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FRONT PORCH ROCKERS 

 

CHARACTERS 

Sarah Clark, a pretty white teenage girl about fourteen or fifteen-she likes Jessie 

and wants to be her friend 

Jessie Brown, a pretty black teenage girl about fourteen or fifteen- still finding 

herself but she knows she is equal in talent and intelligence 

Billy Bob Jenkins, founder of the Black Legion, a man in his forties-convinced that 

Black people are inferior as well as Jews and Catholics 

Carl Williams, an FBI agent in his thirties, an opponent of the Black Legion-is 

determined to fight the injustice of the Black Legion 

Robert Clark, Sarah‟s Father-a reluctant bigot who changes his mind 

Eddie Brown, Jessie‟s father- a convinced Black Power preacher 

Ruth Clark, Sarah‟s Mother- follows her husband‟s convictions until she has to 

express his own 

Odessa Brown, Jessie‟s mother-she is determined to protect her daughter‟s right to 

equality 

Miss Elizabeth Malcomb, Jessie‟s Tenth Grade teacher- she is equally determined 

to protect white supremacy and convinced that white people are superior 

Six to seven people to wear Black Legion robes and play silent Black Legion 

Members 

Two or three FBI men to play silent parts 

 

 

SETTING- A small town outside of Detroit called Ecorse in the 1930s. The play‟s 

action takes place on the front porch of the Clark family. The backdrop is a small 
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wooden, well kept house.  There is a section of wooden picket fence with a 

swinging gate in front of the house. 

 

 

 

 

Black Legion Uniform 
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ACT I 

 

(SONG: Swing Low Sweet Chariot) 

 

SCENE I 

Two teenage girls rock in rockers facing the audience on Sarah‟s front porch. There are two 

empty rockers between them. They look up at imaginary stars. 

 

SARAH 

Look, Jessie. You can see the stars. See how they shine over the Detroit River! There‟s the Big 

Dipper. Daddy showed me how to find it. 

 

JESSIE  

Where, Sarah? I don‟t see the Big Dipper.  I‟ve never seen it before. 

 

SARAH  

That‟s because you lived in Detroit with all of the city lights so long. You can‟t see the Big 

Dipper until you live in a small town like Ecorse. I‟m glad you‟re seeing it now that you live 

next door to me. 

 

JESSIE  

Ecorse is a weird name. It‟s a lot more weird than Detroit. What does it mean, anyway? 
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SARAH  

Miss McKenzie says that it means River of Bark. She says it‟s a French word.  

She says the Indians used to bury their dead in bark from the trees along the Ecorse River.  

 

     JESSIE 

Why should I care about that?  That‟s white people history.  My dad says that my people riding 

the Underground Railroad used to rest on Fighting Island so they would have enough energy to 

escape to Canada.  That‟s more interesting to me. 

 

     SARAH 

That is interesting, Jessie!  What did they do when they got to Canada? 

      

JESSIE 

 

Miss Banister says that they settled in and made communities. She says that most of them had 

good lives and were good citizens. 

 

     SARAH 

Who is Miss Banister? 

 

     JESSIE 

Who is Miss Mackenzie? 

 

     SARAH 

(Giggling) 

You tell me first. 
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     JESSIE 

You go to the same school I do and you don‟t know Miss Banister?  

 

     SARAH 

I have different classes than you do.  You know they separate us in eleventh grade. 

Miss Mackenzie says our class is the high intelligence class. 

 

JESSIE  

Who‟s Miss McKenzie? 

 

 

SARAH  

She‟s my eleventh grade teacher. 

 

JESSIE  

Who cares what your eleventh grade teacher says?  I know I‟m as smart as anybody else.  

 

 

SARAH  

I do!  She has pretty brown hair and blue eyes and she smiles at us a lot.  She hardly ever yells at 

us. 

 

 

     JESSIE 
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Does she do cafeteria duty? 

 

     SARAH 

Sometimes she does, but most of the time she stays in the library in case anybody wants to come 

in and ask her questions. 

 

     JESSIE 

Miss Banister does the same thing. 

 

     SARAH 

I know what we can do.  Tomorrow let‟s go to the library together and ask them both some 

questions.  We can figure out some hard questions to ask them. 

 

 

JESSIE 

Maybe that‟s not such a good idea, Sarah. 

 

     SARAH 

Why not, Jessie? 

 

     JESSIE 

White and colored are supposed to stay separate, just like we live.   

 

     SARAH 

But we live next door to each other, Jessie. 
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     JESSIE 

That doesn‟t happen very often here, Sarah.  I think it just happened because my parents are 

teachers and they could afford to buy this house.  Otherwise we‟d live across the tracks just like 

the other colored people. 

 

     SARAH 

I‟m glad you live next door to me, Jessie.  You‟re my best friend. I like you a lot.  

 

     JESSIE  

I like you a lot too, Sarah. And I like Miss Banister.  She says we are intelligent and she treats us 

like we are.  She teaches us how to spell words like prejudice. 

 

SARAH 

Why would you want to spell a word like prejudice? 

 

JESSIE  

Because there is so much of it in Ecorse and Detroit.  You don‟t like black people much. 

 

SARAH  

I don‟t know any black people. 

 

JESSIE  

You know me.  I‟m black! 

   

SARAH  
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No you‟re not! You‟re just Jessie! 

 

JESSIE  

I‟m black enough for my tenth grade teacher to keep me back until she found out I was smart.  

 

 

SARAH  

What are you talking about, Jessie? 

 

JESSIE  

I‟m talking about one day in tenth grade. 

 

     SARAH 

Oh, you‟re talking about that day.  I wish I would have stuck up for you, Jessie.  

 

    JESSIE 

You finally did.  Finally is what counts! 

 

   SARAH 

But in the beginning… 

 

   JESSIE 

In the beginning God created us imperfect and put us on earth to improve! 

 

   SARAH 
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I hope I‟ve improved. 

 

   JESSIE 

You have. You remember that day.  I know you do. 

 

   SARAH 

I remember. 

 

 

(Lights Dim)  

 

 

SCENE II 

Miss Malcomb and Jessie‟s mother, Mrs. Brown, walk on stage and each one sits in an empty 

rocker.  Sarah and Jessie still sit and are part of the scene. 

 

 

MISS MALCOMB  

 Mrs. Brown, how dare you accuse me of being unfair to your daughter!  Sarah here is the best 

reader in the eleventh grade and Jessie in no way can read as well as Sarah does. 

 

     SARAH 

(Proudly) 

I started reading when I was five! 

 

JESSIE 
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I started reading when I was four.  I can read the Bible all of the way through! 

 

MRS. BROWN  

I dare when you put her in tenth grade when the tests show that she should be in eleventh grade. I 

dare when her scores on this test are the same as Sarah‟s and you say that she belongs in tenth 

grade and Sarah in eleventh! 

 

MISS MALCOMB  

Those are southern and Detroit tests. They are not tests that show where she belongs in Ecorse. 

 

MRS. BROWN 

 Just because she moved her home doesn‟t mean she left her brain on idle!  

She thrusts a newspaper under Miss Malcomb‟s nose.  

Let her read this.  This is 12
th

 grade reading level and you just listen to how smoothly she reads 

this.  Go ahead, Jessie. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     JESSIE 
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(Reads) 

 

15 to 18 States Involved in Movement, Belief of Authorities  

Indianapolis Times 

5/28/36 

Detroit, May 28 -- the Federal government replied today to an invitation to enter the 

investigation of the night-riding, terroristic society, the Black Legion. 

Prosecuting Attorney Duncan C. McCrea pressed his search for 12 fugitive legionnaires, whose 

arrests may bolster his charge that the cult accused of responsibility for killings and floggings is 

operating actively in 15 to 18 states and particularly in New York City and Chicago. 

The Federal government's reply was delivered by Harold H. Reinecke, head of the local office of 

the Federal Bureau of Investigation, whose chief is Atty. Gen. Homer S. Cummings, whom 

McCrea petitioned yesterday for Federal intervention. 

Reinecke refused to hint as to the nature of the reply, saying that McCrea was the person to make 

it public. 

 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

She read that perfectly.  Now what do you think of Southern education? 

 

MISS MALCOMB  

 Negroes don‟t get the same education in the South as they do in the North. 

 

MRS. BROWN 

We lived in Detroit for two years before we moved here and both my husband and I are teachers. 

