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From right, Baleigh Winkler, Elizabeth Webster and Thayne Ritter, all members of the Woodland Hills Family Church Gap Year
that were made from the remnants of the Ozark Wildcat rollercoaster that once stood
near the entrance of the Branson church. The ornaments were given to church members as gifts.

ne and July,” said THOMAS GOUNLEY some wooden planks that had com-
hn Jungmann, in a Branson TGOUNLEY@NEWS-LEADER.COM prised the structure that once served
lore will provide as a post-baptism ritual. And volun-
nming with multi- Chu_'[‘ch eaders of a Branson teers quickly made about 800 orna-
ing students to tai- churchthatmeetsinafor- ments to be distributed following Sun-
rience to their per- kS mer amusement park pre-  day’s 9 and 11 a.m. services.
mar pared a surprise for mem- Wednesday morning, the planks
es are part of an bers on Sunday, the first were cut into chunks. Holes were
and expansion of IOSS Of day of services following drilled so hooks could be added. Then,
started a year ago. the demolition of an adja- that afternoon, volunteers participat-
ges, started this b ]. d cent abandoned roller coaster that had ing in Link Year, a gap year program
ude extending the elove become part of the worship communi- run by Branson's Kanakuk Kamps,
1ping the curricu- ty's identity. stamped “2015" and the church’s logo—
ses at more school roller Unbeknownst to most members, a tree, which represents family — on
ng breakfast and when the Ozark Wildcat coaster came each piece.
eligible students. down last week, Woodland Hills Family
COﬂSter Church staff requested and received See COASTER, Page 8A
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The Explore program

Coaster

Continued from Page 1A

Family Ministries Di-
rector Stephanie Watson
supervised the process.

“People are going to flip
out on Sunday when they
get these,” she said last
week. “We know that.”

Herschend Family En-
tertainment, which owns
nearby Silver Dollar City
and other entertainment
properties, opened Cele-
bration City in 2003. But
the park had a short life
span, closing for gooed at
the end of the 2008 season,
following what the compa-
ny characterized as disap-
pointing financial returns.
Ozark Wildcat and the oth-
er rides went silent.

Woodland Hills began
meeting in an auditorium
and theater in the park
madetolook like a castle in
2004. The nondenomina-
tional evangelical church
was allowed to continue
operating out of the space
even after the park closed.
The church believes there
are only two other worship
communities in the coun-
try that meet in an aban-
doned amusement park.

The roller coaster be-
came something of a light-
house for the church — a
landmark that helped visi-
tors find it amid the rolling
hills of the Ozarks. But
church members also feel
the coaster, and really the
whole theme park vibe,
captures their spirit.

As the church puts it on
its website: “Yes, we meet
ina castle and we LOVE it!
Tt says a lot about who we
are. Creative, family
fnendly‘ and non-tradi-
tional.

S]lver Dollar  City
spokeswoman Lisa Rau
cautioned against reading
into the timing of the dem-
olition. Herschend doesn't
have any immediate plans
for the site, she said, al-
though the company con-
siders it a valuable piece of
property. The company
just decided that 2015 was
a good year to commit the
necessary financial re-
sourees to tear the roller
coaster down.

Woodland Hills Cre-
ative Director Corey
Mitchell said the request
to film the demolition last
week came from the top,
‘Well, not God himself, but
the church’s senior pastor,
Ted Cunningham. Mitchell
came in on his day off, and
“pretty much camped out
in the parking lot all day
for 20 seconds of collaps-
ing.” As of Sunday eve-
ning, the resulting video
had 49,000 views on
YouTube, along with tens
of thousands more on
Facebook.

It's not unusual for
there to be demand for
roller coaster remains; it's
just that it typically is a
secular endeavor. Mem-
bers of the American
Coaster Enthusiasts group
recently visited Silver
Dollar City, Rau said, and
blocksof wood from Ozark
Wildcat “were one of the
most popular gifts of all.”
Even tree remnants that
fail to make the thrill ride
cut see their value in-
crease; Rau said Silver
Dollar City sells branded
scrap wood from the mak-
ing of its Outlaw Run roll-
€r coaster.

The original plan was to
make about 700 orna-
ments, Watson said, but
staff bumped that up to
about 800 after seeing the
reaction when the demoli-
tion video was published
on the church’s Facebook
page. Woodland Hills has
about 1,500 members, and
the goal was to have one or-
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that once stood near th

Family Church in Branson were given to members of the church as a gift.

nament for each family in
attendance Sunday.

The church was found-
ed in May 2002, and it's
never had what would be
considered a traditional
setting. Originally, ser-

IN STORES & ONLINE—TODAY ONLY!

vices were held in a thea-
ter at Branson Meadows
Cinema. Then they moved
to Music City Center on
Missouri 76. Then Cele-
bration City, starting in
September 2004.

LAST CHANCE

POP-UP

For the most part, the
church operated on Sun-
day mornings, before the
park apened to the public
in the evening. But occa-
sionally, church members
got the opportunity out-

t f the Hills

side of park hours. On bap-
tism days, a peol would be
set up in the vicinity of
Ozark Wildcat, the Ferris
wheel and some kiddie
rides, all of which the park
would then start up for
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church members.

“After our baptisms, we
would go and ride the roll-
er coaster as a celebra-
tion,” said Andy Watson,
Stephanie’s husband and
facility manager for the
church.

Today, Woodland Hills
uses five buildings that
had been part of Celebra-
tion City. The castle, as it is
known, is the main wor-
ship area. A former medi-
cal facility has been
turned into a ce for
fifth- and sixth-graders. A
former restaurant has
been converted into The
Chapel, Woodland Hills'
second worship space.

At one point, Woodland
Hills planned to build its
own facility elsewhere in
Branson. But that plan was
put on hold.

“As long as they allow
us tobe here, we don't have
any plans to build,” Ste-
phanie Watson said.

The church kept some
wood from Ozark Wildcat
for possible future pro-
jects. But most of it is like-
ly finding its way onto a
tree just in time for Christ-
mas.

“This is all handecraft-
ed,” Andy Watson said.
“Only in Branson do you
get a handcrafted roller
coaster ornament.”
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