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Atria Weston Place Resident: Mike Shoemaker 
August 13th, 2014
Liz Teston: So can you tell me your name?

Mike Shoemaker: Hugh Michael Shoemaker

LT: And you said you were born in Knoxville?

MS: I was born in Knoxville 

LT: What year were you born?

MS: 1920.

LT: You said your family is from here?

MS: On my mother's side, the people've been here almost from the beginning. 

LT: What was her family name?

MS: Her family name was Shetterly, on her father's side and the family that goes the furthest back is the Webb family which is her grandmother and on that side we've got in this area, 300 years.

LT: That's awesome, really cool, you said you grew up in Knoxville.

MS: I grew up until I went into the military when I was 21 years old.

LT: And you went to UT

MS: In World War 1. I went in June, the service of 1940. What would it be 42, 41, 42. I was in for 28 years.

LT: Then you returned to Knoxville?

MS: I returned to Knoxville, I had bought property in California to retire to. But my parents were still alive at that time. My mother died when she was 99 and my father at 95. I'm 93 myself.

LT: You look at least ten years younger. 

MS: (laughter) I've had that told me quite a few times. I feel like I'm 60.

LT: That's awesome. So, I'm trying to focus on a certain part of Knoxville so everyone is talking about similar things. I decided to start with Market Square because of the Market House that was there. Do you have any memories of downtown Knoxville or Market Square? Did you grow up downtown?

MS: I did. I worked. I was one of the youngest people they had working for TVA in 1938. I was working right down in the middle of Knoxville all the time. Of course I had been before that, working at Miller's store of the summer and fall of 1978 and then ran there and go to the YMCA and go there everyday. I lived about 3 miles from the place. I was only 7-8 years old. Free to walk anywhere we wanted to. No one questioned or said anything. 

LT: Where did you live?

MS: Lived out in North Knoxville, near Brownlow's school or Rowyn's funeral home. Lived about three blocks from Rowyn's funeral home. Or four houses from Brownlow's school. 

LT: What street was that on?

MS: It was Glenwood.

LT: I live on Elinor. Which is the next block from there.

MS: I was there. I went to Grammar school at Brownlow from Kindergarten, all the way through. One of the few from the area that went to Port Junior which is over in East Knoxville. I had to cross the railroad tracks.
LT: Did you walk?

MS: I walked. No other way. We didn't have money for a bus, even though it didn't but cost six cents a ride. We didn't have the 6 cents. I walked an awful lot of miles in Knoxville at that time.

LT: What did your Dad do for a living?

MS: What did my what?

LT: What did your Dad do?

MS: My Dad worked with my Mother's father, my Grandfather, in a small retail coal yard and he wound up running it completely until TVA went to cheap power and the gas line came in. That knocked out coal industry in this area and that was the end of that business they were in.

LT: You said you worked for TVA. What did you do there?

MS: Well I worked several things. I started grading examination papers for the workmen. At that time, Norris dam was the only one in existence. They knew they were planning many other dams. And so they put out the notice to the various areas, near where the dams were going to be. That they knew they were going to be hiring all kinds of laborers, brick masons, concrete mixers. I can't mention all the different things, carpenters, many different things. They made up very complicated tests for them to take. We used keys and graded them. I sat there grading papers for must have been four months and then we finished up. Then I started working part time for TVA. That was just a temporary job and it worked out. I started working part time for TVA in the reproduction unit where they did all of the mimeographing, stapling, binding, things of that sort, and I was going to school at the time and the job worked into a full time job so I started working full time and going to school part time. That lasted until I went into the military. When I got out of there I still had two years to finish, to complete. I stayed here and worked. Got 90 bucks a month. Plus the school made it where we got our tuition, books and 90 bucks a month. For a family of four, living on 90 bucks wasn't very much but after ten years, I got my diploma and was 38 when I graduated high school. I was 48 by the time I got my B.S.

LT: What was your B.S. in?

MS: Business administration.

