Five general features, taken from Los Angeles Times' archives:

Las Vegas Musicians Still Walk the Beat

11-Week Strike to Retain Live Music 'Just Keeps Dragging On'

MARK CHALON SMITH, Los Angeles Times
On the bad days, when it's so hot he uses his picket sign for shade, Jimmy Monroe likens the Las Vegas musicians' strike to the worst possible tune--uninspired Muzak, tasteless disco.

Monroe, an 11-year veteran of Las Vegas hotel orchestras, has put down his trumpet and hoisted a picket with about 150 other musicians during an 11-week-old strike, mainly against use of taped music for the floor shows. And every day, it's the same old song.

"This is like having a terrible score you have to play over and over again, something that stinks from the first note," he sighs, turning from a desert sun that routinely puts picketers in a 105-degree spotlight. "It just keeps dragging on. You get sick of it, you hate it, but it's got to be done because we can't let them do this."

Five major Strip hotels--Bally's, Caesars Palace, the Tropicana, the Flamingo Hilton and the Las Vegas Hilton--want to use tape extensively in their production shows, eliminating many musicians in the process. They also want to do away with the 36 work weeks a year guaranteed to musicians in their "celebrity" or "star policy" rooms.

On Thursday the five hotels decided to resume negotiations next week with the Musician's Union of Las Vegas, Local 369, in order to avoid a walkout of all unionized employees at the Tropicana Hotel before the big Labor Day weekend. Earlier this week, the musicians' picket line at Caesars Palace swelled to 500 when members of other unions joined the march.

On the picket lines, bolstering limp spirits isn't always easy, but there are ways. Throughout most evenings, tourists can hear impromptu street concerts--a staccato drum roll, a brief saxophone solo--from the strikers. They wave signs reading "Bring 'M Back Live" and "Honk If You Love Live Music," and the horn blasts from appreciative motorists mix in.

"It may sound corny, but sometimes that's the only thing that encourages us," says Dave Ringenbach, holding the hand of his picket-carrying son, John, a 4-year-old brought out to help with his father's current work.

Ringenbach, a 37-year-old percussionist who played with Bally's popular "Jubilee" show before the strike started, bangs the drums loudly in front of Bally's every night. "To tell the truth, it's a way to get my hostility out. It also keeps me jazzed up and able to face all this."

Following the lead of Atlantic City, which replaced live music in its production shows a few years ago, the five Las Vegas hotels say they want to cut costs, get rid of outdated and expensive work rules, and improve production values by using the latest sound technology.

Tom Bruny, Bally's publicity coordinator, underscores the need for the new contract by pointing out that full bands in the production rooms just aren't that necessary. Sometimes the musicians only play briefly, like at the beginning or end of a show, and often aren't in view of an audience.

For example, "Jubilee," a razzmatazz show that features 100 singers and dancers, has its orchestra play in an underground area two floors beneath the actual stage, he noted. Bruny added that a taped sound track figured prominently in "Jubilee" even before the walkout.

As for the guaranteed 36 weeks in the headliner rooms, Bruny said the casinos must have more flexibility to reduce that number when stars want to bring in their own musicians. Why, he asks, should the hotels be forced to pay local union musicians if they don't play?

Sporadic contract negotiations have been slow, with little give on either side. And the hotels' last substantive offer, guaranteeing jobs for two to four musicians at each hotel, didn't impress the 600 active members of Musician's Local 369. Under the old contract, a "full orchestra" with a minimum of 13 musicians was guaranteed.

The union believes the casinos, despite their stated commitment to use some musicians to augment tape, have signaled the end for local musicians. Without these regular jobs, musicians can't make enough money to stay in Las Vegas, officials say.

"This would do us in," says Mark Tully Massagli, the union's president. Where would we go? Where would we play? "The musicians would have to leave and the union would die,"

His office in union headquarters is a short walk from the Tropicana, the first hotel to be struck when 13 members of the "Folies Bergere" orchestra walked out June 3 after the old contract expired June 1.

Unemployed musicians mill around the union's combination cocktail bar and rehearsal hall off Tropicana Avenue. A small room dubbed "strike central" is an explosion of clutter, mainly picket signs, coffee cups and food wrappers.

In the main hallway, another poster praises Rodney Dangerfield, who on Aug. 3 refused to cross the lines to work a scheduled engagement at Bally's. The comic who never could get any respect gets some here. The sign blurts: "Rodney Dangerfield Will Not Cross. He Deserves Our Respect!"

