By Steve Karp

Now that the Old Town Hall has
.z~ been renovated, cleaned up and re-
stored to its original, back-to-the
- future, “architectural . grandeur, the
'; Solomon—esque question remains:
‘What to do with it (Advocate news
story, Jan. 27)?
~  The nagging problem with the
.. prevailing_ rationality, which insists
"~ that some *“‘commercial economic
- -engine” is necessary to assume

* enterprise’occupying the Old Town

Hall would diminish the building’s -

~. < iconic stature.
Affordability, as a practical mat-

ter, obviously needs to be consid-

ered as the Old Town Hall looks for
- — tenants. But as the late Peter Usti-
"~ nov once remarked, “No one re-
.., members what the Acrapolis cost.”
- 2 The point is, the Old Town Hall is
"> = not just any building. It may not be
%, the Acropolis, but it is.a building of

s*¢“such obvious histotical importance’

to Stamford that only a tenant en-
gaged in an activity worthy of and
... commensurate with. the building’s
... own venerable presence ought to be
«1, considered for occupancy.
Not a commercial tenant. The
.. Old Town Hall cries out for some-
thmg far more umversally encom-
W passmg and uplifting.
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the building’s operating costs, is - -
., the suspicion that any commercial

_How-'proud an
 achievement it would
be for our Stamford

citizenry fo restore .
this important and
magnificent building
to living greatness.

city and: ourselves — .some_thing
that transcends the city’s message
that we are not only “The City that

Works,” but “A City that Works for

all” A tenant, to be sure, that could
contribute an income to the opera-
tion of the building, but one with
a greater value an unportance SO
ennobling of the community that

- we. as citizens would be proud to
+ support its mission and horioréd to
-support the great building that fa-

cilitates it.

Only atenant with a mission even
more iconic than the Old Town Hall
itself should be considered.

Such a tenant would be The

Jackie Robinson International Cen- -

ter for Human Rights.
. The titanic contributions Robin-

The mere weight of the build-
1ing’s ‘physical, architectural and
historical - dignity begs for a ten-
ant that represents the best of our

:j From old govemment center —

son made to the integration and de-

" mocratization of our country, as the

first black American to play Major
e Baseball and-as a human

" rights activist and business leader,

are all clearly a matter of historical
record. Robinson is one of the most
important figures in American his-
tory and a longtime Stamford resi-

- dent. Nowhere in America would
such a center bearing his name be "

more appropriate than. in Stam-
ford — and no Stamford building

' is more appropriately worthy than

the Old Town Hall.
As a private; non-profit in-

- stitution, a Jackie Robinson In-

ternational Center for Human
Rights could be initiated by a

. commission of prominent citi-

zens, perhaps convened by the

mayor or by some independently

organized community group

dedicated to the cause of human.

rights. Its mission would be to not
only chronicle the . international
histery of human rights, with its
repository of archival information
ranging from historical artifacts to
written and visual documentation,

but also to function as-a-living hu- -
man rights “think tank,” with regu- | .
larly scheduled, year-round public | -

pro, and seminars, and with

distinguished leaders and speak- -

ers invited from around the world.
The history .of America’s own
civil rights movement would, of
course, be prominently featured,

with a special section dedicated to-
the history of Robinson’s breaking |

the “color line” in Major League
Baseball — arguably the historical
beginning of the civil rights move-
ment itself.-

Think of the synerg1es that
such an international center in the
Old Town Hall would promote,

.with the University of Connecti-

cut, Rich Forum, The Palace and

. Stamford’s many “downtown hotels
and restaurants all within walking

distance of each other. Thmk of the
tourism.

* Think of the educational re-
search opportunities it would pro-

" vide for students and teachers of

all ages and levels of education.

‘Think of the inspirational resource

that such a center named for Jack-
ie Robinson — one of America’s
truly authentic and courageous he-
roes — would be for young people
everywhere, but most especially

. for our own young people in the

- new inspiration

greater Stamford community.
Think of the summer baseball
tournaments’ that the Jackie Rob-
inson Center might help- lure to
Stamford. Think of how Stamford’s
dynamic business community, al-

ready steeped in globalization and -

international commerce, might in-

terface with the work of the Jackie

Robinson Center — and how, in
return, it might be willing to be
ﬁnanc1a.lly supportive.

At a time when sectarian con-
flict in the world should remind
all Americans of how fortunate
we are to live in a country with

‘a Constitution and Bill of Rights

to protect our liberties, the Jackie
Robinson Intemauonal Center for

Human Rights, operating as a dy- -

namic force for civic responsibil-

ity, would be a living symbol that
- freedom is never guaranteed and

a remmder that our extraordmary

system of democratic government.

. and justice for all requires constant

vigilance by an informed and par-
ticipating electorate, which seems
to grow dangerously smaller with
each succeeding election.

Having outlived its usefulness
as the seat of our city’s govern-
ment, how sweetly appropriate it
would be for the Old Town Hall to
emerge as an even greater instru-
ment of the public good. And how.
proud an achievement it would

be for our Stamford citizenry to

restore this' important and - mag-
nificent building to living great-
ness. With vision, leadership-and
imagination, it can and should be
done.

Steve Karp is a Stamford native
and founder/producing - director
of the Stamford Theatre Works, a
resident pmfessional theater.
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