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When we sat down to 
imagine a new maga-
zine we wanted to do a 

lot of things our former magazine, 
Catfish Alley, did remarkably well. 
Catfish Alley’s greatest success was 
highlighting the unique person-
alities that make up the greater 
Golden Triangle community. 

With a focus on business, health 
care, education and culture, we 
wanted to talk about advances made in our 
Lowndes, Oktibbeha, Clay and Noxubee coun-
ties.

Often those advances are seen as large, head-
line grabbing efforts. 

MUW re-introduces athletics
Artists liven up downtown with murals
Hospital introduces new preventative health initiative
Individuals are behind each of those head-

lines though, and here we aim to celebrate those 
newsmakers.

My favorite feature of this magazine isn’t the 
story on Jason Trufant leading The W’s new ath-
letes, though it’s a great story. The photography 
we have of murals throughout the Golden Trian-

gle is also wonderful, but that’s not 
my favorite either.

On page 74 is a feature we call 
Our Readers. 

We invited a handful of Com-
mercial Dispatch readers to our 
offices, and each was photographed 
and interviewed while sitting in a 
large handcrafted wooden chair 
in an area we call The Studio. A 
couple of answers had to be edited 

for length, but, for the most part, what you read 
is what they said.

Some of the people are well known. Others 
are not. Each one has an interesting perspective 
on life though.

It’s easy to think of progress in terms of the 
newsmakers. More often, though, progress is 
made through the small actions of each of us. 
Our Readers tries to highlight some of those. 

I hope you’ll flip through each page of this 
premier issue of Progress, saving Our Readers 
for last. 

Thanks for reading.

Peter Imes, Publisher

YOU MAKE 
PROGRESS HAPPEN

FROM THE EDITOR

DESIGNED, WRITTEN AND PHOTOGRAPHED BY
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DRINK LIGHT

THE GLO GROUP
Entrepreneurs Hagan Walker of Columbus and Kaylie Mitchell 

of Pascagoula didn’t intend to launch a hot start-up when they 
came up with a cool product in 2016, but Glo has now been sold 
in 34 countries. The duo’s liquid-activated light-up cubes are 
designed, warehoused and packaged in Starkville. Recently, the 
enterprise has expanded into areas like Glo-filled bath bombs and 
children’s light-up toys. Glo’s Starkville headquarters even offers 
space for smaller start-ups to utilize.

N getglo.com

FOR THE ROAD

PACCAR INC
The PACCAR Engine Co. located in Columbus has pro-

duced diesel engines since 2010 for PACCAR’s North American 
heavy-duty truck makers, Peterbilt and Kenworth. The $400 mil-
lion, 400-acre facility utilizes advanced manufacturing to machine 
cylinder heads and blocks and assembles the MX-11 and MX-13. 
Since its opening, the nearly 600 associates have produced more 
than 150,000 engines. The engine company was awarded Quality 
Magazine’s 2017 Plant of the Year. 

N paccar.com
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HIGH FLYERS

AIRBUS HELICOPTERS
At its 325,000 square-foot facility in Lowndes County, Airbus 

Helicopters produces the H125 commercial helicopter and the 
U.S. Army’s UH-72A Lakota Light Utility Helicopter. The mod-
ern production center also handles assembly and customization of 
other Airbus Helicopters models and makes components for use on 
new-production helicopters. Its in-house engineering staff, inspec-
tion, repair and overhaul team keeps aircraft operating at peak per-
formance as well, and prides itself on providing avionics solutions.

N airbushelicoptersinc.com

BURNING BRIGHT

The Golden Triangle is home to innovative candle manufactur-
ers that offer their distinctive products not only in Mississippi but 
also through retailers and sources far afield. Among them are As-
pen Bay in Starkville, Grassroots Natural Candle Co. in Columbus 
and Blue Deer Candles and Wax in West Point, producing candles 
in unique fragrances, with eco-friendly practices and cleaner-burn-
ing soy waxes.

N aspenbaycandles.com
N grassrootscandles.com
N bluedeercandles.com

CAST A LINE

B’N’M POLES
Even the Robertsons of “Duck Dynasty” fame are fans of No. 

1-selling crappie pole company B’n’M Poles, which designs and 
distributes to all 50 states out of West Point. The 70-year-old 
family-owned enterprise makes telescopic poles, trolling rods, jig 
poles, all-purpose and even catfish poles to keep fish biting. B’n’M 
worked with the actual Duck Commanders to develop and test a 
custom series of trolling, spinning, ultralight and telescopic rods to 
exact specifications for its Duck Commander Crappie Rods and 
Poles.

N bnmpoles.com
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CALL OF THE WILD

PITTMAN GAME CALLS
Preston Pittman won his first turkey calling championship at 16. 

He’s been amassing titles ever since and operates Pittman Game 
Calls out of West Point. The five-time world champion caller’s 
products help hunters yelp, cluck, purr and cackle their way to suc-
cessful hunts and competitions. He is now also a distributor of Y’all 
Calls duck calls with SEC team logos. Pittman, who guested on TV 
programs with David Letterman and Regis and Kelly, says, “I’m 
just a country boy producing a product that I believe in and know 
works, not only in the woods, but also on the stage.”

N pittmangamecalls.com

WELL WOVEN

BESSIE’S PINE NEEDLE DESIGNS
For more than three decades in Clay County, Bessie Johnson 

has collaborated with Mother Nature to create unique baskets out 
of long leaf pine needles, corn shucks, black walnuts, gourds and 
chinaberries. In the fall of 2017, the past recipient of the Gover-
nor’s Award for Arts Excellence was featured on the INSP network 
show “Handcrafted America.” The weaver’s work has been shown 
by the Smithsonian, exhibited at a World’s Fair, and adorned the 
Mississippi Christmas tree at The White House.  

N bessiespndesigns.com

ALL ABOUT HOSPITALITY

JTB FURNITURE
JTB Furniture has been manufacturing furniture in Columbus 

since 1932, when it was founded by Russell B. Johnston. Eighty-six 
years later, Johnston’s grandson Reau Berry is at the helm, and 
JTB is designing, making and supplying quality American-made 
case goods to thousands of hotels from coast to coast for partners 
including Hampton Inn, Holiday Inn Express, LaQuinta Inns & 
Suites and most other major brands of hotels. 

N jtbfurniture.com

WORDS BY JAN SWOOPE
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER AND COURTESY PHOTOS
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Officials from Columbus and Lowndes 
County are taking steps to expand and 
improve their parks systems, after the 

city and county split from the Columbus-Lown-
des Recreational Authority in 2017 to begin 
running their own departments.

The city is planning $1.6 million in upgrades 
to four baseball fields at Propst Park that will 
surround a public and privately funded Field of 
Dreams project for players with special needs.

Meanwhile, Lowndes County is completing 
a $350,000 Concorde Community Center off 
Nashville Ferry Road, has installed a playground 
within the walking track at New Hope Commu-
nity Center and is partnering with the Junior 
Auxiliary of Columbus for another playground at 
the county-owned soccer complex in downtown 
Columbus.

Board of Supervisors President Harry Sanders 
said the county also is negotiating with Mississip-
pi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks 

to take over Lake Lowndes State Park. If a deal 
is struck, the county would manage the four 
baseball fields, a football field, tennis court and 
gymnasium at the site, as well as the lake.

INFRASTRUCTURE
After completing $4.5 million ($750,000 per 

ward) in street improvements in 2017, Columbus 
Mayor Robert Smith said the city plans to com-
plete another $3 to $4 million this year. Those 
projects entail paving, milling, striping, curb-and-
gutter work and sidewalks.

The Mississippi Department of Transportation 
is involved with a pair of other planned proj-
ects – one of which will be under construction 
soon. MDOT will install a $2 million modified 
roundabout at Military Road and Highway 82 to 
improve traffic flow and reduce the potential for 
accidents. Its design will include a semi-circle on 
each side of the 82 overpass on Military.

MDOT could also partner with the city for 

A  QUALITY OF LIFE
COLUMBUS AND LOWNDES PUSH INITIATIVES 

ON MULTIPLE FRONTS

LOWNDES COUNTY
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conventional roundabouts on Main 
Street, the first of which would be at its 
intersection with Second Avenue.

In Lowndes County, supervisors have 
set aside $500,000 this year for rural 
road and bridge projects, dividing the 
funds evenly among the county’s five 
districts.

