By Sean Black
ICASA staff

They walked in high heels and marched into the night, encircled courthouses and rocked nightclubs. There was shouting and there was silence. 

April was Sexual Assault Awareness Month and it was a busy time for the 33 community-based rape crisis centers in Illinois. Each center held activities, including the ones mentioned above, in their communities. They raised awareness and understanding. They raised money and hope. All with the goal of ending sexual violence in our towns, neighborhoods and state. 

The following is a brief look into three events held this past April. Information on other events is included throughout this Coalition Commentary.
Friday, April 4

Brisk winds, cold temperature and grey clouds weren’t enough to dampen the energy whisking around the parking lot of the Kankakee County Center Against Sexual Assault (KC-CASA) as the center prepared to host its first Walk a Mile in Her Shoes event. The event brought out more than 150 men each, adorning various types of women’s shoes to walk a mile in support of ending sexual violence. 

“We were very, very excited,” KC-Casa Executive Director Susan Wynn said. “Everyone had a great time.”

Speeches from area State’s Attorney’s, law enforcement officials and Wynn and Tom Green of KC-CASA opened the event. The majority of the walkers were teams representing area businesses or groups and the support for the event on this blustery day was uplifting. 
The march began with a ride. The marchers and supporters were bused to the Kankakee County Courthouse downtown to begin the march back up Court Street to the KC-CASA office. Except for one man’s high heels getting stuck in the soggy ground, the march started smoothly. 

We marched down the sidewalk past numerous onlookers. The march benefited from its midday timeslot, garnering questions from people waiting in their cars, a few taking cellphone snapshots of men in high heels and significant attention from local media. We ended with a nice downhill walk into the KC-CASA parking lot where hot pizza waited for cold marchers.

“It kicked off Sexual Assault Awareness Month and kept us in the news all week,” Wynn said. “It was a buzz in the community. People are still buzzing.”

Wednesday, April 15

The giant video screens read “Start Now.” That was the message for the more than 500 people piling into the ballroom at the Grand River Conference Center for a presentation by Jackson Katz. The event sponsored by Riverview Center, Inc. in Galena brought in audience members from Illinois, Iowa and Wisconsin. Riverview Center Executive Director Josh Jasper set the tone by reading a passage from Andrea Dworkin’s book, “Letters from a War Zone.” 
Katz, a noted filmmaker and educator, came to teach and inspire the audience to involve more men in the movement to end sexual violence. It was a message embraced by many audience members who stayed after the four-hour event ended to ask Katz questions and learn more about Riverview Center’s services.

Thursday, April 16

In a conference room overlooking the Mississippi River several key community leaders in politics, business and media from Riverview Center’s service area gathered for breakfast to discuss the next steps in engaging men and the community in the effort to end sexual violence. Katz spoke briefly to the group, but the majority of the hour and half was spent swapping ideas and hopes about how these influential community members can help change the culture and fight rape.
Saturday, April 19

The street filled up quickly as more than 150 marchers, the majority men wearing red shirts and women’s shoes, poured onto the pavement to begin the second annual Walk a Mile in Her Shoes event sponsored by the Prairie Center Against Sexual Assault.

The marchers made their way through the downtown area, much to the interest of a busload of elementary students beginning a tour of the Old State Capitol. It’s that type of exposure that helps make marches effective. Those students had something to think about, something to show their friends, something to talk to their teachers and other adult chaperones about. And it was likely more a topic of conversation than the tour of an old building, even one as nice as the Old State Capitol. 

From downtown, the marchers made their way to the State Capitol where friends and families gathered. Standing in front of a statue of Abraham Lincoln on the Capitol’s East side, the husband of a rape survivor gave the keynote address at the rally, speaking about the importance of support from significant others in the recovery of rape survivors. State Senator Larry Bomke and Springfield Urban League President Larry Hemingway also addressed the crowd. The event culminated with a celebration at a downtown eatery. 

April has passed, but we can hope that the understanding and awareness raised during that month by the efforts of Illinois rape crisis centers will be remembered.
