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"I once wrote a short story called 'The Best Blues Singer in the World' and it went 
like this: 'The streets that Balboa walked were his own private ocean, and Balboa 
was drowning.' End of story. That says it all. Nothing else to say. I've been 
rewriting that same story over and over again. All my plays are rewriting that 
same story. I'm not sure what it means, other than life is hard." 

 
August Wilson, 1945 - 2005 

 



AUGUST WILSON, NEW YORK TIMES, OBITUARY (abridged) 
August Wilson, Theater's Poet of Black America, Is Dead at 60  
The New York Times  
October 3, 2005  
By CHARLES ISHERWOOD  
  
August Wilson, who chronicled the African-American experience in the 20th 
century in a series of plays that will stand as a landmark in the history of black 
culture, of American literature and of Broadway theater, died yesterday at a 
hospital in Seattle. He was 60 and lived in Seattle. 
  
The cause was liver cancer, said his assistant, Dena Levitin. Mr. Wilson's cancer 
was diagnosed in the summer, and his illness was made public last month.  
 
"Radio Golf," the last of the 10 plays that constitute Mr. Wilson's majestic 
theatrical cycle, opened at the Yale Repertory Theater last spring and has 
subsequently been produced in Los Angeles. It was the concluding chapter in a 
spellbinding story that began more than two decades ago, when Mr. Wilson's play 
"Ma Rainey's Black Bottom" had its debut at the same theater, in 1984, and 
announced the arrival of a major talent, fully matured. 
  
Reviewing the play's Broadway premiere for The New York Times, Frank Rich 
wrote that in "Ma Rainey," Mr. Wilson "sends the entire history of black America 
crashing down upon our heads." 
  
"This play is a searing inside account of what white racism does to its victims," 
Mr. Rich continued, "and it floats on the same authentic artistry as the blues 
music it celebrates."  
  
In the years since "Ma Rainey" appeared, Mr. Wilson collected innumerable 
accolades for his work, including seven New York Drama Critics' Circle awards, a 
Tony Award, for 1987's "Fences," and two Pulitzer Prizes, for "Fences" and "The 
Piano Lesson," from 1990.  
  
"He was a giant figure in American theater," the playwright Tony Kushner said 
yesterday. "Heroic is not a word one uses often without embarrassment to 
describe a writer or playwright, but the diligence and ferocity of effort behind the 
creation of his body of work is really an epic story.  
  
"The playwright's voice in American culture is perceived as having been usurped 
by television and film, but he reasserted the power of drama to describe large 
social forces, to explore the meaning of an entire people's experience in American 
history. For all the magic in his plays, he was writing in the grand tradition of 
Eugene O'Neill and Arthur Miller, the politically engaged, direct, social realist 
drama. He was reclaiming ground for the theater that most people thought had 
been abandoned."  
 



With the exceptions of "Radio Golf" and "Jitney," a play first produced in St. Paul 
in 1981 and reworked and presented Off Broadway in 2000, all of the plays in the 
cycle were ultimately seen on Broadway, the sometimes treacherous but all-
important commercial marketplace for American theater. Although some were 
not financial successes there, "Fences," which starred James Earl Jones, set a 
record for a nonmusical Broadway production when it grossed $11 million in a 
single year, and ran for 525 performances. Together, Mr. Wilson's plays logged 
nearly 1,800 performances on Broadway in a little more than two decades, and 
they have been seen in more than 2,000 separate productions, amateur and 
professional.  
  
Each of the plays in the cycle was set in a different decade of the 20th century, 
and all but "Ma Rainey" took place in the impoverished but vibrant African-
American Hill District of Pittsburgh, where Mr. Wilson was born. In 1978, before 
he had become a successful writer, Mr. Wilson moved to St. Paul, and in 1994 he 
settled in Seattle, where he died. But his spiritual home remained the rough 
streets of the Hill District, where as a young man he sat in thrall to the voices of 
African-American working men and women. Years later, he would discern in 
their stories, their jokes and their squabbles the raw material for an art that 
would celebrate the sustaining richness of the black American experience, 
bruising as it often was. 
  
