
When Porgy 
Came Home
How a local singing group united
their segregated city in the name
of opera.



Logline

The Choraliers, a Gullah Geechee singing group from Charleston, South Carolina, reflect on what
it was like to bring the opera “Porgy and Bess” to its hometown and perform before the city’s
first racially integrated audience in 1970. Through unearthed photos, home recordings, archival
footage, and interviews, this cinema-verité style documentary reflects on how the amateur
singers honored their heritage, garnered national attention, and made history amidst a
backdrop of workers' strikes and school integration protests.



Dr. Annette McKenzie Anderson, 
Charleston’s First Bess.

Dr. James C. Edwards, Jr. 
Founder of The Choraliers Music Club. 
1970 Robbins.

Dr. Anderson with Ella 
Gerber, 1970 director.

Dr. Claude Eugene Pinson. 
1970 Sportin’ Life.





Synopsis

Since 1935, the opera "Porgy and Bess" has received national and worldwide 

acclaim yet it did not debut in Charleston, SC, the city of its birth, until 1970 due to 

segregation laws. The amateur production received national attention and was 

credited for “bringing the races together.” Every cast member went on to do 

formidable things, including the presidentially-appointed Dr. Annette McKenzie 

Anderson and Annette Spann-Lewis—a teenaged extra who went on to become a 

house singer for the New York Metropolitan Opera.

"When Porgy Came Home" will tell the stories behind the people and culture that 

inspired author Dubose Heyward, share untold stories of the original actors from 

the 1970 Gaillard Auditorium production and feature a look at the 2016 cast 

reunion.
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Bridgette
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Storylines to Film
• Capstone Interview for Dr. Annette McKenzie Anderson, Charleston’s First Bess, 1970. A 

presidentially-appointed speech pathologist, and arguably, the first chocolate-brown woman to 
play the role of Bess.

• Mrs. Annette Spann-Lewis, House Singer for the New York Metropolitan Opera.
She made her singing debut as a teenager in Charleston’s 1970 production of “Porgy and Bess.” 
Reuben Wright, a teacher who played the role of Porgy, tutored her for free and it was under his 
direction that she went on to Oberlin College and successfully made her way to The Met. She is a 
product of Charleston County Public Schools. 

• The Burke Brothers.
Walter and Anthony Burke were key members of The Choraliers. Anthony played  
1970 Jake. Walter was Dr. James Edwards best friend.

• Mrs. Felica Breeland. Producer and Key Accompanist for The Choraliers Music Club.

• Lawrence Wright and Reuben Wright, Jr. They are the brother and son of Reuben Wright, the 
teacher and entrepreneur who played the role of Porgy.

• The Children of Porgy and Bess. Their storylines are needed to wrap up how their parents used 
an opera to educate them about Gullah Geechee culture, and how they have passed it down to 
the next generations.



The Team
Lauren Waring 
Douglas, 
Director/Executive 
Producer. Beenyah.

Dr. Arshley Emile, 
Director of 
Photography.
Comeyah.

Tanjanika Green,
Associate 
Producer. 
Beenyah.
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The Advisory Board

Travis Whitlock,
Professional 
Opera Singer.
Comeyah.

Charlton Singleton, 
Grammy Award winning 
musician and historian.
Beenyah.

Dr. Kendra Hamilton, PhD
Her dissertation consisted of oral histories 
of people who knew Samuel Smalls, aka 
“the Real Porgy.” Beenyah.

Natalie Bullock 
Brown.
Producer.
Comeyah.



Local Impact: Charleston County
Groups who represent the diaspora that are interested in making sure their grandchildren 

and children know their Black American History and delight in niche stories like this:

• Jack and Jill of America Inc - legacy member (aka Lauren was a kid in it her whole 

life)
• The Links, Inc. – Lauren’s aunts are members (Dorothy Harrison, etc.)
• The Moles - to be clear there are multiple SC chapters of this national organization and 

yes there is one on Charleston too (Mom, Donna Waring, is a member)
•

Charleston County Schools District - Dr. Judith Peterson
•

Charleston Metro Chamber of Commerce - organization of business leaders who are 
solution oriented and pro education and pro history. Full disclosure father (Keith Waring) 
is former chair 2002 and actively involved.

•
Charleston Convention and Visitors Bureau - Helen Hill (CEO) is genuine colleague and has 
been a great support of our project from day one.

https://www.jackandjillinc.org/
https://linksinc.org/
https://dcmoles.com/history
https://www.ccsdschools.com/
https://www.postandcourier.com/moultrie-news/news/education/legacy-of-a-magnet-principal/article_22ba4c15-d089-5fdd-9199-dfc9f7a99981.html
https://www.charlestonchamber.org/
https://www.charlestoncvb.com/






Now that you’re on board, I have the power 
of You. The specific asks I have for our “Six 
Degrees of Separation” List will be more 

impactful because you’re in place.

Call Me. 




