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A Rollicking Band of Pirates We;
or, 

Gilbert and Sullivan in Ro ckbrid ge
By Suzanne Barksdale Rice

R o c k b r i d g e  E p i lo g u e s

T he Gilbert and Sullivan repertoire has 
been a staple of Rockbridge performances for 
generations. In fact, in 1944 and again in 1947, 

Trial by Jury was presented, fittingly, in the courtroom 
of the Rockbridge County Court House on Main Street, 
Lexington. The two 1940s productions were organized 
and directed by the remarkable Mary Monroe Penick, 
Lexington Presbyterian Church organist and choir di-
rector. The well-known artist Pierre Daura and his art 
students created posters and publicity for the 1944 pro-
duction. And the 1944 printed program (see page 7) is 

filled with small local ads with trial-themed, humorous 
quotes such as the Southern Inn’s “We have been Tried 
by Jury and found GUILTY of serving the best food in 
Lexington.” Both 1940s productions were presented by 
the Blue Ridge Garden Club. The club hoped to raise 
$150 each time — in 1944 to plant the grounds at the 
Woodrow Wilson Hospital in Staunton and in 1947 to 
benefit British Relief.

The Golden Age of Gilbert and Sullivan arrived in 
Lexington with the full-scale production of five oper-
ettas in five years, from 1964 through 1968. It began with 
H.M.S. Pinafore in 1964 and was followed with Iolanthe 
in 1965. After the success of the latter, the troupe of en-
thusiasts formed a board and baptized themselves as the 
FROGS (Friends and Relations of Gilbert and Sullivan) 

The author grew up in Lexington and returned home in 
retirement after a life spent in arts organizations.

Above: Curtain call for The Mikado, FROGS production, 1967
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and produced The Pirates of Penzance in 1966, The 
Mikado in 1967 and Patience in 1968. Beginning with 
Pinafore, the first four operettas took place at Waddell 
School, the last at Lylburn Downing School.  

All five FROGS productions were sponsored by the 
Lexington Kiwanis Club to benefit its scholarship fund. 

In total, as many as 1,000 people attended the three 
performances of each production. Tickets were sold 
in Lexington at Leggett’s, McCrum’s, Campus Corner, 
Bierer’s Pharmacy and J. Ed. Deaver & Sons; in Buena 
Vista at Morgan’s Pharmacy; and by Kiwanis Club and 
FROGS members. In the beginning, tickets were priced at 

$1 for adults and 50 cents for children. Later the ticket 
prices rose to $1.50 for adults and 75 cents for children. 
Local businesses added to the coffers through in-kind 
contributions and program ads. Expenses included cos-
tumes (some rented, some handmade), lumber for sets, 
space rental, orchestra parts and more. After expenses, 
from $700 to $1,000 was netted each year for the Kiwanis 
scholarship fund.  

These productions received extensive newspaper 
coverage (with previews, reviews and photographs) in 

N o t h i n g  c o u l d  p o s s i b l y  b e  m o r e  s a t i s f a c t o r y  *

Over a period of 25 years, Gilbert and 
Sullivan produced 14 comic operas. Lyricist 
W. S. Gilbert (1836–1911), left, was re­
sponsible for the witty words, and com­
poser Arthur Sullivan (1842–1900), right, 
the memorable melodies. Together they 
used the rapid-fire lyrics and fast tempo of 
patter songs to poke fun at pretense and  
create an absurd, enchanting world. 

The British duo was promoted by theatre 
manager Richard D’Oyly Carte, who built Lon­
don’s Savoy Theatre expressly to stage G&S 
productions. These operas were wildly popu­
lar in their own time, reaching an apex in the 
late 1870s and 1880s. But their appeal has 
proved timeless, with productions to this day 
everywhere that English is spoken.

*  The Mikado

British Broadcasting Corporation

Lexington’s News-Gazette, the Buena Vista News, the 
VMI Cadet, Washington and Lee’s Ring-tum Phi and 
the Roanoke Times. Headlines such as “ ‘Trial By Jury’ 
Is A Legal Sensation In Audiences’ Eyes” (Rockbridge 
County News, April 27, 1944; page 2) trumpeted the 

A front-page review in 1944 of Trial By Jury said the performers achieved “near-perfection . . .  
a professional smoothness and unity not often seen in amateur performances.” 
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Above: Following its 1944 success,  
Trial by Jury was performed again in the  
Rockbridge County Courthouse in 1947.

Below: The FROGS H.M.S. Pinafore  
cast took a bow, March 25, 1964.
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door. Sixth and seventh graders from Lylburn Downing 
School attended.  

P erhaps the most remarkable aspect of the 
FROGS productions was the substantial commu-
nity involvement from Lexington, Buena Vista 

and Rockbridge County. Faculty and spouses as well as 
students from Washington and Lee, Virginia Military 
Institute, Southern Seminary and Lexington High 
School participated. Each production required a large 
cast of principals, chorus and orchestra, as well as a mu-
sical director, conductor, stage director, choreographer, 
set designer and production coordinator.  

An army of volunteers was enlisted: costumers, set 
painters, stage assistants, props people, makeup artists, 

performances. There were local WREL radio interviews 
and an occasional Roanoke television appearance. In 
1966 an ensemble from The Pirates of Penzance appeared 
in costume on a WSLS-TV morning show.  

