Impresario From Missouri: Blevins Davis and Cold War
Cultural Diplomacy
By Sharon Bagg

The Blevins Davis-Robert Breen production of Porgy and Bess reached the zenith of
United States cultural diplomacy in December 1955 when it was presented in
Leningrad with unprecedented global press coverage. This production marked the first
time that an American theater group was admitted into the Soviet Union. Blevins
Davis, with his inclination, temperament, inherited wealth, and personal contacts was
uniquely and logically the person to make this historic event possible. With the
support of Bess Truman and the help of his known friendship with the Truman family,
Davis created and almost totally financed the first international post-war cultural
exchange. He was, for the first few years of the Cold War, a one-man cultural division
of the State Department.
Born in 1903 in Osceola, Missouri, Charles Blevins Davis grew up comfortably in
Independence, where he attended school with Fred Wallace, younger brother of Bess
Wallace Truman. He often visited the Wallace home where the Trumans also lived,
played piano duets with Harry, and teased little Margaret. 1 Davis attended Kansas City
Junior College and briefly studied at Princeton until he had to return home when the
family suffered financial reverses. He graduated from the University of MissouriColumbia in 1925 and taught high school English in Independence for the next six
years. During the Depression, Davis served as principal of the local junior high school
and as organist for his church. During these years, Davis spent summers traveling and
winters directing local productions. He consulted with Bess Truman on local projects,
which included the first play presented at the University of Kansas City and a pageant
for the dedication of the Jackson County Courthouse. Presiding Jackson County Court
Judge Harry Truman subsequently wrote a recommendation for Davis. 2
While attending Yale Drama School on a fellowship, Davis met William Randolph
Hearst at a luncheon at the Yale Club in early 1937. Before lunch was over, Hearst
had commissioned Davis to write a series of articles on the upcoming English coronation of young Elizabeth II. Throughout his life, Davis kept huge reference files and
scrapbooks on the third floor of his parents' home in Independence. He immediately
wired his father to mail the appropriate file. The byline on the coronation articles in
the Hearst publications listed the author as "Blevins Davis, Department of Drama,
Yale University, noted authority of British court history and regalia. ":l
The Hearst articles attracted the attention of producers at NBC, who asked Davis
to write a coronation drama for radio. Using the file, he wrote the play in three days.
Officials at NBC were impressed and attempted to buy the file, but Davis instead convinced them to make him a commentator for the coronation of King George V.
In 1938 Davis was hired as an assistant to Dr. James Angeli, director of education
at NBC and former president of Yale. Davis directed the Great Play series, which facilitated his meeting, auditioning, and directing many Broadway actors and actresses.
While at NBC, Davis produced his first Broadway show, which failed after a threeweek run.
During World War II Davis utilized his connection with his friend and neighbor
from Missouri, Senator Truman, to produce large-scale patriotic shows throughout the
country. Davis enlisted Truman's support by pointing out that these productions were
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Historical Context
The role of the theater impresario
is a storied one in the United
States. These show producers
built up Broadway and hundreds
of lesser-known venues across
America into great entertainment
havens. A theater producer must
arrange for production locations,
look after all the business affairs
of the event; keep the stars,
musicians, dancers, and stagehands happy; and spread a canvas of public relations wide
enough to entice potential theater-goers into the show.
Most frequently, these individuals grew up in New York or
almost onstage themselves in the
regional theater centers of
America. Few impresarios grew
up in small towns like Independence, Missouri , or started out
teaching music in the public
schools. But, then, Blevins Davis
never did things in the usual way.
Similarly, while we may be
used to the idea that the President of the United States regularly makes appearances at theatrical productions, usually televised affairs, this has not always
been the case. In some ways
Lincoln scandalized staid Washington by frequenting several theaters, including Ford's. His expeIi ence there may well have encouraged his successors "to lay low"
rather than be seen at a theater or
as supporting such activities.
When Harry Truman succeeded to the Presidency in 1945,
there was little reason to expect
that he would have much interest
in the theater either. The Cold
War and new demands on the
office changed his level of interest at least somewhat.
