OWING STAGE, THE CHILDREN'S
e THEATRE OF NEW JERSEY

Janeece Aisha Freeman, left, and Sahirah
Iohnson appear in “A Midnight Cry,” which

ONSTAGE

ByWILLAMWESTHOVEN -~ -
Staff Writer

Less than half of the seats were occu-
pied for the first show of 2007 at The
Growing Stage, The Children's '}[heatre of
New Jersey, where a }ijlﬂoli?use is cnaim-
mon on opening night. One can only
hope thatgh Midnight Cry” finds a larger
audience, because this stirring, fact-
based drama is crying to be seen. ;

Based on the narrative of a Missouri
slave, James DeVita’s story takes us along
the fabled Underground Railroad, the
network of courageous volunteers who
helped slaves escape from the South to
free states in the North. This one may not
be for the preschoolers normally present
here in abundance (perhaps a reason for
the drop in attendance) — there’s knives,

guns, whippings and lots of shouting —

- | Growing Stage spotlights
Underground

Railroad

importance ofliteracy.

Learning to read and write was the
turning pointin the life of Lida Anderson,
the 17-year-old daughter in a family of
slaves i St. Louis. Longing for a better

life, she begs heruncle

STORY Elito ﬁharehls literacy
. ith her.
CHAT, WlWhen she oveliﬂéears
talk about the Under-
Respond | ound Raiiroad, she
to this vows to hop on board.
Story at Hermamaforbi.ds her,
- revealing that Lida’s fa-
E-3.COM |  therwascrippled in his
attempt at escape, but
1ida car't be stopped.

With the nasty overseer hot on her :
trail, Lida stays one step ahead as she’s
handed off from one kind stranger to an-

* other, some white, some black, all willing

stabbing and a humiliating scene
when Lida’s sister is forced to auc-
tion (“she’s worth at Jeast $15 a
pound,” her owner declares di-
rectly to the audience). In another
scene, the ensemble sings a mov-
ing spiritual as the snap of a whip
(aimed atLida) can be heard.
Not the usual menu at the
Growing Stage, which is the only
professional resident children’s
theater in New Jersey. Another
sign that the Growing Stage is tar-
geting an expanded audience is
the presence of director John
| Pletrowski, longtime artistic direc-
tor of Playwrights Theater in
Madison, which is known for
more developmental (and
grownup) productions.
Pietrowsk, a skilled and experi-
enced director, is a “good get” for
the Growing Stage and right away
shows his knack for working with

Her chirpy speaking voice is a
little too “Gone with the Wind” for
my taste, but, along with her au-
thentic Southern accent, it fits the
time and place.

Fellow Growing Stage newcom-
er Sahirah Johnson’s accent
and singing were the equal of
Freeman’s. Although she looked a
bit young to play Lida’s mother,
she gave all of her many charac-
ters a gentle strength and pride.
So, too did Tony Robinson (seen
here previously in “The Life and
Adventures of Santa Claus”) as
Lida’s father. .

The ensemble sings harmonies
worth the price of admission while
Pietrowski navigatés them
through a complex series of
scenes, using only benches, bar-
rels, crates and quilts to serve as
both props and scenery. Their suc-
cess is evident by how easy they
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