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EDITORIAL NOTICE
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http://gorecenter.mtsu.edu. After a draft of tihascript was made, the interviewer, or in
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the recorded interview, including the usual stestisps, and other rough spots in typical
conversation. Only verbalized pauses that do np¢apto add meaning to the transcript,
such as “uh” and “um,” have been omitted. The reatleuld remember that this is
essentially a transcript of the spoken, rather thanwritten, word. It is an interpretation
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interview. Stylistic matters, such as punctuatiod eapitalization, follow th€hicago
Manual of Style, 15" edition.
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permission from the director, Albert Gore Rese&ehnter.



ABSTRACT

Willie Brandon was born in an African Americamomunity a mile and a half
north of Readyville, Tennessee, on June 12, 196&st 103 years before the two days
over which he was interviewed. Brandon was theaansharecropper, an occupation
shared by most people of African descent in tha ateéhe time. He recalls his boyhood
memories of his maternal grandfather, who befoeeGlvil War had been a slave once
sold at the Rutherford County court house, wheenBon was still employed as a
custodian. Brandon relates memories of his largelyaand social and economic life in
the Readyville area, including topics such as rataions, religion, school, and the role
of the Readyville mill in the community. In the sed part of the interview, Brandon
visits the mill and discusses his memories withdineent owner, Tomm Brady. Brandon
recalls one of the mill’s previous owners (Rat Mefg, the operations at the mill in the
early twentieth century, and the structure andiaatjg buildings that had once been an
integral part of the town of Readyville.

)

Willie Brandon at the Readyville Mill
PARQ photo by Jim Williams



Sketch of Willie Brandon

Mr. Willie Brandon was just shy of 103 years oldamthe was interviewed in the spring
of 2009 about his life growing up in the Readyvdlea. He was the son of a
sharecropper and his grandfather had been a 8acause of his memories of slavery,
his grandfather would offer young Willie sanctuatyhis home, which adjoined that of
Mr. Brandon’s, whenever his mother wished to pumish by using a stick for whipping.
It reminded the older man of slavery.

Mr. Brandon grew up living in a two room home witliireplace for heat and cooking.
They grew their own food. He said he had lived tigfothree depressions and
understood hard times. He also lived in the daysegfegation and attended a school for
three months out of the year that was locatedenstbods near Readyville. Mr. Brandon
recalled walking through fields inhabited by radtiakes and having to be sure that he did
not cross a field that was providing pasture foul, but that was required to get to the
school. His father had never learned to read aeviaut his mother was a teacher and
their children went to school when it was not tifoethem to be working in the fields.

Religion was a part of his community life, and benembered that most of his folk were
Baptist or Methodist. They took church seriouslg ane preacher used to walk all the
way from Nashville once a month to conduct servidéss was also before funeral
homes and embalming in his community and Mr. Branganembered the rituals of
quickly getting the body of a deceased person réadyurial and in a grave within a
very short time. Services were short, if any wezlel lat all. Necessity dictated custom.

Mr. Brandon remembered the mill at ReadyvillesItihere his family took their grain

for grinding. In particular he recalled how he vilaghtened as a boy by the sound of the
belts and machinery at the mill. He also fearedl leavould fall off the cliff overlooking
the river. He did like the owner and got along weéth the people in the area. He
remembered the days when there was a store byilllenohthe icehouse where Ice was
made and stored before home refrigeration. Whaetoened to see it for the first time in
many years, he was astounded and pleased to sédachbeen done in the way of
restoration. He had a good conversation with Madgr recalling the days of his youth
when such things as the moving machinery frightédned A lot of memories are
produced by over a century of living.
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This is an oral history interview with M Willie Brandon. We're at his
home in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, on April 22, 2808name is Jim
Williams from MTSU, the Albert Gore Research Cengard this interview
is being conducted for Preserve the Area’s Ruralies, a group that’s
interested in the Readyville area. Okay? So MrnBoa, can you tell me
when and where you were born?

| was born in 1906, June thé" th the Readyville area. | have to put it like
that.

In the Readyville area?
Uh-huh.

How close or where in relation to the mifor instance, was your family’s
house?

| was born about a mile and a half frdre mill.
What direction?

North.

If I wanted to find where your home plaavas, how would | get there?
It'd be north.

And what were your parents’ names?

My father's name was Charles Brandon.

And your mother?

Jimmie Brandon.

Your mother’'s name was Jimmie?

Uh-huh, and one sister. Lizzy Brandont tlvas the family.
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How would you describe your father?

My father was an ambitious man, and catildead or even write. My
mother, they had chosen her to be a school teathieose days, and in
those days a girl didn’t have to go no further teayhth grade to be a
teacher. So they chose her in that community ta teacher, and my
father—she married my father and he couldn’t readi\arite.

Did he ever learn to read and write?

She tried, and she got him to where hdarint part of his name, and he
got so fast [?] she just quit bothering him, but youldn’t beat him out of a
dime.

What do you mean by that?
Hmm?
What do you mean by that?

He’d count on his fingers. He’'d counthetisand dollars as quick as you
could—double back and do this and he’d have it,farally she told him,
she says, “Charles, there’s a, | can’t learn yahing. I'm doing alright.”
So, | guess | got about seven and | asked her ayd days, “Mama, why
did you marry my daddy and he can’t read and wrig#2 says, “I loved
him.” She says, “I loved him.” And you know what,those days if you
made forty or fifty cents a day, you had a wondgdh. And he’d do his
field work and get through with it quicker than tlest of them, and he’d be
sitting on his porch and somebody would come byasikdhim, say,
“Charles, do you want to work today?” He'd a, “YéaWell, he’d go make
that other thirty-five or forty cents. He’'d donemdohis work at home. He
went to the bank and put a dollar in the Readywdek and got him a
checkbook and he’d walk around with most of the oéshe guys with his
checkbook in his pocket, and they made fun of I8aid, “Look here
yonder. He don’t know he’s got that in his pockét. can’t read and write
nothing, say got a checkbook in his pocket. Anddneed like that. He’d put
a nickel in the bank just as big as you’d put 500.

Is that what you mean by ambitious?

Yep, I'll tell you why he is ambitious.aHdid that for years, and when the
old man died he had money, right here in this hgmkhis bank, the man’s
sitting there where the bank, they tore down twitheee banks up town. But
when he died he had money, and before he diedgheat sixty-eight, he
lived one block from here on the next street oer'd get up every

morning and Mama had to make biscuits, homemadgshHe’'d eat
breakfast and get on his bicycle and ride to tomah it there until twelve
o’clock. And people would ask him, why did he gddwn so often? And
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finally he told them, he would go up there every ttawatch his money.
His money was over there in the bank. And he’d jmetkind Goldstein’s
store there. They give him a parking place in thelesd go to town every
day and eat and watch his money and at twelve ckdhe’s back on Vine
Street and she had to have his dinner ready. Altdda¢ and go to sleep,
and go back up there until closing time. He did #heery day but when he
died.

So that was later on in life.

He died. She had—and it learned me aolessshe had what little she had
in her name, Jimmie Brandon. He had his little nyonehis name, Charles
Brandon, | had to wait one year.

It went through the probate and all?

| couldn’t touch neither one of their meynfor one year. So | said if | had to
do that I'll have it where she—I ain’t got nothibgt a five dollar in the
bank and she can go up there in the morning andvgey bit of it. [laughs]

So what year was your father born?

Don’'t ask me. He was eighty. My mother visn in '81. Wait a minute.
And she said was a, | believe six years . . . wbioh was older? She was
born in ’81. | know when she was born, and he was in . . . born in the
'80s, back in there somewhere. | don’'t know whicle avas oldest.

Did you say he died in 1968 or he wastgteight years old?
Sixty [?].
Which?

He died in the '60s, '68, '69, along inette.

So he was in his eighties, close to rinerhen he died?
Yeah.

Is that right? Where are they buried?

Readyville.

Is there a cemetery?

There’s a cemetery out there, a mile arhlf from the ice plant. That's
where I’'m gonna be buried, too. [laughs]

Why were they living in Readyville?
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Huh?

Why did they settle in Readyville?
They were bred up in that area.

So they were both born in Readyville?

Yeah, in that area, all of 'em, and backhose days there wasn’t no way for
you to get out of the area unless you—Why you goWou didn’'t have no
money. You didn’t have no transportation. You didrdve no choice. You
stayed, right? Back in those days you couldn’t maneeind from place to
place. Where you goin’ in?

So did your mother have brothers andesis?
She had one sister.
Did she live close by?
Uh-huh. Her name was Lovie.
How do you spell that?
L-O-V-I-E.
Oh, okay.
My mother had a sister.
So you had an Aunt Lovie?
Hmm?
You had an Aunt Lovie?
Uh-huh, just one.
What was your mother’s maiden name?
Brewer.
Okay. And what was your mother like?

She was a nice talking person, an awfohderful person. She was, | had a
wonderful mother.