The FROGS embraced its role in education, intro-
ducing children and teenagers to the delightful world of 
Gilbert and Sullivan. In 1966, several Pirates of Penzance 
cast members presented a selection of scenes and songs 
at a Lexington High School afternoon assembly. And 
the FROGS opened its final Penzance dress rehearsal to 
children, with admission of 25 cents collected at the 

A full-page announcement celebrating 
the cast, orchestra and committees 
responsible for the Pinafore production 
appeared in the local newspapers.

publicists, ticket sellers, ticket takers, 
house managers, ushers, refreshment 
workers, ad and program sales reps — 
not to mention coordinators for the ob-
ligatory cast party. The Kiwanis Club 
drew upon its business and professional 
membership to fill many of these logisti-
cal roles. Charles F. Phillips, Washington 
and Lee professor, Lexington mayor and 
Kiwanis member, spearheaded the club’s 
involvement. The printed programs re
flect a veritable who’s who of town and 
gown. On stage and off, the massive com-
munity effort brought together individu-
als who might otherwise not have had an 
opportunity to work together.

All hands on deck was certainly a 
hallmark of these productions. David 
Dickens, a W&L professor of German, 
noted in a 1967 letter to FROGS that he in 
successive years had been a chorus mem-
ber, producer and director, publicity 
chairman, set designer and president of 
the organization. While regulars contin-
ued to devote time and talents, the FROGS 
welcomed an evolving cast of characters, 
off-stage and on. Mary Monroe Penick 
continued her involvement, serving as 
chorus rehearsal director for The Pirates 
of Penzance and lending her talents in 
ways not always reflected in the printed 
programs. Piano teacher Lois Wilson as-
sumed the role of rehearsal accompanist for all produc-
tions. Originally from New Zealand, she found herself 
coaching the cast in the use of British English. Flournoy 
H. “Pinky” Barksdale played the lead tenor role in the 
1944 and 1947 productions of Trial by Jury and many 
years later in the 1964 H.M.S Pinafore. There was new 
talent, too. Philip Booth, a Washington and Lee senior, 
performed in Pinafore and went on to sing more than 
400 roles at the Metropolitan Opera. 
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Top: Anna Clare Allen and F. H. ”Pinky” Barksdale  
in the FROGS production of Iolanthe, March 1965

Bottom: The cast of Iolanthe takes a bow after  
a performamce at Waddell School.

W
ashington and Lee Library Special Collections

A las, after its extraordinary five-year run, the 
FROGS folded when no one could be found to 
assume the organizational tasks required. But it 

had been a glorious run. And there was great fun along 
the way, as noted in this 1965 News-Gazette “This and 
That” tidbit: “The ‘Iolanthe’ dress rehearsal took an unex-
pected twist last week when Mrs. William Sauder who as 
‘Iolanthe’ in the play had spent 24 years at the bottom of 
the stream, solemnly handed the Fairy Queen a jar con-

Above: “A Rollicking Band of Pirates We,” proclaimed this FROGS 
 ensemble in the 1966 production of The Pirates of Penzance.

Below:  The many daughters of General Stanley, the very model  
of a modern major general, in the 1966 Penzance production
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t h e  1 9 4 4  t r i a l  b y  j u r y  p r o g r a m
chronicled not only time, date and place, but cast, committes and local business support

taining a bull frog, live and kicking.” Nanalou (the afore-
mentioned Mrs. William) Sauder and Alice Williams, 
both of whom performed in FROGS productions, rem-
inisce that their children grew up familiar, via osmosis, 
with the wonderful world of Gilbert and Sullivan.  

The 1980s saw a revival of interest in Gilbert and 
Sullivan when The Pirates of Penzance was produced 
in 1982, followed by The Mikado in 1988. Both were 
performed at the Henry Street Playhouse and Stock 
Company under the direction of Albert C. “Al” Gordon, 
W&L professor of fine arts. Local businessman and civic 
leader  A. W. “Buster” Lewis played roles in both Henry 
Street Playhouse productions and says that G&S was 
always fun and popular, brought people together, and 
softened the hearts of Lexington. Artist and musician 
Virginia Lloyd-Davies sang the lead in the 1988 Mikado 
and is still active in the Rockbridge Chorus today. 
William McCorkle was musical director for that 1988 
production. He relates that at the age of 14 he was en-
gaged by Nanalou Sauder as her rehearsal pianist while 
she prepared the title role of Iolanthe. For him, that early 

experience planted the seed for his love of Gilbert and 
Sullivan. 

Let us  then “give three cheers and one cheer more” * 
to the delightful world of Gilbert and Sullivan!

* H.M.S. Pinafore; or, The Lass That Loved a Sailor (1878)

Author’s Note: A version of this article appeared in the 
News-Gazette on April 9, 2025, in advance of  a Rockbridge 
Chorus presentation of “An Evening of Gilbert and Sullivan,” 
whose director, William McCorkle, asked me to write this 
story. As I researched the history of Gilbert and Sullivan 
in Rockbridge, we garnered recollections from former G&S 
participants. I found records and photos pertaining to FROGS 
that David Dickens had placed with Special Collections at 
the Leyburn Library of Washington and Lee University. And 
Rose Gordon graciously shared Henry Street Playhouse G&S 
photos and memories. Perhaps most of all, I am grateful 
that my father, F. H. Barksdale, sang Gilbert and Sullivan 
patter songs around the house in my childhood and that he 
saved newspaper articles and photos from productions in 
the 1940s and 1960s in his old Army trunk.	 —SBR

The Henry Street Playhouse picked up the G&S mantle in this 1982 production of The Pirates of Penzance.
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