
Cross That River  

Cross That River represents a significant moment in 

American History, and tells a story that’s never 

been told. 

  

The unsettled West of the 1860s provides a new life 

and new dreams for Blue, a run-away slave, who 

escapes from slavery to Texas to become one of 

America’s first Black Cowboys. This compelling tale 

of freedom integrates fiction with historical fact, 

and each song presents a different page in this 

complicated chapter of American History. 

  

The story of Blue begins in Louisiana, and with every 

song of this highly-infectious score, the audience is 

moved further along on Blue’s harrowing journey 

across the Sabine River to freedom in the Wild 

West. Each song tells a unique story, at times 

joyful, sometimes tragic, but mostly a poignant 

chronicle of enduring perseverance. 

  
Award-winning musician, Allan Harris wrote Cross 

That River to tell the untold story of the Black 

West and empower Americans with an inspiring 

story of hope and freedom.



CROSS THAT RIVER 

 

Pat Harris & Associates/ Love Productions Records 

“THE VOICE OF A BENIGN STORYTELLER, A DEEPLY ROMANTIC 
TRUE BELIEVER WITH A HEROIC  VISION OF AMERICAN HISTORY AND 
THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN CONTRIBUTION.” -NY TIMES

“DEVASTATINGLY MOVING”  
- BACKSTAGE

NOMINATED FOR 4 AUDELCO AWARDS 
Regge Life -  Best Director 

Allan Harris - Lead Actor 
Maya Azucena - Lead Actress 

Best Musical
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R e v i e w s

Cross That River is a Chamber Music of America residency grant recipient 

MUSIC ROW, Robert K. Oermann   “Harris is an African American who has penned a song 
cycle telling the story of black cowboys in history.  Its evocative title tune tells the tale of a slave 
yearning to be free out west.  His richly burnished vocal is backed by beautifully played acoustic 
instruments.  This excellent music will be part of the Kennedy Center’s first country music festival, 
coordinated by the Country Music Hall of Fame.”  

NEW YORK TIMES  “A protean talent best known for his 
takes on jazz standards, Mr. Harris flaunts his musical 
showmanship for the stage. “Cross That River” opens with 
a dissonant jazz instrumental that slowly builds to 
harmony and breaks open into electrifying solos. It’s a 
fiery introduction to a show that mixes jazz, blues and 
country and works best when it lives in the unpredictable 
spaces between genres, as in the song “Blue Was Angry,” 
which ends with a rousing performance by the 
percussionist Shirazette Tinnin.” 

COUNTRY MUSIC WEEKLY, Chris Neal  “This head-
turning concept album about a 19th-century slave who 
becomes a cowboy grabs you from the opening line 
(Mama said a white man be comin’ in the morning / 

Gonna drag Big Daddy away) and never lets go. Cross That 
River demands your attention.”  
  
SHOW BUSINESS WEEKLY  ”The opening of Cross that River, one of the most exciting 
offerings at the New York Musical  Theatre Festival … as escaped-slave-turned-cowboy Blue 
(Allan Harris) invites us to gather ‘round and listen to his tale…The musical canvasses the Wild 
West, and all of our favorite stock characters are there, as well as a few we haven’t met yet. There 
are saloon girls, fire and brimstone revival preachers, mad-eyed cattle-drivers, buffalo soldiers 
and mail-order brides. Music and lyrics by Allan Harris take us from angsty blues to belted gospel 
hymns to twangy waltzes that would do Dolly proud.” 

VINTAGE GUITAR, JH “The idea and sound here 
are so unique it’s nay impossible to draw 
comparisons, but the highlights include “Diamond 
Jimmy,” an amazing tale of betrayal with great jazzy 
acoustic guitar by Harris, and amazing background 
vocals.  “Mule Skinner” is brutal in its frankness, with 
an eerie lyric and melody; guitars and violins ride 
the music out to great effect.  While those two songs 
are a highlight, there are no bad songs.”   

NIGHTLIFE EXCHANGE Cross That River: A 
Tale of the Black West …stands fi rmly on the 
platform of inclusivity. Its …message 
acknowledges that it’s the contributions of 
all the races that have made America what it 
is. “We must always remember: We built this 
country together” is Blue’s last line, flowing 
into the uplifting and patriotic   ”I Do 
Believe.”

BACKSTAGE "Cross That River" ranks as a highlight 
of the festival…This vital fusion of American music 
styles and groundbreaking talent fosters the 
evolution of musical theater as an art form.” 

HUFFINGTON POST  “Aside from Harris’s score, the 
Cross That River highlights are the singers—Harris, of 
course, included. Whether soloing or supporting, 
the four sound glorious, their acting also 
enhancing.” 