Massagli brings up a much-played refrain, that the hotels' proposal will, in the end, affect consumers the most. Canned music (dubbed "McMusic" by the local press) can't approach the impact created by spontaneous live performances, he says, adding that the casinos risk losing patrons if they persist.

The casinos dismiss that as self-serving and contend most people don't even realize the difference. "There was no noticeable changes in (the public's reaction to the revamped "Folies") show or the amount of people attending," said Ira David Steinberg, the Tropicana's director of publicity.

Recent interviews outside the "Jubilee" and "Folies" showrooms supported that. Most patrons didn't notice the absence of an orchestra and tended to gush about the productions. But most were first-timers who conceded they had nothing to compare with.

A few, however, did say the changes were not for the better.

Jess Hetherman, a portly Riverside businessman wearing a yellow "I Love Cozumel" T-shirt under a blue blazer, held up a couple of tickets for the Flamingo Hilton's "City Lights" show Monday night. He and his wife, April, attended "Jubilee" the night before.

"We love the shows, so we see them whenever we come in," he said. "We were a little disappointed (Sunday night). It's pretty clear that the musicians do make things more interesting. There's just not as much 'oomph' and you don't feel quite as involved."

Tourists may still be attending the production shows, but the hotels have been hurt in the celebrity rooms. Dangerfield, Dionne Warwick and Burt Bacharach refused to cross pickets lines for their scheduled engagements earlier this month.

Singer Robert Goulet feels the switch to tape presents a threat to the popularity of "name" performers like himself. Goulet, who recently held a press conference along with four other Las Vegas regulars urging an end to the dispute, said he would never perform without the spontaneity of a live orchestra.

"I've been working with musicians all my life, and, holy mackerel, you just can't compare it. A singer like Sinatra needs to have his string sections, he needs to have the beautiful background music and balance.

"Performers such as myself, Tony Bennett and Andy Williams may want to change tempo. We're not robots, we use our emotions and we just can't perform to taped music. I will always be augmented by local musicians. If the hotels continue to have star policy, they can't have taped music."

Dangerfield isn't the only comic to protest. "It's ridiculous. No celebrity who produces music will work with tape," explained Shecky Greene. "There's just no spontaneity. If that were to happen they might as well get a mime to go up on stage."

Mort Viner, Dean Martin's agent, is a bit more sanguine. "There will never be taped music in the celebrity rooms. It's just never going to happen," he said. "If that were to happen, they might as well put a record player on stage and make the record be the show."

Bruce Banke, director of publicity and special events for the Las Vegas Hilton--the only one of the five hotels that has not been picketed, mainly because its current production, "Elvis, An American Musical," is a traveling show using union musicians from New York--reiterated that live music will be a mainstay in the celebrity rooms.

"We have live music and will continue to have live music. We have no intention of changing our star policy," Banke said. "Even when Bill Cosby comes to perform, we have a live orchestra. We can't present Englebert Humperdick, Barry Manilow or Wayne Newton with taped music."

Similarly, Caesars Palace will not make a switch in its celebrity rooms, said Debbie Munch, manager of editorial services. "However if an artist wants to use tape in addition to live music, we will give the artist priority."

When the Tropicana reopened "Folies" with a sound track June 2, it marked the first time the show had not used live music since it opened in 1959. Thirteen musicians and a conducter were eventually fired, saving the hotel a reported $600,000 a year. The Tropicana's Steinberg said all were offered severance pay.

Massagli pointed out that since then, a total of 45 jobs have been lost at the four struck hotels. "In a nutshell, they're trying to get rid of house musicians," said Richard McGee, one of those fired from the Tropicana show.

When not talking about their frustration or anger, the striking musicians often discuss what they'll do if they have to leave Las Vegas. Ringenbach, the percussionist, said he may start teaching or search for session work in Los Angeles.

All Bets Are On

* Leisure: Odds are that Los Alamitos Race Course lures by convenience rather

than luxury. But during quarter-horse season, the Cypress track is a sure

thing for families and others with the winning formula

.
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   Fred Rodgers stares at his Daily Racing Form with the same

heat boys save for skin mags. When he finally looks up, it's to

let you know that finding the right spot and marking your territory are

important at the track.

   It's good to be near the betting window. Be sure to have a wide view of the

course. Make room for your buddies. And don't forget luck--get a spot

that's real lucky. Once you found it, lay out your stuff. The form, tip

sheets, handicapping notes and pens and pencils. Then consider the

territory marked.

