* By TOM REAY

Executive Editor -

High school heroes are normally easy to
define.

The football star, the captain of the basket-
ball team, the dashmg lead in the school play.
the senior class president. .

Well, Bobby Patton was a hxgh school hero
but he was none of those things.

He was a different sort of champlon but at
Auburn High School he was a High School Hero
none the less.

Bobby was not a student. He was 36 years of

age. On his second marriage and his second
career. He had started as a teacher’s aide and
in four years was an administrative assistant
to the principal.

And he was the high school trouble shooter
who handled angry parents, subdued fighting
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students, and calmed racial differences with a
firm but understanding hand.. .
That’s a tough assignment but Bobby Patton
handled it with a smile and a sense of humor.
The students and fellow faculty members at
Auburn, however, really didn’t recognize him
for the hero he was until late this fall when
Bobby Patton was walking down the hallway
and had a heart attack.
Thirty-three minutes later, ‘at Rockford

Memorial Hospital, Bobby Patton was - pro-

nounced dead on amval

‘FUNNY THING,” SAID an assoc;aie ‘who'

- had known Bobby back when he worked at the

BOBBY PA’ITGN WAS born‘in Fulton, Ky - Gin

His father worked on the raiiroad:.He-was a
betier than average student and atténded Lane
College in Jackson, Tenn., for three years.

The next dozen years were not, as Bobby
Patton recalled them, his best years. . -

“It was just a case of makmg ends mieet,” he
told a friend a few months ago in recollection of
those times. Personal success just did not seem
to come, no matter how hard he tried. His once
pleasant marriage floundered and there was a
divorce.

He had a job in a Rockford foundry, but he
also worked part time with the park district
recreation program and at Coneord recreation
center.

That,” said the friend, “‘he seemed to like
best. He related to the kids and they did to -
him.” )

Then at age 32, there was another blow. A
heart attack. Then another and still another.
Bobby Patton was on the bottom going down at
age 32. With his heart in the condition it was, he
could no longer work in the foundry. Making
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gs étarted to change fm- Bobby then
a.ndfall for the ‘better.”
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how long he woald;Tiv o

“We'd been engaged im?' years,” saxd
Mrs. Patton. “I could see no racial barriers
and neither did Bobby. He was that type. I said
let’s go ahead and get married and he was
reluctant but finally we did.”

. At about the same time, then Auburn Princi-
pal John Wyeth was seekmg someone to fill an
ombudsman type role at the high school where,
in the past few years, there had been mstances
of racial strife. .

Oscar Blackwell then an employe of. the

white

Rockford Park sttnct remembered a Iikérjr’ .-

- eandidate and.«recommended hmr to. Wyeth.

- “1-‘mnteérviewed Bobby at somé length.” hé

recalled “and I was most impressed. He was a

sort of liaison person. His title was that of a hall

monitor, but as time wore on he became more-
than that. He was our trouble shooter.
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’camed?x Jarge stick in his right:

-doWn:afi cool off.’ ” ;

t an easy decxslpn.‘ '

Bobby — who was stocky but ok

g%‘to one group, grasped the largest’
yout.h b e back of the shirt colar, then did -
the same with the a representative from the
'second group, and marched off into school with
an announcement that “We’ ve got some talk-
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And, when the talking was over, so: was the r

- ing to do.”
fight.

“The physncal route,” Wyeth said,”wasn’t |
Bobby’s normal style. But the k!ds kmew he I
was capable of it if necessary.” i
That’s backed up by Miss Eugenia Kemp,
assistant principal at Auburn, who recalls Bob- |
by’s ‘warm way” w:th students facnlty and l

paren
- “He always seemed happy axﬁi it seemed to L
ru’mpff ” she said:  ~ N .
% Mrs. Nancy Beagley, an Enghsh teacher at
gburn, recalls one instance where themother:
student -camie stormmg into the office,
14

can’t understand onexargther.

HIS TROUBLESHOOTING extended to the -
faculty as well as:to the students. = , -

“Sometimes,” recalled Mrs. Beagléy,” he’d -
find one of us agltated over a student: Hed ask:. ..
what the problem was, listen, and then, in his
easy way, sxxggest«a ‘positive solutwn. L
“Then hé’d snggest that hie’d probably be™
seeing the student thaf weekend over at the "
recreation centet ¥iter on. ‘Let me falk o him”
he’d say. And somehow; thmgs would always
work out for the best.” -

..‘Many Patton-to-student. coiiversations took
place during the lunch hour. Bobby mostoften
ate_with the .students, shunning the faculty
“loinge;: There he would share some of his -
philosophy and thoughts on *getting along
together” over a sandwich and a glass of milk.

“But somehow,” said former Principal
Wyeth, “he never assumed the identity of a
buddy. He was always the adult. Nevertheless,
he could communicate on their level

‘