AMPHITHEATER
In 2017, Columbus completed the 

$3 million first phase of the Sen. Terry 
Brown Amphitheater on The Island. 
That phase, mostly funded by a Missis-
sippi Legislature appropriation, included 
stage construction and installing lights 
and underground utilities.

Smith said the city is working to 
obtain funds for the estimated $1.5 
million second phase, which will include 
installing restrooms, gates, concessions 
and seating. Once that is complete, the 
city plans to hire an outside agency to 
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promote events there.
Additionally, the city used more than 

$600,000 in MDOT grant funds for separate 
projects downtown -- a 0.8-mile extension of the 
Riverwalk and improvements to Catfish Alley.

BLIGHT ELIMINATION
In Columbus, two programs underway aim to 

either build affordable housing or make existing 
housing safer.

Through the Mississippi Home Corporation’s 
Blight Elimination Program, the city has dedicat-
ed $225,000 to demolish 15 dilapidated homes in 
the city. From there, Smith said BH Developers 
will purchase the lots and build adequate, afford-
able housing.

The Federal Home Loan Bank is helping fund 
a city program to improve roofing, electrical, 
plumbing and heating/cooling at 17 other homes 
– the bank loaning $105,000 and the city paying 
$150,000 from its reserves.

Smith said work is complete at 10 of the 
homes, while projects at the remaining seven are 
already under contract.

COUNTY EXTENSION OFFICE/RODEO 
ARENA

A new Lowndes County Extension Ser-
vice/4-H office is open on Tom Rose Road. 
Sanders said it is part of a roughly $2.5 million 
project that will include a horse park/rodeo 
arena.

Site preparation is underway for the arena, as 
well as for an area the county has reserved for 
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two greenhouses that will accommodate local master 
gardeners.

SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION
Lowndes County School District is well on its way 

to completing a $60 million investment in its school 
campuses – more than $48 million of which came 
from a voter-approved bond issue.

A new elementary school at Caledonia is complete, 
while a new high school at New Hope and a vocation-
al technical center on Lehmberg Road in Columbus 
(still part of the county school district) are nearing 
completion.

OTHER PUBLIC BUILDINGS
The upgraded Columbus City Hall reopened in 

2017 after being closed for about a year for renova-
tions. The face lift to the 113-year-old building on 
Main Street cost $1.9 million, the lion’s share of which 
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the Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History provided.

Also last year, the city completed a $1.6 mil-
lion Fire Station No. 4 facility on Airline Road 
– what Smith called a “bigger, better” version of 
the antiquated fire station on McCrary Road.

The county recently completed its new $1.6 
million E-911 Center next to the courthouse, as 
well as new volunteer fire stations at New Hope, 
Caledonia and Artesia.

CITY DEVELOPMENTS
The Columbus Redevelopment Authority has 

entered an option agreement with an unidenti-
fied developer to possibly purchase the former 
Lee Middle School property on Military Road to 
convert into a residential, commercial or mixed-
use development.

CRA purchased an option to sell the property 
from Columbus Municipal School District. The 
unnamed developer has until May to decide 
whether to purchase the 15-acre property or 
walk away. 

The redevelopment authority also is acquiring 
lots in the Burns Bottom area near the soccer 
complex. Most of the 70 or so lots CRA is tar-
geting are vacant or include inadequate housing. 
Once CRA requires all the desired lots, it will 
market the entire area for redevelopment.

WORDS BY ZACK PLAIR
PHOTOS BY DEANNA ROBINSON, LUISA 
PORTER AND COURTESY PHOTOS
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The past few years have been ones of 
growth in Oktibbeha County.

That growth is continuing today, 
especially through ongoing projects in Starkville, 
Oktibbeha County and at Mississippi State 
University.

In Starkville, changes are perhaps best exem-
plified along Russell Street, where years of work 
to create a corridor from downtown Starkville 
to Mississippi State University are coming to 
fruition. The city has renovated the street, aes-
thetically and with improved pedestrian access. 
New developments, such as The Gin and Russell 
Street flats, have added new residential options 
along the street, while developer Mark Castle-
berry’s 550 Russell project will add a mix of 
residential and commercial space.

The Midtown development, under construc-
tion near the Starkville Public Library, is a 
mixed-use project in the heart of the city.

Mayor Lynn Spruill said mixed-use develop-

ments like Midtown should help grow Starkville’s 
nightlife by having more people in the city’s 
downtown core.

“They are a major piece of what we did to 
change the classic residential versus commer-
cial,” Spruill said. “We’ve created residential 
with commercial. It’s that mix that affords us the 
opportunity to do things in more of an urban 
format.”

Perceptions are changing as Starkville gradu-
ates from a sleepy college town to a more vibrant 
community. That’s a combination of better 
marketing more things going on.

For example, Starkville has taken “Stark 
Vegas” — which was once used as a casual insult 
— and embraced the nickname.

“From my perspective, you’ve always got 
Starkville, but Stark Vegas is part of that energy 
— that high level of excitement and energy and 
things going on,” Spruill said.

 

OKT I BBEH A COU N T Y 
A N D STA R KV I L L E

ONGOING WORK, COOPERATION 
PROPEL GROW TH

OKTIBBEHA COUNTY
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OKTIBBEHA COUNTY
Growth is ongoing outside of 

Starkville’s city limits.
Oktibbeha County Board of Supervi-

sors President Orlando Trainer said the 
county currently has about $20 million 
in road work contracted to be completed 
in the next few years.

A critical part of that, he said, is 
a sorely-needed road project along 
Blackjack Road that will extend east 
from Blackjack’s intersection with Stone 
Boulevard, near the south end of MSU, 
to the intersection with Bardwell Road.

The project will bring improvements 
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to a heavily-traveled stretch of Blackjack Road 
that’s home to several apartment complexes such 
as Helix, The Pointe and Aspen Heights.

Trainer also pointed to other ongoing projects, 
such as the development of a nearly 400-acre 
industrial park in at the intersection of Highways 
82 and 389. One potential tenant has already 
expressed interest in the park says Macaulay 
Whitaker at the Golden Triangle Development 
LINK. Marketing for the property should start in 
Summer 2019.

 
MISSISSIPPI STATE

At Mississippi State University, growth is a 
constant. The university has recently complet-
ed tens of millions of dollars-worth of projects, 
including the $41.3 million Old Main Academic 
Center; an $11.3 million upgrade to necropsy fa-
cilities for the College of Veterinary Medicine; a 

$3.6 million addition to the Wise Center; and an 
$8.3 million addition to the Mitchell Memorial 
Library to host the Ulysses S. Grant Presidential 
Library.

“The fact that we are now one of six universi-
ties in the nation to host a full-blown presidential 
library is magnificent,” said Sid Salter, MSU 
Chief Communications Officer. “That has be-
come a leading part of making Mississippi State 
the go-to destination for academic researchers in-
terested in studying the run-up to the Civil War, 
the propagation of the war and Reconstruction 
and the recovery of the state afterward.”

The university is also working on a renovation 
of the YMCA building in the center of campus. 
A $55 million reconstruction of Dudy Noble 
Field is also under way. The field is ready for 
spring baseball, but all work on the project isn’t 
expected to be completed until 2019.
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Beyond construction, MSU is also 
continuing to bolster its research ef-
forts. Salter said MSU accounted for 
more than half of all research and de-
velopment expenditures by universi-
ties in Mississippi, with $239.4 million 
in Fiscal Year 2016. That spending 
ranks the school 64th in spending for 
all public institutions nation-wide.

As the university looks to the 
future, Salter said, it’s made a priority 
to address disparity through research. 
He said that will come in areas of 
improving education, health, food 
and nutrition, jobs and economic 
opportunity, social disparities and 
community engagement.

 
COOPERATION

City, county and university 
leaders spoke to the importance of 
intra-county cooperation.

Trainer said he feels the relation-
ship between Oktibbeha County and 
the city of Starkville is as good as it’s 
ever been.

He pointed to the Partnership 
School, which is being built on 
MSU’s campus and is a collabora-
tion between the university and the 
Starkville Oktibbeha Consolidated 
School District, as an example of the 
cooperation that arose and continued 
after the consolidation of the formerly 
separate Starkville and Oktibbeha 
County school districts.

Salter agreed the Partnership 
School is poised to be a success story, 
not only for the students who attend 
it, but also for the College of Educa-
tion students who can get real-world 
experience at the facility.

