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in my years with the Columbus Parks and Recreation Department, i have seen 
tremendous growth in so many programs within our community. The depart-
ment manages 700+ acres of land, 21 parks, 10 specialty facilities and 20+ miles 

of trails. looking at our accomplishments over the past 70 years, i am both amazed 
and impressed. We would not be as successful as we are today if it were not for 
those past and present supporters and volunteers believing in our department.

There are countless examples of our accomplishments, most of which have pro-
duced positive impacts throughout our community and are still observable today.   

our programs, parks and facilities focus on health and wellness for our com-
munity. Areas of focus include ensuring that all people have safe access to quality 
programming and facilities, and promoting healthy eating and physical activity. 
Partnering with the Park Foundation to create ColumBike was a health initiative 
to get people out and active. Also, maintaining and expanding our People trail net-
work, hosting events and programs such as Mill Race Marathon, Youth triathlon, 
swim meets, tournaments and recreation programs are all evidence of our living our 
mission statement.

Parks and Recreation plays a vital role in the conservation of our environment. 
in a world where people are increasingly disconnected from nature, local parks are 
essential in protecting our public resources – land, water, trees, open spaces and 
wildlife. We have been good stewards of conservation practices by creating our 
monarch butterfly gardens, planting an average of 100 trees per year, organizing trail 
and park cleanups with the help of many volunteer groups, building a green rooftop 
at The Commons during the construction and improving energy efficiency at Ham-
ilton Community Center and ice Arena.

We ensure social equity by providing opportunities for all people to benefit from 
our local parks and recreation. We provide low fee or no fee programs for individ-
uals and families. We have, in cooperation with our Park Foundation, supported 
the Chuck Wilt Youth scholarship program to provide assistance to disadvantaged 
families. We have provided inclusive programming, such as Gym Buddies, special 
swim and our sensory programs. 

These substantial accomplishments from our past and present are just a part of 
the reason for our celebration. i take great pride in looking back on what we have 
accomplished as a department and knowing that it is really just the beginning. our 
collective work and vision have set us on the path to a future where we are poised 
to celebrate many accomplishments. our mission statement, “enriching lives … 
Building Community,” guides us as we move forward, ensuring that we always keep 
the people in our community at the center of our focus. We are currently putting 
the final touches on our next comprehensive, five-year master plan, and we are very 
excited for the future. 

Thank you for the opportunity to serve as your director of Columbus Parks and 
Recreation. i look forward to many more celebratory years to come.

welcome

Mark Jones



Get back to an active 
lifestyle sooner with 
our advanced care from 
treatment to recovery 

Joint & Spine

Cancer Care
Expert team fights cancer 
with an individualized 
treatment plan, using 
state-of-the-art care

Lung

Heart

Endoscopy

Surgical 

Primary Care
Nationally recognized 
patient-centered medical 
home approach for 
outstanding primary care

Full range of innovative 
lung care services with 
leading-edge results

Comprehensive 
surgical procedures 
using advanced 
technology and robotics 
for the best outcomes

Comprehensive heart 
care delivered quickly 
when minutes matter

WellConnect
Healthcare navigation,  
fitness classes and much 
more, all available at our 
downtown Columbus 
location

Excellent healthcare. Close to home.

 At Columbus Regional Health, our vision is to be your health and wellness partner for 
life. When it comes to the health of you and your family, it’s reassuring to know that 
you are in good hands and have top-notch healthcare close to home. Columbus 
Regional Health offers a wide range of healthcare services that are not only nationally 
recognized but also designed with the unique needs of you and your family in mind. 

Learn more at www.CRH.org
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Former Republic associate editor and 
county historian Harry McCawley, who died 

sept. 28 after a battle with cancer, wrote 
four articles specifically for this publication. 

Though he was very ill at the time, Harry was 
eager to participate in this project. While 

these are the last articles he wrote for publi-
cation, his impact on the community he loved 

so much will be felt for years to come.

Photos from The Republic 
archives, and the Columbus  

Parks and Recreation 
Department.
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1334 Washington Street, 
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812.376.33841

Thank you 
Columbus Parks & Recreation!

Here’s to years of enjoying 
a Delicious & Refreshing

Coca-Cola 
at one of our Beautiful Parks!
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Franklin streets. she was an ardent 
supporter of Prohibition and the tem-
perance movement. she was also fond 
of trees.

in the spring of 1916 it was an-
nounced that the county would receive 
bids for the Perry Park property, a 
site earlier considered for the county 
hospital. no bids were received, and 
Commissioner Charles Wagner began 
preparing the paperwork to order all the 
trees in Perry Park cut down so the land 
could be platted and sold as city lots.

Donner Park 
turns 100 

anD looks aheaD

WWilliAM H. DonneR is often 
credited with the creation of Columbus’ 
first city-owned park 100 years ago. The 
Columbus native did, indeed, purchase 
the land then known as Perry Park and 
donate it to the city, but only after his 
mother asked him to.

Mary Jane (Johnson) Donner was 
born in new York. she moved to Hope 
as a teenager and married well-known 
jeweler Frederick Donner in 1857. They 
moved to Columbus in 1864, residing 
at the northwest corner of seventh and 
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upon hearing this news, Mary 
Donner contacted her son, William, a 
successful Philadelphia industrialist. 
she asked him to buy the property and 
give the land to the city. so he did. He 
promptly sent a telegram stating he 
would buy the land. After the exchange 
of more telegrams the price was set at 
$20,000, with Donner notifying Wag-
ner that the “check is in the mail.”

“i could not stand to see those trees 
cut,” Mary Donner said at the time.

in June, William Donner arrived 

Julian sharpnack, left, former Columbus 
attorney and Circuit Court judge, presents 
William h. donner with an award from 
the kiwanis Club in the 1930s.
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felt it only proper to rename Perry Park 
in her honor. When Volland tele-
graphed William Donner to ask wheth-
er the family preferred Mary Donner 
Park or Donner Park, the reply came 
back, “understand mother to say that 
she regards shorter name preferable.”

so while William Donner paid for 
the park, it is actually named not in his 
honor but in honor of his mother, Mary.

The gift of Donner Park came with 
some stipulations, most notably Wil-
liam’s suggestion that 19th street be 

permanently closed through the park 
area as he felt it marred the beauty of 
the property. This did not happen for 
another 30 years.

The Donner Park shelter house was 
built in 1925, and in June 1930 the park 
was enlarged at its east side with the 
gift of the Mary louise Wieser Play-
ground. on July 9, the first wading pool 
was opened in the playground portion 
of the park.

City officials have closed Donner 
Park only twice. Both occurred in the 

in Columbus to inspect the property. 
He was concerned about a strip of land 
bordering the northern edge of the 
park property, land where homes could 
be built with backyards directly facing 
the park. He met with the land owner, 
Franklin H. Clevenger, and bought the 
property for $2,400.

The deed to Donner Park was for-
mally presented to Mayor H.k. Volland 
on Feb. 27, 1917.

Because of Mary Donner’s action to 
save the property, Columbus residents 
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same week in July 1935, in honor of the 
passing of Mary louise Wieser and 
Mary Jane Donner.

Music in the park
During the 1930s, Columbus City 
Band concerts were moved to the 
Donner Park shelter house. in the 
1950s some of the concerts were held 
near the new Donner pool.

The Donner Park variety shows 
began in 1926 and ran for nearly 40 
years. They were an offshoot of the 

band entertainment, and for several 
years both types of programs could 
be enjoyed on different nights of the 
week. shows were first managed by 
Carl Becker, followed by Charles 
“Fuzzy” sewell. in the 1950s and 
’60s, Arnold “smokey Joe” Miller 
became manager and a popular emcee. 
Among the favorite park programs 
were the amateur hours.

After several years with no variety 
shows, they were revived in the late 
1990s by local music store owner 

tom Pickett under sponsorship of the 
kiwanis Club. These shows continue 
every summer.

everyone into the pool
in 1947 William Donner presented Co-
lumbus with yet another gift, a swim-
ming pool and a community center. 
The Parks and Recreation Department 
is marking the 70th anniversary of this 
gift this year, along with the centennial 
of the park itself.

Donner Center, the city’s first 
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Center were among activities to thank 
community residents for continued 
support over the years.

The celebration was a trip down 
memory lane for susan Grott Grodecki 
and her sister, Catherine Grott. Gro-
decki recalled that they spent much of 
their childhood at Donner Park, where 
they learned to swim. The siblings lived 
on Franklin street nearby and often 
made the trek to Donner growing up.

“We didn’t need Mom and Dad to 
come over here,” Grodecki said. “it 

really established a lifelong love of 
swimming.”

save the trees
so what about all those trees Mary Don-
ner felt so strongly about preserving?

in 1918 the first plat of trees in the 
park was made. More than half (201) of 
the 400 trees were walnut. The rest of 
the inventory consisted of 59 beech, 50 
maple, 33 ash, 20 locust, 13 oak, nine 
elm, three sycamore, two mulberry, two 
osage orange, and two hickory.

community center, was renovated in 
the mid-1980s and the pool a decade 
later. seventy years after its opening, 
Donner Center is once again in need 
of repair and renovation, and options 
are being discussed. 

last July, a celebration to mark 100 
years of Donner Park and give back 
to the Columbus community drew 
hundreds of people to the public area 
despite sweltering heat. Pony rides, wa-
termelon-eating contests, a dunk tank 
and free swimming at Donner Aquatic 
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Walnut was in high demand during 
World War i for the making of gun 
stocks. There was some fear in the 
community that the government would 
confiscate the walnut trees in Donner 
to support the war effort, but it never 
happened.

coMMunity asset
one hundred years after its creation, 
Donner Park remains the perfect place 
to work on your tan or stay cool in the 
pool on a hot summer day. it’s a great 
spot to enjoy a picnic under the shade of 
a tree or watch the little ones attack the 
playground equipment.

it’s a wonderful place to catch a free 
variety show on a summer saturday 
night, play some tennis or pickleball 
or just enjoy a quiet stroll among the 
brightly colored trees in the fall.

Albert “Hutch” schumaker was 
among visitors viewing the historical 
scrapbooks on display at July’s centen-
nial celebration. The lifelong Colum-
bus resident said he spent many of his 
childhood years in Donner Park. He 
described it as a great community asset 
for families, one he still enjoys.

“i think many people haven’t dis-
covered it or have forgotten about it,” 
schumaker said. “it’s really important 
for us to remember our past.”

one hundred years after William H. 
Donner said yes to his mother’s request, 
the Donner family’s gift to Columbus is 
truly one that keeps on giving.

And while the Donners donated the 
land, it is the men, women and children 
of Columbus — along with countless 
dedicated city officials and hard-work-
ing Parks and Rec employees — who 
have made Donner Park the crown 
jewel of the city’s parks system. 

As Donner Park begins its second 
century, every effort is being made to 
keep that crown jewel shining just as 
brightly as ever.

note: Much of the historical information 
in this article comes from “The Park That 
Was almost a hospital: a history of 
Donner Park” by David sechrest.
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www.spearcorp.com

Congratulations, 
Columbus Park Department!

Our passion. Your Life. Keep Swimming!

Congratulations 
to Columbus Parks and Recreation  

on its long, rich tradition of  
community and conservation

5555 Inwood Dr. Columbus, IN 47201

Helping People Carry the Load
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1917
William H. Donner presented 
the deed to Donner Park 
to Mayor H. k. Volland.  
Donner Park becomes the 
first city-owned park.

1925
Donner Park shelter 
house is built.

1947
William H. Donner gives the 
community center (now Donner 
Center) to the department.
First Parks and 
Recreation Board.

1948
Paul stacker moves to Columbus 
and becomes the first director of 
Columbus Parks and Recreation.
Donner swimming Pool (now 
Donner Aquatic Center) opens 
on July 4.  The pool was a gift 
from William H. Donner.

1949
First After-Prom Party 
– Donner Center.

1958
Renovations to the Donner Park 
shelter house are completed.
lincoln Center is donated by 
Clarence Hamilton family.
First Parks and Recreation 
Master Plan is completed.

1959
Bill R. Wilson becomes 
the second director of 
Parks and Recreation.

1960
Park board and school board 
sign a school/park agreement 
to share land and facilities 
for use by the community.

1966-68
Rocky Ford Par 3 Golf 
Course built by Parks and 
Recreation maintenance staff.

1969
organization of first youth 
hockey league in Columbus.

1970
David l. ison becomes the 
third director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.

1972
The current Parks  
and Recreation  
emblem (logo) is designed by 
Bruce Bottum and Associates.
A new entrance to the pool 
opens, which allows swimmers 
to enter the pool from outside 
the building instead of through 
the hallways of Donner Center.

1973
Chuck Wilt is loaned by 
Cummins engine Co. as 
interim director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
Bob Gillikin becomes the 
fourth director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
Donner swimming pool hosts 
the annual indiana state Age 
Group swimming and Diving 
long Course Championships 
for the first time.

1975
First Parks and Recreation 
bond issue ($2.1 million)
lincoln Center enclosed.
lincoln Park softball renovation.
Greenbelt golf and tennis courts.
Donner Center and 
pool renovated.

