PAGE  
8

Renaissance Terrace Resident: Ken Yates
July 3rd, 2014. 

Liz Teston: Ken Yates?
Ken Yates: Yep.

Liz Teston: And are you from Knoxville?

Ken Yates: Yes.

Liz Teston: What year were you born?

Ken Yates: ’23. 6.17.23

Liz Teston: And Ken you were involved in construction?

Ken Yates: All my life, I had my own company for 38 years. I did a little over a million work on World’s Fair, a whole bunch.

Liz Teston: So you were a general contractor?

Ken Yates: Yep. Painting, vinyl wall coverings, put up metal studs and sheetrock, all that kind of stuff. 

Liz Teston: You’ve seen a lot of changes in Knoxville, of the building environment?

Ken Yates: Oh yes. Bought every dormitory at UT, I did the sheetrock there and done the Field house. I’ve done the stadium. Worked on it four or five times, when they were doing different additions to it.
Liz Teston: Did you ever do any work down in Market Square?

Ken Yates: Yeah, Market Square, I painted a lot of the buildings, had to pressure wash a couple of buildings, sandblasted one.

Liz Teston: Around what time period was that?

Ken Yates: It’d have to be in the late 70s.

Liz Teston: Around the time they were starting to renovate it a lot?

Ken Yates: Uh, huh. Yeah. 

Liz Teston: What is your earliest memory of Market Square?

Ken Yates: Used to go there when I was working as an apprentice, making 20¢ an hour. I’d go there and you could go to this sandwich shop. I forget the name of it.
Liz Teston: Was it in the Market House?

Ken Yates: Yep, in the Market House. You’d go in the south door, coming in on the right. I should remember the name of it but I can’t. Anyway, you could buy a real good hamburger for a nickel and I’d tell her stack up the lettuce and tomato and it would be a big ole hamburger.

Liz Teston: So how old would you be when you were apprenticing?

Ken Yates: Started when I was 16. 

Liz Teston: What do you remember about the building, the Market House?

Ken Yates: The smell more than anything. 

Liz Teston: What did it smell like? 

Ken Yates: Fish. They’d have their own displays and it wasn’t refrigerated or anything. They might have a piece of ice over it and the smell, they kept it reasonably clean, but then what I remember about the upstairs is one big room. That’s where we’d have square dances.
Liz Teston: How old were you when you would be going to square dances there?

Ken Yates: 16, 17.

Liz Teston: Who’d organize them? 

Ken Yates: I don’t know. Doesn’t make a difference. Policemens were always there. You had too much to drink they’d haul you out.
Liz Teston: Of the square dance?

Ken Yates: Mhmm.

Liz Teston: Did you ever get in trouble?

Ken Yates: Yeah. Might not admit it, but I wouldn’t lie about it. 

Liz Teston: What were you doing when you got in trouble square dancing?

Ken Yates: Arguing with a guy. Loud mouthing. When the Market House was there, everything wasn’t inside, some days, farmers would come and park their trucks outside, all around and down each side. I imagine people bought just as much stuff from them as they did inside. You had to pay to be inside. 
Liz Teston: The vendor would have to pay to be inside?

Ken Yates: Yep. But outside you didn’t. If you had your own truck you could just pull up and sell to anybody. 

Liz Teston: How often would you go there? Would you mostly go there as a teen?

Ken Yates: Once or twice a week. Something like that. Maybe once through the week and then on Saturday. Have to go on Saturday.

Liz Teston: Why?

Ken Yates: Cause that’s when you play. Work all week.
Liz Teston: To see everyone or shopping?

Ken Yates: Yeah, shopping. I’d eat. I’d eat at the Courtesy Drugstore. I’d eat breakfast there and then sometimes I’d stop at Market House and get me a hamburger. Depends on where I was working then. If I was working uptown, I’d go to the Market House but if I was working out this end, I’d go to Courtesy Drugstore. They’d feed you all you could eat for 15¢. Lot different now isn’t it. I’m 91 years old and I’ve seen a lot of things around here.
Liz Teston: What’s that biggest change you think you’ve seen?

