Alabama’s Jesse Owens outruns the bigots once again

Oakville, Ala. — It is bronze, beauti-
ful and realistic, the way all statues
should be. You see the runner’s taut
muscles, the determination in his face.
You feel the significance of his victory.

Sculptor Branko Medenica outdid
himself.

The sky isthe blue of a bird's egg, the
grounds deserted.
‘hoon to Alabama tourisi,

day. So 1 take my time
studying the statue, then
a sparkling replica of
the 1936 Olympic torch
and, finally, a three-
room, board-and-batten
shack like the one where
— a champion was born.
It took me almost a
year to get here o see
the Jesse Owens statue and surrounding
‘memorial park, a work in progress in ane
form or another for 14 years. Last June
the Olympic torch passed through
Oakville, population 200, and Ovwens™

‘were on hand for the unveiling.

T was in France. To be honest, missing
Jesse's big day was the only thing [
regretted about leaving the country for a
long vacation. I had gotten downright
proprietary about this particular story. [
‘wanted to se¢ for myself the hoopla in
Oakville, the timely unveiling of the
hard-won tribute.

When school kids ask about my faver-
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]

ite column of the past 15 years, I have no
ready answer. | remember fondly many
subjects, but 50 many times the most fas-
cinating people elude the pen. Often |
feel only disappointment in the columns.
that result from really big moments or
complex characters.

But 1 can tell them what | consider to

career.
Qakville, the subject Jesse Owens. The
myth of the New South was punctured,
at least in my own heart

The memory of it bothers me even
now, though this county in 1996
redeemed itself somewhat with genuine,
biracial enthusiasm for the new park.
But in 1982, it was a different story.

When a group of residents commis-
sioned & memorial to native son Owens,
white officials in the Lawrence County
seat of Moulton would not allow it on the
courthouse lawn. They feared, they said,

“aflood of similar

A group of elderly black Masons in

Oakville made a place for it. They

The st (b
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Statue is featured in state ads
aimed at potential tourists.

carved 4 half-acre lot out of a cow pas-
ture to make a place for the small obe-
lisk. But before the unveiling, hoodlums
in a pickup truck pulled it down

1 was there for the first ceremony. It
was a glorious fall day. The Masons who
had the pluck to see it through were
there. The idea for the larger, fancier

park waes't batched fr several your,
until the Olympic d be
e and e oAl s he e of
i

As a Southerner, 1 always bristle at
the suggestion my region holds some
kind of monopoly on racism. It doesn't,
of course.

But what happened here in North Ala-
‘bama in 1982 had a nasty, anachronistic
fieel to it. (That was, of course, before
talk radio made blatant racism socially
acceptable again.) It hurt to bear there
remained such a ridiculous bias, espe
cially against an undisputed hero, the
man who made Hitler look foolish, for
heaven's sake.

Jesse Owens lived with his nine broth
ers and sisters in an Oakville shack until
the family moved to Cleveland in search

ter opportunities. Jesse was only ¢
at the time

‘This place remains a pocket of high
unemployment and low wages. Despite
its physical beauty, Lawrence County
sure can use the shot in the arm any
tourists might bring. State of Alabama
tourism ads offer the Owens statue as an
enticement

Wouldn't it be sweet if the memorial
that some did not want brought better
times to Lawrence County? Maybe the
next Jesse Owens won't have to go north
in search of a decent life.

Johnson's column ia and
throughout the South rans Sunday, Mon-
day, Wednesday and Friday.

Fotalam | Stndasg, 3103/



Park puts Owens
in his place, at last

AKVILLE,
Ala. —Ttis
bronze,

beautiful and re-
alistic, the way
all slalues.
should be. You
see the runner’s
taul  muscles,
the determina-
tion in his face.
You feel the sig-
ance of his victory.

Sculptor Branko Medenica outdid
himself.