1977 
Chuck Wilt becomes the 
fifth director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
Clifty Park renovated through 
a $300,000 Federal land and 
Water Conservation Fund grant.

1978
First Jack Cramer ideals of 
Athletic Competition Award is 
presented to Dudley Moore.

1980
Additional noblitt 
Park land donated.

1981
Harrison Ridge Park donated 
to the city, and the development 
of the park is funded through 
a $100,000 Federal land and 
Water Conservation Fund grant.

1982
Chuck Wilt named president 
of indiana Parks and 
Recreation Association.

1983
Park board given “Best in 
nation” award by the national 
Recreation and Park Association.

logbook
ColuMBus PARks AnD ReCReAtion DePARtMent

Timeline 1917- 2016
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1984
Columbus selected as 
host city for White River 
Park state Games.
Greenbelt Golf Course 
clubhouse dedicated.
Parks and Recreation 
Department accredited (1 of 4 
in indiana) by the indiana Park 
and Recreation Association.

1985
Bond issue for $1.375 
million passed to renovate 
Donner Center.
Partnership formed between 
Parks and Recreation 
Department and Bartholomew 
County Hospital for fitness, 
creating the Body Fit program.

1986
Dedication of the newly 
renovated Donner Center  
($1.4 million bond issue passed).
A 160-foot long and  
20-foot high water slide 
added to the pool.

1987
First section of People trails 
construction (19th street and 
Hawcreek to Donner Park to 
noblitt Park to Mill Race Park).
Park board agrees to 
assume responsibility for 
the operation of Columbus 
Gymnastics Center.

1990-1991
Mill Race Park Project 
Community Fund Drive raises 
$3.6 million. u.s. Congress 
supports the use of Atterbury 
Job Corps to provide $2 million 
in supplies and labor for the 
project.  An additional 17 acres 
are donated for Mill Race Park.

1992
The newly renovated  
Mill Race Park is dedicated.

1993
Park board signs contract 
with Columbus softball 
Association to run summer 
leagues at lincoln Park.
First Chautauqua of the Arts 
is held at Mill Race Park.

1994
lincoln-Central neighborhood 
Family Center project begins with 
Parks and Recreation establishing 
a year-round recreation program.

1995
Richard Wigh soccer Complex 
is dedicated at Westenedge 
Park (now Blackwell Park).
Parks and Recreation Department 
receives national Recreation 
and Park Administration Gold 
Medal Award as the most 
outstanding department in the 
u.s. for cities with population 
of 20,000 to 50,000.
lincoln Center rededicated 
as Hamilton Center.
McCullough’s Run Park land 
received as a donation.

1988
Parks and Recreation 
Department, Driftwood Valley 
Arts Council and  
The Commons board formed the 
Columbus Area Arts Council.
1988 Hoosier Celebration 
program held at Mill Race Park 
with Gov. Robert orr opening 
the event. it attracts more than 
10,000 people to Columbus.
The Columbus Park Foundation 
is formed to help raise funds 
for parks and recreation 
programs and facilities.

1989
First Festival of lights 
held at Mill Race Park.
Clifty Park Youth baseball 
complex dedicated.
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the first of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.

1990
Park board honored a second 
time with the national 
Recreation and Park Association 
Board and Commission Award.
lincoln Center received 
federal Department of energy 
Award for conservation 
equipment design.

Festival  
of lights
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1996
Rededication of ninth 
street Park (formerly Wilson 
Park) through a partnership 
with lincoln-Central 
neighborhood Family Center.
Dedication of 100 cherry 
trees given by our sister city, 
Miyoshi, Japan, for Harrison 
Ridge and Clifty Parks.

1997
Bond issue for $4 million passes 
for Parks and Recreation for 
renovation of Donner Pool, 
lincoln softball complex, a new 
maintenance facility and a new 
golf course irrigation system.
economic Development Bond 
issue for $3.9 million passed 
to support the renovation of 
the Foundation for Youth, 
which includes the addition 
of the Columbus Gymnastics 
Center as part of the facility.
Parks and Recreation 
Department receives donation 
of land for oakbrook Park.

1998
Columbus Gymnastics Center 
opened at the new location 
at Foundation for Youth.
irrigation system completed 
at Greenbelt Golf Course.
Construction begins on 
new Park service Center.
new lincoln Park softball 
complex reopened.
Columbus Park Foundation 
accepts a donation of 49 acres 
of land for future development 
of northbrook Park.
Hamilton Center ice Arena 
celebrates 40 years.

1999
Parks and Recreation 
and Columbus Area Arts 
Council partner to establish 
the teen Council with 
Bartholomew County Youth 
Development Commission.
Jolie Crider skate 
Park dedicated.
new playgrounds established  
at Donner Park, Foundation for 
Youth and Harrison Ridge Park.
Mill Race Park trails renovated.
Park operations service 
Center completed.

2000
Parks and Recreation 
Department receives two 
major federal grants: $926,000 
from the indiana Department 
of transportation for the 
development of a 5.5 mile 
section of the Hawcreek 
People trail and a $162,000 
grant for the development 
of McCullough’s Run Park 
from the land and Water 
Conservation Fund through 
the indiana Department 
of natural Resources.
Parks and Recreation assists 
su Casa Columbus in forming 
a Hispanic soccer league.
Westenedge Park renamed 
Chapman t. Blackwell iii Park 
in honor of Chap Blackwell 
iii, who served as a Park 
Board member for 32 years.
tennis courts at Donner Center 
are rededicated as the Robert 
B. Burnett Memorial tennis 
Courts in memory of Bob 
Burnett, the former director 
of the Parks and Recreation 
summer tennis program 
and former Columbus east 
High school tennis coach.
Diamond 1 at lincoln Park 
was dedicated as Dickey 
Field in memory of earl 
and Frances Dickey, who 
helped start Columbus youth 
baseball at lincoln Park in 
the late 1940s and 1950s.

ColuMBus PARks AnD ReCReAtion DePARtMent

Timeline 1917- 2016

earl dickey and his wife, Frances, 
stand on the sidelines at the 

lincoln Park ball diamonds in 
1962, marking earl dickey’s first 
season as a spectator following 
his retirement as director of the 

Junior baseball program.

logbook
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2001
Chuck Wilt receives the  
indiana university  
W.W. Patty Distinguished 
Alumni Award from the 
school of Health, Physical 
education and Recreation.
Playground equipment at 
Mead Village Park replaced.
lincoln batting cages 
installed and opened.
A lighted fountain installed at 
Mill Race Park north lake in 
memory of nancy Blackwell.
$162,000 land Water 
Conservation Fund grant for 
McCullough’s Run Park.

2002
Chuck Wilt celebrates  
25 years as director of 
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
Department on April 1.
Received a land Water 
Conservation Fund grant 
for $756,000 for additional 
connections within the 
People trails system.
First tour de trails held in 
september at Mill Race Park.
The department commissions 
indiana university’s Public 
opinion laboratory to 
conduct a telephone survey 
to assess citizens’ satisfaction 
with the services provided 
by the department.

2003
Chuck Wilt is elected 
vice president of the 
Columbus Visitors Center 
Board of Directors.
The department adopts the 
“Hearts ‘n Parks” program 
into its programming.
The street through Mill 
Race Park is renamed Carl 
Miske Drive in honor of 
the late Carl Miske.
total economic impact of 
Parks and Recreation events 
totals around $500,000 in 
hotel, restaurant, gasoline 
and retail business.

2004
ed Curtin elected a national 
fellow of the American society 
of landscape 
Architects.
Chuck Wilt 
will become 
president of the 
Columbus Visitors 
Center Board of 
Directors in 2005.
First year for 
usssA  
Girls 16 & under 
Fast Pitch softball 
World series.

2005
Mayor Fred Armstrong and 
the Columbus City Council 
receive the indiana Parks 
and Recreation Association’s 
essential services Recognition 
and Community support Award.
First year for the usssA 
Men’s Major softball national 
invitational tournament.
First year for the usssA 
Girls Fast Pitch softball 
indiana state tournament .
Grand opening of the 
Haw Creek trail.
DAC collaborates with CARe 
to host a time for dog owners 
to bring their pooches for a 
swim in the Donner Pool.

tour de trails
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2006
Columbus wins the 
national America in Bloom 
Award in october.
Chuck Wilt elected president-
elect of the American 
Academy for Parks and 
Recreation Administration.
2005 nCMA Design Award 
of Honor: landscape for the 
Haw Creek Bike Path.
indiana Ready Mixed 
Concrete Association 2006 
Concrete Achievement Award 
for excellence in Concrete 
Construction for the city of 
Columbus Parks Department - 
Blackwell Park, Freedom Field.
laura Garrett chosen as a 
participant in the Rotary 
Group study exchange to 
tochigi, Japan, in May 2007.
Movable floor installed at 
Donner Aquatic Center that 
permits the floor to be raised 
for a water depth of 14 inches 
or lowered for a water depth 
of 5 feet.  This enables the 
department to better utilize the 
main swimming pool for swim 
lessons, community recreation 
use and competitive swim meets.
Freedom Field (accessible 
playground) opens in november.

2007
Columbus Parks and 
Recreation celebrates 60th 
anniversary with community.
Haw Creek People trail 
development completed with 
donations from the campaign 
matched by 80 percent inDot/
federal grant support.  

2008
Ben Wagner appointed 
assistant director for Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
25 new “C” shape bicycle racks 
were installed around the city 
through cooperative efforts of 
Columbus Park Foundation 
and community supporters.
Columbus Dog Park Association 
was formed and after much 
research identified Clifty Park as 
the proposed site for a dog park.
Flooding in June caused 
major maintenance issues for 
the department, including 
dealing with the loss of the 
bridge at the north end of 
Greenbelt Golf Course. 

2009
Groundbreaking held for 
the new Commons.
Groundbreaking held for Mill 
Race Center in Mill Race Park.
Working in conjunction with 
Bartholomew Consolidated 
school Corp., the department’s 
athletic team renovated baseball 
diamonds at Clifty Park for 
use by Columbus north High 
school until its new home 
fields were constructed.

2010
Chuck Wilt retires after 33 
years as director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
Ben Wagner becomes the 
sixth director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
Dog Park opens at Clifty 
Park in november.
Columbus Area Chamber of 
Commerce Project of the Year 
for sports tourism presented 
to the department and the 
Columbus Area Visitors Center

2011
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
selected to maintain and 
manage the new Commons.
Grand opening for The 
Commons, “the community 
living room,” is held with 
Alice Curry leading the 
celebration committee.
Mill Race Center and 
new transit Facility open 
at Mill Race Park.
owens Bend trail development 
is completed, and the 
grand opening is held.
new water slide installed at 
Donner Aquatic Center.

2012
Donner Aquatic Center 
hosts Central Zone swim 
Meet for the first time.

logbook
ColuMBus PARks AnD ReCReAtion DePARtMent

Timeline 1917- 2016
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2013
Hamilton hosted the first 
turkey trot 5k walk/run on 
Thanksgiving morning with 
110 participants and $615 
raised for the Chuck Wilt 
Youth scholarship Program.
The first Festival of lights 
Christmas Village was held 
at The Commons, with 
an estimated 1,000 guests 
visiting throughout the day.
Park operations took the lead on 
a plan for the emerald ash borer 
and are working with several city 
departments and community 
experts to develop a strategy 
and implementation plan to 
address this invasive insect. 
The department completed 
a land exchange with BCsC 
that connects noblitt Park 
with Mill Race Park. 
The department added green 
space to ninth street Park and a 
shelter house to oakbrook Park. 

2014
Mark Jones becomes the 
seventh director of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation.
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
lincoln Park earned the 
national softball Association’s 
2014 outstanding Park Award. 
sports tourism becomes a 
growing business in Columbus 
and Bartholomew County. 

2015
in october the parks department 
regained management of 
both Greenbelt and Rocky 
Ford Par 3 golf courses. The 
courses had been previously 
contracted out and managed 
by golf pro steve Cohen.
Hamilton Center renovations 
completed, and the building is 
renamed Hamilton Community 
Center and ice Arena.

2016
The Columbus Dog Park 
Association gives the dog 
park to the department.
The first outdoor pickleball 
courts in Columbus 
completed at Donner Park.
A new filtration system installed 
in the lap pool, providing a 
more efficient use of water 
that will keep water cleaner 
while reducing expenses.
The Rocky Ford Par 3  
Golf Course becomes home 
to the First tee program.
Rocky Ford Par 3 also saw 
the installation of a new 
irrigation system that will help 
with the course conditions 
and water efficiency. 
The brick patio donation 
program at HCCiA completed.
Cindy Brummett retires from 
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
with 48 years with the city and 
45 with Parks and Recreation.
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By Harry McCawley

Leading  
The Way

Three defining directors  
brought benefits for multiple generations
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In its 70-year history, 
the Columbus Parks and 
Recreation Department 

has been led by seven 
people. each has left a 
lasting impression on 

the department and the 
community through a 

variety of programs, projects 
and physical structures.

