
  CHAPTER I


  I Love You Best of All


  RUTH LYNN KNEW WHEN HER HUSBAND’S WORKDAY WAS OVER. SHE could hear him coming.


  First came the blast of the mill whistle announcing the end of his shift.1 Then, as he walked the short distance from the mill to their little three-room gray house in the mill village, glancing occasionally at the distant 1,705-foot monadnock called The Pinnacle, Pete would whistle himself. He stopped only when he stepped onto the porch and opened the front door, ready to kiss Ruth hello.2


  The man who walked from work to the little mill house3 every day was not exactly good-looking. He was tall and slim: 150 pounds stretched taut across his six-foot frame.4 Large ears leaned forward from his head, as if he was trying harder to hear. His long, narrow nose suited his body. Thinning brown hair topped his head. His blue overalls were covered with lint; he was a linthead, a man who spent every day working in thick cotton dust and breathing it too, among machines that could rip skin off a limb in seconds.5 Hard as it was, the job did not erase his smile.6 His wry sense of humor probably helped him cope, and his friendly personality made him hard not to like.


  His waiting wife was a petite, cute brunette with a winning smile of her own. Her round cheeks, the sort that an overzealous relative might pinch to redness, held her smile like bookends. In Ruth’s case, petite did not mean overlooked. She made up for her size with her sweet presence. Her laugh was infectious, and her caring nature was just as easy-going as Pete’s. In welcoming Pete home, she probably had lint on her too, if she had not changed out of her mill clothes yet.7


  For lintheads in the 1930s, life was better than it had been a decade before—but better was a relative term. They lived in a drab, postage stamp of a house that had morning glories sprawling across its trellis. Their house sat in a small town, where not much was going on. Their world scarcely stretched past the county line. Their jobs were monotonous and hard and barely paid a living wage. Very little came easy.
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  But Pete and Ruth did not see it that way.


  Good friends surrounded them. So did parents, brothers, sisters, and cousins, who would be there in a heartbeat if needed. Not to mention their church family, and their God, in whom they believed deeply.


  Pete and Ruth had dreams too: dreams of a better life—of a white house and a big yard surrounded by a picket fence. Most of all, they had each other.


  For Pete, that was enough to whistle about.
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  Felmer Lonzo Lynn—thankfully, he went by Pete—was “born and reared near Kings Mtn,” as Ruth later put it. He arrived on October 7, 1910, and had lived in Kings Mountain, North Carolina, ever since. Ruth was born in the next county in the town of Spencer Mountain. Her grandparents still lived there, but she had ended up in Kings Mountain too. She was five years younger than Pete, having greeted the world on November 4, 1915.8


  Kings Mountain was, the local newspaper often proclaimed, “The Best Town in The State.” It was on the map for one reason: the railroad, whose double lines split the main street right down the middle. Kings Mountain was incorporated on February 11, 1874, not long after workers drove the last spike into that section of the Atlanta and Richmond Air Line. A patriotic resident named the whistle stop after the Revolutionary War battle of Kings Mountain, which had been fought on October 7, 1780, just across the South Carolina line along a ridge that extends from The Pinnacle. Exactly 130 years later, Pete Lynn came along.9


  Pete and Ruth lived in Kings Mountain for one reason: jobs. Textile jobs, to be exact. The railroad brought those jobs. The town’s first mill appeared in the late 1880s, and cotton mill after cotton mill followed. The mills popped up beside the grade, where the yarns they produced could easily be loaded onto rail cars and shipped to market behind a huffing and puffing engine. Just a decade into the twentieth century, the count of mills reached double digits.10 More people came and more mills were built; by 1938, nearly six thousand people lived in Kings Mountain, and two dozen mills were humming away in the town and surrounding countryside.11


  It is hardly surprising that the textile industry thrived in Kings Mountain because it flourished across the South after the Civil War. That was especially true of the North Carolina Piedmont, which journalist Arthur W. Page once described as “one long mill village.”12 This was particularly clear to one visitor driving the state’s byways. When the man pulled into a filling station to refuel, he couldn’t help but query the attendant. “What do all these mills make, buddy?” he asked. “Never saw as many strung along one highway in all my life. Been passing ’em ever since we left Greensboro.”13
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  Mills boomed because farms foundered. Declining crop prices, and failed crops from bad weather or pests, drove people away from field and furrow. Company recruiters, or family, or friends, told of the mills’ steady paychecks, regular hours, and easier work—at least compared to plowing behind a mule. So farmers by the thousands traded their plows for the mill villages and went to work. In due course, North Carolina overtook New England as the leading textile producer in the country, with more than three hundred mills and over 50,000 workers statewide.14 That included 2,145 workers in Kings Mountain alone.15


  For Pete and Ruth, life revolved around two cotton mills: Park Yarn and Margrace. Although they were run by different companies, Park Yarn and Margrace might as well have been a single complex. Only State Highway 29 and the twin gleaming tracks of the Southern Railway separated them. They even looked a little bit alike, since both took architectural inspiration from New England mills. Woods and pastures surrounded the mills, while inside the two complexes it was equally open save for scattered chinaberry, oak, and maple trees.16 Their location, some two miles southwest of Kings Mountain, was textbook: mill owners liked to build their factories away from towns to avoid taxes and separate employees from the potentially negative influences of town.17


