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Newburyg's Regional Opeva Company Theatre

by Helen Berg

Editor's note: While the Regional
Opera Company is a relatively new en-
deavor, its theater occuptes one of the
many historic sites in Newburg, the old
Lyric Theater building.

For many, the Regional Opera Com-
pany Theatre in Newburg is the prize
cultural gem of the Ozarks. There are
several important factors supporting
the idea. First of all, the squatty old
Opera House near the railroad track
provides the setting. Newburg, the
once lively railroad town, was rapidly
lalling into oblivion when playwright
Jay Turley, a restauranteur, came (o
town to buy the historlc Houston
House and found the old movie house
three doors down the street. After
finding the owner, he was able to go
inside where he found a small stage
with little dressing rooms and, above
all, old brick walls that made for al-
most perfect acoustics. In spite of the
stacks of lumber and bags of cement
and forty years accumulation of train
smoke, cobwebs and other filth, he
promptly bought the old butlding that
townspeople had been saying for
years someone should take a wreck-
er's ball to. He bought it, for after his
experience with the Black Sheep Inn
Restaurant at Arrow Rock, he knew it
and the Houston House would make a
fine dinner theater combination.

The trained architect-interior deco-
rator had just bought about all that
was left of the original Newburg struc-
tures except for a couple of houses.
Twenty-five years earller it was he who
began the restoration movement in
Arrow Rock. There he bought and re-
stored a number of Arrow Rock's ante-
bellum houses that had been the
homes of its early citizens, but it was
the old Baptist Church restoration
that forever changed Arrow  Rock
when it became the Lyceum Theater,
Still in use is the old loft made for
black worshipers. There were no Tur-
ley slaves there after 1852, for in that
year Jesse B. Turley, the playwright's
great great grandfather, had sent a
proclamation to every county in Mis-
souri, listing the names of all the
slaves he was freeing on Christimas
Day, thus being the first Missourian
to take such a stand. Realizing that
the Lyceum Is the most famous reper-
tory theater in the Midwest, Turley be-
lieved that old Newburg movie house
could be another.

In fact there are Arrow Rock resi-
dents who will tell you that their old
town would never have had a theater
had Turley not presented the idea and
generated the enthuslasm to keep It
alive during its first years, when board
members wondered If each year would
be the last. They always knew that the
Black Sheep Inn would feed the ac-
tors, even when there was no money
to pay the owner. So, he now belleves
the same can be done in Newburg.
The man now approaching his three
score and ten without any descen-
dants is determined to bring culture
to the area.

Alter serving time as a Navy cadet
payroll officer in the South Pacific, he
had stayed in the Hollywood area,
where he met someone who recog-

---------------

nized his talent for playwriting, the
thing he did after his day’s work was
done. There, he also got a taste of act-
ing and directing. Although the
Lyceum Theater had used cily actors,
Jay Turley, recognizing the abundant
lalent in the area, such as his black
vook, Jessie Freeman, and one of his
[arm hands, decided to use them on
the stage at the Old Schoolhouse The-
ater and at the Santa Fe, an open air
theater, which he bullt on one of his
[arms. So successful was he there
that he knew it could be done in New-
burg. So, as soon as he had moved, he
began talking theater to everyone he
met on the street and at a local cafe
about the possibility of a theater. Al-
though there were the usual doubters,
he met a number of people with the
theater itch. As soon as the Reglonal
Opera Company Theatre was orga-
nized, plans were made for cleaning
up the old building and pulting on a
Christmas show. And what a show it
was! Although the audience dressed
in heavy winter clothing and were still
wearing their caps, they sat entranced
with the excellent music and the best
Christmas play they had ever seen. At
intermission a man stoked the old
slove In the comner with wood while
another even lit a blow torch to ralse
the temperature a few degrees. Yet af-
ter a long ovation, the audience left
saying that the performance was the
best they had ever seen in Newburg.
Alfter trying one other show the next
December, the Company declded to be
only a summer theater. The building
now has central air conditioning. A
heating system may come later.

The man is a genius at blending tal-
ents he finds in people from all walks
of life—from college professors to
dishwashers, from infants to the gold-
en-age crowd. He says he likes to use
older persons because they are easler
to make up than some young thing,
who knows so little about life. The au-
dience laughs at and appreciates
frends who dare to be theatrical. At
times Turley slips Into a role. He may
play the piano, be a judge or Samuel
Clemen’s frlend.

Long ago Tennessee Willlams said of
his fellow Missourian’s work, “Jay
Turley is the Charles Dickens among
dramatic writers.” It is that flaver that
malkes Turley's plays so appealing to
the Old Opera House crowds. A num-
ber of his plays have been produced
on stages throughout this country in
which well known actors starred. Sev-
eral are often seen on British and Irish
slages. His biographical play, "A Sig-
nal for Miss Elizabeth”, has been
iranslated into seven languages.

By keeping the Dickens' character,
the Company has never had to rent a
costume, because Turley finds every-
thing he needs in the many boxes of
clothing friends have given. Or the ac-
tors find something on their own.
Those boxes of old duds, together with
a few old wigs, change the actors Into
believable comic characters. It usually
lakes ladles several plays to be con-
vinced that the director is right when
he says, "Pretty isn't funny.” But in
spite of whal may seem a ragamuffin
setup, if the play suggests it, the stage

lurnishings include some of Jay Tur-
ley’s beautiful antiques, paintings and
other art objects. In fact he tries to see
that his productions are theatrical
paintings.

Now by owning the Old Opera
House the Company {s unigue in an-
other way. While most theater groups
are constantly asking the public for
donations, they have never sought as-
sistance [rom individuals or mer-
chants, nor have they asked for Arts
Council funding. They operate entirely
on the gate donation, which takes
care of all expenses and has allowed
for major building improvements. One
will not find a list of patrons on Com-
pany programs nor will there ever be
any. Hoping all may attend, those do-
nations are kept at the modest sum of
34.0{) for adults and $2.00 for chil-

ren.