Well-educated?

Yeah, in that day. Because it was allemh around here saying, “You know
what? Jimmie Brandon’s got a school that's payergdollars a month.
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What? What is she going to do with all that mongy&ighs] Now | come
from that day [?]. | think about twelve dollars @mth, before she was
kidding [?].

So where was that school that she workt?l

It was in the same area, but it was alzontile and a half from Readyville,
from the center part of Readyuville, back in the d®.0

And was that a school only for blacks?
Only for blacks and they didn’t go onlgrfthree months out of a year.
Which three months? The winter months?

To get out to do the farm work up befdrgot cold, pick the cotton and
stuff. Get it all in before it got cold. You wemt $chool three months, and
you had to walk some of them. Like me and my siséet to walk about a
mile and a half, across fields. You’'d have to gatmssion from the people
that own it. Could you go through? They had bulistlesnakes. Back in
those days, the country was full of wild varmirRaittlesnake: you see them
sitting up there, head that wide, licking his toegu you. “Don’t bother me
and | won't bother you. You going to walk around.ti&zze come a long
way. I've been through a lot, head that wide. Bie, you'd drop dead
before . . . [laughs] But if you didn’t bother hiime wouldn’t bother you.

Did you're, did Lovie get married?

Yeah.

Did she marry a local fellow?

She married my daddy’s first cousin. Sieey was both Brandons. [laughs]
Okay, and they lived in Readyville also?

Yep.

All their lives?

All their lives.

What did they do for, well, her husbandiame was?
His name was Lawyer Brandon.

Lawyer?

Uh-huh.

And what did Lawyer and Lovie do for aving?
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Farm work. Wasn’t nothing else out thesedo but farm work.
What did ya’ll farm when you were growingp?

Different people lived across the area. fAfened for Barker. The Barkers
owned five, six, seven, or eight hundred acressaciia that area. Most of
all of us worked for the Barkers, in the years.

So were there any black families that ozehtheir own land in Readyville?
Huh?

Were there any black families that ownkaahd, or were they all share-
croppers?

All sharecroppers at that time. In thgimming. Some of them didn’t own
nothing.

Did that change eventually?

Didn’t have nothing. The man that owned giroperty would build them a
house back on his land somewhere, where they cooke to and fro back
down to the main house and take care of stufhenbteginning back there.
They had a post office at—there was a post officReadyville, finally, and
they give me one.

So did you say your family worked abouto8 400 acres?

Yeah, on a...D.H. Carter owned 3 @dcfes. He was president of a bank
here in Murfreesboro. | worked under, for Carter.

What was your house like that you wererbban?

Well, some of them you could see the skptigh. Some of them had a
pretty good top. Didn’t have nothing but tin.

Tin roof?
Tin. All had wood [?].
And walls?

Whatever, so whatever you could find toke¢he walls, if it's pasteboard
or whatever. But we stayed warm.

How did you stay warm?

By using here [pointing at his head]. Yoan do a whole lot of things that
you think you can’t do if you get down to a pustet@own to push. They're
talking about the depression. See I've been thrdbggde. And they
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something else. But you've got to learn how to waith what you got.
That's all you do. They have one now, no wonder gibtake pause and kill
yourself. Couldn’t stand it. Young generation coticgtand it.

Yeah.
You couldn't.
Probably not.

Wake up in the morning and you go to tlamlband the blinds is closed.
There’s a big sign in it: “Closed.” Go to the ne¥Glosed.” And what you
had when it closed, you'd go crazy. I've been tiglothose days. | had
eighty-four dollars in the state bank of lllinoiscashe closed. They said,
“You better go on down there; they're closing tlaak.” | said, “What?” |
am going to tell that manager, “Don’t tell me thean’t close, because they
wasn’t gonna close on me.”

So that was in the 1930s you're talkingaut.
Yeah.

The house that you grew up in, how bigsi&?
Two rooms.

Two rooms.

Yeah. | don't care if there was forty afy.
Was there separate bedroom and livingcgfa
Yeah, that was it.

Did everyone sleep in the same room?
Yeah.

You and your sister and parents?

Yeah.

Was your sister older or younger than fou
She’s younger than me. Two years diffeeenc
Was her real name Lizzie or was that judtat you called her?
That was her real name.

How did you heat your house?
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Wood logs. They'd build a good area whgoe could frame it up with rock
stones with the chimney, where she wouldn’t catiilheaYou could roll a
log that long in, and put some little ones in frohtt and get that big one
started to burn, and she’d burn a day or two. Wasmproblem to get heat.
Just roll them in the house, just like you'd . . .

Where’d the logs come from?

Out there in the—all you had to do wagstet the door. You'd be setting,
your house was around logs, trees. All you hadbtwas step out the door
with an axe and go and cut it.

Somebody had to cut them down.

Huh?

Someone had to cut them down.

Yeah, you'd cut 'em down.

So did your mother cook over that fire did she have a stove?

Yeah. You take a wire and hang it up iattlput a brace across in the top of
that chimney, a big steel pot that big, let herghdawn in there. Then she’d
cook some of the best potatoes and stuff, a baj 8ip on it. Good food in
there, man. [laughs] Good, good! | wish | had safi& now.

Did you grow all your food, or did youdy things as well?

Yeah, growed it all. In the summer, thedig) a hole and make a cellar with
steps to go down in it, and you can believe itat; but they'd be raising
turnip greens, cabbage, and every other littlegtidiown in that cellar. When
a storm come, we went in the cellar. Pull the towl, wind blowing out
here and we’re under the ground.

So was this a root cellar and a stormlae?
Uh-huh.

Did you have a happy childhood?

Yeah, yeah.

Did you have fun?

Yeah.

What did you do to make fun?
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Well, the boys would catch a, get a stigkput as long as that, tie a rag on
the top of it, put it between your legs, get hinotwer switch, and go
boogity boogity boogey, ride the horse. See whioh could beat each other
riding the horse on a stick.

So you must have had hogs.

We’d get a few marbles. We’d shoot markdesl pitch horseshoes. We had
a good time. Had just as good a time in that daypeshildrens are having
in the modern day. We just doing different thingsughs]

Where’d you get your clothes?

Mama made most of them. Mama make you soSke had a big knitting
needle like that with some white thread, and whHenwgasn’t busy she’d get
down at your feet and knit you a pair of socks.

And she sewed by hand or did she haveaxinne?

Didn’t know what a machine was. She mem¢id that—I guess I'd done got
about twelve then, when a salesman came througlibuggy selling a little
sewing machine, and he drove over while Daddy wasesvhere, and me
and my sister was peeping at him, and he says, 'Came in?” He told

him, “Yeah.” He come in the yard and showed hemtiaghine. We’d never
seen one before. She says, “Well, I'd like to hawe but my husband’s not
here. About that time he come home. And she s&fsarles, this man’s got
a machine and he said he’d let us have it and he@ae back through here
next summer or something and get to paying.” H&ddaat it. He says,
“Jimmie, that’s a nice one but we can’t affordotiay.” That's the end of
that. She said, “Well, my husband said we coultiBack in them days
women did what they husbands said to. He said,”Noere wasn’t no
mouth stuck out or nothing. That was the end of it.

And there’s no credit card to pull out pmay for it.
When he said, “No,” that was it, didn’tdreno more about that. [laughs]

You talked about riding on the hogs anid gou, did you . . .

CAROLYN HOLT: No, a horse, stick horse.

WILLIAMS:

HOLT:
WILLIAMS:

Horse. Oh, a stick horse! Oh, I'm sorfdymisunderstood.

A stick horse.

Okay, sorry about that. But did you hawdd you raise animals or did you
have pets?
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Yeah, | had a dog. | had a big brown dbgwt that big. He’d watch after
you, keep, he’d keep things away from you. It wasnart dog. Most
everybody had a good dog. What they . . . cropgieirst want you to have
nothing. You could have a few chickens, but otheenther animals they
stayed down to the house.

So if you only had chickens, did you hagay meat to eat?

Yeah, we’d raise meat. You'd kill hogs,wknow, and cure them. That'’s all
we had. Now folks will think about ham, ham, harhaf's all we had was a
ham and the shoulders and stuff because it wasl.c¥oer’d preserve it and
it would hold all the year, and we get tired ofiegthat, and every now and
then somebody in the community would kill a Billgag or a calf and all of
them shared together to have first meat, you krfidws man over here

killed one this week and he shared because hetdidmé no refrigerating
outfit and all of them would share it between eattter, you know, like

that.

Did you help with the butchering?

Uh-uh.

No?

No. | didn’t help with nothing like that.

Did your mother make sausage or anythiikg that?

Yeah, yeah. She’d make sausage, and tHeep. She’d make sausage.
What was she especially good at cooking?