  Most workers lived in the villages that the mill spawned. The Lynns lived in one of the sixty-four houses in Park Yarn Village, arranged in an orderly fashion along oval streets that framed the mill complex.18 That meant you couldn’t really get away. The factory buildings of Margrace and Park Yarn were always there, wherever you went, every time you opened your front door. If you went to school, or to shop, or even to play, the buildings loomed, like sentinels, watching and waiting for another workday to begin. In the daylight, you could not miss the buildings; they were the biggest structures in sight. Streetlights kept the mill from disappearing completely after dark, but even if the mills were hidden from view you knew they were still there, black and large. The seductive humming of the machines told you so. This was all Pete and Ruth knew. “Growing up in a cotton mill village was a unique experience, probably unlike any other anywhere in the country,” wrote one former Park Yarn man. “I read somewhere, ‘You can take a boy out of the cotton mill village, but you can’t keep lint from returning to his navel.’”19


  Both Pete and Ruth had lint in their navels from birth. They passed their nonage in the shadow of those mill buildings and attended Park Grace, the school that the mills shared. Built in 1928 to serve the children of both mills, the school stood next to Park Yarn and across the highway from Margrace.20 Park Grace was no one-room wooden schoolhouse: it was a one-story brick building with white trim and a dozen rooms. Every school day, students crossed the narrow grass lawn in front, bounded up the school’s five concrete steps, and passed through a rococo entranceway with double doors framed by four white columns, which held an open pediment atop a narrow entablature. Inside the pediment, the curved words “Park Grace School” proudly proclaimed both the sponsors and the purpose of the building. After entering, children found a classroom for each grade waiting for them. Four classrooms were in the front of the building, while three classrooms and a cafeteria were in the back. Pete attended the school through the sixth grade. Ruth made it through all seven of Park Grace’s grades and then went on to Kings Mountain High School for two years.21


  The fact that Ruth attended high school at all was a small miracle. Most mill schools were not part of North Carolina’s town and county school systems. To avoid paying local taxes, mill companies typically subsidized their own schools. They often built the buildings and funded the teachers’ salaries. That made the schools extensions of the factory.22 Mill schools were free for mill families. The bad news came after the seventh grade, when Park Grace’s curriculum ended. Under state law, children who had attended mill schools could study for four more years in a town or county high school, but not for free. They had to pay tuition. Most mill families could not afford that, so only 3 percent of students from mill schools went on to high school during the 1920s. Pete was not among them, but Ruth’s family somehow managed to send her.23


  When school was done, it was time to go to work. Pete started soon after he turned twelve years old. He did a stint at Cannon Mills in Kannapolis, North Carolina, about fifty miles northwest of Kings Mountain, but he spent most of his working life at Margrace and Park Yarn. That was the case for Ruth too.24


  The larger of the two was Margrace Mill. People said the mill sat on a hill, but in truth it wasn’t much of a hill at all. Charles Eugene Neisler was the man behind Margrace. He learned the business from his father, who ran a mill during the Civil War, and his father-in-law, who built Kings Mountain’s first textile mill. In 1910, he founded Neisler Mills Inc. with a $10,000 loan from the wife of a local whiskey distiller, who unceremoniously pulled the money out of a large crockery jug. Small wonder that Neisler liked to name his mills after women. One was named for his wife, Pauline, and another for Patricia, wife of a company salesman. Neisler went on to acquire other mills in both North and South Carolina, but Margrace, built in 1919, was his crown jewel. Named after his two oldest daughters, Margaret and Grace, the mill manufactured bedspreads, tablecloths, and napkins. Neisler died in 1931, and his son, Charles E. Neisler Jr. took over, but Margrace and its parent company kept growing. More than four dozen houses, two apartment buildings, a stone-masonry clubhouse, and a two-story brick company store sprouted around Margrace, while the company’s five mills and three affiliated spinning mills eventually produced 10 million yards of textiles annually. For its part, Margrace became one of the country’s largest manufacturers of table napkins, with an output of 200,000 napkins a week. It even made the facing for the three-ton golden curtain at Radio City Music Hall.25


  Pete only worked briefly at Margrace. Ruth started after her high school days, probably around her fifteenth birthday, and stayed throughout the 1930s. Like all women, she worked during the day. Regulations prevented nighttime work for women, mostly so that mothers could be home before school was dismissed. Ruth became a napkin hemmer: she sat at a sewing machine and hemmed napkins all day. Thanks to her job, in later life Ruth could wield a sewing machine like a paintbrush.26


  Pete left Margrace for Park Yarn and worked there for fifteen years. Exactly when Park Yarn was built is unclear. Even the Kings Mountain Herald admitted that “information about the Park Yarn Mills Company is not very plentiful.” Some records suggest it went up around the turn of the century, but it came into its own during World War I thanks to surging cotton demand. The Park Yarn Mills Company was incorporated on September 18, 1919, apparently after the original entity was sold. Its leadership included Charles Worth Johnston of Charlotte, a textile magnate in his own right, and Jacob C. Keller, superintendent. You might say that Park Yarn was Margrace’s little sister. It was a single-ply operation with about 175 employees and only fifteen thousand spindles that spun and twisted cotton into coarse single and plied yarns.27
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  The main mill building that Pete walked to every day was two stories tall. Its walls were made of red brick and mortar, its roof of tar and gravel. Outside stood two tall steel water towers, including one that held 5,000 gallons. Beneath, a rail siding connected a warehouse to the main line of the Southern Railway and passed a small water reservoir on the way. Inside one found pine-and-wood floors and walls painted mill white with paint from the Gilman Paint and Varnish Company. The mill even had indoor plumbing, complete with urinals in the men’s restroom, as well as water fountains.28


