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S O M E  C O M I N G  

S H O W S  

March 25, 2009  7:00 p,m, at 

Lane Auditorium.  Fifty Law-

rence Cosmopolitan Club 

people  for museum tour, 

church dinner, and Bleeding 

Kansas play. 

March 26, 2009   9:30 a.m.  At 

Lane Auditorium for thirty to 

forty adults sponsored by the 

Johnson County Parks and 

Recreation Department. 

April 9, 2009 2:00 p.m.  Sea-

man Middle School [old North-

ern Hills Jr. High] will host our 

seventh annual performance for 

a large student assembly.   

Kansas Territorial Characters. 

April 18, 2008 at K.S.U. Union 

Courtyard.  Performance of 

Bleeding Kansas at 10:00 a.m. 

followed by continuous loop of 

first-person portrayals from 11 

a. m. until 2 p.m. 

April 29, 2009  9:00 a.m. This 

will be in Lane auditorium at the 

Territorial Capitol Museum and 

will be a Meet Kansas Territorial 

Characters performance for 

about eighty of our local middle 

school students. 

May 20, 2009  9:45 a.m.  

Washburn Rural Middle School 

of Topeka, 120 seventh graders 

at Lane for Meet Kansas  

Territorial Characters. 
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   The Lecompton Reenactors were born 

nearly 14 years ago and since then, 

through the talents of writer J Howard Dun-

can and numerous others giving of their 

time and talent, they have brought a turbu-

lent time in our state and national history 

to life for thousands of people. With the 

passage of time, there are probably many 

who are in the group now and are recipi-

ents of this Newsletter who do not know 

how all of this came to be.  The LR spent 

some time with Howard Duncan and Tim 

Rues to get the story first hand. 

   Lecompton Reenactor:  Howard and Tim, 

I understand that The Lecompton Reenac-

tors has been in existence for nearly four-

teen years now.  Take us back to the begin-

ning.  How was the group started? 

   Tim: I think the beginning was almost 

fourteen years ago at the dedication of 

Constitution Hall on June 24, 1995.  Any-

way, this was the very first time I was in-

Past, Present and Future 
By George Bernheimer  

A Lecompton Reenactor Newsletter Exclusive 

An Interview with J. Howard Duncan and Tim Rues 

volved with reenacting in Lecomp-

ton.  Howard and I were both in costume 

that day, as was Paul (Bahnmaier) and 

Ed [Hoover].   I portrayed John Calhoun, 

President of the Lecompton Constitu-

tion Convention, giving an address to 

Lecompton delegates. Ed was on the 

street verbally encour-

aging Calhoun, en-

couraging like no 

other reenactor I 

know can, and How-

ard was seated on the 

porch with the other 

speakers where he 

delivered a dramatic 

reading of the poem, 

"History for All at Con-

stitution Hall." Paul 

was there as presi-

dent of the historical 

society.  This was 

probably the embry-

onic beginning of the 

Lecompton Reenac-

tors.  

   On October 12, 

1997 the Lincoln Club 

in Topeka approached Constitution Hall 

and the Lecompton Historical Society 

about putting on a Lincoln-Douglas De-

(Continued on page 2) 
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bate on the front porch of Constitution Hall.  Because of rain 

all-day long, the reenactment was moved inside Lane Mu-

seum.  About 150 people showed up to watch. Byron Wiley, an 

original LR cast member, portrayed Lincoln and Brian Dirck, a 

grad student at KU and now a history professor at Anderson 

College, was Douglas.  This was probably the second time 

Howard and I did a reenactment together.  I believe Howard 

portrayed the mayor of Lecompton who welcomed Messrs. 

Douglas and Lincoln to the Territorial Capital of Lecompton. 

Paul was there in costume as well.  

   Howard, you may be able to fill in with more detail the chro-

nology of the LRs, performances, characters and cast.   Did-

n't you write the community play, "The Stonemason of Lecomp-

ton" for the Lecompton Historical Society in the 1980s?  That, 

in fact, would probably qualify as the official beginnings of the 

LRs.   What say you?  