In his work, Mr. Wilson depicted the struggles of black Americans with 
uncommon lyrical richness, theatrical density and emotional heft, in plays that 
gave vivid voices to people on the frayed margins of life: cabdrivers and maids, 
garbagemen and side men and petty criminals. In bringing to the popular 
American stage the gritty specifics of the lives of his poor, trouble-plagued and 
sometimes powerfully embittered black characters, Mr. Wilson also described 
universal truths about the struggle for dignity, love, security and happiness in the 
face of often overwhelming obstacles.  
  
In dialogue that married the complexity of jazz to the emotional power of the 
blues, he also argued eloquently for the importance of black Americans' honoring 
the pain and passion in their history, not burying it to smooth the road to 
assimilation. For Mr. Wilson, it was imperative for black Americans to draw upon 
the moral and spiritual nobility of their ancestors' struggles to inspire their own 
ongoing fight against the legacies of white racism.  
  
In an article about his cycle for The Times in 2000, Mr. Wilson wrote, "I wanted 
to place this culture onstage in all its richness and fullness and to demonstrate its 
ability to sustain us in all areas of human life and endeavor and through profound 
moments of our history in which the larger society has thought less of us than we 
have thought of ourselves."  
  
Mr. Wilson did not establish the chronological framework of his cycle until after 
the work had begun, and he skipped around in time. Although "Radio Golf," the 
last play to be written, was set in the 1990's, "Gem of the Ocean," which 



immediately preceded it in production (it came to Broadway in the fall of 2004), 
was set in the first decade of the 20th century.  
  
His first success, "Ma Rainey," which took place in a Chicago recording studio in 
1927, depicted the turbulent relationship between a rich but angry blues singer 
and a brilliant trumpet player who also wants to succeed in the white-dominated 
world of commercial music. From there Mr. Wilson turned to the 1950's, with 
"Fences," his most popular play, about a garbageman and former baseball player 
in the Negro leagues who clashes with his son over the boy's intention to pursue a 
career in sports. His next play, "Joe Turner's Come and Gone," considered by 
many to be the finest of his works, was a quasi-mystical drama set in a 
boardinghouse in 1911. It told of a man newly freed from illegal servitude 
searching to find the woman who abandoned him.  
  
The other plays in Mr. Wilson's theatrical opus are "The Piano Lesson," set in 
1936, in which a brother and sister argue over the fate of the piano that 
symbolizes the family's anguished past history; "Two Trains Running," 
concerning an ex-con re-ordering his life in 1969; "Seven Guitars," about a blues 
musician on the brink of a career breakthrough in 1948; "Jitney," a collage of the 
everyday doings at a gypsy cab company in 1977; and "King Hedley II," in which 
another troubled ex-con searches for redemption as the Hill District crumbles 
under the onslaught of Reaganomics in 1985.  
  
As the cycle developed, Mr. Wilson knit the plays together through overlapping 
themes and characters. Many of the primary conflicts concern the dueling 
prerogatives of characters poised between the traumatizing past and the 
uncertain future. The central character in "Radio Golf" is the grandson of a 
character in "Gem of the Ocean." The guiding spirit of the cycle came to be Aunt 
Esther, a woman said to have lived for more than three centuries, who was 
referred to in several plays and who appeared at last in "Gem." She embodied the 
continuity of spiritual and moral values that Mr. Wilson felt was crucial to the 
black experience, uniting the descendants of slaves to their African ancestors.  
  
An Atypical Education  
  
Mr. Wilson was born Frederick August Kittel on April 27, 1945, in Pittsburgh. He 
was named for his father, a white German immigrant who worked as a baker, 
drank too much and had a fiery temperament his son would inherit. He was 
mostly an absence in Mr. Wilson's childhood, and it was his African-American 
mother, Daisy Wilson, who instilled in her six children a strong sense of pride 
and a limited tolerance for injustice. (She once turned down a washing machine 
she had won in a contest when the company sponsoring the event tried to fob off 
a secondhand item on her.) Mr. Wilson legally adopted her last name when he set 
out to become a writer.  
  