  Both Park Yarn and Margrace followed a manufacturing process that would have been familiar to any mill worker. The first step was opening and picking. In the opening room, workers removed binding from cotton bales and loaded them into machines that opened the bales, removed dirt, and fluffed the cotton. Next, the cotton was sent to the picker room, where pickers (or lappers) continued picking dirt out of the cotton and used machines to press it into flat sheets. In the card room, card hands fed sheets into carding machines, which had sharp teeth that removed more dirt, straightened cotton fibers, and turned sheets into a fluffy rope called a sliver. Next, the sliver was coiled into tall cans and sent on for further processing. That included drawing out, roving, and spinning, where slivers were thinned into single strands, twisted, and wound very tight. Spoolers then combined the yarn onto bobbins and wound the yarn into balls, or wrapped it around cones or onto reels for use in cloth making.29


  The card room, spindles, and combers as well as some spinning frames were situated on the first floor, while the warper, spinning frames, and twisters sat on the second.30 Pete was a card hand, so he worked on the ground floor. In his words, he would “grind them old cards” for hours on end. Carding was a man’s world. It required both skill and physical strength.31 This was no antiseptic manufacturing environment; the card room was a place of dust, noise, and even danger. With machinery all around tearing at cotton, dust filled the card room. It settled on clothes, on hair, and on equipment; it crept into pores, into mouths, and finally into lungs. “Some of that dust was terrible,” recalled Carl Durham, who worked in the card room of another mill. “Whew! That dust would accumulate and you had to strip them cards out every three hours, get all that stuff out. . . . It’s a wonder I can breathe.” Breathing the dust affected people differently. Some eventually contracted brown lung disease. “See, there was a continuous fog of dust in the carding department at all times,” remembered another card hand, Grover Hardin. “When you hit the mill on Monday morning, you would have a tough time. You’d cough and sneeze and fill your mouth full of tobacco and anything else to keep the dust from strangling you.”32
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  Carding was “the most dangerousest job in the mill,” another man explained. Equipment with sharp teeth, pulleys, and belts surrounded the employees. “You’d have to watch yourself,” remembered Carl Thompson. “There were so many things that you could do. Even cleaning up, if maybe your brush would get caught in a belt or pulley, it’s going to jerk your hand. I’ve seen them jerked in the cards thataway and maybe get their whole arm and all broke and the skin pulled off, maybe slam through the bone.”33


  “The whole place was kind of dangerous,” Park Yarn employee R. C. Pearson agreed. Born in 1927, Pearson lived in house number 32 on the middle row. He had moved to Park Yarn with his family in 1936 and attended Park Grace school before going to work at both Margrace and Park Yarn. He remembered the mill’s belt drive system, powered first by steam and later by electricity, winding across the ceiling like a spider-web. Leather belts, each one about 3 inches wide and a quarter inch thick, stretched down to every machine. “If one would break it would go flopping around,” he said.34


  No matter where you went in Margrace, Park Yarn, or any other mill, you would also encounter thick dust, lint, heat, and humidity. To help control the heat, Park Yarn ran humidifiers that constantly filled the air with a cool mist.35 Noise was just as pervasive, if not more so. “Working in a cotton mill town in the thirties and early forties was a nerveracking experience,” explained one man, whose father worked in a mill. “Throughout the mills, rumbling overhead shafts turned a belt and pulley system which, when combined with the whine of thousands of whirring spindles on the machines, produced a deafening roar that bombarded the mill hand long before he entered the workplace,” he wrote. “The noise, which turned every conversation among the workers into a shouting match, was so much a part of the work environment.”36


  Each room housed a different step in the process, and each was a place of repetition as well: mind-numbing, unending repetition. Whatever your job, you did it over and over and over again. Chester Copeland, another North Carolina resident, described working in a mill as “nothing but a robot life.” It was “just like [being] on a treadmill. There’s no challenge to it—just drudgery. The more you do, the more they want done.”37
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  Pete and Ruth Lynn came of age in an America on the verge of the Depression. Pete had just turned nineteen when the stock market crashed. Some historians have suggested that those Black Days only marked the beginning of the economic crisis but did not cause it since most Americans, including Pete and Ruth, owned no stock. Kings Mountain and the Lynns probably did not notice the gathering storm at all until 1930 when rural banks in many states, including North Carolina, began failing, and depositors flocked to teller windows to demand their money.38


  By 1931, the Depression arrived full force nationwide, despite the well-intentioned efforts of President Herbert Hoover’s administration. Unemployment spread like wildfire. The landscape was soon dotted with what Pulitzer Prize–winning historian David Kennedy has called “tarpaper-and-cardboard hobo shantytowns.” None of these Hoovervilles appeared in Kings Mountain where the cotton mills still hummed, if uncertainly.39


  On November 8, 1932, Franklin Roosevelt was elected president, and the following March he took office. When he rolled his wheelchair up to the Resolute desk, made from the timbers of a British ship, crisis waited in his inbox. The Depression had shredded America with the efficiency of the teeth on a card-room machine: some $7 billion in bank deposits had evaporated, 600,000 homeowners had lost their property, and 25 percent of the workforce had been furloughed. The Depression did not affect everyone in the same way, but to be sure it affected just about everybody. “To borrow from Tolstoy,” wrote Kennedy, “every unhappy family was unhappy in its own way.”40


