Billy "Bill" G. Abernathy
November 6, 1934 - May 23, 2019

Billy (Bill) G. Abernathy passed away peacefully at home on Thursday, May 23, 2019
following a courageous battle with pancreatic cancer. Bill was born November 6, 1934, to
Virdie Fryar Abernathy and Jesse Abernathy in Oden, Arkansas. He attended Oden High
School where he was one of the top schoolboy basketball players in the state and lead
teams that were the runner-up in 1953 and won the 1954 Arkansas state basketball
championship. The coach of those teams was Ode Maddox, who shortly thereafter would
become Bill’s father-in-law and longtime mentor. Following graduation, Bill married his
childhood sweetheart, Mary Jo Maddox, and attended Arkansas Tech University on a
basketball scholarship where he obtained his degree in physical education in 1957. He
later obtained a Masters degree in administration from the University of Arkansas.
Following graduation, Bill began a career in public education that would last over sixty
years. He passionately believed that education was the best way to improve someone’s
life, and through his efforts as a teacher, administrator and in government service, worked
tirelessly to help as many people as he could obtain a quality education and to help further
educational opportunities in the state of Arkansas. After starting his career by spending
one year as a teacher in California, he returned to Arkansas and taught at Oden for
several years. He subsequently worked in administration in the Conway and Greenbrier
public schools before becoming Superintendent of the Mena School District in 1972. In
1987, he became President of Rich Mountain Community College in Mena where he
served for 13 years. He later was elected to the Arkansas State House of Representatives
for three terms where he served as Chairman of the Education Committee. He then
served as Executive Director of the Rural Arkansas Education Association until his
retirement in 2017. In 2014, he was awarded a Champion of Rural Arkansas Lifetime
Achievement Award by the Arkansas Rural Community Alliance.
Bill’s greatest joy was his family - Mary Jo and their three children and spouses, seven
grandchildren, one great grandchild, many nieces and nephews, extended family - and
friends. He was happiest when spending time with loved ones at his beloved Lake
Ouachita, where he taught many a youngster to water ski, and spent countless hours
fishing. His fish frys were legendary and will be greatly missed but always happily and

lovingly remembered by his family and friends. Bill was also a devoted hunter, spending
many weekends over the past 50 years hunting deer and quail in western Arkansas with
his sons and grandchildren.
He was a member of Christ Community Fellowship in Mena. He was also very active in
several civic organizations including Lions Club in Mena.
He is survived by his wife of 64 years, Mary Jo Maddox Abernathy; two sons, Robert
Abernathy and his wife, Ginger, of Bryant, Arkansas; Richard Abernathy, and his wife,
Paula, of Bryant, Arkansas; daughter Melinda Abernathy Stevenson and her husband,
John, of Houston, Texas; seven grandchildren - Renee Abernathy, Tyson Abernathy,
London Abernathy Creel, Caroline Stevenson, Katherine Stevenson, Mary Claire
Stevenson, and Annalise Robbins; one great grandchild, Saylor Abernathy; brother, Ted
Abernathy; sister, Eva Jean Miller; and many dear nieces, nephews, and in-laws.

He is predeceased by his father, Elder Jesse Abernathy; his mother, Virdie Fryer
Abernathy; brothers Allen Abernathy; Larry Abernathy; Everett Abernathy; Eugene
Abernathy; Isaac Abernathy; and his twin Bobby Abernathy.
A visitation and celebration of life will be held Monday, May 27, at Beasley-Wood Funeral
home from 6 – 8 p.m. A service will be held Tuesday, May 28, at 2 p.m. at Christ
Community Fellowship in Mena.
Pallbearers are Tyson Aberanthy, Josh Creel, Jeff Crumpton, John Maddox, Matt Maddox,
Lee Maddox, Brandt Maddox, Stan Miller, and Phil Stevenson. Honorary pallbearers are
Steve Abernathy, Al Gathright, David Maddox, and coffee shop friends.
The family requests any memorial contributions be made to Bill Abernathy Family
Endowment Scholarship Fund at the University of Arkansas Rich Mountain or to Christ
Community Fellowship in Mena.
Online obituary at www.beasleywoodfuneralhome.com

Comments

“

Bill and my father - Guy Fenter were great friends. They were both products of
depression era rural Arkansas and both shared a passion for education. Again, both
enjoyed communicating with a good ole country boy persona that often left their
audience entertained- but also inspired or confused depending on the
circumstances!
Early in my career, I enjoyed the great fortune to run in the same career circles with
Bill. He became a great mentor and friend. I remember when I needed direction ( and
that was often!) the advice I got from Bill or from my father was very often one and
the same. Always entertaining and eerily similar.
Bill and I also shared rather unconventional career paths- moving from secondary to
higher education. I always considered myself to be in high cotton to be one of the
few that followed a similar career path to his.
I spoke with Bill just a few days ago on the phone. It was not our normal raucous- old
home week type conversation. He was tired and I could feel the pain in his voice. I
remember thinking then what a loss it was going to be when he left us.
A few days following our last phone call I heard someone describe another person as
a Prince. When I heard that phrase I was immediately reminded of Bill. Truly, My
experiences with him over the last forty odd years provided no evidence to the
contrary. In fact, he was a great father, grandfather, husband, mentor, sportsman,
educator, politician and friend- a true Prince of a man.
His passing truly leaves a huge hole in many of our lives.
Glen Fenter

Glen Fenter - May 28 at 04:59 PM

“

Thoughts, love and prayers are with you . Bill was a precious man. Lennie Edwards

Lenora Edwards - May 28 at 10:32 AM

“

I always enjoyed talking with Mr. Abernathy on the many times I stopped by to visit
Mrs. Abernathy. Thank you Mr. Abernathy. for the stunning example you showed
everyone throughout your life.