   Howard: As you would expect of a professional historian, Tim 

did a superb job of capsule description of the early beginnings, 

complete with dates that I have long since forgotten.  As the 

Lecompton community, rather than as the Lecompton Reenac-

tors, we did the play òThe Stonemason of Lecomptonó which 

was written by the Lawrence noted playwright Ric Averill.  I had 

the task of directing this effort which involved thirty people, 

most of them with no acting experience.  It was like being in 

free-fall waiting to see if the parachute would open.  The play 

was fully scripted with cues and responses, requiring improvi-

sation when cues were missed and lines remained unretrieved 

from memory.  We never had a full cast at rehearsals or even 

at some of the actual performances.  Adjustments in script 

were the order of the day to convey information which was 

supposed to come from a missing actor.  But the several 

shows we did were highly appreciated and increased the pride 

of the community in its uniquely rich history.   

   I agree with Tim that the beginning of the Lecompton Reen-

actors was the June 24, 1995 dedication of Constitution Hall. 

   Lecompton Reenactor: Iõve seen references to Lecompton 

Players.  Was this the original name of the group?  

   Howard: In the earliest years we may have been rather cas-

ual about our name as we were not truly organized.  I think 

that the term Lecompton Players came from others talking 

about us.  We like to be known as the Lecompton Reenactors.  

If there is controversy in the name, it comes from the gram-

marians who insist upon hyphenation of Re-enactors.   I de-

cided early on that I prefer dehyphenation with the smoother 

flowing Reenactor. 

   Lecompton Reenactor: Howard, which play was written first, 

òPrelude to Waró or òKansas Territoryó? 

   Howard: The first play was called òPrelude to Civil Waró and 

probably had less than eight characters, with Lincoln having a 

(Continued from page 1) starring role.  Characters were slowly added as it took sev-

eral months to develop each one.  Tim provided me with an 

amazing collection of primary source material.  It was neces-

sary that I sense what made each character's clock tick so 

that I could develop present tense, first person wordage 

which was in the spirit of what actually happened.    For 

some characters there was no mystery as to what they said.  

Jim Lane's speeches were widely reported in the newspaper.  

With him, it was a matter of developing òexecutive summa-

riesó with small bridges between the selected quotations.  

Such was also the case with Dr. J. H. Pelot's eloquent 

speech which was saved in the transactions of the Kansas 

Grand Masonic Lodge. At the other extreme, I had no 

òspeechifyingó by John Brown or Frederick Douglas to start 

me on my journey.  I had to imagine what the character 

might have thought and said.  And there are characters 

which did not actually exist, Chauncey Skinner and Berry 

Duncan for example.  They were added to give a feeling of 

what the common person might have thought about various 

aspects of life in Kansas Territory.   

   Lecompton Reenactor: Howard, you always say that each 

performance is the rehearsal.  Was there ever a formal re-

hearsal of òPreludeó or òKansas Territoryó? 

   Howard: There was one formal rehearsal of ñPreludeó.  

About one third of the actors did not attend after saying that 

they would.  I really don't want to talk about it as it brings 

back unpleasant memories of òThe Stonemason of Lecomp-

ton.ó   òBleeding Kansasó, anyone? 

   Tim: An all-cast rehearsal was scheduled twice before the 

premiere of òPrelude,ó but it was so poorly attended that we 

attempted only two more before we decided not to schedule 

any future rehearsals.  As we tell our audiences, and as has 

been our òpracticeó through the years: our performances are 

our rehearsals.   

   Lecompton Reenactor: How and why did the hybrid pres-

entation òBleeding Kansasó come about? 

