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Radio Golf: the courage of
his convictions - survival,
success and spirituality

Hey, you have to go forward into the 21% century. I figure we could g0
forward united . . . ’'m talking about the black Americans who share that
4o0-year history of being here in America. One of the things with Radio Golf
is that I realized I had to in some way deal with the black middle class, which
for the most part is not in the other nine plays. My idea was that the black
middle class seems to be divorcing themselves from that community, making
their fortune on their own without recognizing or acknowledging their
connection to the larger community. And I thought: We have gained a lot of
sophistication and expertise and resources, and we should be helping that
community, which is completely devastated by drugs and crime and the social

practices of the past hundred years of the country . . .

If you don’t recognize that you have a duty and a responsibility, then
obviously you won’t do that. Some people don’t feel that responsibility, but I
do, so I thought I would express that in the work. In the 21 century we can

go forward together. That was my idea behind the play.*

Radio Golf (2005) is both August Wilson’s 0ld Testament to the past and
his New Testament to the future. Never one to mince words, even in the last
few months of his life, he sounds his challenge to the black middle class to
engage in the battle for the black man’s soul. .
Wilson selects a specific era out of the homogeneous. C(.)LII'SC of.hlsFory
to illustrate a ‘state of emergency’ which Walter Benjamin in Illzmznzz.ttrons
(1969) calls the rule rather than the exception for t'hose wh? su.l;lsgl_be vtz
the tradition of the oppressed.* Radio Golf depicts Plt.tsburgh. SlHl ' lzli';cn
in 1997, a year which marks the critical moment f’f its Pfossfltt’)l? ehttl?t o
in the name of progress. As the city proceeds to rid .1tsel' ol ig| ,t e
creates a ‘moment of danger’ which affects both the h.lSEOrlCa con;en R
African American tradition and its receivers. The Hill’s current desola

£ black culture and
iti uld lead toa redevelopment .
ot ey an American memory and history when

and impending
wealth and status promised by the

community or to the erasure of Afric
faced with the appeal of material success,
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ents the dilemma but leaves us to Contemplat
e

American Dream. Wilson pres
the solutions.

In his entire ten-
the diverse American au

play chronicle, Wilson .teaches his own community o
dience to recognize and respect the role AfriCan
Americans have played in both an ethnic and ahr.lational'histo.ri.cal Contex,
Simultaneously proud of his cultural roots and his Amerlcar} citizenship |,
wants to support and celebrate. b(?th. To .do so, he has wisely FhOSEn his
old neighbourhood, the Hill District of Pittsburgh, as the location fo; all
but one of his plays. Containing many l?mdmarks, with Aunt Ester’s house
as its red-doored heart, it was once a lively .hub n.iade up of houses with
yards, numerous businesses (Miss Harriet’s fried chicken place, Hop’s Cop.
struction, Sam Green’s grocery, Mr Redwood’s Orphanage, Wilks R calty)
schools (St Richard’s, Connolly Trade), hospitals, churches, entertainmen
and sports centres (the Crawford Grill or Kennard Field). Poverty, crime
and unemployment now walk its once busy streets. Poor blacks and Street
gangs, pawnshops, the mission, Hill House, and busy undertakers populate
the district. Even TV trucks, as Mame Wilks points out, will not drive up to
the Hill unless there is a shooting. Socially mobile blacks have moved out
of the inner city to Shadyside and other suburban neighbourhoods. The Hill
District is the cycle’s overriding “lieu de mémoire” to use Pierre Nora’s term,
the setting

where memory crystallizes and secretes itself at a particular historical moment,
a turning point where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with
the sense that memory has been torn — but rorn in such a way as to pose
the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of
historical continuity persists.3

What happens when the local handyman paints the front door of an old
house slated for demolition and decides to invite the neighbourhood to a
party? All hell breaks loose. 1839 Wylie Avenue is sacred ground, the home
of the now-deceased Mother of the Race, the ‘most significant persona’* of
Wilson’s ten-play chronicle of the African American experience. She is none
other than the ultimate ancestor, Aunt Ester. Aptly named after the woman
who saved her people in the Old Testament and as old as slavery itself, she
si_gniﬁes the presence of the black man in America and bears witness to his
history and worth, The impending destruction of her home serves as the
catglyst for the play’s dramatic action.