LT: That was because of World War II?

MS: Basically, I would've gotten it four years sooner, had I not been in, had it turned out, I had stayed in the reserves. Stayed in it 28 years, the military. One thing Knoxville had at that time, we had mandatory ROTC for boys in high school. Two years, mandatory. So I had connected time from the time I was 13 to when I was 60, in the military because of ROTC that started in Knoxville High School.

LT: Was it strange when you retired and you didn't have any military connection anymore after all that time?

MS: Was it strange what do you mean?

LT: When you retired?

MS: Oh! Well, yes. Although, I've worked all my life. Called myself a street kid. I raised myself. From the time I was 12 year's old, I supported myself. 

LT: How so?

MS: How come?

LT: Mhmm.

MS: We just weren't getting enough money. My grandfather was a democratic politician and he's what you'd call a board healer. He was charged democratically of a certain area and people would come to him and say Mike, this is during depression days, remind you now. They'd come in and say we've not got any coal, we're freezing. He send them out some coal out of his pocket. He kept doing that until there wasn't any left. Nobody was paying him and he was paying for his coal, paying for the transportation for the coal. Wasn't anything left. And that’s also coinciding with the time of TVA, the gas line came in, between the diminishing demand for the coal plus the fact that they ran out of money and had to quit coal.

LT: What did you do for money when you were 12?

MS: Threw papers, the News Sentinel, evening paper. Wouldn't carry the morning paper, I had to get up too early to do it. Carried the News Sentinel for years. Even before 12, magazines, Saturday's News Post, Lady's Home Journal, and Country Gentleman from the Curtis Publishing Company. And I did that for several years. I did anything and everything in the world you could do. Cut yards. You name it, I was there. One year later, must've been 16 at the time. Worked at Gale Ice Cream Company as a car hop. We car hopped a whole city block on both sides.

LT: Where was that located?

MS: On 6th Avenue. And back then we had the best ice cream in town and the cheapest. People would come there in droves. From Atlanta to get our ice cream. I did that, that one summer. Then the next year, I graduated from high school and no jobs. I had worked for Miller's during that fall before. After I got out of high school, no jobs were available so I hitchhiked to Florida looking for a job, and was there for three months. Came back with the same amount of money I started with. But no job. So, when I came back, luckily, got the job with TVA.

LT: And started school at UT?

MS: Started what?

LT: And then started school at UT or?

MS: Yes, Yes, uh huh.

LT: So, What did you do at Miller's?

MS: At Miller's, I did two things. Starting out I was in the shipping department. Being at Miller's you wouldn't think they had a shipping department. People would mail in orders and they would fill them and big shipping and receiving. I did some of the receiving. Then I went in to the gift department and set up the department for handling all the things that came in and placed it in various places and manned the will call, as they say. I've forgotten what they call when they laid it aside for awhile.

LT: Lay away?

MS: Lay away. I ran, I set up the lay away system and ran it until Christmas. The day before Christmas no more job. That's why two days later, I was gone. And I stayed. I've done so many different things along that line. That it is just second nature for me to be working. I'm still working here. I'm 93 year's old and am at one end of the department here. Making my way here right now. Doing it on my computer. 

LT: What are you, what kind of work are you doing here today?

MS: Investing, and I'm paying my way. 

LT: That's awesome.

MS: I'm not getting rich at it but I'm paying my way. It isn’t cheap here.

LT: When you worked at Miller's, do you remember what Market Square was like?

MS: Yes.

LT: Since those were next door to each other?

MS: Miller's was adjoining Market Square and I used to go there and I remember all the stores, the, I've forgotten some of the names, most of the names I don't remember. I didn't have money to do shopping even on Market Square. Things were cheaper there as a rule.

LT: Why was that?

