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ext month's Fremont

County Civic Theater
production of “Bird Millman™
will be & coming home of
sorts for the Cafon City-
raised Vaudeville figure. But
it will bz a true return home

for  playwright  August
Mergelman.

A 1993 graduste of Cafion
City High School,

Mergelman has been working
on the musical in one way or
another for nine years. Most
of the work has come in the
last three years, though.

The seed of the musical
was planted when Mergelman
about Millman and her Cafion
City roots in & newspaper
article.

“Not a lot has been written
about her,” Mergelman said.
Much of his research came
from the Western History sec-
tion of the Denver Public
Library, as well as Dixie
Willson's “Where the World
Folds Up at Night.”

Mergelman staged a read-
ing of a previous version of
the play, “The Miliman Trio,”
at Fremont Civic Theater in
2001. )

Then he reworked the
script to highlight the Bird
character and her love story.
He teamed with composer
Sam Stokes during summer
2001 when they both antended
Central  Missouiri  State
University in Warrensburg,
They were both also working
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Playwright August Mergelman follows the script during a

rehearsal for “Bird Millman.” The musical, which Mergelman

has worked on in one form or another for nine years, premiers
El

April 11 at Washing
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Stokes sccompanies the cast of “Bird Millman™ at rehearsal.
Stokes Hves in Missouri, so he wasn't a big part of the rehearsal
process, he said. The cast and director of the musical made some

al the Central Missouri
Repertory Company,

The revision turned certain
episodes into songs. “It's like
they were waiting to be made
into songs,” Mergelman said.

“August and I spent sever-
al weeks discussing the script
and how we wanted (o fit the
music in," Stokes said. “We
work really well as a team.”

This is the first full-length
show for which Stokes has
composed. “I's pretty amaz-
ing,” be said. “I'm glad to see
it happen.”

The 101-page script covers
the period between 1890 and
1940, with the major portion
focusing on the 1920s and
Bird's “most meaningful mar-
riage” 1o & Joseph O'Day, a
wealthy Bostonian.
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Mergelman  incorporated
Cafion City characters like
Ute Indians and “Old Mose,”
a legendary grizzly bear.

“Every town needs its
heroes,” Mergelman said.
Bird can be one for Cafion
City, he said,

“This is the most home-
spun thing I've dome,”
Mergelman said of the musi-
cal's traditional presentation.
“The rest of (my work) is
preity out there.”

And the musical has
received better production
than his other efforts, he said.
The buildup to opening night
has been exciting,
Mergelman said. “It’s like a
wedding,” he said, “Tt feels
really good.”

Mergelman credits the
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show’s recent development to
director Tom Ledbetter's
guidance and the cast’s inter-
pretation of the script. “The
cast gets it,” he said.

The production brings a
reward greater than simply
seeing his script acted,
Mergelman said. “Tt’s seeing
the work of everybody,” he
said,

It's something of a family
affair for Mergelman; his
father has painted sets and his
stepfather acts in the show,

The play illustrates three
themes, each attached to a
character: Bird reveals tum-
of-the-century societal
expecations of women, Mr.
Millman reveals those expec-
tations of men, and Mrs.
Millman illustrates the pro-

to songs that he wrote with Mergeiman,

Jection of one's sell outside
one's sphere through her
demonization of Native
Americans.

“All the songs fit really
well into the three big
themes,” Stokes said.

Musicals of the 1960s and
1970s  most influenced
Mergelman's script, though
he included modem theatrics,
he said The music mimics
the style of the period, which
is somewhat unusual, he said.

Mergelman’s greatest play-
wright influences include
Tennessee Williams, Bertolt
Brecht, Tony Kushner and
Alan J. Lerner.

Although Mergelman once
wanted to be an actor most,
he found a greater ability to
express himself as an author.

‘Birds’ of a feather play together

Erin L. Flaugh
Canyon Current

Gemng joy out of enter-
taining a crowd is what
two area actresses have in
common with a Cafion City
circus performer who lived
more than 110 years ago.

Kylie Kahnke and Cheri
Heinz are playing Bird
Millman, best known for
her high-wire acts with the
Ringling Bros. & Barnum &
Bailey Circus in the early

1900s. The play “Bird
Millman™ was written by
local  writer  August

Mergelman and is being
performed by the Fremont
Civic Theater (FCT) April

11 through 14.