   "You don't want to have to move around all the time or have a stranger

elbow in," said Rodgers, a stooped man with nervous blue eyes.
"Stay put and get comfortable. . . . Picking winners takes concentration."

   He's an expert. Rodgers has been visiting tracks all over the

Southland for years. Del Mar, Santa Anita and Hollywood Park. That was

when he was younger, though, and had the urge to hit the freeways.

Rodgers, 71, now goes to the Los Alamitos Race Course in Cypress,
sometimes three or four times a week.

   It's easy. Rodgers lives nearby in a three-bedroom home in Los

Alamitos. He walks over with a friend or two around noon, uses satellite

wagering for races on both coasts, then waits for the evening meet at

"Los Al" to begin. There's usually a soda and hot dog dinner around 6.

The races start at 7:15.

   For Rodgers and others, the popularity of Los Al, a fixture in Orange

County since 1951, can be traced to convenience. The major tracks may

seem like a fair hike for gamblers living in Cypress and surrounding

cities.

   But what they gain in ease they give up in luxury. The big courses,

especially Del Mar and Santa Anita, are known for their stylishness and

scale. Los Alamitos, even with a refurbishing in recent years that has

polished its aging looks, is still considered dowdy and minor in comparison.

   Does that distinction bother bettors? It doesn't seem to.

   "Sure, I'd love to have padded benches everywhere and a big screen"

raised high from the infield showing the races close-up like at the top

tracks, said John Flores of Seal Beach. "But you don't expect it here.

It's funky [but] fine for us."

   Rodgers and his friend Herb Lewis, 64, of Stanton are on a betting

bender at Los Alamitos, now in the early stages of its 142-night

quarter-horse meeting.

   Before Los Al got underway, they hit a pair of decent exactas (where

you pick the first and second horse in order) and a couple of winners

during the nine Hollywood Park races televised on the several screens at

the course. Their wins put them ahead more than $100 each.

   "We're not big bettors," said Lewis, who's tall but heavy, like a

trucker with more of a taste for roadside diners than driving. "But we're

pretty good at picking 'em. . . . We should bet bigger."

   Rodgers gave him one of those "Don't jinx us" looks but then realized

their luck had turned awhile back. They'd already dumped most of their

earlier winnings while wagering on the first races on the Los Alamitos

track.

   "We've fallen apart," Rodgers lamented. "Shoulda quit after the hot

dogs."

   "No way, it'll come back," Lewis put in.

   "Maybe. I'll hang in there with you if you do."

   Other bettors--mostly men, mostly middle-aged--were already gathering

up their forms and heading for the short lines where attendants with the

bored detachment of Las Vegas dealers were taking bets and handing out

stubs. Rodgers glanced at the time on the big tote board. Four minutes

until the post. Have to hurry to figure things out.

   "I'm going with Merlot, five across [$5 each on the win, place and

show bets]," Lewis announced.

   "I'll follow you on that," Rodgers said, then added, "We help each

other out [with the handicapping]. I didn't figure that race out, but

maybe he did."

   Lewis hadn't. Merlot finished out of the money, behind the longshot

winner, Fadwah Marchoy, which paid $16 on a $2 win ticket. Both men

shrugged and went back to the racing form and its performance histories

and handicapping tips and neighing arcana.

   *

   For Flores, 31, Los Al is a family experience. He brings his wife,

Dolores, and their daughters, Anna, 9, and Maggie, 7, and all but camps

out in the twilight on benches near the finish line. The girls eat junk

food and scamper on the asphalt while Flores studies his newspaper tip

sheets. Dolores Flores watches.

   "He's usually pretty good," she said with the sigh of the

vigilant. "But he does like to gamble. . . . I really have to keep

an eye on him in Las Vegas or Laughlin. The girls are very good, but I

have to make sure they don't bother the other people."

   On this evening, nobody seems to notice the sisters as they try to

amuse themselves. Even when they run between rows, most bettors barely

glance up from their programs and forms, scribbling mysterious notations

about this horse and that race. Everyone hopes they have the perfect

formula for riding above the odds.

   Flores knows he does. "I have my girls around," he said. "They bring

me luck."

   Hector Serrano recommends a more scientific approach. The 39-year-old

is an avid reader of the racing form and other journals focusing on

racehorses. He even visits a handful of World Wide Web sites that present

the day's races, news stories and features and give betting advice.

   "I'm very into it," Serrano said proudly. "I do very well, too . . . on

most days."

   The stocky Westminster gas station manager believes winning comes down

to a few simple principles and one magical one. The simple ones

involve prior horse and jockey performances, weather and track conditions

and the success of the trainer and stable.

