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Mary Ellen Coleman
Interviewed by  Leigh Cravin

and  Mae Liza Copeland
21 & 22 Feb 2004

A:  My mother's last name was Jones, born Mary Ellen Brown.  I

was married November 25, 1933.  My granddaddy was Irvin

Brown.  My father’s name was Vester Brown.

Q:  How old were you when you first joined church?

A:  I was in my teens.

Q:  Do you remember the name of that church?

A:  I joined Mt. Olive Church.

Q:  I know where Mt. Olive is!

A:  I go to St. Johns

Q:  How long have you been going to St. Johns?

A:   I joined after I got married.  My husband name is Junior Coleman.  His name was Eugene Coleman.

Q:  How old are you now?

A:   I am 90 years old.  I was born in 1905.

Q:  So that makes you 99 years old.  You're really on the ball.

A:   I'm about off the ball.

Q:  So when you feel up to you go to St. Johns.  Do you remember any of the pastors that preached at St. Johns?

A:   Rev. Hood, Rev. Homer W ilson

Q:  Homer Wilson was my grandfather's brother, Justus Wilson's brother.

A:   … Rev. Barnett.

Q:  Who is the Pastor there now?

A:   I don't know who. …Oh, Doris Demson.

Q:   Did your family go to St. John when you were growing up or did you go to Mt. Olive?

A:   My children and I went to Mt. Olive.  Later I went to St. Johns.  After I married I went to church with Junior.  I

didn't want my family split so I started going to St. John.

A:   For my wedding dinner we had goose and duck.  My wedding dinner was cooked by Dora Hopkins.

Q:  How many children do you have?

A:   I have 4 children living, but I am the mother of eight children.

Q:  Do you remember going to church on a horse or buggy?

A:   W e went on a wagon.

Q:  Do you remember if they had Associations back then?

A:   I sure do.  My daddy got lost going a different way to the Associations.

Q:  Associations would run all day long?

Q:  Would you ever take food out and try to sell it at booths…a lot of barbeque.

Q:  Do you remember dinner on the ground?
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A:   I remember shade trees, and people bringing baskets full of food.  People would get together and cook this

and some would cook that, someone else would cook something else and we had so much food.  Mama always

had a garden and we had cows, I remember my Mama would cook in this big old bowl.  People are kind of stingy

now…shut the door when they see you coming.  I'm glad that I can tell it, the Lord has blessed me to tell it, my

mama would get vegetables from the garden in a big old bowl, chickens and turkeys.

Q:  Did you all raise hogs too?

A:  Yes, Mamm

Q:  Did your mom ever cook Teacakes?

A:  Yes, they did?  I remember.

Q:  So when you used to go to church, people would come around the community to Thank God!  When

the church was built was it just one room?

A:  Yes, it was just one room.

Q.  Do you remember picking cotton?

A:  W hen I put my sack down in that field I come out with 500 lbs.

Q:  Well that is half a bale.

Q:  That is a lot of cotton!!!  500 lbs a day.

A:  I had a sister she would say she would say "you ain't going to beat me"  so she tried to out pick me.

A:  She tried to keep up with me, but I put her in the bed the next day.

Q:  So you showed her something, didn't you? 

Q:  Did you ever hunt squirrels when you were a little girl?

A:  No!

Q:  So do you know how to shoot a rifle?

A:  Rifle and a shot gun.  Squirrels would jump out of the trees to another tree and I watched which way he went.

Q:  So you would shoot them out of the tree?  You were a good shot.  So after you shot the squirrel, what

did you do?  Did you make squirrel dumpling or would you stew them?

Q:  Do you remember when they would kill the hogs and make hog head cheese?  Did you use to do that?

A:  I made them for a lot of my white friends – hog-head cheese.

Q:  Did you ever make crackling bread?

A:  Yes, Mamm!  All of that.

Q:  What time of year did they kill the hogs?  Was it in the fall or was it in the winter?

A:  In the fall.  Like now before it got real - real cold, but when it start to getting kind fall they would kill – ride

around to the neighbors and kill hogs.

Q:  Did you ever eat chit lings?

A:  Yes, Mamm!

Q:  Pig Feet!  I remember when people used to eat pig ears and make sandwiches out of the pigs ears!

A:  I imagine they still do.  They stop raising hogs after they starting to raise different stuff in the bottoms.  The

hogs went to rooting and they stop raising hogs.