*To Cafion City Bird is
important  because she
became  famous, = not

because she was the presi-
dent or a senator, but
because she made a lot of
people very happy,” said
Heinz, who plays Bird as an
adult.

Heinz first started acting
in sixth grade with the part
of Annie Oakley. “She is the
only other real person I have
ever portrayed,” she said.

Since then, Heinz has
been involved with per-
forming in one way or
another. In college she
majored in theater and after
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Kylie Kahnke (left) and Cheri Heinz (right) both play famous
Cafion City dreas performer, Bird Millman, in the upcoming
play “Bird Millman™ being put on by the Fremont Civic Theater.

moving to Cafion City, she
became involved with FCT,
acting in numerous plays
and directing another.
Heinz first heard of Bird,
whose real name was
Jennadean, while working
at the St. Cloud Hotel.
“There was a' scrapbook
on the front counter that had
Bird in it because she was
from Cafion City. I became
fascinated by it” said
Heinz. .

Fifteen-year-old Kahnke,
who plays Bird as a young

girl, was unaware of the
famous tight-rope walker
before trying out for the
play.

However, after she
received the role, Kahnke
did some research at the
Local History Center at the
Cafion City Public Library
to find out about her charac-
ter.

“Being in the play makes
(Bird) almost seem unreal,
but then you see a letter she
actually wrote and it makes
it real,” said Kahnke,
describing the young Bird

as “brave, strong-headed,
and witty,”

Kahnke is about the same
age as Bird when she began
performing in vaudeville in
such theaters as The Palace
in New York. Bird per-
formed around the Umnited
States and in Europe during
her career.

As an actress, dancer, and
singer, Kahnke said she
likes to perform, even
though this play is the “first
time I've ever sung com-
pletely by myself on stage.”
Unlike Bird, Kahnke said
she would not be willing o
walk across a wire less than
a 1/2 inch wide. In the play
Kahnke “walks the tight
rope,” which is actually a
board made to look like a
small wire,

Even though Bird was
brave enough to balance on
a tiny wire stories above the
ground, she was often
known as a shy woman. “[
can't imagine her being
shy,” said Heinz, describing
Bird as a flin. “She was
married three times, but she
was definitely a lady with a
lot of class.”

Heinz said that if Bird
was alive today that she
would “probably be giving
speeches and doing little
teas. She would definitely
still be entertaining.”

Edward Adamic painted Bird Millman.

As a playwright, “you can
say whal you want to say,”
Mergelman said. “As an
aclor, you say what the play-
wright wants you to say.”

But his expenience as an
actor has proven essential 1o
writing. “Tt takes an actor’s
brain to write good dia-
logue,” he said.

Mergelman said the musi-
cal can help people rediscov-
er local history as well as
wilness growing artistic lal-
ent in the area.

" Mergelman hopes 1o see
the rousical staged at other
venues, possibly in Mason
City, lowa, home of
Meredith Willson,
Mergelman said he would re-
incorporaie the Meredith
Willson character into the
play for a production there. [t
could be a long-running show
there,” he said.

Mergelman currently
works as a substitute teacher
for elementary and high
schools. His next theatrical
project is writing and per-
forming a ope-man 12-
minute play at the Royal
Gorge Bridge and Park's
Plaza theater about the build-
ing of the bridge.

Though he hopes to pro-
duce theater elsewhere,
Mergelman’s roots keep him
tethered to Fremont County,
“T'll be in and out of here for
the rest of my life,” he said.
“(Cafion City) may not

always be my address, but it
will always be my home.”

Bird portrayed in paint

uring a time when the
Ch.arkstondommmilh:

The painting shows Bird
walking across Cafion City's
downtown Main Street, in
between Third and Fourth
Streets.

Rocky Mountain Public
Broadcasting System (PBS)
will be auctioning the artwork

and that any woman part of the
Ziegfeld Follies and walking a
wire was not an average
woman.

“She was a liberal person

in," he said
“It's like painting my neigh-
borhood,” he said.
Fremont citizens
will be able to find t-shirts
with Millman on them around

lown soon.
The PBS auction will be tel-
evised live at 6 p.m. on Friday
and Saturday, April 19 and 20.
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