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Atria Weston Place Resident: Bettie Styles
August 13th, 2014
Liz Teston: What's your name?

Bettie Styles: Bettie Elma Styles. Elma was my mother or her sister's middle name and I can't remember because there's so much going on. I went to Old Knoxville High School and graduated there. 

LT: Oh okay.

BS: Yeah, and it was almost in downtown Knoxville, it's been well preserved.

LT: So what year were you born?

BS: Uh, I think it was December 1929. Would that sound about right? ‘Cause I went to Knoxville High School, and I guess I went to grade school before and then Knoxville High School. Sure, I did. 

LT: You said you kept your maiden name?

BS: Yeah, I kept my maiden name, I went to old Knoxville High School, of course I kept my maiden name for that, then I went to work for a telephone company and when I went to work for the telephone company, I worked there until I retired and they had the most mischievous men you had ever seen, they made a train that run through the office that wasn't a real train. It was just the sound of the train. So of course I was the repair woman in the building and every time they would something, I would run to my boss if it was something they, ya know, like they put a dog turd in the elevator but of course it wasn't a real one.
LT: They put a what?

BS: A dog turd.

LT: Oh. 

BS: In the elevator but it wasn't a real one. So when I hit the elevator door, there it was.

LT: Surprise.

BS: (laughter) Surprise so I went flying to my boss. He said "Bettie, those are the most mischievous men I have ever seen." They do a good job on running things through there. Now there were a train running through the office, if you can imagine. So I would always try to find everything I could. I went to Bob White, that was his name, and I went to him and I said "you know, somebody's put a dog or a cat on the elevator and it's pooping.” He said, "Bettie, it's not real,” those men are so mischievous, they did everything. They made a train that would run through the office but it wasn't a real train. They said, how'd you find that? And I said, that's my job. (laughter) So I kept chasing it through the office and you got these little wires, see sometimes you could drop a piece of solder in here and you've got a double contact, if you follow what I'm saying. Of course, we would always take everything apart and put it back together. I just enjoyed my job.  They said how in the world do you reach all those plugs? I said I stand on a stool. I was probably tellin’ them a story cause I wasn't that tall. They were just mischievous men, but of course they were good workers. They were really good. I retired with an atta boy from working and keeping everything. You see that little piece of solder that could be in here, could make a double connection. Cause it wasn't one, it was solder in two places. So we really, I just always enjoyed my work. I always said if I was going to work I was going to enjoy it. My Daddy worked for the railroad. It was during, I don't know, the Second World War. We didn't enter any of the wars did we?

LT: Mhmm.

BS: The Second World War?

LT: Yes, after Pearl Harbor. 

BS: Well okay, you see Daddy was trained to do all of this sort of stuff, working for the railroad. You see they had this thing, I think they called it the roundhouse, where you could turn the train around and do all the repairs within that. And some of it, maybe they didn't want it to get wet where it would rust. After the war, the boys wanted Daddy to tell them, explain, the newer parts of the war or whatever, so I got to sat on his knee. (laughter) When he traveled, see, I could go with him, but back then, it wasn't as busy. Well I guess it was quite busy after the war. But I got to sit on his knee when he was telling the men how to do their work. (laughter) But I have a brother. Now my brother was of course was working and married another lady. Of course I had met a fella and found out he was two-timing me. I just quit men. I said, “Shoot, I’ll just work for the telephone company and I worked there until I retired. I really did enjoy but I mean if you are going to work, you might as well enjoy it because you start getting grumpy if you don't. So anyway, Market Square was more like you buy stuff like cottage cheese and all different kinds of stuff, and I think a lot of canned things or bottled things and they had like booths where you could sit on one side and somebody else could sit on the other side and buy things.

LT: Like a counter.

BS: And my Grandmother and Grandfather both worked at Miller's Annex and that's how they met and so that was really funny.

LT: What were their jobs at Miller's Annex?