Three, however, stand 
apart, not just in terms 

of longevity of service or 
projects they shepherded 

through to successful 
completion, but for the 

quality of life they helped 
the city attain: Paul 
stacker, Bill Wilson 

and Chuck Wilt.

Paul staCker
When he was being interviewed by the 
Columbus Park Board in 1948 for the 
new position of director, stacker and 
the city seemed ideal fits.

At the time he was serving in a 
similar position in neenah, Wisconsin. 
That town boasted one of the 10 lead-
ing swimming pools in the country, 
and it was one of his duties to super-
vise its operation. ironically, Colum-
bus was in the process of completing 
construction of its own nationally 
recognized pool, a gift from Columbus 
native and Pennsylvania philanthropist 
William Donner. 

The area in Donner Park was a busy 
place in 1948. in addition to the pool, 
work was underway on Donner Center, 
also donated by Donner and considered 
to be one of the city’s earliest commu-
nity centers. stacker was told he would 
also be responsible for both facilities.

At neenah he headed all phases of 
adult and juvenile recreation, the same 
areas he would supervise in Columbus.

There was one other area of similar 
duties. At neenah he was superinten-
dent of the city cemetery, the same job 
he was asked to take on 
in Columbus.

He was offered a 
salary of $4,000 a year, 
and he accepted.

During his tenure, 
which would stretch to 
1959, stacker initiated 
a number of programs 
based on existing and 
the yet-to-be-opened 
facilities and operations.

The pool was a natural fit for aquatic 
programs introduced by stacker that 
had been previously unfamiliar to local 
residents. Among them were swim 
festivals (remember the exchange 
Club’s annual Aqua Queen competi-
tion and the tin cans bearing photos 
of a candidate on store counters?), free 
swim lessons and the popular practice 
of dumping huge blocks of ice into the 
pool on unbearably hot days.

The most endearing of his pro-
grams, however, and one that would 
change lives, were the swim sessions he 
conducted for children with physical 
disabilities. stacker served  not only as 
administrator but teacher, cheerleader 
and father figure for scores of local chil-
dren who before his arrival considered 
the pool a closed facility for them.

He also instituted a number of 
improvements to the physical campus, 
added picnic tables to various park 
properties, created parking facilities and 
installed lighted walkways, shuffleboard 
courts and horseshoe pits to Donner 
Park. He also installed an outdoor 
basketball court.

Columbus attorney lee hamilton, second from the right, admired a plaque 
presented to him in 1962 in gratitude for his service as president of the 

Columbus Foundation for youth. looking on were, from left: George hjelte, 
representing a California consulting firm that charted a master plan for the 

city’s recreation; Paul stacker, executive director of the foundation; and marion 
dietrich, who would succeed hamilton as foundation president.

Paul stacker, the first 
Columbus Parks and recreation 
department director, and 
earl hammack, the first park 
maintenance director.

OpOOsite page
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one of his most popular innovations 
was the creation of the city’s first “After 
Prom Party.” While certainly not new 
to stacker – neenah had launched a 
similar operation years earlier following 
the death of a teen in an alcohol-fu-
eled incident after a school prom – the 
program met with instant success after 
its introduction in 1949. 

stacker was also instrumental in 
the development of several structural 
improvements within the department. 
Chief among them has to be comple-
tion of the lincoln Center ice skating 
rink in 1958. Designed by renowned 
architect Harry Weese, the rink and 

adjoining center met with instant suc-
cess. Years later the rink was covered, 
making it one of the few enclosed 
skating facilities in the state. in 1996 it 
was also renamed Hamilton Center in 
honor of the local family of benefactors 
who were instrumental in its creation.

in 1959, stacker changed hats 
but kept the same uniform he had 
maintained over the previous 11 
years. He was asked to be director 
of the Columbus Foundation for 
Youth. in that role he continued the 
same philosophy that had carried 
him to such great success with the 
Parks and Recreation Department.

bill Wilson
in 1964 during a prepared speech at the 
dedication of otter Creek Golf Course, 
J. irwin Miller, Columbus philanthro-
pist and chairman of Cummins engine 
Co., offered this simple explanation for 
the generosity embodied in the gift his 
company had made to Columbus:

“We would like to see this commu-
nity come to be, not the cheapest but 
the very best community of its size in 
the country.”

Chief among those areas through 
which that goal was envisioned was that 
of its parks and recreational opportuni-
ties for the young families Miller and 
his company hoped to attract.

By that time, Wilson had been di-
rector of the city’s Parks and Recreation 
Department for five years.

He certainly was not unfamiliar with 
Columbus nor the work he would take 
on. He had come to the city in 1957 
when he was hired as director of the 
Columbus Boys Club. Prior to that 

opposite page: bill Wilson, 
at far right in photo, walked 

alongside the Clifty Creek 
covered bridge in 1966 
when the 19th-century 

structure was moved from 
its location on azalia road 

to a new home in mill race 
Park. Wilson is shown below 
when he became parks and 
recreation director in 1959.

leading the way  |  PAul stACkeR, Bill Wilson AnD CHuCk Wilt
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he had served three years as assistant 
director of the Bloomington Parks and 
Recreation system.

in Columbus he already had a base 
to build from, multiple recreational op-
portunities for individuals and families 
developed through such forums as Don-
ner pool, center and park; the lincoln 
Center ice skating rink; and numerous 
playgrounds and ballparks.

Wilson took on an even more am-
bitious mission – several elements of 
which would serve to erase some of the 
city’s worst eyesores – to develop long-
range plans for development of the city’s 
recreational infrastructure.

easily the most complex was to 
become involved in the removal of the 
infamous “Death Valley,” aptly named 
for its location on the other side of the 
tracks at the southern edge of the city 
limits. Deemed a “blighted area” be-
cause of the deplorable conditions under 
which the residents lived in a collection 

of tar paper shacks shared with animals 
and surrounded by wild brush.

in typical Columbus fashion, 
the mission became a model for the 
philosophy adopted in so many com-
munity projects – the public-private 
sector mission. it included such myriad 
entities as students from the new Job 
Corps at Camp Atterbury; professional 
contractors and their amateur counter-
parts; innovative designers and practi-
cal-minded engineers; generous suppli-
ers and willing volunteers. The unlikely 
combination of workers brought about 
a minor miracle in transforming a true 
death valley into what became Mill 
Race Park.

it was developed on parcels of land 
that stacker had been instructed to 
purchase several years earlier.

Chief among the improvements was 
the transfer of the oldest covered bridge 
in the county to the park where it would 
serve as a centerpiece. A photo of that 

transfer process shows Wilson running 
alongside the crumbling structure as 
the truck on which it was precariously 
perched rumbled across ruts and other 
impediments to a smooth ride. He 
looked ready to hold up any part about 
to fall off the truck.

While that might embody one of 
the physical aspects of his work, it 
was his vision and that of others that 
would help guide Columbus into the 
next century.

one aspect of that was development 
of a “park-school” concept by which the 
school and park systems would combine 
to offer greater recreational opportuni-
ties for both students and residents.

one important example of that plan 
was tied to the opening of the swim-
ming pool at Columbus east High 
school in the 1970s, which both parties 
agreed to make available to the other. 
it was also used in the availability to 
local residents of school gymnasiums 
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when not in use by students. The 
same applied to parks department ball 
fields when schools needed a venue for 
practice or a game. one of the most 
important additions to the department’s 
physical structure was the development 
of Rocky Ford Par 3 Golf Course.

While the physical composition 
of the department grew in Wilson’s 
tenure, it was the planning process that 
arguably had the greatest impact on his 
community.  

When Vermont planner elwood Al-
len laid out his vision for the communi-
ty in 1958, it was believed to be one of 
the first long-range plans ever chartered 

by a community the size of Columbus 
in the nation. He urged the city to go 
outside its boundaries to purchase land 
for future recreational use.

City leaders wasted no time in 
acting on that suggestion, immediately 
purchasing property that today is the 
site for three different parks and the Par 
3 course.

in 1970, Wilson was given an offer 
he couldn’t refuse – the opportunity 
to return to his adopted hometown of 
Bloomington, where he had last served 
as assistant to the director of the Parks 
and Recreation Department. This time 
he would serve in the top job.

ChuCk Wilt
Wilson was followed in his role as head 
of the Columbus Parks and Recreation 
Department by Dave ison and Bob 
Gillikin, and each was able to build 
on the courses of action developed 
by their predecessors in addition to 
leaving their own marks on the overall 
community.

But both were also to precede the 
man who in a great sense redefined the 
role of parks and recreation director and 
transformed the department into an 
agency that came to be known as the 
“go to” operative for much of the city.

Wilt certainly inherited most of the 
roles given to stacker and Wilson, but 
even those assignments paled alongside 
the new duties that were continually 
heaped upon him by other agencies in 
search for someone “who could get the 
job done.”

some of that background came 
from his work in the recreation area 
at Cummins engine Co., where he 

opposite page: longtime 
Columbus Parks and recreation 

department director Chuck 
Wilt, left, talks with current 

director mark Jones in 2014, 
before a dedication ceremony 

in Wilt’s honor. 

leading the way  |  PAul stACkeR, Bill Wilson AnD CHuCk Wilt

Columbus Parks and recreation 
director Chuck Wilt adjusted skates for 

his daughter, nancy, in 1977 as they 
prepared to go onto the ice of the 

newly opened lincoln Center ice rink.
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learned how to quickly adapt to chang-
ing conditions.

As word of that ability spread 
throughout the community, so did 
requests for his services. in many cases 
he served as a collaborator instead of a 
“for hire specialist.”

For instance, he teamed with 
Columbus Area Visitors Center Di-
rector lynn lucas in forging one of 
the most important initiatives in the 
city’s economy. By utilizing multiple 
sports facilities throughout the city 
and the expertise of parks department 
personnel, Wilt and lucas were able 
to transform the offerings of the two 
agencies into a sports tourism industry. 
That drew hundreds of teams to local 
facilities, which in turn drew thou-
sands of visitors to the state. All of that 
added tens of millions of extra dollars 
to the local economy, an amount that is 
expected to grow in the coming years.

in another instance, upon the ap-

proval of a contested bond issue for the 
restructured Commons, the Parks and 
Recreation Department was once again 
called upon to assist in management 
and maintenance of the facility, easing 
budget concerns for the city.

That same role was assumed by the 
department upon the opening of Mill 
Race Center, in addition to added 
functions such as assisting in the 
planning and eventual operation of 
the facility.

ending years of concerns and doubts 
as to responsibility for youth activi-
ties and sports at the Foundation for 
Youth, the department not only took a 
lead role in the financing and recon-
struction of the facility in the 1990s 
but also became an equal partner in 
managing and maintaining many of 
the recreational programs there.

But easily the most used and popular 
undertaking in Wilt’s tenure was the 
development and continued expansion 

of the popular People trail system that 
has opened the pleasure of leisure-time 
walking and running to tens of thou-
sands of residents and visitors.

it would be impossible in this 
assigned amount of space to continue 
the recitation of Wilt’s 33-year tenure 
of service to the Columbus community. 
He retired in 2010, leaving Columbus 
much the better.

He was succeeded by the highly 
regarded Ben Wagner, who two years 
earlier had been chosen as part of the 
park board’s leadership succession 
plan. unfortunately, due to a change 
in mayoral administrations, he was 
demoted and later resigned from the 
department. 

He was followed by the current di-
rector, Mark Jones, who has a lot to of-
fer the community with his own skills 
and who can follow the examples set by 
previous leaders like Paul stacker, Bill 
Wilson and Chuck Wilt.
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it was the summer of 1950 and Paul 
stacker was in a period of adjust-
ment. He was getting used to his 

new hometown, his new job and his 
new swimming pool.

He had been brought to Colum-
bus two years earlier from neenah, 
Wisconsin, where he served as director 
of recreation for the city. His duties in 
Columbus were much more detailed 
than what was expected of him in 
neenah.

in Columbus he was in charge of all 
youth and adult recreational activities, 
overseeing all the city’s parks, acting 
as chief custodian for those properties 
and even managing the City Cemetery. 
in filling all those roles he was paid a 
salary of $4,000 a year.

There was one other responsibility 
he was asked to take on – the manage-

ment and promotion of the city’s mag-
nificent new swimming pool that had 
been donated to the city by Columbus 
native William Donner and been given 
his name.

Despite his newness to the com-
munity during that summer in 1950, 
stacker saw in the swimming pool an 
opportunity to play a meaningful role 
in the lives of scores of children who 
might have otherwise been consigned 
to watching others swim, jump off div-
ing boards and splash in the water. 

today, those youngsters are usually 
referred to in terms such as “spe-
cial-needs children.” it was another 
era in 1950 when even a nationally 
recognized organization bore the name 
of easter seals Crippled Children’s so-
ciety. it was under the auspices of that 
organization that stacker started the 

leading  
the way

By Harry McCawley

Paul stacker and Maynard noll  
were steadfast supporters  
of special-needs children

of thIngs
sWim 

In the
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swim program at Donner Pool, serving 
as director, coach, instructor, cheerlead-
er and wheelchair pusher.