Eventually Mrs. Wilson divorced Mr. Wilson's father and remarried, and the 
family moved to a largely white suburb. As the only black student in his class at a 



Roman Catholic high school, Mr. Wilson gained an awareness of the grinding 
ugliness of racism that would inform his work. "There was a note on my desk 
every single day," he told The New Yorker in 2001. "It said, 'Go home, nigger.' " 
Mr. Wilson attended two more schools but gave up on formal education when a 
teacher accused him of plagiarizing a paper on Napoleon. At 15, he chose to 
continue - but essentially to begin - his education on his own, spending his days 
at the local library absorbing books by the dozen. 
 
Mr. Wilson acquired an equally valuable education outside the library walls, 
hanging out and listening to the Hill District denizens pass the time on stoops, in 
coffee shops and at Pat's Place, a local cigar store. Eventually the voices he 
absorbed while hanging loose with retirees and sharpies in his 20's would re-
emerge in his plays, sometimes with little artistic tampering.  
  
Mr. Wilson acquired his first typewriter with $20 he had earned writing a term 
paper for one of his sisters at college. But he preferred to write in public places 
like bars and restaurants and had a particular affinity for composing on cocktail 
napkins. Only when he settled into his career as a playwright did he become 
comfortable writing at home, in longhand on yellow notepads.  
  
By the time he was 20, Mr. Wilson had decided he was a poet. He submitted 
poems to Harper's and other magazines while supporting himself with odd jobs, 
and began dressing in a style that raised eyebrows among his peers. While most 
of the young men of the time were dressing down, Mr. Wilson was always 
meticulously turned out in jackets, ties and white shirts selected from thrift 
shops. Later he would be known for his trademark porter's cap.  
  
Inspired by the Black Power movement then gaining momentum, Mr. Wilson and 
a group of fellow poets founded a theater workshop and an art gallery, and in 
1968 Mr. Wilson and his friend Rob Penny founded the Black Horizons on the 
Hill Theater. Mr. Wilson was the director and sometimes an actor, too, although 
he had no experience, and learned about directing by checking a how-to manual 
out of the library. The company was without a performance space and staged 
shows in the auditoriums of local elementary schools. Tickets were sold, for 50 
cents a pop, by chatting up people on the streets right before a performance.  
  
But Mr. Wilson's aspirations as an author were still being channeled into poetry; 
after an abortive effort to write a play for his theater, he set aside playwriting for 
almost a decade. He came home to drama almost by happenstance. Mr. Wilson 
moved to St. Paul in 1978 and started working at the Science Museum of 
Minnesota. His task: adapting Native American folk tales into children's plays.  
  
Homesick for the Hill District and growing more comfortable with the 
playwriting process, he started channeling the Hill voices haunting his memories 
as a way of keeping the connection alive. "Jitney," begun in 1979, was the result. 
It was produced in Pittsburgh in 1982, the same year that "Ma Rainey" was 
accepted at the O'Neill Center. (Mr. Wilson's first professional production was of 



a prior play adapted from a series of his poems, "Black Bart and the Sacred Hills," 
staged by St. Paul's Penumbra Theater.)  
  
In a 1999 interview in The Paris Review, Mr. Wilson cited his major influences as 
being the "four B's": the blues was the "primary" influence, followed by Jorge 
Luis Borges, the playwright Amiri Baraka and the painter Romare Bearden. He 
analyzed the elements each contributed to his art: "From Borges, those wonderful 
gaucho stories from which I learned that you can be specific as to a time and 
place and culture and still have the work resonate with the universal themes of 
love, honor, duty, betrayal, etc. From Amiri Baraka, I learned that all art is 
political, although I don't write political plays. From Romare Bearden I learned 
that the fullness and richness of everyday life can be rendered without 
compromise or sentimentality." He added two more B's, both African-American 
writers, to the list: the playwright Ed Bullins and James Baldwin.  
  
Although his plays achieved their success in the white-dominated theater world, 
Mr. Wilson remained devoted to the alternative culture of black Americans and 
mourned its gradual decline as the black middle class grew and adopted the 
values of its white counterpart. He once lamented that at convocation ceremonies 
at black universities, the music would be Bach, not gospel.  
  
