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"Action Jack" is speaking out for the grandchildren of our tomorrows

By Maxine Hunter

Old friends, especially old native American friends, call him "Action Jack,"

because for all of his 78 years, Jack G. Phillips has been active in

whatever his hands found to do.

Of Cherokee and Creek descent, Phillips was reared in the area just south of

Germantown Road, near the Penal Farm and within a mile or two of the Wolf

River, the river he says modern man is pushing to extinction.

Phillips grew up under the tutelage of his Grandfather Owl, learning to

fish, hunt and read the signs of nature.

"I started fishing and trapping mink and river otter with my Cherokee

grandfather 72 years ago," he says. "We canoed the river for miles in both

directions to keep from over-trapping the area. The money made from that

fed, clothed and housed our family during those depression years. I often

helped Grandfather Owl put on burial ceremonies at mounds along the way."

Grandfather Owl died in 1936 of pneumonia caught while out looking for his

grandson in the rain.

Phillips learned the ceremonial Gourd Dance and the spiritual aspects of it

from his grandfather. Phillips and his wife of 55 years, Gloria, travel to

Pow Wows that are held all over within a 500 mile area. He has led Pow Wows

held at the Germantown Horse Show Grounds. A Pow Wow is held twice a year at

Millington, as well.

Phillips has been active in construction. He recently retired from the

University of Memphis, where he was in charge of buildings built there

within the last 10 years.

But now it is not Pow Wows but the destruction of the Wolf River that is

heavy upon his mind.

"I've lived within a mile or two of it for 60 years," he says, "and I've

seen it go from a wonderful area to a place where developers have cut away

the forest alongside it and fill it with debris from their construction.

"I've been fighting to keep it from becoming like the Nonconnah," he says.

He sees the developers as "out of control" and believes the three-month

moratorium on new construction in Shelby County that was extended to six

months should be for a much longer time.

"They cut down hardwood trees and want to replace them with a pear tree," he

said. "All trees are not equal."

He remembers the giant groves of ancient cypress trees near the Penal Farm

that were cut to construct bridges in Shelby County. "What was once big

groves are turning into hedgerows," he says.

Mud from developments have flowed into the Wolf River and filled it, choking

its wild life. Phillips can remember when as a child he could cast down an

oar from a canoe in the middle of the river 12 feet and not strike bottom.

Now, he says, an oar six feet long will strike the bottom.

He says the Wolf River Conservancy has done a tremendous amount of good.

"It's well organized and made up of sincere people. If people would just

listen to them."

"Germantown is an important player, like others, in the development of Wolf

River," he says. "The people must be kept up to speed at all times. The

river can be saved, along withs its shorelines. That's why it's so important

that people take an active part.

Man is the only animal that destroys its own nest."

At age 78, "Action Jack" is slowing down, he says, but he still will speak

to clubs and organizations interested in saving the environment.

"It must be done for the great-grandchildren of our tomorrows," he

concludes.