BROADWAY WORLD “An exhilarating 
production…Cross That River tells the lifelong story of 
a man named Blue, born to slavery in Louisiana in 
the mid 1800's. As a young man, his dreams of 
freedom are realized when he crosses the river and 
escapes to Texas to become one of our country's first 
Black Cowboys…The show presents fascinating 
historical facts with a fictional narrative and each of 
the songs captures a chapter in Blue's compelling 
story.” 

WASHINGTON POST, Mike Joyce “Although Allan 
Harris is best known as a jazz vocalist ... he's no 
stranger to Southern rock, R&B, blues, country and 
blue-grass. "Cross That River" is his most ambitious 
album yet, a country-before-it-was-cool song cycle 
inspired by the oft-overlooked history of the African 
American cowboy.” 

BROADWAY WORLD 
“An exhilarating 
production… The show 
has a riveting story 
along with a fabulous 
score and the finest 
m u s i c a l 
accompaniment. It 
features direction by Regge Life, composition by Allan 
Harris, with a book by Allan and Pat Harris. This is a 
show for these times, a passionate and inspiring 
piece of theatre portraying the spirit and courage that 
built America.” 



The Last of New York’s Black Cowboys
A quarter of the cowhands out West were black. Some in the city want to honor their 
history. A Harlem composer found a way.
Allan Harris, the creator of the musical “Cross That River,” at home in 

It was the first few days of the new school year in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, when 
Allan Harris walked to the front of his fifth grade classroom. He read his essay 
about how he had spent his summer: riding horses on his grandfather’s 600-acre 
ranch in Pennsylvania. The year was 1966.  

His classmates laughed; the nun teaching the class stopped him.  

In 2016, the Federation of Black Cowboys, a group dedicated to teaching cowboy 
history, lost the stable it had run since 1994 in Howard Beach, Queens. The New 
York City Parks Department awarded the operating contract for the facility to a 
therapeutic riding organization, after several horses died in 2013 under the 
federation’s care. 

Today, staking their claim in the American story has become more essential than 
even riding or roping. “It’s sad, but we still exist, we still go to schools and educate 
the youth on the legacy,” said Kesha Morse, the federation president, who added 
that the organization still keeps four horses stabled privately in Queens. “The 
mission was not to just have horses and ride horses; it was to educate.”  

Nationwide there have been small steps to correct the record, particularly in 
popular culture. The celebrated “Watchmen” HBO series opens with the frontier 
lawman Bass Reeves, who is the inspiration of one of the show’s heroes, and a 
wild West aesthetic called the Yee-Haw Agenda has caught on among some young 
black influencers. In 2016 the Studio Museum in Harlem ran a photo exhibition on 
the subject; the following year the Museum of the Black Cowboy opened in 
Rosenberg, Tex. 

One of the last practicing New York City cowboys is Dr. George E. Blair, who each 
summer teaches rodeo arts and black western history with his wife, Ann, at their 
New York City Riding Academy, which they have run since 1988 from a small barn 
on Randalls Island in the middle of the Harlem River. Dr. Blair was a founder of the 
city’s black rodeo, inviting black horsemen from around the country to compete, 
and even paying for their airfare.  

“Folks said there were no black cowboys,” Dr. Blair recalled recently. “And I said, 
‘Well, let’s just see about that — I am not going to only show you black cowboys, 
I’m going to show you rodeo.’” 

Dr. Blair, a retired deputy chancellor of the New York State University system, is 88 
years old; Mrs. Blair is 84. They plan to return to the island this summer, but the 
couple is unsure about who will carry on their legacy. If the city loses black 
cowboys, “we lose the same thing that they lose when anything that disappears,” 
Dr. Blair said. “The city and the world is at a loss. The cowboys add a lot to the 
world.



For Mr. Harris, a jazz musician and composer who is originally from Brooklyn and 
whose extended family were cattle ranchers, the omission felt personal.  

That early experience at St. Matthew Catholic elementary school led Mr. Harris to 
create “Cross That River,” his blues-and-jazz-inflected musical that dramatizes the 
story of one black cowboy. It will be performed for a single night in Harlem on Jan. 
13, its first return to the city since a five-week run in 2017 at 59E59 Theaters.  

The show tells the fictional story of Blue, a man formerly enslaved on a Louisiana 
plantation who fled to ride the range, a common story among black people who 
made a life out West. There, black people were often key pioneer players, such as 
Bass Reeves, who escaped enslavement to become a United States deputy 
marshal, and Bill Pickett, who invented the rodeo sport of bulldogging, or wrestling a 
steer with bare hands.  

