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UNETEENTH!
[

Local leaders celebrate emancipation,
embrace county history

By Kyla Woodard

For Clay Today

CLAY COUNTY — The year 1863 was
a lime of peace, when [reedom was fi-
nally given lo slaves alter years ol being
weighed down by the harsh realities of
bondage.

On Jan. 1, slavery was finally abol-
ished for good in America. According o
President Abraham Lincoln's Emancipa-
tion Proclamalion, slaves were supposed
to be free.

However, the full effects of the life-
changing proclamation wouldn’t be seen
for another two years. An eslimaled
number of 250,000 slaves still had yet
lo see the day their liberation would be
official. In fact, many were unaware that

they were supposed Lo be free.

It wasn't until June 19, 1865, that
thal nolion changed.

That day marks whal is known as June-
teenth, a celebration commemorating the
day enslaved people who were still being
held in Texas were read the words that
declared them so. All slaves in the coun-
try were emancipaled following cenluries
worlh of captivily.

Becoming a national holiday back in
2021, Juneteenth is celebrated by many.
The memorable day changed the way of life
that Blacks had previously known.

Stripped from the plight of servilude,
Black people could walk the Earth on their
own two feet. Passing on their strength
and gifts to the generalions thal would
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Green Cove Springs Mayor Connie Butler, Superintendent David Broskie, former GCS mayor
Felecia Hampshire, first appointed Black Clay County principal Ken Francis and Dr. Bernard
Fennell attended a Juneteenth church service held at St. Mark Missionary Baptist.

come after them Lo further fight the long
battle for racial equality.

Many of these generations reside in the
very community of Clay County. The com-
munily is home Lo many Blacks who have
lefl a lasling impact in the neighborhoods
that Clay County residents call home.

They have shown their strength amid
adversily. and their achievements are also
4 testament to the joyous [reedom given on
that momentous day — 158 years ago.

As a resident of Middleburg, Isaac
Brown recalled atlending the only Black
high school in Clay County — Dunbar High.

Because of segregation, Dunbar remained
the only high school available Lo Black stu-
dents.

Brown said he and his other classmates
trekked eight or nine miles daily o gel a
simple education.

“We had to do that every day — back and
forth, every day. And people were holler-
ing at us, calling us all kinds of names and

things of that nature. And we just kept on
ooing,” Brown said

As a football player, it was common for
Brown to travel a lot. However, Brown said
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Left, Ken Francis has a collection of artifacts and stories dealing with the county and the Civil
Rights Movement, while the members of Black Rodeo USA appeared at Mackey's Munchies.
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Clay County celebrated the Juneteenth holiday last Monday. Many Black leaders reminisced about their education at Dunbar High, as well as how the county evolved from a repressive culture of
decades ago to one that embraces the contributions made by many of its residents.

Juneteenth
from page 13

while his white counterparts could Lravel
in large buses meant for their teams, he
and his tcammaltes could only carpool.

Brown said thal as a weam, they made
their way Lo the Clay Gounty School Board
1o make their voices heard. Brown said the
board offered a bus, bul only i Lhe leam
found someone Lo drive il.

“We told him thal we see Lthe bus car-
rying everybody else o the foothall game
where they can play, bul we don’l have a
bus. So. what do we need 1o get a bus.”
Brown said.

Pursuing perseverance
lion in the face of adversily
stone [or possible accomplishmen

Thal was : [or Kenneth Frar
anather Dunbar graduate and commu
ael IFrancis” history lies deep in Gry
Cove Springs.

In 1968, al the beginning of integration,
Francis became the first appointed Black
principal in thes Glay County school system.
Irancis said thal as a new principal. he

nd delermina-
is a slepping

Ch

began at B.G. Bannerman and later lransi-
tioned o Green Cove Springs Junior High.

As principal of the junior high school,
I'rancis ushered in many new changes
into what he called an “oasis ol learning.”
I'rancis said his efforls o improve higher
cducation resulted in the school becoming
a lop-performing school in the county.

I integrated the stall completely. |
hired more Black Leachers than any other
scchool in the county. | had Lo lel a few oo
now and Lhen il they didn’t live up o those
slandz o my standards were
high.” Francis said.

[Dunbar High is a critical part ol Clay
Gounly’s history becanse many Black lead-
ers were cducaled there. Today, the build-
ing is now known as The Augusta Savage
Arts and Community Center in Creen Cove
Springs.

The building was renamed aller Au-
pusta Savage, a prominent Black seolpure
arlist who grew up in the small community.
Savage was born in Green Cove Springs in
1892

Green Gove Springs Mayor Connie Bul-
ler said thal by renaming the building. the

@

said as a young girl. Savape
walked the strecls of whal is now known as
“The Cove™ rom Middleburg Avenue — now
knowns as Martin Luther King Jr. Boule-
vard — Lo pick oul the clay she would use Lo
crall ligurines.

Butler said that the cily is aiming 1
preserve Savage's history and Leach fulure
generations aboul the culture Lhal exi
around them.

“|We preserving the history of Au-
gusta by having activitics thal teach thal
of arts and culture. and to keep that spiril
enriched and alive — becanse of her,” Bul-
ler said.

Along with past showings of Black
achicvements, current residenls conlinue
Lo push the mark and shed more light on
Lhe counly’s rich history.

Brandye Mackey, owner of the res-
Laurant Mackie’s Munchics, said that by
having a prominent. Black business in the
counly she continues Lo push lor inclusive
ways o celebrate Black accomplishments.

“Being out here in Clay County. my job,

my love, my passion is to bring people Lo-
gether... [by| the love of food.” Mackey
said.

Mackey was one of many residents in
the community to host a special celebra-
tion 1o honor the new holiday. While hosi-
ing a “Black Rodeo™ al her restaurant,
Mackey invited Black Bodeo USA members
o meel guests. sign autographs. and el
the history behind Black cowboy:

Among  other ebratio
burg’s S1. Mark Missionary Baplist church
hosted a e Lo commemorale Lthe holi-
day and an ouldoor gathering [illed with
food trucks. vendors and a bounce house.
Alended by numerons people, the celebra-
Lion 1 Lhe beginning of many more.

The mark that Blacks have made on
Glay Gounty is substantial. The achicve-
ments made possible from the past w the
present because of whal those of the past
endured. And remembering the past is es-
sential lor building the [uture.

“Because we came [rom separale be-
ginnings, did nol mean thal we are s
ary in lile. We have proven oursel
as lirsl-class as anyone else.” '
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