Just as Truman looked as an
unlikely candidate to endorse the
exporting of American theater to
post-war Europe or the Soviet
Union, so the play in questionPorgy and Bess - seemed an
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Historical Context, cont.
unlikely entry in world diplomacy. Set in the American
South, written by a Jewish
composer for an all-AfricanAmerican cast, and sung as an
opera, Porgy and Bess had diffi culty getting produced in
many parts of the United
States, let alone overseas.
The time-worn tale of a
woman "done wrong" by her
man was not thought to translate well even if the major
songs such as "Summertime"
did seem catchy enough as
popular music. Still, as
unlikely as it seemed, the
George Gershwin opera Porgy
and Bess became the vehicle
by which a unique Independence personality became best
known in national and international circles as "the impresario from Missouri."

-the Editor
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advantageous in the "great areas where propaganda is needed the most to arouse
the people." 4
While producing several unsuccessful Broadway shows in the mid-1940s, Davis
was becoming nationally known as a personal friend of the Truman family. He was
invited to observe Margaret commission the battleship Missouri and was her escort for
the inauguration of her father as vice president. 5 When Truman assumed the presidency upon the death of Franklin Roosevelt, Davis was very much in evidence. By
the spring of 1945, Davis was touted as the "socialite producer" rumored to be the
new "White House social arbitrator." 6 He arranged for Margaret's singing lessons and
frequently served as her escort.
On September 26, 1946, however, Davis was in Westchester County, New York,
signing a prenuptial agreement with 60-year-old Marguerite S. Hill, widow of James
N. Hill, son and heir to the founder of th e Great Northern Railroad. Marguerite Hill
was a well-known social leader and philanthropist, and one of the richest women in
the country. When James N. Hill died in 1932, Marguerite reputedly inherited $80
million. The marriage to Blevins Davis was her fourth. Under the prenuptial agreement, Marguerite agreed to pay Blevins $500 a month for the duration of his life and
he would have no additional claim against her estate. 7
Blevins Davis, 43 years old, and Hill secretly married October 2, 1946, at the
Mayflower Hotel in Washington. Bess Truman attended and then had the couple as
dinner guests at the White House. The secret wedding was not announced until the
couple sailed for Paris six weeks later. "Mrs. James N. Hill Weds Truman Friend" was
typical of the headlines that proclaimed the wedding. 8
The honeymooning couple stopped in London, where Davis served as a delegate
to UNESCO's International Drama Association conference. Back in Missouri, Davis
purchased the E.F. Swinney estate in Independence and had it extensively renovated.
He also produced his first successful Broadway play and donated the profits to ANTA
(The American National Theatre and Academy). The couple then returned to London,
where Davis broadcast the wedding of Princess Elizabeth and Prince Philip. At the
request of Bess Truman, Blevins and Marguerite Hill Davis were honored at a reception at the American Embassy. 9
A separation between Marguerite and Davis was rumored in the summer of
1947. 10 If there had been a problem, it was solved by October when both signed new
wills. Davis appointed his cousin, Dr. Frederick Leibolt, and Marguerite's attorney,
George Sloan, as his executors. Marguerite's will appointed Sloan and her husband as
executors. She made numerous bequests to relatives, servants, and friends, but the
bulk of Marguerite's fortune was now left to Davis. The will stipulated th at almost $3
million was to be used for charitable purposes with an attached clause stating that "no
part of the activities of my said Trustees ... shall be carrying on propaganda, or otherwise attempting to influence legislation." 11
A little over four months later, in January 1948, Davis wrote a letter to George
Sloan from Beverly Hills, California, replying to Sloan's suggestion that Marguerite
either consult a doctor in California or fly immediately to New York. Davis replied:
"I'm glad all of the old guard have called you ... In case of dire necessity we will contact Dr." 12 Ten days later Marguerite Hill Davis was dead. She apparently suffered a
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heart attack while traveling by train from Beverly Hills to New York. Davis telephoned
his cousin, Dr. Liebolt, from Alberquerque, New Mexico. Leibolt flew to Kansas City
where he met the train and pronounced Marguerite dead an hour later. After the funeral, Davis returned to Independence, moved onto his new estate and prepared to spend
his inheritance. 13
In these post-war years, almost half of all U.S. Congressmen made trips abroad and
were "astounded by the deliberate ... misunderstanding" of their country. 14 All major
governments except the United States were coordinating cultural and information programs. Until the tremendous propaganda value of Porgy and Bess was recognized, U.S.
government policy had been limited primarily to approval and nominal support of private efforts. The liberal thesis of national development of the late 19th and early 20th
centuries was based on the belief that other nations could develop in the same manner
as had the United States through the free flow of trade, enterprise, information, and culture. There was a purposeful absence of governmental control.

