Tempered by tragedy, Gunn’s priorities are in order
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STARKVILLE —  Who is Philip Gunn, the state representative that House Republicans have tapped as their choice to succeed outgoing Democratic House Speaker Billy McCoy as the leader of that chamber of the Mississippi Legislature?

If you guessed that Gunn is a power-hungry, super ambitious politico consumed with acquiring power and influence, you’d be wrong. If you guessed that Gunn’s conservative politics leaves him void of compassion for those who struggle with the burdens of poverty, disease or despair, you’d also be wrong.

Make no mistake, Philip Gunn in an unapologetic conservative Republican. But the Clinton native is also a Baptist and a Gideon who has experienced despair and who has suffered unspeakable tragedy in his own life. His life experiences left Gunn a man who is strong, steady and not given to wild displays of either joy or sorrow – and also a man who has a heart for service.

When Gunn was a second-year law student at Ole Miss, his parents and sister visited him in Oxford. As they left Oxford on May 15, 1988, their 1985 Buick sedan was struck from the rear by a pickup truck and almost immediately burst into flames, according to court records. Gunn’s parents and sister all were killed in the resulting inferno at the scene of the accident on Old Taylor Road in Oxford.

Law enforcement found that the driver of the pickup, Howard Hewlett, was intoxicated at the time of the accident. In 1989, Hewlett was convicted on three counts of manslaughter as an habitual offender and sentenced to a total of 60 years in the state prison. He remains incarcerated at Parchman.  

To this day, Gunn remains active in Mothers Against Drunk Driving. But rather than embittering Gunn, his life experiences seem to have forged a man who values family, friends, and community. His dry sense of humor is evident and he is agreeable even in disagreements.

Gunn, 48, is a graduate of Clinton High School, Baylor University and the University of Mississippi School of Law. He and his wife, Lisa, have four children.

He is a defense attorney in the Jackson firm of Wells, Marble and Hurst. He is a past president of the Clinton School Board and has an intimate knowledge of the inner workings of public education and public education finance in Mississippi. He currently serves as a trustee of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ky.

Teacher union advocates who may lament Republican leadership in the House might pause to reflect on the status of the Clinton Public Schools. Long a leading academic district, the Clinton schools have struggled through the recession like other districts. Gunn knows education finance decisions don’t occur in a vacuum.

All in all, Republicans have chosen a relatively young, battle-tested conservative with excellent credentials on public education and law and order issues. His temperament is that of one skilled in conflict resolution, but one who also knows how to stand his ground.

Perhaps more than any other quality, Gunn brings to the table a sense of perspective that the political wars are not the most important thing in life.  
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