
LEAGUE 
OF 

HUMAN 
DIGNITY 

NOVEMBER • DECEMBER 2003 

O N T H E 

LEVEL 
Ollie Webb—Someone Who Made a Difference 

Some people go through life unaware of their heroic 
status. Ollie Webb was one of those people. 

Known as an outstanding spokesperson for those 
with disabilities she enthusiastically promoted their 
rights, responsibilities and freedom whenever possible. 

"If you listened to Ollie," said Patty McGill Smith, 
"you would hear about her people and how she loved 
them." 

The type of person "who never met a stranger," Ollie 
was "a beloved friend to all who knew her." 

Born in Oklahoma, Webb "survived many years living 
in the Beatrice State Development Center (BSDC) in 
Nebraska," according to McGill Smith. "After leaving 
BSDC, she was placed in various nursing homes where 
she was used as an indentured servant. 

"Only after she was rescued out of this horrible 
situation did she rise to become a leader and 
spokesperson for the downtrodden," she said. 

"She worked to try and stop the institutionalization 
of her peers. It was her life's work to see that people 
were given a chance to live in freedom without being 
put away or out of sight." 

Employed at the Field Club of Omaha for 17 years, 
Webb was an original member of Project II, eventually 
serving as president. Project II provides educational, 
social and self-advocacy opportunities for adults 18 and 
older who experience developmental disabilities. 

She was also president of People First, representing 
the organization at state, national and international 
conferences—promoting self-advocacy, discussion, 
education and decision-making. 

As a home and rental property owner, Webb was 
considered a forerunner in home ownership for people 
with disabilities. 
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Volunteer Bob Greene joins in a toast proposed by Ollie Webb during 
the League's Omaha Center for Indpendent Livng Volunteer 
Appreciation Luncheon in 2000. 

In 1998 the Greater Omaha Association for Retarded 
Citizens (GOARC) was re-named the Ollie Webb Center, 
to honor "a remarkable role model." 

An explanation of the change appears on the 
Center's website: "The Ollie Webb Center's name 
honors a life well-lived in spite of unique challenges— 
and reminds us that people should be known by their 
names and accomplishments, not by their disabilities." 

In 2002 Webb was featured in a book published by 
the American Association on Mental Retardation 
(AAMR). Out of Darkness and Into the Light: Nebraska's 
Experience in Mental Retardation outlines the state's 
model for successfully dealing with the condition of 
mental retardation. 

According to AAMR, the book "describes how people 
with mental retardation in Nebraska evolved from being 
castaways living in institutions under deplorable 
conditions, to being contributing members of their 
communities." 

The chapter on Webb was appropriately titled "Call 
Me By My Name." 

Since the independent living movement began in 
the 1970s, internationally-known disability rights leaders 
—such as the late Justin Dart and Ed Roberts—have 
encouraged fellow advocates to search among their 
ranks for local leaders and everyday heroes. 

Those who knew Ollie Webb had found a leader 
and a hero. On November 25 she died peacefully at the 
University of Nebraska Medical Center—in the company 
of her daughter Nancy, family members and a number 
of friends. 

She will be missed, but those who were close to her 
believe her life will continue to inspire and guide others. 