But Mr. Harris hopes his musical does something more elemental, by simply telling 
the story of a black cowboy, at all.  

Audiences “are inundated with images of gangsters and thugs and 
disenfranchisement from slavery, the disenfranchisement from downtroddenness,” 
said Mr. Harris, who created the show in 1999, and workshopped it for years in 
friends’ living rooms across the city. “No one talks upon the hundreds of thousands 
who went west to build fences and tame mustangs and basically carve the way.” 

New York City has long been home to a small but committed group of people who 
share Mr. Harris’s mission in resurrecting a history erased — according to the 
scholar William Loren Katz — by racism. The West was integrated compared to 
places east of the Appalachian Mountains from which many black people had fled, 
Mr. Katz said in an interview before he died at age 92 in October; in the untamed 
West, life was simply too hard to keep up such barriers.  

“For African-Americans, even more was riding on their march west,” Mr. Katz wrote 
in his book, “The Black West” (Mr. Katz was white and grew up in Greenwich 
Village). “More than Europeans, pioneers of color pined for a home of their own, a 
place to educate children, protect women, and nail down elusive dreams.”  

But the number of black cowboys in the city has dwindled since its heyday in the 
1980s, when New York was home to the Black World Championship Rodeo, a 
festival of bucking horses and steer roping. The event took place in both Harlem, at 

Col. Charles Young Park (named after an early 20th-century African-American 
cavalry officer) and at Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn. 

“Cross That River” will be performed at the Faison Firehouse Theater, 6 Hancock 
Place in Harlem, on Jan. 13 at 7 p.m. For more information, visit 
www.crossthatriver.com.  

One of the last practicing New York City cowboys is Dr. George E. Blair, who each 
summer teaches rodeo arts and black western history with his wife, Ann, at their 
New York City Riding Academy, which they have run since 1988 from a small barn 
on Randalls Island in the middle of the Harlem River. Dr. Blair was a founder of the 
city’s black rodeo, inviting black horsemen from around the country to compete, and 
even paying for their airfare.  

“Folks said there were no black cowboys,” Dr. Blair recalled recently. “And I said, 
‘Well, let’s just see about that — I am not going to only show you black cowboys, I’m 
going to show you rodeo.’” 

Dr. Blair, a retired deputy chancellor of the New York State University system, is 88 
years old; Mrs. Blair is 84. They plan to return to the island this summer, but the 
couple is unsure about who will carry on their legacy. If the city loses black cowboys, 
“we lose the same thing that they lose when anything that disappears,” Dr. Blair 
said. “The city and the world is at a loss. The cowboys add a lot to the world.” 

Today Mr. Harris, the composer of “Cross That River,” keeps his cowboy hats in the 
Sugar Hill neighborhood of Harlem, where he has an apartment. The family ranch in 
Graysville, Pa., is down to 200 acres from its original 600. Since 2008, he’s shown 
his musical around the country, he said, and every time, black audiences seem to 
get a jolt: “It’s like, ‘Wow, we are a part of this thing that John Wayne was a part of?’” 
Mr. Harris said. 

“Everyone attributes the white horse, the white hat, the white face to the American 
West,” Mr. Harris added. “But we all slept under the same stars.” 

“Cross That River” will be performed at the Faison Firehouse Theater, 6 Hancock 
Place in Harlem, on Jan. 13 at 7 p.m. For more information, visit 
www.crossthatriver.com.  
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Allan Harris narrator/vocals Maya Azucena vocals Joseff McKenneth vocals Carolyn Leonhart vocals 

Arcoiris Sandoval 
piano 

Nimrod Speaks bass Alan Grubner violin Seth Johnson guitar Shirazette Tinnin  
drums/cajon 

WWW.CROSSTHATRIVER.COM 

The Cast of Cross That River 

www.allanharris.com
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Past performances:
©2017 Cross That River  

Written and composed by Allan & Pat Harris 
Produced by Pat Harris for Love Productions Records 

