Cotton no longer king
in tiny Oakville

Factories
displace
agricultural
lifestyle

By Bob Johnson

Post Heraid Reporter
OAKVILLE — Jesse Owens' pa-
rents once picked cotlon on the same
ridge where a memarlal to the hero
of the m 1936 Oiympics s being con-

In fact, when Owens was growing

up in Oakville in the Mrly linOi
mast of the land was
eotton and other crops.

summ-ry Tiny Oakvill in south-
Lawrence County looks to-

d!y mud'! ke it did
pian Jasse Owens
the area about 80 yearsago Bm
Ms has changed for residents

‘now work in factories rather
i 1 cotton nalds whrt
Qwens’ parents toled. A Jasse
‘Owens Memorial Park is being

And the only source of income for
the mostly black residents of
ville came from farm wark, often in
exchange for a small wooden shack
to call home on property owned by a
white landowner.

Then industries started coming to
Decatur and Huntsville and other
s of the Tennessee Valley, bring-

ing jobs that involved making every-
lhmg lmm !ertLlezr ta automobiles
hips. Thase jobs pretty

mich kiled the farming
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oy, shog the mosly paved
0

cnum pms
e tht seeing the first crop in
the fields.

Weather-beaten wooden houses
with ‘tin roofs, similar to the one
Owens lived in B0 years ago, still dot
the area, but now in mest cases the
black residents own the home and
the surrounding land,

-In some cases, the old shacks have
been replaced by atiractive brick
homes. And in some places, the old
:huz ‘atill stands next to the newer
a vivid reminder of the nat-
l.no-d!mulpul

And Oakville basically has become.

bedroom com!

u.y in the factories 20 or 30 miles
away.

s changed o lot. from when
Jesse Owens
first cousin, wyemzu Fise F.::ge-
rald, who has lived in the same small
street from the

Jesse Owens Memorial
mare than 55 years. Back then, gv-
erybody was sharecr
body's working in the fields lny~
more.”

“The farmers all wen to town and
started working,” said Thurman
White, chairman of the board of di-
rectors for the Jesse Owens Memo-
rial Park and an Oakville native who

irned home after serving 20 years
in the U.S. Navy.

hlr w dme for anymore.

“There are no black farmers here
.. Most people now own Lheir
own land and they work in the city
When the state became ustri-
alized, it killed the farm. There was
o peint waring in lhc tieds | lor a
couple of dollars
Sont ke S50 0 470 & wech woe
ing in town,” White said.
Helping the residents of Oakville
adjun 1o thie chingng community
s Pinion, Alabama Cooper-
e Erienson System agent for
Lawrence County.
Part of that help is overseeing con-
struction of the new memorial park.
Thi pak s expecd o bring Lourits
development to Oakville, which
et ven sted onsate maps uni
a couple of years ago.
T resdents here are proud of
Owens and proud of this park
unt ey should be proud. This will
benefit them.” Pinion said. Along
with the tourists, grocery stores, gas
slations and other pnval! develop-

new ment should come to Oakville, be
Park for said

The Jesse Owens Memorial Park
il s # mmeums & rples of
] bome and a large
e of Ot ot park s
pected to be mostly complete by
June 29 when a torchbearer for the
L Qiympic Games In Atata wil
bring. fhe Olympic Torch through
Oakville and stop for a eereminy ol
the park

Mrs. Fitzgerald said she hopes the
development will bring a grocery
store to Oakville. Residents now
must drive to Moulton or Hartselle
y lell to

{ comes

wait for a “rolling store’
through occasionally wl]mj items
from the back of & truck.

“This is just a country place,” Mrs.
Fitzgerald said.

Mrs. Fitzgerald said she only met
Owens a couple of times, but she
knows he was -proud of his Oakville
rools.

“Anytime he Y.i|w be always
mentioned that this was where he
came from,”” Mrs. hll¢t‘rllrlsaid

Looking across the road al the rep-
lica of Owens' childhood home bei
moved into the park, Mrs. Fitzgerald
said the structure looks  lot like the
small rM!n shack the Owens fam-
ily moved away from when he was

about 10. The family left Alabama in -
search of jobs in the North.

White said he alsa hopes develop-
ment will come to Oakville.

“As of right now, when people
come here to look al the park, we
don't have anything to sell them,”
‘White said.

The park is not the only new at-
traction that will draw visitors to the
Oakville area

Less man 2wl mile down County
from the
Park is {M Gakville Indian Mounds

‘It's changed a lot from when Jesse Owens was
here. Back then, everybody was
uharecroppers Nobody’s working in the fields
anymore."

— Elsie Fitzgerald,
Owens’ cousin

Jesse Owens’ cousin, Elsie Fitzgerald, stands on her porch in
Oakville, only 100 from the site of the park honaring the great
athelete.

Park and Museum, which opened
earlier this year. It is sponsored by
the Indian Education Program of the
Lawrence County School System.

The park includes two Indian
mounds believed to date back to the
Copena Indians about 2000 years
ago.

On top of ane of the mounds is an
old cemetery where many of the
original white settlers to the area are
buried

On top of the other mound are

markers indicating the graves
o black siaves, who wese brought to
the area by the early settlers and
plantation owners.

“The early slaves were tribal peo-
ple when they were in Africa. They
believed they shauld be buried in a
sacred place and the consid-
ered the mounds sacred.” said Butch
Walker, directarofthe Indian mound
oar}

Work is under way on Jesse
Owans Park n Gakile. Story,
page A

‘The park also includes the remains
of the Black Warrior's Path, an old
tral used by American lodls and
by early settlers. Davy Crockett is
ieved to_have traveled through

0 the traj

The museu is located in a bulld-
ing built 45 a replica of a Cherokee
| House, a seven-sided struc-
coatains Indian relics and a
large statue of the Cherokee educa-
tor and writer Sequoyah,

“We belleve this park will comple-
ment the Jesse Owens park. That's
the way we both want it. Peogle ean
go over there and learn about Jesse
Owens and then bring their kids here
and we'll talk to them about Davy
Crockett and the Copena Indians and
the early settlers,” Walker said

He said there are also plans to de-
velop 4 replica Indian village near
the park.

Walker said many of the present.
day residents of Oakville have not
maved far from where their ances-
tors lived when they were slaves.
Some of the black residents of the
area have the last names of the early
plantation owners, including Mrs.

Fitzgerald, be sa

'I'l\! blacks in Africa were not &
people. They tended to
live n o0¢ place. So when they were
brought to this country, they tended
10 stay where they were lelt, even af-
ter slavery and after the plantation
owners had moved away." Walker
said

And today, most residents of Oak-
ville say they can't imagine living
anywhere else.

The reason T left to join the Navy
was economics,” White said. “But
when I left I meant to come back.
#ft 1o do better for mysell Now
bere are jobs and people don't have
oleave”

Mrs. Fitzgerald said she will never
eave Dakille.

1ts the only place 1 want to be.
There's trouble everywhere, but at
east_everything's still all right
tere.”



