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Shell Shock: Jeff Pierce is a Southern Man.

 

Tom Brokaw immortalized the Americans who fought in World War II as the “Greatest Generation,” but the new play Southern Man makes an equally compelling case for them to be known as “Generation Lost.” This solo performance introduces Jackson Taylor, a North Carolina farm boy who enlisted in 1939 for no better reason than his boredom with tilling the soil. Jeff Pierce injects the role with an intriguing sense of wonderment under the brisk direction of Colleen Pierce.

 

If Taylor is aware that a war is underway in Europe and the Pacific, he gives no indication, apparently bearing no thought of fighting for his country, deposing a dictator or defending democracy. At Ft. Bragg, he casually marries the first girl he meets at a USO dance and becomes the father of her child nine months later. After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Taylor’s unit is mobilized to the European theater. Soon he is captured in battle and sent to a German prisoner-of-war camp for two years.

 

Whatever the play’s view of the World War II soldier may be, it certainly suggests further contemplation of the soldiers who have volunteered for every war since. We might like to believe that the 18-year-olds who signed up for Vietnam and Iraq did so out of clear personal convictions, but the story of Jackson Taylor forces us to confront an agonizing alternative: that they simply had nothing better to do. It also reminds us that despite the historical hype that the United States joined World War II out of a need to preserve democracy, our nation initially acted in vengeance for Pearl Harbor. 

 

Jeff Pierce humanizes his character to the point where revelations of Taylor’s emotional state are almost shocking. He sings of love in the first half of the play and cries for country in the second half. At all other times, he is an even-keeled good ole boy confined in a POW camp, suppressing all natural feelings of loss. Southern Man is a heartbreaking throwback to the days when returning soldiers were greeted by ticker-tape parades and everything turned out just fine. (I saw an American POW on television this morning, and he looked anything but fine.) Perhaps the reason this story needs to be told is that Jackson Taylor’s beguiling blend of stoicism and humor is dying out along with the last of the Greatest Generation.

 