WORDS BY ALEX HOLLOWAY
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER
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DEPARTING FROM GTRA

TOP INTERNATIONAL DESTINATIONS
Toronto
Tokyo
Monterrey, Mexico
London
Tel Aviv
Montreal
Shanghai
Cancun
San Pedro Sula, Honduras
Johannesburg, South Africa
Punta Cana, Dominican Republic
Amsterdam
Paris
Munich
Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic

TOP DOMESTIC DESTINATIONS
Atlanta
Washington D.C. (Reagan)
Orlando
New York (LaGuardia)
Boston
San Antonio
Los Angeles
Detroit
Seattle
Chicago (O’Hare)
Las Vegas
Baltimore
Raleigh-Durham
Tampa
Newark

DEST I NAT ION:  T HE WOR L D

GOLDEN TRIANGLE REGIONAL AIRPORT IS THE 
THIRD BUSIEST AIRPORT IN THE STATE, AND WHILE 
ALL FLIGHTS GO TO ATL ANTA FIRST, PASSENGERS 

END UP ALL OVER THE WORLD

TRAVEL





Clay County has seen what West Point 
Growth Alliance director Lisa Klutts 
called “slow growth” in area business-

es following the implementation of Yokohama 
Tire Manufacturing’s West Point plant in 2015. 

Another company has purchased an option on a 
vacant 200,000 square-foot facility and could po-
tentially bring 300 new jobs to the area. Mean-
while a veteran area law enforcement officer has 
been appointed police chief of the West Point 

‘ SLOW GROW T H’ CON T I N UES 
TO F UEL W EST POI N T

CLAY COUNTY

27
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Police Department with plans to increase the 
number of officers and push community engage-
ment.

PROJECT POLAR
The former Americold building on Church 

Hill Road may have a new tenant.
An unnamed poultry processing company has 

an option on the 200,000 square-foot facility, 
which was a freezer when Sara Lee operated in 
West Point. West Point and Clay County officials 
passed a series of matching tax exemptions in 
October in hopes of landing the project, which 
promises 300 jobs and $50 million in capital 
investments. 

The jobs would pay between $15 and $17 an 
hour and would come with benefits.

Golden Triangle Development LINK CEO 



Joe Max Higgins said the project is codenamed 
“Project Polar” and stressed the company would 
be a processing plant only, not a slaughter house. 

“That was key to us, that it wouldn’t be bring-
ing in live chickens,” Higgins said at the time the 
tax exemptions were passed.

The company is currently doing its due 
diligence before giving a final yea or nay to the 
project.

WEST POINT POLICE CHIEF
Seventeen-year veteran police officer Avery 

Cook has returned to where he began his law 
enforcement career as police chief of the West 
Point Police Department.

Cook was appointed chief in September after 
the retirement of former chief Tim Brinkley. 
Cook started at the department as a patrol officer 
more than 15 years ago and eventually worked 
his way up to assistant chief before he went to the 
Clay County Sheriff’s Office in 2013. 

Cook entered the department with plans to in-
crease recruitment and community engagement. 
Since he became chief, the department has hired 
three more officers — though it lost one who left 
West Point for deployment in Iraq — bringing 
the total number of officers to 27. The depart-

ment is budgeted for 32.
Cook also plans to implement programs and 

family-friendly events to get West Point police of-
ficers more engaged with the community. He has 
already begun partnering with local churches to 
create neighborhood watches and wants to work 
with the West Point Consolidated School District 
to have police officers come into classrooms and 
talk to students.

‘SLOW GROWTH’ 
In the last year, chain restaurants and similar 

businesses have sprouted up along Highway 45 
South Alternate, said Klutts.

Klutts said the restaurants are evidence of the 
“slow growth” which has permeated West Point 
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since Yokohama opened a plant in the city in 2015, bringing hundreds 
of new jobs to the area. Gradually, West Point has seen more businesses, 
more traffic and more sales and restaurant taxes as these businesses open 
their doors. 

Among the new businesses are Taco Bell, Burger King, Little Caesar’s 
and a Love’s Truck Stop, she said. 

“This might sound silly to some bigger towns but it’s huge for West 
Point to add these options,” Klutts said.

WORDS BY ISABELLE ALTMAN
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER
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Progress is blooming in Noxubee County, 
and the proof is in the cabbage...and the 
broccoli and the turnips and a variety of 

other vegetables growing this winter in a com-
munity garden at Earl Nash Elementary School 
in Macon.

That garden, planted spring 2017 by the Nox-
ubee County Diabetes Coalition, is part of an ef-
fort to promote healthier lifestyles among county 
residents, starting with some of its youngest.

“The biggest thing is teaching the kids about 
the different vegetables that can be grown,” said 

HE A LT H I N I T I AT I V ES 
POW ER NOXU BEE

NOXUBEE COUNTY
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coalition member Marti Kauffman. “Some of 
them, when we first started, they had never seen 
some of the vegetables and didn’t know what 
they tasted like.”

Though coalition members tended to the 
garden during summer months, Earl Nash’s 
third-graders were the first kids to care for the 
raised garden bed when school resumed in 
August.

“Every single [third-grader at Earl Nash 
Elementary] either planted a seed or planted 
a plant,” said Crayton Coleman, coalition 
member and an agent with the Mississippi State 
Extension Service.

Coleman hopes the kids will take home what 
they learn, get their families’ involved and 
want to plant smaller gardens of their own. He 
praised the “community buy-in,” noting dona-
tions from area companies and organizations. 

The current garden is located next to Earl 
Nash Elementary’s playground, and Noxubee 
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County residents may pick available produce 
whenever a craving for fresh food calls.

The Diabetes Coalition chose Earl Nash as its 
premier garden site, Coleman said, because the 
school’s recently retired principal was an avid 
gardener, and the campus is centrally located in 
the county of just over 11,000 people.

Coleman expects many more gardens to 
follow. Next stop: Virgil Jones Jr. Elementary 
School in Brooksville.

“We’re looking to do the same model garden 
there. We’ve gotten the wood donated, and the 
top soil is ready to pick up,” he said. “Before the 
end of February, we’ll be setting up the garden 
area at Virgil Jones Elementary and maybe this 

summer look at expanding to a housing com-
plex.”

HOSPITAL ON BOARD
Danny McKay, Noxubee Medical Complex 

CEO, said his hospital plans to join the healthy 
lifestyle initiative, looking to provide more pre-
ventative care to county citizens.

“The county already has...better than expect-
ed health outcomes, when you consider our pop-
ulation demographics and income,” McKay said. 
“We see this as an opportunity to go from better 
than expected to the best that can be expected 
from health outcomes based upon the statistical 
sample of our demographics.”



McKay said the Noxubee hospital — which employees just over 200 
people — is acquiring the old 17-acre Central Academy site. The former 
private school closed last year. The hospital’s bid for the site, McKay said, 
is just under $250,000, and he expected the sale to close in late February 
2018.

A wellness campus, which could include an assisted living facility, adult 
day care, a used medical equipment depository, a community-access clin-
ic and another community garden have been brainstormed for the site.

“We’re completing a community health needs assessment, and we’re 
at the stage now where we’re going out with the community leaders and 
getting them to contact their spheres of influence to find out through an 
online survey what they perceive would improve the quality of life here,” 
McKay said.

McKay said the hospital will explore grant funding for some projects, 
especially ones aimed at promoting health education.

“The change in health care is moving to put as much focus on preven-
tion as it is on curing,” McKay said. “Ben Franklin once said ‘an ounce 
of prevention is worth a pound of cure,’ and it’s taken us a long time to 
realize that maybe it’s true.”

WORDS BY INDIA YARBOROUGH AND DEVIN EDGAR
PHOTOS BY DEANNA ROBINSON
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In the last five years, there has been an explosion of murals 
painted on buildings across the Golden Triangle, about 30 at last 
count.

But the idea of adorning buildings with mural art is not a new 
idea, as the faded advertising murals on old buildings throughout the 
country attest.

The murals in the Golden Triangle today are advertising as well, 
but of a different sort.

“Murals bring a sense focus to an area,” says Katherine Munson, 
whose had a hand in almost all of the murals painted in Columbus 
over the past five years, beginning with the mural at the Hitching 
Lot Farmers Market in 2013. Munson collaborated with local artist 
Katie McDill on that piece. “Murals help people better visualize the 
connections in a community.”

Former Starkville mayor Dan Camp, who has commissioned six 
murals on his properties in the Cotton District, said the murals not 
only reflect a certain “vibe,” but are a showcase for artists and their 
individual tastes.