The sky is the blue of a bird's egg,
the grounds deserted. This park
may be a boon to Alabama tourism,
but the crowd must be due another
day. So | take my time studying the
statue, then a sparkling replica of
the 1936 Olympic torch and, finally,
@ three-room, board-and-batten
shack like the one where a champi-
on was born

Tt ook me almost a year to gel
here to see the Jesse Owens stalue
and surrounding memorial park, a
work in progress in one form or an-
other for 14 years. Last June the
Olympic torch passed through Oak-
ville, population 200, and Owens’
v\' low and a truckload of digni-
taries were on hand for the un
ing. I was in France. To be honest,
missing Jesse’s big day was the
only thing 1 regretted about leaving
the country for a long vacation. [
hiad gotten downrighl proprietary
about this particular story. | want-
ed to see for myselfl the hoopla in
Oakville, the timely unveiling of the
hard-won tribute

When school kids ask about my
favorite column of Lhe past 15 years,
I have no ready answer, | remem-
ber fondly many subjects, but so
many limes the most fascinating
peaple elude the pcn Often [ (eel
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When a group of citizens commis-
sioned a memorial to native son Ow-
ens, white officials in the Lawrence
County seat of Moullon would not
allow it on the courthouse lawn.
They feared, thE) 5 ““a flood of
similar requests.”

group of elderly black Ma-

sons in Oakville made a place

for it. They carved a half-acre

lot out of a cow pasture to make a

place for the small obelisk. But

fore the unveiling, hoodlums i
pickup truck pulled it down,

1 was there for the first ceremo-
ny. It was a glorious fall day. The
Masons who had the pluck Lo see it
through were there. The idea for the
larger, fancier park wasn't hatched
for several years, until the Olympic
connection could be made and state
officials saw the sense of it.

As 4 Southerner, [ always bristle
al the suggestion my region holds
some kind of monopoly on racism.
It doesn'l, of course.

But what happened here in North
Alabama in 1982 had a nasty, anach-
ronistic feel to it. (That was, of
course, before talk radio made bla-
tant racism socially acceptable
again.) It hurt to hear there re-
mained such a ridiculous bias, espe-
cially against an undisputed hero,
he man who made Hitler look fool-
for heaven's sake.

Jesse Owens lived with his nine
brothers and sisters in a Oakville
shack until the family moved to
Cleveland in search of belter oppor-
tunities. Jesse was only 9 at the
time.

a

only
that result from re.lll\ bu, mnmems
or complex characters.

- But I can tell them what [ consid-
er to be the most important column
of my career. The date was 1982, the
dateline Oakville, the subject Jesse
Owens, The myth of the New South
was punctured, at least in my own
heart.

The memory of it bothers me
even now, though this county in 1996
redeemed itself somew
genuine, biracial enthusi
the new park. But in 1982,
different

THE TUSCALOOSA NEWS

This place remains a pocket of
high and low wages.
Despit (s physical beauty, Law-
rence County sure can use the shot
inthe arm any tourists might bring.
State of Alabama tourism ads use
the Owens statue as an enticement.

Wouldn’t il be sweet if the memo-
rial that some did not want brought
better times to Lawrence County?
Maybe the next Jesse Owens won't
have to go north in search of a de-

Rheta Grimsley Johnsen is a colum-
nist for The Atlanta Journal-Constilu-
tion
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DALY Prota by Jehn Godey

James Pinion, lgft, and Therman White look over the blueprints of the planned
track at Jesse Owens Memorial Park in Oakvilla.

Organizers see many uses

for planned

Track

Continued from page D1

replaced more often. The rubber —
if taken care of — is much belter
for a quality track
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The rubber is not as flexible for
bike-riding use, something Pinion
and White said they wanted the
community to be able to do on it.

“The rubber is a lot faster,”
gsrew;mzﬂghmtrﬁck coach David

tes said. “It will hold spil
heﬁer,ywl&heoﬁbeﬁerwm
better. It's like basketball, if you
play on concrete, you can't jump as
high as you can on a wood floor,

“The rubber gives you a little
spring.”