Well, the biggest thing that she likednbake was a potato pie. She could
make some sweet potato pie and she used to, | kloowt, slice those
potatoes and cook them or something another, avelthat juice and that
top on them. It'd be good. [laughs]

Did you know your father’s parents? Yograndparents on your father’s...
| knew my granddaddy on my father’s sileaw him once.
You saw him once?

One time in my life. | was fifteen yearkloHe came from, | don’t know
where, but he didn’t stay in here but about twosddgaw my grandfather
on my dad’s side one time. | think | was abouttéan or fourteen years old,
but my grandmothers on both sides was dead befwas ever born.

Okay. What was your Grandfather Brandoname?
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His name was Bill Brandon. That's whatdad his name was.
Where did he live that you didn’t see htm

| don't, never did find out. | don’t knowhere he lived. He just come in
here and | ask my daddy where was he at, and tHe“bta’s gone, and |
don’t know where he went.”

And did you know your mother’s father?
He helped raise me, my mother’s fatheat'siwhy he got no sense. [laughs]
Now that’s not true. What was his . .. ?

My mama’s daddy helped raise me, and fnahen they bought the place,
they bought thirty-two acres of just rocks andkstiand stuff that nobody
else didn’'t want. My daddy bought it. Six hundredlars for thirty-seven
acres. And his down payment was a little mule walith forty dollars. He
put the mule down and we moved there. We stayeé tdeout a year, and
he told my mother that he was going to sell my ddaady nineteen acres
of it so he could build him a house there, and tidy And he built him a
little, I'd just say it's a nice cold house. He Iblim a little house and
moved in. And his house wasn’t no further from noy$e than this one
over yonder. He lived by his self. He was ninetgesthing then. Just about
as old as | am then but he was on his feet, enddgmother would go
down there and cook his breakfast and he’'d eabraehand he’d come on
up there. And I'd get into devilment and my mamauldovhoop me. He
couldn’t stand the switch because he was a slagel been a slave. He'd
tell us things. “By golly quit beating him and tdtkthe boy.” He said, “I
can’t stand that switching.” So one day she garafte switching me and
he was sitting up under the tree and he said, “Cloane.” He said, “See that
line right there?” | say, “Yeah.” Well, he said,HiE over here belongs to
Jim Brewer, and says this over here belongs to y@ma. Now the next
time she get after you, if you make it to this lared jump it, you free.” So |
say, “Okay.” | got into it again and he was stittisg up under that tree.
Here she come to catch me and whoop me. He didyp'asvord. Got to the
line, he said, “Hold it!” Said, “This over here belys to Jim Brewer.” She
said, “Pap!” He said, “Pull on back. He’s home ftdlaughs] We set there,
and | got hungry, because he didn’'t have nothingenhouse. | say, “Pap,”
| say, “I'm hungry.” He said, “I don’t know, but yobetter not go up there
saying that after you pretty rough.” He says, “Warhinute.” He got his
stick: “Let’s go!” | went behind him, got to the dio He done this away to
me: “Stay back.” He went in, he looked, come oat] ke said, “Everything
looks pretty quiet in there. You can go on in theme be quiet.” He told me,
“Go on in there and be quiet.” I'd go in there aiiddown, ease into the
bed, and go to sleep. | stayed with him. | thoughbte of him than | did my
mama or even my daddy, and when he died it likddlitone, and I'll tell
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you what he did. | was in lllinois. My aunt sentrhio Chicago. When |
went to Polk Street station to get him, he wasradhed and twelve years
old . Had his grip [suitcase]. He rode from heréhisyself at a hundred and
twelve. | met him at the station, and when theyajbthe station, people
looked at him like he was Santa Claus. Beard hardgete. White rows of
curly hair. No bald.

Wow.

He was dark brown skinned. And his haid a@fl just hung down here on his
shoulders, just . . . | carried him home. My daeghthat was his great-
grandchild—she’s in lllinois now—my daughter wasese We'd go off
and go to work and leave him there to take cateofHe did. Now | was
the first who’d come home from work. And he wasrsit on the porch like
that. | said, “Pap, what are you doin?” He saysidih't feel good. My ole
stomach’s been growlin’ and messin’ up all day.”IM/éeen hearin’ that
all my life. It's that stomach. | said, “Mama’ll beere in a moment. She’ll
give you something.” My mama come. She said, “Rdat’s the problem?”
“Oh, ole stomach’s worryin’ me again.” She sayselW “Well, no, I'll be
all right.” I lived upstairs over my mother, apagn up over. | come in,
start them steps, he said, “Hold it a minute.ddl up there with ya.” | said,
“For what?” He caught the banister, walked up tepsjust like you would.
| had a three-room apartment. He went and lookedavhay in it. He says,
“All right, let’s go back downstairs.” We got doviralfway downstairs and
there’s a bend and you had to bend and come badays, “Sit down.” Hit
me on this right leg. He says, “Sit down, I've gotmething to tell ya.” | sat
down. He said, “You know what? I've lived a longh&. A long time.”
“Well, say something.” “It's over.” He took his hds like this, just like that.
He says, “l see two roads, one going up, and oimgggimwn.” He says,
“Every now and then, you see one going up.” He,saidu be a good boy.”
He says, “I got, | made some friends here and gagwerybody at home
loves me.” But said, “It's too late. I'm lost.” Gap, girl, walked on down
and to my mother’s apartment, and her bedroom fédxeedoor. He went
and laid down crossways on her bed, and went “falgfuick sigh]. That
was it. People has told me from that day ‘til ttiésy that | imagined. | got
sense enough to know what was told me. That’s Wwhaeft with me. He
says, “You be a good boy.” He says, “I'm lost.”

What year was that?

Thirty . . . three.

You said he was about a hundred andcegft when he died?
Yeabh. If not older.

So he was born in about, before 18207
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Yeah.
Wow.

And was active up to death, he was. Exeogh in his head. Eye sight was
clear. So | got that mixed in me.

Did they bury him in Chicago?

No. He’s back here at home. | put a kiane right. It's right out there at
Readyuville. No, he’s here. The date of his birtbus there on that stone. |
can’t remember it, but | can take you out there lahgiou see it. It's out
there.

Is that a mixed cemetery or was it jusabks and whites. Did they do that?
They’'d not bury no whites back there whemas— it’s all black.
Was there a white cemetery in town?

Yeah, but it wasn’t close to this one. Bilttell you what they did do. And
I'll praise 'em for it. They gave us another aaveektend our cemetery. That
was nice. We done filled it up. They gave, the it owned the property
from the cemetery gave us another acre. That wgsnvee.

Now you said he was a slave.

Huh?

You said your grandfather was a slave.

He was sold up here on the courthouse!

What do you know about his life as a sé&/Did he talk about it?

Yeah, he said he was sold up there rightetwhere she’s working on them
back steps up there. For seven hundred fifty dglkstiipped to Virginia.
And was freed in Virginia. When he got free the rttzat owned him was a
Brewer. He said, “Jim, | either got to pay youyou've got to go.” And Jim
said he looked out there and them that was freeowithere cuttin’ bushes
and makin’ harbors to live under. Said he lookethat and says, “I can't, |
don’t want that.” He went back to his owner, thevel owner and asked him
could he stay. He said, “Jim, if | keep you, I've to pay you.” He said,
“Well,” he said, “Yeah.” And he stayed with his nstwo years for pay. |
don’t know what the pay was then [?], and got ehomgney and come
back to Tennessee. He had cleared that up. Hasaidd that courthouse,
wasn’t nothin’ but just a wilderness. He said tieayall day and rick. And
when it rained and dried, they’'d burn those rigks) know. He'd cleared
up, my granddaddy.
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Do you know if he was born here?
Huh?

Was he born here?

Who?

Your grandfather?

I don’t know. He don’t know either. Seeliite, back in those days, they go
and have an auction just like ya'll sell housed).rAlwoman got five
babies. They slick them babies up, lay their hawl, a man come through
and look at that, sell that baby for four dollarkis one over here for six.
Different folks getting 'em. See, see? Don’t knoWwaywho, who, who,
then turn around and sell the mama. All the wheleen see each other no
more. Just like you're selling pigs out there.

Did he talk about slave days much?
Yeah.

He did?

Yeah.

What else do you remember?

He said he had some good slave mastersaidiehe was fortunate enough to
have some good masters. He said if one was goihgwe an auction
somewhere, and one looked a little puny, he sdichion up and slick him

up the night before the sale and try to boost¢fjething in his belly to

make him spruced up. So they could sell him. Soanddr days, man.

That's been here though.

Yeah.

That's been here.

Do you know where he met your grandmother
Uh-uh, | don’t know about the grandmother.

And you said never met her.

No, | never met neither one.

Anything else about slave days that hikéal about?

No, | just about got it.
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But he definitely didn’t want the switcheing on—
Huh?

He definitely didn’t want your mother usg the switch on you, right?
Yeah. [chuckles]

What did he—he was a sharecropper, ad?vel
Uh-huh.

In Readyville?

Yeah.

