Swannanoa native writes about growing up in ‘Another Time, Another Place’
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These are the stories told over and over again. You probably first heard them while sitting around the dinner table listening to your parents and their friends recall how it was when they were growing up. Back when the milkman came to the door, your doctor made house calls and the boys playing baseball were named Drowsy, Footsie, Gobbler, Bozo and Beetle. 


Carl E. “Gene” Mills wrote his book “Another Time, Another Place: Growing up in Swannanoa, 1929-1950 for his children. “My children had always heard me talk about growing up in Swannanoa back during the depression and WWII.” He decided to write the book to record his recollections of what he termed “very special people who lived in a very special town.”

The stories in his book read like a collection of snapshots. Each tale brings the town of Swannanoa just a little more into focus. 

There was ‘Doc’ Sisk’s soda shop that was advertised as “Sisk’s – Where Everyone Meets.” Mills said, “That was a very special place to us. It wasn’t a drugstore, it was a place to go and meet after the ballgames. We’d sit in there and talk to ‘Doc’ Sisk, and it didn’t make any difference whether you bought anything or not. It was just the good company that you had there. You don’t have that anymore. … It’s gone forever.”  



Barbara Ward said she remembered the movie house that was right next door to Sisk’s. “I would go through the community and collect pop bottles. At that time, I think they were R.C.s. You could take them to the grocery store and get refunds for your deposit. And I’d take that and go to the picture show. ... I think I saw everything to hit the silver screen till I was about eighteen. 

Louis Melton, a local resident who grew up in Swannanoa, said,  “During our high school years, …we’d go to the movies next door and stop at Sisk’s for ice cream. You know, meet a boyfriend or something there.”


Mills writes of the Village’s swimming hole called Hog Pen Beach, which got its name from the hogs that were raised beside the Swannanoa River in pens. “One of our friends, however, didn’t ever get to use the grapevine or the swimming hole, because his mother told him she didn’t want him to go near the swimming hole until he learned to swim. I often wondered how she expected him to learn to swim on dry land.”

Melton has her own not so fond memories of the swimming hole. “My uncle thought the way to teach somebody to swim was to throw them in the water. I didn’t know how to swim so he just picked me up and threw me in the water. I had to struggle.”


Mills writes, “Another man that I admired and respected all my young life was Fred Davidson. He was postmaster in the mid 1930’s and in later years was in the insurance business. ... He was one of the most respected men in Swannanoa, coming from one of the oldest families in area. He always had a smile on his face, willing to help anyone who needed it. He was a true gentleman in every sense of the word.” 


His son Fred Davidson remembers a different swimming hole on the Davidson property called The Rock Hole. “It was in the Swannanoa River. Mostly we skinny-dipped there. It was kind of remote. And when they had girls’ day, we wore bathing suits or else.” However, the McMurray, Carvalho, Davidson and Gamache boys who swam there did not encourage girls’ day. In fact, a sign at the entrance to the swimming hole read, “Private. Nudist Colony. No Females Admitted.” 


Virginia “Ginger” Bucy, who graduated with Mills, remembers well how the Swannanoa boys treated the fairer sex. “About 10 to 12 boys lived right here, all about the same age, and I was their personal slave. … We cooked out doors, and their scout troop built tents and everything. And whatever they needed, I had to get it because I was the smallest. I had no power so to speak.” She added, “I was a late dater you might say. I didn’t really care for the boys. I grew up with so many of them; they weren’t very interesting to me. They made such a slave out of me.”

Oliver Penland said, “Jim Davidson and myself and some other boys use to snitch a lot of watermelons from his uncle, Foster Davidson. He lived down the river…on the other side of the old church. We would slip down and snitch his watermelons and carry them down to the river and throw them on the rocks and eat’em. And then he would come out with a shotgun and fire it up in the air a few times and try to scare us, but he never did shoot us. But he would let us know that he knew we were getting his watermelons.” He added, “I still like them.”