Courtesy: Blevins Davis Co ll ection, Western Historical Manuscript Co ll ect ion-Kansas City

Blevins Davis (left) joined in the laughter of a Porgy and Bess cast party.
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Courtesy: Blevins Davis Collection, Western Hi storical Man uscript Collection-Kansas City

In a tense scene in Porgy and Bess, Sportin' Life makes a play for
Bess right in front of Porgy. In this cast configuration, Cab Calloway
portrayed Sportin' Life, Urylee Leonardo starred as Bess while
William Warfield looked on as Porgy.

Although the United States developed a more international outlook in the '20s,
the major impact from America in this decade came from Hollywood. As the depression focused governmental attention on domestic recovery, international relations were
slighted and American cultural influence declined simultaneously with the economy.
The example of Nazi Germany led the United States to rethink its position. Josef
Goebbels, Hitler's minister of propaganda, waged an aggressive campaign that revolutionized the use of mass communications and demonstrated their political power. In
1938 President Franklin Roosevelt created a Division of Cultural Relations within the
Department of State. This agency set the precedent of "partnership between government and private initiative, with the government the junior partner." 15 Before the outbreak of World War II, the department was divided on whether cultural undertakings
should emphasize information or propaganda. During the war, there was no division
on the issue, and cultural activities and propaganda became fused.
To help counteract the increasingly bitter Soviet propaganda attacks during the
early Cold War years, the Smith-Mundt Bill was introduced in 1947 and after much
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debate was passed as The United States Information and Educational Exchange Act of
1948. It authorized a permanent global information program within the State
Department but did not change America's liberal approach that still minimized government restrictions and maximized the power of private capital.
By this time, multi-millionaire Blevins Davis, a generous contributor to the
reelection campaign of President Truman, was again escorting Margaret to social
events and gossip had the two engaged. This association helped to propel Davis onto
the board of ANTA and into the presidency of the American Ballet Theatre.
Davis wrote to the Soviet ambassador requesting that the ballet be allowed to tour
the Soviet Union to facilitate the exchange of arts. Amid much international publicity,
this offer was refused. 16 Davis already was making plans to take fellow ANTA associate Robert Breen's production of Hamlet to Denmark. According to Margaret, her
mother was responsible for the beginning of Davis' international tours. "The First
Lady gave her blessing to a pioneering theatrical experiment- shipping an
American production of Shakespeare abroad for the entertainment of supposedly
snobbish Europeans. The man who managed this feat with a lot of support and
encouragement from Mother was ... Blevins Davis. In 1949, Denmark invited the
United States to send a company to perform Hamlet ... and Blevins put his money and
theatrical experience at the disposal of the United States. Mother smoothed his path
to State Department approval." 17
The State Department prepared the brochure for Hamlet and the Air Force provided transportation at the direction of its first secretary, Missourian Stuart
Symington. 18 Hamlet also was performed for the occupation troops in Germany; and
the Washington Post reported that it was well-received and the Germans "begin to
understand that America is not devoted solely to better plumbing and chewing gum,
but it also has artistic vitality and creativity." 19 The tour cost Davis $70,000, but he
was well-satisfied and profusely thanked the Trumans. 20
This successful tour inspired others. Breen telephoned Davis in Brussels to tell
him that others were interested in getting into the act. Desiring ANTA to be in control
of all foreign tours, Davis and Breen composed a lengthy letter to Matthew Connelly,
appointment secretary to the President, offering their future services. Both hoped the
United States would create a department of fine arts and believed that Davis was the
obvious choice to fill the position. 21
Davis financed a European tour of Ibsen's The Wild Duck, performed by AfricanAmerican actors. The Norwegian ambassador had been impressed by the drama presented at Howard University and arranged for an invitation to Norway. In requesting
Davis to finance the tour, the State Department wrote him that this would be "an
effective means of answering some of the criticism from abroad of the U.S. in respect
to the race question ... " 22 This tour was a huge success with sell-out crowds, receptions, and celebrities in attendance. Davis again arranged to have the actors perform
in Germany. The Record, a State Department publication, featured an article on Davis
and the Howard University Players in the spring of 1950. A subsequent issue of The
Record contained an article by Davis on the upcoming Ballet Theatre European tour. 23
Prior to the tour, the Ballet Theatre performed at Constitution Hall in Washington.