Ken Yates: Just everything’s changed. Nothing’s the same. I carried papers when I was, started carryin’ ‘em when I was in sixth grade, school. Starting carrying them up and down Broadway. And I had the old general hospital. I’d give the cook a paper and he’d feed me. That was a good job. So I got one good square meal everyday. It was an afternoon paper, newspaper, then. Morning paper now. But time’s just changed.
Liz Teston: Where did you grow up in Knoxville?

Ken Yates: Close to here. ’Bout four-five blocks over from here. On Woodland. You know where Woodland is?

Liz Teston: I do.

Ken Yates: 404 East Woodland.

Liz Teston: What’s the cross street there?

Ken Yates: Harvey and Glenwood. You live a way away?
Liz Teston: I live near by. I live on Elinor. I pulled up and realized I could have walked here.

Ken Yates: I was telling Katie and a preacher I was talking to, the preacher of Broadway Baptist, and he said he was worrying about getting new members. I said it’s okay buddy, it’s not like it used to be. Them big old houses down there on Fourth, Forest and Fifth. Them big old houses, most of them gone. Torn down. There were good people living in them with big families and lot of them members of the church, but they’re gone now.

Liz Teston: As I understand it, there was another Market House over by Emory Place at one time?

Ken Yates: I don’t remember. ‘Round Emory Park?

Liz Teston: I was curious about if the people of this neighborhood still went to Market Square to do their shopping or if they did their shopping elsewhere.

Ken Yates: I don’t remember nothing up there, Emory Park.
Liz Teston: It might’ve been short lived.

Ken Yates: There was a fire hall up there. Got tore down. Old fire hall. I couldn’t remember before they put up that statue. ‘Member the statue?
Liz Teston: Was there any building or store or theater near Market Square that had special meaning for you or was your favorite place to go?
Ken Yates: Favorite place on Market Square…

Liz Teston: Or a place on Market Square you shouldn’t have gone?
Ken Yates: Every place was pretty straight. Mostly, you had to keep everything hid.

Liz Teston: What do you mean by that?

Ken Yates: If you had a bottle, you had to have it hid.

Liz Teston: Oh, cause it was a dry town. Where would you get a bottle then if it were dry?

Ken Yates: Pocket bootleggers.

Liz Teston: Were they in town or outside of town?

Ken Yates: I knew one who would wear an overcoat year round. Inside the overcoat were pockets all inside and he’d have half a pint in every pocket.

Liz Teston: Moonshine?

Ken Yates: Moonshine, yep. They called it splow.

Liz Teston: Splow? (laughter) I’ve never heard of that word.

Ken Yates: It’s a good word ain’t it?

Liz Teston: So he’d just stand on the street corner and you’d find him?

Ken Yates: Well, I knew where he’s at.

Liz Teston: Where was he usually at?

Ken Yates: On the street corner, you couldn’t miss him ‘cause ain’t nobody else dressed like that.

Liz Teston: Was he always on the same corner?

Ken Yates: The cops knew him too. There was an awful lot of handshaking goin’ on. My Grandpa and Grandma lived down here on Fourth. 720 North Fourth. Almost to Gill. They lived there, both died there. But they tore the house down and built a...
Liz Teston: For the interstate?

Ken Yates: Probably was the interstate or it might be one block the side of the interstate. But it’s tore down.

Liz Teston: What was the house number?

Ken Yates: 720. 720 North Fourth. The reason I remember the number, when I was in the service, my Grandma and Grandpa lived there and they would write me and every letter I’d get would have $3-4 in it.
Liz Teston: That was a lot of money back then,

Ken Yates: Oh yeah.

Liz Teston: Did you serve in a war?

Ken Yates: World War II. Air Force.

Liz Teston: Where did you go?

Ken Yates: Air Force for four years.

Liz Teston: Did you go to the pacific or to Europe?

Ken Yates: Germany. My bomb group was in the first bomb group to bomb Germany. Early morning. Prior to that, it had all been late at night. The Germans had it so good. All synchronized. If we hit one of the lights, then they would pull the trigger down here. Going in at low altitude in daylight, all of that, wasn’t none of it any good.

Liz Teston: Had you done much travelling before you went over there? As somebody from Knoxville, was it a big change for you?