He did all this clad in a swimsuit 
just like his young students. He con-
ducted the sessions over the noon hour, 
skipping his own lunch to work with 
the children.

Giving up his lunch hour was only 
one of the contributions he made 
to the program. He also paid for all 
subsidiary costs out of his own pocket, 

and at the end of the summer 
sessions he invited the children 
and their parents to a picnic at his 
tamerix lake home, where they 
were treated to a fried chicken 
lunch with all the trimmings. He 
also provided boat rides around 
Harrison lake and gave the chil-
dren wagon rides over the rolling 
hillsides on his property.

His dedication to the children 
who enrolled in the program ran 
deep. in a 1968 interview he said, 
“These kids will do their best for 
you one day, and the next day 
they will try even harder.” 

Those feelings were recipro-
cated by the children and their 
parents. The late Marybelle 
Gossman, a former copy editor at 
The Republic, recalled the effect 
he had on her daughter, Barbara, 
who had been deaf from an early 
age but still learned to swim at 
Donner Pool.

“He (stacker) treated her just 
like she was one of the other 
kids,” she said. “At the same time 
you always knew he was keeping 
a special eye on her. He encour-
aged her.”

Gossman recalled his actions 
in helping another student. “i can 
still see him helping her up and 

down the ladder,” she said. “He was 
just that way with all of those kids in 
the program.”

The program met with instant suc-
cess in terms of participation. During 
one summer, more than 33 children 
participated in the activities. By that 
time stacker was authorized to hire 
instructors to manage the large number 
of participants. He also arranged for 
funding so that children could be 
picked up by taxis to be transported to 

Paul stacker, 
pushing the 
wheelchair, and 
maynard noll, 
right, are shown 
in familiar roles 
helping children 
with disabilities  
at donner Pool.
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and from the pool, but even that began 
to stretch his resources.

An answer to that issue was present-
ed in 1954 when Columbus auto dealer 
Maynard noll volunteered the services 
of his dealership to shuttle the chil-
dren from their homes to the pool and 
back. His involvement ran far beyond 
the loan of shuttle vans and drivers. 
Although there was no known personal 
experience with childhood disabilities 
in his life, he was deeply involved in 
the formation of an easter seals chap-
ter in Bartholomew County.

 Regardless of his motivation, noll 
jumped into stacker’s program with 
all of the energy he could muster. 
He not only transported the kids, he 

also served as a bookkeeper, charting 
the progress of each child and always 
jotting down encouraging comments 
about them.

stacker stayed involved in the 
program even after he resigned his 
position as director of parks and recre-
ation in 1959 to become director of the 
Foundation for Youth. At some point 
in his career, it was estimated that he 
had donated 1,500 lunch hours to 
helping his children. That came to an 
end in 1973 when doctors ordered him 
to curtail his outside activities after he 
was diagnosed with skin cancer.

 noll continued his involvement in 
the swim program but also branched 
out into other areas of assisting chil-

“These kids 
will do their 
best for you 
one day, and 
the next day 
they will try 
even harder.” 

— Paul stacker

leading the way  |  PAul stACkeR AnD MAYnARD noll 

congratulations to 
columbus parks + rec 
for 70 years of excellence!
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Paul stacker died in 1993. Maynard noll 
passed away in 1997. There is a fitting summary 
to their lives in their final resting places.

stacker is buried in City Cemetery, one of 
the properties he was hired to manage and only 
a short distance from the pool where he taught 
so many children to swim. noll is buried in 
garland Brook Cemetery in a plot next to the 
graves of Mike and Mark Reardon.

dren with special needs. This developed 
into a hands-on mission in helping 
children and their families with 
everyday needs. For several years he 
and other volunteers would go into the 
homes of these children and help them 
get ready for school.

out of that program came a special 
story involving two Columbus young-
sters – Mike and Mark Reardon. Both 
were afflicted with a form of muscular 
dystrophy, and noll was on hand to 
personally assist them and their family 
through their daily routines. inciden-
tally, both boys were participants in 
stacker’s swim program. sadly, both 
boys died in their teens. in a way, they 
had become part of noll’s family.

Congratulations!
From your friends at

Columbus Parks & Rec Department

Donner Park

Mill Race Park
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By Jennifer Willhite

Community partnerships contribute  
to growth of People trail

righT paTh
on  the 
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T
tHe lAunCH of the People trail 
project and subsequent formation of 
the Columbus Park Foundation in the 
late 1980s is the basis of a more than 
30-year-old relationship that has fos-
tered the overall mission of the Colum-
bus Parks and Recreation Department.

in 1987, the first installment of the 
People trail, which, in part, connect-
ed Donner, noblitt and Mill Race 
parks, was completed. The project was 
anticipated to last for several years 
and, consequently, brought up the is-
sue of ongoing funding. 
soon after, the Colum-
bus Park Foundation 
was established. 

For more than three 
decades, the foundation 
has played a fundamen-
tal role in the fundrais-
ing efforts to make the 
construction of nearly 
20+ miles of People 
trail a reality, as well 
as additional parks and 
recreation projects in the 
Columbus area.

Most of the People 
trail project has been 
funded by the Colum-
bus Park Foundation 
since its formation in 
1988, says Dave Hayward, executive 
director of the Columbus Department 
of Public Works. “The foundation 
has a strong sense of ownership of 
that project,” he says. “We would not 
be where we are if it weren’t for the 
Columbus Park Foundation.”

The majority of money the foun-
dation has raised is from private 
individuals and companies that have 
contributed to the foundation specif-
ically for the People trail, Hayward 
says. Among the list of long-standing 

partners that regularly offer monetary 
support are Cummins inc., Columbus 
Regional Health and Heritage Fund 
– the Community Foundation of 
Bartholomew County.  

“These partnerships are crucial,” 
Hayward says. “We wouldn’t be 
getting as much done and wouldn’t 
have much of a trail system if it were 
not for these entities who have worked 
with us over the years.” Additional 
funding is sourced from the city and 
the federal government, he says.

The adoption of the 
People trail project 
served as a turning 
point for the foundation 
itself, says Chip orben, 
president of the Colum-
bus Park Foundation. 
“Prior to the People 
trail project, it was 
a passive foundation 
that solicited funds for 
general park programs,” 
he says. “it became a 
much more progres-
sive foundation, going 
out seeking donations 
rather than letting them 
come in and sending 
out a mailer.”

in addition to its 
continued expansion, the People trail 
project is garnering further attention 
as some of the first sections, completed 
nearly 30 years ago, need maintenance, 
Hayward says.  

in 2012, the Park Foundation 
launched a campaign to raise $1 
million to cover the cost of the People 
trail expansion. not only did the 
foundation meet its goal, but it is still 
using those funds today, Hayward says. 

“We are always involved with the 
People trail and continue to make 

“prior to the people 
trail project, it was 
a passive foundation 
that solicited funds for 
general park programs. 
it became a much 
more progressive 
foundation, going out 
seeking donations 
rather than letting 
them come in and 
sending out a mailer.” 

— DAVe HAYWARD
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the park foundation  |  PeoPle tRAil

advancements there,” orben says. 
“We continue to work the ColumBike 
program as well, and we are also look-
ing at pickleball courts potentially and 
being that fundraising arm for the 
parks department.”  

The foundation is currently involved 
with additional projects, includ-
ing safe Routes to schools and the 
Hawcreek trail, Hayward says. safe 
Routes to schools is a program born 
of a national partnership designed to 
help children get to school safely by 
bicycling or walking. Parkside and 
Richards elementary schools are the 
current focus of the program, he says. 

The Hawcreek trail project focuses 
on nearly 5 miles of trail that runs 
along Haw Creek from state street 
to Columbus Municipal Airport. The 
current focal point is a bottleneck near 
the 25th street and national Road 
intersection where residents follow-

ing the trail must detour along 25th 
street and cross the bridge before 
returning to the trail.

“The new section we are building 
will allow users of the trail to cross the 
creek and then go under the 25th street 
bridge,” Hayward says. “so it will be 
safer and more attractive to people.”

The Hawcreek project, which is 
slated to be completed in late october, 
will also incorporate a historic steel 
truss bridge preserved by the county, 
he says.

orben says the solicitation of funds 
from the community is not a “blind 
ask.” The foundation acts on the con-
cerns and recommendations from the 
community and then, in turn, seeks to 
create partnerships between the parks 
department and the community to 
acquire the necessary funds. Gener-
ally speaking, the funds secured from 
the community and private donors are 

matched by the federal government, 
he says. 

“That is similar to what is going on right 
now with the Hawcreek trail,” he says. 
“There are some federal dollars involved 
there that are being matched by the Park 
Foundation and the parks department.”

All the projects currently in progress 
or under consideration and those wait-
ing to be started are only made possible 
through the Columbus Park Founda-
tion and its community partnerships, 
orben says. it is the city’s parks and 
People trail that contribute to Colum-
bus being such a vibrant community, 
but keeping that vibrancy requires 
continued attention, he says.

“People want to live in a community 
with good parks, schools and health 
care,” he says. “We want to be able to 
checkmark those, but we also have to 
be constantly re-evaluating the needs 
of the community.”

bicyclists pedal east on 
the People trail next to 
Jonathan moor Pike.



ColuMBus PARks AnD ReCReAtion DePARtMent     33   

Columbus Park board

Julie abedian
Mark Levett
Millie Maier
John McCormick

The Columbus Park Board meets the 
second Thursday of every month at 
4 p.m. in Council Chambers at City 
hall (unless otherwise advertised).

Columbus Park 
Foundation board 

Chip orben, president
andy Mann, vice president
Christopher raskob, treasurer
scott andrews
Jeff Baker
nancy Conner
John elwood
Doug Fauth
Victoria Glick
Victoria Griffin
seth rayburn
Michael spears

CONGRATULATIONS TO  
A GREAT COMMUNITY PARTNER
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90

83
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Happy Birthday 
Columbus Parks 
and Recreation!

Thanks for all you do 
for Columbus.

OPEN FREE 
SUNDAY, 

NOV 5, 1PM-5PM
Sponsored by 

Elwood Sta�  ng.

kidscommons.org
309 Washington St., Columbus

812-378-3046

Where kids 
play to learn 

and adults 
learn to play!

Museum Hours:
Tuesday - Saturday 

10AM - 5PM,
Sunday 1 - 5PM

Take a trip 

down our 

famous 

giant toilet!
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it can be said that it took a perfect 
storm – a rare confluence of events 
– to create what has come to be one 

of the crown jewels of Columbus.
truth is it took a lot more, not 

the least of which was a commonly 
held desire to bring back to life a 
small downtown park that had been 
crafted from a virtual wilderness three 
decades earlier by an assortment of 
professional contractors, civic leaders 
and everyday citizens.

“Bring back to life” is an under-
statement. The first version of Mill 
Race Park was developed by erasing 
from the downtown an area aptly 
called Death Valley and putting in 
its place a modest but welcoming 
green space that was embraced by the 
community.

unfortunately with the passage of 
time and the changing of attitudes, 
the park so many people helped to 
create began to deteriorate. Mother 
nature certainly didn’t help. Creat-
ed alongside the banks of the east 

Fork of the White River, the park 
was susceptible to frequent flooding, 
often forcing organizers to cancel or 
postpone community events. 

The weather also took its toll on 
some popular structures erected 
for community events. A wooden 
playhouse used for performances by 
groups such as the Mill Race Players 
was blown over so many times that 
organizers had it dismantled and 
staged their productions elsewhere.

one of the more innovative un-
dertakings was the toy train used to 
provide rides throughout the park for 
children and parents. oddly enough 
the public showed little interest in the 
feature, and the train and its tracks 
were removed from the park within a 
few years of their introduction.

The saddest commentary on the 
degradation of the park was human 
nature. inadequate lighting and its 
remote location served as open invita-
tions to vandals and individuals with 
illicit activities on their mind.

Wild rumors about nighttime activ-
ities in the park spread like wildfire. 
one particular tale – the emergence 
from the neighboring river of what 
came to be called the “Mill Race 
Monster” in the mid-1970s – became 
a headline feature on several tabloid 
newspaper front pages around the 
country and in more recent years was 
revived on cable television. For the 
record, the “monster” was believed by 
police to be a local prankster.

of greater concern were reported 
drug deals and other illicit activities 
that made the park a “no go” place at 
night. instead of throwing up their 
hands and letting the downtown park 
deteriorate even further, city leaders 
had other objectives in mind – thus, 
the “perfect storm.”

in 1989, noting the approach in 
1992 of the 500th anniversary of 
Christopher Columbus’ voyage to the 
new World and the city’s connection 
to that discoverer, Mayor Robert stew-
art formed a committee of leaders from 
the public and private sectors to devel-
op a legacy project, a lasting tribute not 
just to the man for whom the city was 
named but for the community that had 
evolved over the past 178 years.