Bess Truman, department officials, and the ambassadors of the targeted European
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countries attended a buffet given by Davis on opening night. There he was toasted as
Missouri's "impresario philanthropist." 2 ~ The ballet went abroad under the auspices
of ANTA in cooperation with the Cultural Relations Division of the State Department.
In reality, the department still had no funds and only promoted such exchanges by
encouraging privately arranged tours. Davis was counting on the Air Force to provide
transportation as it had for his previous tours, but the Korean War and an expose on
congressional junketing made that impossible. Davis appealed to Truman for help.
The President rebuffed Davis, forcing him to deal directly with the State Department,
and contributing to his financial loss on the tour. 25 Davis also besieged Truman with
calls and letters trying to obtain official sanction for ANTA to entertain the troops in
Korea, and the President again referred him to government officials. 26 Despite
Truman's refusal to aid these projects, Davis' fame was solidified, and thou sands of
people begged him to invest in their artistic ventures.
While the United States government failed to aid cultural diplomacy financially
in the early 1950s, the Soviets reportedly spent $1.7 billion annually on direct propaganda and several billion more by indirect means. 27 President Truman's response was
the "Campaign of Truth"- a psychological offensive against Soviet propaganda. In
calling for American participation, Reed Hauis of the State Department declared:
"It is our job - our business - to influence the minds of men in the cause of
democracy. " 2H
Blevins Davis responded. In October 1951 Davis deposited a substantial amount
of money in a bidding war for a revival of George Gershwin's Porgy and Bess. This
show was the perfect choice for America's propaganda campaign. The European premier of Porgy and Bess, March 27, 1943, at the Danish Royal Opera House in
Copenhagen had angered the Nazis. Danish police surrounded the theater to prevent
Nazi interference, and 22 performances were given before the Gestapo threatened to
bomb the building if the show was presented again. Thus, Porgy and Bess became a
symbol of the resistance. Whenever the Nazis would broadcast news of a victory over
Danish radio, the underground would break in with a recording from the show of "It
Ain't Necessarily So."29
After the war, the folk opera was performed in Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland
and Moscow. The Soviets were enthusiastic about Porgy and Bess and compared it
favorably to Russian folk operas.:;o All of these productions, however, cast white players in black face, and the world was eager to see an authentic American show with an
African-American cast. Davis and Breen intended to present the show in Berlin and
London before bringing it to Broadway. They formed a non-profit corporation,
Everyman Opera, on the assumption that the State Department would cooperate as it
had in the pastY
The cast of Porgy and Bess was carefully chosen from more than 1,500 blacks
auditioned in an extensive national talent search. Led by Leontyne Price, Cab
Calloway, and William Warfield, they were an extremely well-educated group. More
than 80 percent had college degrees and most spoke several languages. Members of
the cast were to be living answers to Communist propaganda that stressed the lack of
African-American culture and the abundance of racial problems in the United States.
Porgy and Bess addressed both racial and cultural accusations and became the
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MUSIC HALL
Monday Through Sunday, February 22 to 28
Matinees, Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday
BLEVINS DAVIS and ROBERT BREEN
Present

"PORGY and BESS"
Music by GEORGE GERSHWIN
Libretto by DuBOSE HEYWARD
Lyrics by DuBOSE HEYWARD and IRA GERSHWIN
(Base d on the Ploy/ PORGY, by Dorothy and DuBosE:! Heyward )

Directed by ROBERT BREEN
Musical Director, ALEXANDER SMALLEN$
Setting by WOLFGANG ROTH
Costumes by JED MACE
AssistQnt Musical Director, WilliAM JONSON
CAST
{In Order of Appearance)
... HELEN COLBERT
CLARA
.JERRY LAWS
MINGO
..-CAS <:ALLOWAY
SPORTIN' LIFE
. ..... HELEN THIGPEN
SERENA ..
. ...... JOSEPH JAMES
JAKE ..