MS: Well, I guess the trade that they had, the people that were coming in particularly on Fridays and Saturdays, you couldn't walk in there Fridays and Saturdays because it was so jam packed. It was something else to behold. The trucks were backed into the curb. People were coming to buy their weekly produce and meats in the square. In the building itself, they had permanent places set up, particularly butcher shops. One of Knoxville's best butcher's shop was there. They had all kinds of little things. They had two small movies, just a little thing. Probably didn't hold more than 150 people or something like that. They usually had cowboy movies or comedies that they had. It was sort of the beginning of the cartoon people. It was a very, very busy place on Friday's and Saturday's.

LT: Was it loud?

MS: Loud? (laughter) Of course. It wasn't extremely loud, wasn't anybody screaming or anything like that, but with that many people, it was bound to be loud to a certain degree. Never had any real trouble there that I can remember. A lot of people, mostly people from the outlying areas, because people from Knoxville could come around during the week. But we used to have people coming there from Johnson City and further south from Athens and what have you.

LT: Were they coming there to get special things or?

MS: They were coming there basically to shop. Did most of the shopping in Market Square ‘cause it had the two lanes. I don't think, I think second and third floors were more of an office building, something like that where the first floor was items for sale. I didn't spend much time in the Market itself. Didn't have the money for one thing and didn't have a way to get it home once I got it. 

LT: Right. Do you remember anything strange or notable occurring there? Any interesting interactions with people?

MS: You mean business wise or public wise?

LT: Anything at Market Square.
MS: Uh, No. 

LT: Or Downtown?

MS: Well no, except what I said about the square also applies on Gay Street. It was also packed solid. They had parking on both sides. Then they had two streetcar lines one going each way. It was mighty tight. Same old story with parking. Hard time finding a place to park. But they made it by, and I don't remember anything special happening at the time. 

LT: That's fine. So when did you return to Knoxville?

MS: I came back to Knoxville in 1985.

LT: By that time the Market House had gone.
MS: It was all dead and infected. Gone quite a while. I was gone 40 years. A lot of stuff happened in 40 years. Market Hall was one of them. Probably the main reason they did do that, was because of the fire that they had, that practically demolished the place. I was not here at that time. So it was a shock to me when we got there and found the space so different than it had been when I left.

LT: So it was open when you returned?

MS: Yes. There were no buildings like there are now. Newer buildings in the northern area. There were no buildings in it. It was just a desolate square at that time. All that is going. I think that kind of led to the downfall that we had in downtown Knoxville because it brought in a lot of outside people. Basically Friday and Saturday but it is better than nothing. When we came back, the buildings were all shuttered and everything, and it made me feel pretty sad to see the way that it was. I don't want to start talking politics, here, but I have a certain person in mind that to me was the crux of the whole matter. The whole reason that Knoxville collapsed the way that it did. 

LT: A local politician that advocated...

MS: Time: 25:15, woman interrupts briefly.
Time: 26:06

Liz Teston: Well, we were talking about when you returned to Knoxville and Market Square was shuttered. And you said that there was a politician that had advocated shutting down some stuff.

Mike Shoemaker: In this thing I don't want to bring up the individual. But there was a certain individual in town that, actually, I was glad to leave Knoxville when I did. I left in June of 1940, 41. In June of 42, I left. I was very happy to leave. This was in the military. When I came back, I had a couple of years. Then I left again, that’s when I left for working. I was transferred to Philadelphia. But I even wrote a paper; I took speech at University. One of the speeches I made was about this particular person and the way Knoxville had gone down in my estimation, more his fault or because of him than any one factor. A lot of people felt the way that I did but a lot of people clamored to him. He was a great proletariat, you might say. Proletariat is not really the word I want to use.

LT: He didn't look out for the little guy?

MS: He looked out for himself. And he thought, he made it seem to so many unlearned people you might say that he was God almighty to them and whatever he said, boy, he was it. He ran this place down. It was the ole what is good enough for grandpa is good enough for me. Knoxville could have been the jewel of the south except for that attitude that we had so engrained here. It wasn't only him. I shouldn't put all the blame on him because there were a lot of people that felt the same way. Leave it alone. Don't bother with it.  As they say, it's good enough for grandpa, it's good enough for me. There were a lot of people that felt that way. He led them and there were quite a few of them.

