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Over the past few months, | have had the joy and honor of meeting Marvin Austin. | have learned so
much about his struggle as a child, but more than that, | have learned how he chose to rise above,
through education and service and an innate desire to help everyone in his community.

Martin Luther King Jr. once said to his children: “I’m going to work and do everything that | can do to
see that you get a good education. | don’t ever want you to forget that there are millions of God’s
children who will not and cannot get a good education, and | don’t want you feeling that you are
better than they are. For you will never be what you ought to be until they are what they ought to
be.”

When Marvin B. Austin was growing up, quite literally all over the world, there were, indeed,
millions of God’s children who did not and could not get a good education. Marvin was born on May
11, 1956, two months and one day after 19 U.S. Senators and 81 U.S. Congressmen signed the
Southern Manifesto, which served as a formal protest to the Supreme Court’s ruling that
invalidated school segregation in the Brown v. Board of Education case. The last words of the
Southern Manifesto proclaimed: “We decry the Supreme Court's encroachments on rights
reserved to the States and to the people, contrary to established law and to the Constitution.”
These anti- integration politicians went on to say “We commend the motives of those States which
have declared the intention to resist forced integration by any lawful means. . .. We pledge
ourselves to use all lawful means to bring about a reversal of this decision which is contrary to the
Constitution and to prevent the use of force in its implementation.” Due to resistance like this,
which was sometimes violent and unlawful, it took many years after Brown v. Board for American
schools to fully integrate. This is why Marvin began his education in the United Statesin a
segregated school.

Marvin’s father was in the U.S. military, which means that when he enlisted, he solemnly swore or
affirmed that he would support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all
enemies, foreign and domestic; and that he would bear true faith and allegiance to the same. As a
black man in the era of separate but never equal, Marvin’s father promised to defend a country and
Constitution that was not defending him.

As a military child, Marvin lived all over the world. He is one of six children, each of whom was born
in a different place. When Marvin and | sat down to talk, it was obvious that he still feels a deep pain
that his parents were relegated to second-class citizenry. Thinking about the opportunities his
parents never had brought him to tears. But despite the segregated schools, the bus drivers who
refused to pick up black children on the military base where he lived for some time in Japan, and
once back in the United States, the inadequate science equipment his school had to rely on, being
forced to walk on one side of the hallway, underrepresentation in advanced classes, and many
other challenges, Marvin learned and he excelled. Marvin recounted how he was identified as an



advanced learner and chosen to study at a higher level, and he became emotional remembering
that too, because he asked his educators at the time what about all the other black students
deserving of similar opportunities for advancement. It is as though he recognized as a young child
that he would never be what he ought to be until they are what they ought to be.

And, it seems, that those words defined the course of Marvin’s life.

Marvin served in the armed forces for three years but realized his life’s mission was empowering his
community, and he did not think the military was an institution he could change. When he re-
entered civilian life, he graduated from college with a degree in accounting. His experiences with
disparities between black and white communities motivated him to enter the non-profit sector, and
he became involved, as he told me, in “everything you could think of.” This included work with the
NAACP, the Urban League, Voter education and “get out to vote” campaigns, and more. A few
years later Marvin was elected to the county commission and served for 12 years. He made it his
mission to stand up for that community. He was a director of finance at a 30-million-dollar
nonprofit agency but left it to form a consulting firm whose sole mission was strengthening black
communities. Since Marvin moved to Sarasota 2.5 years ago, he has become the Director of
Finance at the Boys and Girls Clubs of Sarasota and DeSoto Counties, he built an organization
called Black Communities; he is a principal consultant at RB Legacy Enterprises, which provides
services aiming to improve African American quality of life; he is a member of the Newtown
Business Council; he founded Black Community Working Together; and he is involved in the
Southwest Florida Howard University Club. He has devoted his whole life to making sure that black
children get the education they deserve, that black communities get the support they need, and
that black families have access to the future they want...that they can be what they ought to be.
Marvin has touched the lives of so many in so many remarkable ways, including mine. He has
inspired me to speak up for what is right, and to make a similar positive impact wherever | go, to be
an Agent of Impact.
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In my recent interview with Odessa Butler, an African American elder, | was deeply struck by her life
experiences and resilience. Meeting Odessa reminded me of the importance of listening to diverse
voices and learning from their experiences.

Odessa moved to Sarasota at the age of ten and lived in the Newtown housing projects. She
attended Booker Elementary & High School, where she was selected "Queen of the High School" in
her junior year, an honor typically given to seniors. Her mother became President of Sarasota’s
NAACP, holding meetings in their home to plan public gatherings and demonstrations against
segregation. This activism included beach demonstrations and efforts to integrate public
restaurants and transit. Odessa experienced segregation firsthand, notably in downtown Sarasota’s
Main Street stores and on public buses, where she made a stand by sitting in the front instead of
moving to the back as directed.