Significantly, the stage setting for Radio Golf is the Bedford Hills Rede-

v i |
.el.opmenr Company construction office and 70t Aunt Ester’s home. One s
visible and the other invisib]

.. i ts
& one concrete, the other spiritual. One poil
to the future, the other co

; )
nnects to the past. Decorated with posters
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cczmeml.:o'rar__v international golf champion Tiger Woods
of the civil rights movement Martin Luther King
that exists within the larger one of the [j]| Distb
mer Centre Avenue storefront, complete w
belongs to Wilks Realty, the black busine
back to Caesar Wilks, the first black
who invaded Aunt Ester’s sanctuary i
This location becomes the aren
place.

The play’s protagonist, Harmond Wilks, is representative of the black
middle class, which moved out of the Hill District years earlier to a more
affluent part of the city (Shadyside) and lost touch with those left behind.
He is a real estate developer, wealthy owner of Wilks Realty, local leader
and potential mayoral candidate. His Cornell roommate, and the drama’s
antagonist, Roosevelt Hicks, is an avid golfer, soon-to-be Mellon Bank Vice-
President and part owner of and golf talkshow host on WBTZ radio. The
two friends have long played golf together and have just become partners
in a new, black enterprise — the Bedford Hills Redevelopment, Inc. Funded
by a combination of their own and government (Model Cities) money, the
pair plan to revive the Hill District and make a tidy profit on their $200,000
investment in the process. The author uses their shared interest in the game
of golf to contrast their personal histories, ethics and relationship to African
American history and values.

Titles are always keys to an understanding of Wilson’s dramas, and Radio
Golf is no exception. The title metaphorically alludes to the aspirations of
the black middle class towards the accumulation of wealth and socialista-
tus, including celebrity, within the larger American context. Go'lf_if,‘a{ﬁ_e?zillﬂ,A
an upper-class individual sport played on ma{licq{ed greens as OPE?S_ES ©
team baseball played on backlots in urban neigllbqgrbooqs (Fences) (1985).
Wilson chooses golf — a professional sport once 'inaccesmb‘le to blacks - to
examine the erosion of African American cultural values in the pursuit of
success as defined by the dominant white society. Ever siflce §20) nobl;men
and gentlemen’ at St Andrews, Fife, Scotland set up the Socnetydojf\St {\nt rGCWle
Golfers in 1754 and adopted its present name of'the Royal an ncnfen Hho
Club of St Andrews by permission of William IY in 1834, th? BaHe Odglo a;
been associated with upper-class society both in Great Entam and later i

: : : : the caddies, not the players,
America. Historically, African Americans were the ¢ s
on American courses. The Professional Golf Association did nota

£
until Charlie Sifford, first black in the \X/orld. Golf Hall f)f Far.ne ::mﬂi1 t‘;&g{n(;
Just Let Me Play (1992), pioneered the way in 1961. Wilson issues e 2;
“We’re all trying to imitate the British to become lords and aristocrats, b

and the 1960s icon
> Jr., it is a site of memory
: rict. The old building, a for-
ith antique embossed tin ceiling,
ss with a history which reaches
constable on the Hill and the man
. 0 1918 (Gem of the Ocean (2003))
a in which the drama’s spiritual conflict takes
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American Dream. Wilson presents the dilemma but leaves us ¢ Comemplat
e

the solutions. ) 5 -
In his entire ten-play chronicle, Wilson teaches his own comp,

the diverse American audience to recqgnize and respect 'the rol
Americans have played in both an ethnic and a r}atxonal_hlstorica
Simultaneously proud of his cultural roots and his American cjtj,
wants to support and celebratg bc?th. To .do so, he has wisely
old neighbourhood, the Hill District of Pittsburgh, as the loca
but one of his plays. Containing many landmarks, with Aunt E
as its red-doored heart, it was once a lively hub made up of houses With
yards, numerous businesses (Miss Harriet’s fried chicken place, Hop’s Cop.
struction, Sam Green’s grocery, Mr Redwood’s Orphanage, Wilks
schools (St Richard’s, Connolly Trade), hospitals, churches, entertainmeng
and sports centres (the Crawford Grill or Kennard Field). Poverty, crime
and unemployment now walk its once busy streets. Poor blacks and street
gangs, pawnshops, the mission, Hill House, and busy undertakers populate
the district. Even TV trucks, as Mame Wilks points out, will not drive up to
the Hill unless there is a shooting. Socially mobile blacks have moved out
of the inner city to Shadyside and other suburban neighbourhoods. The Hi|
District is the cycle’s overriding “liex de mémoire” to use Pierre Nor-
the setting

