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Virginia recently acquired those
negatives, along with hundreds of
glass slides.

The Blue Ridge Institute &
Museum counts thousands of
original labels in its files. Ar-
ranged state-by-state and coun-
ty-by-county, the labels on file are
at turns hilarious, weird, beauti-
ful, nostalgic, and outright racist:
asquirrel snacks on a canned stalk
of celery; a beaming (perhaps
radioactive) blue rod pulses next
to a tomato for the Blue Steel
brand; a blushing Miss-Lou em-
braces the states of Mississippi,
Louisiana, and Alabama on a can
of pimientos; mammy figures
smile with blackberries and
Brunswick stew alike; and a black
man serves himself an oyster that
bears a hateful slur on its shell
(and in its brand name).
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Rifling the archives, place
names—as small as Cahas Moun-
tain, Virginia, and as big as L os
Angeles, California—prove as
curious and compelling as the
artwork. Worley recalls a family
from Idaho who traveled to the
exhibition opening to map their
roots on a label. Forget the Big
Apple. For Goode and other
artists and farmers, opportunity
was just around the bend in
Bedford, Virginia—for a brief
moment, the Big Tomato. w»

Burgers at
Pat's Cafe in
Selmer, TN.
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OWNTOWN HARTSELLE, ALABAMA, WITH ITS PAINTED WOODEN
facades and pedestrian-free streets, reminds me of a Western movie set.
A railroad crossing frames blocks of a few antique shops and many empty

LD ACLIABLE PEANUT €O,
BUFFOLE. VIRGINIA

Emily Wallace, a writer and illustrator based in Durham, North
Carolina, is deputy editor of Southern Cultures at UNC-Chapel Hill.

storefronts with hopeful FOR RENT signs. A travel agent, staring out from behind
his desk, recalls a diorama in a museum. When a train howls past, the barren spaces
echo that lonely sound, and | feel it deep it my bones. But something about the
blinking opPEN sign of Willie Burgers gives me hope.

Photos by Sara Wood
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The slyle of hamburger popular in
the lower Tennessee Valley slates of
Blabama. Mississippi, and Tennes-
see is known by many names and
ingredients. Extended with soymeal
grits, flour, oalmeal and other
fillers, cooks today dress them with
cheap and abundant condiments like
mustard, chopped raw onion, and
somelimes American cheese and
pickles.
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Map by Katy Clune

This is the land of the old-fash -
ioned hamburger. Found in small
restaurants hugging railroads
tracks that crisscross the counties
of northeast Mississippi, north -
western Alabama, and lower Ten -
nessee, these hamburgers defy
hunger and solitude in a region
where many workers worry over
their next paycheck.

Made with beef, pork, or both;
extended with oatmeal, soymeal
grits, breadcrumbs, and flour;
these burgers go by various
names. Slugburger, cerealburger,
or doughburger. Fillerburger,
potato burger, and old-fashioned.
Dub’s Burger, Weeksburger,
Willie Burger, or Penn Burger.
Thin like a discus, cooked in deep
oil, they emerge from their bath
with a creamy interior and a
brown and crispy shell. Most cus -
tomers order them topped with
mustard, onions, and maybe
pickles. When regulars order
cheese, cooks melt the American
single by dousing it quickly in the
oil. If you want a toasted bun, the
cook swabs on more of that oil
and toasts it on the flattop.

After a year recording oral his -
tories about these hamburgers, |
have come to believe that they are
not products of nostalgia. Instead,
they remain a constant in towns
like Hartselle, Alabama, because
when people endure both eco-
nomic despair and prosperity,
they don't forget the cooks or the
meals that sustained them.

Set at the corner of Sparkman
and Main Streets, Willie Burgers
began as Johnny’s Hamburgers

in 1926. Owners and names
changed through the years until
1995, when Willis Sapp bought
the business and changed the
name to Willie Burgers. Mary
Lawson began working for Sapp
in 1996, when she and her
husband returned South from
Indianapolis, where he had
worked at the Chrysler plant, to
nearby Madison. Lawson says she
was lonely and miserable when
they moved, but found compan-
ionship at Willie Burgers after
volunteering each week at the
Salvation Army in Hartselle. She'd
drop by for a Mountain Dew and
a visit with the waitresses. When
one of them left to have a baby,
Lawson picked up her shifts. In
2000, Lawson partnered with
Tony Sapp, son of Willis Sapp, to
buy the restaurant. Six months
later, he sold his half of the busi -
ness to Lawson.