This is all possible because Turley
neither accepts royalty for his plays
nor is he paid anything for his direct-

ing. In times past he has called him-
sell a freebie thespian; and as far as
the Company is concerned, he is that,
for he is a volunteer like the actors.

No amplification is permitied in the
old twe hundred seat theater. [ts old
brick walls allow a good actor's whis-
per Lo be heard anywhere in the audi-
ence. Since it is so small, audiences
often feel that they are a part of the
cast. In fact, at times part of the cast
is on the foor; and on occasion a
character shakes hands with people
sitting on the front row.

Audience members are often able Lo
relate to the setting for Turley's play,
which may be in Blackwater,
Boonville, St. Louis or nearby Devil's
Elbow, or again in Dallas or Pot Hole,
Texas, or even the vice-president’s liv-
ing room in Washington, the home of
a St. Louis ragpicker, or opera star, or
again the temple of a well known pho-
ny preacher in L. A

Understanding that the legitimate




R E—

h----;----t
Old &ettlers Cazetie x :';‘3 —=

theater must include all kinds of dra-
ma. Turley’s plays include biographi-
cal and historical plays, comedies,
and mysteries. Some eritics might
very well have classified "The Last
Vovage® a tragedy. His vaudevilles in-
cluding showboat spectals are by far
his most popular. Often his satires,
which cover a wide variety of subjects,
are comparable to a Mark Russell
show. Of course. to some people they
are too close to home for their comfori,
He is now compieting "Ozark County”,
which rather than belittle the Mis-
sourl cilizens of that pristine area,
lries to portray them as people who
laced the Great Depression with great
dignity by making do with what they
had. He has made several trips 1o the
Gainesville area, where he mingled
with the county's oider citizens. We
can expect the exact words from the
conversations, but we'll probably nev-
er know which were lifted from the na-
tives and which are those of the au-
thor himseif. All of his plays are sent
to the Writer's Guild in Berkeley, Cali-
fornia. for registration, but not before
thev have been thoroughly re-
searched. "Ozark County” will be pre-
miered at the Old Newburg Opera
House before Turlev takes it to the
Dade County Community Theater in
Greenlield and the Stained Glass The-
aler at nearby Houston, where he also
directs summer theater. Those very
speclal Missourians can expect them-
seives In a musical version of "Ozark
County”. as Ernie Hayes, a well
known 5t. Louis musician, has been
preparing the music for such a pro-
duction. Turley will retain the right ta
produce the play without music en
the small rural stages he is now di-
recting.

| will be performed the last two Fridays

It is most doubtful that anyone can
lind another thespian group quite like
the Regional Opera Company Theater.
Surely there is no playwright in Amer-
ica so determined and dedicated to
spreading his brand of theater to the
Missouri heartland as is Jay Turley.

The Regional Opera Company The-
atre was founded in 1983. This year's
production schedule includes “Arrow
Rock Anthology”, a humorous, reveal-
ing diary of smalltown Ameneca, which

and Saturdays in August., More infor-
malton is available by calling 762-
2010 or 629-6092,

(Rolla New Herald. April 2nd, 1892,
reprinted  from the Dixon
Echol—Crocker has a young lady, in
the persom of Miss Katie Murphy, that
has more courage than any other
young lady in Pulaski county. About a
year ago, a young man had his fool
crushed, near Crocker, and it was am-
putated. On last Thursday Miss Mur-
phy concluded that she wanted the
foot, and went out where it was buried
and dug it up, took it home and botled e
all the flesh off of the bone, and is now x
going to lasten the bones on wire in its
proper shape. If there is another lady
in this county that has that much
nerve we will like to hear of her.

"';"" The Swimming Hole and Bathhouse
- _-IIJr}_I:LE_ 1918,

INSURANCE AND REALTY
(314) 336-4337

P.O. Box B (SRB)
Waynesville, Mo. 65583

DEDICATED
TO
SERVICE

When You Need Prompt
Dependable Propane Dslivery

Call 774-2422
Ferrellgas

Ferrellgas specializes in
responsive customer service.
What matters most to you when
it comes to propane?
Prompt dalivery. Reliability.
Safety. Energy-savings.

Ferrellgas

Knowledge and experiencs,
Friendly, helpful delivery people.
At
Ferrelligas, Call 774-2422
We Ferrellgas
1105 City Rt. 44,

Deliver

Waynesville, Mo, 65583
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Hours: Monday - Friday
6:30 a.m. - 6 p.m.
Saturday 6:30 a.m. - 4 p.m.

Daily Lunch Specials
"Home of Waynesville's
Largest Tenderloin Sandwich"

| Featuring
Homemade Cinnamon Rolls,
Biscuits and Sausage Gravy

774-6600

I_ 326 E. Business 44, Waynesville, Mo.

FREE ESTIMATES
ALL AUTO GLASS REPLACED

Bench
Motor Co., Inc.

Over 33 Years
of Customer Satisfaction

ALL TYPES OF BODY WORK
203 City Route 66 West of Waynesville

774-2261

NEw bu . My.

(314) 336-2028
Jackets ¢ Caps ¢ T-Shirts * Team Uniforms ||
Awards * Fund Raising Items
Athletic Equipment -

301 Marshall Drive
P.O. Box 4072 * Waynesville, Mo. 65583

* Machine Quilting
* Hand Quiilting
e Tacked Quilts
» Boat & Car Upholstery

HAND CRAFTED IN THE OZARKS
Doug & Linda Carter
Shop: (314) 765-4479

P.O.Box 156
Laquey, Mo. 65534
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