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Nolan Wyatt, 
Pleasant Valley Elementary

It was a noose, it had been there since 
October, but they don’t know who 

installed it. 1C

NASCAR:COMMUNITY 
SERVICE

‘Racialized policing’ program 
takes faith leaders from grief 

to action. 1B

BY SCOTT YOUNG
Star Staff Writer

The city of Anniston has long hoped its location 
along an Amtrak rail line would bring an econom-
ic lift. A recent study by JSU researchers suggests 
an expansion of passenger rail travel in Alabama 
could deliver that boost, though it might be a long 
time coming.

And the arrival of COVID-19 this spring, not long 
after the study’s authors presented their report, 
could throw some obstacles on the track.

The study was conducted by the Center for Eco-
nomic Development and Business Research at 
the request of the Southern Rail Commission, an 
organization that promotes public and private rail 
interests in the South. The findings were presented 
to the commission at its December 2019 meeting.

The project is divided up into three separate 

Passenger rail 
expansion in 

Alabama could 
bring at least 
$4.9 billion in 

economic impact, 
JSU study says
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Masked shoppers walk into Walmart in Jacksonville past a sign recommending face coverings. Public 
health officials in other states have ordered people to wear masks in public to avoid spread of COVID-19.

BY BEN NUNNALLY
bnunnally@annistonstar.com

If a test hadn’t told her so, Jane 
Gonzalez might never have known 
she’d contracted COVID-19. 

The 58-year-old Weaver resident is 
a breast cancer patient who regularly 
travels to UAB Hospital in Birming-
ham, so her health is always on her 
mind. But in late March, when the 
novel coronavirus had yet only briefly 
been a mainstream topic of discus-

sion, she thought her persistent head-
ache, weariness and fever were unre-
lated to the then-unfamiliar virus. 
Her body normally runs a slightly cool 
97.8 degrees that kicked up to 103 
over a few days, prompting her doctor 
to insist on a screening test, in spite of 
their rarity at the time. 

By the time the results came back a 
few days later, she said, Gonzalez felt 
close to normal. 

“I was hardly coughing, I had no 
fever, though I did have a mild head-

ache and I kept that probably for 
two weeks,” Gonzalez said by phone 
Thursday. “You could have knocked 
me over with a feather when they 
called me back and said I had COVID.” 

Gonzalez was one of thousands to 
test positive for the virus in Alabama, 
among many more in the nation. But 
how many people actually have or 
have had the illness — but weren’t 
diagnosed or were asymptomatic — is 

CDC: Possibly up to 10 unreported 
COVID cases for each known case

BY TIM LOCKETTE
tlockette@annistonstar.com

Early in the coronavirus pandem-
ic, Jacksonville Mayor Johnny Smith 
talked with other city officials about 
the possibility of requiring people 
to wear facemasks in public places. 
They quickly rejected the idea. 

“We felt like it would be really dif-
ficult to enforce,” Smith said. “We 
didn’t want to go that far.”

Some Alabama cities are rethink-
ing their early decisions on masks as 
the spread of COVID-19 accelerates 
across the state. Montgomery Mayor 
Steven Reed earlier this month issued 

an executive order requiring masks 
after the council members in the cap-
itol city voted against a mask ordi-
nance. Montevallo’s council voted 
Monday to impose a mask require-
ment on its residents. 

Those decisions come against the 
background of a new surge in cases 
that seemed to alarm Alabama health 
and safety experts Thursday. The 
state’s total count of confirmed coro-
navirus cases neared 33,000 Thurs-
day morning, according to numbers 
released by the Alabama Department 
of Public health. More than 2,000 of 
those cases were found in the previ-
ous two days. 

That surge came as the virus also 
staged a nationwide comeback, with 
the number of new cases on Thursday 
hitting a one-day high the country 
hasn’t seen since early April.

“People have been, I think, 
increasingly alarmed that over the 
past 10 days, two weeks, we have con-
tinued to see marked increases in the 
number of cases reported.” said Dr. 
Jeanne Marrazzo, director of infec-
tious disease at UAB, in a Facebook 
press conference Thursday.

Marrazzo said the increase prob-
ably isn’t the result of increased test-
ing, and that the percentage of tests 

Cases rising, but local officials 
reluctant to mandate masks
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COMMENTARY

BY TIM LOCKETTE
tlockette@annistonstar.com

OHATCHEE — Josh Blanks doesn’t know any-
one who’s had COVID-19, but he thinks about the 
virus every day.

Before the pandemic, he worked for Jet Tech-
nology in Jacksonville, setting up appointments for 
people who buy cars online. For months, though, 
he’s been stuck at his home in Ohatchee. 

Blanks said he is supposed to return to work in 
July.

“I’m going crazy staying at home,” he said.
Blanks was going about his stuck-at-home 

errands Tuesday, filling up a gas can at the Mapco 
station on Alabama 77, after stopping by Dollar 
General for some groceries. Across the highway, 
in the parking lot of Ohatchee Town Hall, medical 
workers in gowns and masks were swabbing the 
noses of drivers who pulled up for free coronavi-
rus tests.

That’s life in Ohatchee, Calhoun County’s sec-
ond-smallest town, in the year of the pandemic. 
For the town’s roughly 1,100 residents the virus 

In Ohatchee, 
pandemic is both 
ever-present and 

far away

When 
Kenneth Bod-
iford decided 
to excise 
“Dixie” from 
the Marching 
Southerners’ 
repertoire, he 
wasn’t run out 
of town. There 
was no revolt, 

no violent protest, no admin-
istrative edict.

A decade later, he’s still 

Jacksonville State University’s 
band director.

Then and now, JSU is bet-
ter for the decision he made.

“The bottom line,” Bodi-
ford said this week, “is we felt 
like it was the right thing to 
do.”

Of course it was. “Dixie” 
was no less a subtle reminder 
of the antebellum South’s 
marriage to white supremacy 

Doing what’s right 
with ‘Dixie’ at JSU
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Nurse Karen Cobb puts the swab into a con-
tainer after the test. A group of nurses from 
the Calhoun County Health Department con-
ducted coronavirus testing Wednesday morn-
ing at Ohatchee Town Hall. 
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Jacksonville State Marching Southerners play 
during Gamecock Walk before the Chattanoo-
ga vs JSU NCAA football game at JSU’s Bur-
gess-Snow Field in 2019.
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