All his life except for . . .

Yeah, yeah, yeah. He was a sharecropper.
What did ya’ll mostly grow out there?

Potatoes and all types of vegetables,@nd, cotton, and sugar cane. You
know make molasses and stuff. We growed themrafadt, all of 'em.

Was there a mill to put the cane throughmake molasses?

Yeah, they had homemade mills that grimak juice out of it, and big tubs
they'd cook it right there in the field. Cook thaice, you know.

Was that for ya’'ll to use or did you setP?

They’d sell it and for their own use tamd give it to friends and
everything. Yeah, they’d have sugar cane patches.

When, did you have to work in the, in tfields growing up?
Oh, yeah.

When did that start?

Oh, yeah. Keep them horses going aroundhe thing.

On the mill?

Uh-huh.

Was there a store in Readyville?

Huh?

Was there a store in Readyville?
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Oh, boy. [drinks] Yeah, there was a stior®eadyville.

What did you say the name was?

George Hollandsworth run it.

Hosworth, so that would be H-O-S-W-O-RHA?

| don’t know.

[faintly, to Williams, helping with the spatig]

Was that near the mill?

Uh-huh.

Did your family take your grain to the mhito get ground into flour?

Yeah, everybody did. That’s the only wagy could get it done. Had to
carry it to the mill.

What did you think of that big mill whegou were a kid?
| was scared of it. [chuckling]
[To Williams] Is it still operational? | measymbolically?

[To Holt, who inquired about the mill taay] He’s trying to get it so it's
operational, gradually getting the pieces backttugre | was out there a
couple months ago.

What is this, homemade iced tea?

I don’t know what your wife—it’s lemonade’dtgood.

What is this, babe?
Lemonade.

Lemonade.

It's good.

It is good.

Aaahh! [drinking]

What was scary about the mill?
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Everything, because | never had seen ngtbefore, you know. Them belts
would get to rubbing and flapping and scare yoddath.

Did they like the, did the owners, do ysemember any of the owners of the
mill?

Rat McFerrin. That wasn’t his name; thatsahis nickname, | can’t think of
his name.

What was the nickname?
Called him Rat McFerrin.
Ratback?

Rat McFerrin. He created electricity ovlat river to run that stuff. He was
a smart man.

So it was rat like the animal?
Yeah. | reckon.

Back?

Yeah. He created electricity . . .
And what was the?

... to run that mill.

Ratback Faron, what'd you say? Ratback wRatthack what? What did
you say his nickname was?

McFerrin.

McFerrin.

Oh. Rat McFerrin.
Yeah, Rat McFerrin.

That's what they called him. | don’t knomhat his name was. But he
created electricity to run that thing. Smart man.

Was your family religious?
Yeah, went, had to go to church every Synd

Where was the church?
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Beside the school house. You'd take, gett @round the chimney, and
dampen that soot and get down there and shineshess and go to church.
Now you've got to have polish, all that. See, seibitform, you know, up in
the—the best shoe polish you ever put in your mouth

What was the religion? What was the religi®a@s it Baptist?
Just like it is now.

Or primitive Baptist, or was it primitive & washing Baptist?
Yeah, yeah. That was standing just likis ihow.

Alright, so it's primitive Baptist that wadkeet.

Yes, but it's been standing for years.

Did the church have a name?

Methodist church was standing just like gtanding now.

Do you remember the name of that primitivapBst, that church that you
went to then? And was the minister somebody tkatllin the Readyville
community?

| know what you’re saying, | can’t remennbie But they was all typed out
just like they are now. | wondered how that happene

Like the Baptist, Methodist, and so forth.

Wonder how it happened.

Well, it's nothing new under the sun, notipinew.
Were all the black folks Baptists or weseme Methodists?
No, no, no.
No?

No.
So there was also Methodist?

My daddy was a Baptist and his cousin wadethodist. There was
different denominations back in that day.

Yeah, but was the, was the preacher someti@tyived in your community
or did they just come there every Sunday or evard Sunday and that
kind of stuff?
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Every third Sunday like that, and he walkeom Nashville.
Oh my god! He was real about his religiomsn’'t he?
Walked from Nashville?

He had to start on Thursday.

How was he going to get here?

That's right!

He walked from Nashville to here, and hbale stopping places.
Oh, yeah.

And when he got ready to go back homeidelte same thing.
Same thing.

And come up here and preach.

Did you like church as a kid?

Yeah, you had to like it or they’d getwitch on you.
When did you get baptized?

Oh, I was, | was thirty, thirty, | got bégped here in town. | was thirty-two
or thirty-three years old. | got baptized here, lbatk in them days you went
to church whether you wanted to go or not. They reégious.

How many times a week would you go?

Once. That'd be on Sunday, but they’d heliarch meetings, you know,
every now and then and then they'd go to the desaaad the mothers thing.
But the churches haven’t changed they way of dmongnuch from that

day. They stilldo . . .

Now what would happen when somebody iruydamily or community
died?

Well, he died at home. See there wasnitenof these fancy hospitals. The
neighbors and things would sit up all night befoeedied, and when he died
they’d cover him up. And there wasn’t no such thasgembalming, you
know, and the next morning they'd get the wagon puitlit up side the
door. While they was doing that the man was maklaegcoffin, and put you
in the coffin, and the rest of 'em would cut acrtss field and lead the way
into the cemetery, and bury you and go on back hamdego to work.
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So the family would get the body ready®d here normally wasn’t what we
call a funeral service?

| know, | guess | was nine. A woman livedy back down in the woods
behind us, and her name was Emma Haley. She hael duidren the age

of me, but | can’t remember the children’s namésatE funny. And she
dies, and my daddy went back down there with thgomaand the mules and
me and got her. And brought her out of the houskenaver did stop 'til he
got to the cemetery. And they buried her, and studdck up to her head,
and everybody went on home and pulled off what ttedlytheir Sunday
clothes and went to work.

So you did have Sunday clothes?

Well, they had some things they called &anclothes, but you know, put
them reins back on and go to work.

So there weren't really any undertakensthe community?
Scales was the first ones.
Did they service Readyville, too?

Scales come to Readyville, everywhere l&cwas the first black
undertaker in the area, and he had a rig with Isaasd two black horses
and a pretty rig and he started burying peoplet Was about twelve or
fifteen years passed up. Negroes had just stathdve a little inch mile
[?], a little this and that. Well, one of them bbuag little house, but didn’t
have no money. But they believed in paying as thegt back in that day;
it'’d be paid for. Scales would take the body and/bem. That's where he
got his start. Scales has put many a person igrthend.

So how many black people were there ie RReadyville area when you were
growing up?

A lot of 'em. Lot of black in that area.
More than in other parts of the county?

Most all parts of the county, Woodbury wal of 'em. See, they barged [?]
there. You couldn’t get out. You just had to stayeve you was at.

What's was another name, you know like thrariglons was in Readyville?
What's another, you know like, you know like Hou$aisd other family
names]?

Milton and all them named little places.
No, what was, you know, like your—
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Family name?
Like your name was Brandon when you's in Raealte.
Yeah.

What's another, you know, like a well-knowame? You know, like in
Murfreesboro now you got Houses and you got Jolsiaod Jones. In
Readyville you know how the families are. What \aasther name, family
name, besides Brandon and Brewers? Can you thiakydfody else?

Your neighbors, kinfolk?

| was trying to think. That's about it.
It was full of Brandons, huh?
Uh-huh.

Brandons ruled the Readyuville area.
Yeah. Yeah.

Okay.

There was a lot of them at that time. ¥hemas a lot of Brandons at that
time. They'd fill up a church.

So you had a lot of—

It died down, but my family used to béuaintelligible word] family.
So | didn't ask you, how many brothersdasisters your father had?
Nine or ten.

Nine or ten, and they all lived . . .

Yeah. Now they all dead.

But they all lived around Readyville?

Yeah. And they all scattered, and theeeighole lot of them I've never seen
now.

So could you name all those aunts andlesdf you had to?
Yeah.
Oh! You want some more [lemonade]?

Uh-uh. | got enough.
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HOLT: That was good.
BRANDON: Oh, boy. Well, we've had an enjoyable ewen
WILLIAMS and HOLT speak quietly about whether tontinue.

WILLIAMS: Are you worn out? Have | worn you out?

BRANDON: No, no.

WILLIAMS: Well, can | ask a few more questions tg@a

BRANDON: Yeah, yeah.

WILLIAMS: Okay. | have a few more questions andefminutes left on the . . . How
would you describe relations between blacks andeshwhen you were
growing up?

