been honored in C. W, Allen's The Sequayah

Country and (he Range Caitie Iadustry; the Indians, in_Angie
Debo's” And Siill the Waters Rum: the eitv-builders, in chc.
Tulsa: From Creek Town fo Oil Capitot; the frontier newspa
women, in Mrs. Tom Ferguson's They Carried the Torchs and
the kst could be continued to inghude simost ell of fhose who
raade the Oklahome “Run” one of the world's great adventures
in pionsering.

But smon the pioneers, fhere was one hardy band. led by
4 woman; and Oklahoma has not even left a shovel to show
where they were buried—the playwrights.

Kenneth C. Kaufman end Spencer Norlon, writing of the
dramatists of Oklahoms for the two editions (1941 and 19563
of Ohlohoma: A Guide 10 the Seoner Stais, bath comment an the
accomplishmenls of such post World War 1 Oklahoma play-
wrighta aa Lynn Riggs, author of Green Grow the Lilacs, Chero-
kee Nights, and Russet Mantle; and Mary McDougal Axclson,
the suthor of Life Begins. They mealion that Flela Campbell
Springer, in addilian to her novels, also wiote “a play.” But
neither mentions 1 single play or playwright before World War
1, and both Kaufman ard Nartan are among (he moat devot
chroniclers of the state's literary bistary,
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This neglect of thia ane agpect of Okdghoma’s cultural history
i not difficult o understand, and it is a neglect which most
of the statea in the Union share. Before World War L it is gen-
erally agreed, American drama waa in a “low slats” a stats
consed in large part by the bad practioes of fhe stage. Anyona
wha wrote for that stage, it ia argued, hed ta commit offenpen
againal dramatic art that made their playl‘ at beat, sacond Tate.
And fhe “best” of the nineteenth: ry Ameﬂcan playa
drames like Flerne's Margarel Fbmlng re jud,
ferior ta their European contemporariea like Ibwenl Hedda
ier and Chekhov's Cherry Crehard.

Before World Wer I, moreover, Oklahoma produced only &
few playwrights who had any success on this “bad” stage, And
the argument runs, ullhmlgh the slage wan “bad," only
plays that were succemlul cn it were any good at all OdrIly
enptigh, with the “conditiens on (he American stage,” Europeans
like Tosen and Chekhov éould not have produced what they were

but If any of the stay-away-from-the-stage Amsricn
playwrights were writing like them, their work wag then ignored,
and it is now forgotten.

Whether the playwrights of Oklshama were too bed for
the aiage or too good, they were busy, From the epening of the
Cherckee Strip in 1893 unti] the outbreak of the First World
War, Oklahoma had at leasi thirty-nine playwrighls who wrote
at least forty-one of the dramas whil= resi m they, at
least, though! their works h=d enaugh merit ta justify copyright-
ing them. These plays now constitute what is probably the largest
body of “neglected” literature in Oklahoma's history,

Pronerr Wontan, Pravwugnt Stos

The author of the first play mpynghkﬂ frorn Oklnboma wan
 woman who might well have s or Baker's
slafue, Mary Jsabells Hessin, She came w "Uld Ol(lahum-" in

1889, Saven years later she celebrated this event in her play, The
Boomers: The Opening and the Settting of the Cherahee Sirip.

The play was copyrighted from Blackbumn, end no known
copy of it aUll exists. It wes, appatently, her only dramatic
camposition, At least, it was the only play she ever had copy-
righted

Six more plays were writlen and copyrighted from Okla-
homa befare Ule furn of the century. Five of them, all wrilten hy
two hrothers, Geotge and Warren Noble, wer: copyrighted
1697 from Guthrie. Like The Hao: five are now I.mon'
the "lcat” drma of Oldahoma. The mla. are known, howsvet,
and ln[m! e the Nobles were interested in the dmme for

eake of enteriainment Four of the plays are comedies:
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Dod’s Angel, Baby Mine, Cay Mr. Tomphins, and the Yanhee
Geniiza. Their fitth play was & melodrama, The Train Wreckers.
AN were three-and-four-act plays, suygeiting that. some of them,
at least, must have been. written before 1697.

Onily one other p]ay o capyrighted from Dklahnm in the

Wineteenth Century. J. rian ried P

Regained from Hs—nnmey in 1898, It, loo, it a “loat” pl.uy and

Jike Mim Efassin and the Noble brothers, Gudnrian apparently

rote o otbes warka for e theater beyand hia Oblshema compo-
tion.

Into THE TwenTIETH CEnTIRE
Dhuring the first lifteen years of the Twenticth Century,
Olklahome playwrights muet have been as common a9 comner
diigstores, Every town seemns to have hed at least ane,
Oklahoma City had live. Two were women: Lena Black-
burn, Iul-hl!r ul The Sheath Gown Girls, “a musical comedy in

one act” 1d Edna Sulton Stark, the author of twa playe:
Via the Heart, "a pley in 3 acls” 1912 and Diamonds Sccen,
Heurts Eght, a piuy In 1 aet - 1515, The ather three plapurigbla

Felin Hunler, author of By Chatice, a one-act play,

1813; Caurtanay Morgen, the utnor of One Chrisimas Bec. o

“dramatic shetch” copyrighted Jamuary 9, 1810, ahd fanoccnt

'idows, a “play in 4 acts, dramatized from Delpit's novel. Cor-

alie’s Son' copyrighted January 27, 1910; and Willam L.