. .... HOWARD ROBERTS
ROBBINS
. .SHERMAN SNEED
JIM
..... HUGH OIL WORTH
JOE
. .. .... . MERRITT SMITH
PETER (The Honey Man)
.... ....... .. .. HELEN DOWDY
LILY (the Strawberry Woman } .
. ... ... ....... .. GEORGIA BURKE
MARIA
...... .. . LeVERN HUTCHERSON or LESLf£ SCOTT or IRVING BARNES
PORGY .
. .JOHN McCURRY
CROWN
CATHERINE AYRES
ANNIE .
LEONTYNE
PRICE
or
ELIZABETH
FOSTER
or
IRENE WILLIAMS
BESS .
SAM KASAKOFF
POLICEMAN
.
WALTER
RIEMER
DETECTIVE
. . ..... . .WILLIAM VEASEY
UNDERTAKER
.. . ... ........ MOSES LaMARR
FRAZIER
£LIZABETH FOSTER
RUBY
RAY YEATES
CRAB MAN
.. SAM KASAKOFF
CORONER
...... .. .CECIL RUTHERFORD
POLICEMAN
JEBOB IV
PORGY'S GOAT .
(Continued on page 6)

Courtesy: Blev ins Da vis Collection, Wes tern Hi s torica l Manuscript Collection-Kansas City

Blevins Davi s had something of a homecoming in 1955 when
his production of Patgy and Bess played a t th e Music Hall in
Municipal Audi torium in Kansas City for a full wee k.
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The Russian program for Davis's Po1gy and Bess contrasts
greatly with the cast listing in Kansas City. The Russian lan guage uses the Cyrillic alphabet, combining letters from
western European alphabets with some Greek characters and
some unique characters representing particular sounds.
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American reply. The first stop on the international tour was Berlin, where "under the
noses of the hate-spewing Communists, Germans will see that this creation of a Jewish
composer from a book by white Southerners performed by Negro artists makes a liar
out of Radio Moscow." 32 Unexpectedly, East German marks began to appear at the
West Berlin box office. These marks usually were accepted in the West at the
exchange rate of five for one, but an alerted State Department ordered them taken at
face value. 3'3 This episode reinforced American enthusiasm.
Porgy and Bess was front-page news both artistically and politically. Carefully
monitoring the foreign reviews and press, the State Department and American newspapers alike scrutinized the response of each new country covered by the tour and shouted their analysis in print. Newspapers reported that American diplomats all over the
world were sending accounts that Porgy and Bess was doing more for American prestige than any other previous plan or program. The cast members made themselves
available for benefits, parties, and interviews, and were, in effect, American ambassadors.34 Considered part of a modern theater phenomenon, the cast was treated as
royalty. Tickets were extremely difficult to obtain; and Davis dispensed complimentary
tickets, entertained lavishly, and was honored in return. It was impossible for him to
make a profit on the production, as costs included $17,000 a week in salaries in addition to travel and other expenses. Throughout the tour, Davis paid American salaries
and charged local prices. It is estimated that he lost $3.5 million on Porgy and Bess. 3'
Another large drain on Davis's income were the numerous properties he purchased in Colorado. Among those were the Woodman Ranch and Trianon, a replica of
the Palace of Versailles. By 1951 Davis was trying to unload his Colorado property on
the government. He first invited President Truman to Trianon, suggesting that it would
make an ideal summer White House. When that did not work, he proposed the mansion be used as an institute for cultural relations. When Congress authorized the
establishment of an Air Force Academy, Davis immediately suggested that they purchase his ranch. Truman asked Brigadier General R.B. Landry to check into this proposal, and Landry replied: "To be perfectly frank, it appears Davis ... is now making
some effort to unload it on the government. Apparently he has not been hesitant to put
out the word that he has gotten in touch with the President ... " Unable to make
progress with Harry, Davis wrote to Bess offering the ranch and Trianon, even suggesting that Marguerite's trust fund could purchase the properties for the government.·16
By the summer of 1952, Davis was using Marguerite's charitable trust for his artistic projects and possible government endeavors.'37 He ran afoul of trustee George
Sloan, possibly due to a lawsuit against Davis by a man who claimed that he had
arranged the marriage to Marguerite and had not received the promised cut. Sloan distributed the balance of Marguerite's estate in December 1952 and sold Trianon to the
Poor Sisters of St. Francis for one dollar. 38 Porgy and Bess was still going strong in
1953, and so was Blevins Davis- on the surface. He was a radio commentator for the
coronation of Queen Elizabeth II and asked President Truman to make introductions
for him in London. By this time, however, Truman was no longer president and Davis
wrote to him complaining that the London Embassy was not cooperative. 39 The
Eisenhower people were now in control, and Davis' connection to the Trumans no
longer worked as a leverage, either at home or abroad.
