
HardisonInk.com 
 

Carolyn Cohens leads a discussion about 
Black History in Levy County; 
18th annual event packs courtroom 

 
Debra Ward holds a certificate of participation from Levy County Clerk Danny 
Shipp (left) and a certificate of appreciation from Levy County Superintendent of 
Schools Jeff Edison. 
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     BRONSON – About a two-hour program Friday (Feb. 15) provided listeners with 

information about some of the 
black history in Levy County. 
 
 
People begin to fill 
Courtroom A in the Levy 
County Courthouse before 
the program begins. 
 
     The 18th Annual Levy County 
Black History Month program 
was held in Courtroom A of the 
Levy County Courthouse, with 
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Carolyn Cohens serving as emcee. And the courtroom was filled with people. 
     This annual event is an exhibit presented by Levy County Clerk of the Court Danny Shipp. 
Holding with tradition, Cohens spoke about the accomplishments of certain individuals and 
families, and she invited those persons and, when applicable, their surviving family member and 
friends to share insight with listeners. 
     This year, Levy County Commission Vice Chairman Matt Brooks welcomed people. In 
opening the program, Commissioner Brooks said he agrees with the late Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. who said “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they 
will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character." 
     Brooks said he and his wife Angie Miller Brooks have taught all of their children to be blind to 
the color of a person’s skin, and instead to see all people as humans equally. 
     Brooks intimated that he believes the United States as a nation has progressed since the 
decades before the Civil Rights Movement, and that Americans will continue as a society toward 
that day that Dr. King dreamt would come to exist. 
     Cohens, a renowned artist, author and historian from Chiefland has helped countless people 
learn about scores of members of African American heritage who have lived, worked and played 
in Levy County 
     Cohens attended Chiefland Junior High School and graduated from Williston Vocational 
High School. 
     Levy County School Board Member Chris Cowart said the prayer. Before presenting the 
prayer, Cowart shared his belief with the audience that love is the answer to defeat hate. And 
love will always prevail over its vile counterpart in the war for souls. 
     The courtroom was packed with people. In addition to Brooks and Cowart, other elected and 
appointed government leaders present included Levy County Supervisor of Elections Tammy 
Jones, Superintendent of Schools Jeff Edison and Chiefland City Manager Mary Ellzey. 
 

 
Artist, author 
and historian 
Carolyn Cohens 
starts the 
program. As 
always, Cohens 
was 'dressed to 
the Nines' and 
she 
demonstrated 
her continual 
grace, 
friendliness an
d humility to 
provide 
everyone with 
another 
wonderful view 
of many 
people's lives. 

 
     This year, the following people were honored -- Debra Ward, Al Joseph Carnegie Sr., Luvella 
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Juanita Phillips Anderson, Bishop Willie A. Battles, Deacon Bobby J. Brown, Willie Burgman, 
Frank Edmondson, Lola Holmes-Riley, Alphonso Leon Johnson, Adam Thomas and Reginald L. 
Williams Sr. 
     Ward was the first to be recognized on Friday. She mentioned that she is turning 60 (on Feb. 
17) and there is a celebration for that, where she was unable to stay for the entire program. 
     She is a member of the Chiefland High School Class of 1977. Ward retired from the Levy 
County School System, where she worked for 37 years. 
      As she has for many of the 18 years in her efforts to help the Levy County area know about 
the history of African Americans here, Cohens created a multi-page booklet with photos of each 
person being honored and some essential facts about them. It was the testimony provided by 
some of those individuals who are still living, and family members and friends of the them and 
of those who have passed on, that made Cohens’ program so informative, educational and 
entertaining. 
     Following, under each heading, is a little bit of what Cohens, who is a historian as well as 
being an artist and an author, wrote about each honoree. 
     All of the people were recognized after the event opened with Ward accepting 
certificates signed by County Clerk Shipp and Superintendent of Schools Edison. 

     ● Al Joseph Carnegie Sr. 

     Cohens put a picture of Carnegie on the cover of the booklet. She mentioned that she wanted 
to place a soldier’s photo on the cover this year, and that is one reason she chose him. 
     Carnegie is married to Elizabeth Carnegie and has three children, Cohen noted. He served in 
the United States Army as an administrative specialist, and served on the National Defense 
Service Team. He was a parachute master and earned several commendations overseas in joint 
services. He is an active member at New Zion A.M.E. Church of Raleigh. He owns Carnegie 
Funeral Home of Chiefland, Cohens noted, and he is the president of the Levy County chapter of 
the NAACP. 

     ● Luvella Juanita Phillips Anderson (Jan. 14, 1950-Nov. 12, 
2018) 

     Anderson was the fifth child of the late Pastor John H. Phillips Sr. and Ida Bell Littles 
Phillips. She was a member of the Chiefland High School Class of 1968. Anderson went on to 
earn her Associate of Arts degree as Summa Cum Laude, and was in the final year of earning her 
Bachelor of Science degree from Santa Fe College. 
     She was employed by Southern 
Bell for 20 years, was a tax preparer 
and provided child care. Anderson 
served a short time in the United 
States Army Reserve. 
 