BS: Well, now, my Grandmother, they had several people that lived in the upstairs and she'd take her knife and tap it on the phone cause you didn't have all the conveniences you have now.

LT: Why was she tapping a phone?

BS: They didn't have a phone on the second floor and right then, people were having a hard time and I know that mother, my Grandmother had Crank Victrola and I tell you I just loved that and when she would get her rent pays, she would put that in that piano and then I would start to play over there and I would say what is that? And she said, just be quiet, that's my rent money and I'm hiding it. Of course back then you didn't have all of those expensive clothes like you do now. But they lived there for quite some time.

LT: Where did they live?

BS: They lived in Knoxville, TN. I think it was Deery Street.

LT: I know Deery Street.

BS: I got so tickled, I think my Grandfather would have a little drink after his paycheck and that was so funny and she would hide it in the piano and I would come over there and not realizing that I couldn't hit the keys because she was hiding that money. You know we just didn't have. That's the reason she was hitting on that pipe so she would know we would have a phone call.

LT: Got it. 

BS: We didn't have all of the conveniences that we have now. Of course I did roller-skate. That was fun.

LT: Where did you roller-skate?

BS: I roller-skated on my Grandmother's property because the street we were on, there was another lady there that was crippled and I can't remember what caused it but I think her father would carry her outside and sat in a chair and she called everyday to sell products of some kind and he would carry her out there. I don't know why he carried her out there, must've been some disability but she could raise money for them by doing this. But now the old Market House was sort of like, okay you'd have a big chair and a place over here where they could sat. Sort of like a built-in seat. Then they could go ahead and pay for that. Then the Old Miller's Annex backed up to an alley. But everything then was real clean. Wasn't where they dumped stuff out. So then after I graduated from high school, I went to work for the telephone company. And I, went to work and I really did enjoy it. Sort of got a man-rated job where I could solder the wiring on the stuff but if you'd hit two, it doesn't make a connection. You know what I'm saying.

LT: Mhmm. Yes.

BS: I was working one day and I had a bad tooth. The man said you're the hang up girl for the sizes for the Miller's Annex. See that would be the cheaper clothes. 

LT: Hang up. What does that mean?

BS: Hmm?

LT: What does hang up mean?

BS: Do what now?

LT: What did he mean by hang up? He called you the hang up girl?

BS: Called what?

LT: He said you were the hang up girl?

BS: Oh. Well, okay, say you had a certain size and they didn't want the clothes to get mixed up, sizes or prices so I was what you call the hang up girl ‘cause it was my first job.

LT: I see. 

BS: So I had a bad toothache and I got sick on the job and I asked the man if I could go home and he said once everybody had their rest period, then you could go. Okay, we had air-conditioning put in at the store by then and I just leaned up against the wall and fainted. I sat right down on the sidewalk. And this other lady was standing there and see the cold was hitting me because of the cool air and I passed out and I woke up in the shoe department. (laughter) 

LT: Did they move you?

BS: Uh Yeah. See I'd just fainted on the floor and the air conditioning, see I leaned up against the glass and the lady across the street had watched me and she went flying in to tell somebody that I had fainted. And I had just leaned up against it and she said I had just gracefully sat right down on the sidewalk. 

LT: Where did your family live? You said where your Grandparents lived.

BS: Yeah, my Grandparents lived on Deery Street and I think we rented a house behind them on another street and I think it was Gratz Street but not sure. Then you get the main road. There was an old A&P there.

LT: On Broadway?

BS: Mhmm. So we just, of course when I started working I just kept on until I retired. You have to watch when you solder a piece of wire onto something else cause if any of that little dish runs down on to that other, you get a cross connection and it doesn't work properly. And I know this one man had reported something that he never could get connection outside and what it was, was a little piece of solder on two of the wires and it was causing it not to do right. You know the long nose has a plastic end on it. If you hit it in the melted position when it’s still warm, you can get the connection out of the double connection. So I kept tapping on it with the long-nose as you call ‘em, cause it had the plastic on the back. And, he had complained several times you know a cross connection and all. So we had made up a ticket on it to find out what was wrong and that’s what it was. That little piece of solder and took my two nose pliers and took it out. Oh he gave me an atta boy on that. 