Now in her sixties, Lawson
reminds me of my late grand -
mother, who chain-smoked her
summers away, sunbathing in a
lawn chair parked in her drive -
way. Lawson’s tan underscores
her spiky, bleached-blonde hair,
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Robin
Johnson (l)
and Mary
Lawson

at Willie
Burgers.

a style that earned her the nick -
name “Scary Mary” from one of
her regulars. She speaks openly
of her struggles to keep the busi -
ness going.

“My husband gave me money
for the business both times, so |
tell people I'm the only person
who bought this business twice,”
she says. “This place is not some -
thing you do just for the money.
The town itself has just got
poor,” Lawson tells me, as she
slowly shakes her head in a way
that says she's resigned to this
reality but still searching for a
solution. “People don't have jobs
or extra money.”

Last year, her landlord lowered
the monthly rent by twenty
dollars. He didn’t want to see
another downtown building go
vacant. The statistics for Morgan
County, of which Hartselle is the
second-largest city, are bleak. As
of 2014, almost 20 percent of fam -
ilies with children under eighteen
lived below the poverty line.

Lawson tries to meet their

needs. She demands that each
hamburger be bigger than the bun
cradling it. She wants her custom -
ers to get their money’s worth.
She wants them to leave full.
Instead of pouring tea into glasses
at the counter, she sets down an
empty glass of ice and a plastic
pitcher of tea for each customer.
She also wants them to feel
loved. Willie Burgers, like many
restaurants in the Lower Tennes -
see River Valley, demands a kind
of intimacy of both customers and
workers. A skinny metal counter
with squat, red-cushioned stools
barely separates customers from
staff. That perch affords diners a
front-row seat for the choreogra -
phy, as cooks fry patties and
prepare the buns. In an adjacent
dining room, Lawson has covered
the walls and shelves with posters
of Marilyn Monroe and kitchen
utensils from her own home, an -
tiques she began collecting when
she first moved here because
“there was really nothing to do.”
She says she spends so much time
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at work she might as well feel like
she’s home. And she shares that
feeling with her customers.

Tending the fryer is Robin
Johnson, who has worked at the
restaurant since the late 1990s.
Fortyish, pale and brunette,
Johnson watches skeptically
from behind her glasses. During
the long gaps between custom-
ers, the women take smoke
breaks. Each morning, they ride
to the restaurant together,
smoking cigarettes and talking
of their families. Several times
throughout the lunch shift,
Lawson stops to brag about
Johnson’s patty-shaping tech -
nique. Johnson learned from her
mother, Margie, who managed
the original Hartselle location of
C.F. Penn Hamburgers, once
blocks away from Willie Burgers.

Johnson worked on a factory
line making component boards
for computers for thirteen years
before deciding she wanted to
work closer to home. She de -
scribes her relationship to
Lawson as a sisterhood.

“l just wish more people
wanted to stop by and eat these,”
Johnson says. “I like it here, and
if she couldn’t keep the doors
open, I'd have to go out there and
find something. And it would be
hard for someone my age now to
go out there and try to get some-
thing, because they want some-
body younger and prettier.”

Customers, mostly male and
white, stop by Willie Burgers for

to-go orders and leave with

grease-stained brown sacks.

Marking the bottom corners of

their bags, those stains recall the

oil blotches along the cuffs and
elbows of their work shirts.

Lawson talks about her custom -
ers tenderly. She aims to keep this
restaurant open as a place of
comfort. Lawson tells me about
the young woman she let sleep in
the back of the restaurant for two
weeks so that her abusive ex-boy -
friend couldn’t find her. Each
night when she closed the restau -
rant, Lawson locked the girl
inside and told her to refuse to
answer the door until morning.

“When | first started working
here, there was not an empty
building up here and people
wanted to be up here,” Lawson
says. “This place would be so
packed on Saturdays. We had four
people that would work. By the
time we got out of here, we were
beat. We don't even know what
tired is anymore compared to
what we did.”

It would have been very easy
to drive through Morgan County,
Alabama, passing empty facto -
ries, and tell myself this is
another landscape where the
working class hangs on by a
thread. But the truth is evident
in the staying power of these
cooks and these hamburgers.
People who call this place home
survive by holding on to each
other and to the rituals that see
them through. w»

Sara Wood is the SFA’s oral historian.
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