Q:  Where was the bottoms?

A:  Did you ever, well I doubt that you didn't…Cause…People came from far and near picking cotton in the

bottoms.

Q:  Was that over by the Jemison Cemetery?  Was that over in that way?

A:  No, I doubt they didn't because people came from …My dad always told me that they named the cemetery

after my granddaddy.  I had my uncle cleaned up that cemetery.  They would take a stick and kill squirrels when

they cleaned the cemetery.
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Q:  They hit him with a stick when he was standing up their cleaning up the cemetery.

Q:  Have you ever made quilts?

A:  Did I?  Yes, Mamm!

Q:  Did you ever tack them?

A:  Yes, tack and quilted.  I have quilts now that I haven't quilted.

Q:  When you put your horses up, where did you put them?  My grandmother used to put her quilts across

what she called horses to make quilts.  Is that the way you quilted yours?

A:  But, I tried to…W e called them horses.  Then you would get another one and then you get a short one and put

that together and then it would.  And then make it stationary with a board or a plank so you could get it tight.

Q:  So then you would get it tight.

A:  A lot of folks want to say they came up horrible.  I want to thank the Lord that I came a long ways.

Q:  I was going to ask you that when you grew up, what kind of work did you do?  You said you had picked

some cotton.

A:  W e farmed, when we got through picking our farm we would go to another patch of cotton.

Q:  You farmed.  Did you ever milk cows?

A:  W e had cows.  I didn't m ilk the cows.  Sometimes we didn't get what old folks would called lard.  W e would

churn and save the butter, and season what we were going to use.  I could tell you some stories.

Q:  Did y'all ever dig sweet potatoes?

A:  Oh Lord, did we?  W e raised sweet potatoes by the load, why we raised that many sweet potatotes I don't

know, a whole lot, my daddy built a shed for potatoes, we had gravel, my dad took a wagon load of potatoes to sell

– my daddy – planted a lot, always a good market for them.

Q:  So what did you put in the smokehouse in the winter time?

A:  W e built a potatoes house.  W e put potatoes in a potato house.

Q:  Some people used to cover them up didn't they?

A:  Some of them would build a mound to go over them.  My daddy built a potato house.

Q:  And they would keep all winter long, they would keep for 2 or 3 months under there wouldn't they?

A:  A lot of times the strangers would come around … I can tell you stories about that.

Q:  About the sweet potatoes?

A:  Okra … would come up …W hich I ain't shame to... the Lord was good to me.  I ain't ashamed.  W e went to the

woods to get wood.  W hen I went to the woods and break wood.  My mama would build chimneys.

Q:  So you remember when there were no electric lights.

A:  Yes before lights started coming in.

Q:  Y'all had coal oil lamps?

A:  I ad four lamps for each rooms, I would give all my girls one.  She has (point to daughter) one of them…….I

could tell a story.

Q:  Now how many sisters and brother do you have?

A:  I have two brothers now.

Q:  How many children did your parents have in all?

A:  I was 8 children.

Q:  She had 12 children?  It was 12 of you in all?

A:  Yes.

Q:  Now when you first went to school, "do you remember when you first went to school?"



Oral History

Oral History Mary Ellen Coleman page 4 of 7

A:  I went to Mt. Olive School.

Q:  You went to Mt. Olive School.  That's when they went to school in the church?

A:  W e didn't have a schoolhouse, we had a church.  Kids went to school in the church-house.

Q:  The church-house had a  school?

A:  Now them young people can still keep up some of the work, they trying to keep it up.  

Q:  Do you remember any of your teachers or the names of your teachers, when you went to school?

A:  Mrs. Anderson and Mr. Mims.

Q:  Mr. Rich Mims was your teacher?  -- It will come to you. – But when you all went to school, you went to

school a little while, and then you worked in the field a little while?  Is that the way they went to school

then?

A:  W e would pick our cotton, and then after we got through, we would go to the white man and help him out in the

filed and that when I was picking that 500 pounds.

Q:  So then you would have to get out of school to go pick cotton?

A:  Not exactly.

Q:  Do you remember what grade you were in when you finished school?

A:  I think, I might be telling you the wrong thing.  I was in the 10  grade.th

Q:  Was it the 7  grade:th

A:  Maybe – it might be.

Q:  But you went to the Mt. Olive School to the 7  grade?  So have you always lived in Anderson County?th

A:  Yes!

