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Synopsis
The First Breeze of Summer takes place in the home of the Edwards family in a small Northeastern city over one weekend in the mid-1970s.  Some scenes also take place in the memory of Lucretia Edwards, the matriarch of the family who is referred to as “Gremmar” in the script.

The play begins with Gremmar in her bedroom, looking at the heirlooms she’s kept from a series of love affairs in her youth.  We will later see her relationships with these men dramatized, but for now we just see her playing with a string of pearls and speaking to a photograph of a man named Sam Green.  She is ill.  Meanwhile, her grandsons Lou and Nate enter the porch downstairs, complaining about the summer heat.  Soon, the family gathers indoors to sing and talk together.  The talk turns to Milton’s business, and his desire for Lou to work with him building houses for the summer.  Lou doesn’t want to work for his father again, and the two argue.  The excitement upsets Gremmar, who flashes back to her first romance with Sam Green, who gave her the pearls.  Sam reveals to young Lucretia that he lost his job as a train porter for standing up to a white passenger.  He plans to leave town without Lucretia.
Back in the present, Lou and Nate talk about the sacrifices their father demands—Nate dropped out of school to work with Milton, but Lou hopes to continue studying to become a doctor.  Suddenly, a rock flies through the living room window, thrown by a former employee of Milton’s, whom Milton fired for being drunk on the job.  Gremmar urges Milton not to follow the man and start a fight, and flashes back again to her time with Sam Green.  Sam is about to leave town when Lucretia reveals to him that she is pregnant with his child.  He promises to return once he’s made his fortune.
In the present, Lou and Gremmar play Scrabble, and she is impressed by his vocabulary.  She encourages him to continue studying, and flashes back to a time after Sam, when she was the live-in maid for a rich white family in Virginia.  Briton, the adopted son of Lucretia’s employers, wants to start a romantic relationship with her, but she is resistant, knowing that she will lose her job if Briton’s father finds out.
The scene changes back to the present, where the family is praying with Rev. Mosely.  Lou, to the surprise of his family, begins leading a fervent prayer.  He breaks down and the family comforts him and leads him offstage.  Gremmar flashes back to Briton, to whom she reveals that she is pregnant again.  He offers to pay for an abortion, but she refuses, and tells him she is quitting her job and traveling North.  Back in the Edwards’ house, Nate chastises Lou for his performance during the prayer meeting.  Lou admits that he is troubled by a recent experience during which he failed to perform sexually with a girl.  Nate tells him to stop taking life so seriously.
Act two opens on Nate arguing with his father over a low bid Milton intends to offer a white client.  Milton grudgingly agrees to raise the bid, but not as high as Nate wants.  The client, Joe Drake, comes to the house and talks Milton down to a lower amount.  Nate berates his father for giving in.  Gloria, the wife of the man who threw the rock in act one, comes to the house asking for her husband’s back-pay.  Milton explains that he had to fire her husband and she leaves, but Gremmar convinces Milton to take her some money anyway.

Gremmar flashes back to a third relationship, this time with a man named Harper who is studying for the ministry.  Scared to reveal the truth, she tells Harper that her children are from her first husband, Sam Green, who died.  In the present, Gremmar is feeling increasingly sick.  Her family gathers to celebrate her birthday, but she returns in her mind to her past with Harper, who is now a reverend.  A member of his congregation recognizes Lucretia from her time in Virginia, but she tells Harper the man is mistaken.  Back at the birthday party, Nate’s girlfriend Hope pokes fun at Lou for not having a girl of his own.  In the past, Harper announces to Lucretia that he is getting his own church in a nearby town.  He and Lucretia make love for the first time.  At the birthday party, Lucretia’s daughter Edna complains that she was always treated worse than her brothers Milton and Sam.  In the past, Harper is guilt-ridden and demands that Lucretia pray with him, but she resists.  He leaves.  In the present, Edna reveals that her father was white, which upsets Lou.  Gremmar collapses and we see her final flashback.  Harper has learned that Lucretia was never married and that her children are by different fathers.  He rapes her.  In the present, Nate and Hope announce their engagement and Gremmar collapses.  Louis goes to Gremmar in her bedroom and confronts her about her past.  She tells him that she knows he’s ashamed of himself and his desires.  He screams at her and Milton drags him out.  Nate and Lou fight on the porch.  Gremmar sings a hymn and Milton and Hattie join her.  Gremmar dies.  As the family begins to deal with their loss, a cool breeze starts to blow.
The Negro Ensemble Company
The First Breeze of Summer was first performed in 1975 by the Negro Ensemble Company in New York City.  The following is a history of the NEC, one of the most important Black arts organizations in American history.

