Performance gives students insight on fight for freedom
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The Civil Rights Movement took center stage yesterday at  Western Middle School when the stories of abolitionists, revolutionaries and activitists came to life to celebrate the final day of Black History Month.
 
"I was sick and tired of being sick and tired," said Fannie Lou Hamer, portrayed by actress Tamara Malawitz during the "Struggle for Freedom" program.
 
Hamer grew up in a Mississippi sharecropping family and became a voting rights activist in the 1960s, facing harassment and beatings.
 
Malawitz, Ray Massey and Charley McAfee, members of the New Haven-based Collective Consciousness Theatre, played the part of nine historical figures, including John Brown, Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King Jr. and Thurgood Marshall. The company travels the country giving performances about civil rights issues.
 
Theatre director Dexter Singleton, who wrote the "Struggle for Freedom" script, told students that he chose to highlight characters who are often forgotten.
 

"These people are almost never mentioned in history books," Singleton said.
 
During the program, each character offered words of advice about how students can stand up for their beliefs.
 
"If you don't stand for something E you can fall for anything," said Massey's Crispus Attucks, an escaped slave who died during the Boston Massacre while protesting how Britain was treating Americans.
 
"We had all just endured too long. It was time for me to take a stand," said Malawitz's Rosa Parks, who inspired a bus boycott by blacks living in Montgomery, Ala., in the 1950s to protest racial segregation laws that allowed separate but equal facilities for blacks and whites.
 
Sixth-grader John Luke Stambaugh, 12, said he has a new appreciation for what the civil rights activists accomplished.
 
"People had to stand up for what they believed in," he said. Singleton asked students to become "trailblazers" for civil rights, a cause that assistant principal Michael Marotto said all of the students should take interest in, regardless of race.
 
"If one person is denied their civil rights, we are all denied our civil rights," Marotto said.
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