By Harry McCawley

miLL race park
CoMMunitY CoMMitMent ResuRReCteD 

the amphitheater stage
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A 50-member committee of com-
munity volunteers was formed and 
given the mission of developing plans 
for a world-class park. local business-
man Hutch schumaker was selected 
as the chairman. unlike the small 
and makeshift park that was devel-
oped by volunteers in the early 1960s, 
planning for the new version took on 
a complex air involving experts from 
across the nation.

key in this selection process were 
renowned landscape and structural 
designers Michael Van Valkenburgh 
of Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 
stanley saitowitz of san Francisco, 
who were given the charge to rede-
sign and expand the park. instead of 
forcing their ideas on the clients, Van 
Valkenburgh and saitowitz worked 
from concepts and ideas provided by 
community members as to what they 
wanted in the park.

out of this process came three major 
goals for the overall plan as outlined by 
schumaker in the book “The Colum-
bus Way”:

•  To commemorate the diverse social 
and cultural history of the park.

•  To celebrate the park’s proximity to 
the rivers by creating a water-dom-
inated landscape.

•  To create a provocative civic land-
scape that speaks of the present and 
anticipates the needs of the future.

The price tag on the project was 
enormous to say the least. officially 
the total cost came to over $8 million, 
but that does not take into account all 
of the donated labor and materials. 
Amazingly, it was not necessary to sell 
bonds, although the Parks and Recre-
ation Department did pull out some 
funds from its capital budget.

under the leadership of Arvin in-
dustries Chairman Jim Baker, who was 
appointed to head the fund drive, more 
than $3.7 million was raised over a six-
month period. Architectural fees were 
paid by the Cummins engine Foun-
dation, which also donated adjoining 
properties for the park expansion.

other community foundations, 
especially those of Arvin industries, 
irwin-sweeney-Miller, irwin Financial 
and the Heritage Fund, created a $2 for 
$1 challenge grant to encourage resi-

dents to purchase structures, trees, trail 
sections and other areas of the park.

The fundraisers did not stop at local 
sources. Almost $2 million in labor, 
materials and equipment to the project 
was donated by the national Job Corps 
program to shape and ready the park 
for its physical and landscape areas. 
That assistance came about in great 
part by the lobbying efforts of Arvin 
industries Vice President Fred Mey-
er, schumaker and stewart, who met 
with u.s. sens. Dan Coats and Dick 

leading the way  |  RiVeR RAts
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ty. Parks and Recreation Director 
Chuck Wilt served a coordinating 
role throughout the planning and 
construction process. to that end he 
worked with Wilbur McDonald, a 
retired Cummins facilities engineer, 
in providing construction expertise.

Van Valkenburgh also turned to 
Mark lindenlaub to be his on-site 

representative in 
assisting Wilt. 
The experience 
proved valuable in 
many respects be-
cause lindenlaub 
elected to remain 
in Columbus, 
where he was an 
important force in 
the development 
of Housing Part-
nerships inc.

not all of the 
original visions came into reality. one, 
the covered outdoor amphitheater, had 
to be scaled back because of costs. The 
shell had to be taken out of the plans, 
but the amphitheater has fulfilled one 
major desire by playing host to numer-
ous outdoor events.

The goal of meeting the original 
opening date in october 1992 was 
deemed unattainable by organizers 
because of a number of unanticipated 
obstacles, mostly involving the weath-
er. However they got the park ready 
enough in 1992 to stage a one-day 
celebration. The next day the park was 
closed again and not officially reopened 
until June 1993.

today Mill Race Park ii stands as a 
prime example of the Columbus spirit. 
it is another jewel in which the com-
munity can take great pride.

lugar and Rep. Phil sharp. over 200 
Job Corps trainees were involved from 
1990 to 1992, making it the largest 
community project ever undertaken by 
the national Job Corps.

The involvement of the Job Corps 
trainees involved a complex set of 
negotiations with local contractors and 
labor unions. Denny king of Dunlap 
and Co. chaired a group that included 
fellow contractors David Doup of tay-
lor Bros., Fritz kiel of Repp & Mundt, 
John spangler of Contractors united, 

Harold Force of Force Construction 
and Jesse Brand of Brands lumber 
Co. The group met with leaders of 
local trade unions and hammered out 
an agreement to allow the Job Corps 
trainees and instructors to provide in-
kind labor. each of the contractors also 
agreed to adopt a park structure and 
build it at cost.

Construction began in the summer 
of 1990, and Van Valkenburgh and 
saitowitz relied on local support to 
ensure their visions became reali-

Walkway designed by 
stanley saitowitz and 
installed in 1992.

Mill Race Park 
was redesigned 
by Michael Van 
Valkenburgh.
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T
tHe PHRAse “living on the other 
side of the tracks” had a literal mean-
ing in the downtown Columbus of the 
first half of the 20th century. it was 
called Death Valley.

“impoverished” is too luxurious a 
word for those consigned to live there 
in plywood or even cardboard shacks 
randomly shielded by tar paper. in 
the rainy seasons they coped through 
floods that often washed away their 
poorly rooted homes. The luckier ones 
were sometimes protected from floods 
by the abandoned cars and trucks they 
chose as their abodes. in the winter, 
families relied on heat from coal that 
fell off passing train cars and was 
collected by children each day.

Floodwaters and inadequate heat-
ing supplies were just some of the 
discomforts with which Death Valley 
residents had to cope. The place stank. 
in addition to the smells from within 
the makeshift camp, there was an 
overpowering odor from a neighbor to 
the immediate north

The W.W. Mooney tannery had 
been converting animal hides into 
clothing and furniture coverings 

since the 19th century. it had also 
been producing noxious odors that 
not only blanketed Death Valley and 
its inhabitants but also drifted into 
the nearby downtown business and 
residential districts. leaders within 
those two sectors of the community 
demanded that something be done 
about the area.

That something was the removal 
and relocation of the families forced 
to live there, the purchase of the land 
along the east Fork of the White Riv-
er and the Mooney tannery, the enor-
mous task of clearing what amounted 
to a mini-forest of abandoned shanties 
and wild brush, and the creation of an 
entity that would become a center-
piece of the downtown area – Mill 
Race Park.

it was to be a community undertak-
ing, but one loosely knit group emerged 
that came to be identified with the 
park and the banks of the river that ran 
alongside it – the River Rats.

The effort to erase Death Valley 
from the downtown landscape – if not 
from the community’s memory – had 
a mixed parentage. one source was 

First Mill Race Park 
arose in blighted section 
of downtown
By Harry McCawley

leading  
the way



ColuMBus PARks AnD ReCReAtion DePARtMent     39   

the headquarters of Cummins engine 
Co., where leaders were concerned 
about the image the area projected to 
the young families the company was 
trying to recruit.

in 1963, M. tom Harrison, a Bar-
tholomew County native and facil-
ities manager for the engine maker, 
met with Mayor e.A. 
Welmer to urge him to 
bring together a coalition 
of community activists 
to find ways to not only 
remove the eyesore on the 
south side of the railroad 
tracks but to relocate the 
families living there to more hospita-
ble areas in the community.

But first the land had to be ac-
quired. on May 16, 1963, Welmer 
met with more than 200 business and 
professional leaders at a luncheon in 
the Fiesta Restaurant. it was a fitting 

location since the restaurant was prac-
tically a neighbor to Death Valley.

The message was blunt. First the 
city needed to raise $145,000 to pur-
chase 66 acres of land along the river 
that would be used for a park, pay for 
limited development of the area and 
hire a park planner. By the end of the 

luncheon $61,100 had been pledged 
on the spot.

That wasn’t all that Welmer wanted 
from the group. He told them that 
the option to buy the vacated Mooney 
tannery and its surrounding property 
would expire in 12 days. The price tag 

was $80,000. over the next 10 days, 
representatives of the city’s public and 
private sectors had pledged $112,723, 
enough to purchase all the tracts of 
land and assure that the tannery prop-
erty would be turned over to the city.

Relocation of the Death Valley 
tenants began immediately, although 

there was a sense of 
nostalgia among some of 
them. to many this had 
been their lifelong home. 
one resident, sylvia 
Worton, remembers being 
married under a tree near 
the entrance of what is 

now the park and has written several 
books about her experiences growing 
up in Death Valley. For most though, 
the transition was an escape.

one of the first steps in the process 
was the hiring of a park planner. The 
Columbus Park Board had experience 

Veteran river rats, from left, 
lynn barkhimer, Virgil taylor 
and tom essex prepare for 
the group’s annual breakfast 
in 1992, a fundraiser for mill 
race Park projects. 

“carl (Miske) was always a catalyst.  
We had plenty of volunteers, but he  
was always there keeping things going.” 
 — HeRB BoesCHen
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in that kind of process, having earlier 
commissioned elwood Allen of Ver-
mont to develop a long-range plan for 
the department, one of the first of its 
kind in the nation.

Allen’s preliminary plan was 
ambitious. it called for creation of a 
children’s zoo, an electric fountain 
and a music shell outdoor theater, all 
costing in the range of $360,000 to 
$450,000. Also included in his plan 
were two large picnic areas, paved 
roadways, five parking areas, a chain 
of ponds, a children’s playground, a 
boat launching and recreation area, 

a large grass 
mall with 
paved walk-
ways and park 
benches, and a 
mile-long bicy-
cle trail.

one large 
and import-
ant tract of 
land was the 
area occupied 
by the mam-
moth Mooney 
tannery. Allen 
was unable to 
fit it into his 
park concept 
but suggested 

it could be used as the site for a muse-
um, garden apartments, post office or 
private shops to echo the pioneer ar-
chitectural style of nearby nashville.

some of the elements were aban-
doned along the way, but many of 
Allen’s ideas were incorporated into 
the final version of what would be 
Mill Race Park. By the start of 1964, 
less than a year after the planning 
and fundraising process had been 
launched, work began on the conver-
sion of a jungle into an urban oasis.

Much of the heavy lifting in the 
removal of the forest and surround-

ing wildlife was consigned to con-
struction companies, which loaned 
earth-moving equipment to the 
property in a months-long project. 
They also had volunteer labor, from 
very unlikely sources.

At the start of the process a group 
of downtown business leaders came 
together to offer their services under the 
banner of the Mill Race tannery site 
Development Project committee. That 
long and convoluted name was short-
ened a few years later to the River Rats.

These volunteers were put under the 
charge of Virgil taylor and Jim Dunn, 
leaders of local firms taylor Bros. and 
Carr and Dunn Associates. They were 
faced with tight budgets, but they 
had willing hands to perform labor. 
Depending on how you look at it, they 
were also blessed with the laxity of 
government regulations.

one of the key figures in working 
around the tight budgets and amateur 
laborers was Carl Miske, owner of a 
downtown dress shop, who had head-
ed the original Mill Race tannery 
site Development Committee. it was 
he who coined the River Rats name 
simply because it was more reflective 
of the hard work that was to be per-
formed by the group.

one member of the fledgling group 
was Herb Boeschen, a farmer and 
Bartholomew County commissioner, 
who reflected on some of the difficul-
ties they encountered.

“i’ve never seen brush like that,” he 
said in a 1988 interview. “i remember i 
was on a bulldozer, and i’d have to stop 
every few feet, hop out and climb on the 
dozer so i could see what was ahead.”

Then there were the wild animals. 
Boeschen recalled going into an area 
once populated with the cardboard 
shacks and encountering a dog and her 
litter. “somebody had left her behind 
in one of the shacks, and when we ap-
proached it was obvious she wasn’t go-

leading the way  |  RiVeR RAts

Carl miske, left, head 
rat of the river rats, is 

shown displaying the 
group’s flag with fellow 

member Glenn Flint.
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ing to let someone tear her house down 
until she had taken some chunks out 
of them first,” he said. “And she wasn’t 
alone. There were all kinds of wild dogs 
running around in there.”

unappealing as the work might 
have been, Miske was still able to 
cajole organizations and individuals 
to join the effort. “Carl was always 
a catalyst,” Boeschen recalled. “We 
had plenty of volunteers, but he was 
always there keeping things going.”

“i really didn’t have to do much 
convincing,” Miske remembered 
years later. “often all i had to do 
was ask. i remember one instance 
when we needed some special equip-
ment to pump out the lagoons, and 
i approached Mr. (loren) laBrec of 
laBrec Construction. i didn’t know 
the man and i was sort of nervous, but 
he hardly waited for me to finish my 
presentation before he asked, ‘When 
and where do you need it?’”

The project caught the public imag-
ination and other groups joined:

•  The Boy Scouts tore down one of the 
brick buildings at the tannery site.

•  Police officers volunteered their 
off-duty time to clear underbrush.

• S everal farmers loaned their trac-
tors to supplement construction 
company equipment.

•  A bricklayers union took the 
bricks from the tannery site and 
erected an entrance to the park off 
Fifth street.

•  Members of the Jaycees cut down 
trees and carted away thousands 
of branches.

After all the debris had been 
removed, let’s Grow Garden Club 
launched a beautification program for 
the park.

All of these efforts turned out 
to be a prelude for one of the most 
challenging and endearing projects in 
the entire undertaking – the place-
ment of the oldest covered bridge in 
Bartholomew County over the park’s 
major pond. Here too, the effort 
required another fundraising project 
— $18,500 to move the wooden struc-
ture that had spanned Clifty Creek on 
Azalia Road from that area through a 
part of downtown Columbus and into 
the park.