Directed by Regge Life 
Feb 2006  CBS  Interview 
Feb.  21 - CD Release Concert - Blue Note, NYC 
March 24 - CBS DC interview  
March 25 - Performance at Kennedy Center as part of their first 2 week Country Music Festival, DC 
June 27- Aspen Writers’ Festival – Belly Up  
Lyrically Speaking, Launch of new program  representing Black Western writers 
July - Chamber Music America Grant $12,000 for ten performances in schools and other facilities in Harlem 
August 6 - NPR “ All Things Considered - Weekend Edition” interview/performance  
Sept./Oct - Recording of 2nd CD  
Cry of the Thunderbird 
Dec. 2006 - 3 songs licensed by Oklahoma State funded by National Geographic for history of Black West.  
Oct. 17, 2007- Performance at MASS MOca, Massachusetts 
Feb 6 - New Jersey State Theatre performances for schools.   Study Guide developed 
Feb-April - Tour of 10 Schools and Children’s facilities in Harlem. 
Oct. 21–24, 2008 - The Kennedy Center – performances for Distance Learning Broadcast to schools across America and a performance  
July 28 – 31 - The Eugene O’Neill Theater Center, 1 week workshop 
Sept. 1–18, 2009 - Allan Harris  One Man Show of Cross That River - 3 week run – Strater Theatre, Durango, CO 
Oct. 12 – 18 the Musical debuts at the New York Musical Theatre Festival  (6 performances - Sponsored in part by Ted’s Montana Grill).  Donna McKechnie - 
choreographer...Clear Channel features billboard on Times Square… 
Feb. 23 - 28 - Savannah Music Festival tour of 10 schools and a performance in  the First Bryan Baptist Church 
Feb. 25 - 28, 2010 - School performances in Hilton Head.SC High School 
July 20 - 28, 2013 - Theatre Aspen workshop and public reading with cast members from Les Miserable 
September 8 - 13 ASCAP Musical Theatre Festival selects Cross That River for it’s Lincoln, Nebraska debut season at the Lied Performing Arts Center 
Aug. 22, 2015 - Rockwood Music Hall, NY 
Nov. 30-Dec. 31, 2017 - 59E59 Theater, NYC 
Jan 13, 2020  Faison Firehouse Theater, Harlem NYC 
Jan 18, 2020 Lone Tree Cultural Arts Center, Lone Tree, CO 
Feb 8, 2020 Zeider's American Dream Theater, Virginia Beach, VA 
Feb. 18, 2020 San Angelo Performing Arts Center, San Angelo, TX 
Feb. 20 & 21, 2020 Faison Firehouse Theater, Harlem NYC 

Cross that River is also available for schools and museums.  A detailed lesson plan is available in advance for school performances.  

https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5621716
http://education.kennedy-center.org/education/pwtv/studyguides/AllanHarris_StudyGuide.pdf
https://www.broadwayworld.com/article/Allan-Harris-Michael-Lanning-et-al-Set-for-CROSS-THAT-RIVER-Reading-126-20120125
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5621716
http://education.kennedy-center.org/education/pwtv/studyguides/AllanHarris_StudyGuide.pdf
https://www.broadwayworld.com/article/Allan-Harris-Michael-Lanning-et-al-Set-for-CROSS-THAT-RIVER-Reading-126-20120125


December 16, 2008 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 

Regarding Allan Harris and his nomination for an NEA Heritage Fellowship:  the 
John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts has presented Allan Harris in concert 
several times over the past six years:  February 2003 with René Marie; January 2005 with 
his own group featuring the music of Nat King Cole; March 2006 with the first 
installment of CROSS THAT RIVER, ‘Saga of A Black Cowboy’; September 2007 in 
concerts celebrating the CD release “Nat King Cole:  Long Live the King/Live at the 
Kennedy Center” (recorded at the January 2005 concerts); and most recently October 
2008 for the second installment of CROSS THAT RIVER,’Cry of the Thunderbird.’   
 

The March 2006 premiere of the first installment of CROSS THAT RIVER, ‘Saga 
of A Black Cowboy’ was presented as part of the Kennedy Center’s larger event 
“Country:  A Celebration of America’s Music.” The 2006 CROSS THAT RIVER concerts 
were such a success, that the Kennedy Center invited the ensemble to return for the 2008 
concerts, for the next installment of CROSS THAT RIVER,’Cry of the Thunderbird.’  The 
Kennedy Center also invited Allan Harris and his group to perform ‘Cry of the 
Thunderbird’ as part of its Education Department’s PERFORMING ARTS SERIES 
distance learning project, whereby Thunderbird was broadcast internationally – live – via 
satellite, to schools throughout North America.  The performance will also eventually be 
available online at the Kennedy Center’s website, where currently the Center offers a 
study guide for teachers, supporting the program.   
 

A work in progress, CROSS THAT RIVER successfully conveys the often-
overlooked history of black cowboys from the perspective of Blue, an escaped slave who 
moves westward to help pioneer the new American West.  CROSS THAT RIVER 
combines elements of American indigenous musical genres from jazz to country and 
folk.  The music and story are not only historical and educational, but also extremely 
moving and entertaining.  This original work attests to Allan Harris’ commitment to 
create bold new work, worthy of attention by both American historians and musicologists 
alike.   
 