I assure you that Jessie can read and write and think.  Jessie has just shown you that she can read.  

She will show you that she can also write and think. 
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MISS MALCOMB  

 She‟ll have to show me that she can write and think.  That‟s why I asked Sarah to help me out.  

 

     SARAH 

What do you want me to do, Miss Malcomb? 

 

 

     MISS MALCOMB 

(Meaningfully) 

I just want you to answer my questions, Sarah. 

 

     SARAH 

I‟ll try to answer your questions, Miss Malcomb. 

      

MISS MALCOMB 

Sarah, what is the English word we use when we talk about moving a thing from one place to 

another?  We say that we----------it? 

 

     SARAH 

Carry! 

 

     MISS MALCOMB 

That‟s right, Sarah.  Now Jessie, what is the English word that we use to say that we are moving 

people from place to place? 

 

     JESSIE 
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You carry them! 

 

     MISS MALCOMB 

That‟s incorrect, Jessie.  You carry a thing.  You transport a person!  

 

  

 

     JESSIE 

In the South we said we carry people.  You carried Miss Cartwright home or you carried Bessie 

to the store. 

 

     MISS MALCOMB 

You do not literally carry a person, Jessie! Southern educational standards are quite inferior to 

ours here in the North, especially those in Mississippi and Alabama. 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

You aren‟t talking about educational standards.  You are talking about cultural differences and 

local idioms! 

 

     MISS MALCOMB 

I‟m talking about educational standards that your daughter must meet! 

 

     JESSIE 

I understand the difference, Miss Malcomb.  I promise I won‟t talk like a Southerner anymore!  

 

    MISS MALCOMB 
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(Ignoring her promise) 

Now Sarah, I want you to recite a patriotic song that you learned in school.  Any patriotic song 

will do. 

 

    SARAH 

Getting up from her chair and assuming a dramatic attitude 

The Star Spangled Banner 

By Francis Scott Key 

Oh, say can you see by the dawn's early light 

What so proudly we hailed at the twilight's last gleaming? 

Whose broad stripes and bright stars thru the perilous fight, 

O'er the ramparts we watched were so gallantly streaming? 

And the rocket's red glare, the bombs bursting in air, 

Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there. 

Oh, say does that star-spangled banner yet wave 

O'er the land of the free and the home of the brave? 

 

And my equal favorite is: 

My County „tis of Thee 

 

By Samuel F. Smith 

 

My country,' tis of thee,  

Sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing;  

Land where my fathers died,  

Land of the pilgrims' pride,  

From every mountainside let freedom ring!  
 

     

    MISS MALCOMB 

That will do very nicely, Sarah.  Now Jessie, I would like you to do the same thing.  Recite a 

patriotic song that you learned in school.  Any patriotic song will do. 
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    JESSIE 

    Light One Candle 

                                               By Peter Yarrow 

Light one candle for the Maccabee children 

With thanks that their light didn't die 

Light one candle for the pain they endured 

When their right to exist was denied 

Light one candle for the terrible sacrifice 

Justice and freedom demand 

But light one candle for the wisdom to know 

When the peacemaker's time is at hand  

chorus: 

Don't let the light go out! 

It's lasted for so many years! 

Don't let the light go out! 

Let it shine through our love and our tears.  

Don‟t Let the Light Go Out! 

 

MISS MALCOMB 

I‟ve never heard that song and it doesn‟t make any sense to me. Maccabee children sounds 

Jewish.  You can‟t be Jewish! 

 

    JESSIE 

 

I could be Jewish, but I‟m not Jewish! But my father‟s a preacher and I read the Bible so I know 

about the Maccabees. After the Maccabees won their battle against their Greek-Syrian enemies  

they found one flask of oil left in the Holy Temple. There was enough oil in the flask to light the 

Temple‟s menorah for one day, but the oil lasted for eight days.  God gave them a miracle and 

the Maccabees marked those eight days to give thanks to God. Starting with one light the first 

evening and adding a light each night, the Hanukka lights symbolize the slow and steady victory 

of the Jewish people over the forces of evil and violence that have tried to destroy them through 

the centuries.  The Hanukka lights mean survival and justice. 
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    MISS MALCOMB 

The Star Spangled Banner symbolizes the victory of Americans fighting the War of 1812 for 

freedom from British tyranny.  Francis Scott Key watched anxiously to see if the Americans had 

turned back the British efforts to enslave Americans again and when he saw the flag of freedom 

flying over Ft. McHenry, he was inspired to write the Star Spangled Banner.  Sarah was correct 

and patriotic to quote the Star Spangled Banner.  I do not see how Light One Candle is 

appropriate. 

 

    JESSIE 

Okay, Miss Malcomb.  I memorized that stuff about the Menorah for Sunday School class and I 

think it‟s really interesting!  But doesn‟t the Battle Hymn of the Republic fit what we‟re talking 

about a little better?  I especially like the last verse: 

In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea, 

With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me: 

As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free, 

While God is marching on. 

Isn‟t that why we fought the Civil War, to set black people free? Didn‟t we fight it to live up to 

the vision of our founding fathers? 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

(Stiffly) 

Americans fought the Civil War to preserve the Union.  Freeing the slaves was just a byproduct 

of the war. 

    SARAH 

But you taught us that President Abraham Lincoln wrote the Emancipation Proclamation to free 

the slaves. 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

He wanted to free the slaves second.  He wanted to save the Union first. 
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    SARAH 

I think he wrote the Emancipation Proclamation to give people a reason to fight.  Some of them 

were getting tired of the war.  He might have truly wanted to free the slaves, but he wrote it for 

political reasons too. 

 

    JESSIE 

(Staring at Sarah) 

You‟re a lot smarter than I thought, Sarah! 

 

    SARAH 

Pleased 

Really?  Thanks, Jessie. 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

You both are absolutely wrong.  The Civil War was fought to preserve the Union.  Sarah, don‟t 

let yourself be influenced by incorrect historical interpretations. 

 

    SARAH 

Incorrect historical interpretations!  I don‟t even know what that means, Miss Malcomb. 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

That means that the Civil War wasn‟t fought entirely to free the slaves!  

 

    JESSIE 

My dad says it was! 
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    SARAH 

My dad complains that it was. 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

(Putting her hand on Miss Malcomb‟s shoulder) 

As one professional teacher to another, may I suggest that you might reexamine your ideas, Miss 

Macomb? 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

(Drawing away in distaste) 

My ideas are correct.  I learned them at the University of Michigan which is one of the top ten 

colleges in the country. 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

My husband and I went to Tuskegee Institute in Alabama and then we came up here and earned 

our teaching certificates from the University of Detroit.   

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

I don‟t believe that Jessie is ready for eleventh grade and the fact that both of her parents are 

teachers doesn‟t change that. 

 

    SARAH 

She reads as good as I do and she knows history as good as I do.  Why isn‟t she ready?  
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    MISS MALCOMB 

Taking out an oven timer 

Sarah, and Jessie, I‟m going to give you five minutes to write an essay.  The topic of your essay 

will be of your own choosing. 

    SARAH 

I think I‟ll write about going roller skating. 

 

JESSIE 

I‟m usually in church on Sunday afternoon.  I can write about our gospel choir or I can write 

about our youth group. 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

I don‟t really care for religious topics other than Presbyterian, but I‟ll read it.   

(She hands each girl a piece of paper and a pencil, then takes out a timer.)  

On your mark, get set, begin! 

 

    SARAH 

I might even write a poem! 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

That‟s a lovely idea, Sarah. 

 

   JESSIE 

I like to write poetry.  Can I write a poem too? 
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   MISS MALCOMB 

The correct way to ask is May I write a poem, too?  And the answer is no, you must write an 

essay. 

 

   JESSIE 

Alright, I‟ll write an essay and a poem! 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

The timer is running. 

(The girls bend over their papers and write.) 

 

   ODESSA BROWN 

Miss Malcomb, while the girls are writing their five minute essays will you take that five 

minutes to tell me why you dislike me so much? 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

Over the ticking of the timer 

I don‟t dislike you personally.  I don‟t even know you personally. 

   

   ODESSA BROWN 

Then tell me how you can dislike someone that you don‟t even know. 
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   MISS MALCOMB 

It‟s your race of people that I dislike. 