The money proved the easy part. 
Area schoolchildren staged fundraising 
operations and contributed $13,500 to 

the effort. it took three months to raise 
the total required amount.

The move was a logistical masterpiece, 
requiring constant movement of power 
lines and traffic re-routings, but when 
the bridge was reassembled the commu-
nity recognized a jewel in the midst of 
what had been a downtown blight.

over the next few years, a number 
of features were added. The children’s 
zoo was never realized, but an outdoor 
wooden shelter for stage productions 
by the Mill Race Players was erected. 
in 1967, the Jaycees donated a two-
car, 20-passenger, steam-powered toy 
train and a mile-long track running 
through the park to the city.

indeed, many of Allen’s original 
plans were adopted, but in time some 
of them fell by the wayside. The toy 
train enjoyed great popularity at 
the start, but maintenance problems 
prohibited its use near the end of the 
summer of 1967. When it was re-
paired and put in operation the next 
year, it declined in popularity, and 
park officials agreed to sell the opera-
tion to officials at Ceraland, the recre-
ational area for Cummins employees 
and their families at the time.

The covered shelter used by the Mill 
Race Players beginning in 1969 also 
enjoyed initial success, but the elements 
eventually took control. After a six-year 
run the wooden structure was flattened 
by heavy winds, and officials decided 
to eliminate the feature from the park. 
Arguably one of the most devastating 
losses was the original wooden bridge 
that was destroyed in a nov. 30, 1985, 
fire set by youths cooking hot dogs on 
the wooden floor boards.

Despite those setbacks, the hard 
work by so many volunteers and 
the unending generosity of so many 
residents left an indelible mark in the 
memory of the original Mill Race 
Park. it also set the stage for the com-
munity jewel that followed it.

From left, taylor, Cal brand and barkhimer prepare  
for the group’s annual appreciation day in 1990.
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o
on noV. 1, 1974, two groups of girls 
made separate reports to Columbus 
police that they had witnessed a “green, 
hairy and large” creature walking upright 
in Mill Race Park. out of those two 
reports grew a legend that has not only 
persisted but grown, primarily in the 
cyber world. it has put Columbus on the 
map of paranormal activity and spawned 
a 2015 segment of a television series, 
“Monsters and Mysteries in America.” 

unfortunately, nov. 1, 1974, must 
have been a slow news day in Columbus 
because the reports of the monster sight-
ings made the front page. events that 
followed made it a real story that had 
scary aspects, aside from a “green, hairy 
and large” creature in a downtown park.

The girls making the initial reports 
were described in the news story as 
“young.” The first sighting was somewhat 
unusual because it occurred at 3 p.m., 
and monsters aren’t normally associated 
with daylight hours.

The entire story might have been dis-
missed, but the second report — stem-
ming from a sighting around 11 p.m., a 
more normal hour for monsters — got 
some attention because the victims not 
only saw the monster in the park but 
watched as it jumped on their car, leav-
ing “claw marks in the paint.”

The story might have gone away after 
that initial publicity, but it resurfaced 
in the next week, this time because of 
some real concerns that people might 
get hurt, not the monster but the people 
seeking him.

on nov. 8, The Republic reported, 
again on Page one, that the mon-
ster situation had gotten out of hand. 
According to the story, police and park 
personnel had counted on a single night 
dozens of individuals in cars and on foot 
searching an area in the park near the 
initial sightings. some of the search-
ers were armed with clubs and knives. 
Concerned that someone might mistake 
a fellow searcher for the monster and act 

accordingly, officials asked that people 
stay out of the park at night.

The request was not heeded. if 
anything, it increased the number of 
hunters. in hindsight, it might not have 
been a good idea to put that kind of story 
on Page one.

in the meantime there had been 
another “monster sighting,” this one a bit 
more credible because it came from Rick 
Duckworth, the city’s dogcatcher. These 
days, we call that job animal control 
officer. He reported that he had seen 
the creature during a daytime patrol of 
the area and described it as something 
that “looked like a person wrapped in 
blankets and wearing a mask.”

The possibility that the monster might 
have been someone playing a prank 
didn’t quench the zeal of the monster 
hunters. Things got so bad that parks 
and recreation officials closed the park 
from dusk to dawn. security personnel 
were stationed at the entrance and in a 
three-night period turned away more 
than 225 cars.

By this time the story had gone viral 
in 1970s terms. it was picked up by The 
indianapolis star and in turn the AP 
and uPi wire services. Columbus police 
were getting inquiries from around the 
country, so many that officer ken st. 
John was pulled off his routine duties 
and designated as the city’s “monster 
control officer.”

ironically, that turned out to be a 
watershed event. Media interest in the 
story faded and so did visits to the park 
by monster hunters.

it should have stayed that way, but 
the internet and paranormal investiga-
tors came along to revive it in the 21st 
century. one of those investigators, neil 
Arnold of kent, england, included a 
chapter on the monster in a book called 
“Dark lore 5” in 2010.

Police eventually determined that the 
monster was really a young man pulling 
a prank.

a drawing by  
tyra Cataline  
that ran in the  
oct. 31, 1993,  
edition of  
the republic.
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Many names are associated 
with the Columbus Parks 
and Recreation Depart-

ment legacy, but perhaps none more 
so than the late Chap Blackwell, who 
served on the park board from 1965 
until 1997, and on the park foundation 
board from then until his 2015 death. 
Ask others who might also qualify, and 
they become effusive in explaining why 
Blackwell was key to the department’s 
direction over the last half-century. 

When Blackwell got behind some-
thing, he did so wholeheartedly. The 
kentucky native rode a bicycle 
in the first indiana university 
little 500 in 1951 and was in-
volved in a volunteer capacity 
for the next several decades.

in 1965, situated in Co-
lumbus and at Cummins, he 
was appointed to the park 
board and started spotting 
talent at the engine company 
that he thought could make 
significant contributions to 
the parks program.

one such person who 
came onto Blackwell’s radar 
screen was Chuck Wilt, with 
whom he worked in person-
nel and corporate recreation 
capacities.

“Chap was one of my 
original bosses at Cummins,” 
says Wilt. “in 1973 the 
parks director’s job came open. Chap 
went to Cummins management and 
said, ‘Can i borrow Chuck for three 
months?’”

They worked on recruiting a director, 
deciding on Bob Gillikin, who held the 
position during the mid-1970s. 

“Bob really got involved in the bond 
issue for putting a roof on Hamilton 

Center. That was a really big deal,” says 
Wilt. “He had good working relation-
ships with Cummins executives like 
Jim Henderson.”

Blackwell was instrumental in that 
effort, according to Wilt. 

“He and the park board got all the 
community groups together for this 
multifaceted bond issue.”

Wilt and Gillikin actually switched 
organizations in 1977, and again, 
Blackwell played a role.

“Chap knew i was looking to get 
back into recreation at that time,” says 

Wilt. “That had been my major in col-
lege. Bob went to Cummins and wound 
up with a big distributorship in texas.”

Wilt served as department director 
for 33 years. He points out that Black-
well was active in the national Recre-
ation and Park Association: “He’d go 
to conferences with his staff and come 
back with a lot of great ideas.”

Westenedge Park is 
renamed in honor 
of Chap blackwell, 
second from right, 
in 2000. From left, 
park board member 
Paige Gifford, parks 
director Chuck Wilt 
and mayor Fred 
armstrong help 
honor blackwell.
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Wilt gives another example of the 
vision Blackwell brought to his position: 
“He was a big advocate for soccer in the 
early 1970s, before it was a very well-
known sport. look at it now and look at 
the facilities for it at Blackwell Park.”

Probably the best-known story from 
the department’s Blackwell years is 
that of Donner Center acquiring a 
water slide.

“it was one of the first municipal 
slides in indiana,” recalls Wilt. “Chap 
got to know one of the owners of 
Miracle equipment. That company 
had come out with these slides and 
came to Chap and me. Well, we didn’t 
have the money to buy one.”

not everyone was initially enthusi-
astic about the idea anyway.

“The staff was really against it,” 

says Wilt. “This was March of 1986. 
Putting in a slide during March and 
April and having it open for Memori-
al Day seemed impossible.”

That’s where Blackwell’s under-
standing of the importance of culti-
vating personal relationships came in.

“The Miracle equipment owner 
knew other cities would want one if 
Columbus got one,” Wilt explains. 
“We reached an agreement in which 
he’d install it at his cost, and the 
department would raise admission 
fees by 50 cents. He got a percentage 
of that, as did the department, and 
within a few years we had it paid for.”

The People trails network, the 
lincoln Park softball Complex and 
the formation of the Columbus Area 
Arts Council are other department 

milestones that bear the mark of 
Blackwell’s presence.

Hutch schumaker, a retired Co-
lumbus businessman whose family 
has been civically involved in the city 
for generations, has vivid memories 
of his father Albert’s friendship with 
Blackwell.

“They were joined at the hip,” he 
says. “My dad was the City Council 
liaison to the parks department, and 
he and Chap were beer-drinking 
buddies. A lot of parks and recreation 
conversations took place around our 
family room table. it was a casual 
setting, but they were serious and 
dedicated about it. They provided a 
wealth of institutional knowledge that 
was invaluable to Chuck [Wilt].”

Wilt concurs: “i never knew what 

leading the way  |  CHAP BlACkWell
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was going to happen when i went into 
a meeting with those guys.”

in conversations with those who 
knew Blackwell, the image of a true 
leader emerges. The key traits — vi-
sion, the ability to spot the right 
people for certain roles, and the knack 
for getting them to stretch themselves 
so as to rise to the occasion — come 
up repeatedly.

“Back in the day, you got things 
done by having personal conversations 
with people, getting people to step up 
and do things that went beyond their 
normal skill sets,” says schumaker.

As Wilt puts it, “Chap rallied 
people. He constantly challenged the 
community and its politicians. Any 
time citizens came up with an idea, he 
was the person they’d come to.”

during  a 2012 reunion in Columbus, Chap blackwell, standing at right, 
gathered with friends he had worked with in his 32 years on the park 
board. From left, seated: dudley moore, harry mcCawley and bill 
Wilson. standing at left was Chuck Wilt. 
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What first drew you to parks and recreation?
»All three of my children were involved in parks and 
recreation activities. They all really loved ice skating and 
became very involved in figure skating and hockey.

When did you begin your career 
with parks and recreation?
»i began working at Hamilton Community 
Center and ice Arena in september 2011.

What are your accomplishments?
»in my time as manager, i have increased and diversified 
programming opportunities in an otherwise sports heavy 
venue. With the transition of the ice arena back into 
a community center, our focus has shifted to provide 
more family friendly, low fee and no fee programs for 
our community. We have increased our participation 
numbers in all of our programs and provided new 
opportunities for the community to boast about.

During the 2016 fiscal year, the ice arena turned 
a profit for the first time ever, a feat that not many 
arenas across the u.s. are able to say they have done. By 
filling empty ice time, working with our facilities staff 
to conserve energy and supplies, finding sponsorships 
and donated goods, and our growth in programming, 
we were able to say we operated in the black.

i have taken great pride in the relationships i 
have built with our user groups, acting as a liaison to 

help build their programs, which in turn betters our 
programs. Relationships with indiana university, 
Columbus Youth Hockey, lincoln Center Figure 
skating Club, total Package Hockey and others 
help to build our reputation and our programs. 

i have focused on bringing in tournaments, camps and 
competitions that contribute to the economic impact of 
Columbus. events such as our 3 on 3 hockey, broomball 
tournaments, collegiate figure skating competitions, 
hockey camps, the ice show, variety camps, and so many 
more help keep people coming into our community.

What five words best describe you?
»enthusiastic, helpful, friendly, dependable and innovative

What is most interesting about your work?
»Working with the skaters and seeing how much they 
grow in their skating skills and character skills. 

What has been your greatest challenge(s)?
»keeping up with everyday changes and trying to promote 
a fun, active and safe place for people of all ages to come to.

When not on the clock, what’s your 
favorite way to unwind and why?
»i love going on walks and being with my family. i am a 
huge fan of the Pittsburgh Penguins and during hockey 
season i am watching all of their games. Go Pens!

Carleen Fry
HAMilton CoMMunitY CenteR AnD iCe ARenA PRoGRAM CooRDinAtoR

sTaff highLighTs
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tonia Medaris
PAYRoll/HuMAn ResouRCe sPeCiAlist

What first drew you to parks and recreation?
»i have played parks and rec volleyball for close to 
30 years. i took swim lessons and spent a lot of time 
at Donner when i was a child. i grew up living just a 
few blocks from Donner Park. i was actually looking 
through the newspaper help wanted ads for someone 
else and saw the position for payroll open at Donner. i 
wasn’t looking for a change at the time, but it piqued my 
interest and i decided to apply. i am very glad i did.

When did you begin your career 
with parks and recreation?
»sept. 28, 1990

What five words best describe you?
»Compassionate, loyal, dependable, devoted, congenial

What is most interesting about your work?
»My co-workers, of course. They all keep it 
interesting. We are like one big family sharing 
all of its accomplishments, concerns and just life 
together. About the actual work though, i have 
always loved working with numbers and balancing. i 
enjoy working with people, so what better way than 
being able to meet every employee during the hiring/
paperwork process. i really enjoy the variety of work 
from payroll, to customer service, to working with 
managers, to the challenges of bank reconciliation.

