This book is dedicated to my children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews 

who yearn to know more about their ancestry. We have included biographies of our relatives with 

nothing glossed over so that you may get a true glimpse into the lives of your forefathers.  

Keep in mind these are personal recollections and may not be historically accurate.

Thanks to many of you for adding your own remembrances, especially my sister, Sylva,

who has such a good memory and ability to tell a story out of the past.

She leaves us a great legacy.  Many of the pictures are from Lynn Schiller’s collection.

Hillis  Family  History

Our Hillis Side….The marriage of John Woodson Hillis and Ida Bell Russell Hillis took place in1884 when she was 18.  Sometime between 1915 and 1918 they moved from Van Buren County to Warren County, Tennessee.  John was a farmer all his life and Ida worked with him.  They raised three boys and one girl . Their farm was very small compared to others of that time.  Even in the 1940’s, their living conditions were not unlike those we saw on Little House on the Prairie.   The house was without electricity, plumbing or telephone.  All this even though, without their knowledge, their roots were both in royalty.
Our Grissom Side….In 1893, John Toliver Grissom married Florence Martha Haston in Warren County, Tennessee. He was known as “Singin’ John” since he traveled around the country conducting singing schools at churches where there was no resident music leader. He and Florence raised a big family of eight. We are third, fourth and fifth generation descendants. 

Some wonder if we are related to Virgil (Gus) Grissom, the astronaut, or that race car driver, Steve Grissom. Maybe, way back somewhere, we are. It has also been said that at one time our name might have been spelled “Grisham”, so perhaps one of our relatives is a famous author.

Leonard Hillis married our Sandy Rigsby and yet he is not closely related to our clan of the Hillis family.  He descended from James Hillis instead of Isaac Hillis like the rest of us. Our tartan Hillis plaid is listed under the Aberdeen Clan…a beautiful blue and green plaid.  
Many of our Hillises and Grissoms still live in Tennessee, where the family roots run deep. Others have drifted north, south, east and west. Our addresses cover the map, from California to Florida to New York to Minnesota. 

Going back a few generations, we find that almost everyone was born in this country. We claim Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina and Virginia as the birthplaces of our ancestors. I used to ask my mother “What nationality are we? Where did our relatives come from?” And she always said, “They were all just plain Americans.” However, deeper research finds there are ties to Europe. We have found that Phillip Hoodenpyl was from Amsterdam, Holland. Margrett Winnans’ line came from Holland, too. Some of the Hatfield lines are also from Holland and Germany. The Shockleys were from England and it is a good guess that the Grissoms were, too. 

On the Hillis side, our Blount forefathers lived in England, Simon Hadley was from Ireland, Count Rudolph d’Guisnes was from France, others claimed Austria, Denmark and Prussia as their homelands.  So here we are…. A mixture of nationalities… an all American family!  Corrine Hillis Opel

Ancestors of Richard Woodson Hillis

Richard Woodson Hillis

b. September 19, 1899, Van Buren County, TN

m. December 19, 1915, Van Buren County, TN

d. November 30, 1966, Detroit, Wayne County, MI

John Woodson Hillis

b. March 25, 1874, Van Buren County, TN

m. December 17, 1894, Van Buren County, TN

d. May 12, 1954, Warren County, TN

Maranda E. Sparkman Hillis

b. November 14, 1847, Van Buren County, TN

d. 1930, Van Buren County, TN


Her husband was:
 Woodson P. Hillis




    
 b. August 27, 1844, Van Buren County, TN




     
d. 1916, Van Buren County, TN

Livinia McElroy Sparkman

b. 1812, Georgia

d. July 26, 1888, Van Buren County, TN


Her husband was: 
John R. Sparkman




    
b. abt. 1801, North Carolina




    
m. May 26, 1827, Grainger County, Tennessee




    
d. September 13, 1884, Van Buren County, TN

Martha Shropshire McElroy

b. 1793, Oglethorpe County, Georgia

d. 1870, Van Buren County, Tennessee


Her husband was: 
Andrew M. McElroy




   
b. abt. 1791, Oglethorpe County, Georgia




  
m. March 1, 1811, Oglethorpe County, Georgia




  
d. 1864, Van Buren County, Tennessee





St. John Shropshire, III

b. 1768, Rockingham County, North Carolina

Winkfield Shropshire, Jr.

b. 1725, Rockingham County, North Carolina

d. 1798

Winkfield Shropshire, Sr.

b. 1700, Orange County, Virginia

d. 1747, King George County, Virginia

St. John Shropshire, Sr.

b. May 13, 1663, Wiltshire, England

m. Virginia

d. 1718, Westmoreland County, Virginia

Oliver Shropshire, Sr.

b. abt. 1617 Wiltshire, England

m. September 30, 1642, Wiltshire, England

d. 1667, Marlborough, Wiltshire, England

Eleanor St. John Shropshire

b. abt. 1592 Wiltshire, England

Her husband was: 
Samuel Shropshire I





b. abt. 1595, England





d. March 11, 1653-54 

Note: During this time there was a switch from the Julian Calendar to the Gregorian Calendar. Under the Julian Calendar the new year began in March.

Oliver St. John

b. abt. 1562, Wiltshire, England

d. December 20, 1630

Elizabeth Bount St. John

b. abt. 1535 Oxfordshire, England

Her husband was: 
Nicholas St. John





b. abt. 1530, Wiltshire, England





d. abt. 1589

Richard Blount, Jr.

b. circa 1510-1515, Oxfordshire, England

d. August 11, 1564

Richard Blount, Sr.

b. abt. 1467, Oxfordshire, England

d. November 30, 1518, Buckingham, England

Thomas Blount, Jr.

b. abt. 1422, Lincolnshire, England

d. abt. 1468, Lincolnshire, England

Thomas Blount, Sr.

b. abt. 1378, Worcestershire, England

d. abt. 1456, Derbyshire, England

Walter Blount

b. abt. 1350, Derbyshire, England

m. abt. 1371, Derbyshire, England

d. June 22, 1403, Shropshire, England

John Blount

b. abt. 1298, Worcestershire, England

m. abt. 1347, Worcestershire, England

d. abt. 1358

Walter Blount

b. abt. 1270, Worcestershire, England

m. abt. 1294, Worcestershire, England

d. circa 1315-1316

William Blount

b. abt. 1233, Belton, Rutland, England

d. abt. 1316, Worcestershire, England

Robert Blount

b. abt. 1197, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

d. abt. 1288

Stephen LeBlount

b. abt. 1166, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

m. abt. 1196, Norfolk, England

d. abt. 1235

Gilbert LeBlount, II

b. abt. 1120, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

m. abt. 1152, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

d. abt. 1188

William LeBlount

b. abt. 1096, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

m. abt. 1118, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

d. abt. 1169

Gilbert LeBlount, I

b. abt. 1071, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

m. abt. 1090, Ixworth, Suffolk, England

Robert LeBlount

b. abt. 1029, Guisnes, Picardy, France

m. abt. 1054 Ixworth, Suffolk, England

Count Rudolph d’Guisnes

b. abt. 980 Guisnes, Picardy, France

d. abt. 1026 Guisnes, Picardy, France

Ardolph Count of Guisnes

b. abt. 930 Guisnes, Picardy, France

d. abt. 978 Guisnes, Picardy, France

Sigfried Count of Guisnes

b. abt. 905 Guisnes, Picardy, France

d. abt. 950, Guisnes, Picardy, France

Gisela Princess of Lorraine

d. abt. 908

Her husband was:
Gottfried Prince of Denmark





b. abt. 852, Denmark, 





m. Lorraine





d. Abt. 885

Lothaire II King of Lorraine

b. abt. 835, Alsac-Lorraine, France

d. August 7, 869, Plaisance, Italy 

Lothaire I Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire

b. abt. 795 Aldorf, Bavaria

d. September 29, 855, Rhineland, Prussia

Louis I “The Pious” Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire

b. August 778, Cosseneuil, France

d. June 20, 840 Reinhessen, Hess                                               

Charlemagne Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire               
b. April 2, 742, Aix La Chapele, Austrasia

d. January 813 or 814 Aix La Chapele, Austrasia


His wife was:
Hildegarde Empress of the Holy Roman Empire




b. about 757, Aschen, Rhineland, Prussia




d. April 30, 783, Thionville, Austrasia

Note:  Austrasia was the northeastern portion of the Merovingian kingdom of the Franks in the 6th, 7th, and 8th century comprising, in general, parts of eastern France, western Germany, and the Netherlands.

Paepin “The Short” King of France

b. abt. 714, Austrasia

d. abt. 740, St. Denis, France

Charles Martel Mayor of the Palace of Austrasia

b. abt. 676 Heristal, Neustria 

d. October 15, 741 Cressy Sur Oise, Neustria

Note: Hildebrand was called by his brother, Mayor Charles Martel, to help in 737 against a Moslem invasion of Provence. He succeeded in pushing them back all the way to Avignon when he was joined by Charles and the two were able to push the invaders out of Gaul forever.

Pepin II d’Heristal, Duke of Austrasia, Mayor of the Palace of Austrasia

b. abt. 635

c. December 16, 714

Sources: 

Family Records

Shropshire Family Tree, Ancestry.com

Family History Library, Church of Latter Day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah

Internet, Columbia Encyclopedia 

Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Compiled and Edited October 24, 2005

Grissom History

Toliver Grissom was born April 12, 1821, the son of William Grissom and Eva Jane “Evey” Rhodes, the grandson of Charles and Margrett Grissom. Toliver Grissom died November 25, 1888 .  Isabelle Shockley was born May 5, 1825, the daughter of Samuel Shockley and Dorcas Arminda Hoodenpyl, granddaughter of Isaiah Josiah Shockley and Ruth Young, and Philip Gysberti Hoodenpyl and Jane Ranceville. Isabelle Grissom died August 10, 1907. 
The date of Toliver and Isabelle’s marriage was January 18, 1843 Van Buren Co. TN. 

Tolliver Grissom Sr.                                                                     Last Will and Testament  
27th day of March 1888 


                                                               This 27th day Of March 1888. 
                                                        Attest Clark Swindle, Harmon York, Jr. 
Read in open court and proven by the above Witnesses and ordered to be Recorded  Dec 3, 1888. G. B. Johnson Chairman. I Tolliver Grissom do make and Publish This as my last will and testament hereby Revoking and making void all other Wills by me at any time made. First I give my Soul to God who gave it And my body to the Earth from whence It came. Secondly I direct that my Funeral expenses and all my debts paid as soon after my Death as possible out of any money or Property that I may die Seized and Possessed of or that may come into the Hands of my Executor by Sale of property Which I direct to be Sold if necessary. Thirdly I give and Bequeath to my Beloved wife Isabel Grissom all of the Remainder of my Personal property and all Of my lands during her life time for the Purpose of Supporting herself & children And at the Death of my beloved wife I direct that all of Personal property be sold and The proceeds divided as follows.viz, I give and bequeath to my grand Daughter Mollie Rhodes Five dollars, which Sum is To come out of her Mothers Share of the Estate Secondly I give and Bequeath to my other grand daughter Martha Rhodes the Remainder of her Mothers Share of the Estate After taking out the Five dollars above Mentioned both Real & Personal But should She die leaving no issue then her part is to Revert back to her Uncles and Aunts my Children. I direct that the Remainder of the Personal Property be Equally divided amount the Rest of the children- And I further direct that at the death Of my wife Isabell Grissom that John Grissom & Phillip Grissom two of my Sons have my Land. The valuation of Said land to be Fifteen Hundred dollars Phillip is to have the House where I now Live and ten acres of land around the House the rest of his Share to be up Next the mountain. They paying the heirs For their Shares according to the above Valuation. Lastly I do hereby nominate and appoint Harmon York as my Executor of this my Last will and Testament in Witness Where of I do to this my last will and Testament Set my hand & Seal this the 27th day of March 1888. 
                                                               Tolliver Grissom 
                                                                 X His mark 
Signed Sealed and Delivered in our Presence and we have Here to Signed our names In the presence of the Testator This 27th day Of March 1888. 

John Rhodes Grissom, our great-grandfather, was born November 5, 1847.   Louisa McCoy was born February 28, 1846 in Campbell Co. TN. They were married on March 24, 1871.   John Rhodes Grissom died June 19, 1914 and his wife, Louisa, died February 16, 1915.

· John Toliver Grissom, our grandfather, was born July 4, 1876 on the centennial of the United States of America. 

The Hatfields and McCoys

John McCoy was born 1801 in East Tennessee. Nancy Hatfield became his wife on Feb. 21, 1828 in

Wayne County, Kentucky 

John and Nancy moved from Kentucky to Campbell Co. TN about 1836, then to Van Buren County, TN. That is where they lost everything in the Civil War. There are conflicting records about the state of birth for John McCoy. We are not sure if it is Kentucky or Tennessee. These Hatfields and McCoys were not the raucous, gun-toting people characterized in song and fiction. John and Nancy lived very pious lives...mostly like Quakers. They would prepare on Saturday enough food to do over Sunday and their home was so huge they had the church services in it. They fixed food for a crowd for in those days before the Civil War they had, it seemed to today’s standards, a good living. In fact, full handed, as all their children had his own saddle horse. Of course, that was their only way of travel then. 

To John and Nancy were born 15 children

· Andrew E. McCoy born Feb. 24, 1829 KY, died in the Civil War

· Milly Ann McCoy born March 23, 1830 KY died May 27, 1902 Barren Co. KY 

· William R. McCoy born June 03, 1831 KY, died Sept, 23, 1898 Barren Co. KY. 

· George W. McCoy born Jan. 28, 1833 KY. Died in the Civil War.

· Francis Marion McCoy born April 5, 1835 KY, died Dec. 31, 1918 Pilot Pt. Denton Co. TX. 

· Elizabeth ‘Bettie’ McCoy born October 19, 1836 Campbell Co. TN. 

· Joseph McCoy born Nov. 13, 1837 Campbell Co. TN, died May 9, 1906 Barren Co. KY. 

· John L. McCoy born Feb. 20, 1840 Campbell Co. TN. Married Mar. 2, 1869. Died Aug. 10, 1918 

· Martin T. McCoy born July 26, 1842 Campbell Co TN., died 1899 Van Buren Co. TN. 

· Nancy McCoy born May 27, 1844 Campbell Co. TN, died 1929 White Co. TN. 

· Louisa McCoy born February 28, 1846 Campbell Co. TN 

Spouse John Rhodes Grissom … see Grissom lineage 

· Sarena McCoy born July 6,1848 and died young. 

