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erformer Who portrays famous, beloved Indlana poet visits Covmgton

By ReBECCA CONGLETON
fenrebecca@sbeglobalnet

Acting has been::Danmy
Russel’s career of choice for
most of his life. It wasn’t

- until the late 90s, however,
when he was. cast in a play
for the  Indianapolis
Children’s Museum, which
would portray the life and
cateer of Hoosier Poet,
James Whitcomb Riley, ‘that
Russel felt he discovered his
passion within the perform-
ing arts atena.

1 was thrilled to join the
cast as Dr. CM. Townsend,
nicknamed ‘Doxy’, a kind’
gentlemen who employed
Riley for the patented medi-
cine show circuit in 1875 and

exploited his talents as actor,

musician and illustrator,”
Russel said. “Our show then

" opened in October (1997) to

wild: applause, playig 1o
thousands of childten from
across the state, and we ran
for three solid months. In
fact, the production was such
an astonishing success that
we révived it in 1998, 1999,
and again in 2002. By then,
’d grown so attached to
Riley, after-hundreds of per-
formances, and felt very pro-
tective of his legacy. That’s
whatvprompted ine to create
a one-man show for touring
purposes, and I've been on
the road ever since.”

Russel now travels full-
time, performing reenact-
ments of scenes from Riley’s
fife, reciting his well-known
poetry, and inspiring inferest

and laughter in the hearts of
audiences young and old. In
addition to his portrayal of
Riley, Russel was also'fund-
ed by the Indiana Arts
Commission. for research in
the development of a similar
performance, which details
the Indiana heritage of
President Abraham Lincoln,
who resided in our, state from
the age of 7 to 21.
“Everyone: is familiar
with Iliinois as the so-called

‘Land of Lincoln’,- but he ,

spent his entite boyhood
here, and we should be
fiercely proud to claim him,”
said Russel. “I knew I had
my wotk cut out for me when
T discovered that many peo-
ple are sadly ignorant 'of
Indiana’s remarkable impact
on . Honest Abe’s life and
how his values were shaped
by his time here.”

Russel performed a James
Whitcomb Riley
Reenactment at the old
Clerk’s  building
Museum in Covington on
Saturday afternoon. The
event was sponsored by the
Axt

and

Fountain  County

Councl]
. Though he grew up in
Maine, Russel relocated fo
Indiana for college..

from Ball State University.
He then attended Chicago
Actors Studio for advanced
study in his craft.

“Both of my parenis were
teachers and nearly died over
my decision to become an
actor. They knew the odds
for failure were astronomi-
cally high, and that I'd prob-
ably wind up homeless, but
they still encouraged me to
follow my heart. I can’t giye
them enough credit for teach-
ing me that your desire to

succeed is as important as’

any talent God’s blessed you
with. Let me also give credit
to my lovely wife, Teresa,
who became my financial
manager when we met, even
though, ironically, there were
no finances to manage at that
time. She also pestered me to
become President. Lincoln,
since I've always been tall
and skinny.” |

Believing in the relevance
of Riley’s life and career,

He
eamed a degree in theatre:

even in our modern age,

Russel is truly passionate
about preserying history
tl_n'ough hi§ portrayal of a
beloved
Hoosier Poet. .
“James Whitcomb Riley
bas lasted because he often

and honorable

wrote in the language of his
people, appealing to all ages.
He took immense pride in
composing humorous and
calling
them ‘simple sentiments that
come direct from the heart’.
Most importantljr, he gave
Hoosiers a cultural identity,”

nostalgic verses,

Russel said. “Why is he so-

interesting today? For one
thing, he left school at 16,
and his mother died at 20. He

was perpetually at odds with
his father, a successful atfor-
ney and the very first mayor
of Greenfield Indiana, and
was not published until the
age of 34. Only stubborn,
unflagging persiétence
brought him fame and for-
tune. His understanding - of
human nature made him a
national hero, produced doz-
ens. of best-selling books,
and immortalized him as the
finest dialect poet of all time,

He’s also buried at the high- -
est natural point in Marion
County and is the only poet
in the world to have a hospi-
tal named in his henor.”




