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2 INDIANA REPERTORY THEATRE

LOOKING OVER THE PRESIDENT® SHOULDER
BY JAMES STILL

Hoosier Alonzo Fields spent two decades as Chief Butler at the White House, serving Presidents Hoover,
Roosevelt, Truman, and Eisenhower. A hit in theatres across the country, this funny, poignant, uplifting
memoir returns to the IRT by popular demand. Looking Over the President® Shoulder is based closely on
Fieldsébmemoir My 21 Years in the White House and offers us not only an insider& view of daily life in the
presidential household, but also a deeply personal account of American politics and world events.

As an African-American and domestic servant during the first half of the 20th century, Alonzo Fields is not
a typical historian. He offers a glimpse behind the scenes of power, revealing a fuller picture, and perhaps
a deeper truth. Through Fields& experience, we learn about presidents as individuals, and see the face
behind many now-famous (or infamous) policies and headlines. We also learn of Fields& search for
respect as he recounts the civil rights decisions of each administration. Through Alonzo Fields, we are
reminded of the value and strength of the individual® voice: every person counts, and every story matters.

STUDENT MATINEES 10:00 am on April 3, 4, 10, 11, 17-20, 24-27

ESTIMATED LENGTH Approximately 2 hours

AGE RANGE Recommended for grades 7-12

CONTENT ADVISORY

Looking Over the President® Shoulder is an historical drama that contains some mild language. A script
preview is available upon request. Recommended for grades 7-12.
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THE LIFE OF ALONZO FIELDS

As Chief Butler at the White House, Alonzo Fields served four Presidents: Herbert Hoover, Franklin
D. Roosevelt, Harry S Truman, and Dwight D. Eisenhower. He dealt with heads of state, government
officials, Hollywood celebrities, and everyone else who visited the White House, whether for an
afternoon reception or a state dinner or an overnight stay. He worked closely with not only the
President but also the First Lady, constantly learning to adapt as new families moved in and out of
the White House. He worked with great skill and pride, although this job was far from the life he had
planned for himself.

Alonzo Fields was born in 1900, in Lyles Station, Indiana, in Gibson County just north of Evansville.
Lyles Station was an all-black community founded by free slaves; Alonzo& grandfather had been a
slave. Alonzo®& family moved to Indianapolis when he was 11; there he developed his talents as a
singer, which eventually led him to study at the Boston Conservatory of Music. To earn money for his
studies he worked as a butler in the home of the president of MIT.

In October 1931 Mr. Fields& employer died unexpectedly. It was the height of the Depression, and
with a family to support, Mr. Fields felt he had no choice but to suspend his music studies and
accept his only job offer: to be a butler at the White House. Although he accepted this job as a
temporary detour, his new career occupied him for 21 years.

The health of Mr. Fields& wife, Edna, was
deteriorating, and in 1953 when Eisenhower
was elected, Mr. Fields decided to leave the
White House. The couple moved back to
Massachusetts, where they settled in Medford, a
suburb of Boston. President Truman helped Mr.
Fields get a job in Boston with the General
Services Administration (GSA). Although he
never became the musician he had aspired to
be, during his later years Mr. Fields used his
love of performing to gain recognition as a
popular speaker and storyteller. He traveled to
various churches, gentlemen& clubs, and civic
groups entertaining audiences with stories from
his years at the White House. His memoir, My
21 Years in the White House, was published in
1961. At the age of 80, he married his second
wife, Mayland. Alonzo Fields died in 1994.

Alonzo Fields (at right)
with President & Mrs. Truman
at the front door of the White House.
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A REMINDER IN OUR CHANGING WORLD

BY JANET ALLEN, EXECUTIVE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR

Much has changed in our world since last we produced Looking Over the President®& Shoulder in
2008. We have had a black president, not just black men serving the president. We have experienced
many violent racial events in our country, and been called to the cry of Black Lives Matter. We have
seen The Butler, based on a different African American butler at the White Housed one who, by the
way, was trained on the job by the subject of our play, Alonzo Fields. We have witnessed the creation
of the National Museum of African American History and Culture on the mall in Washington DCd
which includes an exhibit dedicated to the story of Lyles Station, Indiana, Alonzo Fields& hometown.

In 1999, James Sitill, then IRT& newly minted playwright-in-residence, found an old yellowed
newspaper clipping in the Indiana Historical Society library, brought to him by now-retired reference
librarian Wilma Gibbs Moore, that outlined the story of Alonzo Fields: a young man from Lyles
Station, Indiana, one of Indiana® many all-black towns, who trained to be an opera singer, then spent
21 years as a butler in the White House, serving four presidents. A beguiling seed for a play. James
eventually found his way to Alonzo& widow, Mayland Fields, who gave him the handwritten first draft
of Alonzo®& long-out-of-print memoir, My 21 Years in the White House. A new play was born, our third
Indiana Series commission. Now, almost 20 years later, we are creating our third production of the
play, and celebrating its many productions all over our country. Mr. Fields& view of the world, from
behind the president® chair, continues to command our attention and respect.

We are blessed to have David Alan Anderson take on the role of Alonzo Fields again. We would not
have produced the play again without him. David is nothing short of an Indianapolis treasure. While
he has played the role several times, including at the IRT in 2008, he now revisits it at a point in his
professional career where looking back on a 21-year experience has richer meaning. He also brings
to it more of the wisdom and craft that comes to a highly skilled performer with each great role he
takes on, accruing experience and a deepening connection to story and audience. Thank you, David,
for taking Alonzo® journey again with and for us.