LT: So it was your job to go to different homes to solder and hook up.

BS: No, I worked at the place and every time there was a report, we wrote it down and that was something I had been trying to find for that man because the solder had a double connection on it and we had to melt that out. And so I just took the plastic end to tap it out so I told the man while I was on the line, I said, “Sir, if you could just be patient, you got a piece of metal solder in between the wire and the solder.” He called my boss and gave me an atta boy. But well if you have to work you might as well enjoy it and that's what I had always done. But when they said they put that turd on the elevator, I thought there was a dog on it but it wasn't. But those men were so mischievous but anyway back to...Market Square.

LT: Market Square, yeah.

BS: The Market House.

LT: What do you remember about the inside of the Market House?

BS: Now the inside of the Market House, they sold, probably sold butter, probably sold apple sauce, anything you could put in a jar. You can't really can things like that. They had a little seat on one side where they could sit on and another seat where the customer could sat down. They could talk back and forth to each other and not lose their connection between each other. But it was like a little stool. The lady that sat on one side would work in the Market House and the other one would be the customer. So that was real interesting because I was getting old enough where I could go with my Grandmother to see all of this. So I really did enjoy that because, it burned down. I don't know when it burned but that must have been... I had, well I had worked there until I retired then I went to go work for the telephone company after that and I really enjoyed that and it was a really good job. I think you get a retirement from it. It's been so long ago I can't remember but I think you got a retirement from that and I know several times that I got to go with my Daddy. Right after the war, they wanted him to tell them anything they could do to better their job. Because you see they were getting out of service.

LT: At the rail?

BS: Uh huh. So of course they wanted Daddy to explain anything that became meaningful while they were there and uh so I got to sit on his lap. (laughter) My Daddy's lap. I don't ever think we slept on the train. See we came into Knoxville on the train. And then Mother and Daddy lived. They didn't live in Knoxville and they lived someplace else and I can’t remember where it was, but I know that Daddy had to go around the mountain because I was delivered and he wanted to be there. He had to come around the mountain, ya know, to come home, to see me ‘cause my brother was older than me. We stayed there until he came. I know he came into Knoxville and opened a credit union.

LT: Your dad? And he worked at the railroad?

BS: Yeah. That’s right.
LT: How do you go from working at a railroad to credit union?

BS: Now they have a round house, I guess you know that, where you can turn the trains around and that was really interesting but of course I didn't really get to stay there because, see, I had already started working right across the street, from the telephone company. Trying to think of the restaurant that we used to go to. It was real good. We would go there, ya know, on birthdays and things. We'd, if there was somebody's birthday we'd take them for that. So I guess that's it. 

LT: Okay. Well I have enjoyed talking to you. I've enjoyed our conversation.

BS: Well thank you. If you are going to have to work, you might as well enjoy it and that was my thought because I knew that I had to work and I liked working with the telephone company because you got a retirement out of that. Daddy started the railroad credit union because of me. He wanted to, no, I take it back. My brother wanted to start selling motorcycles and it was just about work time and Daddy said I am not going to borrow any money of mine and then he found out that he could start a credit union which hadn't been started yet and that credit union is still in existence because of him.  I mean he enjoyed it and of course he had to ride the railroad and the boys in service would always call him or ask him to tell them anything that could help them on their job or more expenses of things going on. I really enjoyed that. If you got to work, you might as well enjoy it so I did. You know we had a nice time, if it was somebody's birthday, we'd take them out for it. For dinner or something. So that was enjoyable. So what do you do?

LT: I teach interior design.

BS: Teach what now?

LT: Interior design.

BS: Interior design. I bet that's interesting.
LT: Yeah, I enjoy it a lot. 

BS: Well good. That's great. How long've you been doing that?

LT: About a year.