Her bold actions and community support inspired me to write a screenplay that captures her
impactful story. Here is one scene.

Wade-Ins at Lido Beach
Exterior - Lido Beach - Day

A group of African American families and individuals, led by ODESSA, a vibrant and spirited
teenager, stand at the edge of the segregated beach. The sun is brilliant, and the waves beckon
invitingly, but the weight of history and segregation casts long shadows.

ODESSA (turning to her group, her voice infused with youthful vigor and determination) We’re here
today not just for a swim, but to wash away those invisible lines they’ve drawn in the sand. Let’s
show them the strength of our tides.

Encouraged by Odessa’s words, the group, ranging from the very young to the elderly, begins to
move towards the water, crossing the unofficial but widely recognized boundary of segregation.
Onlookers from the white section of the beach watch, their reactions mixed.

White Beachgoer #1 (outraged, shouting) This area’s not for you! Move along!

ODESSA (stopping and facing the heckler, her stance confident, her voice calm yet firm) The sea
doesn’t keep time with segregation. We’re here for the same salt and the same waves. We’re not
moving.

As they continue towards the water, a young man from her group,

MARCUS, looks to Odessa, his eyes betraying his anxiety.



MARCUS (quietly to Odessa) Are we really safe doing this, Odessa?

ODESSA (offering a reassuring smile, her tone nurturing yet bold) Today, we make it safe by being
here together. Unity is our safety, Marcus.

The group reaches the water, and the scene transforms. Children laugh and splash, elderly folks
ease themselves into the waves, and the middle-aged find comfort in the cool embrace of the
ocean.

A second WHITE BEACHGOER, moved by the joy and unity, speaks out, more to themselves than
anyone else.

White Beachgoer #2 (reflectively) Perhaps it’s time we rethink these old rules...

Odessa hears this and nods slightly, focusing on her community enjoying a freedom long denied.
She joins a group of children, lifting one of the younger ones to splash higher, her laughter mingling
with theirs.

ODESSA (to herself but audible to others around her) This is what freedom looks like. Today, these
waves carry our hopes.

As Odessa shared her journey through challenges and triumphs, her words carried wisdom and
insight. Odessa's stories illuminated the struggle against injustice and the power of perseverance.
Her resilience inspired me to reflect on my beliefs and actions, reigniting my commitment to
become an Agent of Impact advocating for fairness and equality.
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The Holocaust is a story of hatred, brutality, and ignorance. It encompasses the journey of Jewish
people losing everything that they have ever known, to being forced into ghettos where they were
restricted from society, to being deported in cattle cars to concentration camps where they were
forced to do hard labor and carelessly murdered in gas chambers. Although the Holocaust left the
Jewish community deeply wounded and forever scarred, there were and are pockets of hope left
despite the hurt and pain, the survivors. | had the honor of interviewing Helga Melmed, a Jewish
Holocaust survivor that is a symbol of hope and resilience. One of the most important treasures
that Helga taught me was to love everyone and to do the right thing, even when the crowd is doing
the opposite.

Helga Melmed was born in Berlin, Germany in 1928 to her beloved parents. She had a happy
childhood until she was 5 years old in 1933 on her first day of school in Berlin, when her teacher
called her a “dirty Jew”.

In quotes “She beat my hands and | ran home to my mama and asked,

'Why am | dirty? | just got a bath, | have new clothes, my hair’s clean.' After that She was enrolled in
a Jewish school and was happy until 1938, when, at the age of ten, she experienced the horrors of
Kristallnacht. Her school and temple were carelessly burned down by the Nazis.

Soon after that night, her family was taken from their homes and transported to the Lodz ghetto in
Poland. Jews were forced to leave their businesses, schools, homes, and treasures behind at the
hands of the Nazis. The Lodz ghetto was a confined community of Jews that was unhygienic, had a
scarce amount of food, no access to medical treatment, and a small chance of survival. Her father
was killed while doing forced hard labor outside the ghetto. Following that her mother died from
starvation. After losing her parents Helga lived with a group of young women her age whom she
called ‘her sisters.’

Later, Helga was taken to Auschwitz concentration camp, the first of several camps where life
became harder and harder. She feared for her life as she thought that she would eventually be one
of the next to go into the gas chambers. However, having her camp sisters with her gave her hope
and encouragement through such a treacherous journey.

After Auschwitz, she was taken to another concentration camp where she had to clean up rubble
after bombing raids.



As the war was ending, Helga and others underwent a brutal death march to the Bergen Belsen
concentration camp. She told me that if anyone tried to escape or couldn’t keep up, the soldiers
would carelessly shoot them.

During that walk, Helga became terribly ill and thought she was going to die. Butin April 1945, she
was liberated by British and American troops.

