Mayor’s Column for the October 21, 2015 Edition of the Evansville Review


The Burr W. Jones Athletic Field

Last week I visited the local history room of our library in an unsuccessful search for a photo of the stone fireplace in the upper park.  The deteriorating fireplace is one of the six rustic fireplaces built in the 1930s as part of the Federal Emergency Relief Association project in Evansville.  The city Municipal Services Committee inquired about restoring the structure, one of the two fireplaces that still remain in the park.  The Historic Preservation Commission spearheaded conservation of the other fireplace more than a decade ago, the “beehive” structure in the lower park.  We continue to look for a picture that will help us to undertake appropriate restoration. 

As I looked through park file materials, I found two items particularly relevant to the lower park ball diamond.  The city is currently addressing the renovation/modernization of the field.  A 1987 publication entitled “Evansville City Parks, 1883-1986,” written by B. Keith Williams, provided a detailed early history of the ball diamond and the surrounding recreational area.

On July 10, 1910, Burr Jones deeded a ten-acre tract of land east of Lake Leota to the city.  The city had been discussing adding property to the existing park for several years.  Language in the deed stated that the “land shall be used perpetually for public purposes and shall be known as Leonard Park.”  Burr Jones was the stepson of Levi Leonard, Evansville’s first school teacher.  Burr attended Evansville Seminary as a student and became a Wisconsin Supreme Court Justice.

In the early 1920s ball games were played at the fairgrounds (in the area of today’s Grove School Campus.)  In 1924 there was community discussion of constructing a ball diamond at the park.  Williams writes:  “The City agreed the following June (1925) to put up $50 for a ball diamond if that much would also be raised by public subscription.  There was an immediate over subscription so the bogs were cut off and a pump moved 30 feet from where the lower baseball diamond is now located.  The first game was played there June 23.”  The D. E. Wood Butter Company team that included Evansville’s first professional ball player Cal Broughton defeated the Businessmen team by a score of 8 to 5.

The upper ball diamond was completed in 1927 and baseball was moved to that diamond.  The lower park ball field was used for kittenball, which was gaining in popularity.

Williams reported that “the area just west of Madison Street, where the tennis courts are in place now, was for many years the city dump.”  The park dumping site was closed in 1930.  During the 1930s Depression, with the financial assistance of various federal relief programs, work in Leonard Park included construction of two tennis courts, two shuffle boards, horseshoe courts, and lower ball diamond restoration that included bringing in gravel and fill to build up the field.

The second important item in the park materials relating to the lower diamond was a photocopy of an article in the July 11, 1935 edition of the Review.  It reports the city receipt of $500, a substantial sum during the Depression, from the estate of Burr W. Jones “to be used for furnishing playground equipment for that part of the park given to the city by him.”  

According to the Review article, “It will be remembered that at its meeting of February 7, 1935 that the City Council passed the following resolution:
‘WHEREAS, The late Burr W. Jones, did, by his last will and testament bequeath to the city of Evansville, the sum of $500 for the use in purchase of play ground equipment for said city, and
WHEREAS, It is fitting and proper that said city shall honor the memory of said Burr W. Jones, and show its appreciation for said gift---
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED, That the portion of the city park known as the recreation area, shall be named “The Burr W. Jones Athletic Field, and shall be so designated by proper signs.’
Thus it will be seen that both the will of the deceased and the action of the City Council pledges the use of this fund to the improvement of the park east of the cottages where the kitten ball diamond and the tennis courts are now.”

Over time communities lose institutional memory.  Through the years, I have fielded various inquiries about naming rights to public facilities and I have consistently counseled caution.  My unrelated search found that the lower ball diamond, the tennis courts, and the shuffle boards are all components of the Burr W. Jones Athletic Field, named by action of the City Council eighty years ago.

The local history room at Eager Free Public Library is unique and is a community treasure.  The community task force working on design for the upcoming Library addition is recommending a plan that increases environmental and physical security of this outstanding resource while siting it in a position of prominence in the expansion.  

Evansville residents voice the importance of history in our community.  We are a forward-thinking city, while valuing and respecting our rich history.  Our abundant small-town charm, historic architecture, and natural beauty are cherished.  We are fortunate.

Community Announcements

[bookmark: _GoBack]There will be a free Family Full Moon Walk on Monday evening, October 26 at 6:00 p.m. at the High School.  Meet at the High School parking lot.

Creekside Place Oktoberfest will be held on Saturday, October 24, from 6-10 p.m.

City trick or treat hours will be Saturday, October 31, from 5-7 p.m.

Community Congratulations/Thanks

Congratulations to the Evansville United Methodist Church congregation in celebration of their 175th anniversary.

The Evansville community congratulates Isaiah Janisch for receiving the Hornaday Award for environmental sustainability from the national Boy Scouts organization.  Thanks for your great work, Isaiah!

Evansville thanks Boy Scout Troop #514 for their recent food collection drive for Evansville’s Food Pantry.

 