Unity anq
€ African
I contey;
enship, he
chosen
tion fol- 21“
ster’s hoyge

Realty),

a’s term,

where memory crystallizes and secretes itself at a particular historical moment,
a turning point where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with
the sense that memory has been torn — but torn in such a way as to pose

the problem of the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of
historical continuity persists.3

What happens when the local handyman paints the front door of an old
house slated for demolition and decides to invite the neighbourhood to a
party? All hell breaks loose. 1839 Wylie Avenue is sacred ground, the home
of the now-deceased Mother of the Race, the ‘most significant persona™ of
Wilson’s ten-play chronicle of the

African American experience. She is none
other than the ultimate

ancestor, Aunt Ester. Aptly named after the woman
v&rho saved her people in the Old Testament and as old as slavery itself, she
Slgniﬁes the presence of the black man in America and bears witness to his
history and worth, The impending destruction of her home serves as the
Caté?lys.t for the play’s dramatic action,

Significantly, the Stage setting for Radio Golf is the Bedford Hills Redf'?'
\‘:?I'T)Il’ ment Company construction office and 7ot Aunt Ester’s home. On¢ s
th)SIthz ?nd the other invisible; one concrete, the other spiritual. One poiit

uture, the other conpects to the past. Decorated with posters ©
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contemporary international golf champion Tiger Woods and the 19605 ic
of the civil rights movement Martin Luther King, Jr., it is a site f) 4 '“”3
that exists within the larger one of the Hill District, 'I:he olé builginme;n to :
mer Centre Avenue storefront, complete with antique embossed tingcjeili:r-
belongs to Wilks Realty, the\black business with a history which reqcheg;
back to Caesar Wilks, the first black constable on the H’ill and rhe‘man
who invaded Aunt Ester’s sanctuary in 1918 (Gem of the Ocean (2003))
This location becomes the arena in which the drama’s spiritual conflict taf(es.
place.
The play’s protagonist, Harmond Wilks,

is representative of the black
middle class, which moved out of the Hill

District years earlier to a more
affluent part of the city (Shadyside) and lost touch with those left behind.

He is a real estate developer, wealthy owner of Wilks Realty, local leader
and potential mayoral candidate. His Cornell roommate, and the drama’s
antagonist, Roosevelt Hicks, is an avid golfer, soon-to-be Mellon Bank Vice-
President and part owner of and golf talkshow host on WBTZ radio. The
two friends have long played golf together and have just become partners
in a new, black enterprise — the Bedford Hills Redevelopment, Inc. Funded
by a combination of their own and government (Model Cities) money, the
pair plan to revive the Hill District and make a tidy profit on their $200,000
investment in the process. The author uses their shared interest in the game
of golf to contrast their personal histories, ethics and relationship to African
American history and values.

Titles are always keys to an understanding of Wilson’s dramas, and Radio
Golf is no exception. The title metaphorically alludes to thﬁz gspirgt}i?r_l_sﬂgf
the black middle class towards the accufulation of wealth a_na.so~cial“sta-
tus, including celebrity; within the larger American context. »Go‘ll;ls:_aift_eia_ll_,‘
an upper-class individual sport played on {r}gpicuggfl greens as opposed TO
team baseball played on backlots in urban neig'hg;quﬁoqc.is (Fences) (1985).
Wilson chooses golf — a professional sport once maccesmb.le to blacks = tof
examine the erosion of African American cultural value.s in Ehe pursuit o
success as defined by the dominant white society. Ever since 1fzs nzblgrrelevr;
and gentlemen’ at St Andrews, Fife, Scotland set up the SoclletydoA tCierrllt r(;:,lﬁ
Golfers in 1754 and adopted its present name of'the Royahan nof Lo
Club of St Andrews by permission of William IV.m 1834, the game dglater 2
been associated with upper-class soc.iety both threztd irsltil(r)ltezﬁe =
America. Historically, African Ar'nerlcans were t F:.:;n did’not da
on American courses. The Professional Golf Associatl "

