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FREMS OF THE DEFOT

The Cookeville Depot is listed on the National Register of Historic Places

THE DAY FDR CAME TO TOWN

by Bishop Holliman

For folks inthe lttle town of Jasper, Alabama, Septem-
ber 17, 1940, was anever-to-be-forgotien day, foron that day
they buried their famous son, Congressman William B.
Bankhead. The day would be a memorable one, (00, for the
Methodist church there and for three college students from
Bimmingham.

‘The Bankheads were one of Alabamals most prominent
families. The congressmanhad been an important figure in the.
Roosevelt Administration as speaker of the House of Repre-
sentatives; and his brother, John, was a United States senator
from Alabama. William was also the father of Tallulah
Bankhead, at the time a popular star on the Broadway stage.
In Alabama, hotels, highways, and other public places carried
the Bankhead name.

S0 it was not surprising that his death would attract
‘national attention. Politicians, govenment officials, and busi-
ness people from over the country would be at the funeral
service that day. Even the chief himself, President Franklin .
Roosevelt, was coming down on a special train 10 pay his
respects o the fallenleader. He would bring with him Cabinet
officers and members of the House and Senate.

In 1940, FDR was a highly revered person in Alabama.
Except forthose of afew conservatives, he had the votes inhis
hip pocket, as the saying goes. He could do no wrong. My
‘grandfatherkept his picture on the fireplace mantel nextto the
Bible. So when it was announced that President Roosevelt
would attend the Bankhead funeral, plain, ordinary folks
throughout the state made plans o go to Jasper. They would
get 0 see in person the famous folks they'd read about and
heard on radio. Maybe even get a glimpse of Tallulah!

‘Excitement was building toa firm pitchon the day of the
funeral. At Binmingham-Southem College, 35 miles away,
the possibilities of what the day offered were 100 much for
three history students, and they decided that going t0 Jasper
had priority over attending class. They would go to Jasper.

Twasoneof those students and the eventsof that day still
bum brightly in my memory nearly 55 years later.

‘When we gotto Jasper, the President’ train had alrcady

J.H. Robbins, engineer of the train which brought FDR
to0 Jasper, Alabama (photo courtesy of Bishop Holliman)

arrived, but none of his party were visible through the crowd.
T guess they were in seclusion on the train, but we didu't stay
around 1o see. We decided to meander through the town,
‘mingle with the crowds that lined the streets and work our way
10 the Methodist church where the service would be held.
“The streets were patrolled by National Guardsmen and
awhole passel of state and local policemen. If there were any
Secret Service agents amongthem, we didnot recognize them.
As we worked our way along, we had 1o trouble crossing
streets or going around barricades. We were neverstoppedby
the police and no one questioned us.
(continued on page 2)
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As the time slipped by and the excitement grew, our
‘courage also increased. Our goal had been simply to get near
the church so we could eye the dignitaries as they entered. But
now we decided it would beamore daring venture to go inside
‘where we could witness the ceremonies firsthand. How could
we accomplish this? So far we had not been hindered as we.
‘moved about, so maybe our luck would continue.

But we had more than luck with us. One member of the
grouplivedinJasperand wasamemberofthis church. He was
familiar with the physical plant and knew where the doors
‘were. If n0 one stopped us, he was sure we could get inside.
through a basement door in the back of the building. From
there a stairway led 10 an opening in the choir loft, and when
you stepped through that door, you would be looking out into
the church auditorium.

Should we dare? We did.

We slipped pastthe ropes that cordoned off the church.
‘There were no guards at the basement door, so we opened the
unlocked door, tiptoed gently up the stairs, reached the top,
and mustered up enough courage to open the door, not
knowing what we would look upon.

‘Well, what we looked upon was a scene that would be
forever etched in our memory. There coming down the aisle,
hobbling along, holding on to his military aide, was the
President of the United States. Everyone was standing and all
eyes were on him.

And there we were  in front of this congregation of
‘moumers — not knowing how we were going to escape from
the predicament we were in. In all of the stir over the
President’s arrival, no one had noticedus, thank goodness, but
‘we knew we could not stay put. We had to move from there,
and we had to decide quickly where we would go.

Ourdilemma was soon resolved. From aside room there
emerged a band of men whom we recognized immediately as
the "press," and they headed toward the balcony. Therc was
nothing for us to do but fall in and follow. Our path to the
“press gallery" led by the President's pew, and we could have
reached out and touched him. We sat with members of the
press throughout the service. No one ever asked for creden-
tialsorquestioned who we were or what we were doing there.
We were surounded by reporters from "big city” papers
‘across the country and wire-service reporters. If someone had.
asked what paper we were with, I don't know how we would
have answered.

Idon't recall anything the minister said. I remember that
1 was simply mesmerized by the presence of such renowned
‘company and by being that close to the President. That was
heady stuff fora 20-year-old college studentin that day. As T
Tooked over the balcony 1 could see below not only the
President, but also Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Secretary
of Labor Frances Perkins, and a senator I would recognize
later as Harry S. Truman. There were many other congress-

men 1 did not know.

After the service was over, the President walked up the
aisle andleft throughthe frontentrance. A ramphad beenbuilt
for his carto drive upto the door so he would not have to climb
steps. I could not get downstairs for the crush of people, so T
‘dashed to the balcony window to look down on him as he sped
Off to his train.

After everyone had left the church, I went back inside
and satin the pew where the President had sat. Iknew that it
would become ahallowed spotand that I would remember the
‘events of this day for a lifetime.

‘Today, in the First Methodist Church in Jasper there is
a plaque in pew number three, center section, that reads,
“President Franklin Delano Roosevelt sat here .. ."

‘The other two members of that derring-do trio were
living in North Carolina the last time I heard of them. Soon
afterthat day in Jasperthere was college graduation, and then
‘WWITburst on the scene and we went our separate ways. Our
paths have not crossed in many, many years, but Il bet they
still remember their brush with history as I do.

Bishop Holliman s a retired director of the Cookeville
Regional Social Security Office and afounder of the Friends
of the Depor.

Editor’s Note: April 12, 1995, marked the fifticth anniversary of
the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt.

SUPERINTENDENT'S MESSAGE

‘When the Depot Museurn opens April 22, the work
‘on the building, inside and out, should be completed; and
we can't wait for you t0 see it

‘We are also eager for youto see our special display
created by the students from Tennessee Techin Dr. Kriste
Lindenmeyer's history class, "Women and War in Twen-
tieth Century America.” Developed by the students, the
display will feature memorabilia, photographs, and the
results of interviews with Tennessee women recalling
their experiences with the wars of this century. It will be
interesting for the museum todisplay theefforts o students
as they learn about the past and how it afected the lives of
people they know, and it will be especially meaningful to
give students the opportunity 10 bring what they have
learned beyond the classroom back into the community.
Assisted by a grant from the Tennessec Humanities Coun-
cil, the display will remain through May.

‘Onceagain, wethankyouforyour continuedinterest
and support and are looking forward to seeing you soon.
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