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Bobby Dunavant Public Servant Awards Honor Man, Legacy

     To those who knew or worked with him, the late Bobby Dunavant was the ideal public servant. 
     Retired Probate Judge Donn Southern worked with Dunavant for many years as both a lawyer and a judge. 
     "He was one of these public servants who was always there. He was generally the first one there in the morning and the last one to leave," Southern said. "He was really the epitome of what a public servant should be."  

Legacy alive and well
     Dunavant retired from his position as Shelby County Probate Clerk in 1994, but his legacy lives on in those who have come after him.
     Dunavant died in January 2003 at age 67 following a long battle with cancer. Shortly after his death, the Bobby Dunavant Public Servant Awards were started to memorialize his contributions to the Memphis community. 
     Since 2004, the Rotary Club of Memphis East has honored two public servants - one who is elected and one who is not. Winners of the award are selected based on how well they display the characteristics Dunavant possessed, such as being scrupulously honest, unpretentious, accessible and being kind mentors.
     This year's award winners will be honored during a luncheon April 18 at 11:45 a.m. in the Grand Ballroom at The Peabody Hotel.
     The featured speaker will be former U.S. Sen. Howard Baker, who is from Huntsville, Tenn., and served as the U.S. Senate majority leader from 1981 to 1985. He also served as White House chief of staff from 1987 to 1988 under President Ronald Reagan. 
     
Impossible shoes to fill
     Those who followed Dunavant have found his shoes are difficult to fill. One of those, Chris Thomas, who succeeded Dunavant as Probate Court clerk, said following him was not easy.
     "Someone once said to me, 'Oh, you've got some big shoes to fill,' and I said, 'I didn't even try,'" Thomas said. "To me, Bobby put me on his shoulders and lifted me up because that was the type of person he was, because I couldn't fill his shoes."
     And like Southern, others who worked with Dunavant during his 40-year career in public service have described him as "the model public servant."
     In his 21 years as Probate Court clerk, Dunavant never worked out of a private office. Instead, he chose to work directly with the judges, lawyers and members of the public who came through his office. Which is why Dunavant's portrait still hangs in the clerk's office to this day, Thomas said.
     He even helped Thomas when he was first elected, returning to the office whenever there was a question.
     "He didn't retire and walk away," Thomas said. "He was available to help continue to make this office great." 
     The first Bobby Dunavant awards were given in 2004 to Robert A. Lanier, retired Circuit Court judge, and Robert Lipscomb, chief executive officer of the Memphis Housing Authority. Other previous winners were Bill Gibbons, Shelby County district attorney general; Joe Reves, Shelby County Register's Office chief administrative officer; Dorothy Osradker, senior assistant city attorney; and A C Wharton Jr., Shelby County mayor.
     This year's winners have not yet been announced.
     
Sports arena to the legal one
     Memphis attorney Phillip Cooper knew Dunavant for most of his life and spoke about him during last year's ceremony. The two were close friends who worked together professionally and often traveled together in their free time.
     Cooper was a baseball coach at Memphis Catholic High School when he met the then-17-year-old Dunavant, a baseball player for South Side High School.
     "You might say Bobby knew half of the high school people in Memphis and about 98 percent of the athletes," Cooper said. "He was really gregarious."
     After graduating from high school in 1953, Dunavant had a brief career as a professional baseball player for a team affiliated with the St. Louis Cardinals before coming to the Probate Court Clerk's office. He worked there for 19 years before being appointed to the clerk position in 1973, following the retirement of former clerk, Gertrude Decker. 
     Dunavant won his first election as clerk the following year and served five consecutive terms in office.
     Cooper said he got to know Dunavant more during his time in Probate Court and learned a lot about his friend's work ethic.
     "Bobby really had the virtue of charity in his system," he said. "He respected people for what they were, and he liked people and he had no malice in his heart anywhere." 
     Cooper said it was that attitude of wanting to help people that made Dunavant so popular. Everybody, Cooper said, seems to have some malice, but Dunavant was different.
     "Bobby was unique," he said. "He just liked people and he liked to see them be successful. He was just intrinsically good."
Above article published in Memphis Daily News
Former U. S. Senator Howard Baker presents plaque to elected Bobby Dunavant Public Servant award winner, Judge Larry E. Potter. April 2007.