What has been your greatest challenge(s)?
»Probably the biggest challenge with my work would be 
not having a budget system and payroll system that work 
together that fits our department’s needs. i have always 
had to do double entry to be able to get the information 
our managers need to monitor their programs. 

When not on the clock, what’s your 
favorite way to unwind and why?
»spending time with family. i enjoy relaxing and 
listening to my daughter, Reagan (15), play piano and 
sing in the evening while she is practicing. i also enjoy 
spending time with my grandson, Bryson (7), taking 
walks and playing games. i have a new grandson, Maddix 
(born 8/31/17). i am looking forward to spending 
time with him also. My favorite hobbies are playing 
parks and rec volleyball and scrapbooking. i hope to 
become a professional scrapbooker when i retire. 

tonia medaris

Carleen Fry
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shanda sasse 
tHe CoMMons MAnAGeR 

What first drew you to parks and recreation?
»Working for our Columbus Parks and Recreation 
Department offers the opportunity to promote healthy, 
active lifestyles for our community. Guests visiting our 
parks and facilities strengthen friendships, celebrate 
milestones and enjoy the natural beauty of our parks 
through the lens of sports, arts and community.

When did you begin your career 
with parks and recreation?
»october 2013

What five words best describe you?
»Professional, grateful, optimistic, analytical, giggly

What is most interesting about your work?
»it’s an honor to support The Commons where 
locals and guests visit to play, take in the sights and 
celebrate milestones in their lives. We strive to be 
good stewards to this place, the memories it has 
created and continues to create for our community. 

What has been your greatest challenge(s)?
»We are constantly striving to provide the best experience 
possible for our guests and analyzing ways to improve that 
guest experience while balancing the operational needs. 
it’s a welcome challenge that keeps each day productive. 

When not on the clock, what’s your 
favorite way to unwind and why?
»lakeside, latin jazz playing in the 
background and good company. 

staff highlights

shanda sasse 

keith Vandeventer
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keith VanDeventer
GolF PRo/MAnAGeR

What first drew you to parks and recreation?
»The opportunity to manage city golf courses 
and to be involved with The First tee of 
Columbus, which is a national program carried 
out at the local level across the u.s. 

When did you begin your career 
with parks and recreation?
»January 2016

What are your accomplishments?
»We have been tremendously successful in 
introducing youth programming to the game of 
golf and to our courses. We are now the home of 
The First tee of indiana – Columbus program 
that focuses on golf skill development as well as 
personal development for youths ages 7 to 18.

We have also introduced and been successful 
at programming for beginning golfers and 
women, two populations that were not 
adequately being reached by our courses. 

since regaining management of the golf courses 
(Greenbelt and Rocky Ford Par 3) we have 
hired a greens superintendent, Aaron Brua, and 
together we have worked hard to improve course 
conditions while maintaining our budget. 

Managing golf courses is an extremely social 
business, and i have worked hard to build and maintain 
relationships with individuals both in the community 
and who come through the door at our courses. 

What five words best describe you?
»old-fashioned, dependable, loyal, 
hard-working and caring

What is most interesting about your work?
»every day is different at the golf courses. You have the 
opportunity to interact with lots of different people.

What has been your greatest challenge(s)?
»Finding the time to accomplish 
everything that i want to get done.

When not on the clock, what’s your 
favorite way to unwind and why?
»Being with my wife and boys is my top priority. i also 
enjoy golfing and doing projects around our house.
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tHe ColuMBus PARk Founda-
tion is known as the driving financial 
force behind the success of Columbus 
Parks and Recreation Department proj-
ects, but its own health is dependent on 
community support.  

established in 1988, the foundation 
has worked to create and maintain a 
number of valuable partnerships in the 
Columbus community, both public and 
private, says Chip orben, president of 
the foundation.  

The Columbus Park Foundation’s 
mission to “aid and encourage the Co-
lumbus Parks and Recreation Depart-
ment in the acquisition, conservation 

focuses on  
fundraising

By Jennifer Willhite

coluMbus park Foundation
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and development of lands for park and 
recreation purposes” is one that founda-
tion members realized would require 
consistent community support. 

“it goes back to when the Park Foun-
dation was put together, quite frankly,” 
orben says. “When we found out how 
much the People trails project was 
going to cost, there was no way the city 
could do it on its own.” Virtually all the 
fundraising for the People trail project 
was done through public solicitation, 
he says. 

it was at that point that the Colum-
bus Park Foundation became the main 
fundraising entity used to garner the 

community participation and financial 
support necessary to set and accomplish 
the department’s goals, such as the con-
tinued development and maintenance 
of the People trail, as well as Colum-
Bike and safe Routes to schools.

Fundraising is generally a multi-
step process that begins with offering 
a presentation to the Columbus Park 
Foundation Board of Directors about 
potential projects, why they are import-
ant and how they will impact the com-
munity. once the project is approved, 
then the fundraising portion begins. 

Many of the Columbus Park Foun-
dation’s longtime partners, including 
Cummins inc., Columbus Regional 
Health and the Heritage Fund — the 
Community Foundation of Bar-
tholomew County, 
offer more than just 
monetary support, 
says orben.  

Columbus Park 
Foundation board 
member John elwood 
says Columbus’ em-
ployers play a central 
role in the establish-
ment and maintenance 
of the partnerships. 
The collaboration be-
tween public and pri-
vate entities is part of 
what makes Columbus 
so unique, he says. 

 “i think anytime you have employers 
who are involved with the community, 
they definitely help with their pock-
etbook,” elwood says. “They have so 
many employees, they create a nice 
base of volunteers and offer them the 
latitude to participate in community 
events. i think that is pretty special 
when you have local businesses that 
make it possible for their employees to 
feel a sense of community.”

The benefits of the Columbus 
Park Foundation’s partnerships are 
far-reaching, including green space, 
improving the quality of life for 
Columbus’ residents and outstanding 

parks and playgrounds, and offer a win/
win situation, elwood says.  

“one of the things i am passionate 
about and the Columbus Park Foun-
dation does is help those who are less 
privileged,” he says.   

orben says community input about 
needs and potential projects is generally 
the catalyst for fundraising. However, it 
is not a guarantee. “The partners could 
very well be people in the community 
that believe in proposed projects and 
make a donation because they agree 
with the mission of the Columbus 
Parks and Recreation Department,” 
orben says.  

over the years, the community’s 
firm belief in the mission of building 
community and enriching lives is an 

element that has held 
true for area business 
partners as well. “it is 
all about how we make 
the community an 
attractive place to live,” 
he says. “The amenities 
of the parks are certain-
ly a draw knowing 
there are a variety of 
programs involved.” 

elwood, a lifelong 
resident of Columbus, 
says he knows firsthand 
how special Columbus 
is and says his work as a 
board member with the 

Columbus Park Foundation is a reflec-
tion of that familiarity. He considers 
it part of his role to not only maintain 
current partnerships, but increase them. 
He adds that it is important for area 
residents to know that the foundation is 
a good steward of the money raised for 
anticipated and existing projects. 

A key to growing the donor base and 
support is recognizing there will always 
be a need for private funding, he says. 
“We have ambitious goals in Colum-
bus. We don’t want to be average. We 
want to be an exceptional city, a city 
that is known to be one of the best in 
the country for the size it is.”

Chip orbenPeople trail
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As the Columbus Parks and Rec-
reation Department celebrates 
its 70th anniversary, its growth 

continues to meet the community’s 
changing needs. Director Mark Jones 
says the organization takes great pride 
in the more than 300 programs it offers. 

“We collaborate with different 
groups in the area to benefit the com-
munity,” he says. “The parks depart-
ment is so much more than just your 
playgrounds, swing sets and slides. We 
are healthy lifestyle, and people are 
becoming more active. our parks de-
partment takes a huge role in that. We 
like to be front and center along with 
our partner, Healthy Communities.”

Diverse programming gives  
parks department broad reach

the future

somethinG For 

By Jennifer Willhite

eVeryone
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Rocky Ford Par 3 Golf Course is 
home to the First tee program, which 
introduces area youths to the sport of 
golf and focuses on personal devel-
opment as a whole. Participants, who 
range in age from 6 to 18, learn about 
golf, healthy habits and core values, such 
as honesty, integrity and leadership.

“it is pretty cool to see the kids get 
hooked on the program and golf in 
general,” Murphy says. “it is kind of 
cool for us in the parks department 
to focus on our mission of building 
community and enriching lives and 
seeing it out on the course with these 
kids especially.”

Jones adds that part of that mission 
includes listening to area taxpayers.

The department’s beneficial impact 
on the community is multifaceted. 
if you look at it from different per-
spectives, you can see how fortunate 
the department is to get to work with 
private partnerships that help make the 
department successful, Murphy says. 

“i think there are tons of benefits to 
the community, including economic 
partnerships, health and wellness, and 
a social aspect like with the People 
trails,” she says. “The People trails are 

a safe people-powered transportation 
system that allows you to get out and 
meet your neighbors.”  

The Columbus Parks and Recre-
ation Department is much more than 
just the programs it offers; it is also 
the people behind the scenes who 
work hard to help make the programs 
possible – from donors to department 
employees and volunteers. When Mur-
phy accepted the position of director 
of sports programs in 2015, she was 
impressed with the long-term dedica-
tion of the staff, she says. 

“They are invested in the people of 
this community. i have never seen a 
staff that does so much. it is a huge 
credit to how the department is run.”

As the department looks to the 
future, Jones says, it is developing a 
detailed plan for the next five years, 
including gathering input from the 
community about what it wants, 
which will help determine the organi-
zation’s direction.  

“We are strategizing to figure out 
what comes after that,” he says. “We 
listen to the community, and what 
comes out as top priorities are the 
directions we head toward.”

The diversity of programming 
offered year-round by the department 
is as varied as its participants. From 
youths to senior citizens, there is a 
program to fit about every interest and 
skill level, including aquatic, wellness, 
sports and recreation. Also a number 
of free community events are offered 
throughout the year, such as variety 
shows at the Donner Park shelter 
house and festivals and fun days at 
Donner Center.

The department itself is also an 
economic driver, Jones says. in 2016, 
sports tournaments offered a more 
than $5 million impact for the Colum-
bus community.  

“We do a slew of tournaments, 
including soccer and lacrosse, which 
bring in a large stream of revenue,” 
says nikki Murphy, director of sports 
programs. “if you look over the past 
three years, we have on average over 
the last 3 years, $14.6 million in direct 
spending each year for the city of 
Columbus. The tournaments bring 
revenue and people into town and raise 
money for the department.”

The various facilities managed by 
the department, such as The Commons 
and Hamilton Community Center 
and ice Arena, are assets for everyone 
and exemplify its public and private 
partnerships, Jones says.

“We just recently made some up-
grades and put close to $3 million into 
the ice arena,” he says.  “And fundraising 
wise, we raised $1.2 million from the 
private sector, and the Columbus Park 
Foundation was part of that as well.”

in 2015, the department assumed 
management of Greenbelt and Rocky 
Ford Par 3 Golf Course. And with that 
transition, it has been able to better 
reach some populations. seniors are 
now more involved in golf leagues and 
outings, and course memberships have 
been on the rise, Murphy says. And 
on the opposite end of the spectrum, 
youth involvement on the greens has 
doubled.
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1979
The indiana Park and Recreation 
Association presents the 
outstanding service Award to 
the department in appreciation 
for outstanding contribution 
in the field of recreation in 
the area of Programs for 
special Populations.

1981
national Recreation and Park 
Association Great lakes 
Regional Council presents 
Columbus Department of 
Parks and Recreation with 
the outstanding Board and 
Commission Award.

1983
Park Board awarded “Best in 
nation” award by the national 
Recreation and Park Association.

1989
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the first of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.
The indiana Park and 
Recreation Association honors 
the department with a special 
Recognition Certificate in 
appreciation for outstanding 
contribution to the field 
of recreation in the area of 
conference leadership for 
hosting the 1989 indiana Park 
and Recreation Conference. 

1990
Park Board honored a second 
time with the national 
Recreation and Park Association 
Board and Commission Award.
lincoln Center received 
federal Department of energy 
Award for conservation 
equipment design.
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the second of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.

1991
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the third of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.

1992
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the fourth of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.
The indiana Park and Recreation 
Association recognizes the 
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
Department for hosting the 
1992 iPRA Convention.

1993
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the fifth of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.
The Boston society of 
landscape Architects presents 
Mill Race Park with the 
Honor Award for Projects 
outside the BslA Area.

1994
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the sixth of 
seven times the department 
will be named a finalist.

1995
Parks and Recreation 
Department is named a finalist 
for the national Recreation 
and Park Association’s Gold 
Medal Award – the seventh 
of seven times the department 
will be named a finalist. 
Parks and Recreation 
Department receives 
national Recreation and 
Park Administration Gold 
Medal Award as the most 
outstanding department in the 
u.s. for cities with population 
of 20,000 to 50,000.

