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A‘SMALL SPARK
THAT HELPED IGNITE
THE CIVILRIGHTS

50 years ago, Chicago parents and
students (including Tony Burroughs,
right) refused to accept separate
and unequal schools PraGes 23
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‘SMALL SPARK’ THAT IGNITED

CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT

50 years ago, parents, students refused to stand for separate and unequal schools

BY MALDLYNE THEJIRIKA

Staff Reporter/mihefinka@suntimes.com

It was a pivotal moment for Chi-
cago's racially separate and unequal
Chicago Public Schools system.

But for then 1Z2-year-old Tony
Burroughs, the three-week sit-in
by African-American parents and
students at Burnside Elementary
School — 50 years ago this month
— was life-changing.

“Historians tend to look at the
big picture,” says Burroughs, now
63 and a noted genealogist and au-
thor.

“You don't hear a lot about the
small sparks to the fire that ignited
the Civil Rights movement. This
spark ignited protests against the
‘Willis Wagons' [portable class-
rooms] and eventually led to the
1963 citywide boycott of the Chi-
cago Public Schools where 250,000
students stayed home,” he says of
the incident that began on Jan. 2,
1962.

Spearheaded by the Burnside
Parent Teacher Association — pri-
marily its president Alma Coggs,
member Zenia Gray, and Bur-
roughs’ mother, Mary Ellen Bur-
roughs — it fueled the school de-
segregation movement of the '60s.

And the protests that followed,
according to Chicago Urban
League papers the University of
Hlinois Chicago Library holds in
its Special Collections, in turn “fo-
cused the city’s attention on racial
segregation and inequality, created

a new militancy among many Chi-
cagoans, and set the stage for the
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr's deci-
sion to move his wing of the nation-
al civil rights movement to Chicago
in 1966."

The Supreme Courts 1954
Brown v. Board of Education de-
cision finding segregated public
schools “inherently unequal” was
being tested nationwide by civil
rights activists by 1962 but predom-
inantly down South, where law pro-
tected such schools. Challenge was
slower in the North, where housing
patterns championed them.

It wasn't until 1957 that the Chi-
cago NAACP decried “DeFacto
Segregation in the Chicago Public
Schools” and not until 1961 that
parents from the Chatham-Avalon

Tony Burroughs stands outside of Burnside School, 650 E. 91st Plau:,
where the demonstrations began 50 years ago.
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Park Community Council filed the
first legal challenge.

But civil disobedience didn't
come until 1962, from mothers an-
gry their Burnside students were
being transferred because of over-
crowding at the school, writes Will
Cooley in “Moving Up, Moving Out:
Race and Social Mobility in Chica-
go, 1914-1972," his 2008 University
of Illinois at Urbana doctoral dis-
sertation.

“Burnside was so crowded
that students went to school on a
double shift, some starting in the
early morning, while others started
much later” Burroughs recalls of
the school that had 1,600 students,
twice its 865-pupil capacity. “Class-
es were even held in the auditori-
um, on the stage and in auditorium

Burroughs and his four brothers
and sisters lived a few blocks away.
Gillespie School, where an addition
had been built to relieve Burnside
overcrowding, was nearly a mile
and a half away. Meanwhile, closer
by in the white neighborhood just
east of Cottage Grove, was Perry
Elementary — less than a mile
away from Burnside. But African
Americans weren't welcome there.

“I was in seventh grade. We
got the notice right before Christ-
mas that we were being sent to
Gillespie,” says Burroughs. “My
mother said we simply weren't go-
ing. When school started back, we
returned to Burnside. We sat in
chairs in the hallway along the wall.
There were 17 mothers and 27 stu-
dents involved.”

The media came out. A Jan. 2,
1962, Sun-Times article declared
it “a new kind of sit-in tactic.” Tu-
tors were brought in to teach the
children. Parents, too, led lessons.
Local ministers joined in support,
then the NAACP. Picketing began.
The school board dug in its heels.

On Jan. 16, 16 parents and civil
rights activists were arrested on
charges of trespassing and disor-
derly conduct. However, they came
before a sympathetic judge.

According to a Feb. 1, 1962, Jet
Magazine article, Judge Joseph
Butler told the defendants: “I don’t
mind indicating I think you are cor-
rect.” Then he told Board of Educa-
tion attorneys, “These people have




On the secund day of the 1962 “sit-down” protest against a transfer of students to Gillespie Schoui children attend classina

hall at Burnside School. Here, Mildred Stinson helps students with their lessons.

a right — a duty — to fight
segregation if there is any. I'd
hate to think there is segrega-
tion here.”

More followed,
and on Jan. 19, the parents
filed a federal lawsuit seeking
$500,000 in damages from
the board and CPS Supt. Ben-
Jamin C. Willis, also asking
the board be enjoined from
interfering with the protest.

On Jan. 25 Butler dis-
missed charges against 10
more of those who were ar-
rested. “Apparently, the sit-
ins were not thereafter re-
sumed at Burnside, although
similar demonstrations took
place at other schools,” ac-
cording to “Civil Rights
US.A.,, Public Schools, Cit-
ies in the North and West,"
a 1962 US. Commission on
Civil Rights report.
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Ultimately nine students
who were still holding out,
including Burroughs, re-
ported to Gillespie School,
the genealogist recalls. And
the parents lost their case on
Nov. 8, when a federal judge
dismissed their suit.

But the tiger was already
unleashed. The Coordinating
Council of Community Or-
ganizations was formed that
year by the Urban League,
NAACP and the Woodlawn
Organization, driving mas-
sive protests against Chi-

cago’s segregated schools
and the mobile classrooms in
schoolyards,

Momentum built. Oct. 22,
1963, saw the massive boycoti
by students that drew federal
attention, followed by further
protests and boycotts in 1964,
June 1965 saw daily marches
against CPS segregation
And July 1965 brought a visit
by King to Chicago, followed
by King's decision that Sep-
tember to make Chicago his
Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference’s next cam-
paign. His Chicago Freedom
Movement arrived here in
January 1966.

“That summer, my mother
took me to see him when Dr.
King came to speak at a park
on 85th and South Park Ave-
nue,” recalls Burroughs, who
has launched an effort to have
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a commemorative plaque on
the sit-ins installed at Burn-
side, 650 E. 91st Pl.

“That’s the only time I ac-
tually saw Dr. King live. But
he inspired these mothers
who had watched his non-
violent Civil Rights Move-
ment in the South and the
results of the sit-ins at lunch
counters in Greensboro, N.C.
and Nashville, Tenn.,” says
Burroughs. “They weren't
looking for recognition. They
were just looking for the best
education for their kids, fol-
lowing Dr. King’s example,
and in the process, inspired a
school desegregation move-
ment that inspired King If
the students who go to that
school have something to
remind them of that history,
it might give them the same
inspiration today.”