“In a college town like Starkville, you need to do something to 
distinguish yourself,” said Camp, whose rentals add a bohemian 
touch to the general funkiness of the Cotton District and the college 
students who dominate the area. “The murals reflect individual 
tastes. So what you see on my properties is different, I think than 
what Lynn (Spruill) has in mind for downtown.”

Spruill, now the mayor of Starkville, is making a big push for 
public art during her first year in office. During her “state of the city” 
talk at the Starkville Rotary Club in December, she showed slides of 
murals painted in Cincinnati as part of the “Mayor’s Mural Pro-
gram.”

One mural has already arrived in downtown Starkville, a Mis-
sissippi State basketball-themed mural painted on the west side of 
Restaurant Tyler.

DYNAMIC MURALS
MORE THAN 30 PAINTINGS ADORN AREA 

BUILDINGS AND MORE ARE PL ANNED

ARTS & CULTURE
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Who knows, Starkville and Columbus might 
even catch up with West Point, which seems to 
be adding murals every time you look up.

West Point has Deborah Mansfield to thank 
for that.

Since moving the West Point from Texas five 
years ago, Mansfield, with the support of the 
town’s Main Street organization and volunteers, 
has painted 14 murals in town, with two more 
planned for completion in September.

“When we first started, we didn’t tell people. 
We just did it,” Mansfield said. “I think, with the 
first few, people were questioning what was going 
on. Now, everybody seems to enjoy and appre-
ciate it. They’re excited. They want to know 
what’s next.”

What next is a new idea in the Golden Trian-
gle. Mansfield and her partners are painting a 
mural on Frank’s Liquor store of “Dogs Playing 

Poker,” as a fund-raising for the city’s animal 
shelter. Donations at a sponsor’s level had have 
the image of their dog painted into the poker 
scene.

The second mural is a nod to the murals of the 
past. She will be refurbishing the old Coca-Cola 
and Al’s Cigars mural painted on a downtown 
building.

“Each mural has its own personality and, in 
some cases, it’s own purpose.”

While Camp commissioned a nationally-rec-
ognized mural artist, Michel Roy of Memphis, 
for several of his murals, most of the murals in 
the Golden Triangle are being created by local 
artist such as Munson, McDill and Mansfield.

Mansfield said the resurgence of murals 
throughout communities is a nation-wide trend.

“It creates vibrancy,’ Spruill said. “It reflects 
the personality of the community. I love it.”

WORDS BY SLIM SMITH
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER, DEANNA 
ROBINSON AND MARK WILSON
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Mossy Oak Golf Course may be the 
new kid on the block, opening across 
Waverly Road in West Point just last 

year. But the idea behind what Golf Digest has 
rated as the third best new golf course in 2017, 
has been rattling around in George Bryan’s head 
since the turn of the century.

Bryan, who put together a group of 30 in-
vestors to open up Old Waverly Golf Course in 

1988, said he always felt a second course would 
be needed to achieve his original dream for the 
property.

“There’s a saying in golf that one plus one 
equals three,” Bryan said. “When you add a 
second course, it more than doubles your ability 
to bring in what we call destination golfers. That 
has been part of our plan all along. We had been 
working on it for six or eight years, but then the 

IN GOLF,  SOMETIMES 
ONE PLUS ONE IS  THREE

GEORGE BRYAN’S VISION 
OF T WO COMPLIMENTARY GOLF COURSES 

IS REALIZED IN WEST POINT

OUTDOORS
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recession hit.
“But now, after 25 years at Old Waverly, we 

sensed that we either needed to build another 
course or do something to open up more avenues 
for golfers to come here.”

The idea is to attract golfers to stay and play at 
the courses. Mossy Oak has five spacious cottag-
es, each equipped to sleep eight on the property. 
Bryan said its success will also provide a boost 
to hotels in the area, as well as restaurants. A 
clubhouse is set to be built this year.

Bryan assembled a group of 82 investor/
founders, including Toxey Haas, founder of 
Mossy Oak, to make that second course a reality.

“It’s been a great collaboration,” said Bryan, 
who noted the course benefits from the branding 

reputation that Mossy Oak brings to the table.
When Bryan and his partners built Old 

Waverly, which opened in 1988 and has been a 
staple of Golf Week’s Top 100 courses and Golf 
Digest’s Top Course in Mississippi for multiple 
years, the idea of building a world-class golf 
course in an area far removed from a major pop-
ulation center was considered a gamble.

“People questioned my sanity, mainly people 
in my family,” Bryan says. “And there were times 
I did too.”

The success of Old Waverly earned the 
credentials among investors to expand on his 
dream. After acquiring the 175 acres for the 
course in 2013, the next challenge was deciding 
what kind of course to build.
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Although separated by just a few hundred feet, 
Old Waverly and Mossy Oak could not be more 
different, and on many levels.

First, Old Waverly operates as a private club 
with a residential community built around it.

Mossy Oak is a public course and aside from 
five cottages, there are no residences.

But the most striking difference is in the nature 
of the courses themselves.

Old Waverly is a traditional layout built on land 
heavily transformed to fit the idea of its architects, 
Bob Cupp and Jerry Pate.

By contrast, Mossy Oak is a links style course, 
patterned after the old Scottish courses that Bryan 
always loved. Rather than making massive chang-
es to the topography, architect Gil Hanse used 
the land more or less as it was, crafting the course 
around a natural rolling landscape of what once 
was a dairy farm.

“We call it nature’s golf,” said Bryan. “It’s very 
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much a minimalist approach to course design.”
Bryan said the arrival of Mossy Oak gives players 

two different golf experiences, something that desti-
nation golfers demand.

“We see ourselves as a regional golf destination, 
drawing golfers from about a 300-mile radius,” Bry-
an said. “But if you are going to really do that, you 
need more than one course. You need variety, which 
is what the two courses provide. They complement 
each other.”

Chris Jeter, Director of Golf at Mossy Oak, said 
the response to the course has been positive.

“We’ve had about 8,000 rounds (played) since we 
opened in September,” Jeter said. “The feedback 
we’ve had is that they really enjoy the course. It’s a 
different style of golf than a lot of people have experi-
enced. As a golfer, you’re always looking for that new 
experience, so the response has been very good.”

Bryan said he is working with a company in Atlan-
ta to promote the course as a destination throughout 
the south.

“We’re getting a good response from people in 
Tennessee, Georgia and Alabama,” Bryan said. 
“We’d like to build on that and that’s what we’re 
working on right now.”

WORDS BY SLIM SMITH
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER AND  
GARY BILLINGTON
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It’s been about four months since a heated election 
contest over the future of OCH Regional Medical 
Center culminated with Oktibbeha County’s voters 

deciding to keep the facility locally owned.
The November referendum prevented county supervi-

sors from moving ahead with a potential sale or lease of 
the 96 bed, county-owned facility.

Hospital CEO Richard Hilton said the process of con-
sidering a sale, which supervisors started in 2016, was a 
cloud over the hospital that hindered physician recruit-
ment and dampened employee morale. With that cloud 
gone, he said, things at OCH are picking up.

“Post-election, employees are walking around with 
smiles on their faces, telling me they’re relieved that it’s 
over with,” Hilton said.

Hilton said the election being over has also allowed 
OCH to pick up its recruiting again.

“We were getting clouded with the election,” he said. 
“We had doctors that just finally said to the recruiters, 
‘We don’t want to come to Starkville. We just don’t like 
all the political things associated with the sale of the 
hospital.’

“Now that the election’s over with, we’re getting con-
tacts made,” he added. “Now we’re back into our mode 
of showcasing Starkville, a growing community with 
Mississippi State’s presence in the background helping 
to drive economic development. We’ve got the Partner-
ship and the (Golden Triangle Development) LINK for 
industrial development — and population growth as 
compared to other places.”

In terms of super-specialists — doctors who provide 
very specific services such as endocrinologists, open 
heart surgeons or vascular surgeons — Hilton said OCH 

OCH MOV I NG ON F ROM 
EL ECT ION SH A DOW

AFFILIATION TALKS CONTINUE 
AS HOSPITAL LOOKS TO GROW

HEALTH CARE
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may be able to begin securing part-
time presences.

For example, a plastic surgeon 
who provides breast reconstruction 
surgery recently started and complet-
ed their first surgery in January. He 
said the strength of OCH’s breast 
disease management program helped 
pull the doctor to offer services in 
Starkville.

“That typically would be done 
someplace else, like Jackson,” he said.