· Euel W. McCoy born Jan. 1, 1850 Campbell Co. TN, died Dec. 26, 1910 

· Permealie McCoy born February 2, 1852.  Died at a young age. 

· Nicholas P. McCoy born August 28, 1855 Campbell Co. TN, died May 18, 1926 Barren Co. KY. 

Compiled by Corrine Hillis Opel from Grissom Family Website, with research done by Lynn Vickers Schiller and Edith Grissom Vickers

(John Woodson) Pap and (Ida Bell) Ma Hillis
Sylva remembers…They were honest, hardworking, God-fearing, rural people who lived a hard life and had very little to show for it, ...except for all of us.  Ma was a gentle, generous, loving soul who would give her grandchildren anything she had,... as long as Pap didn’t find out!  He was somewhat on the frugal side.  They had little enough to begin with, so maybe he was not stingy, just careful.  They were poor, but so was everyone else around them, so they made do with what they had.  They lived their whole lives in that general area without benefit of indoor plumbing, electricity, telephone, radio, television, etc., and with very little education.  And, aren’t we all lucky that they had a son named Richard? 


John Woodson Hillis was born on March 25, 1874.  In the family we called him “Pap” because that’s what our dad called him.  John married Ida Bell Russell on December 17, 1894 in Van Buren County, Tennessee; she was 18 and he was 20.   They lived in Van Buren County until they moved a few miles away to Warren County, TN, probably in the 1920s.  They moved to Michigan for a couple of years during World War II.  They always lived on a farm and worked hard all their lives.  When they lived in Michigan, John and the youngest son, Raymon, worked for a man named McIntyre, who owned an apple orchard, and they lived in a tenant house there.  It was on Seven Mile Road near Farmington Road, on the outskirts of Detroit.  That area is all built up in businesses and homes now. Although they lived a humble life, both had what would be considered rather notable ancestors.  Ida’s 11th great-grandfather was Sir John Hadley who lived in England in the late 1400’s.  Other ancestors were Sir Hugh and Lady Alice Durborough, and Sir Humphrey and Lady Phillipa Audley.  All these lived in England in the 1400 and 1500s. In the 1600s, Simon Hadley, Sr., (Ida’s 6th great-grandfather who was born in 1640) went from England to Ireland and purchased lands in County Westmeath, which he called Ballynakill in his petition to Parliament in 1680. The first Hadley to come to America was Simon Hadley, Jr., who came from Kings County, Ireland in 1712 and settled in New Castle, Delaware, where he was a Judge of the New Castle Courts.  Ida’s 4th great-grandfather, Joshua Hadley, was a Captain with the North Carolina Line in the Revolutionary War. Through the records of the Medieval Section of the Family History Library in Salt Lake City, I have traced John’s ancestors back to the Emperor Charlemagne who was ruler of the Holy Roman Empire from 800 until his death in 814.  He was born in what is now Austria in 742.  He was John’s 31st great-grandfather. Other ancestors include Lothaire II, King of Lorraine (835-869) and Gottfried, Prince of Denmark (852-885.  John’s great-grandfather, also named John Hillis, served in the Revolutionary War from the state of Virginia.  John’s father, Woodson P. Hillis, served in the Civil War. 


I remember “Ma” (which is what we called Ida) as a sweet woman who was always glad to see us and would slip us kids special treats like candy or a quarter, with the admonition, “Don’t tell Pap.”  I still have a quilt that she gave me.  It was a hard scrabble life for them.  Pap seemed stern and taciturn, and I stayed out of his way.  He always had a “chaw” of tobacco in his mouth.   John died in 1954 at the age of 80.  I know that they had absolutely no knowledge of, and would be amazed to know about, their early ancestors. I remember that Dad (Richard) stayed the night with us at Fort Knox, KY, where Uncle Bill was stationed in August 1954.  He was on his return trip from Tennessee.  He had taken Pap back home from when he had been staying in Michigan with Mom and Dad.  And just a few weeks after that Pap died.   Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

John Woodson Hillis (ca 1874-1954)
 John Woodson Hillis, retired 11th district farmer, died at Lively Heights Rest Home Wednesday at 4 p.m., following an illness of four months. He was 80 years of age. Funeral services were held Friday at 10 a.m.  At Oak Grove Baptist Church. John W. High officiated and burial was in Oak Grove cemetery.  A resident of Oak Grove community for a number of years, Mr. Hillis was born and reared in Van Buren county and was a son of Woodson Hillis and Randy Sparkman Hillis. He was married to Miss Ida Belle Russell December 17, 1894. She died April 20, 1951. He was a member of the Baptist Church. Survivors include three sons, Arzie and Raymond Hillis, Oak Grove, and Richard Hillis, Detroit, Mich.; a daughter, Mrs. Clark Davenport, Morrison; a brother, Bernard Hillis, Bone Cave, and two sisters, Mrs. H.T. Russell, Spencer, and Mrs. Jennie Jones, Chattanooga.  Arrangements were by High Funeral Home. Southern Standard, McMinnville, TN, May 20, 1954

Ida Bell Russell Hillis

Sylva remembers…She was born September 25, 1876.  Both sides of her family, the Russells and the Kells, were owners of considerable tracts of land and her great-grandfather, Isaiah Thomas, is listed as owning 749 acres in 1862.  They seem to have been community leaders. The Kells were probably not well off, but lived comfortably for the time and place.  He owned land and at least one business. However, our grandmother did not have an easy life. Her mother, Josephine Kell, died when she was only 5 years old.  I remember her telling me that she would stand on a lard can to reach the table to make biscuits for her father after her mother died.  Her brothers were 3 and an infant at the time.  The baby was born in January 1881 and before the year was out her father married her aunt, America Isabelle Kell, the older sister of her mother. Then the aunt died leaving a even bigger family of children.  And the third wife was only three years older than Ida.  (Imagine marrying a man with 10 children and she was only 26.)  I got the impression that Lula and Ida were not the best of friends. Her Russell grandmother was Frances Dyer Russell, she died in 1888 at the age of 67.  Her Kell grandmother, Amanda Thomas Kell, lived to be 80 years old and died in 1918.  

The Homestead of John and Ida Hillis

Sylva remembers…This is a glimpse into the unpretentious home of John and Ida Hillis.  We spent many nights and days there when we were kids and were familiar with every nook and cranny.  When you entered the central hall, the living room was to your left and the kitchen behind it.  On the right side were two bedrooms.  A front and back porch completed the structure.  There were inside walls, but no insulation, so it was drafty.  Heat was from a fireplace in the living room and wood cook stove in the kitchen.  I am not sure if there was any heat in the bedrooms.   The living room also served as the master bedroom.  

We all drank from a dipper in a pail of water on the back porch.  The well was some yards away. The water tasted “swampy,” I don’t think the well was very deep.  I don’t know why no one every thought to pour the water into a cup or glass to drink from.  The ground was tilled by a horse or mule and a man behind the plow.  They never had any mechanized farm equipment, or automobile.  There were dogs and cats around the farm, but they were not pets and they never came into the house.  They had a few cows, chickens, and pigs.  I think they raised some cotton because I remember helping my grandmother take the seeds out of the cotton bolls.  It was a hard job.  The cotton boll husks were kind of prickly and her hands were sore from them.  She had a spinning wheel, but I don’t know what she did with the cotton. Our grandmother, Ida Bell, was a sweet and gentle woman – just how you would picture a grandmother.  She always seemed glad to have us come for visit.  She was loving and giving and I remember her fondly.  Ida died in 1951 on April 20 at the age of 75.   I remember that Ma had a whole wall of old pictures at her home.  I wonder what ever happened to them.  I would give my right arm to have some of them.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

OAK GROVE RITES FOR MRS. HILLIS, 76. 
Mrs. Ida Belle Hillis, wife of J. W. Hillis, died at a local hospital Friday morning at 2:40 o’clock, following an illness of several years. She was 76. Funeral services were held Saturday afternoon at 3 o’clock at the Oak Grove Baptist Church. John W. High officiated and burial was in the Oak Grove cemetery. Mrs. Hillis was born in Van Buren county, September 25, 1874. She was a daughter of Richard Russell and Josie Kell Russell and had been a resident of Warren county for a number of years. She was married to Mr. Hillis December 1894. Survivors, in addition to her husband, are three sons, Arzie and Raymond Hillis, Morrison, and Richard Hillis, Michigan; one daughter Mrs. Clark Davenport, Morrison; two brothers, Horace and R. J. Russell, Van Buren county; two half-brothers, Victor and Tom Russell, Texas; three half-sisters, Mrs. Walter McMahan, Morrison, Mrs. Emma Powers, Ohio, and Mrs. Ella B. Powers Cookeville. Also 21 grandchildren and 14 great-grandchildren. High Funeral Home was in charge of arrangements. 
April 27, 1951 
Florence Martha Haston Grissom

Sylva remembers…Florence Martha Haston was born on April 7, 1878.  She was married on July 13, 1893 at the age of 15 years, 3 months, 6 days.  Florence was the youngest of four sisters born to Edward Cyrus Haston and Caroline Grissom.  Florence and her husband, John Toliver Grissom, were second cousins because their grandmothers, Isabelle and Rutha Shockley, were sisters.  The sisters married two Grissom men, Alexander Grissom and his nephew, Toliver.  Thus both Florence and John Toliver are descended from the earliest Grissom we know about, Charles Thomas Grissom.  

Florence Haston Grissom and John Toliver Grissom were related in this manner:
Charles Grissom
William   -   brothers  -- Alexander
Toliver – 1st cousins – Caroline
John R. – 2nd cousins --    Florence
John Toliver – 2nd cousins once removed -    Florence
They were also related in another way:
Samuel Shockley
Isabelle – sisters --  Rutha
John R. – 1st cousins – Caroline
John Toliver – 2nd cousins – Florence
 
Florence and John Toliver Grissom had eight children during their 33-year marriage.  “There is this family, their name is Grissom, Edith, Tullus, Ozella, Lester, Brainard, Kimera, Eiland, and Addine… They live on in our memory.”
They later divorced (a subject Ozella never discussed!).  He subsequently remarried. His second wife was Mabel McCormack, whom he married on June 5, 1927. John Toliver Grissom, died January 24, 1928, just 51 years old. He died at St. Thomas Hospital which is now called St. Thomas Health Services on Harding Road in Nashville of complications from diabetes and tuberculosis. He is buried at Long Cemetery. Various sources

Goodwin remembers…It was my understanding that my grandfather, John Toliver Grissom, died in Nashville and that only Lester and one other child, I think Edith, went to see him there.  I remember when I was a small child that Grandmother Grissom had a picture of him and once while looking at it with mother (Addine) that is what she told me of his death.  As she was a small child herself at that time she had not gone to see him.  In fact she barely knew him.  Goodwin Scott 
Sylva remembers…A fond memory I have of my grandmother Florence is that she taught me how to knit. Florence spent several weeks with us one summer during World War II, when I was probably about 12 years old.  She taught me how to knit lace using crochet thread and two pieces of heavy wire.  I don’t know why we didn’t have real knitting needles.  She also taught me how to tat lace, but I never stuck with that.   She died on December 28, 1950.  I was married then but on Christmas vacation from work.  (I was married barely a year, but I remember Uncle Eiland asking me why I didn’t have a baby yet!)  I remember driving down with Escle, Elmo and Mom.  Mammy’s funeral was the first funeral of a close family member that I had ever attended.  I can remember being at her house when they were reading the will and Mom and Aunt Edith talking about which of her possessions they wanted.  I can’t remember if Addine was there... seems like she wasn’t.  I know she had some mental problems and may have been hospitalized at that time. That was a long time ago, but some things you just remember. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt  

Obituary

Mrs. Florence Martha Grissom, 72, died Thursday, December 28, at noon at the home of her daughter, Mrs. Edith Vickers, in the Fisher Heights addition following a long illness.  Funeral services were conducted December 30 at 2 p.m. at the Zion Hill Methodist church.  The Rev. E. H. Stout officiated and burial was in the Pleasant Valley cemetery.  Mrs. Grissom, the widow of the late John T. Grissom, was a native of Warren county.  She was a member of the Nazarene church in Shelbyville.  She is survived in addition to Mrs. Vickers, by two other daughters, Mrs. Ozella Hillis of Detroit and Mrs. Addine Scott of Chapel Hill; five sons, Tullus C. Grissom of Detroit, Lester K. and Eiland E. Grissom of Unionville, Brainard W. Grissom of Old Hickory, and K. D. Grissom of Shelbyville; one sister, Mrs. Nola Chisham of Lewisburg, and by 23 grandchildren and 19 great grandchildren.  Gowen Funeral Home was in charge of arrangements.   A poem was read at the close of the funeral message of Mrs. Grissom which we think was very appropriate and by request we are printing it along with the obituary:

THE WATCHER
She always leaned to watch for us,

Anxious if we were late,

In winter by the window,

In summer by the gate;

And though we mocked her tenderly,

Who had such foolish care,

The long way home would seem more safe

Because she waited there.

Her thoughts were all so full of us,

She never could forget

And so I think that where she is

She must be watching yet.

Waiting until we come home to her,

Anxious if we are late.

Watching from Heaven’s window,

Leaning from Heaven’s gate.