Susan E. Tre'an-Saor - May 28 at 08:04 AM

“

Bountiful Rose Basket was purchased for the family of Billy "Bill" G. Abernathy.

May 27 at 11:10 AM

“

Loving Lilies and Roses Bouquet was purchased for the family of Billy "Bill" G.
Abernathy.

May 27 at 10:36 AM

“

Emerald Garden Basket was purchased for the family of Billy "Bill" G. Abernathy.

May 27 at 09:42 AM

“

Mr. Abernathy was a big part of the Stahler family as a superintendent hiring David in
1986 and our first journey to Mena. He was my President and cheerleader at RMCC,
as I started my path in education. He also travelled to Harrison in May 2015 to
surprise me at a school assembly with the Rural Teacher of the Year award. And
surprise he did. Mr. Bill and Ms Mary were not only influential in our educational
careers, but our spiritual lives as well. We loved being apart of FBC Mena and the
dinners and fellowships in their home. We are blessed to call you friends. God's
Blessings on the family, David, Tammye & Katie Stahler

Tammye Stahler - May 27 at 09:22 AM

“

From your U of A Rich Mountain Family purchased the Lily and Rose Tribute Spray
for the family of Billy "Bill" G. Abernathy.

From your U of A Rich Mountain Family - May 26 at 10:19 PM

“

Sincerest sympathies to the Abernathy family. I enjoyed the opportunities I had over
the years to visit with Rep. Abernathy while at the Capitol. He was always a
supporter of libraries. I was honored that he would share his wit and wisdom with me.

Carolyn Ashcraft, State Librarian - May 26 at 06:55 PM

“

Bill was a friend and mentor. His contribution to education in Arkansas will long be
remembered. He will be missed. Our prayers are with the family.
Bob & Teresa Biggs, Springfield, MO.

Bob Biggs - May 26 at 06:46 PM

“

Always enjoyed visited with at our church services at Joplin United Methodist on
various Sundays when he and Mary Jo were staying over some weekends at
Shangri-La.
Mr/Mrs. D.E. Cathey

Mr & Mrs. D.E. Cathey - May 26 at 06:24 PM

“

Thank you Mr. Abernathy. Our thoughts and prayers are with you.
Carla and Dale Myers

Carla Myers - May 26 at 10:15 AM

“

My mama, Merna Clarke, said when Bill was a child they lived over on the hill, and
they used to play church and Bill was the preacher.

Tim Clarke - May 25 at 09:26 AM

“

Dreams From the Heart Bouquet was purchased for the family of Billy "Bill" G.
Abernathy.

May 25 at 08:47 AM

“

So very sorry to hear of his passing. A true leader in the state.
Michael Miller
Fayetteville, AR

Michael Miller - May 24 at 06:10 PM

“

One of the best men I have ever known, if not the best. Gary Anderson, Batesville.

Gary Anderson. - May 24 at 05:30 PM

“

No one had more of a positive impact on the life of children in Arkansas in public
schools than Bill. He was my school superintendent, and president of Rich Mountain
Community College when I attended. I was honored to work for him at my first job in
education at Rich Mountain Community College and then again as I watched him
skillfully navigated a consolidation creating Cossatot River High School. He
successfully helped obtain $16million for the creation of the new high school at
Vandervoort. I saw his heart for kids and learned how much he cared for people and
those that he encountered. He was a man among men and my hero.

Andy Curry - May 24 at 05:23 PM

“

I have many memories. Bill and Mary Jo were part of my life from childhood when
Daddy and Bill bird hunted. In 1974, as I was finishing Harding, I got a call asking if I
wanted a job. I ended up teaching Richard in 4th grade at Mena. As life went on,
every time I saw Bill and Mary Jo, it was like a family reunion. I love them.

Kay Banta - May 24 at 03:53 PM

“

In the summer of 1976, Mr. Abernathy called me asking me to come to Mena to
interview for a job. I was hired for that job which resulted in a wonderful husband,
three beautiful daughters, six grandchildren and thirty two years of service in Mena
Public Schools. Thank u Mr. Abernathy for phoning me that day, thank you for my
wonderful life! I will forever be grateful.

Janice Whorton - May 24 at 02:07 PM

“

Education in Arkansas was greatly influenced by the life of Bill Abernathy. We are grateful
for the time we could call him friend. Praying for Mary Jo and all the family.
Barney and Valda Sherrer - May 24 at 05:11 PM