3 : 1f Hall of Fame and author o!
until Charlie Sifford, first black in the World‘ Go e
Just Let Me Play (1992), pioneert‘:d. the W;*Y mn:: = r.—ds o
“We’re all trying to imitate the British to beco
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bunch of servants and a gardener . . . We were fou'nded as a Britigj,
Wilson is a typical Pittsburgh spgrts fan who admires the athletic ¢
of Tiger Woods, Muhammad Ali, Joe L.ou1s and others who pion
way for blacks in professmnal. sports. Simultaneously, he criticize
version of their talent and heritage into mass-marketable prodyc
the Nike endorsement 0L much earlier, Ma Rainey’s recorded g
commodification® is tantamount to stealing their heritage, like A
house, in the name of progress.

The play’s language and music capture this commodification and shy
tering of history. Harmond and Mame speak with near-perfect gmm”; t-
about marketing and business deals and their relationship. Harmond likcar
true politician, can adjust his speech pattern to his constituency, R():)se\rcla
retains the poor grammar and colourful swearing of his youth in additiop, t(:
the vocabularies he learnt in college. Ben Brantley, in his New York Titnes
review of Radio Golf, describes what Wilson is doing as an artist:

Colony, s
Xcellence
€ered fhe
S the con
ts, such as
Ongs. This
unt ESfer’s

The inspiring antiseptic slang of much of the dialogue in ‘Radio Golf’ is delip-
erate . .. Mr Wilson intends that at least three of his characters sound as out of
place as they do. They may be transacting business in that section of Pittsburgh
known as the Hill, . . . but they have forgotten its language, an organic poetry
shaped by decades of hard living. They are people who’ve lost their natural
voices. In Mr Wilson’s world, that’s the same thing as losing their souls.”

Old Joe and Sterling possess the ‘Shakespearean richness that Mr Wilson has
devised for residents of the hill . . . the wayward anecdotal vigor that is Mr
Wilson’s blissful specialty’.$
Wilson signifies a break in the African American tradition with the notice-
able absence of the blues, a ‘way of remembering, a congenital instinctive
force that reaches back through the centuries to the first slave ships’.? Old
Joe ]?arlow pawned his guitar in 1970. The two developers sing white man’s
music: ‘Hail, Hail the Gang’s All Here’ and ‘Blue Skies’. Harmond, who has
letse:;iel;"a)’ to ‘leave his ma.rk on life’*° i.n a unique song of hi.s own, ?Vi”
i ally FfanSfOrm Fhe notion of ‘gang’ into a new alliance with Sterling,
thz ]‘:’i::(;li;l:;::a?:ec;n;e :f the play”s close, in a last-ditch effort to celebrate
: unt Ester’s house.
WllS’OH utilizes contrasting
drama’s five characters to explo
VErsus communit

attitudes towards the game of golf in the
re the dilemma of entrepreneurial self-interest
chronological hist)lo:verlsare" Tl;e i et e embOdimen[t)S okf
to the founding of Xm flgmg R 19.18 thr9ugh 1997, and refe‘rence afe
Indian Wars, African ac:cCa - a nano‘n, WIISOH includes allusioRsHS tr]y
the underground railroad C:tbr), (il Ethiopia, the M@dle Passage, ‘slave )d,
» abolition and reconstruction, black northwar
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migrations, the industrial revolution, th :
> the Depression, Wi 0 '

-1 ck fli e : B , World War II -
class black flight from the inner cities and the e ot e ) gndcljle

f 1 i f . erty and crime
e beilmlii’Pthe demise of the steel mills and small businesses the civil rights
fmd B ack rower movements, anditheconSequen datigan e of blg‘k
into positions of prominence in entertainment s e

>}

: o ports, business and politics.