When a Hollywood studio optioned "Fences," Mr. Wilson caused a ruckus by 
insisting on a black director. In a 1990 article published in Spin magazine and 
later excerpted in The Times, he said, "I am not carrying a banner for black 
directors. I think they should carry their own. I am not trying to get work for 
black directors. I am trying to get the film of my play made in the best possible 
way. I declined a white director not on the basis of race but on the basis of 
culture. White directors are not qualified for the job. The job requires someone 
who shares the specifics of the culture of black Americans." (The film was not 
made.)  
  
He was a firm believer in the importance of maintaining a robust black theater  
movement, a viewpoint that also inspired a public controversy when Mr. Wilson 
clashed with the prominent theater critic and arts administrator Robert Brustein 
in a series of exchanges in the pages of American Theater magazine and The New 
Republic, and later in a formal debate between the two staged at Manhattan's 
Town Hall in 1997, moderated by Anna Deavere Smith.  
  
The contretemps began when Mr. Wilson delivered a keynote address to a 
national theater conference in which he lamented that among the more than 60 
members of the League of Regional Theaters, only one was dedicated to the work 
of African-Americans. He also denounced as absurd the idea of colorblind 
casting, asserting that an all-black "Death of a Salesman" was irrelevant because 
the play was "conceived for white actors as an investigation of the specifics of 
white culture." Mr. Brustein referred to Mr. Wilson's call for an independent 
black theater movement as "self-segregation."  
  



At the sold-out debate at Town Hall the friendly antagonists essentially restated 
their positions publicly. "Never is it suggested that playwrights like David Mamet 
or Terrence McNally are limiting themselves to whiteness," Mr. Wilson said. "The 
idea that we are trying to escape from the ghetto of black culture is insulting."  
  
… 
 
Mr. Wilson did not write plays with specific political agendas, but he did believe 
art could subtly effect social change. And while his essential aim was to evoke and 
ennoble the collective African-American experience, he also believed his work 
could help rewrite some of those rules.  
  
"I think my plays offer (white Americans) a different way to look at black 
Americans," he told The Paris Review. "For instance, in 'Fences' they see a 
garbageman, a person they don't really look at, although they see a garbageman 
every day. By looking at Troy's life, white people find out that the content of this 
black garbageman's life is affected by the same things - love, honor, beauty, 
betrayal, duty. Recognizing that these things are as much part of his life as theirs 
can affect how they think about and deal with black people in their lives." 
 
 
CHRONOLOGY OF WILSON’S PLAYS 

In 2005, August Wilson completed a ten-play cycle, nine of which are set in 

Pittsburgh, chronicling the African American experience in the 20th century: 

1900s – Gem of the Ocean (2003) 

1910s – Joe Turner’s Come and Gone (1984) 

1920s – Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom (1982) – set in Chicago 

1930s – The Piano Lesson (1986) – Pulitzer Prize 

1940s – Seven Guitars (1995) 

1950s – Fences (1985) – Pulitzer Prize 

1960s – Two Trains Running (1990) 

1970s – Jitney (1982) 

1980s – King Hedley II (2001) 

1990s – Radio Golf (2005) 



AMERICA, 1957 

January 

. January 2 - San Francisco and Los Angeles stock exchanges merge to form 

Pacific Coast Stock Exchange. 

. January 3 - Hamilton Watch Company introduces the first electric watch 

. January 13 - Wham-O Company produces the first Frisbee 

. January 23 - Ku Klux Klan members force truck driver Willie Edwards to 

jump off a bridge into the Alabama River - he drowns as a result. 

 

February 

. February 4 - France prohibits UN involvement in Algeria 

 

March 

. March 10 - Floodgates of The Dalles Dam are closed inundating Celilo Falls 

and ancient indian fisheries along the Columbia River in Oregon. 

. March 13 - The FBI arrests Jimmy Hoffa and charges him with bribery 

. March 20 - French newspaper L'Express reveals that the French army 

tortures Algerian prisoners 

 

April 

. April 12 - Allen Ginsberg's poem Howl, printed in England, is seized by U.S. 

customs officials on the grounds of obscenity 

 

May 

. May 2 - Senator Joseph McCarthy of the Red Scare dies. 