  Roosevelt answered, in the words of the Psalmist, with thunder. During the first, legendary Hundred Days of his administration, he introduced a flood of legislation to battle the Depression. Some fifteen bills were signed into law. “Taken together, the accomplishments of the ‘Hundred Days’ constituted a masterpiece of presidential leadership unexampled then and unmatched since,” wrote historian Kennedy.41


  Roosevelt’s legislative volleys reverberated all the way to Margrace Mill and Park Yarn. For generations, if the noise, heat, dust, danger, and repetition of textile jobs were not enough, the textile industry had also promised long hours and low pay. Workers typically put in six twelve-hour days each week, and children worked alongside their parents, with many kids—Pete included—starting work in the mill full-time by the age of twelve. In return, workers could expect little, as Southern millhands were ranked among the lowest paid industrial workers in the country.42 This began to change on June 16, 1933, when Roosevelt signed the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) into law. Among the act’s major components was federal regulation of maximum hours and minimum wages in several industries. In textiles, the act instituted a minimum wage of $12 per week, a forty-hour workweek, prohibited child labor, and approved collective bargaining. Another outgrowth was a new government agency, the National Recovery Administration (NRA), which was charged with overseeing production, prices, and wages in various industries.43


  The Lynns thus saw both ends of the spectrum: long workdays and lower wages early in their careers, and then a transition to shorter hours and somewhat better pay. By the time 1940 arrived, Pete was working forty hours a week and Ruth just thirty-two hours. The Lynns also benefitted from the new wage rules, but only because it established a floor for the amount of their paychecks. In her job as a napkin hemmer, Ruth made $620 in 1940, while Pete made $624 as a card hand.44 That amounted to a mere thirty cents an hour, or about $12 a week. Although this was an improvement from the years before New Deal laws went into effect, it was still minimum wage and arguably not even a living wage. According to one study, that fell short of the minimum needed for someone to avoid starvation—and the state of North Carolina did not help matters when it instituted a 3 percent sales tax in 1933.45 (By contrast, Pete made less than half of the national average for a manufacturing worker, and far less than the $3,640 annual salary of Park Yarn superintendent Keller.46)


  The experience of one textile worker illustrates the problem. In a letter to the Charlotte Observer, the man explained his budget woes: start with $12 a week, and then subtract $8.40 for groceries, $1.50 for rent, another $1.00 for fuel, and $1.10 for insurance. That left exactly zero—nothing for medical bills, schoolbooks, clothes, and certainly not for luxuries. Nothing. The Lynns’ expenses were greater still when children came along.47 Yet thanks to dual incomes, the Lynns managed and even saved enough to buy a bedroom set. The red cherry chest of drawers, ornate makeup table and mirror, and simple bed boards must have been the pride of Ruth Lynn, even though her husband’s feet dangled off the end of the short bed.48


  The nation’s income tax also had some impact on the Lynns. Since the minimum taxable level for a married couple was $2,000 per year, few households paid anything at all. The Lynns did pay taxes thanks to some odd jobs Pete took to supplement their mill income. The Lynns would also have seen their take-home pay shrink in January 1937 when payroll tax deductions began for the new Social Security system.49


  The Lynns could take solace in the fact that they did have something many Americans did not. As financial historian Amity Shlaes once recorded, a saying at the time held that the Depression was not so bad if you had a job.50 “When the millhands lay in bed in the dead of night,” one millhand recalled, “they could hear the mills humming seductively, the sound providing the comforting knowledge that upon arising in the morning they had work.” The only exception was Sunday, when the mills shut down and quiet settled over the complex. The lack of noise gave millhands “a strange uneasiness at the pervasive stillness,” a mill town resident recalled.51


  The decade of the 1930s was a difficult one for the textile industry. With new laws restricting hours and liberalizing wages, many mill owners cut hours, pushed their employees harder, and installed new, more efficient equipment. Other mill owners just avoided the problem altogether; as one textile union representative wrote, “no mills I know of are living up to the code.” Layoffs hit many mill towns. For their part, workers answered. Some moved from mill to mill in search of better opportunities. Others organized and protested, and labor conflict rose across the South. By September 1934, strikes hit textile mills from New England to the Carolinas. Unrest came as close as neighboring Gastonia, which saw outbreaks of violence, protests, and a strike not long before Ruth started work.52 Yet if the Lynns were among the dissatisfied, it has not come down across the years. Unlike many millhands of the times, Pete and Ruth showed no signs of restlessness. If they complained, it has been forgotten. Pete’s real feelings about his life and job can be seen in how he responded later, when he found himself unexpectedly far from home: he spoke fondly of “Old Park Yarn” and dreamed of returning to the card room.


  Low pay, repetitive jobs, and a harsh working world—Pete and Ruth had all of that. They were lintheads. But Pete knew the secret. Money, he observed, “[tain’t] all that counts.” Instead, Pete told Ruth, it “is love that makes the world go Round that is what makes yours and my go around sugar.”53
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  Love for each other they had, and in abundance—but the fact that Pete Lynn and Ruth Hawkins fell in love and got married was not unpredictable. They came together the same way just about everyone else did at Park Yarn or Margrace or any cotton mill for that matter: because of the closeness of the place. “We knowed each other from childhood,” a millhand recalled. “Just raised up, you might say, together. All lived here on the hill, you see. That’s how we met.”54


  Exactly how Pete and Ruth met is not known, but it certainly happened in or near the mill complexes. Perhaps it was at church, or the company store, or at school. Most likely, it happened at Margrace. Given their age difference, they probably did not pay each other much attention in their early years. However they met, their romantic interest in each other was hatched around 1931. Ruth was only sixteen at the time, and just starting work at the mill. Pete, already a mill veteran, noticed the cute brunette and decided he liked her.