Dick remembers…I do remember clearly that our grandmother was living with Aunt Edith and Uncle Claude at the time of her death.  I don’t recall the exact street address, but they lived on the south side of town in Shelbyville.  I went with Mom and Dad to see her shortly prior (a matter of a very few hours) to her death. I believe she died of cancer.  I do not know what type cancer she had, but I do remember she had a very large mole around her face.  I often wonder now if that was a malignant melanoma.  Right after the funeral, the family gathered at Uncle Lester’s to discuss division of her estate.  I do remember there were some harsh words and hurt feelings at the gathering.  All of this was impressionable for a very young boy. K.D. Grissom

Richard Woodson Hillis

Sylva remembers…Richard Hillis was the 2nd son of John and Ida Hillis.  He was born on September 19, 1899.  He married Ozella Grissom when he was 16 years old.  He worked at a host of jobs during his life.  Many of them involved driving a truck… a creamery truck, a coal truck, a big dump truck for the City of Detroit.  He worked for the DUR (Detroit Urban Railway) in his early 20s.  This was during Mom and Dad’s second stay in the Detroit area.  They had moved up earlier when Thelma and Escle were little, and then for some reason went back to Tennessee and were living there when Noys was born in February 1921 and Helen (who died as an infant) was born in April 1922. They came north again and lived downtown near Vernor. Aunt Edith (Mom’s oldest sister) and Uncle Claud (that’s the way he spelled his name) Vickers also lived here then and Uncle Claud also worked for the DUR… maybe he helped Dad get the job.  There is a picture of Dad and Uncle Claud together in their uniforms. These urban railway cars were somewhat larger than the streetcars that ran on Grand River and elsewhere in Detroit when I was a child.  The urban cars had both a motor man and a conductor.  The motor man operated the car and the conductor was stationed about half way back and he collected fares and made change, etc. Mom’s oldest brother, Uncle Tullus Grissom, also worked for the DSR (Detroit Street Railway, successor of the DUR) for 30 years or more.   
I’m not sure why Dad left the DUR job, but I know they moved back to Tennessee again and Elmo was born there in 1925.  When they returned to Michigan again, they settled in the Redford area and Dad worked for the Detroit Creamery, which was located on Lahser near Seven Mile Road.  He had a milk route and usually one of the boys would ride along with him and help with the deliveries.  This was in the late 1920s but I think they delivered by truck, not a horse and wagon.  He was working at that job when I was born in Detroit in 1930.  When I was nine months old they moved back to Tennessee again and stayed there though the depression, returning to Detroit again in January 1938.  His older brother, Uncle Arzie Hillis, had just moved his family in the summer of 1937 from Tennessee to California. Just think we could all be living in California if only Dad had made the right decision back in 1938! Dad was a reluctant farmer. He tried it several times, but it just was not the life for him.  Early on, I think he sometimes had big dreams of ways he thought he could make it big.  I know when we lived on Lahser he bought the lot on either side of our property thinking that eventually the business section would move down that way and the property would be a lot more valuable.  To my knowledge that never happened.  And I remember another time he talked about going up north and bringing back a big load of Christmas trees and setting them up on one of the lots and selling them, but I don’t remember him actually doing that.  I think that Mom was quite patient with him, packing up all the kids and their belongings and moving back and forth so many times.  I remember the move in 1938.  It was just Mom and Dad and six of us kids in the car.  No trailer or anything, so we must have moved with hardly more than the clothes on our back. When we first got to Detroit, the depression was still on so his first job was with the WPA (which was kind of the welfare of the day).  Half way through the first day he was put in charge of his crew, and by the end of the week, he had found other employment.  He was a very proud man, and the stigma of welfare was not something that appealed to him. During the draft of World War II, I remember that he was very proud of his 3A classification, and would whip out his draft card to show.  He was in his early 40s and with his large family it was unlikely that he would be called, but he was proud that he was classified as fit and ready to go if needed. I think he and Mom did a marvelous job of raising all of us kids during some very rough times.  Richard always searched for a better life for his family.  As the economy improved he decided to go into business for himself. He purchased a dump truck and contracted himself and his truck to the Detroit Public Works, hauling trash. He remained at this job until November 30, 1966, when he suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and died on the job. While a young man in Tennessee he enjoyed “coon” hunting, and in Michigan he liked to go small game hunting. But his main interest was baseball. He managed a baseball team when his boys were young and he was a devout Detroit Tigers fan. Although he did not practice any organized religion, he was a good man, a good husband, and a good father. Those are some of my early memories of my Dad.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

My father was a brave man.  At some point during WWII, I’m not sure exactly when, he bought a 1941 Chevy, it was two-tone green.  I don’t how many times we were able to take it to TN on vacation because of gas rationing, and tire shortages during the war, but he kept it until he traded it in on a 1949 Packard.  This was in the summer of 1948 when they first came out.  I was 18 and employed at my first job.  I also wanted to learn how to drive.  The schools did not offer Driver’s Ed in those days so I had not learned in high school.  My father was a brave man.  He taught me how to drive in his brand new Packard!  It was certainly the best car he had ever had.  Probably equivalent to today’s Lincoln.  But he was brave and took me out on the streets of Northwest Detroit to learn.  I don’t remember that we had any trial sessions in large parking lots.  We didn’t have any large parking lots around where we lived.  I struggled with the gears and clutch of the manual transmission.  Luckily we did not have any hills around either, where you had to be quick and smooth about releasing the brake and clutch and applying the accelerator when taking off from a red light, or you would roll back into the car behind you, or stall out.  (I could have used one more foot down there.)  We had a few sessions and I learned how to drive, somewhat.  In January 1949 the 1941 green Chevy was still sitting on the used car lot.  My Dad and I went and bought it for me.  Having driven it for several years, he knew it was in pretty good condition.  He co-signed the note for me and I bought my first, and only, car at age 18 for $900.  A couple of months later my brother the police officer, took me to the police station to apply for my driver’s license.  When the examining officer asked Noys if I could drive, Noys said that he had tested me all the way from Redford, about 10 miles, so I got my license without further testing.  But the other drivers on the road needn’t have worried; I was well aware of how little driving experience I had and did not go into situations beyond my level.  I worked on the East side of Detroit, over an hour away by bus.  I was too unsure of myself to drive down and across town through heavy traffic to work, so mostly the car sat in the driveway. That summer, I had been dating UB for several months and we were engaged.  He had a two-toned green Chevy almost exactly like mine, except that it was a 1946 model.  I needed the money for a wedding more than I needed a car, so when we went to TN on vacation in August, UB drove my car down to TN and we sold it for $950.  I never did drive it to work.  Like I said, my father was a brave man to let me learn to drive on his brand new Packard. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt 
Grandpa Richard Hillis

Sandy remembers…I have a Grandpa Richard story.  Sometimes when Grandpa and Grandma would come down in the summertime to see all of us, we would go to Fall Creek Falls.  I remember one time when I was really little, like 4 or 5 and Grandpa picked me up and held me over the railing over the big falls which was way down there.  It scared the bejeebers out of me but Grandpa had very strong arms and wasn’t about to let me fall.  He was laughing and my mom was laughing so I realized he wasn’t really going to drop me over the falls.  It was just his way of joking around with you. Sandy Rigsby Hillis
Ozella Grissom Hillis
Sylva remembers…Lyda Ozella Emma Grissom was born on November 25, 1900, in Van Buren County, Tennessee. She came from a big family of  two sisters and five brothers.  As a child she learned to play the piano and sometimes accompanied her father, John Toliver “Singin’ John” Grissom, as he went about the area teaching music and singing to church, school and community groups. However her father lost his accompanist when she married Richard Woodson Hillis on December 19, 1915. They were 15 and 16 years old.  After their elopement, they each went back to their homes and did not tell anyone they were married for about three weeks. When Dad’s father found out he was married he said something about having just bought a new plow and now there’d be no one to use it! To Richard and Ozella was born ten children, four boys and six girls. The eldest daughter, Thelma Eulara was born Feb. 19, 1918. Next a son, Elzie Escle, April 7, 1919, another son, Noys Russell, Feb. 20, 1921. Another daughter Hellen lived only a few hours at birth April 21, 1922. Another son, Elmo Grissom born on March 15, 1925. One son, Richard Jr., was born August 9, 1926 and died on September 13. A daughter, Sylva Nadine, was born March 9, 1930. Noma Corrine was born on October 29, 1935. Eva Annette, born March 3, 1944 was followed by Judy Janette born August 2, 1945. 


Ozella had very long hair when she was in her 20s. She said it was so long that she could sit on it and that it was very heavy and gave her headaches. She was glad when short hair became the fashion during the “Flapper” era.  She was just a little woman in those days, weighing no more than 105 pounds.


After her children were grown, Ozella began to pursue interests and hobbies of her own. She and Richard belonged to a bowling league for several years. She took up knitting and began knitting sweaters for each member of the family. When we would ask who the sweater was for, she would say, “Whoever it fits!” Another hobby was cake decorating. She baked birthday cakes for every member of the family, she made holiday cakes and she also made many wedding cakes for family and friends. She loved her family. She loved having a houseful of family around. She enjoyed being around young people, because she felt just as young as they were.  After Richard died in 1966 she became active in several senior citizen groups. The last two months of her life Ozella was confined to a nursing home because she needed around the clock care due to worsening health conditions. When her condition worsened she was taken to St. Joseph Mercy Hospital in Ypsilanti, Michigan, where she died shortly before midnight on Monday, March 10, 1986. She was 85 years old. 


One time Ed and Corrine’s family invited her to see a Tigers baseball game. I asked her if she really wanted to go, and she said, “Well, if I don’t go, they might not ask me the next time.” And that was pretty much her philosophy. She was usually game to try most anything. –Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Of course in those days when you are poor and healthy, a mother spends her time cooking, cleaning, washing , hanging clothes outside summer and winter, ironing, sewing, and caring for a big family.  I don’t know how she got everything done in those days.  In the summer time she prided herself in canning as much as possible to get her family through the winter months.

Sylva remembers…Mom was great at canning.  Canning involves a lot of hot water.  First you have to boil and sterilize the glass jars, caps, and rubber sealing rings.  When I was canning I had a regular canning pot, but when I was a kid I think she just used the biggest pot she had.  You would pack the clean, raw, snapped beans into the sterilized jars and add whatever spices and a little water to fill in the spaces.  No air bubbles allowed.  Put on the rubber sealing ring and cap.  Then they were processed (boiled with enough water to cover) for a certain number of minutes.  When finished you carefully took out the very hot jars with tongs or a hot pad and set them to cool.  The next day you checked the cap to make sure it was concave indicating a vacuum seal.  If it did not seal, it would spoil and you would have to throw it out, or eat them right away.  It was a long hot process in that tiny kitchen, and no air conditioning for us!  The only cool air in those days was in theaters. 

Remember her famous peach pies?  I remember the canning of the peaches.  She would buy a bushel of peaches; she liked the Hale Haven variety, which was cling-free.  That means the peach came away from the pit easily.  The peaches were washed and scalded with boiling water.  This loosened the peach peel, and it would slip off easily.  I liked doing this part.  Some peaches you had to peel with a knife and that took a long time to do a bushel.  She would prepare a light syrup of sugar water on the stove.  I think the peaches were also packed in cold and the hot syrup poured over them, sealed and into the hot water bath for processing.  A bushel of peaches makes quite a few quart jars of canned peaches.  And sometimes we would do more than one bushel. 

She also canned tomatoes, but I don’t remember her using them in soups, but maybe I have just forgotten.  I know she didn’t make spaghetti sauce or anything like that.  We would just eat a small bowl of stewed tomatoes like it was a bowl of ice cream.  Some people would sprinkle a little sugar on them, but I only liked a sprinkle of salt.

The corn she cut off the cob and packed into jars for processing.  She also made sweet pickles, I don’t remember any dill pickles, but maybe she made them too and I just didn’t like to eat them.  She also made a corn relish that she called picadilly relish, with green and red peppers, chopped onion, etc.  She canned some apples for apple pies, and made applesauce too I think.

She worked very hard and was justifiably proud when the quarts and pints of canned fruits and vegetables began to stack up.  I can’t imagine where we kept them when we lived on Lahser; the house was so small.  There was hardly any cupboard space in the kitchen; the dining room was barely large enough to hold the table and a buffet.  Maybe they were stashed back in a closet (which we had few of).  There was an outside attached shed of a thing, but the jars would have frozen out there.  We just about froze inside the house in the winter.  I don’t think it had any insulation.  Sometime I will write about that poor little house and how we all managed to survive living in it. 

It was a hard life, especially with caring for such a large family.  But  you all know that when she got older and was living on Orchard she loved nothing better than having lots of family around her.  They just don’t make them like her anymore.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Andrew remembers…The one thing I remember the most was these windmill cookies that she always had in her cookie jar.  I loved them.  She always made sure to have that jar full of those windmill cookies when I was coming over.  I was her youngest grandchild, so I know she spoiled me.  The funny part was that I was always led to believe that she made them.  She never lied to me and said that she made them.  She just never corrected me and said that they were store bought.  I always thought she made them just for me.  I really believe that she got rid of any evidence of them being store bought.  I don’t think I figured it out until I would discover these windmill cookies at the super market after she had died.  I still get that warm and comfortable feeling when I see the windmill cookies or molasses cookies.  I love molasses cookies and peach pie because of her.  I also catch a scent that will remind me of that house on Orchard.  I was only 12 years old when she died. I guess that seemed too short to me, but I have retained a lot of memories of her still. Andrew Spencer Harbison

Corrine remembers…After the kids were raised, she loved being in a bowling league.  She really took it seriously.  After Dad died and all of us were off and married, Mom loved to travel.  She often went to Tennessee by bus to visit the folks down there.  She never missed a Grissom Reunion.  By now she weighed a little more than the 105 pounds she weighed in the 20’s.  So she joined TOPS (Take Off Pounds Sensibly) and enjoyed the company of other lady friends.  They went to conventions and had meetings in which she was very active. She also joined up with some Senior Citizens groups at church.  Most of us remember the Thanksgiving dinners we had at her house with the tables stretching into the living room (bring on the next turkey!)? Often there were upwards of 30 of us sitting down for dinner in shifts!  She loved it all.

After a while it was too hard for her to keep up with the big house on Orchard Street alone and the neighborhood was becoming a dangerous place for an elderly lady to live.  So we moved her to an apartment and eventually into a nursing home.  Ozella lived to be 85 years old. She died March 10, 1986 and was laid to rest in Grand Lawn Cemetery in Detroit, Michigan.  Corrine Hillis Opel

Richard and Ozella Hillis

Sylva remembers…The Richard Hillis family moved many times during their first years of marriage.  They lived on a farm in Van Buren County TN, they moved in Michigan and lived on West Parkway in Redford (Detroit), they moved back to Tennessee where Elmo was born in 1925.  It is amazing how often they moved…they were always looking for a better life.  Mom and Dad did a lot of traveling back and forth... gotta give them guts for traveling 600+ miles on the roads of the day, with four kids in a ... what?  Model T’s weren’t even out I don’t think until 1929, I doubt they could have afforded the latest in transportation.... We know they were living in Michigan the next March when I was born.. We know that they were living up in Michigan in September 1926, because Mom has talked about Dad taking the baby Richard Jr. back to TN on the train for burial and taking 18-month old Elmo with him.  I guess I just never thought about them going back for visits in between their moves back and forth.  In the summer of 1937 we were living in TN and moved from the farm to town.  I don’t know why.  I was only seven years old at the time, and I don’t remember even wondering about it.  It just was.

