NOTE FROM STORYWORKS ARTISTIC DIRECTOR | StoryWorks creates immediate
artistic responses to some of the most controversial and challenging issues our society
faces. We take investigative journalism, commission playwrights to create plays based
on the stories and then produce shows both in the San Francisco Bay Area, where
The Center for Investigative Reporting is based, and in the communities most directly
affected by the issues. Over the past four years, StoryWorks has commissioned and
produced nine productions, toured in affected communities, translated and performed work in Spanish, and challenged theater and journalism to work in innovative
ways to represent our world and the immediate issues we confront.
What began as an experiment to bring journalism to the stage and give voice to the
marginalized and oppressed became a challenge to both our community as a whole
and the artists who work with us to tell these stories. Our process evolved as we
worked; this had never been done before.
StoryWorks gets to the emotional truth of investigative journalism, based on facts and
allowing for artistic exploration, we delve into the personal stories behind the headlines and create dialogue through theater.

Jennifer Welch
Artistic Director, StoryWorks from Reveal and the Center for Investigative Reporting
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Beautiful Agitators
Written by Jessica James, Charles Coleman,
Nick Houston, & Aallyah Wright
Directed by Jennifer Welch
CAST
Vera Pigee.............................................................Tarra Rhymes Slack
Steve Abraham..........................................................Charles Coleman
Bertha Johnson......... .....................................................Ruby Jackson
Nick Norphlet...............................................................Nick Houston
Paul Pigee......................................................................Brian James
Mary Jane Pigee.............................................................Jessica James
Wilma Jones...................................................................Layla Young
Aaron Henry......................................................................Kerry Lee
Chief Collins...........................................................Don Allan Mitchell

PRODUCTION TEAM
Assistant Director......................................................Charles Coleman
Sound Operator..........................................................James "J" Griffin
Sound Design.................................................................Jon Bernson

CAST AND CREATIVE TEAM
Tarra Rhymes Slack (Vera Pigee) serves as the Cultural Arts and Enrichment Coordinator for Coahoma
County Youth Outreach where she is the drama coach for the Jonestown Drama Club. Her educational
and professional background is in marketing, public relations and layout and graphic design. She has
worked in corporate and non-profit public relations and marketing, advertising, newspaper, radio, web
design and animated film. She is a member of the Crossroads Cultural Arts Center Board of Directors,
where she serves as secretary. In her spare time, she enjoys writing and illustrating children’s stories and
serving as a stagehand for the younger of her two children.
Don Allan Mitchell (Ben Collins) is chair of the Division of Languages and Literature and associate professor of English at Delta State University in Cleveland, Mississippi. He continues to serve as co-chair of
the International Conference on the Blues with his wife, Shelley Collins, a music professor at Delta State.
Prof. Mitchell and Dr. Collins are the proud parents of Eddie, their six-year-old son.
Aallyah Wright (Playwright) is a reporter for Mississippi Today, a nonpartisan, nonprofit digital news
and information resource that covers politics, education, health and more across the state. She covers
K-12 education throughout the Mississippi Delta. Aallyah also works with Reveal + the Center for Investigative Reporting alongside the Delta Arts Alliance on an ongoing interactive community news project
called the Cleveland Yearbook, a platform for stories from Cleveland, Mississippi, through the lens of
history, equality and change. She has worked on a few freelance projects including writing a short piece
for Delta Magazine, provided video footage of the Yazoo River for an exhibit in Arcadia Missa, London,
and showcased her own photos in a photo gallery exhibit at Delta Arts Alliance. She is a Clarksdale native and a graduate of Delta State University with a degree in journalism with a minor in communications
and theatre.
Jessica Iman James (Playwright, Mary Jane Pigee) is a senior Political Science major concentrating in
legal studies at Jackson State University from Lyon, MS. She is active in several campus organizations,
G.I.R.L (Gathering Information Related to Ladies) Feminist/Womanist org., Phi Alpha Delta Pre-Law Fraternity, and the Fannie Lou Hammer Pre-Law society. Jessica is a freelance writer who blogs and creates
content for the Jackson, MS media entertainment and cultural blog site, the Hood Hippie. She also
works for a MS Delta social impact business, Higher Purpose Co., as head of operations and the events
coordinator. Jessica is also a charter member of the Black Youth Project 100 (BYP100) Jackson and has
become an activist for black youth and black women/girls issues. Past opportunities abroad in South
Africa opened Jessica’s interest to film and production.
Brian James (Paul Pigee) is a Clarksdale native. He currently resides in Lyon, MS where he has raised
three children, Brianna James, Jessica James, and Khari Owens. As a Mississippi product, his education
is also a product of MS. Brian has an A.A. in business economics from Coahoma Community College
(CCC) and an B.B.A in business management from Jackson State University. He has served for over 25
years as a CCC educational administrator. Formerly, Brian was the director of student employment at
CCC, but he now serves as CCC’s Workforce Development dislocated workers coordinator. He’s known
around Clarksdale for his comical antics, wits, and Clarksdale famous bar-b-que sauce. This is his first
time on stage.
Nick Houston (Playwright, Nick Norphlet) is a journalist from Slidell, Louisiana. He graduated cum laude
from Delta State University in 2017 with a Bachelors of Art in English. While enrolled at the university,
Nick served as the Editor-in-Chief of The Delta Statement, the school’s student online publication. Before attending Delta State, Nick was heavily involved with theatre and film. In addition to this, Nick is a
three-time state finalist for the annual Poetry Out Loud competition and was awarded 1st place in Delta
State’s public speaking, oratorical contest. He is also a published poet and musician. Currently, Nick is
partnered with Reveal + The Center of Investigative Reporting on two Mississippi based engagement
projects and looks to continue to pursue a career in journalism.