   Howard: What we call òBleeding Kansasó evolved out of 

òPrelude to Civil Waró as a matter of necessity.  The earlier 

script was based on cues and responses.  We soon found 

that to be impractical as we could not depend upon having a 

performer present for each specific role when we needed 

them.  Using unpaid volunteers doing reenacting as a hobby 

we could find no one who wanted to do the memory work 

just to be an understudy.  I certainly wouldn't want to do that 

myself.  So we left the cue and response format moving to 

the series of monologues approach.  It was indeed a wise 

move.  A particular show was no longer dependent upon the 

availability of each reenactor.  There was no longer the anxi-

ety immediately preceding each show hoping that a late ar-

riving reenactor would make it in time for appearance.  The 
(Continued on page 3) 



3 

 

monologue format had a secondary advantage in that the 

more regular performers could take on a secondary role.  This 

in turn had the advantage in that the selection of roles to be 

presented could be shifted to give a broader balance to the 

divergent K. T. viewpoints. We found that we could keep the 

monologues alive and interesting by using heckling from our 

reenactors seated among the audience.   

   Tim:  The stand-alone monologue concept J. Howard came 

up with for the LRs  was a stroke of genius.  Yes, I do remem-

ber the fretting and high anxiety waiting and watching for per-

formers to arrive before nearly every òPreludeó performance.  

Itõs definitely calmer nowadays.     

   Lecompton Reenactor:  What was the Genesis of òKansas 

Charactersó? 

   Howard:  The approach we call òKansas Charactersó is an 

adaptation of the same material and monologue scripts but 

limited to eight specific historical characters.  These are the 

ones chosen by the Kansas State Department of Education for 

its middle school educational history standards.  Tim, can tell 

(Continued from page 2) you much more about this and our success with offering it. 

    Tim:  Yes, it is as if the KSDE wrote this specific history 

standards (History: Benchmark 2: Indicator 3: The student 

describes the role of important individuals during the territo-

rial period (e.g. Charles Robinson, James Lane, John Brown, 

Clarina Nichols, Samuel Jones, David Atchison, Andrew 

Reeder.) with J. Howardõs plays and characters in mind.  

òMeet Kansas Territorial Characters,ó is being offered to 

seventh grade students who take a fieldtrip visit to Historic 

Lecompton to prepare them to meet two history and reading 

standards and increase their test scores on the state as-

sessments.    

   òKansas Charactersó was first performed on Jan. 12, 2007 

at Lane Museum for educator Amanda Dolemanõs 7th Grad-

ers from Perry-Lecompton Middle School.  The cast was 

Bonny Fugett as Clarina Nichols; Howard Duncan as Gov. 

Reeder; Jack Puett as Chas. Robinson; Tim Rues as Jim 

Lane and David Atchison; Alan Shirrell as John Brown; and 

(Continued on page 4) 
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Charlene Winter as Lois Brown and Mahala Doyle.  We had not 

yet added the Sara Robinson role.   Sara was not included by 

the KSDE as a standards character, but she was included in 

the Kansas Historical Societyõs òTerritorial Charactersó bio-

graphical òRead Kansas!ó lesson plan cards. This lesson plan 

was developed to align with this standards benchmark. Char-

leneõs dual roles of Lois and Mahala were added as a bonus 

for the students. The second performance on òKansas Charac-

tersó was on Feb. 28 at Lane for seventy 7th Graders from 

Chapman.    

   Lecompton Reenactor: When did you start writing theatrical 

works? 

   Howard: Theater is one of the loves of my life, predating re-

enacting which has in recent years consumed so much of my 

time.  As a family, I took Ellen and our two young boys to every 

production at Vassar Playhouse, a summer stock theatre on 

the South shore of Pomona Reservoir.  I appeared in a few of 

their plays during the late 60's and 70's including being the 

Indian Chief in òAnnie Get Your Gunó for 26 performances.  It 

was a choice role in that it was the only one not requiring sing-

ing.  I never have been a Leo Barbee.   At my work with the 

Kansas State Board of Health I formed an employeeõs group 

called HAHA, Health and Happiness Association, with which I 

directed about a dozen classical comedies during the 1970's.  

A decade later I acted in several productions of the Lawrence 

Community Theater.   