   The magical one he calls his "XYZ pattern," an intriguing mix of

signs that's difficult to explain but comes down to discovering any

discernible pattern defining a horse's skills. Say, if the animal goes

four bad races, then has a good race, then has a bad race, then has

another good race, you might want to bet that nag every seventh race. Or

something like that.

   "Everybody has their own thing like that," Serrano said, laughing. "I

tell you, mine works. When I can find the pattern."

   *

   Pure horsewash is what Rodgers and Lewis think. There aren't any

patterns that open the door to gambling success. They believe the only

truth can be found in a horse's obvious characteristics and racing past.

   Take quarter horses, for instance. They're bred to run shorter

distances (usually sprints, some only 300 yards long), and Rodgers looks

 for one thing: speed.

   "It's a short race, so what else would you look for?" he asked. "All

these guys have their little schemes, [but] I know it's only to keep them

busy. With these horses, you just search for power, especially at the

end."

   That's it. And one other thing.

   "Always good to have luck," Rodgers said as Lewis nodded. "Some days

I walk out the door just knowing I'm gonna win. I know I'm gonna be real

lucky."

The Comfort, Solitude and Ritual Ah-h-h of a Hot Bath
* Whether there are candles, music, wine and a companion or just a book, the

calming water is heaven.
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   This guy I'm talking to, a burly sort who just connected with

me a moment ago over the Lakers' chances in the NBA playoffs, now won't

even use his real name. Wouldn't be good for the image.

   He'll fess up but only if I call him Bob in this story. So, Bob it is,

as in "Hey, Bob, just what is it about sitting in a bath for hours that

you like so much?"

   Bob looks defensive, clearly not as comfortable as he was talking

about Kobe Bryant's air game. But soon enough he spills, saying his

workday as an Irvine contractor is tough and sometimes he needs time to

unwind, needs a bunch of "me" moments to get back to the Bob everyone

loves.

   "I don't use bubbles or anything like that," he points out.

   But what about the candles? You've been known to light a candle or

two, right Bob?

   "No, no candles either," he says. "I just like to relax, maybe read a

book or magazine with some low music going. The water just feels good,

that's all."

   OK, Bob, take it easy. And consider this: There are plenty of people

just like you, men and women, who crave a good soak--and not only for

washing. If you need convincing, check out a new book, "Hot Water" ($30,

Soma Books, 2001). It's partly about the design of baths and bathrooms,

but a large part is the history and cultural significance of tub time.

   Author Jane Withers notes right off that we douse a lot. "It has been

estimated that the average person spends 23 years of their lifetime

sleeping, four and a half years eating and two years in the bath,

although I suspect that for avid bathers one could multiply this at least
 four or five times," she writes.

   "Given the time we spend, why shouldn't it be enjoyable? The bathroom

has an intense psychological dimension and carries an emotional and

erotic charge. It may be the only place in which we have time to relax,

reflect, confront ourselves naked in the mirror or indulge in sybaritic

rituals."

   Sybaritic rituals? Leslie Dickey of Huntington Beach isn't exactly

sure what that means, but she can recall fun moments sharing a dip with

her husband, Eddie, while candles flickered from the basin and incense

mingled with steam. But that's a different kind of sensuality than she

usually associates with a bath.

   For Dickey, who raises her tension working as an assistant in a busy

Newport Beach office, the bathroom is a place of quiet isolation where

she re-energizes and "basically zone out [and] just go 'ah-h-h-h-h. . . '

" Her husband watches their two kids while Dickey shuts down.

   "Sometimes I think about what I need to do the next day. It allows me

space to prioritize," she says, "but mostly I almost sleep."

   That solitude is what Bob goes for too. Bob, who was one of several

people interviewed for their bathing habits, explains that his

contracting job requires much interaction with clients and co-workers.

He's a social guy who enjoys hanging out with friends, usually at local

sports bars for a game.

   But letting all his responsibilities eventually go down the drain is

bliss. "Hey, I really like time in the whirlpool [at his gym], because I

can be blank there," Bob says. "The only problem with that [is] there's

usually somebody who wants to talk."

   Taking a bath is nearly a ritual for Michelle Larkin of Garden Grove.

In fact, she enjoys the preparation almost as much as the execution.

Larkin lights aromatherapy candles, tosses in oils, puts on an

appropriate CD (classical music has been a favorite lately) and pours

some wine. The wine is always red, usually a cabernet.