For a while we lived on Hill Street in McMinnville.  I remember it being a large house with rooms upstairs.  I also remember being very cold in that house.  I’m not sure if it had anything like a Franklin stove, but it had a fireplace.  We would run from our warm bed to dress in front of the fireplace.  I can’t remember if we had indoor plumbing, but I do remember a bucket of water sitting on the hearth.  On the side towards the fire, the water was melted, but on the side away from the fire the water was frozen.  It was pretty cold in that house!  Another thing I remember about that house was that the house next door had a tennis court in their backyard.

Moving North to Detroit
A few days after Christmas we headed North.  Again, I don’t know why.  It may have been that Dad felt the Depression was letting up and that he could find employment back in Michigan.  His heart was never in farming.  I remember that we were all crowded into a “tourist cabin” (they weren’t called motels back then), near Louisville, KY on New Year’s Eve 1937.  There was a lot of noise on the highway with people shooting off guns in celebration of the New Year.  I’m not sure if we got to our destination the next day, but I don’t remember sleeping in another tourist cabin.  Imagine, there were eight of us traveling in that car.  I have no idea what kind of a car it was.  We must have had some luggage, so I assume it was tied on top.  I don’t remember much about the trip but I do know that Corrine, who was just past 2, loved the colored Christmas lights we saw.  She would say over and over, “see the pretty lights, see the pretty lights.” 

I’m not sure where we went when we arrived in Detroit, but I think it was to Aunt Edith’s house, down around Vernor Highway someplace.  We must have stayed there a few days until they found the house on Lahser for us to rent.  I think the rent was $15 per month.  They probably wanted to live in the Redford area because Mom and Dad had lived there a few years earlier.  They lived on West Parkway when I was born and Dad worked for the Detroit Creamery.  

What a hard life it must have been for Mom, moving so many times and taking care of such a big family.  We came to Michigan in 1938 without a stick of furniture!  We must not have had many clothes either.  Eight of us squashed in one car.  Even if it had a trunk, that couldn’t have held very much.  When we moved into the house on Lahser where did we get beds, a table, chairs, stoves for cooking and heating?  I can’t imagine how she managed.  
The many trips they made back and forth from Tennessee to Michigan must have been a major undertaking considering the cars and roads of the day, but obviously they did. Maybe Redford was not even in the city back then,.  They lived between Six Mile Road and Fenkell, west of Lahser Road.  They may have had an outhouse back then.  I think this was a “garage house” that they rented for a time from a friend, Mrs. Behne.  This is not the house where they were living when I was born, but I think that house was next door or close by. The school they attended was Thomas Houghton Elementary School, on Lamphere south of Six Mile Road.  It would not have been a very long walk, 4 or 5 blocks. This is the same school that Elmo, Corrine and I went to when we lived on Lahser. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Sylva remembers…When we arrived in Michigan in 1938, I started third grade, and I’m not sure what grade Elmo was in.  I can’t remember if Escle and Noys enrolled in high school in McMinnville or not.  They would have been 18 and 16 at the time.  Thelma had graduated from Centertown High School the previous Spring.  Of course the school was very different from the one-room school I had attended at Oak Grove.  This one was brick, had two floors and many rooms.  I had been going to school for a few weeks when one day they had a fire drill.  Well, I had never heard of a fire drill before, and all I heard was the word fire.  I grabbed up all my books and notebooks and took them with me as we filed outside.  The other children in my grade laughed at the country bumpkin who didn’t know that you didn’t need to take your books with you for just a fire drill. 

The House on Lahser
Sylva remembers…The house on Lahser was called a garage house and was built on the back of the lot.  I think that sometimes people would build the garage house and live in it until the permanent house was built and then it was used for the garage.  But no larger house was ever built on that lot.  The house was probably 24’ x 24’ and consisted of three rooms, living room, kitchen, and bedroom.  In the corner of the living room by the front door was a tiny coat closet.  In the corner of the kitchen there was a tiny bathroom. The length was just long enough for the bath tub, the width was just wide enough for the tub and the toilet next to it.  It did have a window.  Shaving was done in a basin in the kitchen sink, which was just outside the bathroom door.  Remember, there were eight of us living in this tiny house.  I don’t remember where we all slept.  Also, I don’t remember where we got any furniture.  We certainly didn’t bring any with us.

 

Of course Dad went out looking for a job right away.  I don’t know how long he looked, maybe a week or so, but he eventually took a job with the WPA.  This stood for Works Progress Administration.  It was started during the Roosevelt Administration to put people to work during the Depression.  The government paid the workers to work on government projects.  I think that Dad worked on street repair and improvement.  But to Dad there was a stigma attached; it felt like welfare, and he didn’t want to be doing that.  He worked half a day and they put him in charge of a crew.  Before the week was out he had found a job and we were off of “welfare.”  He worked running a Shell gas station down on Grand River near Grandmont.  I can’t remember the name of the man who owned the station. The name Bohannan comes to mind.  In those days a lot of work went on at a gas station, pumping gas, changing oil, and fixing tires and repairing mechanical problems.

 

I’m not sure what type of work Escle and Noys did at first.  I’m pretty sure they never enrolled in high school in Detroit.  By the time Escle was married in November 1940 he was working as an iron worker with Uncle Claud and Harold Vickers.  I just don’t know what Noys did before he entered the Marine Corps in December 1941.  

 

On Lahser, near Grand River, that was a grocery store called Haas Grocery, owned by a Jewish family.  We bought most of our groceries there.  Eventually both Thelma and Elmo worked for them.  I don’t know who was hired first.  Elmo stocked shelves, delivered groceries and ran errands.  He was about 14 when he started.  Thelma worked for them for two or three years as a housekeeper.  They had a nice house up toward Seven Mile Road off Lahser and two daughters about 13 and 15.  Thelma kept the house, did some washing and ironing and some cooking.  I remember she thought the daughters were very spoiled.

There was another small house like ours a few lots north towards Six Mile Road.  Escle and Betty lived there for a while when they were first married.  All the lots between our houses were vacant and overgrown with trees and undergrowth.  In the summer Corrine and I would make a playhouse out among the trees, trampling the weeds and undergrowth down in various areas to make several “rooms.”  Then we would carry our dolls, play dishes, or whatever else we had to play with, out there to play house.  We would visit back and forth from “my house,” to “her house.”  It was cool and shady and very pleasant on a hot day.  We also had swings to swing on.  But no pets.  Sometimes Dad would have a hunting dog, but it was never a pet and didn’t come into the house.   

 I’m not sure how long we had lived in the little house on Lahser before Dad and Mom bought it, maybe a year or so.  I believe the purchase price was $1,200.  I think that Dad eventually bought the empty lot on either side of us too.  He had visions of them being worth a lot of money when the commercial part of Redford expanded down Lahser south of Six Mile Road.  This never happened before they moved in 1952 to Orchard.  Now I understand there is an apartment building on this property.  

After purchasing the house, Dad set to work building on the two back bedrooms and turning the one bedroom into a dining room.  Eventually another bedroom was built on to the front of the house next to the living room.  But I think that was not until Elmo came back from the service.  There was also a small shed built onto the back of the house to hold tools and stuff.  (Ed. Note:  I remember the walls of the shed being plastered with magazine photos of movie stars of the day.  Betty Grable, Red Skelton, Rita Hayworth etc.) The house was heated by a Franklin stove in the living room.  We had a water heater in the corner of the kitchen.  At first we had an ice box, but we eventually got a refrigerator.  I think we also had a washing machine in the kitchen.  There’s nowhere else it could have been.  It would have been too cold in the Winter to have it out in the shed.  Not much room to move around in that kitchen.  Can you imagine Mom cooking for all of us in that tiny space?  Outside the kitchen in the side yard were the clothes lines for hanging the wash, which she hung out even in Winter.  The sewing machine was in the living room.  Mom made all of our dresses.  
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The fire happened in September 1949.  It was the day after Labor Day.  Mom, Dad and the girls had just returned from TN following their vacation.  I had returned by bus a couple of days earlier because I had some things to do relative to my approaching wedding.  The first morning home, Mom got ready to do the wash and lit the hot water tank in the kitchen.  Unbeknownst to her the oil had been leaking out onto the floor while we were gone on vacation, and caught fire immediately when she lit the match.  Lucky for me I did not light the water heater while I was home there alone, but just heated water on the kitchen stove.  

I don’t know how we all managed to live in that tiny home, but it was what we had and we made the best of it.  I do know that Mom was extremely proud of their larger home when they moved to Orchard.  At last she had the room and space to entertain her growing family. We enjoyed many Thanksgiving and Christmas feasts in that house, with two tables put together to stretch from the dining room into the living room.

When I was a girl and we lived in the little house on Lahser,  we did not have a refrigerator in the kitchen, we had an ice box.  Conveniently for us, there was an ice house just down the street a couple of blocks on Lahser at Verne.  I had a shiny (used) silver bike that Thelma and Elmo bought me for my twelfth birthday.  It had a basket on the front.  Twenty-five pounds of ice fit just perfectly in the basket.  So every couple of days (at least in the summer when I was not in school) it was my job to ride my bike down the street and bring home a block of ice.  I wish I could remember how much it cost, but it couldn’t have been but a few pennies.  Of course the man who worked at the ice house got to know me pretty well and he always had a few words to say to me.  I remember riding home with the icy water blowing back on my legs, which was not an unwelcome thing on a hot day.

 
There was a high dock at the ice house where the ice trucks would back up and large cakes of ice where loaded onto them.  Then they would go around delivering ice to homes just like the milkman delivered milk.  The ice was stored in the dark cool interior of the ice house covered with sawdust.  The big blocks of ice were probably 300 pounds each.  They were scored so they could be separated into smaller chunks.  The ice man would take his ice pick and chop on the scored mark and the ice would break away fairly smoothly.  He then took tongs with sharp points to lift the ice into my basket

 
At home the chunk of ice was placed in a compartment in the upper middle of the ice box.  As the ice melted it drained into a drip pan under the box that had to be emptied regularly.  The ice box was smaller than the average refrigerator, but it was what we had.  We rarely had ice cream, but when we did we bought a quart or pint and ate it right away before it melted.  I also don’t remember us having many leftovers, so the box was used for milk and meat and whatever else had to be kept cool.  We didn’t have soft drinks, but sometimes we made Kool-aid. In the wintertime we would collect pure clean (?) snow that Mom would mix with a little cream, sugar and vanilla into a very soft “snow” cream.  I guess Dad brought the ice in the winter.  Although, in the winter time, I think we would utilize the cold outside to keep some of our food cold.  

 
Another thing I remember about that time was that very often when I got our ice there was another vehicle there also getting some ice.  This was around 1942 and there was an elderly woman (she was probably younger than I am now) who drove an electric car.  The car looked old to me at the time, probably from the late 1920s or early 1930s.  It was shiny black, all enclosed, and high and boxy looking.  The ice man would load the cake of ice onto her bumper and away she would go.  

 
The first summer when I was twelve, I thought this was a fun job.  Each year as I got a little older I thought it was less fun and more embarrassing (those teenage years you know).  Luckily, by the time I was fourteen and going to high school I think we had brought a refrigerator and I didn’t have to make the trek to the ice house anymore.  

These are some of my memories of the little house on Lahser, where the family lived for fourteen years.   Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Corrine writes…I got to thinking about Dad and Mom and all this big family they produced.  When you list all the blood line of descendants, there are 64 of us.  I had thought we had more females in the family considering Elmo, Sylva, Amy and Peggy had all daughters.  However, if my math is correct there are 31 females and 33 males in our family.  If you count all the 20-25 married-in-laws, our numbers soar to almost 90.  [I wasn’t sure how to count considering divorces] I did some stats and found those who have only daughters so far were Escle, Elmo, Sylva, Amy, Janis and Julie.  Those with only sons (so far) are Dennis, Cathy, Judy, Eddie, Kurt, Kevin, Jennifer and January.  Those with equal numbers of sons and daughters were Noys, Corrine, Eva, Sandy, Terry, Karen Skop, and Marvin.  Hope you find this interesting.  Corrine Hillis Opel
The Progeny of  Richard and Ozella Hillis

+ denotes deceased

+Richard and +Ozella Hillis had 10 children, 8 survived childhood. 

· +Thelma married Sterling Rigsby and they had 3 children 

· Marvin has 2 children

· Kevin and his wife Cari has a son, Matthew

·  Karen is married to Paul Waters

· Sandra Rigsby married Leonard Hillis and has 2 children. 

· Julie Swoape has a daughter, Riley Olivia

· Jason

· Jim is married to Kim and has 5 children, Jennifer, Brian, Joshua, Caleb and adopted Mary Alexis 

· Jennifer has a son, John Sterling

· +Escle had a daughter,  Dolly Anna Fox

· +Noys married Joy Dolfi and they had 4 children. 

· Dennis and Claudette has three sons, Richard III, Noys II, Dennis, Jr. 

· Michaelee Binge has Edward, Tim and Emily 

· Eddie Riccuiti has a son, Mychal

· Emily has a daughter, Leila Jade

· +Terry and his wife Shegiko had two children, son Kenichi and daughter January 

· January has a son, Dylan Michael

· Janis married Ron Kemp and they have adopted Ron’s daughter, Mariah

· +Hellen died shortly after birth. 

· +Elmo married Pat Maas and they had two daughters 

· Peggy married Gerry Connell and they have two daughters, Katie and Kelly

· Katie married Andrew Mikos and has a daughter, Amelia Rose

· Cathy married John McKay has two sons, Matthew and Sean 

· +Richard, Jr. died in infancy. 

· Sylva married Bill Hildebrandt and has three daughters. 

· Karen married Gary Skop and has two children, Lauren and Ryan 

· Carol married Sten Sahlberg and has an adopted daughter,  Kara Lorraine

· Sharon is married to Brian Tonnies

· Corrine Opel is married to Ed Opel and they have 4 children: 

· Elizabeth 

· Paul is married to Ellen Haffenden

· Kurt is married to Anna Williams and has two sons, David and Jonathan 

· Susan

· Eva Hillis has 2 children: 

· Amy married Kevin Lemke and they have three daughters, Julia, Gillian and Charlotte 

· Andrew

· Judy Hillis had a son, 

+Joseph, who is deceased 

The Hillis Homestead on Orchard

Susan remembers…I only visited the Orchard homestead for holidays and other festive occasions, but I still have so many wonderful memories. Here is a room by room remembrance from me.


Basement: I loved/feared those creaky old steps. There was a distinct smell (of gas, I think) that I recall. Whenever I get a whiff of that same aroma, I am whisked back to the basement. I definitely remember Aunt Judy washing my hair in the sink down there. Is that love or what?!