QOakville track

Estes uses the infield area to con-
dition his athletes. The asphalt, he
said, causes shin splints when used
for conditioning.
Estes said the rubber track at
Fairview High in Cullman County
and $40,000.
The one at Huntsville's Milton-
Frank Stadium cost about $175,000.
“That's top of the line at Milton-
Frank,” Estes said. “You can get a
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Living Today

Running
beyond
racism

OAKVILLE — It is bronze,
beautiful and realistic, the way all
slatues should be. You see the
runner’s taut muscles, the de-
Lermination in his face. You feel
the significance of his victory.

Sculptor Branko Medenica
outdid himself.

The sy is
the blue of a

crowd must be

due another

day. So I take

my time

studying the

——————  statue, thena
sparE ng replica of the 1936
Olympic torch and, finally, a
three-room, board-and-batten
shack like the one where a
champion was born.

It took me almost a year to get
here to see the Jesse Owens
statue and surrounding memorial
park, a work in progress in one
form or another for 14 years. Last
June the Olympie torch passed
through Oakville, population 200,
and Owens' widow and a truck-
load of dignitaries were on hand
for the unveiling.
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When schoolchildren ask about
my favorite column of the past 15
years, | have no ready answer. I
remember fondly many subjects,
but many times the most fasci-

nating people elude the pen. I feel

anly djsappumlmcnl in the col-
umns that result from big mo-
ments or complex characters.

But I can tell them what 1
sonsider to be the most important
column of my career. The dale
was 1982, the dateline Oakville,
the subject Jesse Owens. The
myth of the New South was
punctured, at least in my own
heart.

The memory of it bothers me
even now, though this county in
1996 redeemed itsell somewhat
with genuine, biracial enthusiasm
for the new park. But in 1982, it
was a different story.

When a group of citizens
commissioned a memorial to na-
tive son Owens, white officials in
the Lawrence County seat of
Moulton would not allow it on the
courthouse lawn. They feared,
they said, “a flood of similar re-

ests.”

A group of elderly black Ma-
sons in Oakville made a place for
it. They carved a half-acre lot out
of a cow pasture to make a place
for the small obelisk. But before
the unveiling, hoodlums in a
pickup truck pulled it down.

I was there for the first cere-
maony. It was a glorious fall day.
The Masons who had the pluck to
see it through were there. The
idea for the larger, fancier park
wasn't hatched for several years,
until the Olympic connéction
could be made and state officials
saw the sense of it.

As a Southerner, I always bris-
tle at the suggestion my region
holds some kind of monopoly on
racism. It doesn't, of course.

But what happened here in
North Alabama in 1982 had a
nasty, anachronistic feel to it.
(That was, of course, before talk
radio made blatant racism so-
cially acceptable again) It hurt to
hear there remained such a ri-
diculous bias, especially against
an undisputed hero, the man who
made Hitler look foolish, for
heaven's sake.

Jesse Owens lived with his nine
brothers and sisters in a Oakville
shack until the family moved to
Cleveland in search of better op-
portunities. Jesse was 9.

This place remains a pocket of
high unemployment and low
wages. Despite its physical
beauty, Lawrence County sure
can use the shot in the arm any
tourists might bring, State of Al-
abama tounsm ads use the
Owens statue as an enticement.

Wouldn't it be sweet if the
memorial that some did not want
brought better times to Lawrence
County? Maybe the next Jesse
Owens won't have to go north in
search of a decent life
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Welcome center has interesting past

By Deangelo McDanlel
Managing Editor

the welcome cenler appears 1o be
just another building.

Beneath the white paint and new
roof, however, are the walls of a
structure that houses the memories
of many families,

The house was donated by Carl
Warren and moved 1o Oakville
from Coffey Road in Moulion.
Moving the house was a delicate
task. Restoring it was a miracle.

“I'm sure people thought we
were crazy.” said James Pinion of
the park board. “In the beginning
we were concerned that we would-
n't be able to move the house
because of the high roof.”

The building was moved by

exander. Pinion admits
when he second-
guessed his decision.

“I kept tclling people 10 wait
until we were fimished,” he said.