           Ethel Davidson recalled some of the other things the Swannanoa boys got up to. “When they were announcing the movies, there was a loud speaker on a car. And they’d drive all around the town. …The man would come announcing the movies, what time the movies would be and everything. The boys would get rotten tomatoes…and throw them to see if they could hit the inside of the speaker. And Jim said one time he did, and the man said, ‘Good shot boy.’ ”


According to Fred Davidson, Jim’s brother, tomatoes weren’t all they threw.  “What is now Warren Wilson College, at that time, was Asheville Farm School. It was non-coed of course…and they educated a lot of boys that would, other than that, not  gotten an education. They hauled coal for the school boarders from Swannanoa to the school on a truck, and we’d throw mushrooms at them, and they’d throw coal at us, and we’d pick it up and burn it.”  


Swannanoa School is another picture that Mills provides of the area at that time. He writes of Principal Howell, who all the students called Bulldog. Mills writes, “One year Kenny (Mills’ younger brother) thought he had had enough of Swannanoa School, so he decided to quit and go to another school in the county. He had a girl there that he liked. … He told Mr. Howell what he was going to do. The only problem was, he hadn’t told Daddy. When he did tell him, Daddy told Kenny to march himself right back. … He did this and Mr. Howell said, ‘Kenny, you are going to have to make up your mind what you are going to do.’ Kenny said, ‘I had my mind made up but Daddy changed it.’ ”


Barbara Ward said she could remember when they still had bibles in the schools. “We had a bible teacher who came to our school. Her name was Irene Snow. ... I still remember sitting in class and listening. She used a flannel graph, talking about the escape of Israel from Egypt. Lots of seeds were planted then.” 


Mills writes several of his own memories of time spent in one of the five churches in Swannanoa. He writes one story about Leo Martin, a boy who attended church mostly out of curiosity. “One night during the altar call a good Brother felt a need to go and talk to Lebo. The man came back and to where we were sitting and put his arm around Lebo’s neck and said, ‘Son, are you a Christian?’ Lebo said, ‘No sir, I’m a Martin.’ ”

Ward’s Drug Store, Mills writes, was one of his summer jobs growing up. For $13 dollars a week, Mills worked as a soda jerk at the store. “Both Doc Ward and Doc Crawford were excellent pharmacists. They were from the old school and knew everything there was to know about filling prescriptions.”  

Doc Ward’s daughter-in-law, Barbara, said, “We didn’t have a phone until I was out of high school and that was 1947. No one had a phone. You had to go to the drug store to use the telephone. Ward’s Drug Store had a telephone, and I think Harrison’s store, a couple of doors up the street had a telephone.”

Henry Gibbs’ “L & N Barber Shop” stood between the Swannanoa Bank and Trust Company and the Home Store.  Mills remembers Gibbs’ stories and one-liners as a favorite part of his childhood. “Every Friday was payday at The Mill and everyone knew this was the day the Salvation Army lady would come to the Station to ask for money. ... She came into the barber shop one day with her tambourine about half full of money. She held the tambourine over to Henry for a donation, and Henry said, ‘No thank you Ma’am, I can’t take anything. I’ll get by someway.” In his book, Mills relates many more memories of Gibbs’ stories.  


Mills also writes of the three main doctors in Swannanoa who have now passed on, Dr. Buckner, Dr. Clapp and Dr. Folsom. He includes the seemingly well known fact that two of the three, “liked to hit the bottle on occasion.”  

Penland, Dr. Folsom’s neighbor, said, “If he was your doctor and your wife was gonna have a baby, you didn’t have to worry about calling in a specialist cause you had one. We had a hard time sometimes paying him. If you were a neighbor, he didn’t want to charge you. When Ruth was a nurse down in the school, she would take the kids up to Dr. Folsom, and he didn’t even want to charge the county.”

“Everybody loved him. Funny as a monkey. He just had such a sense of humor and was always telling jokes,” Bucy said. 

Bruce Buckner, Dr. Buckner’s son, said he remembers a filling station, which stood where the Swannanoa Ingles is now, that his father built for two of his brothers, Arnold and Marion. “That was back in the days of segregation, and there were only two restrooms, a men’s room and a ladies room. … So one day this car came in with black people in it, and this woman comes in and asks if she could use the bathroom. Arnold told her, ‘Well, sure I guess. Go ahead.’ After they left…Arnold asked my dad, ‘Well, did I do the right thing?’ Cause he was really breaking the law. Up at the train station, they still had a colored waiting room, colored water fountains and that sort of thing. So my dad said, ‘Well, let me see the money they gave you.’ They had bought some gasoline. So Arnold got out the money and showed it to him, and he said, ‘Well I’ll be darned…they use the same kind of money I do.’ And that’s all he said. 