Entryway: Across from the blue leather couch was a picture of some old-fashioned boys playing “crack the whip” that I always loved. I now HAVE that painting hanging in my house.

Living Room: Stacks and stacks of TV Guides. I have a cool vintage lamp of Grandma’s that used to grace this room.

Dining Room: Crawling under that massive table and getting in trouble for it. The smell of Juicy Fruit emanating out of the top right hand drawer of the bureau. The Easter eggs that were displayed in the china cabinet.

Kitchen: Loved the metal tumblers (though I know AE thinks that they were gross). The epicurean plaque on the wall, “Eat, Drink, and Be Merry, for Tomorrow we Diet.” The bells. Couldn’t wait to get permission from Grandma to ring a bell to call everyone to breakfast.

Grandma’s room: It had a cool view of the street below and seemed like a sacred place for our top lady!

Aunt Judy’s room: Loved the pretty purple wallpaper (though I am considerably freaked out by large patterned wallpaper after reading the short story The Yellow Wallpaper). For some reason I think that Amy, Sharon, and I were experimenting with levitation in there one time.

The bedroom off the back of the house: I LOVED the little steps that took you down to what seemed like a really cool hideaway. I thought it was pretty cool to see pictures of my mom in that room when she was just a teen.

The bathroom: Another scent for me...I think that Grandma loved Camay. Is that a pink oval soap? To this day it brings back memories of that claw foot bathtub and the soaks that I took in it. Seems like I was always getting cleaned up and smelling things at Grandma’s house.

How amazing is it that Grandma died when I was only 16 years old, and I lived about 100 miles away, but I can still remember all of these great things about her house and the love that surrounded me the minute I walked in the door?  Susan Opel

One thing I remember is that Grandma’s TV was always on and tuned into either Jeopardy or Wheel of Fortune. I was 12 when she died.  I remember the Christmas dinners and the picnics outside.  I also remember crawling around beneath Grandma’s dinning room table with Noys and Richard.  One time I asked her what that door was for.  She showed that door went to the basement and then took me down there.  There are many things I remember, but I still feel that I was too young when she died.  I don’t think I ever knew her as well as I would have liked. Andrew Spencer Harbison

Remembering our Grissom Aunts and Uncles

It is interesting that the names Clifton and Edith were used by both the Hillis and the Grissom families.  I’m not sure that they knew each other early on.  There was Tullus Clifton Grissom and Fanny Edith Grissom.  There was also Arzie Clifton Hillis and Flora Edith Hillis.  Richard and Ozella were born several miles apart and we never got the impression the families knew each other before either of them were born. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt.
Aunt Fannie Edith Grissom Vickers

The first born child of  John  Toliver Grissom and Florence Martha Haston was Fanny Edith who was born on June 24, 1895. On December 14, 1910, she married James Claud Vickers.  To this union was born 4 children. 

· Kathleen Johnnie (named after her Grandfather John Grissom) married Nolan Sanders and lived in Detroit.

· Gafford Leron’s wife was Pauline.  They lived in Flat Rock, MI.

· Harold Hampton wed (Katherine) Omeda Odom.  Harold’s work took them to live in numerous parts of the country.

· Jasper Cyrus (J.C.) J.C. was as handsome as they come. A real lady killer.  He died in an automobile accident in Tennessee on May 31, 1952. He was 23 ½ years old. He left a beautiful wife, Gladys and one daughter, Patricia Elane. 

Edith lived into her 89th year. She died Jan. 22, 1984, and is buried at Mt. View Cemetery. Warren Co, TN. Corrine Hillis Opel

Sylva remembers…Aunt Edith was one of a kind.  She had a strong personality and also some quirks and peculiarities.  When Mom called you “Aunt Edith,” indicating that you were exhibiting one of her personality traits, it wasn’t necessarily a compliment.  She drove a car back in the 1920s when not many women drove yet.  She and Uncle Claud traveled a lot as he went from job to job working as an iron worker.  He helped build some of the TVA dams.  Sometimes men who work on difficult and dangerous jobs like that tend to find comfort and camaraderie in drink.  Uncle Claud was a drinker and this vexed Aunt Edith no end, since she was a teetotaler.  At the 50th Anniversary party we gave for Mom and Dad, she was heard to complain because beer was being served and she thought that was disgraceful. (Editor’s note: She went out and sat in the car until we convinced her to come in out of the cold.)
As a kid what impressed me about Aunt Edith were her big feet and the ugly shoes that she wore.  She was tall, probably 5’10” or more and her feet were size 10 or 11.  Because of her large bunions her shoes were large and misshapen.  Poor thing, her feet must have hurt terribly.  She also worried a lot about germs, at least more so than anyone else did in those days. 

I think she asserted her status as the first born, she was pretty bossy, and her brothers and sisters pretty much acceded to her wishes.  She died in 1984 at age 89.  She was one of a kind.  You were a unique person, Aunt Edith. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Corrine remembers…Aunt Edith was a staunch member of  a small church denomination that did not approve of drinking, dancing, adorning the house of worship with any form of colored windows, icons and other decorations.  They also believed there should be no musical instrument in church such as a piano or organ.  When she came to Michigan to visit us, she made it a point to find the church of her choice for worship on Sunday.

I remember Aunt Edith had a loud voice, almost shrill, and enjoyed a good laugh.  Once someone told her to “go ahead” and she said “She just called me a gourd head”! 

She and Uncle Claud were owners and operators of Sky Harbor Apartments in Murfreesboro TN in the 50’s … a big old apartment house adjacent to a military airfield.  They called it “Sky Harbor Apartments.”  We have very fond memories of childhood days at that house.  It had a big yard and a tire swing.  There were many rooms upstairs.   In my memory, we were warned not be too noisy when we visited since some of the boarders worked nights and were sleeping during the day.  We were also forbidden to go upstairs to invade the renters’ privacy.  The home was located 6 miles northwest of Murfreesboro on the Old Nashville Highway and was on an extra large lot fronting the Old Nashville Highway and surrounded by beautiful shade trees. The building consisted of seventeen rooms with seven baths, which had been arranged into seven nice apartments with private entrance and bath to each apartment. Also a two-car garage with a three room apartment above the garage. Recently two ladies who are familiar with Murfreesboro told me the house is still there and maybe some of the barracks. Corrine Hillis Opel

Uncle Tullus Clifton Grissom
Tullus Clifton Grissom was born on July 1, 1898.  He was first married to Lila Paine in1915. They had one daughter, Theola. His second marriage was to Thelma Harris in 1922. They lived in the Six Mile/Woodward area of Detroit.  Tullus and Thelma also produced a daughter, Lois Mae. 

Uncle Tullus worked for the DSR (Detroit Street Railway) for many years.  Before that he had also worked for the DUR (Detroit Urban Railway) where Richard also worked for a time.  For a while Uncle Tullus drove the Lahser bus.  I’m not sure how far north it went, but to the south it went to Rouge Park and then turned back.  When I (Sylva) was a little girl of about 10 or 11, one summer day I stood on the corner near our home and waited for his bus.  I knew what time he was due to come along.  I rode to the end of the line at Rouge Park and then rode back to our house.  I think it was the first time I had been on a bus, especially by myself.  Big adventure! Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

 

Although we visited Uncle Tullus and Aunt Thelma often on a Sunday afternoon, there was never much of a bond between our two families.  Ozella really tried to keep in touch with her brother and sister-in-law, but they preferred to hang out in the corner bar far more than she could handle.  We girls never felt close to our cousin, Lois, either since we considered her to be a little “too fast” for us. Corrine Hillis Opel

Granddaughter, Cynthia remembers… My mother (Lois Grissom Miska)  always said her father, Tullus, would have been a different man if he hadn’t been married to Thelma Harris. She said they were always at the bar and she pretty much raised herself.  There weren’t any family vacations or anything with them.  My mother always said he was a kind man.  During some early Detroit race riots when he drove a streetcar, he hid a black woman and her child in the back of the streetcar when he saw white men waiting at the end of the line with sticks and bats.

My mother said Thelma would never baby-sit for us  even though they lived in the same house right above each other in a two-flat building.  I’m afraid she didn’t seem too interested in having children around.  Although I must say, they were always great to my brother and me.  We loved them although they died when we were both pretty young.

They would visit us and we would visit them.  My grandmother would make us tea and cinnamon toast and we just loved that. She would call us “Muldoon” and we thought that was so funny.  She had a dog named “Tippy”, and she just loved him.  She called the five & dime store “Saks” and I never got the joke until I was older.  

Everything else I know about them I  heard from my mother, Lois, later on and she didn’t have a very good childhood.  Some people should never have kids.  Lucky for me, she was a wonderful mother.  Because of her lonely childhood, she was a voracious reader and passed that on to me.  She was also an incredible seamstress.  It was the only way she could have decent clothes as a teenager and she made us both beautiful clothes.  As far as my Aunt Theola goes, I know nothing about her.  I don’t even know if I ever met her. My mother always seemed to speak kindly of her.  She always wished she had brothers or sisters.  We would get pictures of children sometimes that I think might have been from Theola. Cynthia Miska Goss

 

Tullus died on August 13, 1969. I remember his funeral.  It was a Masonic funeral with full pomp and circumstance, and regalia.  I remember Escle was there.  He was also a Mason.  Maybe Noys was there too, but I don’t remember him taking part as Escle did.  It was the first funeral of that kind I had attended. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt
Uncle Lester Kerr Grissom
Corrine remembers…The second of Grandma Ozella’s brothers was a favorite uncle of mine since he had horses that we could ride and a big farm for us to explore with my cousin Erston...watching out for rattle snakes!  They also had a daughter, Delores, who was about Sylva’s age.  I liked their big white farmhouse and their expansive front porch which went around two sides of the house.  They had a great porch swing that was fun to sway back and forth.  Scenes of the outside of this house were used in the movie “The Green Mile” back in the 90’s.  Uncle Lester and Grandpa Richard always had big political/world affairs discussions when we got together.  Aunt Carrie’s cooking, like so many other aunts of ours, was outstanding.  She is famous for her southern way of speaking and unusual remarks that she would make.. like the time she was apologizing for the bugs that were flying around us on the porch.  She said “We have sketters, wasps, you name it, we got it”…which has become an Aunt Carrie classic.  Once at a reunion she saw that Omeda Vickers was not up and moving around the room, but was stationary in a chair.  Aunt Carrie asked her: “Omeda, cain’t you stir?”  We still use that line once in a while.  There were a couple of times we stayed at Uncle Lester’s when we went to Tennessee on vacation.  One morning when we were there and had not gotten out of bed yet, he was caught coming down the big stairway backwards.  He thought that his floppy slippers would make too much of a slap, slap otherwise and disturb the guests.   He was a real sweetheart, very lovable and funny.  He seemed to have inherited the gentle personality of his mother, Florence.  Since he smoked, he had a raspy voice that I can still remember.  Uncle Lester died in 1974 and I wish many of you had had a chance to meet him. In the family he was known as Uncle “Luster”.  We always thought Noys looked like he could be his son.  Corrine Hillis Opel

Uncle Brainard Weaver Grissom

Corrine remembers…For most people, if you say Old Hickory, they think you are talking about President Andrew Jackson.  For me the name Old Hickory takes me back to my Uncle Brainard and Aunt Margie Grissom who lived in the town of Old Hickory, Tennessee.  I remember the fun we used to have visiting that modest home at 908 Debow Street. Old Hickory was a suburb of Nashville and Uncle Brainard and Aunt Margie were “city people” with many modern conveniences. We liked the food there, too. Aunt Margie was even known to serve hot dogs and potato chips!   And Coke!  I enjoyed the company of my cousin Wallace Doyle (his mother always called him by his full name).  To me, Wallace seemed to be the perfect child, never disobeying his parents and respectful of all.  No wonder he turned out to be a doctor.  He must have a great bedside manner!  Eva and Judy were buddies with a younger brother, Ray, who was more their age.  He was the prankster of the two sons and often exasperated his parents with his antics.  Aunt Margie was very pleasant and quite nice looking.  She married our uncle on Christmas Eve in 1931.  Uncle Brainard was a handsome chap.  They made a nice couple.  He had gentlemanly ways and inherited his mother’s sweetness.  He was born on October 9, 1907 and died on July 1, 1965, at a fairly young age.  During his lifetime he worked for a new plant in Nashville, the Dupont Company, which has become a household brand name these days.  When the plant first opened in a Nashville suburb, they had a contest to name the new little community.  The winning suggestion was Dupontonia.  My dad, Richard, always referred to that town as Dupe and Tony.  I never knew until much latter that it was really Dupontonia.  Now I believe the suburb is called Lakewood.  At one point Aunt Margie ran a florist shop in town.  She did the flowers for my wedding in 1958 which I will always remember.  She died in February 1996.   Eva, Judy and I attended the services and she is still a beloved part of the Grissom Family.  Corrine Hillis Opel
Uncle Kimera Dickson Grissom
Sylva and Dick remember…Kimera Dickson Grissom was the sixth child and fourth son of John Toliver and Florence Haston Grissom. His wife was Hazel Shaw and they were married in September of 1935. Their son is (Cousin Dick) Kimera Dickson, Jr., and one of his little granddaughters is named Kimera.  And like Dick told me, it’s a pretty name for a little girl.  Most people pronounced his name Kim-er-ah, but Mom always pronounced it Kim-ree. 

Uncle Kimera was the tallest of the five brothers, at 6’2”.  He was also the only one who served in the Armed Forces during World War II. I seem to remember that he was stationed at Fort Riley, Kansas for a time.  He served in the Army and was in the 112th Cavalry.  Even though basic training was on horseback, he was a machine gunner.  He was in several battles in the South Pacific, all the way from New Guinea through Leyte and Luzon in the Philippines.  He actually went on shore in Japan after the treaty.  He was on board a ship and saw the signing of the treaty. He suffered many flashbacks in civilian life from the events he witnessed in the war.  If the term Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome had been in use as a diagnosis, he most certainly would have fit the criteria.  Few people but his family know the things they witnessed as the years progressed. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt and K.D. Grissom
 
After the war I remember he worked in or managed a Western Auto Parts store in Shelbyville.  I remember visiting them in Shelbyville when we were there on vacation, and Aunt Hazel was a wonderful cook.  It amazes me now when I think back to those vacations.  Motels were not as plentiful then, and it was just expected that you would stay with relatives.  Mostly we stayed with the grandparents, but one time I remember we stayed several days with Thelma’s in-laws because Thelma and Sterling didn’t have their house yet.  And, of course, Grandma Florence and Eiland and Zelma Lee lived together, so that’s where we stayed.  No one ever acted like it was an imposition to have all of us (at least six) pile in on them.  Talk about southern hospitality, they went above and way beyond!  Then we would go around and visit everyone and they would prepare a big dinner in our honor.  What great relatives we had!  And still have, of course, that’s why we enjoy going down to the reunions.    Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt  

Uncle Eiland Ezdell Grissom

Nola remembers…Eiland Ezdell Grissom and Zelma Lee Blackburn grew up in the same community.  They dated for several years before they married.  In Zelma Lee’s diary of her teenage years, she noted on January 27, 1935,

“Mrs. Grissom, Addine, Kimera, Eiland and I spent the day with Hazel (this was before Hazel and Kimera married)”.  Eiland and Zelma Lee married on February 6, 1938.  Another entry in her diary stated “Addine and Gene spent the night with us (at Grannie Grissom’s), Carrie, Lester and the kids came.  We played cards.”  From reading her diary, it seems their dates consisted of going to different churches in the community and to school events at the Community School in Unionville.