Jennifer Welch (Director) is the director and co-creator of StoryWorks, a groundbreaking project
launched in 2013 that transforms journalism into theater, from The Center for Investigative Reporting,
one of the longest-running investigative nonprofit news outlets in the country. Welch is a member of
Tides Theatre, the executive producer of the Des Voix Festival and a founding member of the Howells
Transmitter Arts Collaborative. She focuses on new play development and theater for impact, social
conversation and change. Her directing credits include: “Alicia’s Miracle,” “This Is Home,” “Gruesome
Playground Injuries,” “Sweet Bird of Youth,” “Waiting for Godot,” “The Little Foxes,” “5 Lesbians Eating a
Quiche,” “The Grapes of Wrath,” “Glengarry Glen Ross,” “Buried Child,” “The Trip to Bountiful,” “A View
From the Bridge,” “The Rose Tattoo,” “The Night of the Iguana,” “Lysistrata,” “The Real Inspector Hound,”
“Killer Joe” and StoryWorks. Her most recent stage credits include Margaret in “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof”
(winner of the 2014 Bay Area Theatre Critics Circle best actress award), part of a StoryWorks ensemble
and Stella in “A Streetcar Named Desire.” She currently teaches acting for Tides Theatre in San Francisco.
Charles Coleman (Assistant Director, Playwright, Steve Abraham) is from Cleveland, MS and is a graduate of Delta State University with a double major in communications and journalism. He currently serves
as an Artist-in-Residence for Delta Arts Alliance focusing on photography, filmmaking, journalism, and
drama. He is also project manager for the Cleveland Yearbook - a project sponsored by Reveal and Delta
Arts Alliance aimed to capture snapshots of Cleveland through a year of change.
Layla Young (Wilma Jones) was born in Fairfax, Virginia. She moved to Slidell, Louisiana and Manassas,
Virginia before settling in Cleveland, Mississippi in 2007. When she moved to Mississippi she started
singing in her church’s choir and soon became one of the lead singers. Layla joined the band in junior
high and continued playing her trumpet into her first two years at Delta State University. Layla became
active in theatre in her sophomore year at Cleveland High School. Her senior year of high school she
became stage manager for her school’s competitive theatre group, and she also was a lead actress in
her senior spring musical. She is currently a Junior at Delta State University where she was last seen in
Stephen Karam’s, Speech and Debate.