There are many ways, in our current times, in which we imagine
life in the White Housed we deduce various things from the
media, turning press stories into inklings of lifestyle and photos
into imagined interactions. The stories of the various presidents
in the play seem a far cry from the stories that emanate from
today® White House. Alonzo Fields reminds us of a time when
civility, and perhaps an old-fashioned idea of respect and
privacy, were practiced in the White House in ways that social
media and the internet seem now to have abolished. | often
wonder what Lonny Fields would make of his workplace today.

David Al an Ander 48production of
Looking Over 't he PRhetsby OrennEndicstt.
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OUR FRIEND IN THE WHITE HOUSE

BY JAMES STILL, PLAYWRIGHT-IN-RESIDENCE

Looking Over the President® Shoulder is a one-person play. Why? It was my instinct from the
beginning to write this play for one actor. There is something intimate and exhilarating and shared
about watching one character tell his or her story. As an audience, we feel close to that character, we
feel as though we&e been cast as his confidant, we feel essential to the experience. Wede here to
hear a story. And on a technical level, there is something dangerous and thrilling about watching one
actor bravely inhabit the stage for two hours.. But secretly, there was more to it than that.

As the chief butler in the White House, Alonzo Fields was required to be silent, to stare straight
ahead, not to smile or acknowledge any of the conversations taking place. As an African American in
the White House from 1931 to 1953, he stood behind four presidents as the country struggled with its
complicated history of racism and classism. | remember feeling there was something perfectly
subversive and bold about a one-man play whose character hadna been allowed to talk on the job.
Finally, Alonzo Fields would get to tell his story. Through the years I&e also discovered there were
many audiences who want to hear his story.

It is fitting that Idn sharing my 20th season as playwright-in-residence with Alonzo Fields. 1t& one of
the first plays of mine the IRT commissioned. If youde like me, you might never have heard of Alonzo
Fields. I first ran across his name in 1999 while doing research on another project for the IRT. Soon |
was making phone calls to the Harry S. Truman Library in Independence, Missouri, to the White
House, and to the Smithsonian. | would travel to Boston and spend time with Alonzo Fields& second
wife, Mayland (whom | recently visited on the occasion of her 100th birthday!). | would travel to
Washington DC and talk to White House staff, spend time in the White House kitchen and the butler®
pantry, and walk up and down the back stairs. | would also walk across Pennsylvania Avenue, sit on
a park bench, and look back at the White Housed just as Alonzo Fields does in the play. Many years
and many productions later, and 1an reminded anew what a wonderful man Fields was, what a
complicated moment in history he shares with us, and what a unique role he played. He really was fin
the front row watching thhe passing parade of his

Alonzo Fields died in 1994, so 18 never know what he might have thought about this play and all the
attention he® gotten through the many actors who have played him on many stages through the
years. If he were here, there are things 1@ love to ask him. But mostly I@ want to say thank you.
Thank you for teaching me about living a life with grace and elegance, about doing a job with a sense
of purpose and pride, and about being an artist who served dinner to four presidents and their
familiesd and served his country too.

| dedicate this production to the memory of John Henry Redwood who originated the role. And to
David Alan Anderson who so beautifully accepted the baton from fPopsoand brings Alonzo Fields to
life yet again.



THEVI EW FROM THE BUTLER

ROBERT M. KOHARCHIK SCENIC DESIGNER

Being a big fan of history and ofLdd&dk®wneasrc rtihpet |, I
Presi@deSthtoibdet he second time. The set design for
architecture of Washington DC and its many monum
includes surfaces for projected i mages.

Preli moderny by scenic designer Robert M. K

CHRIS BERCHILD PROJECTION DESIGNER
The visualooMoirngl @ver &t I5éh oRursedsmirdveerty engaging one
a memory play (based on the memoiirosn ooff Avleornyz or eFail

recogni zabl e pl aces, peopl e, and events from mod
is to strike the bal amod freti wgemitsheogeée ctawo apelhes
still respectingrapecexplowoifng ht seremar kabl e man
of the visuals wild/l be instantly recognizabl e, a
media, while others may seem abstract or elrdasg nesn

he remembers his time in the White House.
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MARTIN CHAPMAN-BOWMAN
COSTUME DESIGNER

Al onzo Fields was a
singer who suddenly
White House as a but
two | ooks to heldp c
tastteg,|l es BoOe: pastra
ensemble and the fo
t he White Housem shaasf
its own stgoboaeat, bwhi
the classic | ook of
travel outfit 1 s whg
speak to GMepg sbBneael ds 4
was not a man of gr ¢
daughter to support,

seriously il1l. Hi s
not ostentation. I
be shown in warm to

more pridad ehisgadiedh mi
friends saw him.

Preliminary ¢
by designer Ma

MICHAEL KECK COMPOSER

| am inspired by James® inclusion of
Schubert®& Ave Maria, a recurring motif
heard as Alonso Fields sings it from the
stage and in his memory through a
recording of Marian Anderson. To help
set the tone and mark the period, | am
pulled toward the intimate sound of a
piano and small string ensemble as might
have performed for dinner guests of the
First Family in the splendor of the White
House East Room. Using historical
broadcast recordings stitched together
with original compositions and playfully
quaint campaign songs supporting
Fields® personal narrative, | join our
creative team in offering a window into
Alonso Fields® service from 1931
through 1953.