Eiland’s nickname was “preacher”.  He earned this nickname from being dressed up to go to church and someone told him he looked like a preacher.  Several in the community called him by his nickname.

In high school in Unionville, Tennessee, Eiland was called “the walking dictionary”.  He was given a 1931 edition Webster Dictionary with a note that read:  Eiland has been termed “the walking dictionary” of the class of 1932.  Since there’s such a few words that he does not know that we want to give him this little Webster’s dictionary and we feel surely that he will soon learn those that he doesn’t already know.”

Eiland and Zelma Lee lived with Grannie (Florence) Grissom until she died on December 28, 1950.  After that, Eiland and Zelma Lee bought the farm from the heirs.  Eiland farmed and raised cattle for milking.  Later he worked at several different jobs in Shelbyville, Tennessee.  He worked for a company that made eyeliner pencils and fillers for ballpoint pens.  Eiland also worked for a construction company pouring concrete drainage ditches along the interstates in Tennessee.

Eiland, Zelma Lee, their son Melvin and his wife, opened a drive-in market, Fairlane Foods, in Shelbyville, which they operated for eight years.  They then returned to farming, raising tobacco, gardening, and raising cattle to sell.  They were members of the North Fork Baptist Church.

Eiland and Zelma Lee had four children, Melvin, Nola, Gerald and Odell.  The hardship in their life was raising 4 children while farming for a living.  Eventually Eiland sought work in the public sector.  Around 1956 Zelma Lee went to work at the eyeliner pencil factory and later at American Can Company where they made tubes for toothpaste, Avon creams, etc.  

The joy in their life was their children, grandchildren and later the great grandchildren.  After Eiland died on November 9, 1985, Zelma Lee enjoyed gardening, growing tobacco, and raising cattle to sell.  She always wanted to stay on the farm and God granted this wish for her.  Zelma Lee died on June 21, 2005.  Nola Grissom Klein

Eiland and Zelma Lee Grissom

Eiland was the youngest of my mother, Ozella’s, five brothers.  He was 14 years younger than Ozella.  He died in November 1985, just a few months before she died in March, 1986.  Eiland was a great kidder and you never knew what he might say.  I remember as a teenager he could easily make me blush.  He liked to call me “Silver” for some reason, a play of words on my name, I guess.  Zelma Lee was the last living of  Mom’s generation until her death in 2005.  She was a very sweet and kind lady. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Some of Uncle Eiland’s funny sayings have stuck with me all these years.  Once he said “he was so tired that nothing could wake him up except going to bed.”  Another one was a comment about how skinny Aunt Zelma Lee was when they first married and how she had put on a few pounds.  He said “I guess I got more than I bargained for.”  Corrine Hillis Opel

Aunt Orpha Addine Grissom Scott

Corrine remembers…Orpha Addine was a real beauty with raven hair and slender body.  She had a flair for fashion.  Her laughter, happy personality and deep southern accent made her a joy to be around.  Sylva remembers that she had a throaty, husky voice and she really liked hearing her speak.  She was the baby of the Grissom Family and Grandma Ozella’s youngest sister.  She was born on November 3, 1918 when her mother was 40 years old.  We never called her anything but Aunt Addine.  Only in later years did we know she was really Orpha Addine….another of those of us who were called by our middle name all our lives.  Ozella said that Sylva looked a little like her aunt, and since they were only 12 years apart, Sylva  looked up to her as a role model. Addine married Eugene Scott, who lived nearby, on December 23, 1937 when she was just past 19 years old.  Their only child is Goodwin Allen Scott born four years later in 1941. Eugene Scott was a young man with a confident swagger and a handsome catch.  We visited them often when we went to Tennessee on vacation.  Aunt Addine was a modern woman who worked at a job and drove a car.  They lived in the same house where Gene Scott was born and his mother, “Ms. Scott”, lived there too.  While Aunt Addine went to work, Grandma pretty much raised Goodwin.  I remember Ms. Scott very well.  She reminded one of a white version of Aunt Jemima….always hospitable, nurturing and cooking up a storm.  I don’t think Aunt Addine was much into cooking and housework.  Over the years, there were whispers that Addine was “not in her right mind”, that mental problems were cropping up.  There were different times when Uncle Gene would resort to putting her in a  sanatorium for a while.  There were years at a time that there was nothing said about Aunt Addine.  When we visited Florida in the late 80’s, we caught up with Goodwin, who was living in Orlando at the time.  He brought his mother to see us for lunch even though she was living in a care facility by then.  It was sad to see she was no longer the dark-eyed beauty with the vibrant personality, but a tired, distant, old woman who didn’t seem to know what was going on around her.  Aunt Addine died March 2, 1989.  It was her desire that her cremated ashes be spread over her mother’s (Florence’s) grave. Her wish was granted. However she has a plot and headstone at Swanson Cemetery in Chapel Hill, Tennessee put up by her husband, Gene.  May God rest her soul. Corrine Hillis Opel

Remembering our Hillis Uncles and Aunt

Uncle Arzie Clifton Hillis

Corrine remembers…Uncle Arzie was the first born of John and Ida Hillis.  He was born in 1896, 3 years older than our dad, Richard.  Most of his life he lived just a few miles from the Hillis homestead in Morrison, TN not far from where Jim and Kim live now.  I remember Uncle Arzie, the farmer,  always wore bib overalls with no shirt.  I am sure he never heard of sun block.  He was a big, rotund man with a hearty laugh who worked hard to make his living off the land. He always chewed tobacco.  He was married to a real angel of a woman, Aunt Aletha.  She certainly got her crown when she went to heaven.  She could milk, churn, cook, clean and work harder than any man.  I remember her fondly as they hosted our family many times when we went to Tennessee. I can still visualize her now and hear her flat tone of voice.  They had a rather large family, a mixture of sons but mostly daughters.  Uncle Arzie’s family of kids and his industrious wife helped with the work on the farm. They had the usual barnyard of animals and Uncle Arzie raised the usual crops for that area.  Unlike some other farmers, he did have a tractor and many other labor saving devices. It was amazing to me that  they made molasses in the woods near their home. When we visited them in the summer there was much farm work to do.  Their farm was fairly remote.  The roads were not so great in those days. We visited the farm house again in 2003 and it still seemed remote, way back in the woods.  The present owner wasn’t keen on inviting us in.  The place looked pretty much the same as we remember with a few modernizations.  

For some reason Uncle Arzie, Aunt Aletha and their passel of kids left their farm in Tennessee and moved to California in 1937. It seems Aletha had a sister out there and maybe they thought it would be an easier life.  It must have been hard on Grandma Ida to have two of her sons and their families move so far away in 1937.  I don’t know what Uncle Arzie did for a living in California, but I am sure it was connected with a fruit farm or orange grove. Several of the offspring found spouses in California and now live there.  

· Eucle died in 1988.  He lived in Tennessee.  He was around Escle’s age.  Eucle had a son, Billy, who lived in McMinnville the last we heard.

· Mary Bell is close in age to Noys.  She lives in Blythe, CA, near the Arizona border.  She was married to Ralph Judd, who passed away several years ago. For many years, Ralph worked there in Arizona for the U.S. Border Patrol.  It was great to link up with Mary on our California trip in 2004 and renew acquaintances.  She had not seen me since I was 12 years old.  My daughters thought she was a very interesting, current and fashionable woman.

· Elsie is about a year older than Elmo.  She is also a widow.  She married Clarence Judd, the younger brother of Ralph.  She lives in Sun City, CA. I thought she was the prettiest of the Hillis girls.

· Joline  (Anna Josephine) was pretty, too. In the family we always called her Joline or Jo. She was two years younger than Elmo.  Her husband was Paul Pospesil, a professional photographer.  They lived in Palm Springs.  Sadly, she died a few years ago after suffering from Alzheimer's for several years. 

· Louie still lives in Tennessee close to where he grew up.  When we were kids,  Louie was the one kid with the after-chores game ideas, and he told ghost stories in the dark of the night to scare us.  When we played hide and seek, we could never find him because he knew secret places to hide on the farm.  In 2003 we tried to visit him when we were on our heritage trip, but he was not home. (I guess he heard we were coming.)

· Margie is between Sylva and me.  She had lots of blond hair, usually was in jeans… the wholesome farm girl type.  Margie never married and lives in Thermal CA.  She assists Daisy with the operation of the business they run and the raising of Daisy's children and grandchildren.  A very sweet person. 

· Daisy is the youngest. Her features were dark with black hair and brown eyes.  She and I were born just a week apart in October 1935.  Daisy married to Dowlin Young and they own Young's Nursery in Thermal, CA. Thermal is aptly named because it is in the desert and often has the highest temperature of anywhere in the U.S. 


Just like the time they pulled up stakes and moved to California, Uncle Arzie and Aunt Aletha moved back to Tennessee in the mid-1940's and lived there until their deaths.  He died in 1955 and Aunt Aletha left us in 1978. For Sylva and me, a favorite part of our annual TN vacation was spending time with Daisy and Margie.  I recall that when we went there (we were all teenagers), Margie and Daisy had stacks of movie magazines and were up on the latest fashions, hairdos and makeup, more so than us "city girls”. It would seem their older sisters living the glamour life in California kept them supplied. Corrine Hillis Opel and Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt
Aunt Flora Edith Hillis Davenport

My memory of Aunt Flora was that she was a grumpy, bitter, jealous, unhappy person.  She would make snide remarks about people.  (Raymon's wife, Grace, was her favorite.)  But she was a good cook!  Her egg custard pies were to die for!  I don't remember her especially turning cartwheels when we showed up for dinner.  She died at age 63, and I believe that she had multiple health problems.  She never got over the death of her son in Korea, and that made her bitter at the world, but even before that she never seemed to be happy or even resigned to her lot in life.  In those days women had few options.   Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Corrine remembers…The Davenports had a little creek that went by their house and as kids, we would wade around in that icy water on those hot, hot summer days, throwing stones and pomegranates…and looking for snakes. Their only daughter, Faye, was a beautiful child who had “Shirley Temple” curls, and was usually barefoot.  Her mother, my Aunt Flora, (and Grandpa Richard’s only sister) and my Uncle Clark (he was always an old man in my memory), and three older brothers also lived there. They were Edwin, Bethel and Ray.  Edwin was a little retarded, but was a hard worker and loved our visits.  Bethel went to Korea and died in the war, a tragedy the family never got over...but how does anyone get over such a blow? 

RITES HELD AT OAK GROVE FOR SGT. DAVENPORT.
Military funeral rites for Sgt. Bethel Davenport Warren county soldier killed in Korea May 15, were held yesterday at 3 o'clock at the graveside in Oak Grove cemetery, 11th district.
Officiating was John W. High and J. A. Chambers, American Legion post chaplain, and the rites were conducted by the Legion and VFW posts.  Sgt. Davenport was mortally wounded in action as he served on Heartbreak Ridge with the 14th Infantry Regiment. His death, from fragmentary mortar fire, occurred just a day prior to the time for his return to the United States on rotation. He had previously been placed on shipment orders for return on two occasions but was removed from the orders due to the fact that a replacement was not available to assume his position. The deceased soldier was born in Warren County, near Centertown, May 26, 1928. He was a son of Clark Davenport and Flora Hillis Davenport and he was educated in the public schools at Centertown, graduating from the high school in the class of 1946. 
Sgt. Davenport was engaged in farming prior to his entrance into the service.  He is survived, in addition to his parents, by two brothers, Edwin Davenport and Ray Davenport, Centertown, and one sister, Faye Davenport, Centertown.  Arrangements were by High Funeral Home. August 7, 1952 

 

BETHEL DAVENPORT.
SGT. DAVENPORT KILLED BY N. KOREAN MORTAR.  Another Warren county soldier has given his life on the bloody battlefields of Korea.  The Department of the Army has announced the death of Sgt. Bethel Davenport, which occurred May 15 while the Centertown soldier was serving in combat with the 14th Infantry Regiment. The fatally-injured service man was a son of Mr. and Mrs. Clark Davenport of Morrison, Route 3.  According to information forwarded to the parents of the soldier, Sgt. Davenport was killed in the vicinity of Haean-Myon, Korea, while engaging the enemy in combat. He was struck by fragments from an enemy mortar shell and according to the Army was killed instantly.  The following communication was forwarded Mr. and Mrs. Davenport by Col. R. V. Strauss, regimental commander, following Sgt. Davenport's death: "I extend my profound sympathy to you on the recent loss of your son, Sgt. Bethel Davenport, 53024916, who died in the service of his country on 15 May 1952, while engaging the enemy in combat in Korea. "As a member of this command, Bethel was liked by all of his associates. He was an excellent soldier, performing all tasks assigned to him in a cheerful and efficient manner, thereby winning the commendation of his immediate superiors and the respect of his comrades. News of his death comes as a real shock to all who knew him, and his loss will be felt keenly in the organization."  June 5, 1952

Cousin Ray Davenport is the only one of that family left…he built a new home nearby after he married.  He was always a character as a kid and tried to hide when we visited.  We’d chase him down and sometimes we were successful at making him come forward to see us.  He usually appeared briefly when dinner was announced, but he took his plate and ate in the barn.  I think he thought we were a bunch of city slickers! Aunt Flora was a great cook…she made banana pudding, heavenly biscuits and custard pies – of course from scratch…and fried chicken…the chicken having been beheaded, scolded and its feathers plucked that very morning.  I remember my grandmothers and any number of my aunts catching and killing their own chickens.  They’d go out into the chicken yard, corner an unsuspecting hen, grab her by the neck and give her head a good half dozen twirls, with blood and feathers flying, and the poor hen succumbed to her fate in life…a fine dinner for company.  Aunt Flora loved to gossip about the relatives, neighbors and the stars of the Grand Old Opry.  I remember her as being very plump behind a huge apron, and very blond, with her hair tied in a bun.  So if any of our girls are blond and plump, we say they take after Aunt Flora. I remember she had many old pictures of our ancestors hanging in massive frames on the walls of her house.  I would give anything to see those pictures today.  Corrine Hillis Opel
Uncle Raymon Russell Hillis
Sylva remembers…Uncle Raymon was born in 1909 on August 11, making him 10 years younger than Dad and six years younger than the next oldest child.  So he was the baby of the family and his mother "babied" him all of her life. 