   "I know it's sort of funny but taking all those steps [in always the

same order] sort of composes me," Larkin says. "I think I'm a little

compulsive anyway. The actual bath is like the last step. I live by

myself, so I can do it without thinking--like the candles are always in

the same spot in the bathroom.

   "And the wine has to be a red. I tried chardonnay once and it didn't

taste right. All the associations have to be right."

   *

   What the three have in common is a need for privacy, which Withers

notes has not always been the way history has considered the bath. Once

you get past basic hygiene needs, some cultures have seen bathing

primarily as a social experience.

   Everyone knows of the infamous Roman bathhouses. "[They] were

hydro-pleasure domes incorporating exercise grounds and debating chambers

and places to partake of food and sex," Withers writes breathlessly. But she also

takes time to focus on the more spiritual and introspective aspects of

Japanese and Muslim bathing.

   Arabs approach the Turkish bath, or hamam, as a reflection "of the

quiet and repose of Muslim culture. . . . While the Roman baths were

flooded with daylight, the hamam is a muted world of steam and shadows."

In other words, a sympathetic environment to practice "Islamic laws of

ritual purification."

   Japan's bathhouses also have roots in purification ceremonies tied to

Shintoism. Beyond that, Withers says, modern Japanese strive for

yudedako, "a level of contentment that translates as 'boiled octopus,'

referring to the color bathers turn after soaking in water, which by

Western standards can be almost unbearably hot."

   Americans came to baths fairly late and then almost grudgingly. Early

Americans who weren't wealthy often followed old European traditions and

cleansed themselves with wash cloth and basin. Withers points out that it

wasn't until 1851 that the first bathtub was installed in the White

House.

   And even when baths became a fixture in most homes, their focus was

practical, not sensual.

   But the author says that's all changed. Now architects are designing

larger and more elaborate bathrooms with the idea of creating a welcoming

retreat for those that can't do without a long dip. Some bathrooms are

the size of living rooms with baths as large as small pools.

   *

   "As people come to appreciate the emotional dimensions of bathing,"

she writes, "they are transforming what was once a purely functional room

into something much more luxurious."

   Dickey and Larkin love the idea. "It sounds so cool to have a huge,

walk-in bath like that," Larkin says. "But of course, I'll never have the

money for that."

   But Bob isn't so sure.

   "A bath is a good thing, as far as a bath goes," he says, frowning.

"But there are limits. If I was rich I wouldn't even think of building a

bigger bath. . . . A big pool [with a] whirlpool right next to it, that

would be the way to go."

UNCIVIL WAR

Corpses and Swordplay Are Just Some of the Risky Business in Jon Bastian's

'Noah Johnson'
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   It's less than two weeks before South Coast Repertory's world

premiere of "Noah Johnson Had a Whore . . .," and the rehearsal grind is

on. Besides a technician or two, there's not much of an audience--except

for all those corpses lying around, a few propped up in front row seats.

   "Noah Johnson" centers on a profiteering undertaker, his part-black

apprentice (Noah) and a scheming prostitute during the Civil War, a time

when dead bodies (and the need for sturdy caskets) were not in short

supply. To create the verve of realism for Jon Bastian's black comedy,

the plan is to have SCR's Second Stage thick with reclining dummies, done   

up prettily as traumatized corpses.

   The ones already out inspire a few graveyard jokes among the cast,

breaking the tedium. Jonathan McMurtry, who plays Jeremiah Bentonville,

the conniving undertaker, is working through a key passage, absently

carrying what passes for a severed head. He looks at it blankly, then

sets it down in front of Melissa Weil, trying to find the character of

Lydia, the opportunistic whore.

   Director Martin Benson watches as both actors pause, not knowing what

to do next. Maybe Jeremiah should fondle it, perhaps indulge in a little

Hamlet reflection. What about a quick juggle, from Jeremiah to Lydia?

   McMurtry has his own idea when Benson asks if the head should figure

so baldly in the scene: "I don't know," McMurtry says, "maybe she should

have to kiss it." Weil's big eyes get bigger, more playful; she looks as

if she might go for that.

   Benson just laughs. He's hoping everyone, including himself, will be

laughing when "Noah Johnson" finally opens this Friday night.

   The folks at SCR know this play, more so than most, is a gamble. It's

the first major staging of an unknown work by an unknown writer. That's a

risk right off. Beyond that, though, is the nature of "Noah Johnson."

   There's suppose to be campiness in this encampment of wry characters

and corpses, but will an audience pick up on all the dark humor or find

any amusement swallowed by the Grand Guignol aura? Can the Civil War, a

period that most people feel solemn about, be a proper setting for satire

and mischief?

