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West metro stage actors perform monthly radio serial in St. Paul 

Robbinsdale native Eric Webster has loved radio since he was young. 

“My parents bought me one of those radios that also picked up TV stations, and I fell asleep 

every night listening to Johnny Carson, sometimes making it past the monologue, and Minnesota 

North Stars Hockey,” he wrote in an email. 

 

Eric Webster, who writes each episode of Shade’s Brigade largely by himself, performing during 

a recent show at the Jerome Hill theater in St. Paul. (Submitted photo) 

He parlayed that passion into a career with KFAN and KSTP until he quit radio to become an 

actor. His acting career allowed him to write and produce his own work, he says. 

Some of that self-written work is Shade’s Brigade: an episodic, radio-style play performed twice 

per month at the Jerome Hill Theater in St. Paul by Webster and three other veteran actors from 

across the West Metro. 

The hour-long episodes concern the adventures of Captain Jack Shade and his “brigade” of 

mercenaries. Each of the four actors plays multiple roles and is responsible for producing the 

show’s sound effects, too. Each episode is performed on a stage in front of a live audience with a 

band backing the performers. 

“There’s four actors with microphones in front of them,” Webster, who plays Jack Shade, 

explained in a phone interview, “and scripts and items for sound effects. But we’re acting and 

performing it, not just reading it,” he said. 
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Sometimes, Webster said, the show can get chaotic, with actors frantically acting out their parts, 

switching characters, and grabbing items to make a sound effect at the proper time in front of the 

Hill Theater’s audience. 

Each actor has been a part of the twin cities’ theater community, sometimes on and off, for years. 

Dave Gangler, a graduate of Armstrong High School and New Hope native who plays Quinn 

Shaw, a “tough as nails” SAS officer, took a five year hiatus from theater to pursue television 

acting in Los Angeles before moving back to the West Metro. 

 

Shanan Custer delivers a line during a recent Shade’s Brigade performance. (Submitted photo) 

“I really missed doing theater,” he said, “there’s not as much creative fulfillment in TV…the 

energy and back and forth with a live audience.” 

The unorthodox style of Shade’s Brigade’s performances presents a unique challenge for 

Gangler and other cast members, who aren’t used to being planted in front of a microphone on 

stage. Gangler said he’s never done a live radio play before. 

“The challenge is to remember that it’s all about what you’re doing vocally,” he explained. 

“You need to focus on filling the role with sound and trying to think about what this character 

might sound like, and making some interesting and distinct choices.” 

“The physicality and what you need to do with your body to be believable as it’s being recorded 

is really not that different…there’s no way you can just stand there and read it,” said Shanan 

Custer, who plays Kate Stafford, the “former Air Force pilot who can fly or drive anything” 

according to the show’s website. 

A veteran of Minneapolis’ Brave New Workshop who recently won an Ivy award – the twin 

cities’ version of a Tony Award, Webster says – for her role in “2 Sugars, Room for Cream,” 

Custer became involved in the production largely because she and Webster are married. 

“She doesn’t have a choice,” Webster said, jokingly. 
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Brooklyn Center resident Lee Adams, who plays  Cooper T. King, a “former alligator wrestler 

from a travelling sideshow,” and Ernie Polk, who’s “strong as an ox and a step to the left of 

smart,” was present for the first Shade’s Brigade episode, performed in St. Cloud as part of the 

Granite City Radio Hour. 

“It was a gas to do,” he said. 

The appeal lay in “the idea of being able to do all the characters and all the comedy and all the 

stagework but without having to learn lines,” he said with a laugh. 

Michael Todaro produces the play. He and Webster had collaborated on different projects for 

several years, he said, and both are fans of the “old time radio genre.” 

 

Brooklyn Center resident Lee Adams, left, and New Hope native Dave Gangler during a recent 

performance of Shade’s Brigade, a serial radio play performed twice per month at the Jerome 

Hill theater in St. Paul. (Submitted photo) 

Webster and Todaro workshopped the play for several months before the first performance in 

June. 

“We discussed what was wrong with it and went back to the drawing board,” Webster said. 

Once the kinks had been worked out, the group signed a six month performance contract with the 

Hill Theater. They recently signed an extension that will last through 2014. 

All five have separately professed their appreciation for the radio genre. Todaro and Adams 

believe it to be the play’s biggest strength. 

“You’ve got a chance to sit back and imagine for yourself – there’s no greater tool than the 

mind,” Todaro said. 

“We’ve sort of lost the ability to imagine,” he added, noting that Webster’s approach allows 

audience members to visualize the show on their own terms. 
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Adams agreed, saying “theater of the mind gives people an opportunity to create their own 

setting…this thing is kind of inclusive by nature because it requires you to imagine these settings 

and these places.” 

Going Forward 

Shade’s brigade, Webster said, is the culmination of many years of wanting to put on such a 

production. He and Todaro have plans to develop it further. 

One idea is to distribute the production as a podcast, which would reach a larger, broader 

audience and increase the play’s profile outside the Twin Cities. The first three episodes are 

currently available on the Shade’s Brigade website: shadesbrigade.com. 

“With theater, it disappears when you’re done,” Custer said, “but for this particular show, I feel 

like that’s not the case at all, a central part of it remains.” 

The creators are also trying to expand the show into other markets with other casts, Todaro said. 

Webster, who writes each episode largely by himself, would continue to write and exert creative 

control over Shade’s Brigade, but would then distribute the script to other theater companies 

across the country, who would then perform their own versions. 

Todaro said that he had received interest in the show from troupes in Texas, Florida, North and 

South Carolina, and several cities on the east coast. 

Custer also thinks the show has an excellent opportunity to be “in residence” at a Twin Cities 

theater, performing a new episode each month in perpetuity. 

“Shade’s Brigade is great for that. People could see us record the podcast,” she said. 

Adams is optimistic, as well: “I think this thing has some legs. I think by this time next year it’ll 

be a big thing.” 
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