He was the bachelor uncle who was just always there.  He never seemed very happy to see us, but in retrospect I can understand his feelings at having the "horde from the north" disrupting his life every summer.  He was a quiet, taciturn man.  I doubt that he had more than four or five years of education.  He and his father worked the farm without benefit of a tractor, just mules or horses.  As far as I know he never had a car or learned to drive. 

He did marry Grace Snipes, and his son Coy Smith Hillis was born in 1938 and another son, Jesse John Hillis was born in 1940.  They were divorced shortly after Johnny was born.  Coy lived with Raymon, and Grace got Johnny.  I said he was a bachelor uncle, and that's what he seemed like, because Grandma did the parenting of Coy.  I don't know the circumstances of their marriage, but in the eyes of his mother, Grace was totally at fault for the break-up. 

I think he did enjoy having Dad visit.  Raymon (and our grandparents) would sit on the front porch in the evening.   He sat on an armless cane-bottom chair, leaned back on the two back legs against the house. Dad sat on a similar chair out in the front yard facing his audience.  They would sit out there until dark and beyond, with Dad regaling them with stories of life in the big city, what happened on his job, what Crawford (the black man who loaded his truck) said or did, politics, who he had seen in TN, anything and everything.  Dad was a great talker there. Raymon would grunt or chuckle once in a while and the others might comment once in a while, but Dad did most of the talking.   

We kids would chase lightening-bugs in the dark until we were told to go to bed. Bed was mattress ticking filled with straw on the floor.  It was cooler on the floor. Out in the dark, Dad was still talking, and we could see the glow of the end of his cigarette among the lightening bugs. 

We were there every year around the time of Raymon's birthday, but I don't ever recall any special notice being taken of it.  No cake, no presents, no mention whatsoever.   

He had a second wife, but I don't know her name or if they were together when he died.  Raymon died in 1974, at age 65.  He had diabetes and I believe he had lost most of his eyesight.  I think he may have lived with Thelma and Sterling for a while before he died. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt
Thelma Eulara Hillis 

Corrine remembers…Thelma was born on February 19, 1918, the first child of Richard and Ozella Hillis. She was the second mother to the gang of kids that followed.  We called her “Toots” for some reason.  Since she was 17 years older than me, she could have almost been my mother.  She met her future husband in school at Oak Grove when she was 6 and he was 10 years.  She did not forget him when she moved to Michigan with her family in 1937. She did housework for a family in Redford as her first job - then went to cosmetology school and learned to fix hair.  For many years, she worked at the Blue Bird Beauty Shop in Redford during her early 20’s.  She was really good at it. Sterling was called to active duty with the army and they spent many months apart.  Thelma would go to visit him when she could.  On February 7, 1944 they were married in Nashville. Richard was not happy when his daughter slipped away secretly and got married. Thelma and Sterling moved to Tennessee after eloped.  She wrote a letter to her Dad afterwards to make peace.  She became a farmer’s wife and together she and Sterling raised a family of three children and worked hard on the farm.  In July 1981, Ed, Susan and I visited Tennessee and made Thelma and Sterling’s home our base of operation.  We had plenty of time with my sister and her family.  Little did we know then within a month, Thelma would be gone.  She died in August, the 15th I believe.  Corrine Hillis Opel

Sandy remembers…My mother enjoyed knitting, crocheting, quilting, canning, gardening, and cooking--all the typical pastimes of a farmer's wife. She loved to fix birthday dinners for all of us.  She would decorate a special cake for each one. (Julie remembers especially the doll cakes her Grandma made for her birthdays.  Grandma Ozella had taught her how to decorate cakes on some of her annual visits to us.) 

She really loved to sing at church.  She had a good strong alto voice.  Sometimes when we sing the old songs at church, I'm still listening for her to come in on the alto part.  God must have had need of her for his choir and that's why she died so young. 

She really enjoyed her grandchildren.  She only lived to see six of them, but she would have loved them all.  She loved her family dearly.  She couldn't stand it when we were away from her.  I suppose it was because she lived so far away from her own family.  I remember when, in June of 1981, Leonard, Julie, Jason and I went on a mission trip for our church to South Dakota, I called to let her know we had arrived safely.  She said "I wish you could have packed me in a suitcase and taken me with you!"  I wish I could have too, I didn't know I would only have her for two more months. There was a special bond between my Mom and my Dad.  They knew each other from childhood, as they both attended school at Oak Grove. (Where they are now both buried under the same tree where they first met.)  My Daddy said that when Mama came walking up the hill on her first day of school, he said to himself, that's the girl I'm going to marry.  She was six and he was 10.  I remember at her funeral when they were about to close the casket for the last time, my daddy leaned over and kissed her forehead and said "I'll see you on the other side, little girl."  That's what he called her, but only to her.  Our family was blessed to have her if only for a short while.  She left us a legacy of a sense of family, of togetherness, loving and giving of yourself to your family.  Sandy Rigsby Hillis

Sylva remembers…Her nickname of "Toots" stuck with her into adulthood.  When we first came to Detroit in January 1938, Thelma was just out of high school, having graduated in 1937.  Few jobs were available during the depression so she went to work as a housekeeper for the people who owned the neighborhood grocery store.  (Elmo also worked for them, stocking shelves and delivering groceries.)  They had two teenage daughters.  Thelma kept the house, did the washing and ironing, etc.  She did some cooking, I think, but since the Hass family was Jewish, I'm not sure what she cooked.  Eventually she saved enough money to take the beautician course and then she worked as a hairdresser there in Redford at the Blue Bird Beauty Shop.   I know she liked to crochet and she made afghans, doilies, and things like that.  She worked very hard on the farm and always had a big garden and did a lot of canning.  Later she worked at a shirt factory in Woodbury, which I believe caused her emphysema, breathing the air-borne dust from the fabric.  I know she missed being away from the hub of the family and always looked forward to our visits there or her occasional visits to Michigan.  She doted on her grandchildren.  She was a special big sister to me.  She and Elmo pooled their resources and bought me a (used) bicycle for my 12th birthday. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

John Sterling Rigsby

Sandy remembers…This is my recollections of what I have heard of Daddy's Army service.  As I remember the story he was drafted early in the war…probably sometime in 1942.  His family were "share croppers" for the Barnes family that have the large farm that adjoins the back of Jim's present day farm.  It came about that the son in the Barnes family was to be drafted as he was young and unmarried at the time.  His father went to the local draft board and asked them to defer his son on the grounds that they were providing food for the war effort.  This they did, but still required someone to go in his place. Mr. Barnes told them that my Daddy would go instead.  Never mind that Daddy was doing the work and the son wasn't doing much of anything.  I can see why Mr. Barnes did what he did because C.D. was their only surviving child as the other children had all died young.  All the Barnes family are buried at the Oak Grove Cemetery where Mama and Daddy are….which is strange since they were Church of Christ and the cemetery is next to a Baptist Church. 
Mama and Daddy took the train from where he was stationed in Battle Creek, Michigan to Nashville.  They were married by a Justice of the Peace when they arrived in Nashville.  It was already the third day of Daddy's five day leave.  After getting married, they then had to take a Greyhound bus from Nashville to Bates Hill.  They then walked all the way from Bates Hill to Grandpa and Grandma Rigsby's house,  a distance of  about two miles.  

I remember Daddy said that he was in California on maneuvers and also they came to the hills and valleys of Cannon and Rutherford Counties here in Tennessee.  One time, when his commander found out he was close to home, he let him come home for a couple of days and I think he got to take a couple of buddies with him.  I guess the commander figured he might as well let him go rather than tempting him to go on his own without leave.  Not that my Daddy would have, but it would have been mighty tempting. You know how Southern boys love their Mama's and home cooking.
Lastly, he was stationed in Battle Creek, Michigan.  He received his orders to go overseas and was given a five day leave.  He and Mama took the train to Nashville and got married there on February 7, 1944,   They then took the bus from Nashville to Bates Hill.  It was night time and so they decided to walk from there to his parents’ house which is about a mile past Jim's farm. Mama said it was night time and was a chilly walk as it was the 7th of February.  She said they sang most of the way to try to pass the time and to keep warm. This was already his third day of leave and they only had a couple of days together. Daddy was an MP and part of his job at war's end was to escort German prisoners on the train to the nearest drop off point to where they lived.  He didn't get back from the war until November of 1945. I still have part of their wedding announcement from the newspaper that Mama had glued inside the lid of her recipe box.  After 60 years, it is just about gone. 

Daddy didn't like to talk about the war very much, only the funny parts about some of the things his buddies did.  He had this one buddy named Rattel.  Of course they called him "Rat Tail".  I do know that he said he was all over France, Belgium, Germany.  He was at the battle of the Bulge in December of 1944.  He only obtained the rank of Private, but he didn't really aspire to go any higher.  He did say he made it to Private First Class one time, but was busted back to Private for smoking on duty.  He just laughed about it. After he returned home, he really didn't care to go traveling after that.  He'd already seen more of the World than he really wanted to.  Sandy Rigsby Hillis
Sterling and Thelma’s first six grandchildren were pretty close in age. Julie was born in 1972, Kevin in 1973, Jason in 1975 and Karen in 1976. I think Jennifer and Brian (1980) were 2 and 4 years younger than me, respectively. Of course, Josh and Caleb came along much later.  Karen Rigsby Waters

Sterling was in the service a long time... maybe four years.  Seems like he was drafted early on... maybe even before the Pearl Harbor attack.  They started drafting single men in about 1940, when the war in Europe was getting worse and worse.  I know that he was stationed at Ft. Custer in Battle Creek, Michigan and she used to visit him there on weekends, but I don't remember if that was before or after this service overseas.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Elzie Escle Hillis

Sylva remembers…The first son of Richard Hillis family was born on April 7, 1919.  Escle attended high school until he was 17, almost ready to graduate.  During the fall of 1937, we moved to town and lived in McMinnville until the end of the year when we moved to Michigan. He did not return to school after the move and I'm not sure what jobs he worked at until he became an ironworker.  Uncle Claud Vickers and his son, Harold Vickers, were ironworkers and somehow Escle became an ironworker also. Escle married Betty Lou Nelle on November 30, 1940. His only child is Dolly Anna Hillis who was born in 1944.   After he and Betty Lou were married they traveled to various jobs around the country.   Their marriage ended in divorce.  He worked on some of the TVA dams.  Work seemed to be plentiful because he always said if he didn't like the job or the area he would just "drag up" and move on.  He became "Buck" Hillis early on.  Because his name was Elzie Escle Hillis, some people would pronounce the Elzie as "Elsie."  Well, it wouldn't do for a macho ironworker to be called Elsie, so Buck it was. Since he was married and had a child, he was not drafted until near the end of the war.  He advanced to Sgt. and trained troops in California.  Then he went to Officers Training School and became a Lt.  He was shipped to Germany about the time the war ended and served in the Army of Occupation until his discharge in 1947. 


When he returned, he went back to being an ironworker and I remember that he worked as a supervisor on the Mighty Mackinac Bridge when it was built in the 1950s.  Eventually he became a Business Agent for the Ironworkers Union Local.  Also, he got his GED diploma and took classes at Wayne State University. I'm not sure if he got his associate's degree, but he had enough credits so that he was able to teach the ironworker theory classes at the Building Trades Apprentice Training School.
Since he was 11years older than I was, we did not interact at the childhood level. He was out of the house by the time I was 10 years old but he was a great big brother.  I worked at the Apprentice School right out of high school and every year the Electrician's Union held a fancy ball at the Masonic Temple.  A co-worker arranged a blind date for me with a friend of her boyfriend.  The day before the dance, my date canceled out with strep throat (or maybe cold feet).  Escle stepped in and took me to the dance.  We had a great time, I think he knew more people there than I did.  I eventually met my blind date, and you may know him now as Uncle Bill. 


In 1953 he was married to Shirley Vert.  They were married on November 18, 1953.  They were married around 20 years.  That marriage ended in divorce also, and in 1979 he married Marge Webb.  Marge was a wonderful mate for him and stayed with him until his death.  Escle died on May 24, 1980 at just 61 years of age.  It was Memorial Day weekend… how fitting for a former soldier.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Noys Russell Hillis
Sylva remembers…Richard and Ozella 3rd child was Noys, born February 20, 1921. He volunteered for the Marines a day or so after the December 11, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor.  He was just 20 years old.  He left home for the Marines on December 29, 1941, and took his boot camp training at Paris Island.  He was sent to the war in the Pacific in 1942 and participated in the fight to regain Guadalcanal.  He was also in the Samoan Islands. He contracted malaria from the terrible conditions in the jungles and fox holes and the lack of safe drinking water, etc.  He was sent to New Zealand for a few weeks of rest and rehabilitation.  He returned to the States in the Summer of 1943 and was given a 30-day leave.  He took the train from San Diego to Michigan and stopped off at Camp Wolters, Texas to visit Elmo who was in boot camp there.  He came down with an attack of malaria there and he was very chagrined that they immediately isolated him in the hospital there while his 30-day leave was ticking away.  He eventually made it home to Joy and Dennis, but I'm not sure how many days of leave he had left. After that he was stationed at the Washington D.C. Navy Yard and when President Franklin D. Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, Noys was part of the Marine Honor Guard that participated in the state funeral.  He made a very handsome Marine at 6'4" in his dress blue uniform. He was a very proud (gung-ho) Marine and I doubt that he thought of himself as a hero, he just did what young men of his age at that time were called to do. It's just too bad that he left us so soon.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt
When Joy came into our lives…with Dennis

Sylva remembers…Noys went off to the Marines in December 1941, a couple of weeks after Pearl Harbor.  He was home for a short leave in February 1942 and we had a family picture made with him in his uniform.  Shortly after that he was sent to the war in the Pacific.  That must have been when he shared with Mom and Dad that he had a wife and child.  I guess it must have gone through his mind that he might not return, and he wanted them to know.  One day during that summer Mom and Dad started putting together a crib.  Well, Corrine and I were little girls and we were CURIOUS!!!  What could this mean???  Mom finally disclosed that we had a new sister-in-law and a new nephew, and they were coming for a visit! Wow!  This was big news!  And so we had a new real live doll to play with and a new sister. And we loved them both!  It was great! Eventually Joy and Dennis lived with us for a while when Joy worked downtown at Sanders Confectionery.  We also got to meet Ida Dolfi and the rest of Joy’s family.  I remember Ida feeding us the biggest spaghetti dinner one time.  I had never had Italian food before, but I have loved it every since. Noys and Joy’s second child, Michaelee, was born on V-E (Victory in Europe) Day, and believe me... it was an important day, it seemed like the war had been going on forever.    Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Janis remembers…My Dad was incredibly intelligent and even more so when you consider his limited education.  His truly extraordinary abilities however centered around his people skills.  He ultimately became a "4th" shift supervisor at the Water Treatment Plant, an "expansion team" if you will, creating his shift from the "castoff and rejects" from the other shifts.  During the remainder of his career all the future shift supervisors ended up coming off this "reject" shift, an accomplishment that he was very, very proud of.  He instituted many programs at the plant that are probably still in effect.  Annually there is still a "SEMWPCA Noys Hillis Golf Tournament" Event held in his honor (South Eastern Michigan Water Pollution Control Association).  It was always great to hear motivational stories that his coworkers would tell (frequently reference was made to a needed and deserved kick in the butt they had "lovingly" received).  He used to give me advice when I first started into management.