Both Harm?fld Wilks and Roosevelt Hicks are beneficiaries of the fx and-
ing opportunities for blacks made available through the civil rights‘rl:love-
ment and affirmative action policies of the 1960s, 19705, 1980s and 1990s

Both are graduates of one of the nation’s finest private universities, Cornell
While Harmond inherited wealth, Roosevelt is still scrambling to)amass it.
Harmond’s monogrammed golf set, bought ‘before taxes’ twelve years ear:
lier, is now a part of him. He is comfortable with government ofﬁc'ials (both
city and federal) and experienced in urban politics. His hero and champion
of the community is Martin Luther King, Jr. At the play’s beginning, Roo-
sevelt is hungry for financial success and recognition and is comparatively
naive, as is evident by his elation over an invitation to play golf with a set
of white Pittsburgh businessmen for the first time. His hero is Tiger Woods.
Aided by the notion that golf has taught them how to succeed in life, both
men believe that a world of opportunity lies before them. They are excited
by the possibility of erecting a driving range at Kennard Field and a golf
camp for kids which could give young, poor blacks a head start.

Wilson delineates three other nongolfing dramatis personae to fill out the
spectrum of characters inside his geographical Hill District/lienx de mémoire.
He brings us Harmond’s wife Mame, a public relations professional and _
future spokesperson for the governor’s office as well as loyal, loving spouse.
She prefers the posh neighbourhood of Shadyside to the downtrodden Hill
and views Harmond’s golf clubs as ‘stuff’, easily replaceable if you have
insurance and file a police report. The two Hill denizens — Elder ‘Old Joe’
Barlow (World War II veteran, divorced father of eight children, vagrant
he son of Caesar Wilks’s sister Black Mary and
Citizen Barlow of Gem of the Ocean and the current owner of A{u\:lt Ester’s
house) and Sterling Johnson (local handyman, Aunt ESCC{ protege, ex-con
and warrior spirit who first appeared in Two Trains Running (1999)) _'Cin
view golf clubs only as useless weapons or stolen goods for sale, CSFI’CCI";J
in a neighbourhood which cannot boast the necessary grasi to £ oar}i,es ir;
They carry the history of the neighbourhood thrlough pe}isir;;ie;nsctrangers &
vigorous anecdotal voices, speaking 2 Lpeigey OStc(:(r)lf;iccts with the process
Harmond, Mame and Roosevelt. History, however,
of gentiifieation, ners to build the conflict

1 It
Wilson focuses on the two black business pa e
which powers the drama. The real estate developers are, by g

with a criminal record, t
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And there is not much of the old Hil] Dise

Bl g nemory. ct Jef;
of history and 1 ) ; il tto
. : : w you gonna bring it )
preserve, as Sterling points out: How you g g it back? Ipg deaq It

take Jesus Christ to bring it back. \X/,hat yf)ut;neanblsvyo‘u sonng I Somethjpg

in its place. Say that. But don’t ta.ll\ about bringing the HjJ| back_ Th
;—llslel gisltrict’s dead.™ Harmond tells him about the plan to rebujld the whole
nelighbourhood with shops, houss:s and.stores (!ater revealec’l to be 4 18:
unit apartment building and ch.am .busmesse_s like Starbuck’s, Barnes g4
Noble, and Whole Foods (one exists in Shadyside today)). He tempts Sterling
with potential construction work. Wilson, however, has other plans fo, i
central character. As he begins a journey to acknowledge the imporranCe of
African American history, Harmond will discover the real meaning of that
r960s anthem ‘We shall overcome’, and what inclusive civic leadership really
demands.

As the grandson of Caesar Wilks, the Hill’s first black policeman, Ha,.
mond inherits his ancestor’s belief in the structure provided by the rule of
law. He sees golf as a game of honour, concentrated individual effort and skill
governed by an international, uniform set of rules. He declares, “You teach
the kids how to play golf and they have all the rules they need to win at life.
(93). A man of integrity, Harmond has played by the rules. He follows his
father into the business, remains loyal to his wife, and believes some things
are not replaceable or for sale, like the embossed tin roof, the decorations in
Aunt Ester’s house, or a family bloodline. Citizens’ rights and responsibilities
are very important to this man. He views the law as a means to set standards
for everyone (black and white), curb violence, protect individual rights and
ensure social order and wellbeing. He protests about police brutality in his
candidacy speech in the face of his wife’s resistance and promises to attract
future employers, such as Wilson Sporting Goods, to provide jobs and a
means to combat poverty. He wants to be the mayor for all Americans. He
holds to the notion that ‘The law protects you when you own your house
and pay the taxes. But the law also protects the city when a property’s left
abandoned’ (96).