ColuMBus PARks AnD ReCReAtion DePARtMent

awards
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2001
Chuck Wilt receives the 
indiana university W.W. 
Patty Distinguished 
Alumni Award from the 
school of Health, Physical 
education and Recreation.
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
is awarded the Best non-
Commercial Float at the 
ethnic expo Parade.

2005
Mayor Fred Armstrong and 
the Columbus City Council 
receive the indiana Parks 
and Recreation Association’s 
essential services Recognition 
and Community support Award.

2006
Columbus awarded the 
national America in Bloom 
Award in october.
2005 nCMA Design Award 
of Honor: landscape for the 
Haw Creek Bike Path.
indiana Ready Mixed 
Concrete Association 2006 
Concrete Achievement Award 
for excellence in Concrete 
Construction for the City of 
Columbus Parks Department - 
Blackwell Park, Freedom Field.

2014
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
lincoln Park earned the 
national softball Association’s 
2014 outstanding Park Award. 
sports tourism becoming a 
growing business in Columbus 
and Bartholomew County. 
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Visit 
www.indianausssabaseball.com 

for more information and a list of tournaments.

Indiana USSSA Baseball is the largest 
organization in Indiana as we hosted 
over 4,000 teams in 2017. Indiana USSSA 
is the home to the largest Classed State 
Tournament in Indiana with over 300 teams 
participating. Indiana USSSA Baseball hosts 
over 100 tournaments throughout Indiana 
in every top facility such as Lincoln Park, 
Grand Park, Indy Sports Park, Field of 
Dreams just to name a few.

HVAC- Industrial Ventilation
Custom Sheet Metal Fabrications

800-264-9920
www.centralsheetmetalco.com

Central Sheet Metal thanks 
Columbus Parks & Recreation for our

 beautiful parks beautiful parks

Happy Anniversary!
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gGeneRAtions oF sWiMMeRs, 
pancake breakfast enthusiasts, political 
candidate debate attendees and high 
school dance crowds treasure their 
memories of Donner Center. But the 
Columbus institution is arriving at a 
moment of decision. it can’t go on in 
its present form without major repairs 
and upgrades, and its basic design is not 
well-suited to public expectations for a 
modern community center.

it was built in 1947 and has under-
gone some 
renovation. 
still, signs of 
age abound: 
leaking water 
from ceiling 
tile, peeling 
ceiling paint 
in the locker 
rooms and 
kitchen 
equipment 
that is less 
than state-
of-the-art, 
to put it 
charitably. it 

also sports features that inhibit flexi-
ble use. For instance, the space of the 
multipurpose room is broken up by two 
large columns. 

“on the surface, it might look cheap-
er to renovate, but at the end of the day, 
you’d be throwing a $4 million Band-
Aid on a 70-year-old building,” says 
Parks and Recreation Director Mark 
Jones. “if you started fresh, you would 
probably see more real change.”

The question of how broad an array 
of functions a new facility would serve 
then arises. one current school of 
thought among community center de-
velopers says that maximum flexibility 
should be the goal. some such facilities 
include fitness centers, courts for play-
ing various sports, meeting and banquet 
space, and a cafe. 

Jones stresses that the process of 
specifying just what kind of identity a 
new Donner Center would assume is 
just beginning. still, he thinks such a 
building could offer even more to the 
community than the current location.

“With the Clarion Hotel, [a recently 
closed west-side establishment that in-
cluded a conference center] going away, 

The many-million  
dollar question:
What about donner?

By Barney Quick

the future

table tennis enthusiasts 
play in a doubles league 
at donner Center.
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the city needs space,” he says. “The 
Commons is getting calls all the time 
from people who would have booked 
there.”

He feels there is still a need for pools 
and courts to serve a broader popula-
tion than those already in existence are 
designed to serve.

“Foundation for Youth does a good 
job, so good that its facilities are full. 
it’s the same with area schools, so we 
can’t use them.”

Jones also wonders if the city couldn’t 
use more space for its younger and 
older populations, as well as its arts 
community.

“We take a lot of pride in our part-
nerships. Are there partners we could 
work with for Donner? Could we team 
up with Mill Race Players, maybe have 
some kind of stage? Could Donner 
become a satellite location to accom-
modate kids in midtown and the west 
side? Could it be a satellite location for 
senior activity?”

An August meeting facilitated by 
Ryan Cambridge of Browning Day 
Dierdorf and Mullins and encompass-
ing all facets of the parks department’s 

current five-year plan spent a great deal 
of time on the Donner Center question. 
several of those present were disin-
clined to make a fitness center function 
central to a community center’s identity.

Board member Mark levett point-
ed out that there are several fitness 
centers in operation around the city, 
and that even Mill Race Center has 
that function among its amenities, 
to which Cambridge responded that 
“there are studies that suggest they 
draw an entirely different crowd” from 
those who use the weights, machines 
and treadmills at modern community 
centers, because a significant portion of 
the population still finds private sector 
gyms unaffordable.

A new building of any kind on the 
ground where the current Donner Cen-
ter stands is going to involve consider-
able cost, and, obviously, the more that 
is asked of it in terms of functions, the 
more the price tag goes up.

At the meeting, the question of 
the appetite in the community for a 
bond issue arose. Cambridge said that 
presenting the most compelling case 
possible was key to any bond initiative’s 

success, and that the current facility’s 
central location and the regard for it 
as a Columbus institution could help 
greatly with that.

“The bigger a story you can tell, the 
better you can sell it,” he asserted, add-
ing that “Donner is the heart, and you 
have to do something with it.”

Cambridge invited those present to 
imagine a wide range of possibilities for 
the Donner location. He pointed out 
that the large green space just east of 
the swimming pool is under-utilized. 

That said, Cambridge did also men-
tion the former wastewater treatment 
plant on the city’s south side as well as 
vacant box-store buildings around town 
as possibilities for a community center.

in a sense, the considerations 
surrounding Donner Center are a 
microcosm of the questions driving for-
mulation of the Parks and Recreation 
Department’s overall master plan: 

How can the greatest range of de-
mographics be served? How can such 
a place remain busy in every season? 
How can overlap of services be mini-
mized while not overlooking the needs 
of any age group or section of the city?

Jones realizes this set of issues is 
going to be front and center among 
his department’s priorities, and he’s 
enlisting area minds who want to set 
themselves to the task: “We’re forming 
a team to dig into this.”

mark Jones, director of 
the Columbus Parks and 
recreation department, 
points to issues with the 
ceiling in the women’s locker 
room at donner Center.
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the big challenge faced by the 
Columbus Parks and Recreation 
Department is that the city has 

high standards for its quality of life 
relative to typical Midwestern cities. 
That means that it can’t merely think in 
terms of what’s affordable by conven-
tional means.

The department is guided by five-
year plans, in large part because they are 
required by the indiana Department of 
natural Resources for obtaining grant 
funding, but also, according to depart-
ment Director Mark Jones, because 
they keep feedback from the public 
about what it wants on something like a 
real-time basis.

“our customers are the citizens,” he 
says. “We take our cue from what they 
say they want.”

Wants, such as new spaces or facil-
ities, and needs, such as maintaining 
current properties, have dollar figures 

attached to them, of course. This means 
that budget considerations for parks and 
recreation are subject to the same con-
straints as those found in any household 
or business. That, in turn, means setting 
priorities and looking at resources be-
yond taxes and fees.

“nobody ever has all the money 
they need,” says Ryan P. Cambridge, 
planning practice leader for Browning 
Day Mullins Dierdorf, the indianap-
olis-based firm serving as a consultant 
to the department as it formulates the 
current plan. At an Aug. 10 implemen-
tation meeting for the master planning 
process, he spoke of two approaches to 
funding: paying as you go and immedi-
ate mechanisms for generating funds for 
big projects.

That meeting was one step in the pro-
cess of crafting the current plan. it had 
been preceded by interviews of stake-
holders and staff, focus groups, surveys, 

analyses of demographics and services, 
and a visioning workshop at which 14 
groups were represented.

The August meeting was where 
Cambridge presented the high-priority, 
intermediate-priority and lower-priority 
needs arrived at through the methods 
used to that point.

The highest priority need, as deter-
mined by input from the public and 
particular stakeholders, was indoor 
recreation centers. This opened yet 
more realms of discussion. As Cam-
bridge told the board, there are four 
basic service delivery models for indoor 
recreation: centralized, decentralized, 
a model focused on venues and what 
purposes they will serve, and a model 
focused on activity. 

Beyond considerations of function 
and number, there is the question of 
location. Cambridge told the board 
that the three likeliest potential loca-
tions for a state-of-the-art indoor facil-
ity would be downtown, at either Mill 
Race Park or the site of the former 
wastewater treatment plant, in a retro-
fitted vacant big-box store space, or in 
some kind of expansion and retrofit of 
Donner Center.

Cambridge said that the contem-
porary model for such a facility is one 
that is multifaceted and that meets the 
needs of a wide array of demographics, 
in short, a place that is neither solely for 
recreation nor meetings and events. The 
board was left with a clear sense that 
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Try Scuba classes in our area Donner Pool 
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the next task in that regard would be 
to clarify what and where such a center 
should be. 

Board members also acknowledged 
that questions of services overlap-
ping with those provided by existing 
resources, such as the gyms and pools at 
Foundation for Youth and city schools, 
and The Commons, would have to 
be addressed. At that point, it would 
become more clear to the board what 
kinds of funding avenues, such as a 
bond or private-sector contributions, 
would be warranted.

The second-highest priority reported 
was bikeways and trails. Cambridge 
observed that the original conception of 
the city’s trail system was as a recre-
ational amenity, but that it’s grown into 
a transportation component. 

Jeff Bergman, director of planning for 
Columbus and Bartholomew County, 
pointed out that aspects of the system 
might then fall under the purview of 
the Board of Works.

The plan, as of its early-August stage 
of development, proposes 11 trailheads 
at existing parks, with three more at 
proposed future parks. These would 
serve as infrastructure to support the 
trail network and would presumably 
rely on technology such as trail and park 
apps. They would also provide transfer 
points for different modes of transpor-
tation. Cambridge offered the vision of 
every citizen being able to walk three 
blocks to access a trail. 

west of Mill Race Park and north of 
Jonathan Moore Pike, to what is already 
there as “low-hanging fruit. something 
you can do today is get a seat at the 
table for discussion on the interchange 
at state Roads 11 and 46.”

He did mention two areas on the 
northeast side, though, saying that 
northbrook Park and everroad Park 
ought to be further developed, as those 
areas are underserved.

one question still being examined 
was whether smaller parks are better 
suited to new developments, or whether 
impact fees paid by developers might 
be better used if they were pooled for 
financing a larger community park with 
more amenities.

Jones says that Browning Day Mull-
ins Dierdorf was one of four consultant 
firms to respond to the department’s 
request for proposal.

“They were financially best suited for 
us,” he says. “i’d also gotten to know 
Ryan from sitting with him on the 
indiana Parks and Recreation Board.”

Jones sees his department as offering 
quality-of-life benefits to Columbus in 
a broad sense, noting that, for instance, 
it’s at the forefront of addressing the 
city’s obesity rate.

“When millennials are looking for a 
job, they want to know what’s available 
to do after hours,” he notes.

Thus does his department take great 
care to ensure Columbus is a place 
where there is always plenty to do.

There was a general consensus that a 
trail system connection between noblitt 
and Donner parks was something that 
could and should be addressed soon.

The subject of growing the park 
system is on planners’ minds. Columbus 
is expected to increase its population by 
15.8 percent by 2030.

“By then, if you do nothing, your 
level of service is going to drop,” 
Cambridge told the board. He said that 
the current level is 15 acres per 1,000 
residents, which he said is good for the 
Midwest.

He pointed out the potential for 
stringing together currently owned park 
spaces situated along waterways, saying, 
“Your whole downtown is hugged by 
a park area,” and described adding a 
proposed Flat Rock River natural area, 
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Our entire broadcasting family would like 
to Congratulate the Parks Department 

for serving our community 
for over 75 years.



1. the mill race tower under construction.

2. the smith elementary school Jumphound Gang 
performed during the 1990 groundbreaking 
ceremonies at mill race Park. 

3. a fitness class at donner Center.

4. donner Pool has been a popular place 
to cool off since the late 1940s.

5. the Columbus City band performs near 
the donner Park shelter house.
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6. Congressman-elect lee hamilton, his wife, nancy, and their son, 
doug, 4, were among 652 skaters at the 1964 opening of lincoln Center 
ice rink. that number set a record for skaters at a single session.

7. Pictured from left, erin blystone, bethany scruton, stephanie baker, 
beth Weldenhalt and Page kirkpatrick learned to ice skate with 
instructor elizabeth Fernandes at lincoln Center ice rink in 1991. From 
the republic archives

8. Columbus Parks and recreation department staff, 1949.

9. donner Center used to have a snack bar. the pool was outside the 
windows to the right.

10. Construction of the Custer-nugent amphitheater in mill race Park.

6

7

9 10

8