On August 14, 1966 the Sunday New York Times ran an article by playwright Douglas Turner Ward, entitled “American Theatre: For Whites Only?”  Ward had recently won some acclaim for his satires Day of Absence and Happy Ending, which ran for 15 months Off-Broadway.  In response to the success of these plays, the Times commissioned Ward’s article, in which he accused the theater industry of being “of the Bourgeois, by the Bourgeois, about the Bourgeois, and for the Bourgeois.”  The article went on to point out that Black playwrights, when they were produced at all, were patronized by critics and encouraged not to write “problem plays,” (meaning, plays about racial inequity and injustice).  Ward made a case for the immediate establishment of a theater “of at least off-Broadway size and dimension,” which would present the work of Black playwrights for a primarily Black audience.  Soon after the article’s publication, the Ford Foundation contacted Ward and offered him a grant to establish such a theater.

The sudden recipient of $434,000 in grant money and a mandate to spend it on a theater, Ward teamed with Robert Hooks—an actor and producer who had originated roles in A Raisin In the Sun and Dutchman—and theater manager Gerald Krone.  In 1967 they established the Negro Ensemble Company in the St. Marks Playhouse, where Day of Absence and Happy Ending had been running.

The Negro Ensemble Company was one representative of a national Black arts movement that, while flourishing in some American cities since the 1920s, gained extraordinary momentum and visibility in the ‘60s.  Along with its support of Black playwrights and its training program for young theater practitioners in every aspect of the art and business, the NEC made a commitment to expanding the repertoire of roles for Black actors.  Frances Foster, who originated the role of Gremmar in the 1975 premiere of The First Breeze of Summer reflects in a 1987 documentary on the NEC, “Young people nowadays can say, ‘I want to be an actress,’ which I could not say when I was a youngster.  I was afraid and ashamed to admit that I wanted to be an actress…because being an actress at that time meant Hattie McDaniel and Butterfly McQueen.”  McDaniel and McQueen, both multi-talented performers with long careers on stage and in film, were cultural icons due to their performances as domestic slaves in Gone With the Wind.  The vast majority of the roles in which either actress appeared on film were maids and servants—a common situation for actors of color before the NEC gave Black playwrights a place to create engaging, difficult roles.

By 1972, despite wide critical acclaim, the NEC faced rapidly rising production costs with the original Ford Foundation grant long gone.  Though they continued to sell out houses in the 145-seat St. Marks Theater, this revenue could not cover costs.  The 1972-73 season saw cutbacks in staff and programming.  The theater decided to produce only one new production a year.  That play in 1972 was The River Niger by Joe Walker.  The River Niger moved to Broadway, won the Tony for Best Play, and brought the NEC enough revenue and renewed foundation interest to continue producing.

The Negro Ensemble Company is still active.  The training program has been expanded, while the producing arm has continued putting on one show per year.  In 2005 they premiered a new play by Leslie Lee, Blues in a Broken Tongue.  The NEC continues to serve its mission, “to present live theatre performances by and about Black people to a culturally diverse audience that is often underserved by the theatrical community,” not only in its current season, but with the extraordinary body of work and family of artists it has given to the American theatre.  Forty years on, the Negro Ensemble Company has long since answered the question posed in Douglas Turner Ward’s headline.
Discussion Questions

1. In the first act of the play Lou says:    

“Sometimes I’d…I’d like to…to…take a knife and…and just…rip this black stuff off!—just…skin myself clean!”    
Why do you think Lou feels this way?  Can you point to other points in the play that echo these feelings that Lou has? 

2. Why do you think Nate doesn’t want to participate in the family church traditions?  How does Gremmar feel about religion?  What does she say to Harper in the flashback when he tries to make her pray?

3. Aunt Edna says that Gremmar prefers Milton to her.  Do you think this is true?  Are Edna and Milton more like their fathers, or more like their mother? 

4. When Nate accuses Milton of not charging Joe Dalton enough for their work, Milton brings up his time in jail.  Why was Milton in jail?  What does this have to do with the argument he has with Nate?

5. In the “flashback” scenes of the play Gremmar is remembering her relationships with the fathers of her three children.  Incidents in the present are triggering her memories.  Can you identify the parallels between people and incidents in the two time periods?   Who in the present is most like Harper?  Briton?  Sam?   

6. Some critics say that THE FIRST BREEZE OF SUMMER is a play about generational differences within a family.  These differences are often the cause of huge gaps of understanding between the characters.  Do you notice similar generational differences in your own family?