She was almost 18 years old at that time and weighed only 46 lbs. She was transferred to a Swedish
hospital where she spent a long time recovering.

Her aunt in the US finally found her and brought her to the U.S. where she went to school and
learned English. Later, she became a nurse and married her best friend's brother.

Helga hopes that the children today can commit to building a better world than the one she lived
through. She advised me, “Do not fall into the trap of hating people.” She said, “You don’t have to
love each other, but you must respect each other.”

Participating in Impact Theatre and meeting Helga has taught me how important it is to bring
awareness to world history so that prejudice and acts of hatred can be avoided. It has also taught
me that although African Americans and Jewish people may seem completely different on a surface
level, both have experienced severe oppression and discrimination for senseless reasons and have
roots that are deeply connected. The most valuable treasure that | gained through this experience
was to love my neighbor as | love myself because we are all simply humans trying to navigate our
way through life.

Helga’s story inspired me to create this piece of art which represents the various parts of her life. |
decided to create a collage full of color and creativity as | felt like it was the best way to encompass
her life story.
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Fortitude, resilience, and persistence. These three words can be used to describe the qualities of
Helen James. Despite moving from Alabama to Florida at a young age, she was imbued with great
mental fortitude. From the loss of her late husband, she demonstrated resilience to continue his
legacy. And finally, she has shown persistence throughout her career in educating African American
voters. Those three characteristics helped form a life dedicated to public service and a
continuation of the fight against racial inequality.

Mrs. Helen James was plucked from a simple farm life in Alabama to the sprawling urban center of
Sarasota, Florida, where she experienced the unfathomable. Integrated schools. What is now
deemed commonplace was once a radical shift in society. Mrs. James was among the first to
experience Sarasota High School beside her white counterparts, and because of this, has shaped
her into the wise, compassionate, and loving woman she is today. Helen experienced overt
accounts of racism during her high school years, as she wasn’t allowed to fulfill her passion for
cheer-leading due to the color of her skin. A dream shattered, Helen turned to her African American
friends for support and companionship.

While there are many lessons to be learned from interviewing Mrs. James, one moment struck me.
This was her dedication to civic projects despite the adversity she had endured. Once graduating
high school, Mrs. James turned to a life of community service and bettering the lives of African
Americans nationwide. She is now on the executive board for the Sarasota branch of the N-Double
A-CP, whose mission strives to secure educational, political, and economic equality of rights to
eliminate race-based discrimination. Her passion for political activism for people of color sparked
from her late husband, Dr. Edward James Il. Dr. James was an inspiring man whom Helen spoke of
with the utmost regard and love during our interview. Dr. James advocated for civil rights at the
national level, and Helen continues his legacy through her position as president of the Suncoast
Women of Action. This organization is committed to ensuring that the electoral process fairly
represents the rights of citizens in Sarasota and Manatee County. Her unwavering dedication to the
betterment of African Americans is emphasized through her steadfast civic engagement.

After interviewing Mrs. James, | was overwhelmed by one feeling. Gratitude. | am grateful for the
opportunity Impact Theatre has given me: the chance to explore parallels between two seemingly
dissimilar cultures. As a Jewish American standing and speaking before you, | am grateful for this
eye-opening experience to uncover our commonalities between the African American community
and one | will hold close to my heart. | am grateful for the friends | have made and, most of all, for
Helen. In our interview, you spoke with the wisdom of your ancestors, Now, speaking as an agent of
impact, | am devoted to preventing ignorance and hatred and, most of all, to the crucial task of
keeping stories like yours’ alive for future generations.

Helen, you are a catalyst for change with a fearless spirit, and | am honored to tell your story. Your
fortitude... resilience... and persistence... have inspired me to never back down in the face of
adversity.
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Over the past few months, | have had the privilege of interviewing and working with Mr. Walter
Gilbert. A Sarasota native, he currently serves as the vice president for diversity and inclusion at the
Marie Selby Botanical Gardens. He’s also a dedicated father and responsible for many of the
murals you’ll see walking in downtown Sarasota. While it would take hours to go through stories
and lessons from Walter’s life, | wanted this short documentary to do its best to capture Walter’s
history, perseverance, and accomplishments. (for a copy of Sivan’s documentary, contact Bette
Zaret at bzaret@jfedsrq.org)

| want to thank Walter and the Impact Theatre program for giving me this opportunity. Impact
Theatre is a project mostly about listening, and that’s a huge part of being an Agent of impact too.

When we stop listening to each other, and start talking past each other, we cannot bring about
meaningful change. We have to dig deeper than a few buzzwords, and we have to learn to really
listen, empathize, and then stand up for the truth. Nobody knows better the pain of being



marginalized than Holocaust survivors and black Americans, and it is our responsibility to listen to
them and others who are marginalized, so we can help advocate for them.



