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Embers once thought dead oft sleep beneath the ashes. I’m sure that’s what the Dixie 

School District Board of Trustees thought when they deep-sixed two decades of effort to 

change the Civil War-era nomenclature which has haunted Marin for more than 150 

years. 

They were wrong. A dedicated group of activists led by Kerry Peirson and trustee 

Marnie Glickman succeeded in changing the name Dixie. It is now Miller Creek. Even 

that alteration was not without its controversy. 

While the originally proffered name of Miller Creek was first seen as an acceptable 

alternative to Dixie, it was voted down not once but twice by the current board only to 

resurface at time of this week’s vote, circumventing the process of the board’s 

sanctioned naming committee. 

By this time, many in the community had moved on, rejecting the name Miller Creek on 

the grounds it indirectly pays homage to James Miller who designated the original Dixie 

school in the first place from which the district took its name. 

The board disingenuously stipulated that Miller Creek should not be taken to refer to 

James Miller but for the nearby watershed. Opponents charged it was “Dixie by proxy” 

as the watershed was named for Miller. 

It’s akin to replacing a “Robert E. Lee School District” with a “Lee Creek School District” 

and then denying the two weren’t related. 

Marin can take cold comfort that at least it grappled with the issue more sensibly than 
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what seems to be taking place at George Washington High in San Francisco. 

In the case of the Washington High murals, the Works Progress Administration 

commissioned art depicts the founding father in all his complexities. A farmer, surveyor, 

plantation owner and “Indian fighter.” Opponents of the mural persuaded school board 

members in a 5 to 0 vote to spend $600,000 to paint over the murals. They claim 

portraying enslaved African Americans and defeated Native Americans is demeaning to 

students of color, damages their psyches and distorts other aspects of their history not 

portrayed in the mural. 

As I understand it, the commission formed to study the matter included no people 

opposed to destroying the murals. In doing so, the board failed to honor the 

understanding of muralist Dewey Crumpler, who painted a more revolutionary portrayal 

of modern day freedom fighters alongside the Washington mural with the understanding 

the original art would not be touched. 

In the district formerly known as Dixie, no change-the-name supporter ever demanded 

they tear down the original Dixie School House or rename it. Put up a plaque and 

explain the history which now can’t be denied. 

Unlike the Dixie deniers who disclaimed the Civil War history, the Washington murals 

depict it and, in so doing, the discussion should invite an embrace of the artists, writers 

and the creative minds to come to terms with both the shortcomings and triumphs of 

history. We don’t do that by concealing our country’s legacy. We do it by putting our 

ideas, understanding even feelings up for debate. 

In doing so we open ourselves up to the views of others, including those who have 

pondered these issues while creating literature out of past events. 

We need to listen and look closely at the issues. We can’t do either by censoring 

thought or erasing art. 

The silver lining in the Dixie controversy is, after a series of healthy hearing and 

community input, the true history emerged. The community was educated and a 

resolution allowed the district to move forward. 

At Washington High, the fight is far from over. With the national attention focused on the 

issue, there could yet be another outcome based on overwhelming public opinion to 

keep the murals. 

History will win out. 

 



 

Paul J. Wigowsky shared a link.  (from Noah Griffin FB page to GWHS Class of S’63) 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/478076082306416/ (GWHS Class of S’63) 

Noah Griffin wrote the op-ed about the murals at GWHS that I requested several weeks 

ago. Thanks, Noah!                

[Note: Noah Griffin was the president of our GWHS Class of S’63]  

Paul J. Wigowsky: Noah Griffin, thank you for your op-ed that you promised to write 

about the murals of our alma mater GWHS (Class of S'63). I was not aware that "the 

board failed to honor the understanding of muralist Dewey Crumpler, who painted a 

more revolutionary portrayal of modernday freedom fighters alongside the Washington 

mural with the understanding the original art would not be touched." I wonder if there 

was anything put in writing that the original murals of Washington would not be touched. 

The idea that you broached for your local school is something I hope happens in 

GWHS: "Put up a plaque and explain the history which now can’t be denied." 

Jack Rhine: Good article Noah. The sad thing about the murals is if the school board 

gets its way and destroys them, they can never be replaced. 

https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Mural-supporters-plan-2020-ballot-measure

-to-14097830.php?fbclid=IwAR1aS2BQGE6tX2AcyM9HfxXXFfRFFPcVF7W8DcQ51fN1

DYzuX6v_TnjhcMM 

 (posted by Noah Griffin on his FB page, 7-16-19) 
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Mural supporters plan 2020 ballot measure to protect controversial fresco at 

Washington High 

 Dominic Fracassa July 15, 2019 Updated: July 15, 2019 8:02 p.m.  

A group of influential art, historic preservation and free-speech advocates are planning 

to put a measure on San Francisco’s March 2020 ballot that would preserve a 

controversial mural at George Washington High School that’s scheduled to be 

destroyed. Photo: Yalonda M. James / Associated Press 

Amy Anderson waits to address the San Francisco Unified School District school board 

meeting regarding a controversial mural at George Washington High School June 

25.Photo: Josie Norris / The Chronicle 
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Mariposa de la Villaluna (right) embraces Amy Anderson during the San Francisco 

Unified School District school board meeting June 25, where the board voted to remove 

or cover a controversial mural at George Washington High School.Photo: Josie Norris / 

The Chronicle 

The San Francisco school board voted last month to paint over the 1,600-square-foot 

fresco, which depicts images of African slaves and American Indians that many, 

including students, find offensive and painful to look at. Ridding the school of the 

artwork, the board said, amounts to a form of reparations for the historic injustices 

against African Americans and American Indians. 

“This mural is not teaching students about the history of slavery and indigenous 

genocide under George Washington or other white settlers,” said Nancy Truong, a 2013 

graduate of the school who spoke at the meeting that decided the mural’s fate. “Instead 

it is teaching students to normalize violence and death of our black and indigenous 

community.” 

Dominic Fracassa 

Follow Dominic on: 

https://www.facebook.com/SFChronicle/ 

DominicFracassa 

Dominic Fracassa covers San Francisco City Hall for The Chronicle. He previously 

worked as a reporter and editor for the Daily Journal, a legal affairs newspaper. He 

started in news in his home state of Michigan, where he worked as a news director of 

103.9 WLEN. 

Past Articles from this Author: 

 

https://www.facebook.com/SFChronicle/