 

   ODESSA BROWN 

My race of people? 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

You came over here as slaves three hundred years ago and you‟ve given us trouble every single 

day since then! 

 

   ODESSA BROWN 

And we chose slavery?  I think the enslavers chose it for us! 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

We fought the Civil War to free you and you still weren‟t satisfied!  

 

   ODESSA BROWN 

Satisfied!  First of all, you deny that you fought the Civil War to free us.  And as far as 

satisfaction goes, it‟s hard to eat satisfied or to use it for a roof over your head or a coverlet for 

your bed! 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

You and your husband managed.  You got an education! 
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   ODESSA BROWN 

We had to fight for every dotted I and crossed T and grade on the transcript! 

 

   MISS MALCOMB   

But you didn‟t lie around and complain.  You worked hard and accomplished what you set out to 

accomplish. 

 

   ODESSA BROWN 

We did it as unequals, not equals!  Do you understand the difference? 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

We gave you separate but equal status in 1896.  Plessy v. Ferguson. 

 

   ODESSA  BROWN 

You legalized segregation in 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson.  Separate but equal is not equal.  It just 

lets the law help the white man enjoy most of the economic advantages, including good schools.  

(The timer rings.) 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

Your time is up, girls.  I‟ll ask each of you to read your essays.  You first, Jessie.  
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   JESSIE 

And God Created Black 

 

Across the nights 

God walked through starlit meadows 

Picking stars to for a bouquet of timeless messages 

Through layers of black velvet sky. 

He reminds us constantly that even though we can‟t see stars in the daylight  

Because of our star 

They still shine brightly. 

He threw spinning worlds into a black space sea 

A sea He brewed with multiple colors of pigment 

That finished black and does not fade. 

He sent night light to softly settle like a sable shawl 

On the earth‟s blue shoulders 

He reminds us constantly that night and day 

Cannot live without each other. 

Even in the light of day 

He walked with night in one hand 

Healing with a cool touch 

The glare of gold and greed 

In souls burnt crisp by the desert sun. 

He reminds us constantly that our natures 

Are many hued and black is multiple colors of pigment. 

He painted with ebony to color 
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A race of his people 

Guided them on daylight runs 

Through black tunnels to freedom. 

He painted a races of his people white, red, yellow, 

He reminds us constantly that 

White, red, yellow and black complement each other. 

He reminds us constantly that it takes many 

Colors to make a rainbow 

And black is a vital backdrop. 

He walked through a tomb in Gethsemane 

Texturing its walls with healing black 

To complement the sunlight of Easter morning. 

 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

Now it‟s your turn, Sarah. 
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    SARAH 

 

Phillis                            

 

The full moon shone on the drums 

And the silhouettes of my people 

Beating the drums 

Calling the green gods 

So the crop would be good. 

Then a thunder over the drum beat 

The chief flapped like a dying scarecrow. 

The men put iron claws on us 

And marched us to the sea. 

They put us into the belly 

Of a white bird. 

Days rolled into darkness 

My stomach and legs rolled 

Until finally we stopped. 

They pulled us out in the rain. 

I stood with the iron claws 

Around my ankles. 

Someone said we were in Boston Harbor 

And the year was 1761. 

Others stood around me- black, comforting faces. 

Then some white men and women came aboard. 
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I was afraid of them. 

One of the white women came to me, 

She said something in a strange tongue. 

I went with her and her husband. 

"I will call you Phillis," she told me. 

I was eight, but I got my white name baptism that day,  

-Phillis Wheatley- 

And I turned it into a black anthem. 

 

                                 

    MISS MALCOMB 

What a lovely, imaginative poem, Sarah! You certainly get inside the soul of Phillis Wheatley.  

You know that she was adopted by a white family don‟t you? 

   

    SARAH 

Yes, I read about that Miss Malcomb. 
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   MISS MALCOMB 

Your poem is of a higher caliber than Jessie‟s even though your subject matter is the same – 

black and black people.  But your poem meets twelfth grade standards Sarah.  It is a lovely 

poem.  In fact it is so good that I recommend that you enter it in the school creative writing 

contest.  I think it has a good chance to win a prize. 

    SARAH 

Thank you Miss Malcomb.  It is a lovely poem.      

She pauses and then jumps out of her chair.   

    SARAH 

I didn‟t write the poem about Phillis Wheately.  Jessie did!  That means her poem is good 

enough for eleventh grade!  That means she gets to come into eleventh grade with me! 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

Sitting down hard in her rocker, utterly surprised. 

How could she possibly have written that poem.  It is excellent! 

 

    SARAH 

Because she‟s excellent, Miss Malcomb!   
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    JESSIE 

Miss Malcomb, don‟t you like the poem now that you found out I wrote it? 

   

  MISS MALCOMB 

(Disdainfully) 

I do not think a poem written about black by a black person has much of a chance to win the 

contest. 

 

    SARAH 

But it‟s a beautiful poem, Miss Malcomb. 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

It has a certain literary quality to it, but the subject matter is distasteful to me. 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

That is a beautiful poem, Miss Malcomb. Surely you can‟t deny that even though you know that 

my daughter wrote it. Even if you don‟t like the poem it is good enough to pass eleventh grade 

standards. 
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MISS MALCOMB 

I‟m not certain that it is.  I want Miss McKenzie and Miss Banister to read it and give me their 

opinion.  

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

Let‟s go in and see them tomorrow. 

 

MISS MALCOMB 

We‟ll do that tomorrow. 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

(Getting up) 

There‟s no doubt in my mind that they will be impressed with Jessie‟s qualifications and put her 

into eleventh grade where she belongs. 

 

    MISS MALCOMB 

But what about the third stanza.  Don‟t you think it‟s a little overstated?  
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    ODESSA BROWN 

She‟s an eleventh grader, not Emily Dickinson! 

 

   MISS MALCOMB 

She‟s still a tenth grader! 

(They exit, still arguing.) 

 

   SARAH 

I hope you can get into eleventh grade with me.  It will be fun. 

 

   JESSIE 

Why do you want e to be in eleventh grade with you? 

 

  SARAH 

Because you‟re smart and I like talking to you.  And we can go over to each others‟ houses after 

school and do our homework together!  We can even listen to the Lone Ranger together.  You 
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like the Lone Ranger, don‟t you Jessie?  Or Amos and Andy!   I think Amos and Andy is so 

funny! 

 

  JESSIE 

I think  Amos and Andy is funny, too.  But one day mama caught me laughing over it and she 

got really upset with me.  She shut off the radio and wouldn‟t let me listen to it anymore.  Dad 

likes it though.  We listen to it together. 

 

    SARAH 

Why doesn‟t your mom like Amos and Andy?  It‟s the funniest show on the radio.  

 

    JESSIE 

She says that two white men playing two black men and talking like their ignorant and 

uneducated makes all black people look stupid. 

 

    SARAH 

But it‟s just a radio show, Jess.  It doesn‟t have anything to do with real life.  
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    JESSIE 

I tried to tell mama that, but she says lots of people believe that black people really talk and live 

like that!  Dad just laughs at her and says she takes herself too seriously! 

Shrugging 

My parents are weird sometimes. 

 

    SARAH 

My parents are weird sometimes too!  That‟s another thing we have in common!  

 

(Lights Dim) 

SCENE III 

 

JESSIE 

Dancing up and down and waving a paper in each hand. 

I made it!  I‟m an eleventh grader in fact as well as in truth! 

 

    SARAH 

We can enter our writing in the creative writing contest together.   
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    JESSIE 

Do you think we‟ll have math class together?  I hope so.  Will you help me with my math, 

Sarah? 

    SARAH 

I don‟t think we‟ll have many classes together, Jessie.  

 

    JESSIE 

Why not, Sarah?  Especially if we‟re in eleventh grade together why won‟t we have any classes 

together? 

   

    SARAH 

Clearing her throat and uncomfortable 

The black kids usually take classes by themselves. 

 

    JESSIE 

(Stares at her for a minute) 

Oh. I guess you can‟t help me with math, then. 
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    SARAH 

I can help you, Jess.  We‟ll do our math homework together. 

 

    JESSIE 

You know what I think, Sarah? I think you people up here in the North feel the same way about 

black people as Southerners do.   

 

    SARAH 

What feeling is that? 

 

JESSIE   

P R E J U D I C E .  People in Michigan and people around Ecorse, too, are all prejudiced 

against black people. 