Q:  You were born and lived in Anderson County?  You always lived here?  You didn't move to Dallas or

Ft. Worth?  Always stayed here?  

A:  Yes!  Anderson County.

Q:  Did your school burn down?  

A:  Someone burnt the school up?

Q:  They did!  Someone burnt the school down?

A:  Nobody owned up to it.  W e don't know who burnt it down.  W e have an idea.

Q:  So you have been going to St. Johns Church a long time, haven't you?

A:  Yes, my husband's daddy bought this place here and my daddy's daddy bought the place down near Massey

Lake.

Q:  So how long have you lived in your house down the road.

A:  W ell, I tell you how it was.  I know I'm not telling some things right.  W hen my daddy married, my granddaddy

built him a log house.

Q:  A log house?

A:  Built him a log house, and from the log house well he built another house.  Then we stayed in the log house,

and later he built a bigger house after all the kids, and later when I started to get my own kids I got a bigger house. 

A lot of folks ashamed, but I ain't .  Our kitchen was log.

Q:  Where did you all get your water?  Did you have a well?

A:  A lot of the time we would get our water from the Jemison's.  W e hauled water from a spring – spring water.

Q:  You hauled the water?  Did you ever dig a well?

A:  My daddy, we would get it out of a spring.
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Q:  So you all never did dig a well?

A:  W e dug a well and it caved in, and then we ---  I could tell one thing, I can tell a story and I ain't shame to tell it.

Q:  When did you and your husband move up to the house down the road where you still live?

A:  Oh, we moved up here after 1942.  (December) I guess so.

Q:  December 1942.  So, you've lived here a long time!

Q:  Do you still have your wood heaters?

A:  I did have a heater, but it played out.  I don't like them heaters.

Q:  You don't like them.  Butane?

A:  I have, I'm about to freeze now because I'm used to a chimney.

Q:  I remember when they had a flue; it went up behind the wood heater on the wall.  WE called it a flue. 

We had a flue at our house.  I had to take the ashes out.  That was my job, to take the ashes out of the

wood heater and take them out by the gardening.

A:  Yes, I know all about that.

Q:  You took the hot ashes out and somebody stepped in them?

A:  One of the boys.

Q:  One of your boys?  Burned his foot pretty bad?  And she (pointing) was with him.

A:  Daughter got burned too.

Q:  Your daughter got her foot burned also.

A:  They did it on purpose --- I told them not to go out there in the garden.  Later on I got inside --- I heard

someone hollering.  They had gone in the garden, opened up the garden gate – and went and stuck their foot in

them hot ashes.

Q:  Did they get a whipping?

A:  (Laughing!!!!)

Q:  I bet they got a good whipping, didn't they?  

A:  You ask somebody.  (Laughing!!!) I tried my best to…W illiam was going to run.  They got that from me.

Q:  Well, we couldn't run and if you were going to get a whipping, if you tried to run, it was going to be

twice as bad if you tried to run.

A:  W hat do you think about…she followed W illiam, stuck her foot in hot ashes after he burned his foot and I heard

'Oh Mama, Mama, Mama.'  And I asked how she got burned.  I said you might as well come.  She (pointing to

daughter) was going to run, but I run like a deer.  I look at that cedar tree now, but back then it was a little sapling. 

So I told her I was going to tear her up.

A:  I ran after him, I asked him "how you get burned?"  "You might as well come on.  Run, the ----daughter did run,

but run like a deer. …….My foot had a….I said, I don't care if your foot….I am going to tear you up."

Q:  Well the kids probably didn't think the ashes were hot.  They had to find out the hard way.  

A:  No they didn't, just in to devilment.

Q:  Just in to devilment.

A:  W E had trouble with their behind and where they got burned.

Q:  What do you think about how people raise their kids now?

A:  Chile … I just look at them.  Do you have any?

Q:  No Mamm!

A:  You know grand people bring their kids to your house and they start rambling, and some of the parents will just

be looking at them and not say nothing, but when I went visiting they go somewhere or go out and play, but these

people, some of them will let your kids tear up your stuff.
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Q:  You just had a birthday the other day, didn't you?  You had a big birthday party didn't you?

A:  Yes, I had one.

Q:  That was January 12 .  When was your birthday?th

A:  The 12 !!  W hen was I born?  My birthday is February.th

Q:  Well, I sure do thank you, I hope I didn't keep you away too long.  Do you know how to ride on a horse

bareback?