   Benson, an acclaimed director who founded the Costa Mesa repertory

with David Emmes in 1964, has what can best be described as a fearless

attitude. He thinks Bastian's piece, runner-up in SCR's

California Playwrights Competition last year, is both witty and

thought-generating. Benson believes SCR's patrons, supposedly some of the

more sophisticated in Orange County, will get the jokes without offense.

   "Listen, the biggest risk is in boring an audience," Benson offers

during a break. "The trick here is in letting them know from the

beginning that the experience will be outrageous. Once they have that

first laugh, then we're OK."

   Uh-huh, but what if they don't laugh?

   Benson smiles, "Then we'll have to rely on sex."

   If the rehearsals are a clue, "Noah Johnson" is sexy, if you can

ignore all the carnage that surrounds Lydia's eroticism (in one scene,

she enjoys a bit of slapstick, tossing body parts over her shoulder while

searching a casket). Weil, at least at this point, approaches her with a

primitive intensity as Lydia manipulates Noah, and tries, less

successfully, to maneuver Jeremiah.

    Dominic Hoffman, who plays Noah, and Weil, are running through an

encounter where Lydia uses her attractiveness to compromise Noah. It's a

moment that's crucial to the plot and requires both finesse and heat. The

episode ends with Lydia leaping into the arms of Noah, a wild kiss

clinching the moment.

    After one particularly enthusiastic take, Weil, with her legs still

wrapped around Hoffman, takes a breath and grins, "Think that'll do it?"

   Playwright Bastian will admit, when prodded a bit, that he has much

riding on "Noah Johnson": The real beginning of a successful writing

career, more talk about a movie deal (he said that Disney has made

overtures about a screenplay), the crystallization of a personal dream.

But on the surface, the 29-year-old Loyola-Marymount film school grad

seems cool, unruffled, satisfied.

   First off, this has been a giant leap in his career. Just four days

before he was told about winning second prize in the playwrights contest,

Bastian had been rejected for a Mark Taper Forum writers' workshop where

he'd hoped to develop another of his plays, "Horse Latitude."

   It also vindicated his faith in "Noah Johnson." Bastian had developed

the comedy in a writers' group at the Colony Theatre in Los Angeles, but

that playhouse decided it wasn't ready to produce. "They thought it

seemed more like a novel. I went into a mini-writer's panic," he

remembered. "Luckily, I got over that."

   Since SCR took on the script, there have been a few revisions, but

Bastian likes the results. No bitter stories of battles with Benson and

other SCR honchos about the changes, only happy tales about cooperation

and good vibes. But there must be  something  that peeves him about

the process . . . .

   "I feel very good about everything. Really, Martin is doing a good
job," Bastian insisted. "There is one thing--I live about 50 miles away

(in West Hollywood) and it can be a hassle getting to rehearsals."

   The play is Bastian's fifth full-length work. Its genesis began

with a scan of The Times, when Bastian noticed a column by Jack Smith

several years ago that looked into the origin of the word  undertaker.

   "He wrote something like, 'Undertakers were following battalions

around like camp whores,' " recalled Bastian. "I wrote the first scene

with Jeremiah and Noah and didn't really know where I was going to go.

Then Lydia walked in, and the rest of the play came out in a rush."

   What Bastian ended up with has a few shimmying plot twists that won't

be revealed here. But the basic premise finds Jeremiah, sort of a lovable

swindler if there really is such a thing, taking advantage of the war by

inflating the numbers of the dead and being paid for the surplus.

    He finds trouble when the North questions the figures from the last

skirmish. Faced with hanging if discovered, Jeremiah has two days to come

up with 6,822 Union bodies, about three times the actual number of

casualties. The lovely Lydia enters the scene, ostensibly seeking the

body of her husband, and events take on new angles.

    As for the play's comic ghastliness, Bastian defends it all as a

valid way to get across the message of "war is hell." Besides, he feels

people should be prepared for drama, both visual and otherwise, when the

stage lights go on.

   Much of his confidence, Bastian pointed out, was inspired by a simple

reading--only actors, the script and little else--at SCR last May that

apparently was well received. "I didn't have any idea of what to expect,

but the laughter let me know I had done something right.

   "Sure, this isn't sunshine and roses, no way. But I believe we should

have them in the palm of our hands soon after it starts," Bastian said.

Then, after a pause, "At least I hope we will."