 

 

SARAH 

My grandmother is.  She‟s always talking about how black people should go back down South. 

But I don‟t think I‟m prejudiced.  Why did black people come up to Detroit and Ecorse and 

Wyandotte and the rest of Downriver anyway? 
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JESSIE  

I don‟t know why everybody else came but my family came because they got jobs. Papa worked 

in the car factory while he went to school and then he taught eighth grade.  Mama always taught 

first grade. 

 

SARAH  

My family has always lived here.  Mom says we came to Canada from Scotland in the 1800s and 

then crossed the River and settled here on a farm. We‟re rooted, she says. 

 

 

JESSIE  

My family came to the South from Ghana.  We were some of the first free black families and my 

grandfather came north to work in the car factories just like my daddy did until he got education. 

We‟re getting rooted. 

 

SARAH  

You can be rooted next to us, Jessie.  We can both be rooted here in the rocking chairs.  Then 

you can always be my best friend. 

 

JESSIE 

The older we get the more your Mama won‟t want you to have me for a best friend. 

 

 

SARAH  

My Mama likes you fine, Jessie.  Why wouldn‟t she want you to be my best friend? 
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JESSIE  

I‟m not growing any less black as I‟m growing older. 

 

 SARAH  

I don‟t notice that you‟re black. Are you very black? 

         

JESSIE  

I‟m black enough to for my mama and papa to get a warning note from the Black Legion.  

 

 SARAH  

What‟s the Black Legion? 

 

JESSIE  

That‟s right!  You wouldn‟t know that would you, because you‟re white.  

 

SARAH  

Tell me, Jessie. I‟m your friend. 

 

 

JESSIE  

My Mama says the Black Legion has wicked men and women in it and they want to hurt people, 

especially black folks.  They come to your house at night and burn crosses or burn sheds and 

some of them even burn your house.  The Black Legion is a bunch of fool white people. 

 

(Billy Bob Jenkins walks onto the stage and sits in the empty rocker. An FBI man follows him 

and sits in the other empty rocker.) 
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BILLY BOB JENKINS 

 Fool white people!  I‟m General Billy Bob Jenkins and I‟m the one that made the Black Legion 

take off in Detroit.  I‟ll thank you to talk about the Black Legion with respect or you‟ll live to 

regret your lack of respect!  We work to preserve American values, including respect.   

 

AGENT CARL WILLIAMS 

I‟m Agent Carl Williams from the Detroit office of the FBI. The Black Legion is a terrorist 

organization that kills people. 

 

 

BILLY BOB JENKINS 

I don‟t kill anybody.  The Black Legion is just a group of men and women who plan ways to 

keep America from being taken over by poor whites, trashy blacks, and Jews. They do their 

planning over drugstore lunch counters and in meetings in church parlors, not behind guns. 

 

 

AGENT CARL WILLIAMS 

 According to our records, Billy Bob Jenkins, aka Doc. Jenkins, organized this generation of the 

Black Legion. It grew into a national organization that is military in nature with a membership 

restricted to native-born, white, gentile, and protestant citizens. 

 

 

BILLY BOB JENKINS 

What do you mean this generation?  I made the Black Legion with my own two white hands. 
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AGENT WILLIAMS 

According to our records and to a speech of General Effinger, one of its founders, the Black 

Legion first came into being before the Revolutionary War. The Black Legion organized the 

Boston Tea Party which helped focus the Revolutionary movement. After the Colonies won their 

independence the Black Legion disbanded, but since there was one general for each of the 13 

colonies, these generals handed down their rank to their sons and their sons to their sons.  The 

legacy of the Black Legion continued to the Civil War and Quantrell‟s Raiders. After the Civil 

War the Black Legion once again sprang back to life with black freedom, the immigration threat, 

the union threat, and the communist threat. 

 

BILLY BOB JENKINS 

That‟s true.  We are as old as the American Revolution and we are an organization of upstanding 

patriots.  We love America and aim to protect her from her enemies.    

  

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

As I said, the membership of the Black Legion is restricted to white gentile Protestants. 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

That ain‟t true at all.  Anybody can belong to the Black Legion as long as they‟re old enough to 

vote and shoot! 

 

    JESSIE 

You said you didn‟t use guns. 

 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Oh, I meant shoot off your mouth good.  You got to be able to talk up America real good if 

you‟re gonna be a good Black Legion member. 
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    AGENT WILLIAMS 

Consider some of the questions that a candidate for membership in the Black Legion has to 

answer in the affirmative:  Can you ride a horse and shoot a rifle? Are you properly armed?  Will 

you properly arm yourself as soon as possible? Do you believe in Lynch Law? 

     

BILLY BOB JENKINS 

I don‟t ask nobody those questions.  The Lieutenant Colonel of the organization asks them 

questions.  I just administer the Black Oath. The Lieutenant Colonel says to me:  Sir, these men 

have answered all questions properly, and if they are bound by the oath that we are bound by-

they are acceptable to me. And I swear them in to the Black Legion. 

 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

I‟ll fetch some living proof of your oath.  He gets up from the rocking chair and walks offstage.  

Mr. Clark, Sarah‟s father, walks on stage. 

 

SCENE IV 

(Lights Dim)       

Sarah‟s father, Robert Clark, walks over to the rocker next to Billy Bob Jenkins and sits down. 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

You are the new recruit, ain‟t you? 

 

    ROBERT  CLARK 

I am the new recruit.  What do you want me to do? 
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    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

I want you to kneel on your right knee, place your left hand over your heart and raise your right 

hand. Repeat after me. 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

He kneels, puts his left hand over his heart and raises his right hand.  I‟m ready.  

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Give me a minute to get ready. 

He puts on his Black Legion mask and takes out a pistol.  He puts his pistol in Mr. Clark‟s back. 

 

 

    ROBERT. CLARK 

Wait a minute! What do you think you‟re doing there! 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

I‟m swearing you in to the most important club you‟ll ever belong to in your life.  Now are you 

ready or not?    

He nudges Robert Clark in the back with his gun. 

 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

I‟m ready, willing, and raring to go. 
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    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Repeat after me… 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

Repeat after me… 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

No, I mean I‟ll say the words then you say them. 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

I‟ll say them after you. 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

In the name of God and Devil and by the power of light and darkness, good and evil, here under 

the black arch of heavens avenging symbol, I pledge and consecrate my body, my limbs, my 

heart and my mind and swear by all powers of heaven and Hell that I will devote my life to the 

obedience of any superior officers in this organization and that I will never betray a comrade in 

this organization.  I further promise and swear that I will destroy without mercy, all Federals, Jay 

hawkers and their abettors, whose serpent trail has winnowed the fair fields of our allies and 

sympathizers; these I will fight without mercy as long as breath remains, before divulging a 

single work or implied pledge of this, my solemn oath, and obligation, I will pray to an avenging 

God and unmerciful devil that my limbs be broken with stones and cut off by inches, that they 

may be for carion birds; that my body be ripped open and my bowels torn out and fed to the 

foulest bird of the air, and that my head be split open and my brains scattered over the earth, my 

heart be torn out and roasted over flames of sulphur. And, lastly, may my soul be given unto 

torment, may it be submerged in a molten metal and stifled in the flames of Hell, and may this 

punishment be meted out to me through all eternity. 
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    ROBERT CLARK 

I agree with everything you just said.  Amen! 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

You have to say all of those words after me.  It‟s called an oath and you have to say all of the 

words to be part of the Black Legion. 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

Let me tell you, I sure was a member of the Klan down South and I marched out with the night 

raiders every week.  I promise you I‟ll do the same here outside of Detroit, Michigan. The Black 

Legion goes out on night raids too, doesn‟t it? 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

For sure, the Black Legion goes out on night raids. In fact, we‟re planning one for tomorrow 

night.  I order you to take part in it.  We‟re going to visit one of your neighbors.  

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

 I‟ll be there. But where do you want me to be? 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Meet me in the school yard tomorrow night at seven o‟clock sharp. 

 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

See you then.  Should I bring the missus? 
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    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Bring her.  She‟ll have to read you the words to the oath so you can say them out loud to me.  

 

(They get up from their rockers and walk off stage, with Billy Bob still exhorting Robert Clark.)  

     

     JESSIE 

     Jumps up from her chair 

I need to get home. 

 

     SARAH 

I‟m sorry, Jessie. 