. May 3 - Walter O'Malley, the owner of the Brooklyn Dodgers, agrees to 

move the team from Brooklyn, New York, to Los Angeles, California. 

 

June 

. June 27 - Hurricane Audrey demolishes Cameron, Louisiana, killing 400 



people. 

 

July 

. July 16 - United States Marine Major John Glenn flies an F8U supersonic jet 

from California to New York in 3 hours, 23 minutes and 8 seconds 

setting a new transcontinental speed record. 

. July 29 - The International Atomic Energy Agency is established. 

 

September 

. September 4 - American Civil Rights Movement: Little Rock Crisis - Orville 

Faubus, governor of Arkansas, calls out the US National Guard to 

prevent black students from enrolling in Central High School in Little 

Rock.] 

 

October 

. October 4 - Sputnik program: The Soviet Union launches Sputnik I, the first 

artificial satellite to orbit the earth. 

. October 10 - US President Dwight D. Eisenhower apologizes to the finance 

minister of Ghana, Komla Agbeli Gbdemah, after he was refused service 

in a Dover, Delaware restaurant. 

 

November 

. November 3 - Sputnik program: The Soviet Union launches Sputnik 2. On 

board is the first animal to enter space - a dog named Laika. 

. November 6 - Jailhouse Rock, featuring Elivis Presley, opens nationally. 

. November 7 - Cold War: In the United States, the Gaither Report calls for 

more American missiles and fallout shelters. 

 

December 

. December 6 - First US attempt to launch a satellite fails, the satellite 

blowing up on the launch pad. 



PITTSBURGH / THE HILL DISTRICT / URBAN RENEWAL 

 
“From the beginning, I decided not to write about historical events or the pathologies of 

the black community. The details of our struggle to survive and prosper, in what has 
been a difficult and sometimes bitter relationship with a system of laws and practices 

that deny us access to the tools necessary for productive and industrious life, are 
available to any serious student of history or sociology.” 

 
- August Wilson - 

 

 

 

The Hill Demolition – 1956 
  
In the late-1950s, Lower Hill was torn down and replaced by public housing and 
by a civic arena, which later became home to the Pittsburgh Penguins. The 
redevelopment entailed the uprooting, and in many cases the demise of, not only 
homes but also businesses, organizations, beer gardens, and jazz clubs.  
  
The Hill District was “among the truly magic places on earth is the Hill District in  
Pittsburgh. I believe that pound for pound the Hill District was the most 
generative black community in the United States” (p. 29).  (Mindy Thompson 
Fullilove, 2004. Root Shock: How Tearing up City Neighborhoods Hurts 
America, and What We Can Do About It.)  
  



Next to New York and Chicago, Pittsburgh’s Wylie Avenue was the center for 
Jazz; civic organizations flourished and organized life in the ghetto; children were 
cherished, educated, and supported by the community; and neighbors engaged in 
the daily “sidewalk ballet” between home, shops, work places, and the 
entertainment venues of bars, clubs, sandlot ball fields, and picnic places.  
  
The street was the stage for public life, and adults and children were outside all 
the time, sitting on stoops, playing in the alleys, walking to see and be seen, 
talking with neighbors and friends. The closeness of the houses created a strong 
sense of community and shared public life, and the inhabitants of a particular 
block knew each other well and watched out for each other’s children.  
  
According to Fullilove’s estimates, between 1950 and 1980, 1600 black 
neighborhoods like the Hill District were demolished by urban renewal. The 
process of destruction followed a similar pattern:  
  
 The inner city neighborhood, usually close to the desirable downtown business 
district, was declared “blighted” because of its old and cramped housing stock. 
Fullilove quotes the chilling statement of George Evans, a city councilman who 
laid the groundwork for Pittsburgh’s urban renewal plan in 1943:  
  
 Approximately 90 per cent of the buildings in the area are sub-standard and 
have long outlived their usefulness, and so there would be no social loss if they 
were all destroyed. The area is crisscrossed with streets running every which way, 
which absorb at least one-third of the area. These streets should all be vacated 
and a new street pattern overlaid. This would effect a saving of probably 100 
acres now used for unnecessary streets” (p. 61).  
  