 
AFFILIATION

Some changes may still lie ahead 
for OCH. On Jan. 23, Hilton told the 
hospital’s board that three systems — 
North Mississippi Health Services of 
Tupelo, The University of Mississip-
pi Medical Center in Jackson, and 
Memphis-based Baptist Memorial 
Health Services — have expressed 
interest in affiliating with OCH.

Affiliating with a larger hospital 
would allow OCH to remain locally 
owned while expanding services by 
bringing the weight of its affiliate 
partner to bear.

“We’re really excited about the 



potential that could come to us that, I think, should make OCH’s visibility 
much broader,” he said.

OCH’s administration is still working through determining if affilia-
tion is the right choice for the hospital, and that process will likely take 
months, if not longer. However, should the hospital affiliate with another 
system, Hilton said it will still rely on support from the community using 
its facilities.

“If we make it happen, through affiliation, our expectation is the people 
will come to support that,” he said. “That’s what will have to happen for 
the future of OCH — for the community to see that we’re doing what 
they’re asking us to do.

“In return for that, we need them to use those facilities and those ser-
vices because that’s the only way that we can increase scale,” he added.

Oktibbeha County Board of Supervisors President Orlando Trainer, 
a consistent proponent of selling the hospital, said he’s pleased to see the 
affiliation discussion progressing.

“Although the citizens decided they want to keep the hospital, the 
message was clear that there’s room for opportunity and room to advance 
health care beyond what we have now,” Trainer said. “I want to applaud 
the administration for considering affiliation from these entities.”

WORDS BY ALEX HOLLOWAY
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER



In every community, there are those among us who 
lead by quiet example. They seldom hold positions of 
power, nor do they have a title or any official desig-
nation that distinguishes them from their neighbors. 
Yet they are often the ones who, having found their 
own inspiration, serve to make us better people and a 
better community. The spark of imagination they ignite 
through pursuit of their own dreams, passions and cu-
riosity can spread down the street, through a neighbor, 
across a community. Their stories are an inspiration 
and in the telling of their stories, others may be similarly 
inspired. In each edition, Progress tells the story of three 
of the “Inspired People” of our community.

3  INSPIRED PEOPLE
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WORDS BY INDIA YARBOROUGH
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER 
AND LILA’S AND WILLA’S FAMILIES

PROFILES
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Jay Hurdle, 37, knows working as a small city attor-
ney means wearing many hats.

The Starkville-based lawyer — and recently 
appointed Lowndes County public defender — tackles 
criminal defense, family law and land and probate cases. 
Hurdle’s standard docket, though, doesn’t encompass 
his favorite part of the job: giving back to his communi-
ty.

The Memphis native relishes handling the case of 
someone from an under-served community because it 
allows him to advocate for someone who may feel they 
have no one in their corner.

“When you can make an impact in that way, I think 
it’s one of the more rewarding things about being an 
attorney,” he said.

The Oktibbeha County NAACP has recognized his 
impact, too, as Hurdle is one of only two non-minorities 
in 15 years to receive the organization’s Community 
Achievement Freedom Award.

Hurdle’s impact, though, doesn’t stop with pro bono 
cases.

His work with Volunteer Starkville inspired him to 
establish his own nonprofit in 2015: the Starkville-Ok-
tibbeha Voter Registration Initiative. The initiative aims 

to decrease the disparity between the amount of infor-
mation voters receive in national and local elections.

“There is just not enough information out there,” 
Hurdle said. “I feel like on the local level more people 
are elected because of perhaps the party beside their 
name or because they’re well known in the community, 
rather than being someone who’s elected because the 
voters believe in what they’re trying to do.”

Hurdle’s nonprofit has around 10 volunteers — rang-
ing from college-aged to 60s — each election cycle with 
diverse political views. Those volunteers have helped 
him develop a website, voteriniative.org, social media 
accounts and printed nonpartisan voter guides.

“We send out questionnaires to the candidates, and 
then they fill them out,” he said. “We just print their 
responses as they come.”

Hurdle’s volunteers have bought into — as he 
hopes the county’s citizens will — the idea that if their 
community raises the standard of knowledge about 
candidates, they’re going to end up with better elected 
officials.

“You have to build the type of community you want 
to live in,” Hurdle said. “It doesn’t just happen.”

JAY H U R DL E
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Eleven-year-old Willa Greenan remembers the 
night her best friend was diagnosed with Leuke-
mia.

“I just got really nervous,” Willa said of that Novem-
ber night. “I was in bed. My dad came and got me, and 
we went straight to the hospital.

“I didn’t know what Leukemia was, and I was scared 
to even ask. I didn’t know if she was going to be okay or 
if she was going to recover.”

That best friend is 9-year-old Lila Ursy.
Lila’s and Willa’s families have lived in West Point 

for just under a decade. Since they moved into houses 
across the street from one another, the pair has formed 
a bond like no other.

The girls turned a backyard shed into an animal hos-
pital for injured creatures. Willa has pulled Lila’s teeth. 
They ride bikes, skateboard, catch snakes and lizards 
and just like to “hang out.”

To Lila, their friendship seems “big” — so big, in 
fact, that when Lila shaved her head before she started 
chemotherapy, Willa shaved her head too.

“I did it for Lila,” Willa said. “Right when she told 
me she would have to shave her head and that she was 

nervous and scared and sad about it, I was just like, ‘I’m 
doing it with you.’”

Lila receives treatment at the Mayo Clinic campus 
in Minnesota, but distance has been no match for the 
dynamic duo.

“When Willa visited for New Year’s, that was one of 
the most special things I’ve ever witnessed,” said Lila’s 
mom, Heather Usry.

“They’re friends who inspire each other to be better 
people,” she added. “They’re family.”

Willa has helped raise money for Lila’s treatment by 
selling t-shirts and stick-on tattoos reading “#BeBrave-
Lila.” She has also sold hot chocolate out of Lila’s front 
yard and plans to sell lemonade as the weather warms.

“I want her to be home and healthy soon,” Willa 
said.

Heather hopes she and Lila will return to West Point 
by the end of May. “Cure and remission” is the plan.

What inspires Lila to keep fighting?
“Willa,” she said.
To donate to Lila’s family and treatment visit youcaring.com/

bebravelila

WILLA AND LILA
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Musician or engineer? Columbus resident Gill 
Harris is more than a bit of both.

Harris has played trumpet since junior 
high. He played for his high school band in Daytona 
Beach, Florida; for his alma mater, Clemson University; 
and for the U.S. Army band during World War II. For 
the past nine years — and on and off before that — 
Harris organizes “Gill Harris and the Big Band Theo-
ry” in which locals perform with acclaimed musicians 
from across the nation.

But the music, he notes, is just a side gig.
Harris may have retired as regional director of 

engineering for Ceco Building Systems in 2001, but 
he hasn’t stopped working. At 90 years old, the long-
time civil engineer last year was awarded a patent for a 
paving design that would convert high-rise rooftops into 
usable space.

Harris said he’s inspired to think of fresh ideas by 
always staying on the forefront of research.

As he’s grown older, he aims to leave a legacy for 
aspiring people in his field.

“I have about 16 one-hour structural engineering lec-
tures available, am writing my second book on building 

foundations, consulting to organizations in the engi-
neering field, providing technical witnessing in litigation 
cases and helping write the technical building codes,” 
Harris said.

Even from home, he treats every day like a work day, 
researching and writing from his home computer and 
keeping in touch via email with contacts in the engi-
neering profession who are spread across the globe.

“Having a purpose in life is a great motivator, ” 
Harris said.

Though Harris loves his engineering work, it comes 
second to family. Harris and his wife have five kids, 
seven grandchildren and 10, soon to be 11, great-grand-
children.

“I’m happiest when I’m with them,” Harris said, 
“and right under that is my work.”

GILL HARRIS



With his home phone number as 
the business number and his own 
Volkswagen as the business delivery 

car, Amy Bogue’s grandfather, Joe Gillis, started 
Dutch Oil Company in 1972 with a vision to 
serve a community in need. 

During the early stages of Dutch Oil Compa-
ny, Gillis was responsible for many “firsts” in the 

Golden Triangle area, including the first conve-
nience store to operate 24 hours a day, and the 
first to offer a same-day dry cleaner in a conve-
nience store. 

“You talk about starting something from noth-
ing,” Amy said. “It’s pretty fun, thinking about 
how my granddad was able to start all of this.”

Now, Joe just “oversees” business operations. 