  In those days, card-room dust, tobacco, and the cares of adulthood had not worn on Pete just yet. He had an unquestionable touch of dash. His blue eyes shone from beneath a pair of bushy eyebrows. He kept his hair cut short, high above his ever-prominent ears, and slicked back, although his bare forehead hinted that his hair would not be around long. Pete was as wiry then as he would be later, but he hid it beneath the clothing of a dapper dresser—or at least he did away from the mill.


  Petite and a bit dowdy, her hair parted to one side and doffed well above her neck, Ruth was every bit of a catch. What she lacked in height she made up for in spunk. At one point, she decided that her name was missing something, so she decided to tack Evelyn on to make it sound more elegant. In later years, she decided it had been a foolish thing to do, especially when she had to fill out paperwork and that extra name took longer.


  Their courtship would have been closely supervised. Dating in mill villages followed a pattern. On Wednesdays, young men visited girls’ homes, often with parents, brothers, and sisters around to keep an eye on them. On Saturdays, parents organized parties for girls and boys. Sundays revolved around church.55 It must have worked, for Pete could not get her out of his mind during a trip to the North Carolina mountains that summer of 1931. As he walked the shores of Lake Junaluska, its blue waters shimmering and with tall, green, tree-covered mountains looking down on him, Pete decided to buy a souvenir and send it to her.56


  The advent of automobiles changed dating. It enabled mill village couples to get away from the tight control of their families and enjoy picnics or outings to the mountains or parks.57 Occasionally, Pete managed to borrow a car58 or ride with friends so he and Ruth could take a few road trips. On one date, Pete, Ruth, and another couple drove to Bessemer City where they picked flowers and talked and laughed.59 By the end of 1932, the two had a growing relationship. The Christmas season was special for the couple. On a Christmas card from Pete, Ruth jotted, “Best Xmas ever—and how!” They were still going strong a year later, when Pete gave Ruth a black leather pocketbook and gloves for Christmas.60


  They were in love, with palms sweating and hearts pounding, but they lived in a time when people did not show it in public. Displays of affection came rushing in their rare moments alone, such as the night they went for a walk. It was dark, and nobody was around. They stopped at a railroad crossing, probably the one where the Park Yarn spur joined the main Southern Railway line a short distance northeast of the villages. As the rails at their feet glinted in the moonlight, Pete took Ruth in his arms and started singing. He liked to do that. His favorite was “I Love You Best of All,” a song that had been around for years. “I love your eyes your fingertips, I love to kiss your dear sweet lips,” he sang. “I love to hold you close to my heart, for I love you the best of all.”61


  He meant it. Another favorite song was “Carolina Moon,” but its canorous words did not mean to the couple now what they would mean later:62


  The moon was shining bright in Carolina

  The night we said good-bye so tenderly

  And now that I’m away from Carolina

  Won’t somebody tell the moon for me

  Carolina moon

  Keep shining

  Shining on the one who waits for me

  Carolina moon I’m pining

  Pining for the place I long to be

  

  How I’m hoping tonight you’ll go

  Go to the right window

  Scatter your light say I’m all right please do

  Tell her that I’m blue and lonely

  Dreamy Carolina moon


  There were all too few private moments. When they happened, Pete would “wonder what was going to happen next and then it would Happen[,]” he later wrote. Temptations came rushing at such times, but the couple did decide to wait to consummate their relationship when they got married.63


  In those Depression-laden days, many young people put off marriage; by 1933, the marriage rate had fallen 22 percent in just four years.64 Pete and Ruth ignored the trend but still waited to tie the knot until they could do so without parental permission. The day finally arrived on February 24, 1934. The venue was the twenty-room Mountain View Hotel at the corner of Railroad and Mountain Streets in Kings Mountain. While the hotel’s stove radiated heat and its overhead electric lights glowed, the Rev. Harold M. Robinson, pastor of Park Grace Methodist Church, officiated. Pete and Ruth decided to keep the occasion discreet, so the wedding party was small. Only one of Ruth’s sisters came. Three friends rounded out the party: Woodrow Wise, Lillian Eskew, and Rella Boheler. Pete was handsome and confident in his suit, tie, and white wingtip shoes; Ruth, petite as ever, wore a dress with a floral pattern and a white overcoat against the chill.65
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  There would be no honeymoon. It was right back to the mill for the couple. In fact, Pete and Ruth did not even tell their parents that they were now man and wife, and they did not live together.66 It was only after they were caught holding hands in public and people started asking questions that the truth came to light. Even then, Ruth remained reserved about their new relationship. The first night they stayed together, she asked Pete if she could turn out the light before they made love.67
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  Whoever got home from work first would cook supper.68 The Lynns did not come home to much; they lived in one of the sixty-four houses the mill owned, just up the street from the main Park Yarn building. In those days, it was typical for cotton mills to provide employees with housing. Small towns like Kings Mountain did not have a large enough population to keep the mills going, so company housing helped mills draw workers from farms and outlying villages. It also gave the mill some control beyond the factory walls.69


