PAGE  
i

Synopsis

By Gary Sanders

Writing the story of JOHN HENRY and THE MYTH requires a TITANIC approach.  The story of the Titanic and John Henry are similar as we know the endings from the outset.  The ship sinks and John Henry dies.  The challenge thus becomes to make the audience fall in love with the character before that happens.

Act One – Civil War

John Henry is introduced as a civil war soldier.  Having been born a slave in Virginia he escaped to West Virginia where he is on the side of the Union.  John Henry is part of the African-American division of the Eighteenth Corps.  John Henry is shown performing a feat of strength and something heroic.  The heroic act saves the life of Phil Henderson.  His is also known as “Little Bull” because of his short stout stature.  This forms a life long friendship.  On September 29, 1864 at the battle of Chaffin’s Farm New Market Heights, Virginia, the men were pinned down by heavy artillery fire by the Confederate Army for about 30 minutes.  The situation looked bleak at best.  John Henry rallied the soldiers by a quote from Frederick Douglass.  “Once let the Black man get upon his person the brass letters, U.S., let him get an eagle on his button and a musket on his shoulder and bullets in his pockets, and there is no power on earth which can deny that he has earned the right to citizenship in the United States.”  And with that they charged the earthworks and rushed up the slopes.  This brutal battle last an hour and the division suffers a great number of casualties on its way to victory.  Sixteen African-Americans were awarded the Medal of Honor during the Civil War; fourteen received the honor as a result of their actions at New Market Heights.

Act Two – The Love Story

John Henry and Phil Henderson a.k.a. Little Bull head for Little Bull’s home town in Alabama.  Little Bull’s pregnant wife Martha is anxiously hoping for his return.  When they arrive, a celebration ensues.  John Henry meets Polly Ann.  John Henry and Little Bull become sharecroppers for Mr. Thomas.  John Henry meets John Hardy, who has eyes for Polly Ann.  John Henry shows his strength and kind heart when he helps and elderly couple whose barn is burning with all their livestock inside.  After standing up to John Hardy who is a bully, John Henry and Polly Ann begin a romance that leads to marriage.

The death of Little Bull’s son combined with the unfair deal of sharecropping prompt John Henry and Little Bull to go to West Virginia to get jobs working for the railroad.

Act Three – Man vs. Machine

John Henry and Little Bull get jobs working for the C and O Railroad.  They are hired by Captain W. R. Johnson.  The pay is $1.25 per day.  The job is to blast a hole through Big Bend Mountain.  One mile and a quarter long of thick red shale rock.  John Henry is a steel driver and Little Bull is a shaker.  Working conditions were horrible.  Men were killed by careless blasting, falling rock, asphyxiation and silicosis.  There were shallow graves near the worksite.  The men endured.  

One day a salesman representing the Burleigh Steam Drill Company came to the camp saying he had a machine that is revolutionary.  Captain Johnson listened intently.  The salesman issued a challenge.  He said his steam drill could beat John Henry.  John Henry accepted the challenge.  One week later the town turned out to see the contest.  It lasted one hour.  Captain Johnson started the race.  The steam drill went into action; clattering and chewing up rock.  John Henry begins slow and steady, catching a rhythm.  Little Bull is in sync with him.  The steam drill moves ahead.  The salesman appears confident.  

With time running out, John Henry begins to use two hammers.  He pulls away from the steam drill.  The townspeople cheer when John Henry wins the race.  John Henry holds his hammer over his head.  He falls to his knees.  Polly Ann screams.  He then falls on his face, motionless.

Captain Johnson and Little Bull roll him over.  Polly Ann caresses her dead husband’s head as she sobs.  Sadness fills the air.  There is a funeral, little Bull speaks and John Henry is laid to rest.

