SYNOPSIS

"Trial By Fire"

A few years ago the newspapers in and around Los Angeles, California, carried

a shocking story of an explosion in Los Angeles County which destroyed the home and
lives of Mr. and Mrs. Short and their two young children. The tragedy became sen-
sational, page-one copy when witnesses at the coroner's jury proceeding injected

a new angle: racial hate and murder.

The Reverend George H. Dunne, S.]., was horrified when the jury found that

"no crime had been committed" for it had been found that the Shorts had been
threatened to "get out while the getting was good" and the state arson expert tes—
tified that he was convinced from tests he had taken after the explosion that there
had been foul play.

Father Dunne, in an effort to make the tragic facts of the case known, ob—

tained a copy of the jury proceedings. He was experienced as a playwright and had
taken a law degree at Chicago's Loyola University. This combination of talents
enabled him to see in the court record not only the injustice and hate but also the
strongly dramatic values of the trial itself.

The play is, in the author's own words, "a documentary play," nevertheless,

it is filled with conflict and suspense, with the well-proportioned handling of

crises, and with the probable resolution and denouement essential to good drama.
The play was a success from its beginning. It was first presented by the

National Theater Conference of Los Angeles under the sponsorship of many Hollywood
film stars, producers, and directors.

In 1946 the Blackfriar's Guild of New York presented the play and won accolades
from the critics.

In 1948 the players of Sheil House, in Chicago, presented the play under the
auspices of the Catholic Youth Organization. In the Chicago area alone it was
presented to over 10,000 persons. This group also presented it in other cities
where it was received with the same enthusiasm.

On December 2, 1949, the play was presented at the Omaha Central YWCA by a
local talented cast. At this first local presentation, the reception was most warm.

It was requested by many individuals and organizations that it be shown again in
Omaha because of its highly dramatic manner of dealing with the human tragedy
involved.

Some of the comments on the play have been:

"The tragedy moves along in a most compelling manner to its powerful climax
which was expected by the audience from the beginning, but yet which was received
with a sense of surprise, so masterful was the storyteller—-" Pittsburgh Courier.
"Trial by Fire" has an aura of power--raw power. It builds and builds to its

ironic climax—" Robert Knepper in the Los Angeles Collegian.

"Strong story of injustice-A powerful piece of stagecraft marked by highly

original story telling technique—You should see Trial by Fire--

W.H.M. in the Los Angeles Tidings

"Clearly important and should be experienced by everyone—This is necessary
stuff---Please go—-." Kappo Phelan in the Commonweal.

Frank Scully in Variety said, "splendidly done—A beautiful presentation of

the tragedy which befalls a family when racial hate is allowed to run wild.—
Robert Coleman, drama critic of the New York Daily Mirror hailed it as "a more
effective job of dramaturgy than "On Whitman Avenue."

Bishop Bernard J. Sheil, Director-General of the Catholic Youth Organization,
perhaps best epitomized the power-packed drama when he said: "Trial by Fire" is
that rare type of drama which is solidly and grippingly packed with a definite
message for everyone interested in social justice.
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