   You have probably noticed that so far I have begged your 

question about when I started writing theatrical works.   That 

occasion would be the 1997 presentation for the Lincoln Club 

of Topeka held in Lane Auditorium.  It was an opportunity to 

roll my love of theatre, enjoyment of history, pride of commu-

nity, and theatrical experience into one package.    

   Lecompton Reenactor: Have you written other pieces that 

arenõt historical in nature? 

   Howard: I started developing my writing skills for a very trivial 

reason.  As a young professional engineer I was offended by 

the stereotypical expectation that engineers were the world's 

worst writers at anything other than dry and stodgy technical 

specifications.  Part of my duties as an environmental engi-

neer was making appraisals of water supply and wastewater 

treatment plants.  Reports on these facilities could be made in 

a narrative form or by check-list.  I enjoyed the narrative ap-

proach which continued to develop my writing skills and vo-

cabulary.  But these appraisal reports are surely not what you 

meant by òother pieces.ó 

   I am a very active Mason and have written dozens of articles 

and stories for Masonic publications at the local, state, and 

national levels.  I edit the ScotNews which is the quarterly 

newsletter of the Lawrence Masonic organizations.  If you saw 

(Continued from page 3) a copy of it you would recognize the layout and style of the 

Lecompton Reenactor.   

   Lecompton Reenactor: Who does the recruiting for people 

to be Lecompton Reenactors and how is it done? 

   Tim:  Often students and adults simply come up to us after 

a performance and ask about joining the group. And many of 

us actively recruit new members.  We are always looking for 

new blood, particularly younger folks.  Many of the settlers 

who came to Kansas were young people, in their twenties 

and thirties. For historical accuracy we really need young 

people in the cast to portray our characters.  

   Lecompton Reenactor: How many people have been a 

part of the presentations over the years? 

   Howard: There are now about thirty character roles and 

about twenty-five active reenactors.  The definition I have 

used for active is at least one performance within the last 

year.  The central core or cadre reenactors number about 

ten, nearly all of these doing more than one role and more 

than twenty shows per year.  Stating how many total people 

have been Lecompton Reenactors over the past fourteen 

years is guesswork.  We have had a big handful of people 

who found that a single show satisfied their desire to be on-

stage.  Memorization, scheduling, and costuming are bigger 

deterrents than you realize before you encounter them.  If 

you must have a number, put it at sixty. 

   Tim: Iõm sure I either under or over counted, but according 

to my records there have been approximately 66 cast mem-

bers. Here is a list of some of the original cast members for 

òPrelude to Civil War:ó Charlene & AK Winter, Herschel & 

Jacque Stroud, Leo Barbee, Barth Solbach, Sonny Scroggins, 

Chelsey Shirrell, Allen Jones, 

Kaely Fox, Joel Walker, John 

Nichols, Allen Tollefsen, Leo 

Barbee, Jack Alexander, Sean 

Buel, Brad Woellhof, & Lu 

Wright.   

   Subsequently, some fine 

folks joined us and performed 

in the plays òBKó òKTó and òKT 

Charactersó adding much to 

our already deep talent pool.   

They were: Matt Powell, Jacki 

Williams, Jeff Sheets, Aaron 

Barnhardt, Diane Eickhoff, 

Paul Bahnmaier, Michelle 

Martin, Jack Puett, Noble Lathrom, Randy and Nancy 

Durbin, Jerry Grant, Joe Taylor, Lynn Perkins, Bryce Benedict, 

Maria Sherman, Vicky and Dennis Lawrence, Sharon Jones, 

Kevin Hollingshead, Maddie Rues, Barbara and Lawton 

Nuss, George and Diane Bernheimer, Cassie Blackwell, 

(Continued on page 5) 
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Bonny Fugett, Skip Thomas, Lesa Brose, Dianna Welsh, 

Molly Ledeboer, Rex Patty, Bryce Landon, Hayley Brazier, 

Ken Baker, and our newest member Troy Strahan who de-

buted in òBKó as Abe 

Lincoln on Feb. 18, 

2009 at Lane Museum.  