The currently controversial concept of ‘eminent domain’, which permits
the state to seize private property for the ‘public good’ or a city to remove
someone’s home and turn it over to a private developer, goes one step fur-
t}.wr' Ironically, Harmond’s one illegal act, buying derelict houses from the
city before public auction, hoists h could
not have predicted at the outset.
stolen property,
ing to his cousin
make a choice b
financial succes

im on his own petard in a way he :
He discovers his own complicity in buying
Wwhether it be the club set from Sterling or the house belong-
> Old Joe Barlow. Wilson puts Harmond to the test; he must
ctween hiding his fraudulent activity, thereby ensuring huge
s and social prominence if the development moves forwarc,
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or eliminating the corruption by rescuing
tion and risking the ruin of his career, Ul

Roosevelt with his moral dilemma:

Aunt Ester’s house from demoli-
imately, he confronts Mame and

HARMOND: Bedford Hills acquired 18

39 illegally. It bought it from me but [
didn’t own it. I bought the house be g rom me but

. fore it went to auction. That's against
the law. That’s corruption. I'm going down to the courthouse and file an
injunction to stop the demolition.

MaME: Harmond, if you do that you’re throwing every,
hard work. Your career. Your reputation.

HARMOND: All 'm trying to do is save Bedford Hills Redevelopment. You
got to have rule of law. Otherwise it would be chaos. Nobody wants to live
in chaos. (105)

thing away. All your

While Harmond believes ‘T've got the law on my side’, it is Sterling who
knows from experience that rules change, especially if you are not the one
making them. Even Old Joe recognizes the uselessness of protest if you are
‘invisible’. Sterling, who went to Black Power leader Malcolm X’s rally in
Two Trains Running, spells out the nature of the game:

You got too big too fast. They don’t like that. If you hadn’t did it to yourself
they was laying for you. They don’t mind you playing their game but oS can’t
outplay them. If you score too many points they changé the rules. That’s what
the problem was . . . you scored too many points. If[hmgsvhéd kepr on going
like that you was gonna have to buy you a gun. Time this isfoyeayod amE
gonna be able to walk down the street without somebody pointing at }'oSu. If
they point and whisper you in trouble. Yow’d }.121\'6 to move out the starcif :::)r;
over again somewhere fresh. That is if you still wanna play the gam;. ‘d‘

u gonna have to relearn the rules. See . . . they done

changed. If you relearn the rules they’ll let )'ou,baCk on 'tEe P|3."midﬁ‘;:i£:;
now you crippled. You ain’t got but one leg. You be d'm 1’ng~nz::01.lou e
for handicapped parking. Get back on the field and ?\lef) Ub d\)' i, ik
somebody they check their pockets. That enough to klli‘n) "’10.[1 :Ou o)
If you had to take a litele hic like that all day every day how long y

ive y X . (10
you can last? I give you six months. (107)

still wanna play the game yo

ame’, N0 matter what the

‘in the
Roosevelt, on the other hand, has to be ‘in the &

st. He tells his partner:

O
o]

»d 1 miss this? I
1 hit my first golf ball, Lasked myself wheFre h;:: flirgteet:]:i?\\\\ j{ched i
i ieve it. I felt free. Truly free. 'or ¢ S
?0L]¥C:;‘ t ble:;]ee\jrliving range. I didn’t think it could go s0 h‘gb-;t ]qusvas fa:;ying
;:imllleror::d higher. I felt something lift off of me. Some \t\oe:ie e
- d‘ d didn’t know it. I felt like the world was Opﬂt. 0~ g o i
arounb Zn : I must have hita hundred golf balls trying to &
everybody . . . :
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But that first time was worth everythi?;,;. I felt lil:e I had my dick jp my hapg
and was waving it around like a club: I m a man..Anybody \\,'ant some of
come and get it!” That was the besf feel.mg of my ll.fe - - - That’s why | keep -
golf clubs in the trunk of my car just in case I drwe.by a golf course, | kee'
Jooking for that feeling. That’s what I want these kids to have, Thar’]] o
them a chance at life. I wish somebody had come along ‘and S e i
to play golf when I was ten. That’ll‘set you on a path to life where everything
is open to you. You don’t have to hide and crawl under a rock just Yo e
black. Feel like you don’t belong in the world. (9o-1)

Sounding like Boy Willie in The Piano Lefson (r987), Roosevelt associates
golf with freedom and self-respect, making money (Tiger Woods’s Nike
endorsement), achieving celebrity status, and playing the game with white
heavy hitters. Because his need to belong is so strong, he believes that success
in America comes through playing by the white man’s rules, just as in golf,
To transact business on the green, he prints his new business cards a5 Vice-
President of Mellon Bank and partner in the Bedford Hills Redevelopment
Company because ‘Without them cards they’ll think I'm the caddie’ (92).

