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New Year's Day, 1968 - - We sat around the table at Mama’s
and Papa’s and even though we had other things, you can be sure
the menu included hog jowl and blackeyed peas, both grown right
there on the farm. Crackling bread was an added attraction. Now
none of these delicacies appeal to me, so my only comment was,
‘T guess it beats nothing,”” which brought on more talk as to how
long Mama and Papa had been having peas and hog jowl on New
Year’s. They guickly went back past the forty-six years they’ve
had me, to their own childhoods. Mama is seventy-seven and
Papa is eighty, and their own parents always had it. Mama said
that she doesn’t remember as much conversation about it as you
hear now, but that people served it as if they thought perhaps it
brought good luck.

We went on to discuss other New Years’ and Christmases.
They both said that in their homes things started days ahead of
time. The cooking and the secrecy started first. Now we can go
to the store, make our selections, and tell them we will pick
them up on Christmas Eve. That way we don’t have to worry a-
bout a hiding place. But not so then, so many of the gifts were
made in the home, that a lot more secrets were involved; in fact,
sleight-of-hand knowledge was almost a must, what with children
running in and out all the time. Things got hidden in the oddest
places.

Mama’s home was in Poinsett County at Tyronza. And Papa’s
was in the Vineyard Community in Phillips County, about a mile
south of the Lee-Phillips line.

A day or two before Christmas the man of the house took an
axe and the boys, and went out on the place to get the tree, us-
ually a cedar. This was trimmed mostly with homemade decora-
tions, popcorn balls, strings of popcorn, berries, bright colored
ribbons, and most anything that would further enhance its beauty.




Each community always had a tremendous tree at the school-
house on Christmas Eve. Every family was invited and they all
came and brought the entire family. Every child present received
a gift. Of course, Santa Claus is nothing new, so he came. As
soon as they got home from the community tree, all the children
hung, up their stockings. Mantels were a must in every house
then because of the fireplaces for warmth, and provided a handy
place for him as he slid down the chimney, soot and all.

Christmas was a great day for visiting. People went to see
friends and relatives who lived close by. Then for about ten
days after Christmas they went from home to home eating big
dinners. Papa’s family always went to his Uncle Dock Holtz-
claw's and his Uncle Henry Holtzclaw's, both brothers of his
mother, as well as other homes. And his mother always had
everyone at her house one day, and on that day they put the big
pot in the little one and ate high on the hog, and all such things
as that which people used to do three-juarters of a century ago.

On New Year's Eve a big watch party was held in one of the
neighborhood homes, and although Papa enjoyed them for many
years as a child, the year he was fifteen his stepfather, Louis
Martin, died just as the clock struck twelve, and he said that he
never enjoyed the watch parties again. His own father, Obadiah
Newman Robards, had died when he was two, so once again he
was the only boy among his mother and five sisters.

The partying went on all evening, but from five minutes be-
fore twelve until five minutes after, the excitement was at high
pitch. Someone was stationed at the church bell, someone at the
school bell, and someone at the farm bell of the family where the
party was being held. The guns were fired, the fireworks explod-
ed, bells were ringing, and a feeling of celebration filled the air.
Everyone came outside as the anticipation built up for the biggest
event of all, the annual New Year's Eve firing of the anvil. It
made a deafening and thrilling boom, and could be heard for miles
around. The men did this dangerous job. They would pack gun-
powder in the hole in the anvil and set it afire. A big flash
would go up and then the explosion! I have an anvil that is way
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over a hundred years old that Papa gave me, and I like to think
it has participated in many such celebrations. If so, however, it
must think our New Year’s Eves are mighty dull now, for all it is
ever called on to do is sit under the oak tree in the front yard.
After the anvil was fired, everyone ran inside to get warm, gather
around the piano and sing ‘‘Auld Lang Syne’’ and *‘Good Night
Ladies.”” After that it was time for the ones who weren’t spend-
ing the night to go home. While mothers bundled up themselves
and the children, the men went out to bring the wagons around to
the front.

Refreshments were served throughout the evening and this
usually consisted of punch, popcorn, popcorn balls, parched pea-
nuts, candy, cookies, cake, sherbert, and ice cream. The young
folks always gathered in a different part of the house from the
older folks, perhaps in the kitchen where a warm fire was kept
going. There was much shouting, waving, and laughter as the
company drove away, everyone happily calling out, *“Happy New
Year!”’

One thing you could nearly always count on when there was
a family gathering at night,and that was a lot of singing and
storytelling. And if you ever got hold of a good teller of ghost
stories, Lord pity the poor children, for it was a hair-raising
event. All of them were afraid to go to bed afterward, and piled
in on top of parents. They even preferred sleeping crossways at
the foot of the bed to going off alone to their own beds, perhaps
to be stolen away in the night.

The Christmas menu always included wild turkey, deer, or
bear for country people. There was open range and no hunting
laws and a man could provide a good meal for his family if he
were a good shot or trapper.

Papa’s father was born to farming parents here in Phillips
County in 1851. In 1878 he married Ella Holtzclaw. He died
eleven years later, just before the birth of their sixth child. He
brought his bride to a home of one room sixteen by eighteen feet,
on eighty acres of solid woods. They cooked, ate, and slept
in the same room, and as they could, cleared the land and built
on to the house. It eventually became a five room house identi-