   McMurtry, who will bear much of the burden for making Jeremiah and, by

extension, "Noah Johnson" accessible, is frank about his feelings: "When

I first read it, I hated it. I mean, I didn't get it; the humor or

anything else.

   "I kept thinking about how they were going to get all those bodies on

stage and what that would look like. It just didn't seem to work."

   But McMurtry, an accomplished stage actor with credits at the

Ahmanson Theatre and Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles and the Old Globe

Theatre in San Diego, was talked into the May reading. As with Bastian,

it became a turning point.

   "This was the first play I've read where I was dead wrong in my

initial reaction," he said. "I thought it was perverse, but the

audience's reaction was incredibly different; you could tell they thought

it was funny and interesting. Since then, I've really had to

re-evaluate."

   McMurtry still has misgivings about the comedy's "bizarre elements"

and, at least during the rehearsals, was struggling to understand

Jeremiah ("I have to zero in on the danger of the character; he is

capable of violence and I don't know where that comes from"). He's also

trying to decipher exactly what Bastian's main thrust is.

   "Is it that war is bad? Is it asking what death is? He definitely has

a style, but I haven't been able to figure out the answer yet. That makes

me a bit uneasy, but it'll all come to me. It better."

   Talk to Jerry Patch, SCR's dramaturge since 1967, and little doubt

enters the conversation. He thinks "Noah Johnson" is first-rate, a play

that he describes as "Mark Twain crossed with Joe Orton."

   "It take chances and does some things that others don't, but that's

what's good about it," Patch argued. "How are we suppose to see the

world, as all ice cream and desserts? I don't think so. Most of the time

it's a little grittier than that."

   It was no fluke, he added, that the play was one of only two chosen

from more than 300 entries in SCR's playwrights contest. "Noah Johnson"

finished second to Abe Polsky's "Custer's Last Band," which won the grand

prize of $5,000. Bastian received $3,000 and the grander honor of having

his work produced.

   SCR has no plans to stage Polsky's drama; so why, would they choose a

play deemed not quite as good, the runner-up?

   Patch explained that, in many ways, it comes down to simple

pragmatism."Noah Johnson" has only five characters (besides the

principals, there's Major Frost, a Union soldier, and Col. Grass, a

Confederate; both played by veteran SCR actor Ron Boussom) and relatively

limited set requirements (especially if you don't think all those corpses

are a big deal), while "Custer's Last Band" has more than 10 roles.

Polsky's play would require SCR's larger Mainstage, but the repertory was

set on using the smaller Second Stage, both because of the lesser costs

and because there was an opening in that venue's schedule.

   And there was another reason. Patch said there was "more of a passion

to produce" Bastian's comedy than there was for Polsky's drama.

   "We don't feel like we made a mistake" in the contest, he said.

"Polsky's work has obvious merits, but so does 'Noah Johnson.' It just

got people excited and, with the other things, it was the one we all

wanted to run with.

   "Sometimes one play will seem better on paper, it will have all the

qualities that will work. But then another play will fix in the mind and

work in a different way. That's pretty much what we have here."

IT'S WHAT'S ON THE OUTSIDE THAT COUNTS
* Collectibles Early in this century, a company's label--be it sexy, funny or

even in bad taste--was a brand's signature. These colorful calling cards are

now in demand.
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   Labels just aren't what they used to be.

   Sure, you may see an intriguing one every now and then, but when an

athlete grinning on a Wheaties box is state of the art, it's clear times have
changed.

   Decades ago, a label was a company's main calling card, something to

wow the eye. F.H. Hogue, a cannery out of California and Arizona, used a

sultry, near-nude pinup to sell its Blushing brand vegetables in 1943.

Now that was a label.

   These colorful remnants have become prime collectibles, as Ralph and

Terry Kovel point out in their just-released "The Label Made Me Buy It"

($40, Crown Publishing, 1998). The Kovels, who write a syndicated column

on collecting that appears on N4. in this section, say old labels from

canned vegetables to crated fruits are prized for their history, kitsch

and aesthetic value. They can sell from as little as $3 for a can label

to as much as $500 or more for an orange crate one.

   "I think the reason labels are so appealing to people is they link

beautifully done art that's very colorful with the heartstrings of

history," says Judy Schroeder, an artist and member of the Orange

Historical Society. "The people I know who have a collection started with

their families' labels that were used on their products. We have some

labels that are regional and from a friend of my dad's who had an apple

orchard in Julian.

   "I'm also seeing lots of designs that artists are using that are

reminiscent of crate labels. It's very definitely a nod to the past."