Ken Yates: Oh, yeah. Yeah. I wrote my Mama a letter about two weeks after I went in and told her not to look for me anytime soon ‘cause I found me a home. I was in the group first air force to go onto Miami Beach. The airport took over all of the island. Miami Beach is an island and it took over the whole island. That was part of our force. They put a guardhouse at each bridge. You couldn’t go to Miami. I was never in Miami. I stayed in an’ trained got in there and watch the war. Stayed in the New Yorker hotel and they told me my room number and my buddy’s room number. Two to a room. We went up to the third or fourth floor. Got on the elevator and got off on our floor, found our room. Real fancy twin beds. Real nice bathroom. Man I’d told my buddy, “I’ve never live like this, this is something else.” I told my Mama, I’d found me a home. Left there and went to aircraft maintenance school in Biloxi, Mississippi as before it is what it is now. Went to aircraft maintenance school there. Never seen such a swampy place with mosquitos, man, they were bigger than birds. Big old black bugs.
Liz Teston: What was your house in Knoxville like if the place in Miami was so different?

Ken Yates: It was one of these shotgun houses.

Liz Teston: So describe, when you open the door…

Ken Yates: You open the door, you go into the living, bedroom, kitchen.

Liz Teston: What was in the living room?

Ken Yates: What kind of a couch is it where you can make it to sleep on?

Liz Teston: Like a sofa bed or a daybed?

Ken Yates: Daybed. Had one of them and two, three chairs. That was always my bed.

Liz Teston: Did you have any brothers or sisters?

Ken Yates: Yeah, I had two sisters.
Liz Teston: Where did they sleep?

Ken Yates: They slept with Mom and Dad... Yep. Things were different.

Liz Teston: What did your Dad do for a living?

Ken Yates: When he wasn’t drunk, he’d work for the railroads. He drank a lot. He was in World War I. Got his kneecap shot off. He was crippled. He had a chip on his shoulder, ya know. You know what I mean.
Liz Teston: Yeah.

Ken Yates: He was a good guy but man he wasn’t proud of my Mama. She had to work a lot.

Liz Teston: That’s rough. 

Ken Yates: Yep. When my wife and I, I got out of the air force, I think it was March or April of ’46. My wife and I were married August the 29th. I had a $20 bill. That’s all I had and we went to the preacher’s house and he married us. I’d forgot about that, you were supposed to pay the preacher. All I had was that $20 bill. When I left that preacher’s house, I was broke. But I had a million dollar baby on my arm.
Liz Teston: Did you meet her square dancing?

Ken Yates: No. Her picture’s on the wall down here. She worked down at Oak Ridge on the switchboard. After we got married, of course, I told her you don’t need to go out there and work ‘cause I could make a living for her. We started broke, and I had a net worth of ‘bout 1,002,000 when I retired. The butcher. I’ve done jobs, a Mr. Nealy, he’d call and say I want that whole dormitory done ‘for Easter break. I’ve got no time for estimates or take bids. You just go on and do it. When you get done. Bring me the invoice and I’ll write up the contract and we’ll shake hands. That’s all it took back then.
Liz Teston: A lot of trust.

Ken Yates: Now you gotta have all kinds of CPA’s and attorneys and everybody working for you and still don’t get that much money.  

Liz Teston: Sounds like you worked hard.

Ken Yates: I got paid $100,000 at World’s Fair. They can do it legally, know every trick in the world. 

Liz Teston: Do you have any closing thoughts on Market Square?

Ken Yates: It is a lot different than it used to be. I’d liked to see it back like it was.

Liz Teston: How did people feel when the Market House was torn down?

Ken Yates: They didn’t like it. That was, it was just a meeting place. Go park, take three hours of the day, have a big conversation, be one of the places you stopped… It’s a lot… But I know people who would like it better the way it is today.
Liz Teston: How would you describe it today? 

Ken Yates: More modernist. And it’s kept cleaner and more organized. A lot of flowers. Back then there were no flowers. Maybe one of the trucks might’ve brought in some flowers and sell them.
Liz Teston: So you appreciated how lively it was?

Ken Yates: Yeah. Everybody was on about the same level. ‘Bout the same.
Liz Teston: Thanks for your time Ken. Thank you.
Ken Yates: You’re welcome, darling. 