BRANDON: Well, | was always, you know what? I'vedrea fortunate person. I've

never had too much problem with neither side. lemév I've had folks,“Oh,
| can’t stand so and so, he’s white. | can’t staacnd so, he’s black, but as
far as racists, I've never had too much problenm’tAiad no problem. Now
for years, the South was integrated. | was rais¢da South. | knew the
South. And I'd transport my self back and fortHltimois. She’s open, free.
To whoever wants to be, it is free. Well, | hadsseanough to know, when |
hit the Mason-Dixon line that | was in the Soutd.gick up my luggage
before | was asked, and be up in the front of titzéxd where | was supposed
to be. And a lot of them would slow around and daegund. | obeyed the
laws, either side. But I'll tell you what got mehad just left the South and
been in the North about six months and had a golodgecause | was
making fifty cents a day here, and | was making fiwllars and five cents a
day in lllinois. It was a good job. | walked down the corner street car one
morning and a white lady come in here with a fuatamn, and I'd never
seen one before. I'd never seen a fur coat befatle,perfumes and stuff on
her. I'm sitting in the street car like this. | &ws tried to get on the side
with the window where | can see my number on thd,iawas cold and
about, just about zero. And she sat down. [Heratitko recorder
microphone failed. The following section is takeon the videotape.] |
commenced to doing this [scoots away]. She lookedea and when she
looked at me it scared me worser. | commenced thidoShe grabbed me
at the top of my coat right here and says, she S&jlsere you from?” |
said, “Tennessee.” She says, “Poor thing.” She, shigten, I’'m not going
to hurt you and I’'m not going to bother you.” [Eselction of failed audio]
She said, “The next person that you see, don'tkeéathat.” | said,
“Alright.” It scared meto death. That was the first white person that | ever
had sat down in my life with. She said, “Just sivd like the rest of the
people.” | said, “Yes’'m.” She said, “Don’t say [lglis] yes’m to me. Say
yes.” | said, “l wasn't saying that.” [laughs] Whgau've been trained, let
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me tell you something, when you’ve been trainedhffere up to here and
so and so is so and so, it's hard to get it oyoof Hmm! It’s that.

So as long as you followed the rules.. .

That's the reason why | tell you, that'etreason why | tell you about
training your children. If you start training hiraree right there, [raising his
hand] and he coming on up there, you gonna neashg ko take a hammer
to knock it outta his head. Of course you put ithere, it's stamped. You
can stamp it in his head.

Well, thank you for talking to me todayhope we can visit again.
Yeah, | hope you come back here.

I'd love to. Ithink there’s a lot morécould talk to you about.
Come back whenever you please.

Okay, thank you. [audio recorder stopsmainder transcribed from
videotape] You're a good storyteller.

He is. All you need is more time. You coslgend the night.
[To Holt:] I'd love to come back some tien

Well, if you just call me, we'll see. You kmng we’ll work on something. I'll
call him, and I'll just come on back over here.

Alright. [laughs]

What I'd really like to do if you're inteested is to go out to Readyville and
look around at some of these places.

He’s interested.
Listen, whatever ya’ll need and I'm at y&ervice.
That's right. He means it.
Good enough.
I'd love to see the place where—
END OF APRIL 22 INTERVIEW

ooa

CONTINUATION OF INTERVIEW IN READYVILLE, TENNESSEE

MAY 3, 2009
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[Outside the gate at the highway entrateehe mill grounds] It's May 3,
2009. We're in Readyuville at the mill with WillierBndon. Continuation of
the oral history interview for PARQ.

There she is.

So what do you remember about the millBwwere saying a few things in
the car.

Well, you used to, you used to do fooddhsmou used to buy ice here. Grind
food up for, wheat for food. This was the main dven

The main event?

Yeah.

What does that mean?

Everybody came here for everything.

Uh-huh.

Uh-huh.

Now, | think you told me before that yahought it was scary.
Yeah.

What was scary about it?

You was afraid you'd fall off the cliff. Aere’s a cliff down there. It's awful
fragile. You might slip off that cliff into the rar.

Now we can walk down there if you feeké it, but . . .
You can go.

You think so?

Yeah, you can go down there.

Well, what about you?

I'll go for part of the way. [tape stopsen restarts with Brandon and Holt
walking down the driveway toward the mill] | guegghey have one.

It's the main, it's the main one with the
Okay, because all these little things wetttelishops or little stores?

The owner said, well one was where thégred the grain.
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Okay.
And then, | think there was an ice housemewhere.
So is their plan now just like a museum kirfdiong, you think?

He wants to have a restaurant in onetafge buildings and the owner,
current owner wants to have a restaurant, in orteesie buildings . . .

Yeah.
And he, the mill he wants to get it sésitoperational again.
So it's workable again.

He do?

Uh-huh. And he just needs to get someled machinery that had been,
some of it had kinda collapsed down in the rivedt gat it pulled up and all
the belts hooked up, and . . .

Hooked up.

Now you said this was overgrown.

Uh-huh.

What was it?

Was it where the river was?

Yeah.

Are you sure the walk’s okay?

Yeah. I'm alright.

Now what would you bring here to get gnodf?

Wheat, oats, corn, barley.

Was that all for your family use?

Yeah.

Or did you sell any of it?

They sold it and used it for the familyotdt was for both uses.
Do you remember the owner of the mill whgou were growing up?

Yeah.
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What was his name?

It may have not put his name, but | knowawthey called him. They called
him Rat McFerrin. | don’t know what his name wakai may not have
been his name. Of course | was a young kid, bistixdnat they called him,
Mister McFerrin.

See he has picnic tables out here arfuirik he wants it to be a place for
like—

Yeah.

Like a bus group could stop and have lhn&chool groups could come out
and learn about the—

The history of it.

The history of it, uh-huh. One thing ha$to do is get the dam repaired, on
the other side of the road.

Yeah.

So then he’d have water.

That comes—

To bring through.

Yeah, because if not it wouldn’t turn anyways
Right.

If you win on this program, you’ll be ilné money, won’t you?
No, not me.

Somebody will.

Because there’s no water down there at all.no
No, it doesn't.

Uh-uh. Ain’t no water in it.

[, I, 1 don’t see any.

No. Now there is in the river.

Yeah.

Well, there ain’t nothing down here.
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Not there.

Nothing?

Nothing. Nothing but a bunch of poison ivy.

Poison ivy. | don’t want it.

But the big ole wheel is what, on the othidesof there?
No, it's under, actually, you don’t seeveheel.

You don't see it.

It's underneath.

It's underneath.

Is that how it's always been?

On this one.

Okay, | don’'t know. I guess | thought it was the side of it.
Did you tell me about the electricity théhey generated here?

This man produced electricity in the begig, off of this water line or
something. | don’t know how he done it. That watbleethe electric people
come in here.

Uh-huh.
He had electric.
He had it but not everybody did?

He had this water, | don’t know. That'sfbee the electric company come to
Tennessee. | was here when she come in. They wardged take a dollar
stock in it, and | didn’t do it.

You didn't?

Uh-uh. That was in 1930. Electricity coteeTennessee in 1934 or five. |
was working over there where Ben is.

Working where?
On the square where Ben is today?
Were you? In '30?

'34. [laughs]
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Why didn’t you buy the stock?

Didn’t, money was hard to get a hold of.
A dollar was a lot of money then.

And a dollar was like forty now.

In the depression, yeah.

And if you had a dollar you tried to hdtdas long as you could. | ain’t
spending my dollar on that, you see, money hadwewhaen. A quarter,
wo000000! If you had a half a dollar, boy, you coglwisee your girlfriend
and everything else. “You have a half a dollar?affhfunny, ain’t it?

It is.

Well, it's been, it's true. It's been likbat. It's unbelievable.

Yeah. So you said you were afraid you viafall off into the—

Huh?

You said you were afraid you’'d fall ofhto the river, on the other side?

Yeah, and there used to be for fish, isv@awhite fish. It'd be about that
long [indicating on his cane, about two feet], &edwas built slender but he
had a big head. He used to swim down there, asdd to catch him. The
scales were thin on him, you hit him once and yauict nearly scale him,
and they were good. They called it some kind oftevBucker, and he was
the prettiest, cleanest fish you'd ever seen. tlusecatch them until I'd get
tired.

So could you fish anywhere you wantedaiong the river?

You didn’t have to have no permit. Seeyds here before you had to have a
driving license. Didn’t nobody know nothing abouwt driver’s license. If
you bought a car you got it; if you hit a tree yost hit it. [laughter]

There probably wasn’t no insurance eithers weere?

No! If you get a nick on the head and ddiow, wasn’t no insurance you
was supposed to go to. You just put some coalroit and keep walking.
That'’s all you had to put on it was coal oil.

Corn oil?
Coal oil, what you put in—
Coal oil, oh.
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Kerosene.

Grease it with it, and pat it. Put youtt lea and go on about your business.
[laughter] Wasn't no hospital. Well, in these bigies they had 'em. But |
mean in these kind of areas, wasn’t no hospitals.

Now where was the general store that ywuthis community that you'd go
to?

General store? | don't remember that.
Dry goods.

Just a store, just a store. Where did yotogihe store? They didn’t have a
store like?