African-American ghettos, social scientists concluded, were disorganized, which 
is another word for “no social loss.”  
  
 The city appropriated large chunks of the neighborhood by claiming “eminent 
domain,” which forced home owners to sell their properties to the city for 
minimal compensation.  
There are estimates that urban renewal in Pittsburgh caused the displacement of 
15— 20,000 people. In Detroit, Fullilove says, 8,000 housing units were 
demolished; in Newark, 12,000 families were displaced; and in New Haven, 
6,500 homes were destroyed.   
  
The cities promised new housing stock, but they set out to build the typical high-
rise housing projects, often with years of delay between demolition and 
rebuilding, which forced the residents to leave their neighborhood:  
  
The American planners... cleared broad swaths of land for Corbusian parks; had 
little control over rebuilding, which was sometimes separated by decades from 
the demolition phase of a project; and placed... unreasonable burdens on the 
poor and the people of color.... Indeed, in looking at American urban renewal 



projects I am reminded more of wide area bombing... than of elegant city design 
(p. 70). 
  
The social cost of urban renewal to the African-American community was 
staggering. In Pittsburgh the whole Lower Hill, which was the business and 
entertainment district for the residents, was bulldozed, an action that displaced 
thousands of people into the already crowded Upper Hill or into the few outlying 
suburbs where black people were allowed to live.  
  
Urban renewal destroyed the economic and social structure of a vibrant, 
functioning neighborhood and left the inhabitants displaced and dispersed. 
Fullilove calls the psychological effect of this displacement root shock—the 
“traumatic stress reaction to the destruction of all or part of one’s emotional eco-
system” (p. 11).  
  
The loss of the old buildings meant the loss of one’s neighbors, the loss of the  
communal sidewalk ballet, and the loss of a co-living urban community. Fullilove 
has worked with neighborhoods like the Hill District to find ways of telling the 
story of displacement and grieving for the visible loss as a first step in healing 
inner city neighborhoods. “You can make something beautiful of your grief,” a 
former Hill district resident said to her. 



AFRICAN AMERICANS IN BASEBALL 

 
 
(Jackie Robinson) 
 
Negro league baseball 
(From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia) 
 
The Negro leagues were a collection of professional baseball leagues made up of 
predominantly black teams. The first attempt at a black league, the National 
Colored Base Ball League, failed after just two weeks due to a lack of attendance. 
Several leagues would come and go, some successful, some not. The leagues 
reached their heyday in the late 1930s and early 1940s. During World War II, 
millions of black Americans were working in defense plants and, making good 
money, they packed league games in every city. The leagues' ultimate demise 
started in 1947 when Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier. After that, first a 
trickle and then a flood of players from the Negro leagues were signed by Major 
League Baseball teams. By 1949, the Negro American League was the only 
"major" Negro League circuit still in operation, and by 1955 the last of the Negro 
League teams folded. 
 



Paige, Gibson and Greenlee 

 
(Josh Gibson) 
 
Just as Negro league baseball seemed was at its lowest point and was about to 
fade into history, along came Cumberland Posey and his Homestead Grays. Posey 
used the popularity of the Grays as a foundation of a new Negro league in 1932, 
the East-West League. Joining his Homestead Grays, were the Cleveland Stars, 
Newark Browns, Washington Pilots, Detroit Wolves, Hillsdale Daises, Baltimore 
Black Sox, and the Midwest edition of the Cuban Stars. By May 1932, the Detroit 
Wolves were about to collapse and instead of letting the team go, Posey kept 
pumping money into it. By June the Wolves had disintegrated and all the rest of 
the teams, except for the Grays, were beyond help, so Posey had to terminate the 
league. 
 
