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Bridging the gap: Yoshiko Gingerich was one of the first
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folks to cross the newly-opened pedestrian bridge.
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Harrison bridge opens to ease traffic woes

By TiM SMITH
BTAF? WRITER
tsmith@oo.homecomm.net

Juat momenta after Harrison -
High School Principal Rande
Horn cut a strip of green ribbon,
signifying the official opening of
the long-awaited canopied bridge
entrance, he excitedly waved a
faculty member over from the
parking lot.

“It's okny,” Horn said to bilin-
gual education teacher Yoshiko
Gingerich Friday morning. “'l'hn
bridge is officially open now.”

With an almost embarrassed
grin, Gingerich eagerly tock
Horn up on his offer to use the
brand new entrance - rather
than navigote through some of
the temporary entry points that
have made 2000-01 2 logistical
headache for everybody at the
Farmington district school.

“Beautiful,” Gingerich said,
“We were waiting all year for

" this bridge to be completed. It's

much easier to get into the

school and it looks beautiful.”

Horn said the first big test will
come on Monday, Feb, 28, the
first day after winter break.

“They atill have to paint and
thero are a couple things on the
front part of the building that
they (construction crews) need to
do,” Horn said on the day of the
unveiling. *But the bridge is
usable, and safe.”

To augment student safety,
the bridge is well-lit at night and
an eloctronic heat sensor kicks
in whenever the tomperature
drops, to melt any ice and snow
from the walkway and steps.

‘The principal said having tha
facility open is important to
keoping pedestrian traffic, cars
and buses from piling up at
lower level entrances. Vehicles
can also drive under the bridge,
enhancing overall traffic flow.

“Here is a great place for par-
ents to drop their kids off or pick
them up,” said Horn, looking out
toward the bridge on the west
sido of tho schoel,
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Switching gears

Auother banefit for school
ndminiltrntou, who want the
bridge tobea primary exit at the
end of thn dny, is they will be

bated work conditions, explained
Jerry Welch, censtruction man-
ager at tho site for McS/EV.

With completion of the steel-
and-cemant brldzv. which is
i ly 20-foet wide by

abloto h stu-
dents from loitering outside the
building after school.

“It's going to be easicr to keep
an eye on kids hanging out after
school,” Horn said.

The steel, barrel-roof canopy
attached to the walkway was
part of the original list of bond
issue construction projects.

‘The canopy was to have been
up and ready in time for the cur-
ront school year, But when work
began last summer, it was dis-
covered that the steel undergird-
ing was too deteriorated,

Construction crews then had
to switch gears and completely
rebuild the bridge itself, which
was further postponed until fab-
ricated steel could bo delivered
to the high school, Heavy snow
and below-freezing temperaturcs
in December and January acer-

70-feet long, major wark at the
high school is virtually complet-
ed. Just about all that still needs
to be done are some odds and
enda and exterior painting.

Welcoming bannors and
benches will probably grace the
bridge, Horn said,

Welch and distriet architect
Ronald Aten accompanied Horn
for the official opening of the
bridge, which cost approximately
$300,000 to complete. with that
money taken from the school dis-
trict'a general and capital
improvements funds.

‘The canopy portion was a sep-
arate expense, Aten said.

“I knew it would got done,”
Welch anid. “It's been a tough
pill for everyone to swallow, a
tough undnrtnk(ng that not
everyone anticipated.”

In an account tho sisters wrote
36 yenrs ago, they related their
discussion with thelr driver, who
was black:

*...a8 we drove through Lown-

‘des County, he mentioned this

was dongerous sniper territory,
and no one was permitted to vote
in this county. As we approached
the city, he explained the exact
areas on the ‘bridge’ where a
week before, the State Troopers
and police had massacred his
people, As we drove down Main
Street, he pointed out that one
block down to the right was the
Negro restaurant where Rev,

James Reeb had caten and been
clubbed to death March 9, 1966."