 

     JESSIE 

What are you sorry for?   

  

     SARAH 

I‟m sorry for what my people have done to yours. 

 

 

     JESSIE 

They haven‟t done anything except not treat them like people.  They even treat their cats and 

dogs better than they do black people. 

 

     SARAH 

But I‟m not they.  I‟m me, Jessie.  We‟re friends. 
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     JESSIE 

Are you friends with your dad? 

 

     SARAH 

He‟s my dad, Jessie.  I didn‟t choose him for a dad, but I chose you for a friend.  

 

     JESSIE 

I don‟t see how we can be friends.  Your dad‟s joining the Black Legion, Sarah!  

 

     SARAH 

It‟s just a stupid club, like the American Legion or the Kiwanis. Why are you making such a fuss 

about it? 

 

     JESSIE 

Didn‟t you hear that FBI man talking?  The white founders named it the Black Legion on 

purpose.  They think there are legions of blacks that they have to lynch! 

 

 

     SARAH 

That‟s nonsense, Jessie!  They named themselves the Black Legion because they wear black 

uniforms. 

 

     JESSIE 

Black uniforms to do what?! Kill black people.  Burn them, lynch them, and scare them into 

moving away! 
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     SARAH 

How often does that work, Jessie?  There are more and more black people coming to live in 

Ecorse.  They are more and more black people coming up North to live! 

 

     JESSIE 

How often does it work?  Let me tell you how often it works.  We‟re studying about this in my 

Sunday school class.  I‟ve begged you to come with me, but you won‟t do it.  

 

     SARAH 

My Dad won‟t let me go to a black Sunday school! 

 

     JESSIE 

You said you were my friend.  If you were my friend, you‟d come to Sunday school with me.  

 

     SARAH 

I am your friend.  I‟ll go with you Sunday. 

 

 

     JESSIE 

I‟ll believe it when it happens. 

 

(Lights Dim.  

SONG:  This Little Light of Mine 

Eddie Brown walks on stage in a clerical collar) 
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SCENE V 

(Eddie Brown, Jessie‟s father sits in the rocker between the girls.) 

     

     SARAH 

I didn‟t know your dad was a preacher, Jess. 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

Just on the weekends, child.  During the week I teach at the high school .but on Saturday and 

Sunday I work for the Lord.  I work for him during the week too, but not as directly. 

 

     JESSIE 

Daddy, tell Sarah some of the things you told us about lynching. 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

Like what, baby? 

 

 

     JESSIE 

Like what lynching means. 

 

 

     SARAH 

I already know what lynching means.  It means hanging somebody by the neck with a rope until 

they die. 
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     EDDIE BROWN 

In a good lynch you hang and shoot the person you want to kill.  And sometimes, just to be sure 

it takes, you burn them at the stake and then cut off their arms or legs. It‟s all about fear and 

keeping people in their place.  Most of the time it‟s black people that white people want to keep 

in their place. 

 

     SARAH 

But this is America.  This is Ecorse. This is the 20
th

 century.   

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

Hate spills over time and stains each generation like black ink.  (Laughs bitterly) Get that?  Black 

ink!  A black college in Alabama called Tuskegee Institute started to tabulate lynching numbers 

in 1892.  In 1914, they counted 52 lynchings for the year.  And they based their figures on 

newspaper reports.  Can you imagine the number of secret lynchings, especially in the South? 

 

     JESSIE 

Tell Sarah about Sam Hose.  No, I‟ll tell her!  In 1900, a black man called Sam Hose was 

lynched outside of Atlanta.  Then the white men burned his body, cut it apart,, and put it on 

display in an Atlanta department store window.  People stood window shopping his body all 

hours of the day and night. 

 

     SARAH 

   (Weeping) I don‟t know how they can do things like that. 

 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

But hate lives and flourishes in the North, too, Sarah.  The Black Legion feeds on hate and its 

growing here in Michigan and spreading to other states. 
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     SARAH 

What can I do to stop it? 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

Light one candle and sing one song. 

 

SARAH 

I thought you‟d tell me something harder than that!  What does light one candle and sing one 

song mean? 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

You‟ll soon see.  Now it‟s time for the services. 

(Sound of gospel music:  Swing Low Sweet Chariot or Amazing Grace.  Eddie Brown gets up 

and walks offstage) 

 

 

     SARAH 

I don‟t like your church, Jessie.  It feels too much like you blame me for what happened to your 

people.   Doesn‟t it matter to you that I‟m not a racist like my grandmother?  

 

      

JESSIE 

But you are a racist like your grandmother. I‟m a racist like my grandmother.  We all are racists, 

because we experience the world through the color of our skins and the color of our eyes and the 

color of our souls. 
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     SARAH 

(Angrily) 

I know what this is all about, Jess!  It‟s the slavery thing, isn‟t it?  You blame me because white 

people brought black people to this country on slave ships. 

 

     JESSIE 

Think about it Sarah!  They teach us about freedom and being equal in our history books.  We 

tell the world what a great democracy we are and all of it was built on the backs of black people! 

 

     SARAH 

Not all of it Jessie.  White people had something to do with it, too.  Most white people worked 

just as hard as black people!  You‟re being a martyr!   

 

     JESSIE 

White people had a lot to do with it.  They set up the system and they used God to endorse it! 

 

     SARAH 

Now you sound like the lame debating club.  Resolved:  Slavery should not have been written 

into the Constitution of the United States.  How can anybody argue that? 

 

     JESSIE 

A better topic would be, Resolved:  That if the white man had crossed the Atlantic in the hold of 

slave ships the system would never have existed! 

 

     SARAH 

It didn‟t last, Jessie. 
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     JESSIE 

It only exploited my people for three hundred years, but it didn‟t last. The system only made my 

people second class citizens in their own country, but it didn‟t last!  

 

     SARAH 

I didn‟t think you were so bitter, Jess.  How can we be friends if you‟re so bitter?  

 

     JESSIE 

I don‟t know how we can be friends if you think it‟s okay for your dad to join the Black Legion. 

 

     SARAH 

(Sadly) I don‟t know how, either. 

 

(Sarah rocks briskly for a minute and then Jessie does.  They both are silent.) 

 

CURTAIN      
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ACT II 

 

SCENE I 

(Robert and Ruth Clark and Edward and Odessa Brown sit in the rockers on the Clark‟s front 

 porch.  They aren‟t rocking peacefully.  They are sitting in stiff postures of hostility.  

Sarah and Jessie sit off to the side in front of an open window, listening.) 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

(Handing his wife a newspaper.) 

Ruthie, make sure you read this story in the Ecorse Advertiser about Dayton Dean. 

    

    RUTH CLARK 

 I already read it, Bob. The Legion shot Jack Armour in the street but they didn‟t do a good  

enough job.  He lived and told the story! 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

But we did kill Silas Coleman in buried him in a swamp in Trenton. We did that one right! 

We killed at least thirty of them niggers and a few white people like that Charles Poole that beat  

his wife! 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

He did not beat his wife! The authorities found out later that he in no way beat his wife. 

 

 

    RUTH CLARK 

General Jenkins said that he did beat his wife and that‟s good enough reason for the Black  

Legion to get involved. 
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ODESSA BROWN 

You‟re a mother and I know you love your daughter.  How can you be involved with a hate  

group, a terrorist group like the Black Legion. 

 

    RUTH CLARK 

I do love my daughter.  That‟s why I‟m involved with the Black Legion.  I want to do all  

I can to protect her and to make sure she grows up in a free country.  I want to do all I can to  

make sure that she‟s not raped by a black beast! 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

(Laughing) 

Don‟t you realize how ridiculous that is?  None of the back men I know lurk in allies waiting to  

pounce on white teenage girls or white women for that matter. We have enough of our own  

women to pounce on. 

 

    RUTH CLARK  

You people are uppity.  You don‟t stay in your place and you ruin every community you move  

into.   I don‟t want you to ruin my hometown! 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

Ruin the community! I don‟t think so.  We bought our own house and we keep it up.  It even  

won an award as one of Ecorse‟s prettiest homes. Did your house win an award? 

 

    RUTH CLARK 

See what I mean about not staying in your place? 
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    ODESSA BROWN 

And what place is that?  At the bottom of the social order which according to you should be as  

lily white as the top of the social order? 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

My wife and I both have worked hard to contribute to society and we‟re bringing up our children 

 to have the same work ethic.  I worked my way through college and became a school teacher  

 and Odessa did the same thing.    

