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BY ALLIE HINGA ahinga@joplinglobe.com  Dec 5, 2015

PICHER, Okla. — On a chilly December morning, the ghost town of Picher came back to life.
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Globe/Roger Nomer An honor guard of firefighters lead the parade down Connell Street in Picher on
Saturday.
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Thousands of people turned out for the “Coming Home for Christmas” parade on Saturday.
The parade, which drew close to 50 entries, was the first since the town was bought out and
residents moved away several years ago.

Cars lined Connell Avenue through town as a marching band’s tune filled the air. Classic
cars, motocross bikes and floats were rolled down the street. People packed both sides of
the parade route, children clamoring for candy and adults waving at the passing parade
entries.

“It made you feel like the town was still here,” said Sherri Mills, a former Picher resident who
now lives in Commerce.

“I think I’m lost for words,” said Mills, who helped organize the parade. “I knew it was going
to be good; I knew it was going to be big. I didn’t know it was going to be this big.”

Evona Garner, who grew up in Picher and now lives in Tulsa, Oklahoma, walked in the
parade with family members as part of the “Goofy Garner Gang.” The family had with them a
Ford F-150 pickup truck with a hollow, foam miner’s hat placed on top. The hat had been
sitting in Garner’s garage in Tulsa for years, she said. She made it for the miners reunion
parade in 1995. The float won first place 20 years ago.

Garner returns to Picher each year for the all-school reunion, and she has family in the area
to visit. When she saw the opportunity to be a part of the parade, she signed on immediately.

And because it had been years since Picher held a parade, she said it made sense to make
use of the old miner’s hat.

“It’s family, it’s friends,” she said. “This is going to be part of us forever. Everybody gets to
go home. Why shouldn’t we?”

Becky McKibben Williams, who grew up in Picher and now lives in Miami, Oklahoma, took
part in the parade with a group from Father’s House Church in Miami. On the sides of the
group’s bus were the names of people who graduated from Picher High School who have
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gone to the church.

“I just think it’s a good thing,” she said of the parade. “I didn’t think we’d ever see this again
with the town being gone.”

Picher was located in the Environmental Protection Agency’s Tar Creek Superfund site.
Years of lead and zinc mining in the area led the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to conduct
studies that found that 86 percent of properties in the town were at risk of caving in,
according to previous reporting, leading to the buyout of the community that was completed
in 2009.

For Williams, coming back to Picher for the parade was bittersweet.

“It feels good,” she said. “I just wish we could come back for good. I wish my kids could see
the town the way it was.”

Jerry Coach, of Commerce, Oklahoma, founded the Picher Christmas parade in 1985. The
event ran until the town closed down, said Coach, who rode in Saturday’s parade with his
mother, Nancy Coach. Jerry Coach figured the day’s event matched the size of the
Christmas parades the town used to have.

“It brought memories back to the first parade in ‘85, all the police cars, fire trucks and
floats,” he said.

Nancy Coach likened the parade to a homecoming for Picher.

“It let us have that feeling that we’re not here, but in our hearts, we’re here,” she said. “It’s a
great thing, it really is.”

Wanda Thomas, 91, of Miami, served as the parade’s grand marshal. Thomas lived in Picher
for many years, and she and her husband owned the Paul Thomas Funeral Home that used
to be in town.
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Thomas commended the hard work of the parade’s organizers, the Picher all-school reunion
committee, noting that people love Picher and will come back for the town.

“If they’re from Picher, wherever they’re at, they’re in,” she said. “We’ve been through some
hard times, but we’ve always come out on top. We’re still on top, aren’t we? We never have
caved in.”

Annual plans

Sherri Mills, who helped organize the Christmas parade in Picher, said organizers are
planning to continue the event annually.
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Allie Hinga

Allie Hinga is a reporter for The Joplin Globe. Address correspondence to Allie Hinga, c/o The Joplin
Globe, Box 7, Joplin, MO 64802 or email ahinga@joplinglobe.com.
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