Roosevelt naively believes that the white businessmen included him at
their table because of his great golf game:

I was the center of the table and the conversation was going as good as my
game. There I was holding my own, breaking out ahead of the pack at a table
of millionaires. Then I look up and it was just me and Bernie sitting there.
Man to man. I thought to myself, This is where Pve been trying to get to my
whole life. And then it happened. Bernie Smith wants to partner with me to buy
WBTZ radio . . . I'd be in charge. Bernie wants to be a silent partner . . .(97)

The more practised Harmond recognizes their manipulation of his partner’s

love for golf and need to belong. Bernie’s payment of green fees, drinks, etc.

1s not much of an outlay when compared with the profit margin possible via

media or urban redevelopment.
Roosevelt, however, is more than happy to trade on his ‘black face’ to

garner government subsidy to buy the local radio station at a reduced price.
Particularly when he can both m

: ake money and be the host of a programme
about his favourite sport. As he

says:

::slse:,se?(l)):;you ddo> i ]:his is ITOW everybody does it. You don’t think Me.llm:
hislisihe ’:r:S'e I’. We're talking abour an eight million dollar radio station:
At tablesyoj. m a; the table! There was a time they didn’t let any bl.ﬂCkS
And they \\;cnt inorr}’](ine the door. You shined the shoes. You served the drinks.
fuckers who bough y rodom and made the deal. 'm in the room! Them mothe'rdg
) T8 s e 6 ta"' '”ﬂded them railroads . . . how do you think they di
usiness, This is the way it’s done in America . . . I get to walk away
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with a piece of an asset worth eight million dollars. I don’t care if s eb

else makes some money "cause of a tax break. | get mine and they &vey:wl:t'L »OJ".
Harmond, I have to take this. This is not going to come along a.’a?n El"lu*rb o
dow of opportunity is already starting to close. If I don't do tiis B.en:'L v m
get somebody else. (97-8) 7t

As an old friend, H;Irr}lond supports him with advice about lawyers, deal
percentages and a promise to watch his back. Roosevelt wants tO'Celebrate
with another round of golf, but, in a funny, ironic and prophetic twist
Harmond cannot play. His golf clubs have been stolen by members of his owr;
African American community. At the play’s close, Roosevelt will sacrifice his
best friend to the lure of wealth and status promised by a new partnership
with the same Bernie Smith in the Bedford Hills Redevelopment project.
Roosevelt follows his own radio broadcast advice. He knows he is ‘one hole
from disaster’ (ror) if he sticks with Harmond and decides to eliminate the
handicap (1839 Wylie) which threatens the entire redevelopment scheme.
Ultimately, he does not care whose rules he plays by, if he wins the game and
gets his cut. He is, as Sterling declares, a ‘Negro’:

Sterling: [to Roosevelt] . . . You a Negro. White people will get confused and
call you a nigger but they don’t know like I know. I know the truth of it.
I'm '1 nigger. Negroes are the worst thing in God’s creation. Niggers got style.
Negroes got blind-eyetist. A dog knows it’s a dog. A cat knows it’s a cat. Bu.t a
Negro don’t know he’s a Negro. He thinks he’s a white man. It’s Negroes like
you who hold us back. (107)

Unlike Roosevelt, Harmond discovers the value of history and memory con-
tained within the community whereas Roosevelt threatensits very existence.