Yeah, there was a store here.

Oh, at the mill. Okay.

Across the street from the mill there veastore.
So it was right here.

Yeah.

Everything was right here.

Yeah. There was a store across the stinee¢. Hollingsworth run it. That
was his name, and you could get your flour andygkierg, your shoes and
your socks. Everything at the same place.

Was the post office always there?
The post office was separate on the coover there.
And it's always been there?

Mhmm. But it was small, wasn’t nothingtkaulittle box sitting out there.
But, back in those days, if you wanted to buy flouwas over here. If you
wanted to buy shoes, they was over here. If you @wanair of socks they
was down there. They kept all that merchandisenenace.

Uh-huh.

Whatever you wanted, he had it. And yottdrenot put your hands on it. He
went and got it and brought it to you and asked $isuthat what you
want?” You say, “Yeah.” “Well, it's so and so, asdl and so.” You'd pay
him and walk out the door.

No credit?
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To people he really knew. No credit. Aigou was black, in that store
across there, and I'm talking about in my day, Bmevhen | was twelve
and thirteen, and my mother sent me to this storé,if you was standing
there talking to the man, | stood there and waitetil ya’ll got through if it
was an hour.

So the white folks got first.

Till they were done talking. Then he’'d asle what did | want? And if |
refused to stand there and wait until he got thihowadking, he would call
the people, the landlord that we lived on, and lpeitlyou out.

Because you we're being disrespectful, Thalled it being disrespectful.

[Nods yes] That's where | come from. Tlsahe reason why | tell you | got
a lot of sense.

Yes, you do.
So you knew to wait your turn?

That's the reason why | tell you | got re@ense than anybody. I've been
through more than anybody. Ya’'ll don’t know nothiagout what I'm
talking about, and I'm glad you don’t.

I’'m sixty-two.
You don’t know nothing about it.
And | don't, uh-uh.
Never heard of it.
I’'m glad you're telling me though. So witremember.

That's been the laws of this country, jlike they are today. You obey by
them [?] or went to the jail, and when you didrbey them they’d put you
on the cord [?], the county road. They'd tie yoeetfwith a big chain, about
that far apart, and that chain would have a balt dmt weighed about ten
pounds, and you drug that. They called it a badl emain. And you drug
that chain and ball all day long. Unruly. That'swihkeep telling you that
you don’t know what | know. I'm glad you don't.

But it's very important that you tell thedargs, and when you do, like you
said nobody knows, you know. They don’t know. When tell these things
to people, who may not have known or whateverjtbatkes you teach
your children, and that’s the only way that our laas going to live.

That's the only way.
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You're going to teach your children to teableir children. Because if not,
history is lost.

That's the only way. That’s the only waguwdo it.

Yeah. You can’t begrudge things that happeived have to learn from
them.

Did | ever dream that I'd live to see atk president?
| doubt you did.
You never dreamed that?

Uh-uh. | never did think the country woidthnd that, which it did. So we
don’t know. The majority went for him, or else hewidn’t be in there. It
was a close, it was a close race. There’s stilapority out there that don't
want him, and there’s still a majority out therattiwvant’'s him. So there we
are.

And what year were you born? 1906?
1906.

That's right.

1906.

Let me. [break in tape; discussion tutiaslocation of the black cemetery
nearby]

Takes us off the road, and it's rough. ¥@ugot to go through a man’s
cattle farm. We can’t get in there.

Do you think you know where the general asfa

| wish we could, but we can’t get in thele that right? [reading his watch]
1:27 [laughs] Whoo, boy. It's cool up here, ait? i

Yeah, it feels pretty good. If we'd known w&s coming we could have
packed us a lunch. It's a little warm.

Some a . . . well, | was hoping that weutd get back to . . .

Do you think that you could just get us te theneral area? We may not be
able to, you know, go all the way back in there.yda think you might, we
can get to like the general area where your horoep&®

Where my homeplace is?

Yeah.
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Yeah.

Get us as close as we can?

Close as we can, and then yeah.

Okay.

Alright.

| can carry you to the general area.
Okay.

Alright then, that’s what we need.
Anything else about the downtown here?
Not that | know of.

You said there was the mill and the st@ned the post office. Was that about
it?

Yeah.

That's all they had, huh?

Yeah.

And you didn’'t have any trains out thisay?
Uh-uh.

How’d ya’ll get from like point A to point BYou're going to show us like
when you come to the mill. How'd you get here?

Wagon and horses pulled me here.

Okay.

On the, on the dirt roads?

Hello.

How are ya'll? [walking up to the picaitables]
We’'re great, thank you. How are you?

Hey, how are you?

This is the owner of the mill.
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HOLT: Oh, okay.

WILLIAMS: This is Willie Brandon.

BRADY: Hey Willie. Tomm Brady.

WILLIAMS: He grew up in Readyville.

BRANDON: Man, | used to come back in here when $waven years old. I'm 103 now.
BRADY: Oh, my gosh, 1037

HOLT: He’'ll be 103 next week.

BRADY: Well, welcome back to Readyville.

BRANDON: | was raised on this river.

BRADY: 103?! | don’t think I've ever met anybody 3 @ears old.
BRANDON: That's what everybody says.

HOLT: That's right.

BRADY: 103.

HOLT: He'll be 103 June the 12

BRADY: And you’re twenty-nine.

HOLT: Absolutely! Absolutely.

WILLIAMS: So we're talking about Readyville.

BRADY: Oh, good.

WILLIAMS: Another interview.

BRANDON: You put a whole lot of sweat and tear®ihere.
BRADY: Yes sir, | have. Three years.

BRANDON: It shows it.

BRADY: Well, thank you. Thank you.

BRANDON: Where’s the power at? The rollers andf8tuf

HOLT: The wheels.

BRADY: Well, there are stones on the inside. THeers they took out in the early

'70s, and they put back stones.
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Put back stones?

Uh-huh, would you like to see?

We went back there, | did.

| done been back there, and they tookrtilers out.
They took the rollers out.

The big old wheel that’s on the picture ig going to be like that anymore?
Is that what you're talking about?

Well, this is a mill stone.

Okay.

| think she’s—

And this mill had mill stones, and then anse point it had steel rollers.
Yeah.

For flour, because the technology to prodadet more flour they went to
steel rollers in the, probably in the '30s or '40s.

Well listen.
What kind of rollers did they have? Do younember Mr. Brandon?

Listen, you're younger than | am but yaad a lot and keep up. What was
the man’s name that invented the electricity beébeetricity come to run
this?

Rat McFerrin.

That's what | told him.

That's what he told us.

Arthur McFerrin.

| wanted to see if | had the name still.
You got it.

You got it right.

Rat McFerrin, and when he, when he, whempiieelectricity to all those
houses in Readyville, they called hivir. Rat.
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He said, he said, “I didn’t know if that whss right name,” but he said that
it was Rat. He remembered.

Yes sir.

Why | asked you that, is that they askeslmre while ago, and it's been a
hell of a time.

Yeah, it's a long time.

And it was running in my mind that, thaagvhis name.
Uh-huh. Rat McFerrin.

| got it right, okay.

And he put, | guess he ordered the tin fos roof.

He did.

Because | saved some of the tin that carmhevbén | replaced it and it has
his name on the back of it.

He ordered it.

Yeah, and put it on. He’s a smart, smart man

Wonder how he got that knowledge backhattday?

| don’t know. It amazes me, to produce inghis building.
God, God gave him that.

He did. He had to have because there wastybody else. Uh-uh.
There wasn’t no books.

Uh-uh, uh-uh. He engineered | mean miracalthungs.

He didn’t have no, none of that ya'll got.

No, he just knew how to work and he figuiththgs out.
God give him that.

Yes, you're right.

He had to, because that man could do amgthe wanted to.

Yeah, and he did.
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Anything he wanted to convert, he couldidd don’t know what if he went
to the first grade or the second grade.

Well, it don’t matter. He was a smart man.
But that man had knowledge.

Uh-huh.

Did people like him?

Yeah, he was a loveable person.

Yeah, very well liked.

He was nice to people, but he wasn’t uppjp like we got now. You see
them all wandering around here. Listen, let mey@ll something. | can
work on my own before | work on anybody else. | fyair, a daughter and
three granddaughters. Listen to me good. Theymodennessee. All of
them call themselves well educated, which theyf@réhis day. But did you
know you could be an educated fool?

Absolutely! Yes, you can. You can have adbschool and not have a lot of
sense.

And not have sense enough to walk up & ttee and put your hand on it.
| agree. | think you learn from doing things

That's it.

You can read, and | read a lot.

This man we talking about, | doubt if hemt through the eighth grade.
Oh, I would assure you that he didn't.

Back in them days.

But he worked and he taught himself how tothings, and learn from every
mistake I'm sure. Until he got it right.

He’d talk to people. He’d help you if heudd. | said his name was Rat
McFerrin.

