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Ms. Tennessee Miller
Interviewed by  Leigh Cravin

22 Feb 2004

Q.  Can you tell me your full name?

A.  Tennessee Miller

Q.  When were you born?

A.  August 11, 1916

Q.  You played the piano for which church?

A.  I played for so many churches.

Q.  How did you start learning to play the piano?  Did you

take music?

A.  I took it for three weeks.

Q.  ….three weeks?  It just came to you?

A.  W ell, my husband was a minister and I had to … I had to learn how to play real quick.

Q.  What was your husband's name?

A.  Rev. H. Smith

Q.  So you took piano lessons for three weeks and just up and started playing?

A.  (chuckle)  Yes.

Q.  So you play by ear?

A.  Oh yea, I know my notes, but I can't play by them.  I can't look at a book and play.

Q.  So you can still play?

A.  Yes

Q.  What was the first church where you played the piano?

A.  Elkhart

Q.  In Elkhart, then did you all move to Palestine?

A.  W e lived on Calhoun St.  I have been playing ever since I was 4 years old.

Q.  Is that right?

Q.  So you played for Mt. Vernon and what other church?

A.  I played for Mt. Vernon, W ashington Chapel, Bethel, Anderson Chapel, Union Chapel, … all these

Chapels…Alto.  Oh, Honey, I have played for so many churches.  I have played for 35 churches.

Q.  Do you sing solo, and when you sing do you sing or just play for the choir?

A.  I used to could really sing.  I got tapes.  I don't think I sound that good.

Q.  Well, when some people say solo … they would ask me if I could sing solo.  I could never sing solo…it

would be so low nobody could hear it.

Q.  Do you remember Rev. Homer Wilson?

A.  Yes

Q.  That was my grandfather's brother ….Uncle Homer.

A.  Oh, that was my mama's pastor, a long time ago at Mt. Moriah.
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Q.  So when you played for Mt. Vernon … who was the Pastor over there?

A.  I played for Rev. Coates, I haven't played for anyone since this preacher been there … Rev. Franklin.

Q.  Rev Franklin.  He is not there anymore.  They just sent a preacher to Mt. Vernon from DeSoto…his

name is Reed.

A.  His name is Reed?

Q.  His name is Reed.

A.  I think, I know him … came from California didn't he?

Q.  I don't know!  So, Rev. Coats was there when you played at Mt. Vernon?

A.  Yes

Q.  Did you play when Rev. Shepherd was there?

A.  Rev. Shepherd pastored Antioch.  No, I didn't play there.

Q.  Now, your husband was the pastor of what church here in Anderson County?

A.  Oh Honey, it was so many of them.  Anderson Chapel…W ashington Chapel in Elkhart…oh honey, been so

many of them…in Alto.  He pastored 20 years.