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There were also political changes in the Soviet Union. After Stalin's death in
1953, the Cold War thawed a bit and cultural exchange seemed a possibility. Although
there was no official cultural agreement between the two powers until1958, specific
exchanges were discussed at the Geneva Summit of 1955 and a few were carried out.
Andrei Vishinsky, Soviet Ambassador to the U.N., had seen Porgy and Bess in New
York and approached Davis and Breen about presenting the opera in his country. It
took two years of complicated negotiations to finalize the plans but Breen received the
go-ahead from the Russians by mid-summer '55.'10 President Eisenhower took a personal interest in the tour and laid the groundwork for official acceptance in Geneva. In
fact, this second tour of Porgy and Bess (1954-55) had finally received promise of government financial support from a newly created agency- the Operations Coordinating
Board. But the OCB, after encouraging Davis and Breen to negotiate with the Soviets,
decided that it would not sponsor the tour. Officially stating that both cost and political
consideration figured in the decision, the State Department called the tour "politically
premature." 41 With this refusal, the Russians offered to sponsor the tour themselves,
and on December 3, a contract was drawn up in Moscow between Everyman Opera,
Inc., and the U.S.S.R. Ministry of Culture.
Truman Capote accompanied the group to the Soviet Union and wrote his first nonfiction book, The Muses Are Heard, an account of the journey and opening night. A
reading of this witty record shows the careful choreography of off-stage activity. Many
Russians had never seen a black before, and the actions of the cast in Leningrad
seemed to overshadow the actual production. Events such as jam sessions, jogging,
shopping, and a well-rehearsed wedding between two of the principals attracted thousands of spectators. The cast members appeared at parties in jewels and minks, speaking several languages, and "singing Rachmaninoff ... in the original Russian. " 42 One of
the actors summed up the situation by saying "whatever happens on stage tomorrow,
the greatest drama has already happened off stage."'11
Porgy and Bess was performed at the Leningrad Palace of Culture on December
26, 1955; and Russians lined up two days in advance for tickets. American
Ambassador Charles Bohlen came from Moscow and went backstage along with officials of the Soviet Ministry of Culture to congratulate the cast on receiving a standing
ovation and 13 curtain calls.
But Blevins Davis did not accompany the cast to Leningrad. He was interviewed
in Vienna in November and expressed his excitement on achieving this long-awaited
goal. Davis, however, did not receive his visa from the government in time to join the
tour. Although still listed as its producer, Davis was no longer the spokesman for
Porgy and Bess. In trying to explain this situation, Davis wrote to a colleague that he
had "far more important things to attend to in the U.S."•H Among those things was the
reply to a charge of sodomy lodged against him by an Air Force sergeant in Colorado
Springs. He also had mortgaged his Independence estate more than once and had
given incorrect financial statements to the banks involved. Davis was eventually
brought to trial, his estate was auctioned off and he subsequently moved to Peru. Davis
died in London, July 16, 1971, and was buried in Woodlawn Cemetery in
Independence, Missouri. 45
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Today, the subject of Blevins Davis remains controversial, and opinion of him is
still divided. One side remembers Davis as a gay, flamboyant, social climber and fortune hunter who used his contact with the Trumans to propel himself into the international spotlight for a few years, only to fall swiftly as he ran through his inherited
millions. He is described as being the only male member of Bess Truman's Tuesday
bridge club. 46 Another side remembers Davis as a charismatic teacher and generous
benefactor of the arts who lost his fortune trying to advance the culture of his country.
They point out that few men of the 20th century "can say that they both invented and
financed an American foreign policy."" A few years ago, the Jackson County
Historical Society planned to mount a Davis exhibit. It was cancelled because of the
controversy that erupted in Independence over the proposed event. 4~ Blevins Davis
would have loved it!
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