The alaters stayed at Good
Samaritan Hospital, a building
left vacant with the construction
of a new hospital. They slept on
mattresses, with only the blan-
kets they brought along for
warmth, More than 40 nune
shared oné bathroom, which had
no hot water.

Though the accommodations
were spartan, the food was good,
as was the coffee, Tha sisters
never learned who paid the bill
to feed and house the hnndreds
of h but often d

about it, Sr. Charlenc ndded.
“People were flocking from all
over," she said, “It wns some-
thing miraculous. I don't even
know how word got around.”
Everyone gathered for an ecu-
menical Mass every morning,
marching to church even though
they'd becn warned that walking
too closely together down the
street might be construed ns a
demonstration, without a parade
permit. The sisters were told
never to go out without a man
along for protection and not to
carry a nail fln, bunnuse that

could be d = weapon,
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Their

demonstration was something of °

a disappointment for the 300-

400 people who-participated, ,

because no one was arres
Charlene said she’d hoped to
find out what it folt like, since
she had visited the Kent County
Jail in Grand Rapids every Sun-
day for about two years.

“The streets in the black area ’
were not paved,” Sr. Charlene
recalled. “Thoy were muddy end
looked dilapidated. The strect-
lights were just little bulbs. A
policaman’s flashlight would
have been better,”

Instead, the marchers moved
from City Hall to Brown's
Chepel, where a memorial ser-
vice was being held for Rev.
Recb, Cameras and microphonea
from national and international
news organizations were in
place. They heard Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. and Dr. Ralph
Abernathy speak, along with a
rabbi from Canada ‘and a Bish-
op-glect from Minnesota.

“Ench delivered a very edify-
ing and inspirational _mossago
and left your heart crying inter-
nally for all the persons wha are
being so unjustly treated in our
fair democracy,” the sisters
wrote in their memoir,

At the close of Dr. King’s mes-
sage, he announced a federal
judge had granted permission-
for a march, three abreast, to the
Courthouse, to leave a wreath in’
memory of Rev, Reeb.

Sr, Aloysius marched in the
fourth row; Sr. Charlene, in the:
fifth, between two black,
Methodist bishops from Georgia
and Alabama. .

The group had been told nat u:
respond to hecklers, and Sr.:
Charlene recalled hnvinu plenty.
of exparience with them. She:
and her comrades were called:

“nigger lovers” and cursed at,-
but procceded *meck like
Christ,” sho said,

But nothing could have pre-
pared them for the big march on;
Sunday.

The sisters met Dr. King when
they gathered at Brown's!
Chapel, then marched bnhind
him and Rev. Abernathy, in a:
crowd of more than 4,000 people”
walking six abreast. The women:
were kept on the inside for pro-
tection, Sr, Charlene aaid,

The mile long line of marchers:
traveled through Selma and!
duwn u.s. Highway 80 toward,

'y, with h
and small aircraft nvsrhend.
Despite warnings to stay humc,—
Alnbamans jammed the traffic!
lanes that weren't being used fm-
the ma:

Signs bom slogans like "Rnnt
your priest suit here” and “Com-
munists and Nigger Lovers, Gg
Back Home.” White spectators
ajong the route mocked the’
murchen with jeers and epi-~

Bmum the sisters were to fly,
back to Detroit on Monday, thoy
were taken back to Selmn Sun-
day night, riding back over tho!
routo they had just walked. As

oy left AIabnmn, a new crop of,
recruita were arriving, ready to
ride down that long and dangor-
ous highway to join tho march, .

After their unexpected adven-
ture, Srs. Charlene and Aloysius
sat down and wrote a 28- -page
account filled with vivid details
and reflections,

More than 80 years later, Sr.
Charleno speaks about her week
in the civil rights movement
with & certain amount of awe st
what was accomplished, but
with tho humility of a sorvant
simply doing Qod's work in the
world.

*Wo were just nobodies,
down to help,” -ha said, woing

B

Monday morning '

. Sr.