That's what his name was.
| guess | was nine or ten in that days lteen a long time hasn't it.

Yes, sir. It's been a long time.
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Now you said at the store that the blgméople had to wait their turn.
You'd better wait.

Was that the same here at the mill?

All over the state of Tennessee, it was shme.

Well, yes sir.

Not just this mill, but all mills. Tenness was in that day back there. When
I’'m talking about, you waited everywhere in Tenmeesor get your head
knocked off. You would pick your choice.

And did you know that we now have a blackgident? Can you believe it?
| couldn’t believe it.

Could you believe it?!

| thought it would never happen.

| would have said it wouldn’t have happened.

| said it would never happen.

Well it's a great day. We've come a long wsipice when you waited at this
mill, and at that store.

That's what I'm sitting here telling you.

You're not waiting anymore.

And I'm still alive.

That'’s right, and 103. | know I've never nmeatyone 103.
And telling about it, and telling about it03 and telling it.
I’'m still alive and looking at it.

That's awesome.

And | get scared of myself. What's kept hege?

God’s kept you here.

Yeah.

There’s something left for you to do.

| wonder what.
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Well, only he knows that.

To pick up trash up and down the streéiafts all I've ever done.
That'’s alright. It's worked well for you fot03 years.

| guess that’s what he want me to do.

He’s also left you here to tell a story. Yiwoow? To tell the story. Because,
like, there’s not too many 103-year-old people tiat, that still have their
mind and the ability to be able to explain thingpéople and you, and like
you were talking today, the knowledge, you werkitg about the nurses
and all, you've lived to be 103 so you've seen@aifew things. So | feel
like the Lord has left you here for that purpose to

| know it.

To tell it.

| know he’s blessed me.
Absolutely.

Listen here. | fell the first day of thygar. We work together. | had finished
working night, six hours. | had finished all my Wat the bottom. And the
second floor men’s bathroom, | said, “I'll go ugeth and check it.” | went
up there and checked it, and | turned around imtineor in the bathroom
had finger smears on it. | had my little cart.dcked over and got a cloth, a
clean cloth to wipe those marks off of that glass] so | made me just like
a ball [twisting his wrist to demonstrate]. | sdiDpggone, I'm falling.” |
couldn’t balance myself. | couldn’t catch myseliddell.

Yes sir.

Broke this hip [pointing to his left sidd]got a scar right there, knocked a
hole in top of my head. They put me in the hospitdlblack out and come
to. When they got me to the hospital | didn’t haeeuse of nothing but my
hands. No use here [pointing to his legs]. My mayalld work when |
could stay awake, but I'd go to sleep. | woke ug #rey had me—I'm little
anyhow—they had me like that, and had a big baodratr my neck. Hook.
Hook. Girl was standing there. | say, “Girl, | a&igot use of nothing but my
arms. Take all that mess off of me.” She saysati't” | said, “I know you
can’t, cause you've been all with them that didAbout that time another
nurse come in and asked the girl, “Is he giving yrouble?” The girl said,
“No, he wants this stuff off of him, but he canétgt off.” | say, “Yeah, it's
coming off of me. | am upset [?]. | ain’t got nontml over nothing but my
hands.” | said, “What's the use of tying me downehiéke this?” The owner
of the hospital happened to come flirting througk this [swinging his
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shoulders back and forth]. | mean she owned itrl8Gwhat’s the problem
here?” | said, “There ain’t no problem.” | say, ‘@yhtrying to tie me in this
bed,” and | say, “They done tied and | ain’t gotoge tied.” She said,
“Yeah you going to be tied.” | said, “What do yoet®” She said, “If you
stay out here you’re going to be tied.” | saidddin’t have to stay out here.”
She owned it, but I didn’t know it.

Yes, sir.

She say,“Yeah.” | say, “Listen, lady. | awhe place.” | said, “You're
exactly who | want to talk to, the owner, because gan produce.” | said,
“Take this mess off of me, or else I'm going toMedere.” “You can't
leave here!” | say, “How come | can’t?” “You wastpuhere.” But | said, “I
can go out when | get ready.” | said, “I got justrauch right as you got.
Now if you don’t take this mess off of me I'm goit@get up and get out of
here.” So she told the nurse to take it off andmfsée] went out the door,
the nurse say, “What are you going to do?” She, $hain’t going to do
nothing with that fool. He’s crazy.” [laughter] ldzked out again.

They were worried that you were going td falit of the bed or get out of
the bed?

Probably.

How could | get out when | couldn’t stangd?
They probably thought so.

And that was last year?

This year!

No, this year.

Ain’'t been four months ago.

You know how many people break a hip andergyet up again?
That's right.

That's amazing. You’ve got something leftdo.
He still works at the court house.

| know. | read his shirt.

The doctor told me—

Well, that's what gets you to 103 is working
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Absolutely.

| tried two years not working. Uh-uh.
It don’t work.

It's no good.

No, it's no good. That’s why | bought thisecause | had to have something
to do.

Keep on doing.
I’'m going to. I've tried retirement at fortfwvo and that—
It just doesn’t work.

| bought a motor—I bought a Harley Davidsoause | didn’t have anything
better to do and no more sense than that, anceland rode and rode, and
now the Harley Davidson is the metal on this roof.

And you work.

| sold it and bought this roof.

You did the right thing.

| did. Yeah, you've got to work. | don’t uedstand.

| don’t care how much money you’ve gotldn’t care how much education
you've got.

You've got to have something to do! Get upthe morning.
You've got to have that brain involvedsomething.

Or else you'll lose it. That's what he says.

You're right. You're right.

He has been nominated to go to Washingtore @mdred year olds who
still work. Actually he hadn’t worked since he dith hip, but he’s still like
on worker’s comp, so he’s still qualified as wourgifor 100 years old. So
he’s been nominated to go to Washington.

Some sort of ceremony.
They ought to have a ceremony for that.

He don’t want anything else. He had a hundred
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You ought to just go to make the rest offessl good.
He doesn’t want anything else.

Not for you. But do it for the rest of us whwe don’t see 103-year-old
people.

Still walking around.

And sharp as a tack.

Look, | got out of breath walking from therdaack here.
No, you ain’t going to see many of us.

Well, you need to go to Washington if yowkahat opportunity, to show
the rest of the country that hey, if you just keepking and you can live
this long.

Yeah, I'll go if they can get it, you kngwo where it's convenient, you
know, to go.

Yeah. Well, I'll bet you they’ll make it carenient for you.
They will.

That'’s quite an honor.

Yeah.

Itis.

| see people on the news occasionally onlmeaghannel 4 News, they show

the centenarian people.

Uh-huh.

Yeah, he was on—

But I've never in real life met one.

He was on, let's see. He was on there | thiiskhundredth. He had a great
honor for a hundred birthday.

You haven't hit sixty yet, have you?
No! | haven't hit fifty yet.
| knew you were fifties.

No, I'm forty-seven.
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Forty-seven?

Forty-seven.

He’s just a child. He’s just a mere child.
Just a baby, compared, just a baby.
Just forty-seven?

Just forty-seven.

Your life just started.

Now, see, what year were you, what year were forty-seven? You're 103
in '09.

Oh, man. How many years would that be?

Nineteen, what, fifty-two or —three.

| don’t know, but when you were forty-sevewasn’t born yet.
You wasn't born yet.

Oh, okay. Let's see, I'm sixty-three.

| think you were up in Chicago then. Isdt right, or had you come back
then?

You don’t look sixty-three. | would not hawiessed that you were sixty-
three.

When | was forty-seven years old | coultzé run two miles and go “huh”
[small breath] and it'd be over with.

Uh-huh.

Tough. The doctor told them out here wheot all banged up at this age,
he say, “You know what’s holding this old man?” Sdye’s rough.” Say,
“His body shows he’s been through it.” Say, “Hesggh.” Say, “It's just
like a stone that you chip off of.”

Well, nobody, no elderly people—and | doniean, that's the wrong
word—nbut no old people get up from a broken hipatifusually what kills
old people.

| know that.

They get a broken hip, and then they layanpl get pneumonia, so it's
amazing that you're—
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They die.

—out at Readyville Mill four months aftertaoken hip at 103.
| told the girl at—

That's your story.

| told the girl at [unintelligible word] ¢spital that | was going to die. | said,
“I can’t make it. I'm too old.” | said, “This herg’broke.” She says, “Oh,
don’t you die here!” [laughs]

Who was that? Janie? Who was that? Janie?ighé& want you dying on
her, huh?

[Nods] See, | read enough to know that ¢ondition | was at my age |
couldn’t make it. | say, “Girl,” | say, “don’t wastno more time,” | say,
“because | can’'t make it.” She say, “What?”

Well, you did.

| say, “I'm going to die.” She said, “MBrandon, please don’t die now.
Hold it! Hold it!” [laughs]

You'd be surprised at all of the people wisik about him. All the
commissioners.

Yeah.