   The Kovels agree: "Many who want fruit crate labels, cigar box labels

or produce seals. . . enjoy the history and graphics of these miniature

works of art."

   The Kovels' collection started in the 1950s, when they picked up a

scrapbook of labels at a Boston bookstore. Their passion snowballed as

the Kovels found that each label had a story.

   "The labels often speak for themselves," says Terry Kovel. "They are

small ads promoting the product to either wholesalers or housewives. They

picture the hairstyles, fashions, architecture and transportation of the

day.

   "Familiar trademarks, printing styles, colors, even the wording

contain clues to the age of the label."

   The Exchange Gallery in Orange is housed in the former Sunkist

building, where the Orange County Fruit Exchange had its offices. Owner

Tom Porter says they don't sell labels, but he collects them himself,

mostly from Orange and the surrounding areas.

   "They're great for framing or preserved in acrylic," Porter says.

   The Kovels' book can be appreciated as either a guide for dedicated

collectors or as an addition to an art or design library.

   "The Label Made Me Buy It" appealed to Deborah Samuels, who fills her

Fountain Valley home with all sorts of antiques, because of the variety

and cleverness of the hundreds of labels featured.

   "They [label artists] showed such care in making them," Samuels, 52,

says. "Some of them are just fascinating."

   Samuels has considered collecting labels but says their scarcity makes

it difficult. Besides, she says, she didn't know enough about them to

make it a serious hobby.

   "You may see one every now and then [in an antique shop or garage

sale], but you don't know what to look for." "I guess if it looks good

and you like it [that] should be enough."

   The Kovels agree with that but offer detailed information for the more

discerning collector who wants to know the origins of any label. One of

the ways a label can be dated is to study its subject.

   Is an attractive woman featured, such as the "Diving Girl" plunging

into a lake on the crate label telling customers they were getting apples

from M.N. Lettunich in Watsonville, Calif.? If so, it was probably used

in the early 1900s when pretty girls were a popular motif.

   "Cars, trains, balloons and sports, especially golf and baseball, were

[also] early 20th century favorites," Ralph Kovel says.

   Another way to date labels is to examine the printing. If the

ingredients are listed, it came out in 1938 or after, because that was

the year the Food and Drug Administration required such information.

   The first labels date back to 3000 BC, when Egyptian wine merchants

and Chinese potters attached clay seals to their wares. Printed labels

showed up in Europe in the early 1700s, and the earliest American labels

came out just before the turn of the century.

   The golden age, though, had to be from the early 1900s through the

1930s, when labels flourished in creativity, style and, sometimes, bad

taste. A couple of the more memorable examples were for Fat Pak grapes

and Kaweah Maid lemons, both from California.

   In Fat Pak, circulated during the '30s, a very chubby boy (looking

remarkably like Spanky from "Our Gang") stares hungrily, almost

desperately, at a crate of grapes just out of reach. There was more

dignity in the Kaweah Maid from the '20s. A girl from the Yokuts tribe,

dressed in delicately painted traditional garb, gazes proudly at the

buyer.

   Many labels portrayed black people in racist or stereotypical ways.

It's hard not to cringe at the Dixie Boy crackers with their label of a

boy devouring watermelon or the Fun to Wash detergent package featuring a

gross caricature of a black woman.

   "It showed bias or bigotry," the Kovels write about the imagery.

   Offensive labels "don't tell you much about the people they depict,"

says a spokeswoman for the Smithsonian Institute's Museum of American

History, which displays some such images from the past. "They tell you

more about attitudes [of the creators] toward people they depicted."

   Jeannette Carson of Hyattsville, Md., began collecting black artifacts

about two decades ago. She published Black Ethnic Collectibles magazine

from 1984-93 (back issues are available by calling [301] 559-6363 or

visiting the Web site at http://afamerica.com/blackcollectibles).

    Carson, who promoted black memorabilia shows for 11 years and formed

the National Assn. of Black Memorabilia Collectors and the Black

Collectors Hall of Fame (neither organization is still active), says

there was a time when African Americans, including her parents, would

destroy Aunt Jemima labels and other racial stereotypes. But she has seen

a growing interest in preserving and displaying the memorabilia among

such prominent African Americans as Bill Cosby, Whoopi Goldberg and Oprah

Winfrey.

   Though some people consider the artifacts controversial, the Kovels

say many people are not offended if they see them in a historical

context.

   "They represent a slice of time, a way to peek into the past," they explain. "Sometimes looking back can be prickly [but] that doesn't undermine the labels' interest or beauty."
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