A:  Lord, have mercy!  (Laughing)  Yes!  I plowed.

Q:  You got behind a mule and plowed?  So you know how to say Gee and Haw?

A:  All of that.

Q:  You ride side saddle or straddle  a horse?

A:  Saddle!  That's what I rode.  I remember when --- and I might get some things wrong.  W e had sow and she

stayed gone, so we saddled up the horse and everything and when I get through doing my work, I was supposed

to go and find those little piglets that the sow hid.  And we had a little dog named Red Molly, and if there was a

sow to be found, I would find it.  So I got on the horse and I rode. I can see it now, one acre, and maybe it was 100

acres looking for that sow.  That dog wasn't going to let loose until she found those little piglets.  So Red Molly

found them.  I will never forget that someone had cut a tree down and there was sap and that's where she put

them.  But Red Molly and me on the horse found them... W e wasn't going to get away from her.

Q:  I never did ride a horse, my grandpa put me on a mule and I fell off of him and I didn't get back on.

A:  (Laughter)  Lord, I remember the farm security bureau.

Q:  My grandfather did that too… talking about that mule that I fell off of…You used to ride and plant.

A:  Yes!  Mamm!

Q:  But you got on it with a dress on?

A:  I had one of these…petticoats under it.  Anyhow, the horse got scared and I was riding a cultivator and that

dress got caught up in the blade and the wheel.

Q:  And your little boy went and told somebody.

A:  No, now he was always nosey.  He was standing there looking at me and he knew something was wrong and

he ran in front of the horse.

Q:  So he stopped the horse.  Something spooked the horse and it ran the wrong way.

A:  I was helping out and went to plant a big place and when he got back he was surprised that I had planted that

big place.

Q:  So when you all used to pick peanuts, you all used to shake them off and lay them on the ground and

used to go back through and pick them up.

A:  Let them dry.  Didn't you all ever?

Q:  Yes, mamm!  We did that.  I wanted to eat them as soon as they came out of the ground when they

were still green an would make you sick.

A:  (Laughing!!)

Q:  I didn't know any better.

A:  W ell, I tell you what.  I could tell a little about a lot.

Q:  You've come a long way, haven't you?

A:  I could tell you a lot….

Q:  Have you ever cut sugar cane?  You ever make syrup?

A:  Yeah!!

Q:  Did you have that horse going round and round?
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A:  Oh!!  You know!

Q:  We couldn't wait to get that bucket of syrup and go home and start sopping.

A:  I love it so well that …that it would dye your teeth another color.  Sure did!

Q:  Turned your teeth another color?  (laughter)  A lot of people don't know anything about making syrup. 

They just go to the store and buy it… Mrs. Buttersworth!  Do you make syrup cakes?

A:  Yes, Mamm!

Q:  That is some good eating.

Q:  They used to use ashes to make lye soap, didn't they?

A:  Yes, an old lady showed me how to make ashes.

Q:  You pour water through the ashes?  You put that water off the ashes, to get that lye of the ashes.

A:  Mama made ashes using a ash hopper.

Q:  I knew about that, pour all those ashes through there.

A:  Get you a hopper and pour that water through there.

Q:  And what came out through the ashes is what you used as your lye soap?

A:  That's right!  I used to make it; an old lady taught me how to make it in wedges.

Q:  You used to make it in big old wedges.  You could wash clothes forever with that soap.

(Laughing)

Q:  Do you still have your rub board?

A:  My rub board is somewhere.

Q:  I didn't like rub boards.  They used to tear my knuckles up.

A:  W ould they?

Q:  You would rub and rub.  It would rub all the skin off your knuckles.

A:  Some people made their rub boards. They would take a plank.

Q:  My grandmother would have a big ole wash pot, and she would start a fire under it.

A:  You do know a little something, don't you?  Now where were you raised at?

Q:  Out there in Anderson County.  Going toward Montalba.

A:  Did you know any of the Browns up there?

Q:  My grandparents were Browns – John Brown and Preston Brown – but they were a different set of

Browns.

A:  Oh, yeah!!

Q:  My grandparents were Browns, but they were a different set of Browns.  John Brown and Preston

Brown.  Those are my sets of Browns.  Aunt Mae Anna Brown.  Aunt Girl Brown and Will Brown.  Those

are my grandparents and great aunts.

A:  W ell some kind of way…
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