  The houses, made of plain weatherboard siding, sat on tiny lots along dirt streets. At Margrace, the streets were laid out in the same grid-like pattern seen in other mill villages. Park Yarn’s houses stood along both sides of a road that curved behind the mill like a half moon, or alongside streets that branched off the main road. Tall, silver steel water towers lorded over both complexes. Wooden poles dotted the area and electrical lines hung tautly between them, connecting the factories and houses to some unseen distant power source. It was, a historian wrote, a place with a “strong character of sameness and repetition” that perfectly mirrored the repetitive jobs performed inside the mill buildings.70 To journalist Lorena Hickok, dispatched from Washington to take firsthand stock of the Depression’s sway, mill villages like these were “neat, if monotonous.”71


  But it was home for Pete and Ruth. Inside his little three-room cottage at “old Park,” Pete liked sitting in his sway back chair.72 The couple had lived there, paying $2 a month in rent, since at least 1935 but more likely since shortly after their wedding day.73 The front room was where Pete sat in his chair and propped up his size 10½ feet. The bedroom and kitchen made up the rest of the house, except for a pantry and small front and back porch. That was it; there was little closet space, no indoor plumbing, and no telephone. You had to go to the well for water and to an outhouse to relieve yourself. When it came time to wash clothes, an iron pot waited in the backyard. Residents had to rely on a single fireplace for heat, but it could not always do the job. As a former Park Yarn resident joked, “A mill house couldn’t be heated with a pipeline direct from hell.”74 Small wonder that Ruth, a cold-natured person even on hot days, called Pete her bed warmer.75


  If the Lynns’ mill house was typical, one could also expect to see a bare floor and a few other modest furnishings such as a dresser and some chairs. Knowing Ruth, there was probably a sewing machine sitting in the corner. Wall decorations likely included “the enlarged portraits of deceased relatives,” a calendar, a Blum’s almanac, and a few other framed pictures. That would be about it, except for maybe a small clock, any medicine Pete or Ruth needed, and a swing on the porch.76


  If Park Yarn’s residents had a luxury, it was electricity. They enjoyed access to electricity twenty-four hours a day, which was not the case with other mill villages. For the residents of Park Yarn that meant light after dark glowing uncertainly from electric streetlights and from plain overhead fixtures inside the houses. It also meant electric fans on hot summer days, and even entertainment by way of a radio or perhaps a Victrola.77 By 1930, about 40 percent of Americans had radios, and the Lynns were among them. Charlotte’s WBT-AM radio was the powerhouse in the region, and the Lynns tuned in regularly. No doubt they listened to Amos ‘n’ Andy, baseball games, and presidential addresses. Since the Lynns were fond of music, WBT’s Saturday night programming, which included the Grand Ole Opry and local musician performances, certainly attracted them. Their favorite was Grady Cole, WBT’s lovable and popular radio personality. Cole was so popular that across the southeast everything from babies to pigs, chickens, cows, horses, ducks, and other barnyard creatures had been named after him. He spoke with a “combination Will Rogers-Bob Burns drawl” and a “deep, slow, drawling voice,” came across “as relaxed as a wet dishrag,” and started each show with “Good morrrrrrrrning.” Pete and Ruth loved listening to Cole’s antics during his 7:00–9:00 A.M. Grady Cole Sunday Farm Club, which featured WBT’s best talent and agriculture news.78


  It wasn’t much, but their Park Yarn village home was a place where Pete and Ruth could make memories. And they did.
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  The Lynns lived in a tight-knit world full of family, friends, and fellow congregants. “It was kind of a cliché: You grew up here and you knew everybody,” recalled one millhand. “It was like one big family, and we all hung together and survived. It was a two hundred-headed family. Everybody on this hill, we looked after one another.”79


  Ruth did not have to look farther for support than her parents, W. Avery and Flossie Hawkins. Although he only had a third-grade education, Mr. Hawkins had done all right for himself. He worked at Margrace as a loom fixer, which historians in the seminal book Like a Family describe as among “the most autonomous and prestigious jobs in the mill.” Thanks to his salary of $936 a year, Mrs. Hawkins could play the traditional role of homemaker. Besides Ruth, another Hawkins child had already left home: twenty-two-year-old Hazel was married and living with her husband Vic and their first child, Vickie. That did not mean that Mrs. Hawkins did not have her hands full. There was nine-year-old Betty Sue, eleven-year-old Donna Fay, and fourteen-year-old Joe. Another daughter, eighteen-year-old Mae, was also still living at home. She was the best-educated member of the family, having gone to school through the ninth grade. Now she worked at the mill as a battery filler. She was also Ruth’s best friend.80 Mae already had her eye on a young man, George C. Smith. She and Smitty planned to get married soon.