James Pinion of the park board stands next to a poster aulo-
graphed by Jesse Owens. The poster donated 10 the welcome
center. (Staff photo by Deangelo McDaniel)

“People in the community would
walk by and just look. I'm sure they
were wondering what we were
doing. There was so much negative
ralk, | started to doubt myself.”

The house was built in 1896 by
William R. and Mary Coffey. The
wooden-frame structure had one
room, a fireplace and a back porch.
There was no running water and no
electricity.

The house went through several
renovations, especially with the
emergence of indoor plumbing and
electrical power. Two bedrooms
were added 1o the original structure,
but were not moved by park offi-
cials,

Peggy Gentry lived in the house
as an infant with her parents, Carl
and Onic Warren. She said her
mother (Onie  Coffey Warren)
inherited the house from her father,
William Albent Coffey.

Gentry sad her father purchased
40 acres of land across the road
from the Coffey Estate and moved
the house

1 was an infamt when we lived
in the house,” Gentry said, "Daddy
built another house and moved the
older house on land he purchased
across the street. I'm not sure when
electricity and  plumbing  was
added. When | pot mamied, the
house didn’t have either.”

According to Carl Warren, some
of the families to live in house were
William and Mary Coffey, Dafus
Flannigan's father, AIf and Eloise
Owens, Otha and Lennie Culver,
Webb and Edith Alexander, Jim and
Benie Jenkins, Russcll Flannigan
and his wife, Lawrence and Mable
Key, Walt and Sara Brooks. Felton
and Anna  Joc  Hood, Chill
Mongomery and his wife, Stampy
and Louise Jones, Andrew Tyler,
Mrs. Hagood and her family,
Michael and Sandra Warren and
Carl and Ruby Warren.

Pinion said the welcome center
still has the original fMoor joists,
which are huge logs, He said most
of the orginal walls are still intact.

“We had to replace some of the
walls in the back because of deteri-
oration.” Pinion said.

Kenncth Lambert was in charge
of restoring the howse. The wrap-
arcund porch, which was added st
the wgpestion of Lambert, makes
the Tality handicap sccesuble

The Moor an the front room i
onginal. Pinton said paintl was
sanded off the wood and a protec.
nive ool was added.

Although it's not noticed by
many visitors, the front steps and

htarth in the chimaey both contus

a rock carved in the shape of 3 map

of Alsbama.

Pinion sad those rocks were
carved by Tip Berryman of Hatton.
The inside of the center was
designed and decorated by Anene
Sanderson of Moulton.

“She sclected the pamnt colon
and donsted ber time,” Pindon said
“We had 2 kot of help with thes
building. That's what makes it w0
spocial.”

When Wyman Warren, the son
of Carl Warren. called abowt donat-
ing the house, Pinioa said the park
board was planning 10 build a new
welcome center.

The onginal plan, he said,
Tooked like the howse. In the begn.
ming, Pinioa said, people were con-
fusing the weloome conter with the
replica of Jesse Owens' berth home.

“We didat want this,” he said
“People thought we were crazy in
the begimming. | wanted them 1o s0¢
the fimished product. | thiak it looks

memorabilia from e Olympe
worch's ammival 10 the park, arc sokd
i the center

The facility sl howses itcms
belonping to Jevse Omens that were
donaied by b widow, Reth
Ougan

In one comer of the weliome
<enter, thore hasgs 3a swtographed
ponter of bevae Oranes when he rop-
eesented Lincoln-Mercury

Pimson and & stodeat. who now
ronades o Decater, was Cleaning &
hongt 1m 3 dorm a2 the Usaverury of
Alsbama in the 1970s when he
Tomaned the poster

“He calied and wasted to dosate
e posser.” Pisicn said. “1've scen
O ponier o8 the Alsbama Sports
Hall of Fame, but 8 wasa'y asto-

fraphed

Prneon sind the park board wast-
od the telephons ausber in the wel-
come oomter 1o be 1936, the year
Ormgns won Foar gold modals i the
Berlin Ofymgacs and delivered a
Blow 1o the belly of Adalf Hitkers
myth of Aryas wpecmacy.

However. that ickephons number
wan alecady tiken, a8 the number
i the conter is 974-3636.