On the afternoon of August 7, 1961, Vera Mae Pigee and her daughter, Mary Jane, were prepared for the worst: ridicule, jail, or even death.
More than a year after the famous Greensboro sit-ins helped spark peaceful activism across
the United States, branch officers of the Coahoma County chapter of the NAACP instructed
Vera to conduct a sit-in in Clarksdale, Mississippi that wouldn’t cause too much attention.
Vera selected the Illinois Central Station. With the help of civil rights leader Aaron Henry, she
constructed a meticulous strategy for the action, coordinating train schedules, traffic conditions, and even the amount of time it took for the protestors to walk from her house to the
station. Everything was planned to a tee.
Mary Jane, Adrian Beard, and Wilma Jones, each members of the NAACP youth council that
Vera led, attempted to buy a ticket to Memphis, but the ticket agent refused. When the young
activists declined to move out of the white side, the agent called the police. Within minutes,
they all were arrested for intent to breach the peace.
With their heads held high and hands cuffed behind their backs, they marched towards the
police cars singing songs of freedom. Like the swift changes in a Blues scale, three voices harmonizing the Mississippi Delta on a Wednesday afternoon marked the beginning of change
for civil rights in Clarksdale.
***
The Illinois Central sit-in was the first major demonstration of many for Vera Mae Pigee.
Through her relentless work with the NAACP, she became one of Clarksdales’ most prominent civil rights activists. She led efforts that helped register thousands of African Americans
to vote, organized young people in Clarksdale through her leadership of the NAACP’s youth
council, and coordinated widespread demonstrations in an effort to integrate Clarksdale.
But after her death in 2007, her already marginalized existence began to fade. Like other women in the civil rights movement, her legacy became a footnote to history.
“Beautiful Agitators,” an original theater production by Reveal from The Center for Investigative Reporting and Mississippi Today, is an attempt to revisit Pigee’s work and the echoes of
her impact in Clarksdale. The production is a part of StoryWorks, The Center for Investigative
Reporting’s theater-meets-journalism initiative that pairs journalists with playwrights.
Pigee’s contributions to the civil rights movement in the Mississippi Delta are easily recalled
by those who knew her.
“She would challenge you at every turn regarding civil rights, objectives, the way things were
in Clarksdale, and how blacks were being treated,” said Dr. Jimmy Wiley, a friend and fellow
church member. “She had her own way of challenging the system. And of course, it was her
challenge of the system that moved things forward.”
Originally raised in Glendora, Mississippi, just 40 minutes southwest of Clarksdale, Pigee was
the daughter of two sharecroppers. From an early age, she saw her mother, Lucy Berry, confront both white men and women in an unprecedented manner for the time. Like her mother,
Mrs. Pigee was a strong, defiant woman who challenged oppression and discrimination.
“If the sign at the bus station said coloreds over here and whites over there. [Pigee] would
deliberately go to the white side,” Dr. Wiley said. “She was taking a tremendous chance, but

she had faith that she was right and nothing could deter her.”
Despite her dedication, Pigee was a reluctant leader in the civil rights movement. She was first
elected secretary of the Coahoma Branch of the NAACP, but at a Mississippi State Conference
Board meeting in 1955, civil rights activist Medgar Evers suggested that she take the position
of youth advisor for Coahoma County and the state of Mississippi. She begrudgingly accepted,
but wrote in her memoirs that the role was “forced” upon her.
“When I was elected secretary … the only thing I knew about the NAACP was that it is something that is supposed to make these Mississippi white folk act like human beings,” Pigee said
during one of the first meetings she attended of the Coahoma County NAACP chapter. “And I
want to be a part of that monster.”
As NAACP’s youth advisor, Mrs. Pigee was responsible for organizing various youth councils
around the state. The youth councils were responsible for much the groundwork within the
movement; they went to churches, businesses and homes to register citizens to vote.
Pigee taught citizens about their rights, set up voter registration drives, organized protests
against segregation, recruited members to the NAACP, held food drives, and worked to improve living conditions in her community.
Earl Gooden, a Clarksdale community member and activist, remembers the impact of Pigee’s
voter registration efforts and the inspiration she brought to the community through her work.
“They didn’t ask you to do things, you were assigned your task.” said Mr. Gooden. “When there
was something to be done in the movement, you did as best you could. We knew what had to
be done and we did it … we just wanted to make life better for everybody.”
Central to Pigee’s civil rights work was her beloved business, Pigee’s Beauty Shop. Located at
407 Ashton Street in downtown Clarksdale, her shop was far from the prototypical hair salon.
It was utilized as a disguise for civil rights activities.
In the era of her struggle, men did not typically enter beauty shops, therefore her shop became
an ideal location for meetings, preparations, and safety. She would often give her keys to
members of the youth council and allow them to sleep or work at the shop when she wasn’t
there.
“Many times, she would take the $15 to $20 she made a week and she might give you a dollar
or two of her own money,” Mr. Gooden said. “That’s quite a person.”
Though the beauty shop became a safe haven for local organizers, violence and persecution
followed Pigee and Mississippi’s civil rights leaders. Dangers and threats constantly shrouded
the movement, and Clarksdale was no stranger to direct attacks from “Night Riders” and radical proponents of segregation.
On June 7th, 1963, the homes of both Pigee and Henry were riddled with bullets in a driveby-shooting. No one was injured. Just a few days later, Medgar Evers was shot and killed at
his home in Jackson.
Spies also infiltrated the ranks of civil rights leaders. B.L. Bell, an informant during the civil
rights era, described Pigee as “a top official in the NAACP” to the Mississippi State Sovereignty
Commission, a government-led program that spied on civil rights activities. The commission,
mostly made up of ex-CIA and ex-FBI agents, observed African-American congregations, gath-