LT: I can imagine.

MS: There were quite a few of them. That helped him in his effort, I don't know if it was his effort to ruin Knoxville or...

LT: Fear of change?

MS: Anyway I was very happy to leave, and I was happy to come back, although he was still alive, but not active when I came back.

LT: I think you will be happy to hear that downtown Knoxville has had a resurgence.

MS: I am very happy the way that Knoxville is reviving. I just hope that it continues in the way that it seems to be going. I am pleased with the way, they have changed the attitude. Our city council is so different than it was at that time. This guy was on the city council then he became mayor. They'll know who I am talking about. Whoever listens, if they’ve been around, they’ll know who I am talking about. 

LT: I think I can guess. That's okay.

MS: The attitude has changed now. I think overall one of the saving factors that we have to Knoxville is TVA, the University and Oak Ridge. Those three things have changed Knoxville 100% for the better.

LT: Why do you think that is?

MS: Well, they help to put in an educated group that was not here before. That alone did a lot for it. I think in one word, I think bringing in educated people. Before our state legislature and all, if you got through grammar school, you've been to school, you're learned, that's all you really need to have. When I was a freshmen in UT, up to then, I thought maybe I'd like to get into politics. I'm not afraid to speak my peace. Maybe I'd like to get in and do some good. I found out what the pay for the Governor for Tennessee was, that'd be in 1980, say, can you imagine what the legal pay for the Governor of Tennessee was?

LT: I have no idea.

MS: $4000. I didn't come from money. Even to me, $4000 wasn't much money, and with all of the entertaining and all the things the Governor had to do, he couldn't do it legally and exist.
LT: Right.

MS: I'm very honest, I don't believe in taking a penny I don't deserve or haven't earned. No crooked deals or anything like that. I said “no, no thanks.” So I never got into politics.

LT: Do you have last things you'd like to say, I think that rounds it off nicely. Anything to add?
MS: No, not particularly. I'm glad I came back to Knoxville. I'd still be living in my home here if my wife hadn't died. We'd been married 69 years, a little while.

LT: What year did she pass away?

MS: I beg your pardon?

LT: What year did she pass away?

MS: Three years ago.

LT: What was her name?

MS: Willie May. She was from south... I met her in the ROTC business. I met her during the summer training camp before World War II.

LT: And where was she from?

MS: She's from Six Mile, South Carolina. In the Piedmont area of South Carolina. I met her that summer. We married two weeks after Pearl Harbor. I knew, I had already been told I was going into the service. We knew that when we married. So particular then, when war was declared, we hadn't decided on marriage then. But I told her it's now or never. It turned out to be now and lasted 69 years. We had a wonderful life. We were in Yankee land, most of the time. All the time our kids were growing up except, the last few years, when we went to Dallas when our youngest child was just a young teenager. So, all in all, Knoxville's a pretty nice place. I've lived many different places along the way and we've enjoyed, we’ve managed to become friends with many, many people of the different states. Lived three years in Boston, and we lived a year in Wyoming. Then 20 years in Philadelphia and 15 years in Dallas so we've lived around a few places and managed to make wonderful friends every place we went, as far as we're concerned. Our ancestors started Second Presbyterian Church, ran the initial group that broke off from first Presbyterian. As far as I know I’m the only person in the congregation that has continuous family membership at the church. So uh, this is home. I'm not going anywhere, we've got two family cemeteries; one is Fountain City and one on Tazewell Pike. One each with 6-7 generations of people, so I have my choice on where to go when I'm no longer around. 

LT: It's good to know, I guess. (laughter)
MS: My wife and my youngest son are there. So I'll be joining them. My Mother and Father are there, my Grandparents are there. Their parents are there too. I have, on my father's side, parents at Old Gray cemetery. So they've been around too, but not as long as my mother's people. Anything else?

LT: I don't think so. 