  [image: Ruth (left) with her sisters, left to right: Mae, Betty, and Donna Source: Lynn Collection]


  The Hawkins family lived in Margrace Village, but they also owned a farm out on Hoyle Road with a barn, a mule, a cow, and a garden. Farming was in Avery Hawkins’ blood. His parents—Grandma and Grandpa Hawkins to Ruth—still lived on a farm in Spencer Mountain. Mr. Hawkins looked forward to quitting the mill one day and moving out to the farm, and he and Mrs. Hawkins stayed there occasionally, but as his youngest daughter Betty recalled, “He realized he couldn’t make a living farming.” For now, he kept fixing looms and leased some of the land.81


  Pete’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. C. C. “Charlie” and Ada Lynn, also lived in the Margrace Mill community, just a half block from the mill at 110 Fulton Drive. Their house, built about 1920, was a four-room, one-story weatherboard frame house with a brick chimney standing in the middle.82 To this day, Ada is remembered as a wonderful cook. Her specialty was apple pie. Charlie was an inspector at the mill, for which he was paid $676 a year. He was a frail, little man, but everyone in the family agreed that he was “a bird.” He liked to take a drink every now and then, so he kept some liquor hidden in the half basement. “Mama took care of him, though,” Pete’s brother later recalled. One day Charlie started punishing Bill for some indiscretion. Ada intervened. “You better not hit him,” she told her husband. “Good Lord strike you down.”83


  Pete’s parents were there for him, but there came a time when Pete had to be there for Charlie and Ada. That came on December 1, 1938, when their house caught fire. The roof was a complete loss, all of the furniture inside was destroyed, and the structure was badly damaged. Fire officials said the fire started in the oil stove. It made for a tough Christmas and forced Charlie and Ada to lean on their family, however reluctantly.84


  Pete had three sisters named Lillian, Eva, and Marene, or Rene for short. He was close to all of them, but Rene most of all. One of their favorite things to do was to beat the heat of summer by going swimming together at Lake Crawford. The 13-acre lake was a part of Kings Mountain State Park, which was just across the state line in South Carolina. The park was developed during the 1930s by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), one of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs that was designed to help combat the Great Depression.85


  [image: Pete, Ruth, and a friend at Lake Crawford Source: Lynn Collection]


  Pete also had a brother named J. C., but nobody knew what those initials stood for so he went by Bill. Although Bill was nine years younger than Pete, they got along very well, and hunted together often. Both Pete and Bill grew into tall men, but the similarities stopped there. “He was a good Christian man,” Bill later said of his brother. “I was a roundabout man.” Some went so far as to call him Wild Bill from Margrace Hill. On one occasion, Bill got into trouble for climbing one of Park Yarn’s two water towers, which was off limits to such antics. Otherwise, Bill followed the pattern. He went to school through the eighth grade and then went to work as a dyer at the mill.86


  Ruth’s parents’ farm was their refuge away from the ever-present, looming mill buildings. They loved to visit whenever they could.87 The farm was also a great place to hunt. Pete, often with Bill in tow, would hunt for rabbit or squirrel.88 And even if Pete could not get away, Ruth would sometimes spend the night at the farm with her parents anyway. In those cases, Pete was always glad when she got home because he missed her terribly.89


  To Pete Lynn, animals were family members too. He loved animals. He and Ruth owned two dogs named Joe and Bill. They were hunting dogs, and sometimes the high-spirited hounds got so carried away that Pete had to take a stick after them, but he never left home without keeping tabs on them.90 Pete was also fond of Toodle, a little white dog that belonged to the Hawkins. Toodle looked nothing like a hunting dog, but he did not act that way. He was good at it, so Pete sometimes took him along on his own hunts.91 If Pete loved any critter more than dogs, it was horses. He could not afford to own one himself, but he knew three different men—Charlie Hawkins, Mr. Ballard, and Mr. Walker—who did. Those men let Pete ride their horses just about every night after supper.92


  Church offered Pete and Ruth another sanctuary against the trials of life. In those days, Kings Mountain was a “Sunday School Going Town,” the Herald bragged, with over 38 percent of residents enrolled. The Lynns attended Macedonia Baptist Church. Although the church was not located inside either mill village, and was not officially a part of either mill, Macedonia might as well have been. Organized in 1920 and built on an old parcel of farmland, Macedonia stood across the street from Park Grace School and next door to Park Yarn. The clang of its bell added comforting notes to the whistle hum of the mills and the chugging of passing trains.93


  It was common for mills to be deeply entwined with local churches. Many mills owned church buildings and even paid for minister salaries, church utilities, and church maintenance. Neither Park Yarn nor Margrace seems to have been quite so linked to Macedonia, but the companies certainly held some sway on the congregation. Employees of both mills worshipped there, and that doubtless included mill management, while from the pulpit sermons would exhort members to value hard work and thank God for their place in life, however menial and humble their roles may be.94 The Hawkins family was prominent among Macedonia’s membership. Ruth’s dad was a deacon and had even helped build the church, while Ruth occupied her favorite pew every Sunday. Pete was not beside her as often as Ruth would have liked. He believed in God, but it was hard to get Pete to church. If chores did not beckon, there were always rabbits to be hunted, fish to be caught, or horses to be ridden.95


  There was at least plenty of opportunity for Pete to get to church, and Ruth managed to get him there when she could. Initially under the leadership of pastor Paul Horne and then pastor J. V. Frederick, Macedonia’s services on Sunday began at 9:45 A.M. with Sunday School, followed by preaching at 11 A.M., Baptist Training Union at 5:45 P.M., and evening worship at 7:00 P.M. There were also services during the week, with prayer meetings on both Tuesday and Wednesday evenings. The church also sponsored a number of special groups and opportunities for study and worship. The Women’s Missionary Union was a popular ladies’ group devoted to the study and sponsorship of Baptist missions; surely, Ruth attended some if not all of its meetings. In March 1935, the church also brought to its flock an all-night prayer service that saw a number of ministers pounding on the pulpit, to be followed by an equally moving revival. Later, on a winter Sunday in 1937, the church welcomed Rev. R. L. Slater, a missionary from China, to its spate of services.96