Harmond takes action testifying to his newly evolved coimmumt.y loyalt.y.
He attempts to pay Old Joe for his house, recognizes.th.e Wilks famll(;'e i,oelli ui
supporting Aunt Ester, and tries to include 1839 Wylie in th.e nﬁ\.v i:m Oralr)y
ment plan. He learns that rules change when the’ court denies 1511 1p e
lition of Aunt Ester’s house. \.‘Vhen al ; ie (?Od,
he significantly gives Roosevelt his Tiger \Woods. po}slter ,::, ;11 (lei:tle:i ngc £
bye and destroys his participation ina partnershlp that v

i h in hand, joins

Bernie Smith. At the end of the play, Hafm}?“f}’]iz ?l\r\l,:)cftzsislte dwhitotcold
. . . o e

Sterling, war-painted like Cochise, the }:\ep;f)uthwest. Theirs is @ grassroots

onization of the tribe’s homeland in t s« actions cost him his political
uprising in the style of Malcolm X. Harmond > 2% 1. He is one of the gang,
career and Roosevelt’s friendship, but redeem his 59‘;’_ of “[t]he wisdom and
one of Aunt Ester’s children, and the prolllld Poslsesfsor the reconstruction of
e . 2 uable tools e
tradition she embodies which are i which the contradictions,

: : fety in
their personality and for dealing with a sOCi€ty

injunction against the demo
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over the decades, have grown more fierce, and for exposing all the Places j;

is

In
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) I2

lacking in virtue’.
Wilson’s characters

still place their faith in America’s willingne.SS to live up t'o the meaning of he,
creed so as not to make a mockery of her ideals. It is this belief in America’g
honor that allows them to pursue the American Dream even as it remaing
elusive. The conflicts with the larger society are cultural conflicts . , iy 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."

the final analysis, the Harmond/Roosevelt conflict embodies and crys.

tallizes in time (the turn of the century) the moment of danger in which the
unique African American history and cultural values could disappear, if those
in leadership positions do not assume responsibility for their continuance, It
is time for the next generation of Aunt Ester’s children to step up.
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- Suzan-Lori Parks, ‘The Light in August’, American Theatre (November 2005)
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DAVID K. SAUER AND JANICE A. SAUER

Critics on August Wilson

The only research I do is to listen to the music. There’s a lot of
history of our people in the music. When I was writing Ma Rainey's
Black Bottom, 1 didn’t want to know anything about Ma Rnine,\".
I figured what I needed to know I'd get out of her music. Listening
to her singing gave me a good sense of who she was. ... When
1 did Joe Turner’s Come and Gone, | certainly did not think about
anything that happened in 1911, but I had a sense that they didn't
have cars but had horses. And I envisioned people coming into the
cities, and there were boarding houses and people setting down
roots. [ believe if you do research, you’re limited by it . .. It’s like

putting on a straitjacket. August Wilson*

It is not for nothing that Harry J. Elam, Jr.’s 2004 book is entitled The Past as
Present in the Drama of August Wilson, in that it acknowledges the extent to
which Wilson’s plays, set in the past, nonetheless address current concerns.

: b e he
Wilson may not have been interested in conducting historical resear(.:h but
history of individual lives and the unfolding story

was concerned to trace the .
in such a way that present attitudes and

of the African American community .
/3 a in the context of past experiences. ()
valiesjare SO ; & he plays as if they were written i the

Some critics have chosen to treat the piay EooF eeTes apeoah

o : num
era in which they are set. So, for .example, fﬂ b Fiscory abthel bl dell,
Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom (1984) in terms od L <. Taylor),* or jaz (Hay,
Crawford, Gener, Mills, Plum, Smith, SHoCEEN ’Bo umil’ Gates, Pereira,
Werner, Wolfe); the Great Migration (An.dersonf, i ffican ’spiritualif)' o
Shannon ‘Transplant’); the conflicting Vit Sohannon ‘Good Christian’);
sus African American Christianity (RlChard;’ ling); WO men’s roles (Elam
patriarchal roles (Brewer, Clark, Hanis [’e?Gan;t) or ‘folk traditions’
‘Women’, Kubitschek, Marra); ‘Southernness
t)

(Harris).
Elam, however, h

ers of jenoring the complexity of
(=} O

as warned of the dang o, for example,

bserving
:~ q response, o A .
works which resist too progmmmatll: 111 :) i ep of the band members m“"der:
i jney, in Whic > *August Wilson’ 324),

that “The ending of Ma Rainey, Jues moment { Augus E

i es mort
i founding blu
another, is a complex and con
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