   Lecompton Reenac-

tor: How did the presen-

tations evolve from Le-

compton and vicinity to 

other historic sites and 

gatherings? 

   Tim: We just started 

getting requests to take 

the play on the road for 

history events, historical 

society and club meet-

ings, and schools and 

we would oblige.  

   Lecompton Reenac-

tor: The Lecompton 

Reenactors presenta-

tion centers on the po-

litical fight over slavery 

taking place in our Na-

tion during the 1850's, 

a sensitive subject in 

our time. Has this sub-

ject presented any 

problems with audi-

ences, especially younger ones and what kind of reactions 

have you had? 

   Howard: At the very first of my project it was my intent to 

make it historically accurate and capture the sentiment of 

the times.  While it was necessary to create dialog, the 

script needed to be true with regard to vocabularies and 

language.  I soon found that it was wise to make a major 

exception to that rule.  The term "Nigger" was very freely 

used in the 1850's both in dialog and publication.  Today, 

the N-word is so emotionally charged that use of it confuses 

the message to be conveyed.  Use of the word in my script 

would be historically accurate in the telling of the story, but 

totally misleading in the perception of the story for most 

modern people.  The script gets along just fine sans the N-

word. 

   Our discussion of slavery creates a very wide range of re-

actions among African-American students.  There are a very 

few who show discomfort with the topic, obviously preferring 

(Continued from page 4) that they were somewhere else at the time.  But there is a lar-

ger minority of black students who are so casual about the 

matter it is almost like it had no relationship or meaning for 

them.  Some of our most intense audience hecklers support-

ing the pro-slavery cause have included them.  The great ma-

jority of African-American students are in the middle, with no 

observable differences from their fellow white students.  If you 

reflect upon it that may be a good thing, indicating that with 

each generation we are coming closer to extinguishing racial 

prejudice. 

   Tim: Howard well said concerning the slavery issue.  Some-

what in the same vein, I do find myself practicing a bit of self-

censorship, particularly when it comes to performing for ele-

mentary and middle school audiences as Jim Lane. His mono-

logue, taken verbatim from an 1857 newspaper, is liberally 

sprinkled with mild profanity.  Lots of òdamnsó and òhellsó, 

and climaxes with accusing the members of the Lecompton 

Constitution as being "dirty sons of bitches!"   J. Howard's 

clever suggestion to me was to keep the hells and damns, but 

replace bitches with buzzards.  It works well with students and 

even adult groups find it mildly amusing when they are antici-

pating the naughty word. I know it is not historical accurate, 

but it's less awkward and I feel a lot more comfortable using 

buzzards for less worldly audiences.  

   Lecompton Reenactor:  It seems to me that there are two 

approaches that the Lecompton Reenactors take to their 

roles; one is that of a performer or actor in a theater piece or 

play, the other is that of a historical impression or òfirst per-

sonó presenter. What are your thoughts on that? 

   Tim: My thought is that we are a hybrid of the two ap-

proaches.  Our monologues, beautifully composed by J. How-

ard, are grounded in historical accuracy which would qualify 

them as first-person historical presentations, yet because of J. 

Howard's flair for theatrics, life is breathed into them. I believe 

a happy medium between education and entertainment is 

reached with this approach.  They're didactic enough to be 

educational, but not so much so as to be tedious. They're the-

atrical enough to hold an audience's attention, but not too 

over the top to be ridiculous. Grabbing and holding the atten-

tion of say middle school students, our target school audience, 

is difficult.  These kids are at an age where they are not easily 

impressed, particularly by a bunch of adults the age of their 

parents or grandparents.  Our unique assortment of costum-

ing, array of props, particularly the weapons, will initially  get 

their attention, but itõs the drama of our monologues that 

keeps and holds them long enough for us to hopefully impart a 

bit of history to them.  Finding the right balance between the 

first-person historian and the actor is a difficult thing. Too  

(Continued on page 6) 
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