I work in the mayor’s office.

Uh-huh.

I’'m glad I've got, I'm glad I've got a lodf friends.
Yes, you do.

I’'m proud of that.

Well, you should be. That’s all any of usviea
I’'m proud of that.

And you’ve got a beautiful family.

Children, are you all ready to go?
Whenever you ready, sir.

[To Brady:] | know you don’t your picturenade, but could 1?
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Shoot, yeah. I'll have my picture made. jgagtops while Williams
photographs Brandon and Brady together; tape regumehat a plow is?

Uh-uh.

Yes you, well, | know you've, | know | beby’ve run one before. Anyway,
| was hanging an old plow in the mill this morniaigsix o’clock.

What is it? What kind is it?
Well, you walk behind it and the mules gotire front, and it's a harrow.
That's a V harrow.

Yes, sir. So | was hanging it from the cegiand here comes all these
people and they said they’re here for their appoanit. And | said, “What
appointment?” And a photographer had, without agkire, had charged
these people to come out here and take a bundmddgraphs. And when
she, she didn't get here later and | said, “Whgtd mean charging these
people to take pictures out here without asking’rhe@id, you know,
“Somebody going to make some money out here, I'ttingesome of it! |
want some of it!”

| want some of it. No!
So my morning started rough but got muchédret
Well, good. And look how you topped it off Imyeeting Mr. Brandon.

It wouldn’t get any better. Wouldn’t get algtter. It was a pleasure to meet
you!

I’'m glad to meet you.

It's good to meet—please come back anotimeet
Alright. Keep on with the good stuff.

Okay, well I'm going to get this mill runnghone day.
Alright.

And I'll be sure you’re here for the firsommeal.
Oh, that would be wonderful.

Yeah.

That would be wonderful.

| hope I'm here. | hope I'm here.
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That would be wonderful.

Carolyn’s wondering about the, she, Inkishe expects to have a water
wheel on the side—

Because all | ever did was see pictures. tieger been out here before in
my life. | was born in Murfreesboro.

Well, this mill has a turbine, which is a teawheel on its side.
Okay.
And it's under—

I looked up there and saw the mechanisnthallstuff, all the guts are kind
of just laying around.

Uh-huh. Well, way down deep—
Oh, deeper than that?

Yeah, deep in the mill race is the turbiaad it's a waterwheel on its side,
and when water comes down this mill race, it it turbine and spins it
just like a waterwheel.

Oh, | see. Okay.

And that's what powers this old mill.

Oh, okay. | always saw pretty pictures of it.

Mr. Willie | know remembers that.

Yeah, he does. He was telling us it was uridere.
It's still there.

[To Brady:] So how are you doing on thamh?
Oh, who knows?

Still waiting for . . .

It's in the hands of the state and the eegits. And | don’t know.
Oh, is it?

That's over my head.

That's a hurry-up-and-wait situation.

Ain’t they got that Halls Hill Pike tornp®
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| don’t know.

They’re working on it, ain’t they?

| don’t know. | never go down there.
I’'m afraid to take them down there.

We were trying to get to where his, just igeneral area, where his old
home place was.

| don’t think | can get to it.
Well, you need to try.

Yeah, we'll just get as close as we can gegou can just point and say this
is where it was. We won’t know the difference anywlavon't!

The census says it was Vaught Road. Da taow?
Vaught?

Uh-huh. V-A-U-G-H-T.

I've heard of Vaught Road. Do you have GPS?
No.

Do you want to borrow mine?

They probably called it something else.

He knows where it is.

| think they've done got that road cut.ofhey keep working on it.
From Halls Hill Pike?

Yeah, | think it done cut if off.

| live in Bell Buckle, so | go the other way

Well, if you can get us just to as close as gan get that'll be fine. | know
you said the cemetery’s back.

He says you have to drive through a fafigid to get to the cemetery.
| don’t know.
You don’t plan to be buried up here, do you?

Huh?
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You don't plan to be buried up here, do you?
Yeah.

How we going to get, how we going to get bpre?
They'll get there somehow.

Okay. We'll have to go back to the mules.

He don’t much care.

He’s flying. He might be going to mine. Whadws?

My mother and father’s buried back thdfet’s good enough for them, it's
good enough for me.

| understand.

You're right. | know you were telling us altay about the cemetery, how
your people were buried there.

I'd rather be buried back there than bedxuliin California.
Well, yeah.
And I've been to both of them.
Okay. | was glad to meet him.
Yeah. You'll get an invitation to the gral opening.
Absolutely!

END OF INTERVIEWS
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Willie Henry Brandon

-- 1/6/2010
Willie Henry Brandon

Lie-in-State:
8:00 a.m. - 10:00 a.m. on Friday, January 8, 2010
the courtroom at the Rutherford County Courthouse located on The Square in Murfreesboro

Visitation:
11:00 a.m. - 12 noon on Friday, January 8, 2010
Mt. Zion Primitive Baptist Church, 510 Mason Court, Murfreesboro

Funeral:
12 noon on Friday, January 8, 2010
Mt. Zion Primitive Baptist Church, 510 Mason Court, Murfreaesboro

Elder Gerald Ogilvie, officiating and Elder Carl Blackman, eulogist:

Interment:
on Friday, January 8, 2010
Wilson Hill Road Cemetery, Readyville, TN

Obituary:

Mr. Wiliie H. Brandon was born June 12, 1906 and passed away on Tuesday, January 5, 2010 at
the Middle Tennessee Medical Center in Murfreesboro, TN, Mr. Brandon was a lifelong resident of
Rutherford County. He worked as a cook at the old James K. Polk Hotel from 1933 to 1938 and
later worked at the City Cafe. He was also a cook at the old Seward Air Force Base, which is now
the Smyrna Airport.

Mr. Brandon was a long time and dedicated custodian at the Rutherford County Courthouse in
Murfreesboro, TN.

Mr. Brandon was preceded in death by his parents, Jimmie Brewer and Charles Brandon and
sister, Lizzie Brandon, His survivors include his wife, Mrs. Addie Bell Brandon; daughter, Annie
(Kirby} Smith; grandchildren, Regina Stewart, Patricia Morris, Pamela Smith, Mattie Caw! and
Donald McKnight and many other relatives and friends.

JANUARY 6, 2010 ARTICLE IN THE MURFREESBQRO POST

At age 80, Brandon began custodial duties at the Courthouse. He worked until he was 102 and
his health prevented him from working.

His annual birthday party at the Courthouse has long been a public celebration. At his 103th
birthday held last June, Brandon attributed his ong life to a higher power.

“"God let me live,” Brandon said. *I feel fine.”

He spent much of his last birthday celebrating with Rutherford County Commissioners and
employees at the Courthouse.

"I love the whole community and God bless them,” Brandon said during his birthday party.

http://cannonwire.com/print_this_story.asp?smenu=71&sdetail=4041 2/1/2010
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Co-worker Janie Davis worked with Brandon eight years.

“willie is an icon,” said Davis. “He’s wonderful. He's absolutely adorable,”

County Mayor Ernest Burgess said Brandon represented a class of people with high character.

It is so refreshing we have people like that who are loyal, theyre honest, their work ethic is
unbelievably strong, their faith in their fellow man and God is astounding and they have an
attitude that is so positive that it's contagious,” Burgess said.

*Mr. Willie’s clarity of mind and memory was remarkable,” the mayor said. “He was able to share
many of life’s difficulty in a very constructive and positive way. I was almost in awe of his depth
of understanding of what life is all about.”

Brandon felt an urgency to work every day.

“He didn’t want to let up on being a positive, constructive influence in the community,” Burgess
said.

As a child, General Sessions Court Judge Larry Brandon spent time with his cousin, the elder
Brandon who came by his family’s house almost every day.

“For a kid, it's important to treat them with respect,” Judge Brandon said.
The younger Brandon, his brother and father helped Willie Brandon load his hogs and transport
the livestock to Nashville for sale. After the sale, the elder Brandon treated the brothers and

father to eat all they wanted.

“Nothing was better than a stockyard hamburger,” Judge Brandon said. "Those were scme of the
best times I ever had.”

The judge has tried to treat his son, Larry Brandon II, with respect by spending time with him.

willie Brandon had a special bond with Larry Brandon II because he was the oldest and Larry
Brandon II was the youngest of the family.

Brandon never got in a hurry and enjoyed his time on his farm.
By his example of working, Brandon was rewarded with a longer life, his cousin said.

At Brandon's last birthday party, County Commissioner Anthony Johnson described Brandon as
“walking history.”

When attending commission meetings, Johnson said he often arrived early to visit with Brandon.
“He'd tell me stories of the past,” Johnson said. "He's definitely a role model for anyone — the

way he carries himself. He's just a gentle giant full of life for his fellow man. It’s an honor to
have him as my friend.”

http://cannonwire.com/print this story.asp?smenu=71&sdetail=4041 2/1/2010