ered various documents and files related to the movement, harassed citizens suspected of
being communist infiltrators, and relayed intel back to the Mississippi State Government.
In the face of such adversity, Pigee’s organizing was an integral piece of Mississippi’s civil rights
efforts and helped pave the way for legislation such as The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and The
Voting Rights Act of 1965. But as some in Clarksdale say, Pigee’s fight for equality among the
local community has never truly ended.
“I’m afraid for our city right now and where we are going,” said Eddie “Smitty” Smith, who
participated in Clarksdale’s civil rights movement with Pigee. “As I stand where I stand or as I
sit where I sit, I don’t know whether it’s today or yesterday. That means that things, the more
they change, the more they are the same.”
In an interview conducted by Storyworks, community leaders’ Reverend Zedric K. Clayton,
Chandra Williams, Dave Houston, and Bubba O’Keefe discussed some of the central issues
that Clarksdale is currently facing - poverty, tense race relations, and a faltering education
system. They also talked about the different way that the community could come together to
overcome these problems.
“The world need Clarksdale” said Williams, “When Clarksdale is healed, the nation will be
healed...think about what that can do for people of the United States. Think about the people
from all over the world that come to Clarksdale. Racism, economics - it’s all interrelated, just
like it’s always been.”

About CIR: The Center for Investigative Reporting is the nation’s first independent,
multiplatform investigative reporting organization. Devoted to holding powerful interests accountable to the public trust, CIR creatively employs cutting-edge technology
and innovative storytelling to reveal injustice, spark change at all levels of society and
influence public dialogue on critical issues. With PRX, CIR co-produces the nationally
distributed Reveal radio show and podcast, which features CIR’s reporting, as well as
stories from public radio stations and a wide range of media partners, both nonprofit
and commercial. CIR produces high-impact reporting across print, video, TV, radio and
online platforms and is the recipient of the prestigious MacArthur Award for Creative
and Effective Institutions, winner of 2013 and 2015 Emmy Awards and a 2013 George
Foster Peabody Award, and a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize in 2012 (for local reporting)
and 2013 (for public service). For more, visit revealnews.org. Find and follow Reveal on
Twitter and Facebook.

PAST STORYWORKS PRODUCTIONS
HEADLOCK was written by William Bivins and directed by Jennifer Welch based on Ryan Gabrielson’s investigation into abuse at California’s adult care facilities.
A GUIDE TO THE AFTERMATH was written by Jon Bernson and directed by Jennifer Welch, inspired by Mimi Chakarova’s documentary about female veterans suffering from PTSD and military
sexual trauma.
THIS IS HOME was written by Tassianna Willis, Dante Clark, Will Houston and Deandre Evans
and directed by Jennifer Welch and Jose Vadi in response to Amy Julia Harris’ reporting on corruption and squalor in Richmond, California, public housing.
ALICIA’S MIRACLE was written by Octavio Solis, translated into Spanish by Brandon Mears and
directed by Jennifer Welch in response to Bernice Yeung and Andrew Donohue’s investigation
into the use of fumigants in California’s $2.6 billion strawberry industry.
NORTH BY INFERNO written by Jon Bernson and directed by Jennifer Welch is based on Jennifer
Gollan’s investigation into work related deaths and injuries in the Bakken oil field of North Dakota.
JUSTICE IN THE EMBERS written by Michelle T. Johnson and directed by Jennifer Welch was
inspired by Pulitzer Prize winning reporter Mike McGraw’s investigation into the tragic explosion
that killed six Kansas City, Missouri, firefighters and the shock waves that are still being felt in the
community, decades later.
Produced in partnership with KCPT
TERRA INCOGNITA written by R.N. Sandberg and directed by Jim Jack, inspired by the NJTV
News with Mary Alice Williams Investigative Reporting Series “Toxic NJ” delves into the contamination caused by leaking underground fuel storagetanks and the debilitating cost of cleanup.
Produced in partnership with NJTV with support from the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation
OVERNIGHTERS IS OVER written by Jon Bernson, directed by Jennifer Welch and based on The
Overnighters, a Sundance award-winning documentary by Jesse Moss, this play explores ongoing
stories about the film’s principal subjects, sheds light on Moss’ 18 month filmmaking process and
draws connections between the contentious forces that have placed North Dakota at the center
of international energy conflicts.
Produced in partnership with IDA and the Academy of Motions Pictures
JOURNEY TO EMERALDVILLE