That lady stopped by the station lots of times after that, Bruce said. Her name was Moms Mabley. Born Loretta Mary Aiken, Jackie “Moms” Mabley is remembered as one of the most successful entertainers of the black vaudeville stage. She turned the comedic act of an outspoken grandma dressed as a bag lady into a successful career that lasted five decades. “There ain’t nothing an old man can do for me except bring me a message from a young one,” is just one of Moms Mabley’s jokes.   

“When daddy died, at his funeral there were probably more black people there than there were white. … The church was full and the blacks were standing all around the church. Cause if anybody came in the middle of the night, he’d go, no matter who it was, black or white,” Buckner added. 


Pattie Bird Sibbett said she remembered the youngest of the three doctors, Dr. Clapp, as being such a family physician. “I can remember when his son Lee and I went with him…with a spotlight.” She said it was during the Christmas holiday and they could barely see, the snow was so thick. 


“It wasn’t unusual for him to come to church on a Sunday morning having been at the hospital delivering a baby all night, and he’d have his PJ top on under his sports coat.” Sibbett added, “There was no phone at the church, back years and years ago. And Sunday after Sunday, some old farmer or somebody would come into the church and go all the way up to the choir to get him because somebody was sick or…having a baby.”


Her husband, Jerry Sibbett, recalled a story Oliver Douthit, use to tell before he passed away. “He had three girls. Every time that Dr. Clapp would deliver a baby, he’d go to the hospital and he’d sit, and Dr. Clapp would come in.” Douthit would give Dr. Clapp $25 and the doctor would head on up the stairs. “Then when the time came, he’d come back down, and he’d give him (Douthit) five dollars back, and he’d know it was a girl. He said he always hoped that he’d keep all the money, he wanted a boy so bad.” 


Mills also writes of his daddy’s “brand new 1941 Chevrolet Special Deluxe, four door sedan.” He bought the car from the McMurray Chevrolet company in Black Mountain for payments of $25 dollars a month. 


Bruce Buckner recalled another 41 Chevrolet that was around at that time. The front room of the building where Dr. Buckner had his office was seldom, if ever, used. Then came Dr. Bell, Ruth Graham’s father. “Daddy rented him the front half of the building and he had a new 41 Chevrolet, and I’d wash it free if he’d just let me drive it down in the yard. That was such a thrill to drive.”


The community, which is described by Mills’ book and local residents who remember the Swannanoa as it was, has changed quite a bit. 


Barbara Ward said, “Swannanoa was an interesting town. Truly it was. Lots of camaraderie, lots of friends helping each other.” She said, “I can remember as a girl when truck farmers would come through, and people would purchase green beans and peaches and so forth to put up for the winter. People would come to your house and sit around a circle in the kitchen and peal peaches and break beans and help you can. When it was hog killing time, people would come and help you slaughter the hogs. It was a wonderful growing up time when people cared for each other and worked together.”


Virginia Bucy said she too wished the communities were closer like they use to be. She added that she also misses “the safety of being able to play anywhere as a child and not be afraid. I could go to the river and swim or to the top of the mountain, and I never had to fear anything. ... There were just no bad guys around, I guess you would say. It was just so safe and everything seemed, to me, ideal.”


Maybe Mills put it best in his book when he wrote, “I realize now that I lived in ‘Another Time, Another Place’ and the Swannanoa I grew up in doesn’t exist anymore. But the memories of the town and the people are etched in my mind forever.” 


Gene Mills’ book “Another Time, Another Place: Growing up in Swannanoa, 1929-1950 contains his stories told here and many other memories and people. The book is priced $14.95 and is available from Brandon’s Gift Shop in Black Mountain. It is also available directly from the author. Write to Carl E. “Gene” Mills, 211 Pelham Lane, Fort Mill, SC 29715-9736. Ph.: (803) 547-4887. Mills can be reached by email at gpmills@cetlink.net. Shipping and Handling: $4.00.

