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WE'LL NEVER GIVE UP, SAY 
ACTIVISTS AT COLMAN 
SCHOOL

By John O'Ryan P-I Reporter

WEDNESDAY, February 19, 1986

Section: News, Page: D1

Colman School has no heat, no lights, no hot water and very little 
furniture, but there still is lots of dedication in the old building. 

About a dozen activists who have occupied the building since last 
November in hopes of turning it into an Afro-American heritage museum 
vow there is not the tiniest chance they will give up. They say - like 
Martin Luther King Jr. - that they "have a dream." 

The temperature was 55 degrees yesterday in the teachers' lounge that 
serves as their "command post," although that room is heated by a 
kerosene stove. Throughout the remainder of the building, it was frigid. 

The activists entered the vacant school building Nov. 25 through a rear 
window, and they have maintained their occupation since that date. 

"It's shameful that we have to live this way, in this cold, to achieve a goal 
that would be beneficial to every citizen of Seattle," said Omari Tahir, a 
former schoolteacher who operates a contracting business. 

The four-story school building, at 1515-24th Ave. S., was closed and 
boarded up last summer by the Seattle School District, and was 
scheduled to be sold to the Department of Transportation to use as offices 
for the nearby I-90 construction project. Beyond that, the school is 
expected to be demolished or deeded to the city. 

The group's takeover of the school wasn't exactly a spur-of-the-moment 
operation, because members of the group had been working for six years 
to achieve an Afro-American heritage museum. 

"There was a report recently that 80 percent of black students in public 
schools were getting failing grades," said Tahir. "The problem is that 
black schoolchildren lack pride in themselves. They know little about 
their heritage, or about the significant contributions black people have 
made to the American society." 

The museum would have art and historical sections, and "it would be a 
living museum, presenting such things as Afro-American drama, dance 
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and music," said Earl Debnam, who works in real estate and occupies the 
school. 

Tahir and Charlie James, who operates a communications service, 
conducted a tour of the building from the big basement with a spacious 
gymnasium to the attic level with a roof that isn't leaking. 

"The building is solid and basically in good shape," said James. "It could 
be converted into a museum for 20 cents on the dollar of what it would 
cost to build a new museum." 

And all of them are proud of the big mural in the gymnasium that depicts 
black people in relation to other people all over the globe. 

James dug into a pile of documents and brought out sheets containing 
signatures of support from more than 400 citizens, and other sheets 
containing the signatures of 40 neighbors of the school, all approving the 
museum project. "Our Citizens Support Group has 200 very active 
members and at least 3,000 supporting members," he said. 

But they have little money. They buy gasoline for a small generator they 
have installed on the roof to provide a little electricity, and kerosene for 
their stove, mainly with small donations. 

"All we need is some real support from the mayor and about $250,000 
seed money to set up an operation. We could raise, from public, corporate 
and private sources, the two or three million we need to complete the 
museum," said James. 

Police visit and sometimes knock on the door to inquire how things are 
going, said Debnam. 

Does the group intend to give up? 

"Never!" said Debnam. "We are going to win this one, for all of us!" 

This article contained at least one photo or illustration as described 
below:

Type: PHOTO

Description: GILBERT ARIAS/P-I PHOTO -- Omari Tahir and the other 
activists occupying the old Colman School are proud of the large mural 
in the gymnasium that depicts black people in relation to other people all 
over the globe.
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