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

Work! I‟ve worked my way up from the Foot Legion and Night Riders to a Black Knight. 

The Black Legion is about honest work to achieve a goal. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

And that goal is? 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

To save America from being destroyed from within by its enemies. 

 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

You think I‟m an enemy of America?   

 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

You think I‟m an enemy of America? 
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    RUTH CLARK 

You‟re not a friend or you would stay on your side of town and keep your nose to the ground.  

 

 

ODESSA BROWN 

Now the truth comes out!  You‟re upset with us because we live next door instead of on the other  

side of the tracks where we belong! 

 

    RUTH CLARK 

General Jenkins says that the races should stay apart and when they do everyone gets along.  

When they move in next to you, everybody fights. Isn‟t that right, Mr. Jenkins? 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(Walks on stage and stands next to the Clarks.)   

The separation of the races is best for everyone and it is one of the duties of the Black Legion 

to uphold that principle. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

And the Black Legion upholds that principle by murdering people? 

 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

The Black Legion upholds its principles first by persuasion and then by power. 
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    ODESSA BROWN 

The Black Legion is an illegal terrorist organization, isn‟t it Agent Williams? 

 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

(Walks on stage and stands in front of the Browns) 

The Black Legion is an illegal terrorist organization and is responsible for at least thirty murders 

 in this area.  They used techniques like retribution and intimidation to recruit and keep members. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

The Black Legion sets a bad example for our young people.  Did you read about the three Junior  

 Black Legion boys from Detroit?  The three boys were playing hooky from school and they 

 spotted a nine and eleven year old boy riding by in a coaster wagon. The Junior Black Legion 

 forced the innocent boys into an old barn and tied them to a post. They put a rope around their  

 necks and started leading them to the big window in front of the abandoned barn. 

A gardener who happened upon the scene rescued the boys and untied them. The Junior Black 

Legion said that they never would hang their victims. 

 

     AGENT WILLIAMS 

The Bureau is investigating that case and the Junior Black Legion Boys will be prosecuted.  I 

think the case proves your point, Reverend Brown. 
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     ROBERT CLARK 

It‟s just three kids playing cowboys and Indians.  Why would the FBI want to prosecute them?  

 

     AGENT WILLIAMS 

Not only is the Black Legion a bad influence on young people, but it also intimidates its own 

members and frightens people into joining. Isn‟t that true, Mr. Clark?  

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

Starts and looks guilty 

 

     AGENT WILLIAMS 

Do you remember how you joined the Black Legion? 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I remember how I joined the Black Legion. Two of my neighbors invited me and Ruth to a party 

last year. While the ladies talked in one room they led me outside where there stood three men in 

robes. They told me they were Black Knights and that was one of the highest ranks in their 

organization.  They said they were working to keep America free and asked me if I wanted to 

join. Before I could say anything, one man held a gun against me and told me that General 

Jenkins would give me the oath at my house. Then one man handed me a bullet and said, “The 

next one we give you will be out of a gun if you don‟t do what we say.”  That‟s how I joined the 

Black Legion. 

 

     AGENT WILLIAMS 

You want to belong to an organization that forces you to join and threatens you if you want to 

quit? 
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    ROBERT CLARK 

I worked my way up to a Black Knight, but I don‟t know what I have to do next to keep 

climbing. 

 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

I can tell you what you have to do.  You have to lynch someone and I have a terrible suspicion 

who that someone might be. 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

That‟s ridiculous! Why would they force me to lynch someone. (He sounds doubtful.) Would 

they? 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

You‟re the one that‟s ridiculous! Lynching black people is what they‟re all about.  Can‟t you see 

that? 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

Mrs. Brown is right, but I‟m afraid you‟ll have to find that out for yourself. 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Mrs. Brown doesn‟t know what she‟s talking about.  The Black Knights never force anyone to 

join them or stay in the organization.  We don‟t have to.  We have enough people begging to join 

our organization. 
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    AGENT WILLIAMS 

You also have people begging to quit and you won‟t let them quit. Isn‟t that right, Mr. Clark?  

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

(Speaking slowly and against his will, recalling a painful event.) 

I went to one meeting after I joined. When my neighbor told me there was going to be another 

meeting, I said I couldn‟t go to it. A few days later some of them came around to my house and 

told me, “Your superior officer wants to talk to you.” I went out to their car and they pushed me 

into the back seat. They drove about a mile and then they pulled up in front of this house.  They 

took me into the house and tied my hands. Somebody said, “What‟s the verdict-guilty or not 

guilty?” They all said „guilty‟ and somebody said „six lashes.‟ They pulled me shirt off. They 

gave me six lashes. They hurt. Then they drove me back to my house and they said, “See you at 

the meeting.”  I‟ve been a member ever since. 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

It‟s obvious that they forced you to remain a member of the Black Legion, Mr. Clark.  Are you 

willing to swear to what you just told me in court? 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(Staring hard at Robert Clark) 

Remember your loyalty oath, Mr. Clark. 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

I „m a good member of the Black Legion.  I‟m a Black Knight and I‟ll keep my oath of loyalty. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

Can‟t you see that he‟s trying to intimidate you? Don‟t let him get away with it.  
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    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(He stands up and deliberately walks over to Eddie Brown.  He thrusts his face into Eddie 

Brown‟s threateningly) 

Just stay out of it, nigger.  You don‟t know what you‟re talking about.  Stay out of it before you 

get hurt. 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

It‟s not too smart to threaten a person in front of an FBI agent. 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

If you did some real investigating and checked our membership lists you‟ll find the names of FBI 

agents, police chiefs, patrolmen, teachers, doctors, lawyers, men, women, and even children.  

Good patriotic Americans all of them and all of them want to protect America. 

(He stalks off stage.) 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

(Handing Robert Clark a card.) 

Here‟s my card.  Call me if you change your mind. 

Follows Billy Bob Jenkins 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

I have to go get ready for the meeting. 
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    RUTH CLARK 

Tonight‟s my night to serve refreshments. 

They leave together. 

 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

That leaves us to decide what to do, Odessa. 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

I don‟t have to decide anything.  I know what to do. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

If you know what to do I wish you‟d tell me. 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

I do tell you but you never listen.  I tell you that we should move back to Detroit.  

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

And I tell you that we should pray harder! 

(They go out together arguing.) 
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SCENE II 

(Lights Dim.  Sarah and Jessie leave their window and come back onto the porch and sit in their 

rockers.) 

 

    SARAH 

What should we do?  You heard all of that didn‟t you, Jessie?  

 

    JESSIE 

I heard and I‟m afraid that my dad is in danger.  I don‟t like the way that Jenkins man was 

glaring at him.  And what about your dad?  He‟s a coward.  He‟s afraid not quit the Black 

Legion. 

 

    SARAH 

I think he‟s more afraid not to quit it. 

 

    JESSIE 

What do you think he‟s going to do? 

 

    SARAH 

I don‟t know.  But I‟ll bet my mom will have something to say about what he does.  What about 

your dad? What do you think he‟ll do? 

 

    JESSIE 

I think he‟ll do what he considers the wise and the right thing. And my Mom will have 

something to say about what he does too. 
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    SARAH 

And don‟t call my Dad a coward, Jess.  He always looks out for me and my mother! 

 

    JESSIE 

He is a coward.  He doesn‟t have the guts to stand up to that old wind bag.  

 

    SARAH 

And all your Dad does is listen to that FBI agent that sounds like the Lone Ranger on the radio!  

 

    JESSIE 

You stop talking about my Dad like that! 

 

    SARAH 

You called my Dad a coward!  You‟re not my friend any more. 

 

    JESSIE 

You aren‟t my friend any more either.  I‟m never speaking to you again.  

(She runs off stage sobbing.) 

 

    SARAH 

I‟m never speaking to you again either. 

(She also runs off stage sobbing.) 
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SCENE III 

 

 (Robert Clark and Billy Bob Jenkins come back out dressed in their Black Knight Uniforms. 

 They are holding Eddie Brown between them.  Billy Bob Jenkins is holding a gun on him.)  

 

BILLY BOB JENKINS 

The Black Knights warned you and you wouldn‟t listen. Now you will pay the penalty for not 

listening. 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

General Jenkins, I don‟t think this is a good idea.   