GOI NG DU TCH
OIL AND WATER DON’T MIX, BUT A COLUMBUS 

FAMILY SHOWS OIL AND HEALTH CARE DO

BUSINESS
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Amy, her father Rex Gillis and her husband 
Matt have taken the reigns of quite a diverse set 
of businesses. 

“This is about how often we see each other,” 
Amy quipped as she passed her husband in the 
hallway of Allegro Plaza in January. “We’re in 
and out all day.” 

What started as a 100 percent petro-
leum-based company now includes fuel distribu-
tion across four states, 36 convenience stores, real 
estate, pharmacies and primary care clinics, all 
falling under the umbrella of The Dutch Group.

Oil and healthcare may be an unconvention-
al pairing at first glance, but that combination 
started back in 1990 when Joe opened the first 
pharmacy inside of a traditional convenience 
store. 

Matt acknowledges people get confused at the 
combination of gas and health care. “It’s really 
always been about what was needed at the time 
and meeting those needs,” Matt said. “Joe and 
Rex have always had the same mindset of ‘if we 
are able to meet the needs of those in the com-
munity, no matter what the business is, we can 
be successful.’”

Although her grandfather could not actually 
see into the future, Amy said, he had a unique 
way of preparing for future businesses that com-
plemented his existing businesses. He was truly a 
visionary, she added. 

Most recently, the company transitioned into 
primary care, opening the first clinic in New 
Hope in 2013. They purchased the 19,000 
square foot former Trustmark building at the 
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corner of Highway 45 and 
Bluecutt Road in Columbus, 
and in 2016 oversaw a complete 
renovation. The building was 
renamed Allegro Plaza, and a 
second clinic was opened there 
in 2016. The company also 
acquired two other Columbus 
clinics in late 2017. 

At the time the clinic in New 
Hope opened in 2013, they were 
already nearing 26 years of phar-
macy operations. Matt said they 
had identified a need for primary 
care in New Hope, and because 
they already operated a phar-
macy in the area and had land 
available, they were provided a 
unique opportunity. 
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“As people that had always been in the 
fuel distribution business, and then open-
ing a medical clinic, I think we all kind of 
fumbled our way through,” Matt said. “It 
was a completely new thing, but we learned 
through every step of the process, and we 
made mistakes, but they made us better. 

“Now, we look up and it’s five years later, 
thinking ‘goodness gracious,’ this is bigger 
than we ever thought it would be.”

“I think we have the business side — not 
perfect — but pretty down pat,” Amy said. 
“So, our goal is to let providers see patients, 
and our pharmacists fill prescriptions. I think 
all of our business entities have a small-town 
feel, so we want to let (care providers) do 
what they are good at, and not worry about 
the business side and the paperwork.”

Although The Dutch Group does con-
sider broadening their services to different 
areas, especially in the pharmaceutical and 
medical aspects, the Bogues agreed that 
serving the Golden Triangle has always 
been a top priority. 

“Columbus and the entire Golden Trian-
gle area is home to us,” Matt said. “We want 
to continue serving this area, locally, and in 
ways the community really needs us.”

WORDS BY DEVIN EDGAR
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER
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Apartments are booming around 
Starkville.

Several complexes, such as Haven 
12, The Balcony and Russell Street Flats have 
opened in the city within the past five years. 
More, such as Aspen Heights, Helix and The 
Retreat at Starkville, have opened in Oktibbe-

ha County in the same timeframe. Together, 
they represent well over $100 million worth of 
investments and an addition of more than 3,000 
bedrooms to the rental market.

To Starkville Mayor Lynn Spruill, the answer 
of why the area has seen such rapid growth in 
recent years is a simple one — Mississippi State 

A PA RT M E N TS GROW I NG 
I N STA R KV I L L E

STUDENT POPUL ATION FUELS APARTMENT 
BOOM IN, NEAR STARKVILLE

DEVELOPMENT
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University. MSU has raised its profile in recent 
years, and it goes beyond “The Dak Effect,” as 
she called the growth the university has seen 
since rising to a No. 1 ranking in the 2014 foot-
ball season.

“You’ve got the women’s basketball team, the 
events that the university is promoting, the new 
Ulysses S. Grant Library out there,” she said. 
“We’ve just got a lot of things happening, and 
through the efforts of the Partnership, with the 
branding of Starkville as a culinary destination in 
the state, I think all of those things come together 
to help us be a destination community.”

Most of the new apartments in the county 
have clustered on the east side of Mississippi 
State University. Two of them — Aspen Heights 
and Helix — sit along Blackjack Road, which 
was already home to The Pointe at MSU and 
Campus Trails apartments. The Retreat at 
Starkville is located near the intersection of Bard-
well and Old Mayhew roads.

The developments are a boon in terms of tax-
es: Those three county complexes represent over 
$1.2 million in new tax revenue, and the three 

above-mentioned city developments are generat-
ing over $500,000 annually.

The county was in some ways not prepared 
for the development, especially along Blackjack 
Road.

“We’re excited about the growth, but we 
weren’t ready for it,” Oktibbeha County Board 
of Supervisors President Orlando Trainer said. 
“Had we been prepared, we wouldn’t be dealing 
with some of the issues we have with the road-
way and the exponential growth we have in that 
area.”

According to a Mississippi Department of 
Transportation traffic volume map, the stretch 
of Blackjack Road closest to the apartments saw 
an estimated 18,000 vehicles per day in 2016. 
Only Highways 12, 25, 182 and 82 had similar 
or higher traffic volumes.

Still, the county is working to address the issue. 
Trainer said Oktibbeha County is preparing for 
a roughly $7 million project to pave and widen 
Blackjack Road that should help alleviate some 
of the strain recent developments have placed on 
the roadway.



For Spruill, the growth in and around 
Starkville represents new chances to make a 
more diverse, vibrant community. That growth 
may be primarily driven by college students, but 
isn’t limited to them, and includes condo devel-
opments, such as The Gin on Russell Street.

“We’ve got people who are living here who 
want to come back here,” she said. “We’ve got 
people who who’ve gone to school here and want 
to stay, and people who were in school here and 
want to use it as a place to have weekends. It 
keeps us vibrant. It keeps us diverse. It keeps us 
interesting and interested. I just think it’s the best 
of all worlds, for keeping a cross section of people 
in town.”

The growth in the county, which includes the 

recent spurt of apartments, has been so great 
that the city of Starkville is currently considering 
a possible annexation of the area, which would 
bring all of the new developments into the city 
limits.

Trainer said the recent year’s growth is just an 
example of how important MSU and its stu-
dent population are to Oktibbeha County, and 
Starkville, as a whole.

“As go MSU and the students, so goes 
Starkville,” Trainer said. “I think it’d be safe to 
say that without the students and the university, 
this town would have a whole different dynamic. 
That doesn’t mean it’d be worse—but it would 
definitely be different.”

WORDS BY ALEX HOLLOWAY
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER







The picture is coming into focus for Jason 
Trufant.

The blue, green, and reddish-brown 
artificial turf just adds to the visual at the reno-
vated Don Usher Softball Field. The Mississippi 
University for Women Director of Athletics also 
takes in the navy windscreen with the school’s 
athletic logo and Owls Softball on the fence 
surrounding the field and knows The W’s dreams 
are being realized.

“I think there was a belief factor that had to be 
put into play,” Trufant said. “When the com-
munity sees the investment that the university 
puts in, now they know this is real. You can see 
a soccer scoreboard (at the downtown Columbus 
Soccer Complex) and you can see a logo on a 
gym floor (inside Pohl Gymnasium), but when 
you see something very tangible that is in the 
community that is built by the university, I think 
that really changes the picture to say, ‘They’re all 
in on this project.’”

Trufant adopted the mantra “win every day” 

when he was hired in June 2016 to lead the 
school’s return to intercollegiate athletics. He 
said he has been pleased with the progress, but 
he knows there is plenty more work to be done, 
especially on the softball field, which Trufant 
said has cost “more than $400,000.” Trufant said 
university funds as well as private and foundation 
funds have been used to make a “nice home” for 
the softball program.

Lights and seating for the softball field — 
which is on 15th Street, just south of the W’s 
campus — was finished in time for the Sunday, 
Feb. 11 season-opening doubleheader against 
Millsaps College.

Trufant also said work will be done to add to 
the parking for the field, to build a batting cage, 
to expand the bathroom area, and to renovate 
the press box, which now features a new deck.