Across town from Posey, Gus Greenlee, a reputed gangster and numbers runner, 
had just purchased the Pittsburgh Crawfords. Greenlee's main interest in baseball 
was to use it as a way to launder money from his numbers games. But, after 
learning about Posey's money making machine in Homestead, he became 
obsessed with the sport and his Crawfords. On August 6, 1931, Satchel Paige 
made his first appearance as a Crawford. With Paige on his team, Greenlee took a 
huge risk by investing $100,000 in a new ballpark to be called Greenlee Field. On 
opening day, April 30, 1932, the pitcher-catcher battery was made up of the two 
most marketable icons in all of blackball: Satchel Paige and Josh Gibson. 
 



 
(Satchel Paige) 
 
In 1933, Greenlee, riding the popularity of his Crawfords, decided to be the next 
man to start a Negro league. In February 1933, Greenlee and delegates from six 
other teams met at Greenlee's Crawford Grill to ratify the constitution of the 
National Organization of Professional Baseball Clubs. The name of the new 
league was the same as the old league, Negro National League. The members of 
the new league were the Pittsburgh Crawfords, Columbus Blue Birds, 
Indianapolis ABCs, Baltimore Black Sox, Brooklyn Royal Giants, Cole's American 
Giants (formerly the Chicago American Giants and Nashville Elite Giants. 
Greenlee also came up with the idea to duplicate the Major League Baseball All-
Star Game, except, unlike the big league method, in which the sportswriters 
chose the players, the fans voted on the participants. 
 
The new version of the Negro National League did well enough that it admitted 
two more teams for the 1934 season, the Philadelphia Stars and Newark Dodgers. 
The league continued to thrive despite the departure of its number one star, 
Paige, who chose to play for more money in Bismarck, North Dakota. Paige 
returned to the Crawfords for the 1936 season, much to the delight of Greenlee. 
 
In 1937, Greenlee gave his blessing for J.L. Wilkerson to create a new Negro 
league in the Midwest, the Negro American League. The teams that made up the 
league were the Chicago American Giants (shifting to its appropriate 
geographical conference), Birmingham Black Barons, Cincinnati Tigers, Detroit 
Stars, Indianapolis Athletics, Kansas City Monarchs, Memphis Red Sox and St. 
Louis Stars. But before the beginning of the season, Paige signed to play in the 
Dominican Republic and took six other men with him, including Gibson and Bell. 
As a result, the league banned its number one player, Paige. Midway through the 
1937 season, Greenlee was ousted as president in a coup led by Posey. After the 
season, the league rescinded the bans on the players that left and Greenlee ended 
up selling Paige's contract to Effa Manley's Newark Eagles. Instead of playing for 



the Eagles, Paige jumped to the Mexican League. In a meeting with other team 
owners, the Eagles threatened to pull out of the league, and take several teams 
with them, if the Paige issue wasn't resolved. The Eagles signed two players from 
the Toledo Crawfords in exchange for letting go of the rights to Paige, narrowly 
averting disaster for the Negro National League. In late September 1940, Paige 
made his debut with the Kansas City Monarchs. 
 



PRE-SHOW QUESTIONS 
 

- Where and when is the play set? 

- Does the set look realistic? Can you tell the characters’ standard of 

living based on the set? 

- How is music used in the play – both sound design and by the 

actors? 

- What is the significance of the play being set in 1957? 

- How are historical events and subjects referenced in the play 

without them actually taking place around the characters? For 

example: racial integration – in baseball and in the workplace; 

urban renewal/redevelopment; World War II. 

 
 
POST SHOW DISCUSSION TOPICS / QUESTIONS 
 

- What is the significance of the play’s title?  

- How do “fences” (real and metaphorical) create conflict between 

characters? Who builds these emotional “fences”? Are “fences” 

taken down? 

- How does Troy Maxson set up the direction of the play’s plot; what 

events does he reference or allude to that will create a struggle for 

him throughout the course of the play? 

- How do the characters change throughout the play? Who changes 

the most; the least? 

- Does Troy cause changes in the other characters? Do their 

reactions to him in turn change Troy? 

- Towards the end of the play, what is the significance of Cory 

singing the song “Old Blue” that Troy sang earlier in the play? 

- What happens to Gabe at the end of the play? 