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

Go ahead, string me up if it makes you feel any better! But the only thing that stringing me up 

will prove is that you‟re weak! 

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

We must rid the neighborhood of threats to democracy! 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

Don‟t you know how pathetic you look in those get ups?  Don‟t you know how pathetic you are 

when you resort to shenanigans like this? 
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   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Shenanigans! Pathetic!  The Black Legion is feared all over the Downriver area and into lots of 

other states including Ohio and Indiana! 

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

The Black Legion is feared by people battling prejudice alone.  If people battle prejudice and the 

Black Legion together they can conquer both of them. 

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

That is a bunch of racist clap trap!  We need to exterminate people like you! 

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

Well exterminate away then! 

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Black Knight, I order you to string him up! 

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

I knew you were a coward forcing somebody else to do your dirty work for you! 

 

   BILLY BOB JEKINS 

(Livid) 

String him up Black Knight or I‟ll do it for you! 
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   ROBERT CLARK 

(Hesitates) 

I don‟t think stringing him up will solve anything, General. 

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(Waving the gun) 

Either you help me or I‟ll do it by myself, Black Knight Clark! 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

You aren‟t supposed to reveal my name! 

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

Don‟t worry about it Mr. Clark.  I knew who you were anyway. 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

How did you know? 

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

You‟ve been my neighbor for two years, Mr. Clark.  I know the sound of your voice.  I know 

how you cough and I know how you crack your knuckles before you talk. 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

I know you too.  I know how you sing every morning when you go out to get the newspaper and 

how you whistle to your dog.  I know his name is Clyde because I hear you call him all of the 

time.  I know a lot about you. 
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   EDDIE BROWN 

I know a lot about you too.  I know you like tulips and you like to mow your lawn within an inch 

of its life.  You like Model T Fords because I‟ve seen you own two of them as long as I‟ve lived 

next door to you.  I know a lot about you. 

 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

(Ripping off his mask) 

I can‟t do this, General Jenkins!   

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(Fixing his gun on Robert Clark as well) 

Then you‟re part of my problem!   

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

I‟m sorry Mr. Brown.  I‟m sorry I wasn‟t strong enough to stand up to the General and the Black 

Legion.  I‟m sorry I didn‟t warn you. 

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(I‟m expecting reinforcements from my troops very soon, but until then I‟ll handle you alone.)  

He brings the gun closer to Robert Clark. 

Put the rope around his neck, Clark. 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

No, I won‟t do it. 
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   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Your family will be next on our agenda. 

 

   EDDIE BROWN 

Let me help you, Mr. Clark.   

(He climbs up on a table that is sitting next to a rocking chair.) 

See to your family Mr. Clark.  I can handle this! 

 

   ROBERT CLARK 

Runs off stage to check on his family. 

 

 

   BILLY BOB JENKINS 

(Puts a rope around Eddie Brown‟s neck.) 

That oughta hold you until the rest of the army gets here. 

(He spits at Eddie Brown‟s feet.) 

The Black Legion will do this to every nigger that sticks his neck out! 

    

   CURTAIN 
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      ACT III 

(SONG:  Let My People Go) 

 

SCENE I 

(Eddie Brown is standing on the table with a noose around his neck.) 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

(Runs back on stage, panting.) 

My family„s safe!  I‟ve got to help you, Mr. Brown. 

He grabs the rope and unties it.  He pulls Eddie Brown off of the table and lies him down on the 

porch. 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

(Runs onstage)  

What‟s going on out here?   

She sees Mr. Clark kneeling over her husband.  

( Quietly)  What have you done to him? 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I didn‟t speak up loudly enough for him.  Help me!  Call somebody!  
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     EDDIE BROWN 

Lifting his hand weakly and whispering: 

Don‟t call anybody. Don‟t give them the satisfaction. 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

What do you want us to do, Eddie? 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

(Still whispering) 

Give me a minute to get my breath. 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

They‟ll be back.  We need to figure out what to do. 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

We‟re going to stand up to them, Eddie and I, even if I have to prop him up myself! 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I‟m going to stand up to them too. 

(He stands up straighter) 

I‟m just not sure what we can do to them before they do something terrible to us.  
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     ODESSA BROWN 

I won‟t let them do anything to Eddie or me.  I won‟t even let them do anything to you even 

though you deserve it Robert Clark! 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I can punish myself quite well, thank you and I‟ve already started.  I‟ll do what I can to protect 

Sarah and Ruth! 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

Jessie and Eddie‟s  safety is more important to me than my own.  

(Sarah and Jessie run on stage. Sarah runs over and stands by Robert Clark and Jessie runs over 

and kneels by Eddie Brown.) 

 

JESSIE 

Dad, are you okay?  What did they do to you? 

 

     EDDIE 

(Sitting up) 

I‟m okay, Jess.  They didn‟t do anything to my pride. 

 

     SARAH 

What about you, dad?  Are you okay? 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I‟m okay, but they did do a lot of damage to my pride.  I‟ll fix it though. 
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     ODESSA BROWN 

We need to talk about what we‟re going to do when the Black Legion comes back. 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

(Shouts)  Ruthie, would you come in here for a minute? 

 

     RUTH CLARK 

(Coming on stage) 

Must you yell so loud, Bob?  What is it? 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I got us into some trouble, Ruth.  The Black Legion is coming after us. 

 

     RUTH CLARK 

I don‟t believe it, Bob! Those people are our friends.  We just had dinner with the Jenkins last 

night.   Why would they want to come after us?  What did you do, Bob? 

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

I wouldn‟t help General Jenkins hang Reverend Brown. 

 

 

     RUTH CLARK 

Did he tell you to hang Reverend Brown? 
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     ROBERT CLARK 

(Pointing) 

See that rope? I didn‟t put it around Reverend Brown‟s neck, General Jenkins did.   He ordered 

me to help him, but I wouldn‟t do it.  I couldn‟t do it, Ruth, even though he gave me the order. 

 

     RUTH CLARK 

You disobeyed an order from General Jenkins?  You‟re either very brave or very stupid!  

 

     ROBERT CLARK 

Which one do you think it is, Ruthie?  

 

     RUTH CLARK 

(Hugging him) 

I think you‟re very brave. I‟m glad you couldn‟t hang Reverend Brown, Bob.  It‟s one thing to 

know that we‟re smarter and better than our next door neighbors.  It‟s quite another to kill them! 

We‟ll think of some way to get the Black Legion off our backs. 

 

     SARAH 

I‟ve got an idea, Mom.  Will you let me try my idea, Dad? 

 

     JESSIE 

What is it Sarah? 

 

     RUTH CLARK 

We could call the police. 
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     ROBERT CLARK 

Maybe that FBI agent would come and fight with us. 

 

     ODESSA BROWN 

We could fight them off with pitchforks like grandma used to do down South. 

      

EDDIE BROWN 

We will trust the power of prayer to keep us safe from the Black Legion. 

 

     SARAH 

We can call the police, call the FBI man, use pitchforks, and pray and that will help us chase the 

Black Legion away . 

 

     JESSIE 

We can use our heads and imaginations like you‟re always telling me to do Dad. 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

I remember telling you to light one candle and sing one song if you want to make a difference in 

your community. 

 

     SARAH 

Dad, remember you were complaining that the gate in the back yard fence has a nail sticking out 

and snags everything, including your shirt. 
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     JESSIE 

We can put that gate to good use. 

 

     SARAH 

But first daddy would you call the police and the FBI man? 

 

     JESSIE 

And dad, would you please pray? 

 

    ROBERT CLARK 

I‟ll call the police.  I think most of them are okay.  I only know one from around here that‟s a 

member of the Black Legion. 

 

    RUTH CLARK 

I‟ll call Agent Williams. Come on Bob, let‟s make our calls. 

She puts her arm around him and they exit. 

 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

I‟ll pray if you help the girls with whatever they‟re going to do, Eddie. But right now I‟m going 

to go in and pull all of the curtains and close all of the blinds and call the police.  And oh yes, I‟ll 

pray! 
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    EDDIE BROWN 

Show me what you want done, girls. 

 

    JESSIE 

Come on dad and Sarah.  Let‟s check the back gate.  We don‟t have very much time.  

(They run over to a small section of wooden fence with a swinging gate at the edge of the stage.)  

 

    SARAH 

I think it needs another nail. 