The W’s first baseball team started its season 
on Friday, Feb. 9, at the University of Dallas. 
It will play its home games at Columbus High 
School as part of a five-year agreement The W 

WINNING EVERY DAY
TRUFANT USHERS IN A NEW 
ATHLETIC HERITAGE AT MUW

ATHLETICS
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signed with the Columbus Municipal School District. 
As part of the agreement, The W has worked with 
Columbus High to install a new fence, to add to the 
bullpens and to enhance the dugouts. 

Softball and baseball programs are the latest steps 
in The W’s transition to becoming a NCAA Division 
III sports member. At the start of the 2017-18 school 
year, The W introduced men’s soccer and women’s 
cross country and brought back women’s volleyball in 
its first season of intercollegiate athletics since it dis-
banded its sports programs after a tornado in Novem-
ber 2002 destroyed the school’s gymnasium.

In 2018-19, The W will start women’s soccer, men’s 
cross country, men’s golf, and men’s and women’s 
tennis. Trufant said the school is examining adding 
men’s and women’s basketball and women’s lacrosse 
in 2019-2020. The addition of track and field, sand 
volleyball, rugby, bowling, women’s golf, swimming 
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and esports — which is a form of 
competition using video games — has 
also been discussed. 

While The W works to finalize 
those plans, Trufant will continue to 
prepare for the start of the baseball 
and softball seasons. He’s confident 
people will be impressed by the 
“showpiece” facility The W has built 
for its softball program.

“Now that you have this, you can 
see the baseball facility. It is not just 
in somebody’s brain. You can see the 
soccer facility,” Trufant said. “You 
can see what the future holds. People 
who ever had a doubt of what we 
were trying to do, I think it goes away 
after taking one peek.”

WORDS BY ADAM MINICHINO
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER, CHRIS JENKINS AND CHRIS MCDILL

69



Dr. Chris LeBrun cringes every time 
someone tells him they see a doctor in 
Tupelo or Jackson.

LeBrun, a Columbus-based doctor affiliated 
with Baptist Memorial Hospital-Golden Trian-
gle, says local health care hasn’t kept up with the 
Golden Triangle’s economic growth.

Patients who see medical professionals here by 
and large see nurse practitioners.

But with a new program at Baptist, LeBrun 
hopes to begin to change that.

Last July, the hospital implemented its first-ev-
er residency program, the first internal residency 
in any Baptist hospital and only the third in 
the state. Residents typically would complete 
their training at a research-based hospital with 
limited interaction with patients. The program 
at BMH-GT will put residents in a communi-
ty-based setting where they get more one-on-one 
time with patients and other medical staff -- and 

where they’re more likely to remain throughout 
their career.

“We’re training them to be good internal 
medicine doctors down the street if they want 
to,” LeBrun said.

The six residents who began last summer are 
the first of what LeBrun hopes will be many 
classes of new doctors at the hospital’s residency 
program. The residents will work at Baptist for 
three years, during which they’ll rotate between 
work in the emergency room, intensive care units 
and other parts of the hospital, all while working 
with doctors of various experiences and special-
ties.

Residents in larger programs such as Univer-
sity of Mississippi Medical Center in Jackson 
compete with large classes, sometimes as many 
as 20. 

“You may not even get in the door of the hos-
pital room until it’s your patient,” LeBrun said.

‘ SOMETHING SPECIAL 
BREWING HERE’

BAPTIST HOPES TO RECRUIT PERMANENT
DOCTORS WITH NEW RESIDENCY PROGRAM

HEALTH CARE
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With the limited size of the program at BMH-
GT, first-year residents will work one-on-one 
with patients, their families and other medical 
staff like lab techs, nurses and of course more 
experienced physicians. This gives the residents 
a lot more experience straight out of medical 
school, as well as more responsibility.

“Their expectations for us are their expecta-
tions of their peers,” said Dr. Chadwick Mayes, 
one of the residents. “We get a lot put on our 
plate. ... Their expectations are we’re physicians 
and they’re our patients.”

In just a few months, Mayes said, he’s already 
seen more than he expected to come across.

“You’d think coming to a smaller hospital 
that you’re not going to see a lot of the atypical, 
unique things, but I’ve actually come across a 
lot of unique cases,” he said. “(They’re) what we 
call ‘zebras’ where they look like a horse, they 
sound like a horse and then you look at them and 
they’re a zebra.

But the benefits of the residency don’t just stay 
with the residents, LeBrun stressed. It’s good for 
Baptist too. For one thing, more experienced 

physicians are likely to practice nearby if they 
know they could have a hand in training new 
doctors. But primarily, he said, it gets more doc-
tors in the area — some of them permanently.

“There’s no better interview than having 
a resident here for three years,” he said. “ ... 
Now you’ve got six people who have lived here, 
worked here, know the hospital. ... (They’re) 
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settling in here. So there’s a huge win for the 
hospital as far as recruiting because of that.”

Even those residents who don’t stay in the 
Golden Triangle are more likely to go to other 
medically under-served places like the Delta, he 
added — whereas residents who train at re-
search-based programs are more likely to stay in 
research hospitals.

“Our first mandate is to train good physi-
cians,” LeBrun said. “Our second mandate is to 
train good physicians that will stay in this area or 
at least Mississippi or the South.” 

He’s already begun preparations for next 
year’s class of residents. About 1,300 medical 

students applied for Baptist’s residency, nearly 
twice as many as last year, he said. Of those, 
100 have come in for an interview. The hospi-
tal will narrow that list down to 45 and then a 
nationwide match system will place the final six 
residents with Baptist.

After three years of accepting residents, 
LeBrun expects Baptist to employ 18 full-time 
residents at a time — and eventually plenty of 
Golden Triangle-trained fully qualified doctors.

“There’s something special brewing here,” 
Mayes said. “And it may take a couple of years, 
but I expect to see great things from this hospital 
and this residency program.”

WORDS BY ISABELLE ALTMAN
PHOTOS BY DEANNA ROBINSON AND 
LUISA PORTER



OUR READERS

PROFILES

Progress is easy to think of only in terms of measur-
able numbers: the amount of roads built, invest-
ment returns, test scores, votes at city council 

meetings.
Individuals are the ones that affect progress. And 

they’re the ones affected by it.
Unfortunately, these days, many of us are quick to 

label and categorize each other. We’re each complex 
individuals, though. 

Here we attempt to give you insight into what makes 
a handful of our readers tick. 

Each person profiled here joined our reporter and 
photographer in the offices of The Commercial Dis-
patch one January afternoon.

These are candid insights into some of your neigh-
bors. Perhaps learning about them will open a door. 

After all, the greatest progress happens when we work 
together.

INTERVIEWS BY DEVIN EDGAR
PHOTOS BY LUISA PORTER

74   PROGRESS



Is what you’re doing in life now what you wanted to do 
when you grew up?
Actually, I started out majoring in vocational agriculture 
because my high school agriculture teacher was my 
greatest role model. I changed my major to what is now 
called Agricultural Engineering Technology and Business. 
I eventually got my Master’s in the Agriculture Economics 
department after eight weeks in the Army, and then I was 
encouraged to go to get a doctorate. I’ve been in the field 
ever since. 

If you could give your younger self advice, what would 
it be?
I would tell myself to do exactly what I did, but do it more 
intensely and to pay more attention.
 
What’s the one thing people always misunderstand 
about you?
I’m trying real hard to think of something, but I’ve always 
thought I was an open book. I think if I had to name 
one thing people have misunderstood about me, it was 
something I brought upon myself by not appearing as 
forthcoming and cooperative as I could have.
 
What is your greatest extravagance?
I don’t think I’ve ever been an extravagant person. In fact, 
I have two adult boys and they would tell you that instead 
of being extravagant, I was probably more like Scrooge. 
But now, I think my greatest extravagance is just taking 
my wife out to a nice dinner. Or, whenever the family 
comes in town for Thanksgiving or holidays, treating them 
as well– just having a good time and not worrying about 
anything.
 
If you could master one new skill what would it be?
Several years ago, I had the opportunity to buy a dou-
ble-neck, pedal steel guitar. I wanted one when I was in 
high school, and I have it now. Besides having a double 
neck and nine petals, it’s also got knee pads and levers. 
I mean, I can’t hardly even picture that. In my junior and 
senior year of high school, I was in a radio program. 
There was a thirty-minute country music program and 
thirty-minute gospel program, and I played the accordion. 
And Boots Harris, he played the double-neck steel guitar. 
He had a nightclub in Jackson, but I found out later that 
he was the first guy to play a double-neck steel guitar on 
The Grand Ole Opry stage, and I guess I’ve never pursued 
it because, well– I don’t think I’ll ever make that. Any-
ways, for what it’s worth, that’s something I would like to 
do!