Tucker. the author of The Sfruggle. “a Heart-Intetest Drama in
4 acts” 1912,

Norman had thvee olaywtighte: Arthur 0. Mey gud Tew
Sully, muthors of Limb of the Law, 1814; and Maty B.
dingien, wha copycighizd b pays. rom Narman in, 1608 A1
Douglats, King and The Return—and one ploy from Purcell in
1911, Wien Daughters Will

Five Oklahoma towns had hwo playwrighls cach, Stillweter
had Marion Hughes, muthar of Three Years i Arfansas, 1906,
and L. J. Jurdot, euthar of Gkiafioma, 1900, Shawnee had Charles
Patterson, authoc of The Lost Heiress, 1990, and We Wo Yonk,
suthor of Chief Biack Hawh's Revenge, 1911, Ardmore had Her-
bert Batzow and Jeci Sumell, guthor of The Gallery G, 1911
Hobart had William and Henry Ellis, the authors of Who Is He?,
B0 Auadarko had tvo . 1o who listed thelt names
simply a5 "Sgahn & oo " wher they aopywrighted their only
Play, The Tale of the Comet, 1908:

Dver twenty other Oklahoma towna hud st least one play-

wright each during thess yesra. For faur lowns, the only play-
wrighk s @ woman, Sulpuc had Anns Burgew, author of
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Money Against Mnney 1809, A yeer earlier, in 1908, Miss Bur-
puae bl capyrighted et oniy obwer play, War of Monzy, from
Chicago. Prrry had Norma A, Luey, suthor ol The Crook, 1911,
Muskogee had Jsabel S, MeLaughlin, author of The Queation,
1911. The same vear. Mrs. McLaughlin aisc ighted another
play, My Wife's Daughter om wm.mgmn. apparently her
only other dramatic work. Ada had Mrs. Cannie West, Buthor
of A Man's Love; or Drigen fror Eden, 1913,

All of the other “wown's only” nhywnghu were, lpmrmllm
men, (Occasionally women used men's names in the
5 more favarable hearing for their playa) Tulsa bad Dun
Lauis Anchors, author of The Coavhman, 1909, Dewey had James
Baughman, avthor of The Little Mountaineer, 1909, Tyrone
had Stephen Champlin, author of Adam Kilijoy, 1904 Pryor
Creskt had John J. Dege, euthor of Soldier Prince, 1908, Vinita
had J. Fogene Hall, aulhor of The Moor of ¥enice, “a revined
edition” of Shakespeare's Othelio, 1915. Pawnee had Gordon
Lillie, author of Statchood at Pawnee Bill's Ranch, 1908, Man-
gum had W. C. Marble, suthor of The Heortseorching, 1913.
Bomar had George Bhodes, author of Cupid's Arsow, 1910, Narth
l\gmlemr had Simeon Sites, author of The Turkey Moiden,
1814

Duranl'a cnly playweight, W. A Sierrett, should be of
apecial interest o collectors of pioncor acrounts. He wrote and
copyrighted two Plays in 1912, both sbout Oklahoma: Opening of
Ohtahoma and Gpening of the Cherokee Strip.

Tapitol Hill'e only pluywright, Im N. T nbo trmed
to Cklahoma histary fot his only play, A Furgacory Made of a
Paradiae, 1907, "o tragedy in 3 acts, depicting carly day scenes
in Gidaho

Ente naeandQumh had Lo share their "only playwright,"
Dhar]ls T, Wilkerson. In 1910 he wrole Beaulijui Friend in En-
n 1911 he moved Lo Quinton for his second and lnst
pluy. The Cluitch of the Vampire,

Geary, for & time in 1908, had for its "only playwrighl” ona
af the most p stage writers in the country, Junie McCree.
MeCree wrote and wrilhud ont: play there, Hebrewing and
stmmmn; Fur the ten years before and after his Geary resi-

nce, however, he copyrighted at Jesst eighty-eight ather pluys,
running lroms After the Borber's Bull ta Y, Yai, and Yay. All of

P

ny
etate when he did his onc Oklahome dramatic compasition,
. Othem of these playwrighta did nome wriling for the stage,
in addition to the plays copyrighted from Oklahama, Chemplin,
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for example. after his play written in Tyrone in 1504, went fo
New York where he wrote and probably sold len other plays,
most of them one-act compoaitions intended for the vaudeville
eirquits. Only one of his plays, o threeact larce, Who Did if?,
according W the Best Plays vecords, evor had o Broadway open-
ing. It ran for cight performances ot the Harris Theatre in New
York, opetiing there June 9, 1919,

TL is, however, in the forty-one plays written in Oklahoma
thut the best chance for recovering some “lost” Greer Crow the
Whether it was Terrill blaming “purgatory” on the
creming of the  Indian lands to white seltlers or Mrs, West
blaming it on “a man's love.” it is in (hess plays, writien on the
soene 2t 3 time when the pioneer experience wa 21 fresh 52
bread from the aven, thot the losal playwrights were pulling the
Ollzhoma adventre on reeord,

these plays sull exist in the writer's manuscript
copies in the Library of Conyress. Copies of moal of them, how.
wver, if they now exist al all, are probably at the botlom af the
trunk in the attic or in the vault with the family papers. Whera-
ever they are, however, they pre Lhe real materials for 8 ponu-
ment in the making for Oklahoma's forgolten pioneer, the play
wrizht.