Q.  So how long did you live on Calhoun Street?

A.  I had been living there for 65 years.

Q.  Sixty-five years!  And you have been out here at the nursing home for about 5 years?

A.  Yes.

Q.  Where is your piano now?  The piano that you had at home?

A.  I think it is over to my nephews house.

Q.  Do you play the piano out here at the nursing home?

A.  Yes I play.

Q.  Do you play every now and then or do you play every week?

A.  Every once in a while.  They have some good musicians here.

Q.  You do!  So how long did you know Miss Bethena Henley…Miss Bessy?

A.  Oh, at least 50 years…that was the strangest death…just happen so sudden.

Q.  She used to make banana bread for the community.

A.  Sure did.

Q.  Did you ever make teacakes?

A.  Oh yes.

Q.  I remember when we were kids, we used to eat teacakes and drink buttermilk.

Q.  So, where is your home?  Where were you born?

A.  A place called Corner Switch, outside of Sycamore.

Q.  Corner Switch…here in Anderson County?

Q.  What was your parent' name?  Your mothers name?

A.  Harry and Betsy Jamison

Q.  Oh, now there are some Jamisons that played the piano, I think from Grapeland…are you kin to them?

A.  I don't know.  I used to play in Grapeland.

Q.  Do you have any brothers or sisters?

A.  No. 
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Q.  No brothers or sisters?  Are you an only child?

A.  No, all of them dead but me.  There were seven, four girls and three boys…

Q.  Do you have any children?

A.  No, I had step-children.

Q.  Step children.  Well, I'm still trying to figure out how you just up and started playing the piano.

A.  I tell you what.  Everybody in my family can play.

Q.  Is that right?  Just have that ear and know how to play.

A.  Yes, but my niece got her PHD in music.  She goes to Prairie View.

Q.  Well, Miss Henley's piano is still at my house, and I play it, but I have to read the music.  If I can't read

the notes, then I don't play the song. 

A.  W ell,…..I tried it, but I can't look at the book and the piano too.

Q.  Well, it is easier if you just have an ear for it, and just hear the song when you hear it and play it.

A.  That's a nice house over there --- of Miss Henley's.  She passed away so suddenly.  I remember talking to her

and about three weeks later she was gone.

Q.  Yes, I was with her when she passed away.  I was right there in the room.  In fact, it was so strange.  I

was out there in the laundry room washing some clothes for her and the washing machine bounced all

the way across the room and I went inside to tell her son that the washing machine was bouncing around,

and he said come in here.  Mama is passing away.  So, I stood right there and I was with her when she

passed away.  So I stayed until I saw them take her body away.  I wouldn't leave her.  She was such a

sweetheart.

A.  Yes, she was a good cook too.

Q.  Yes, Miss…could cook.  She always had something in her kitchen cooking.  Everybody headed for her

kitchen.  (Laughing)  We would head straight to the kitchen.  I kept her chickens for the long time.  She

had an old rooster that crowed all night long.

A.  A rooster, I know it.

Q.  Yes, it would crow about two or three in the morning…four in the morning.  I told her that rooster he

had to go.  She really had too many roosters.  She had three roosters and they would fight and try to kill

each other.

A.  She sure did, I remember one time she had five roosters….

Q.  So that rooster still would not stop crowing at 2:00 a.m. in the morning.  You would hear him just

strutting up and down the yard.  (Laughing)  I would go out there and say shut up and he would  crow

some more.  Miss Ethylene is still there.  Miss Ethylene Jackson?

A.  She used to come out here.

Q.  Well, she is still doing just fine.  She still sits out beside the house every day, of course her brother

passed away, you know.

A.  I didn't know he was dead.

Q.  Oh, it was last year.  Oh, Leon, now is he down in Houston now?

A.  Yes, I know.  They took both his legs off.

Q.  Yes, both of his legs off.  Clemmie said he is doing as well as could be expected.  Do you remember

years ago when people used to go to Associations?

A.  Yes I do.

Q.  They would have them all week long, wouldn't they?  I remember we would go and just go from booth

to booth.

A.  I remember Mama and I, the girls, we would go with her.  The ladies and the girls.  Those were some good

days.  W e put food in our wagon.  
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Q.  I remember dinner on the grounds.  I just love to eat egg custard.  That was my favorite food.  I don't

know if people go to Associations like they used to.

A.  No, they don't usually do it like they used to.  They just have one building.

Q.  Yes, the Associations, all the churches from all around would come and we have preaching every

night.  It would wind up on Saturday nights or was it Sunday evenings?  It would end up on Sunday

evenings.  

A.  Yes, Sunday evenings…..

Q.  Things sure have changed.  Well I wish I could hear you play the piano, but I know it is asking too

much.

A.  You play the piano too?

Q.  No, Ma'am, I don't play without the music, and it can't be too many notes on the pages.  (Both

laughing!)  I sure would love to hear you play a song.

A.  Yes, I'll play.

Q  Will you play a solo?  Do you remember how people used to shout in church.  Ladies, used to throw

their arms out and knock you out (laughter).  People used to really shout.  The ushers would go over and

fan them to cool them off.

At this time a piano is brought into the area to be played by Tennessee Miller

Q.  Well, that sounds good to me.  

(Piano is still being played)  and Singing!

Q. Well thank you, that's one of the old one hundreds.
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