This photo of Bishop Willie A. 
Battles was on a table as were 
photos of the 10 other people 
recognized in the small book by 
Carolyn Cohens. 
 

     ● Bishop Willie A. 
Battles 

     Bishop Battles is the founder and 
pastor of Unity Temple International 



HardisonInk.com 
 
Fellowship Inc. He is married to Elect Lady Sharon D. Battles for 25 years now, and is the proud 
father of daughters Skyla and Shari. 
     He graduated Williston High School and joined the United States Army in 1986. He later 
attended electrical school at SFCC and became a master electrician. In 1997, he became the 
owner of Battles Electric Inc. He is a well-known spiritual leader, business man and community 
leader. Bishop Battles founded Unity Family Community Center Inc. in 2002, and it specializes 
in providing prevention and intervention services for people aged 5 to 24 years old. 

     ● Deacon Bobby J. Brown 

     Deacon Brown has been married to Louise Lee Brown for 45 years. They have four children. 
He is a member of Saint Johns Missionary Baptist Church, where he has served as a deacon for 
35 years, presently under the leadership of Pastor George Jones Jr. He retired from Central 
Florida Electric Cooperative in 2011. 

     ● Willie Burgman (March 8, 1888-April 14, 1970) 

     Born March 8, 1888 in Waycross, Georgia, Burgman was the oldest of four children. At the 
age of 22, he moved to Williston in 1910, where he met the love of his life Flossie Sims. They 
married and had 12 children. 
     He became the first black school bus driver in Levy County, after converting an old truck into 
a school bus, historian Cohens noted. Florida cut State Road 121 through part of the 120 acres 
the couple had purchased. On April 8, 2014, the Levy County Board of County Commissioners 
renamed East Levy Street to be Willie Burgman Street in his honor. 

     ● Frank Edmondson 

     Edmondson, 47, a Bronson High School graduate, is the son of Frank and Mary Joe 
Edmondson. He is an accomplished musician, and was cast in his first community theater show 
when he was an 11th grader at BHS when he was in a play with the Suwannee Valley Players of 
Chiefland. 
     He since has performed at the Gainesville Community Playhouse, the Hoggetown Medieval 
Fair and The Hippodrome in Gainesville. In 2004, he started working at Busch Gardens in 
Tampa, where he served as vocal captain until 2010. He accepted several other roles in the 
Tampa Bay Area. Today, Edmondson is on the road touring with Decades Rewind singing the 
best music of the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s. 

     ● Lola Holmes-Riley 

     Holmes-Riley was born Aug. 31, 1921 in Bell. She met and married Charlie Riley. They settled 
in Chiefland and raised 12 children in the Hardeetown area of the city. She is a cook at Lancaster 
Correctional Institution in Gilchrist County. 

     ● Alphonso Leon Johnson 

     Johnson was the first Valedictorian to graduate from Williston Vocational High School in 
1948. He joined the United States Army, and later earned a Bachelor’s degree from Florida A&M 
University in 1956 in pre-med, with a minor in chemistry. He went on to earn two master’s 
degrees at Tuskegee (Alabama) University. He taught science for 11 years, and served as a school 
administrator for 19 years in the Alachua County School System, retiring at the age of 57. He is a 
Sunday school teacher and deacon at his church, and is very active in the community. 

     ● Adam Thomas 

     Thomas was born in 1955, the son of King and Mabel Thomas of Chiefland. He is married to 
Sharon Thomas, has two daughters and four grandchildren. 
     This member of the Chiefland High School Class of 1973 was voted Most Likely to Succeed. 
He attended Santa Fe College and Florida State University. During his employment with State of 
Florida, Thomas climbed the ranks to become probation supervisor, circuit administrator, 
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correctional inspector and deputy secretary. He received many awards, Cohens noted, but his 
favorites are the Minority Law Enforcement Award of 1995, the Black History Award in 2000 
and the Ebony Appreciation Award in 2002. 

     ● Reginald L. Williams Sr. 

     Williams, 64, is married to Rose M. Williams. They have two children and one grandchild. He 
earned a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of Florida and a Master’s degree from 
Nova University. 
     In 1990, Williams received the Minister’s license from the late Pastor Johnny Jones Sr., 
founder and late pastor of the Jones Temple of God. He became the pastor at Gethsemane 
Church of Christ in Live Oak on Jan. 7, 1996. He was appointed as past in 2004 at the Jones 
Temple of Church of God in Christ. 
     After teaching elementary school for 12 years, Williams accepted a position as assistant 
principal at Williston Middle School in 1988. In 1992, he made Levy County history by becoming 
the first African American principal of Joyce Bullock Elementary School. He remained there 
until 10 years later when he became assistant principal at Williston High School, where he 
served for seven years. 
     He retired after 33 years of service as an educator. 
     Once again, Cohens conducted the required research as well as contacting individuals and 
families to organize another great Levy County Black History event this year. 
 

 
Levy County Tourist Development Council Director Tisha Whitehurst provided 
cookies and lemonade for refreshments after the Levy County Black History 
Month program in Bronson. 