Sincerely, 

 
Kevin A. Struthers 
Director, Jazz Programming 
 

THE JOHN F. KENNEDY CENTER FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20566-0001 
202 416-8824 
FAX 202 416-8876 
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November 26, 2008

To \Vhom It May Conbern:

I write to commend to you the application of Allan Harris for an NEA Fellowship. It is a
pleasure to do so. Allan is a dear friend whom I have known for years. But though I have
known him for so long now, I never lail to be impressed by his remarkable voice, his
terrific style, and his magnificent showmanship. Simply put, he is a great musician.

Harris is a performer unlike any other, and I have been delighted to see the attention and
positive reviews he has received lrom major media outlets including The J{eu,t Tork Timn
and NPR's "All Things Considered." Much of this coverage has resulted from "Cross
That River," which is as important as it is unique. A musical history lesson that tells the
story of black cowboys in the American West (truly a group of unsung heroes), "Cross
That River" instructs and inspires, and is seriouslyjoyful and joyfully serious. Harris has
performed "Cross That River" at venues across the country, including the Kennedy
Center,Jazz at Lincoln Center, and the Aspen Writers' Foundation. Most significant to
me as an educator is the fact that Harris has brought "Cross That River" to schools
across the country and has provided teachers with a study guide that makes the
experience even more meaningful to their students.

I would be remiss if I did not remark on Harris's peerless voice. His recent tribute album
to Nat "King" Cole displays that voice in all its finery: his smoothness and subtlety are, I
dare say, a good match for Cole's own silky tones. And as a lifelong fan of Nat Cole, I do
not give this praise lightlyl

Allan Harris is, without question, one of our best male jazz vocalists, and an NEA
Fellowship will provide him with the time and resources to create another new work of
great distinction. I recommend Allen Harris for an NEA Fellowship wholeheartedly and
with the greatest enthusiasm.

Sincerely,

{----- 'UG- b'"c-':? *
Henry Louis Gates,Jr.

T*r nounrp.  /1.17) 266-- , (Ql  LLLrnu.\E. \ur  /  /  +tr \ ' - \+uu Fex: (617) 49j-949a ricelns@ res. HARVATID. EDU



November 11, 2008 
 
 
To whom it may concern: 
 
On behalf of the Aspen Writers’ Foundation (AWF), Colorado’s oldest literary center, I am 
delighted add my voice in support of Allan Harris and his candidacy for an NEA fellowship.  
 
Allan and his band were responsible for helping to launch the AWF’s groundbreaking 
singer/songwriter series, Lyrically Speaking, to critical acclaim. The launch was timed to 
coincide with the 30th anniversary celebration of the AWF’s Aspen Summer Words Writing 
Retreat and Literary Festival, which was held in June of 2006. The theme of the Festival 
was “Voices of the West: Crossing the Great Divide,” and honored standout Western 
writers such as Harris, N. Scott Momaday, Denise Chavez, Stewart Udall, Gretel Ehrlich, 
Bill Kittredge, Luis Alberto Urrea, Ted Conover, Craig Childs, Pam Houston, and Annick 
Smith.   
 
Harris and Cross That River (a name that covers the band, concept album, and title track) 
used storytelling and song encompassing gospel, bluegrass and Mexican ballads to 
present a fascinating portrait of the wild American West – a musical depiction of the true 
black cowboy experience on the American frontier.   
 
Allan’s ability to interpret black history through music “stole the show” and was a brilliant 
way to launch Lyrically Speaking, and to complement the “Voices of the West” Festival.  
Allan won the hearts and minds of all present, and we look forward to working with him in 
the near future – he is a true artist and a wonderful, engaging soul. 
 
Very sincerely yours, 
 

Lisa A. Consiglio 
 
Lisa A. Consiglio 
Executive Director  
 





CROSS THAT RIVER
LESSON PLAN FOR SCHOOLS





























CROSS THAT RIVER 
Links: 

Sizzle Reel:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TjshgRwdJLQ 

http://education.kennedy-center.org/education/pwtv/studyguides/AllanHarris_StudyGuide.pdf 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allan_Harris_(musician) 

https://nitelifeexchange.com/cross-that-river-is-more-than-the-sum-of-its-excellent-parts/ 

******************** 

CONTACT:  Pat Harris :  917 623 7144 
patharris@patharrisandassociates.com 

http://www.crossthatriver.com              http://www.allanharris.com 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TjshgRwdJLQ
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