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New First Full Last

lasted for 3 hours over North Wales.

You could hear a pin 
drop in the crowded 
Temple Theatre as actor 
Mike Wiley kneeled on 
one side of the stage 
and quietly recited The 
Lord’s Prayer, recount-
ing the beginning of 
slave Abraham Gallo-
way’s harrowing voyage 
to freedom.

Galloway and his 
friend were facing immi-
nent death — wonder-
ing if sailors approach-
ing their hiding place in 
a secluded hold of the 
ship would smoke them 
out with toxic gas. And 
whether their painstak-
ing preparations for that 
likelihood could possibly 
keep them alive.

“The Fire of Free-
dom,” a one-man, one-act 
play written by Howard 
Craft and per formed 
by Wiley, was a public 
presentation organized 
by Temple Theatre and 
Central Carolina Com-
munity College as part 
of the college’s ongoing 
series to engage univer-
sity transfer students 
with new ideas and expe-
riences.

Students approached 
the performance from 
dif ferent perspectives. 
The focus seemed clear 
for classes studying 
American history and lit-
erature. But there were 
also sociology students 
tr ying to understand 
institutional racism and 
communications classes 
drawing lessons from 
the actor about public 
speaking and interper-
sonal communications.

No matter what ques-
tions they brought to 
the per formance, all 

sat together for almost 
an hour as Wiley trans-
formed from one charac-
ter into another, tracing 
the life of Galloway from 
captivity in the 19th cen-
tury South to freedom in 
Philadelphia — and then 
on an unlikely odyssey 
that eventually brought 
him to the seat of power 
as one of the first Afri-
can-American members 
of the North Carolina 
legislature.

Along his remarkable 
journey, Galloway risked 
his life behind enemy 
lines recruiting black 
soldiers for the Union 
army during the Civil 
War and helped lead a 
political movement pro-
moting full citizenship 

rights for African Ameri-
cans, a mission that even 
landed him in a historic 
White House meeting 
with President Abraham 
Lincoln.

Issues in the play 
weren’t always comfort-
able, but that was the 
point. “What I like about 
Mike’s shows is that he 
takes a serious subject 
that comes with a lot 
of emotion — or that is 
raw or taboo — and dis-
arms us and makes us 
vulnerable,” said Bianka 
Stumpf, CCCC’s his-
tory and social sciences 
lead instr uctor who 
also directs the cultural 
enrichment program. 
“That’s because he’s 
funny and does unusual 

things like bring people 
on stage.”

I t ’ s  n o  s u r p r i s e 
that Wiley’s work has 
such an impact on stu-
dents; education has 
been a guiding force 
throughout his career. 
Though the artist now 
living in Pittsboro has 
performed in theaters 
around the country and 
even appeared several 
times on television, he 
remains a popular draw 
at schools from elemen-
tary to college. He has 
crafted shor ter, “stu-
dent” versions of his full-
length plays, published 
study guides for teachers 
and incorporated “talk-
backs,” short question-

and-answer sessions, 
into his appearances.

Quest ions during 
“The Fire of Freedom” 
talkback were all over 
the map — from details 
about Galloway’s life 
to how long it took to 
rehearse the play. Then 
someone asked Wiley 
when he decided to 
become an actor. It was 
in the sixth grade, Wiley 
told the audience, when 
he was asked to perform 
the role of Abraham Lin-
coln. As he delivered 
some of his lines as the 
Great Emancipator, his 
mother couldn’t contain 
herself. “My mother 
said, ‘That’s my baby!’ ” 
Wiley recalled. “From 

that point, I wanted to be 
an actor.”

Because his dramatic 
presentations have such 
an impact on students, 
Wiley has become a reg-
ular in CCCC’s enrich-
ment series. This mid-
November performance 
of “The Fire of Freedom” 
was only the second ever 
— the play held its world 
premiere less than one 
week earlier in Chapel 
Hill — but Wiley has 
visited CCCC audienc-
es many times before, 
most recently perform-
ing “Breach of Peace” in 
Sanford last fall.

Stumpf says Wiley’s 
impact on her students 
lasts well beyond the 
final cur tain. In fact, 
when the talkback ends 
and everyone leaves the 
theater, it’s more like hit-
ting “pause” than “stop.”

“The next time you 
have class with those stu-
dents, they feel a degree 
of comfort and openness 
to discuss dif ficult his-
torical realities, because 
he’s made it accessible,” 
Stumpf explained. “The 
conversations about 
controversial issues in 
history class or race in 
sociology class are more 
earnest and candid after 
the play.”

Wiley’s appearance 
was made possible by 
funding from the North 
Carolina Arts Council 
through a Lee County 
Arts Council Grassroots 
Grant. It was hosted by 
Producing Artistic Direc-
tor Peggy Taphorn and 
the Temple Theatre.

To learn more about 
Central Carolina Com-
munity College and its 
programs, visit www.
cccc.edu.
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Submitted photo
Actor Mike Wiley performs in “The Fire of Freedom,” a one-man, one-act play. The performance was organized 
by Temple Theatre and Central Carolina Community College as part of the college’s ongoing series to engage 
university transfer students with new ideas and experiences.

“We both just love the fi nished product, as we have loved 
everything Laurie has done for us.”   -PB