  Something as simple as shopping even connected mill residents. Although the concept of company stores was on the decline when Pete came of age, both Margrace and Park Yarn still had one. With many mills located outside towns, company stores saved workers from having to go into town to shop. Company stores also kept workers tied to the mills, as they could buy goods through paycheck deduction or on credit against future paychecks. The resulting debt weighed heavily on minimum wage earners. At one mill, people swore that the frogs along the river could be heard croaking “balance due, balance due” every payday.97


  Company stores catered to just about every need and want imaginable. As one millhand recalled,


  
    When you entered the store from the front, on the right there was a soda fountain, a glass showcase for candy, a sturdy wooden counter that concealed pullout bins of bulk sugar, rice, and beans, and wall shelves laded with canned goods, cigarettes, and snuff. Running nearly the length of the store on the left were showcases where dry good items were displayed and shelves loaded with bolts of cloth, blue denim shirts, overalls, and other items. In the center near the first support beam was a showcase that displayed an odd assortment of items (for example, knives, harmonicas, and yo-yos) that seemed rarely to change. Occupying the rear was a large showcase for fresh meats, principally pork and beef, behind which were a chopping block and a walk-in freezer for storage.98

  


  The Park Yarn store, at the end of the street that curved around the mill, was among the most popular in Kings Mountain. The reason was thirty-eight-year-old Ted Weir, the store operator. Weir’s store had just about everything a resident needed: gasoline; kerosene; hardware; staples like meat, milk, canned goods, and vegetables; and clothing such as overalls and long johns. Weir would also bring milk and hoop cheese right to your doorstep. Merchandise aside, the store was probably more important as a place where the locals—men more so than women—came to swap stories and share a Coca-Cola, Pepsi, or Nehi out of the icebox. Ted himself was a community fixture. He was not tall but he had a big belly, over which he wore a white apron. He had opinions to share; that was true even before he left home where he argued with his wife over their last name. He pronounced it Ware, but Josephine, a librarian at the high school, pronounced it Weir. The store was also a busy place on weekends. It was also not unusual for company stores to stay open late on Saturday nights so that customers could come and snack, drink, and play music or a game of checkers. At one point Pete worked at Weir’s store himself, but he was always a customer. “Before the war, Pete Lynn used to pay me a nickel to go to Ted’s store for him,” a mill resident recalled.99 Ruth trusted Weir so much that later she asked Ted to size up a suitor for one of the girls. “He was a great guy. He helped mom so much,” Bobbie remembered of the storekeeper.100


  If Weir’s store did not have it, millhands could look in town. Logan Dry Cleaners touted cash and carry prices for ladies’ plain dresses at sixty cents and men’s pants at thirty cents. Over at Belk’s department store, during clearance, Ruth could pick up a house dress for eighty-seven cents.101 There were more choices at Schulman’s and Keeter’s department stores or at Summers Drug, Summit’s Nu-Way, and Plonk Brothers & Company. Best of all was Kings Mountain Dollar Days, one of the town’s biggest annual events, which boasted great prices and free gifts and free movies for shoppers. Organizers even promised to release ten chickens at the top of Eagle five and dime store. “They are yours free for the catching,” an advertisement bragged.102


  If one did not peel back too many layers to consider the tiny paychecks, repetitive monotony, ubiquitous cotton dust, or endless noise, rose-colored impressions of this mill world could emerge. Jack Floyd was a reporter with worldwide experience who toured mill villages such as Park Yarn and Margrace and afterward shared his impressions with the Herald. In the villages, Floyd saw spic and span homes, most with cars parked out front and radios blaring inside. In the mills, he found “smiling faces, and moving trucks,” which proved that Kings Mountain mills were doing their part to get the country out of the “red.” Neisler’s mills were the most impressive. Employees told Floyd that they were “well pleased with the general conditions, and all spoke the highest praise for the [mill’s] officials.”103
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  “What do you folks do here besides work in cotton mills?” asked a traveler. The gas station attendant did not hesitate. “Same as folks anywhere else,” he said. “Baseball, fishin’, a little frolickin’ now and then.”104


  Thanks to new laws restricting work hours, Americans had more leisure time on their hands than ever before. In mill towns, there were few sounds as common as the crack of wooden bats or the pop of rawhide balls hitting leather gloves. If nothing else, the arrival of baseball season marked the return of spring. That alone was welcome after a long, dark winter, but the sport meant more than that for many millhands. Most mills sponsored teams that competed in city leagues with neighboring mills. Park Yarn’s team, the Ragged Sox, battled clubs from Patricia, Margrace, and other mills. Other sports such as boxing and high school football and basketball gained a following as well, as the pages of each issue of the Herald attest, but baseball was king. Ruth’s passion for baseball never dimmed, as late in life many summer nights found her sitting in an easy chair watching the Atlanta Braves and discussing the game through an open window with her neighbor.105


  Pete loved baseball too, and he also loved movies. He could choose from two theaters in town. The Imperial was Kings Mountain’s first movie house. The theater smartly ran promotions to keep business flowing. Who could resist buying Lux toilet soap so they could get a free ticket to see James Cagney and Pat O’Brien in Devil Dogs of the Air? In November 1935, the New Dixie Theatre—named in a contest by one of Neisler’s daughters—opened for business. The Dixie, which sat on the north side of Railroad Avenue
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