     

JESSIE 

I think it needs at least three other nails. 

 

    SARAH 

Let‟s pound in at least six more nails. 

(She takes out three hammers.  She hands one to Reverend Eddie Brown, and one to Sarah and 

keeps one for herself.) 

 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

(Pounding the nail in the gate.) 

I „m still not quite sure what you girls are planning, but I trust you.  

 

    JESSIE 

Light one candle, sing one song like you‟ve been saying, dad. 
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    EDDIE BROWN 

Are three more nails enough? 

 

    SARAH 

Maybe five more nails?  Do you think so, Jessie? 

 

    JESSIE 

(Still pounding) 

Let‟s do five more just to be safe. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

But if you put any more nails in this gate they‟ll snag the clothes off of anyone trying to go 

through it. 

 

    JESSIE 

That‟s the point, dad.  Don‟t you see? 

 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

You want to snag everybody‟s clothes when they go through the gate?  

 

    JESSIE 

It can‟t be helped, can it?  There‟s only one gate through the fence and it‟s too tall to climb over, 

especially if you‟re wearing robes. 
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    SARAH 

Or costumes!  Jessie and I tried climbing over it in our Halloween costumes last year and we got 

stuck on the pickets. 

 

    JESSIE 

It took us forever to get loose.  And if Allen hadn‟t come along and helped us we‟d still be 

hanging there. 

 

    SARAH 

Can you imagine how robes could get snagged on the nails or on the pickets if someone tried to 

climb over the fence?   

 

    JESSIE 

Especially Black Legion robes. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

(Beginning to understand) 

I‟m beginning to see the light!  That‟s why we need the FBI agent and the police who aren‟t 

Black Legion members.  That‟s a great plan, girls.  Let‟s make sure that it works.  

(They all pound in the nails harder.) 

 

SCENE II 

(Lights Dim 

Several –six or seven- figures wearing black robes are huddled at the edge of the stage by the 

wooden fence and gate that surrounds the Clark house. Billy Bob Jenkins is standing in the 

center talking to them.) 
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    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

Alright, everybody knows what to do.  Are you ready? 

The robed figures raise their fists. 

 

Good, let‟s go get „em. YIPPEEEEYEEHAW! 

(They all charge, waving their guns and crowd around the gate but step back to let Billy Bob 

Jenkins go in first.  He charges through but catches his robe on a nail and it tears off of him, 

revealing a very ordinary looking man.) 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

What the devil?  Carry on boys while I figure out what happened. 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

(Steps out from the side of the house) 

Billy Bob Jenkins, you‟re under arrest for attempted murder and other unlawful acts.  

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

I didn‟t ATTEMPT to murder nobody.  I would have succeeded if that stupid Clark hadn‟t 

stopped me. 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

You‟re under address. 

 

    BILLY BOB JENKINS 

You can put me in jail, but I‟ll be out soon.  I have a lot of friends on the police force. 



80 
 

 

    AGENT WILLIAMS 

I have a lot of friends in the FBI. In fact a few of them are waiting behind the house to welcome 

your friends. 

(He leads Billy Bob Jenkins off stage in handcuffs.  Two more FBI men come out from behind 

the house and as the Black Legion members come through the gate and get stuck on the nails, 

their robes are torn off to reveal ordinary looking men.  The FBI men arrest them and led them 

away.) 

 

EDDIE BROWN 

(Watching them go.) 

I forgive you now and I‟ll pray for you while you‟re in prison. Odessa, you prayed a lot didn‟t 

you? 

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

(Walking slowly up to him) 

I prayed so hard that it tired me out. 

 

    SARAH 

I think we caught at least five Black Legion members. 

 

    JESSIE 

I counted six. 
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    EDDIE BROWN 

Here comes another one. 

 

(Another black robed figure gets caught in the gate and as his robe is torn off Reverend Brown 

steps back in surprise.) 

Why Banker Brooks, I never would have suspected you! 

(Banker Brooks runs away before the FBI agents can capture him.  Another black robed figure 

gets caught in the gate and her robe is torn off.) 

 

    JESSIE 

I don‟t believe it! It‟s Miss Malcomb!  Dad, Miss Malcomb is in the Black Legion!  

 

    SARAH 

Women belong to it too.  My mom does. 

 

    JESSIE 

I don‟t think she does any more! 

 

(Sarah and Jessie run over to Miss Malcomb) 

 

SARAH 

Miss Malcomb, does this mean I don‟t have to turn in my homework tomorrow?  
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JESSIE 

I think it means that everyone will know that my poem was just as good as yours, Jessie.  I don‟t 

think Miss Malcomb will be a judge in the contest. 

 

     EDDIE BROWN 

She might still be a judge Jessie, but truth and justice don‟t stand beside her any longer! 

 

     MISS MALCOMB 

Taking off her hood and smoothing her hair 

Make no mistake about it, I will see you girls in school tomorrow. And Jessie, no matter how 

good of a poem you wrote, there will always be someone to say it isn‟t good because a black 

person wrote it! 

(She turns and stalks off the stage before the FBI agents can take her off) 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

I think we‟ve got just about everybody.  I don‟t see any more black robed figures crowding 

around. And don‟t you think it‟s ironic that they used black robes to persecute black people. 

Black on black in a manner of speaking! 

    

JESSIE 

(Plopping down in her chair) 

I‟m getting tired of capturing Black Legion people, dad.  It‟s time to take a rest.  

 

    ODESSA BROWN 

(Rocking) 

I can pray for them rocking as well as I can kneeling. 
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    EDDIE BROWN 

(Sits down.)  

What are we going to do about the ones that got away?  You did see some of them running 

through the backyards didn‟t you, Jessie? 

 

    SARAH 

I did. One of them looked like Dan the plumber and the other one looked like Jack Simmers the 

druggist. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

Most Legion members are community people.  What are we going to do about that?  We can‟t 

have all of them arrested, especially if we can‟t prove they did anything wrong.  Anyway, we 

need them in the community.  What should we do?   

 

    ODESSA BROWN: 

I don‟t want to think about it anymore tonight.  I‟m going to bed. 

 

    EDDIE BROWN 

I‟m ready to turn in as well. It‟s been a long day.  Think about it girls. 

 

(Eddie and Odessa get up and leave the stage) 

 

    JESSIE 

I‟m thinking we can always be friends, Sarah.   

 

    SARAH 

We can keep talking to each other. 
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    JESSIE 

We can keep rocking together . 

 

 

    SARAH 

We can go to school together. 

 

    JESSIE 

We can each sing one song. 

 

    SARAH 

We can each light one candle. 

 

    JESSIE 

(SONG: Light One Candle-Peter, Paul, and Mary) 
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    SARAH AND JESSIE  

(Reading together) 

 

Ecorse Advertiser 

August 18, 1949 

  The attempt this week of Dayton Dean, confessed trigger man of the Black Legion, to obtain a 

new trial, recalls to many Downriver people the crimes of that unsavory organization thirteen 

years ago. 

 At least three people were killed by the vicious clan and many more were threatened or 

beaten. 

 During a period when the evil Ku Klux Klan was in its heyday its counterpart in 

Michigan terrorized the metropolitan area. 

 Taking the law into their own hands these night riders terrorized whole communities. 

Hysteria rose to such a point that innocent people were accused of being members and everyone 

suspected everyone else. 

 Some few people used the confusion to make unjust accusations against their enemies 

and before the Black Legions members were brought to justice the entire metropolitan area was 

in an uproar. 

 Finally the terrorist organization was broken up, its leaders sent to prison, and Detroit 

ceased to resemble Atlanta, Georgia. 

 After these many years the confessed murderer of the gang is trying to gain his freedom 

on a legal technicality. 

 Every decent person hopes that he will remain in prison where he belongs and that never 

again will Michigan be cursed with a Black Legion. It should be the responsibility of every 

citizen to see to it that no such organization ever again arises in Michigan. 
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   SARAH 

(Lights a candle.  Sarah and Jessie set their rocking chair in motion. Sarah walks to the edge of 

the stage holding her candle while Jessie follows humming Light One Candle.  Sarah holds out 

her candle) 

Don‟t let the light go out! 

 

  JESSIE 

(Holding out her candle) 

Don‟t let the light go out! 

 

(They stand holding their candles with the empty rocking chairs as a backdrop.) 

 

CURTAIN  

 

 

 

 


