


Across the country, school stakeholders have waged notably similar
battles to get their schools off district chopping blocks.

schools it said were in ponr physical condition and under-
enrolled . In Dyett's case, the media declared that “by just about
any definition, [the school] has failed."

To nutside abservers, concerned neighhors and friends, and
informed citizens reading about education issues in the news or
seeing these protests on television, it may be hard to reconcile
these characterizations. If the schools are small, the worst, lacking,
and so on, why is anyone fighting for them? This question may be
amplified by the itnage of public schools we see and hear in the
media, from the 1983 report A Nation at Risk to the inovie Danger-
ous Minds. As someone who attended public schools and later
taught in one, i can’t couni how many timies a stranger remnarked
to me in casual conversation that I was an “angel” or a “saint”
because public schools were “just so bad,” with no clear reasoning
about why orin what way.

This excerpt, which is drawn from my book Ghosts in the School-

yard: Racism and School Closings on Chicnigo’s
Sowth Stede, tells the story of one group of people
fighting to keep a school apen and, moreover,
to see it retlect their vision for their community
and their children's education. We see that this
community’s choice ta resist a school’s being
characterized as “failing” is in fact about much
maore than the schouol itself: it is about citizen-
ship and participatior, about justice and injus-
tice, and about resisting people in power who
want to transform a comumunity at the expense
of the people who live there.

The Dyett Tradition

So much of black life in Chicago happens in

Washington Park that if you are African Ameri-

can, even if you are froin the West Side ar (like
me) the North Side, itis hard not to find yourself there at least once
each summer. The African Festival of the Arts, the Bud Billiken
Parade, and family barbecues all find a home in the massive park.
Sitting at the southern edge of Bronzeville, it covers 367 acres
landscaped hy Frederick Law Olrnsted, the architect most famous
for his design ol New York City's Central Park. At the northen end
of the park, facing 51st Street, a low building of black glass tooks
otit over a broad expanse of grass.

In summer 2015, the building is empty, but the [lag still tlies
above it. The sign still says "Welcome to Walter I1. Dyett High
School” in black against a yellow background, hright against the
backdrop of the dark building and Chicago’s more-often-than-not
gray weather. ut no doors are open. No teenagers gather 1o talk
or to run, to flirt or gossip or tease, to play football or scramble for
forgotten hoinework or do the things teenagers do. Walter H. Dyeti
High School is closed.

Notinany schiools are named after teachers, so it is notable that
this building is as much a living monument to Walter H. Dyett as
it is an educational institution. It is also notable that this man,

arguably the most renowned and respected educasor ever to
emerge from Bronzeville—a community famous for its musical
venues and figures—was a bandleader and music teacher.

Walter Henri Dyetl was born in 1901 in Saint Joseph, Missouri.
His mother was a pianist and soprano vocalist, and his father was
a pastor in the AME church. Dyett began his inusical life as a vio-
linist afer his family moved to California; as a student at Pasadena
High School, he became concertinaster of the archestra and also
played clarinet, bassoon, and drums.

After praduatingin 1917, he attended the University of Califor-
nia at Berketey, where he was first violinist in the school's syin-
phony orchestra while he completed his premed studies. I 1921,
Dyen received a scholarship to the lllinois School of Medicine and
moved back to Chicago to pursue his studies. However, his mother
and sister, already living there, needed financial help, and he took
on work as a musician to suppott his [amily. In a curriculum vitae
dating from 1960, Dyeft described the early days of this work:
“One year violinist in Erskine Tate's Vendome Theatre Orchestra
playing the silent pictures and stage presentations along with
Louis Arinstrong and nther now internationally known musicians.
Transferred to orchestra leader in the Pickford Theatre—one af
the Vendome chain—and remained until talking pictures came
in and orchestras went out.”

He next became youth music director at a church, then a pri-
vate leacher of violin and music theory. Finally, in 1931, Dyett
began the work for which he would become beloved: he becaine
amusic teacher at Phillips High School in Bronzeville, When Phii-
lips was relocated in 1936 and renamed DuSable High School
(after the city's founder, the Haitian Jean Baptiste Point du Sable},
Dyett went along to the new school.

Tribute concerts, memortals, and articles about Dyett often
cite his influence un the Bronzeville musical legends who were
his students, such as Yon Freeman and Nat King Cole. But while
these figures loom large in history, they were far outnumbered by
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