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1947 hit musical ‘Swing School’ returns
Wendell Tabb brings John Gattis’ production back to life at 
Hillside High with a modern Broadway-style show 50 years later

Director Wendell Tabb leads the students in a prayer on opening night before “Hallelujah! Swing School” premieres. The show ran 
from Feb. 15-17. (Staff photo by Will Shropshire)

Cast members speak about Minnie Forte 
Brown, president of the North Carolina Board 
of Education. (Staff photo by Will Shropshire)

By Will Shropshire
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   After 47 years, “Swing School,” a 
community favorite production for many 
decades, returns to the stage at Hillside 
High School.
   The Hillside High School Drama 
Department put on four performances of 
its new adaptation, called “Hallelujah! 
Swing School,”  from Feb. 15-17. The 
production has long been a Hillside High 
School tradition that John Gattis, the 
founder of Hillside’s drama department, 
brought to the school in 1947 with his 
production “Mr. G’s Swing School.” 
   “Back then, within the arts, that was 
like Broadway for [the students] because 
they got to do a major, big production,” 
said Wendell Tabb, director and producer 
of the show and head of Hillside’s drama 
department for 32 years. 
   Gattis played an important role in 
advancing the arts at Hillside when he 
was theater director. 
   “Hillside has always been known for 
having great artists come out of the 
school. [Gattis] was providing that oppor-
tunity,” Tabb said. “We’ve always had a 
nationally known marching band. We’ve 
had those artists like Ernie Barnes as a 
visual artist give this school great recogni-
tion. We’ve had André Leon Talley within 
the fashion world. Mr. Gattis gave them 
an opportunity back then to showcase 
their skills, which was very important to 
the community.” 

   The new adaptation of Gattis’ original 
“Mr. G’s Swing School” brings the pro-
duction into 2019, with new scenes and 
a script that features important African-
Americans, especially those from North 
Carolina. In the first act of the play, the 
students of Hillside High School prepare 
to put on “Swing School,” and they per-
form a version of Mr. G’s original produc-
tion in the second act. 
   “It gave us an opportunity to take a 
look back at how they had structured their 
shows from beginning to end,” Tabb said. 

“We wanted to highlight what they had 
done but also bring a new twist to what 
‘Swing School’ may be like in 2019.” 
   After researching famous black leaders 
for months, cast members wrote the script 
for the first act, working over winter break 
to complete it. 
   “I guess my favorite part was actu-

ally writing it,” said assistant director 
Daniella Ochman, a senior who played 
the character of Aaliyah, the stage man-
ager. “It was very impressive to see how 
we could create original music and cre-
ate an original script and put that togeth-
er with a whole new cast and put that on 
stage.” 
   The Hillside High School Drama 
Department has long been a positive 
force in the community, giving students a 
place to express themselves on stage. 
   Emani Eaglin, the assistant director 
who played Riley in the production, said 
that before getting involved in theater, 
she felt socially lost. “Hillside theater 
has helped me out as a person as well as 
growing as a leader and just mentally. 
But also, it’s kind of given me my pas-
sion and made me realize where I should 
go afterward in life.” 
   Hillside theater also provides families 
in the community with a space to see 
well-produced, Broadway-style shows. 
   “It means a lot because I’ve been com-
ing to Hillside plays for my entire life 
since I was a little kid,” said stage man-
ager Jalen McKoy, a senior and member 
of the ensemble. “When I was younger, 
it seemed like a distant dream to be able 
to be on the stage at Hillside. So being 
able to actually do that now, and then 
hopefully there are little kids in the audi-
ence now that look at us on the stage and 
say, ‘I want to do that as well.’ I think 
that’s what makes it most important.”