F R ED T Y N ER
RETIRED, FORMER PROFESSOR AT MSU, STARKVILLE
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Is what you’re doing in life now what you wanted to do 
when you grew up?
No, it wasn’t. Not at all. I changed my mind a few times. 
At first, I had always wanted to be an FBI agent. And 
then I wanted to be a stewardess, but my parents were 
worried the plane would fall out of the air–so that didn’t 
happen. And then I did some freelance modeling when I 
was younger, but I don’t do that anymore. But now, even 
though I didn’t plan on it, managing a Best Western, I 
get to see people from all over the world. That’s what I 
always wanted to do–help people. So, I feel like what I’m 
doing now is my perfect mix of everything I used to want 
to do. 
 
If you could give your younger self advice, what would 
it be?
Go for your dreams early. Whatever you are passionate 
about, just go for it whole-heartedly. 
 
What’s the one thing people always misunderstand 
about you?
What I stand for. I think coming from New York to Co-
lumbus, people already had their views on what a “New 
Yorker” was. But, I’m a New Yorker with a Southern Belle 
twist. My mom was born and raised in the south, and my 
dad was from Alabama, too. I think people often misun-
derstand my Christian values, too. Coming from New York, 
I noticed people didn’t really think you had a lot of biblical 
principals. But, my mom was an evangelist. 
 
What is your greatest extravagance?
I have my own non-profit, Paroled 2 Pride, and we identify 
the needs of non-violent felons and help them transition 
back into society by giving them professional training and 
trying to give them the proper support to find employment. 
So, I think my greatest extravagance is just seeing their 
transformation. That’s truly extravagant. One of the guys 
got married to his girlfriend, secured a job at Toyota and 
that was a great transformation. But, I fund this non-profit 
out of my own pocket, so it truly is my greatest extrava-
gance. 
 
If you could master one new skill what would it be?
This is simple, but I really wish I had the skills to clean my 
house more. Or the skills to want to clean my house more. 
The older I get, I look into my kitchen and I’m like… great. 
I mean, it’s nice– but it could be cleaned more. And I 
probably should change that, because I have a four-year-
old that I adopted from one of the women in my non-profit 
program. So, for him, I should probably master that skill. 

SH A RON JON ES
MANAGER AT COLUMBUS BEST WESTERN, COLUMBUS
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Is what you’re doing in life now what you wanted to do 
when you grew up?
I was the mayor of West Point for 33 years, but I didn’t 
plan for that career. After I graduated college, I went 
to try out for the San Diego Charger’s football team. But 
I broke my leg so I went back to Mississippi. I did like 
giving back to a community that had given so much to me. 
I was mayor from the time I was 33-years-old to the time I 
was 65-years old. 
 
If you could give your younger self advice, what would 
it be?
Well, my wife passed away in 1994 due to breast cancer, 
and that was about after three or four years of battle. I 
would tell myself to seek a more aggressive treatment for 
her so she could be here longer, or just learn more about 
breast cancer and the ways to fight it, in general. 
 
What’s the one thing people always misunderstand 
about you?
When you’re elected– and this probably happens to most 
elected officials– when you go out to eat, or go out to the 
grocery store, people always confide in you about their 
problems. You finally get to the point where you like to go 
home and not worry about all of those questions. I guess 
that was the thing that was misunderstood about me, they 
think that is the only thing I know something about– being 
a Mayor. Once a Mayor always a Mayor, I guess.  
 
What is your greatest extravagance?
You know, it used to be traveling. I would like to visit the 
coast, and at one time, I used to like visiting New Orleans. 
But now, I guess my extravagance is just being outside. 
I just like walking and being outside. I don’t get out as 
much anymore, but that’s what I really enjoy. 
 
If you could master one new skill what would it be?
I guess I would like to get physically fit. I think that is 
everybody’s at one point. I can’t sing or play a musical in-
strument either. So, I would really like to learn how to play 
an instrument, too. I guess another thing is that I would 
like to be more technologically advanced. I have grand-
children that are more equipped in some technology than 
I most likely will ever be. We didn’t have TV, so when I 
was a kid we would go outside and chase lightning bugs 
or play hide-n-seek.

K E N N Y DI L L
FORMER MAYOR OF WEST POINT
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Is what you’re doing in life now what you wanted to do 
when you grew up?
What I wanted to do growing up was join the military, 
which I did. I was in the Army and stayed 30 years, 
nine months, and 12 days. After I retired, I moved back 
home to Starkville in 2006. I wanted to follow my uncle’s 
footsteps. My uncle, Clarence Taylor, was involved in the 
NAACP in Oktibbeha County from the start, and he was 
instrumental in starting the chapter back in 1969. So, I 
really wanted to continue the family legacy and now I’m 
the president of the NAACP in Oktibbeha County. 
 
If you could give your younger self advice, what would 
it be?
 It would be financial wisdom at an early age. That was 
my problem, and I’m sure it is a lot of other people’s prob-
lem, as well. You have to put back something– you have 
to sacrifice. I figured that out, eventually. And now I have 
a budget for nearly everything. So, that’s my advice to my 
younger self, and all younger people. 

What’s the one thing people always misunderstand 
about you?
 People always think that I’m a party animal, but I’m 
really not. That’s just the bottom line. They always see me 
everywhere, and think I’m a social butterfly– I’m really 
not. I just know people, and in order to get what you want 
in these days you have to network. I’m misunderstood, I 
guess about my lifestyle. I could party with you today and 
then with Dr. Keenum at MSU tomorrow. 

What is your greatest extravagance?
It’s travel. I feel like I’m never in Starkville. I mean, if my 
grandkids called me today, I would be in Atlanta tomor-
row. Last year we went to Disney World, and the year 
before that we went to New York. And this summer we’re 
going to California. 
 
If you could master one new skill what would it be?
It would be billiards. I love shooting pool. If I could master 
that skill, it would be great. We play at Starkville Billiards, 
and sometimes go to West Point for tournaments– and 
those people are so good, it’s crazy. I just want to master 
the game. 

CH R IS TAY LOR
PRESIDENT, OKTIBBEHA COUNT Y NA ACP
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Is what you’re doing in life now what you wanted to do 
when you grew up?
I was always interested in ideas, even as a young person. 
I grew up in a really rural area in Central Missouri, and 
people didn’t have the types of jobs where you could play 
with those ideas. It was a very working-class, rural class. 
I had no idea what a faculty person or history professor 
even was. But, once I got to college, and was kind of 
introduced to these ideas, I realized pretty quick that was 
what I was meant to do. 

If you could give your younger self advice, what would 
it be?
The ones that are fit to print, I would tell myself to try to 
relax more and not be so worried. It’s just the anxiety of 
not knowing if you will get a job, not knowing if you are 
in the right profession that has always got to me. I was 
always worried, even about things I couldn’t control. But, 
I would definitely tell myself to stop the worrying. 
 
What’s the one thing people always misunderstand 
about you?
I have no answer to this. Honest to God. But, if I had to 
say something it would be about my profession. It’s not 
really about me, but more about history. People always 
find out that I’m a history professor, and they always say 
“History is the worst subject. It’s so boring.”  It always 
makes me cringe because I think about everything they 
are missing, and what they are not getting by avoiding 
history. 

What is your greatest extravagance?
I don’t guess it would surprise you that I buy books. A lot 
of books. It’s the one thing that I don’t look at the cost of 
before I buy it. The only thing, really. I just tell myself “I 
need this. I need these books.” I feel like I just get free 
reign to buy all of the books, and in every other part of my 
life I’ll look at prices. I mean, I always look at the price 
tag but it never actually phases me. “I’m like, 70 dollars? 
Look at all of the images in here. This IS worth 70 dollars. 
DONE.” 
 
If you could master one new skill what would it be?
I have never really been good at language. I would love to 
learn a new a language. I would love to be able to speak 
it fluently. Spanish, French, anything. Or, any musical 
instrument. I would love to be able to play an instrument. 
I’m actually still going to sign up for a beginner’s piano 
class, and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to play beautifully 
but I would love to learn.

ER I N K E M PK ER
HISTORY PROFESSOR AT MUW, COLUMBUS
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