He wouldn't let me work when I was in high school.  Not even summers, he said I had the rest of my life to do that.  

My Dad was very active with the Rainbow Girls and DeMolay Boys when I was a teen, and our house was always a hangout for the kids.  Most of them considered me really lucky to have parents like mine.  While Dad was in the hospital with his first heart attack he met a nurse whose daughter was on a championship girls hockey team.  From his hospital bed he organized a charity game (and dance) between these girls and the DeMolay Boys.  The girls won and we were able to contribute $100 to the Crippled Children's hospital.  Also 8 weeks after his heart attach he took 11 teenage boys on a week long canoe trip in Tennessee.  He'd helped them raise the money all year (checking bowling balls every weekend during a 3 month bowling tournament and selling novelties to the bowlers) and figured they deserved the trip.

My Dad was most known for his traveling.  He would go anywhere at the drop of a hat.  Living in Detroit....we went to visit my Mom's cousin in Cleveland and went to Niagara Falls on the way home....we went to a bowling tournament in Chicago and went to California on the way home, etc.  

One Friday afternoon in July he was reading the weather report and saw it was 75 degrees in Alaska, he and I discussed that we really had no way of knowing if that was accurate other than to check it out ourselves.  Having never even talked an Alaska trip before that day, we left the following Monday, 3 days later.

The first solo trip I made with 2 girlfriends at 21 and we were going to Fall Creek Falls and then on to Florida.  Instead of getting me the phone number for FCF to make a reservation 3 months in advance.....he drove me down there one weekend, we made the reservation, then drove home.  

My dad always wanted to drive to Chile (the furthest point that you could drive to).

One Thanksgiving after I had been driving about a year, my Dad gave away my car, and replaced it with a stick shift.  He said "Now I would learn to drive".  I said that I'd been driving a year.  He said, "No, up to now, you've only been pointing".

We use to sing in the car and play car games.  He cheated.  We use to play count the cows on your side of the road, drive past a cemetery and you lose all your cows.  Since he knew all the roads it was not above him to stop the car, turn it around, and drive backwards so that all the cows were on my side of the road.

My Mom and Dad played Yatzee several times a day.  They played for money. When my Mom went in for her mastectomy, he wrote her a check for $10,000 from the "National Bank of Yatzee" to pay off most of her debt.  Sounds corny, but it was the most romantic thing I had ever seen.  My parents were very visibly romantic and I never doubted for a day that they loved me and each other.  Again, all my friends really loved to be at our house in that environment.

My Dad was a 32 Degree Mason and a Shriner.  For one of his birthdays we had a little party and requested that everyone only bring Cracker Jacks (the previous year he had hidden my Rainbow ring in a box of Cracker Jacks).  He was sure that inside one of the boxes would be a Masonic ring so insisted on
opening every one (we had the ring but gave it to him only after he had emptied all the boxes). He was quite a prankster so it was nice to put one over on him for a change.

Most people remember my Dad as being very blunt.  In fact he was the only one that told Grandma her cakes were beautiful but tasted horrible…asking that she make him a peach pie instead for his birthday. (He did break the ice for a lot of us to get pie instead after that).  Also when women commented on how beautiful his white hair was how he managed to get it so pure he said "I wash it".

I only remember being mad at my Dad once (not including the Hide the Thimble day at Grandma's).  It was Mike's fault (he took her side over me).  Anyways I was devastated.  I sulked and didn't talk to him for several days.  Years later Mom said he was really upset during this time that I wasn't talking to him.  He never tipped his cards to me though.  I still think about that when I have to lay the law down to Mariah.  I always tell her that I love her enough to let her be mad at me a while so that she grows up to be the kind
of person that she can be proud of. Janis Kay Hillis

Uncle Noys brought Eddie along on one of his "quick" trips to Tennessee back in 1966.  Eddie was about three.  It was my birthday (October 29) and it was a particularly warm weekend.  We all went down to the creek behind our farm and little Eddie fell in.  I was terrified but Uncle Noys took it calmly and said it was a good way for him to learn to swim. Sandy Rigsby Hillis

Joy Dolfi Hillis 


Janis remembers…From time to time people would mention that I was spoiled to which my mother would reply, "No, Janis is catered to." (Personally I always thought I was a little spoiled, but as she explained it, a "spoiled child" demanded, I was just lucky.) Frequently as a teenager I would have a date or other special event and she would stay up all night as I decided I wanted an new outfit at the last minute and she'd make me something. She was a whiz at the old White sewing machine. I still have it and use it when I have the chance. My mother called me "Sugie" as a little girl, until the little boys picked up on it and it started to embarrass me. Then she switched to "Janis Kay", which is probably why I use my middle name more regularly than most people.

My Mother had some weird quirks. Although our house was always messy, it was always very clean. She vacuumed twice a day and "she couldn't sleep if there was a dirty dish in the house." I was never assigned the task of washing dishes as she said, "I wouldn't want to eat off a dish washed by a kid." We gave her a portable dish washer for Christmas one year, she used it twice. When she moved into the Glenmore house it had a built-in dishwasher. When I moved back home when she was sick, I went to put dishes in the washer only to find that this was where she filed her bills. She was also obsessed with washing clothes and making the bed, something I never got good at. Occasionally I would call her and invited her to Grand Rapids, Florida, New York, or wherever I was living at the time. She would say, "OK. Out of dishes and underwear huh?" No one knows you better than Mom.

She didn't really like the Christmas drawing, so we were not in it for many years. She thought Christmas should be for the kids so she always bought something for all the kids. I remember the year that she bought everyone character towels and wash cloths. And I think one year she bought everyone markers. She loved children and children loved her. Amy and Joey, of course, being two of her favorites. She loved all the Hillises but I believe that she felt the closest with Eva for a lot of reasons.

I was always amazed by the contrast between my Mother and her mother. Grandma Ida should have been born in my time. She would most likely be (U.S.) President or CEO of something. Mom on the other hand was definitely meant to be a caregiver. I know of at least one of my friends, that was counseled by her because she too wanted to be a stay at home mom and was feeling society's pressure to be a career woman.

There were some, my Dad most notably, that thought my Mother was "cheap". She explained that she was "frugal" and knew exactly what she wanted. If she couldn't get exactly what she wanted, she preferred to do without. One of her favorite sayings was "Temporary is forever." She knew the prices of everything at every store. She went to 2-3 stores everyday grocery shopping. She did coupons, and watched the sale fliers. She was amazing at budgeting. She use to keep her, "running away from home money", (her
savings from shopping) hidden in her purse (another habit I picked up).  Actually the money always went for something I wanted or the Christmas presents she bought year round (yet another one of my habits, except I call it the "dog's money").

She was very eager for us to all leave home as her "dream furniture" was French Provincial. That is probably why I have white furniture as a tribute to her. (And she was right. Once Mariah & Ron moved in the white furniture was never the same).

When I was growing up, I was not allowed to wear blue jeans as she did not approve "of the element that wore them". Probably the only on-going "argument" that we had, as I always replied, "Who? Everyone else on earth but me?!" It was a source of amusement in later years as she spent about 90% of her last 10-15 years of life in jeans and one of her infamous sweatshirts.

Mom and Dad were romantic all of my memory. She did however tell me many times, "If I had it to do over again, I'd marry your Dad. I'd just do it 10 years later." It was a great feeling to grow up with.

Mom was the greatest traveling companion. Very low maintenance and she loved to watch me have fun. I remember the first cruise we went on. She was really reluctant to go on a cruise as she was always afraid of water (didn't swim), and was prone to motion sickness. After the first cruise though she was a believer and couldn't wait for the next one. There was a costume contest and I spent a day working on my costume. About 5 minutes before we left our cabin, I suggested she should dress up too. So she donned her Japanese pajamas from Shegiko, I made her a long pig tail out of black crepe paper and a coolie hat out of some construction paper and put on make up to give her slanted eyes. Yep, she won a trophy and nothing for me. She had that trophy on the shelves in her living room for many years. When we went to Africa, we arrived on Saturday, but her luggage went to Switzerland. Didn't catch up with her until Wednesday, right before our one and only fancy dinner at the Mt. Kenya Safari Club. You don't exactly run out to the Nairobi K-Mart and pick up a few things. She took it all in stride though and enjoyed the jokes from our fellow travelers.

We were not a church going family, which was funny because I really felt that I grew up quite religious. My mother, who like me, could not carry a tune, always sang "It is no secret (what God can do)" and "In the Garden" around the house all the time. Religion was home schooled so to speak. If Mariah grows up with 1/10th the positive experiences and memories that I have, she will be a very lucky kid. Janis Kay Hillis

I LOVED JOY!!! Michaelee said that she was always there for her, the truth is Joy was always there for any of  us. She was as much a member of the Hillis clan as I am. She always was looking in on Mom to make sure she was eating, taking her medicine or that she just was there for company. I can never thank her enough for helping care for Joey. I think he loved his Aunt Joy, Karen and Amy as much as he loved me. (well, almost). I never had to worry about him when he was in their care. Because of his heart problem, he would always be sick in a day care, but when Joy or Karen or Amy would be caring for him he would stay much healthier.  The first year of Joey’s life, Joy made a video through the year of his accomplishments and gave it to me for Christmas. I still treasure that video although it is hard for me to watch now. I think it is quite ironic that Joy and Joey both died on the 15th of February. I believe in my heart that she is up there taking care of him right now. I miss and love both of you very much. Thank you Joy for all you have given all of us. Judy Hillis

Elmo Grissom Hillis

Karen Waters remembers…Since I lived all the way in Tennessee, I didn't get to know my Great Uncle Elmo as well as I would have liked. I do remember the summer of '85 when Mom, Dad, Kevin, and I went up to Brighton and stayed with he and Aunt Pat for a few days. They really welcomed us into their home. I remember him laughing at me one night at dinner because I picked all the toppings off of my pizza before I ate it. He said "It tastes better with all of that on it" I continued to eat my "plain" pizza and he said "Hmmm, not going to buy that, are you?" I was such a picky eater back then! I remember him showing us around the town and going out for breakfast one morning at this really great buffet. I remember him telling us about this wonderful new movie he had just seen called "Back to the Future" and how Kevin and I should go and see it. The best thing on that trip, though, was everyone coming over to Uncle Elmo's and Aunt Pat's for a cookout before we headed back to Tennessee. We had a fun visit and I got to meet some cousins that I had never met before. Karen Rigsby Waters

He was definitely the uncle I knew best.  I remember his warmth and bright smile.  I loved having picnics at the Brighton house.  Always wanted him on my v-ball team!   He was so tall and handsome!  I remember him as a faithful Catholic, strong in character as he was physically.  He taught me how to play the game Othello, which today is still one of my favorite games.  We lost him way too soon.  We miss you, Uncle Elmo! Sharon Hildebrandt Tonnies

Sylva remembers…Remembering Elmo Grissom Hillis 1925-1988… Some early memories of Elmo:  He was five years older than me, so what does any normal, healthy boy like to do… torment the little sister!  About this time Red Skelton was a popular comedian on the radio (no TV then, gasp!).  Among Red's skit characters was "The Mean Widdle Kid," (an early version of Dennis the Menace) who always talked baby talk.  Well, Elmo would chase me around the house (who knows what for, I'm sure I was an angel), and, of course, I would scream (what else could I do?).  When Mom couldn't take it anymore she would holler at us, and if she could get close enough, she might smack Elmo on the arm (well, he was older and deserved it).  Elmo would then go into his "Mean Widdle Kid" act…. Crying "Oh! You broke me widdle arm, you broke me widdle arm" and carry on in this way until Mom couldn't stay mad and would start to laugh at him.  He was quite a charmer!! Elmo worked for Hass Grocery stocking shelves and delivering groceries. With some of the money he earned I remember he had this very spiffy bike, all decked out in reflectors, streamers, etc. Later, when he was in high school and could drive, he bought this old Model A Ford.  It was black, of course, with those wide whitewall tires, and he always kept it shined up like a new penny. 


Elmo was on the swim team at Redford High School and would practice holding his breath as long as he could while he was in bed waiting to go to sleep at night.  We believe this accounted for his strange sleep sounds later in life… they weren't really snores.  While sleeping, he would hold his breath and then sort of moan from high pitch to lower pitch for several seconds at a time.  I don't know how Patricia ever got any sleep all those years. 


Elmo turned 18 in March 1943 and by May he was in boot camp in Texas.  He only had a semester to go until graduation, but that was not a consideration in those days.  By November he was in North Africa (1st Armored Division) with George Patton chasing Rommell.  Later he was at the Anzio Beachhead in Italy where he was wounded, shrapnel in his shoulder that he carried with him the rest of his life.  He was with the troops that rode their tanks into Rome when it was liberated.  After that he spent some time in France. When he came home he brought me a bottle of French perfume.  At 15 I didn't really appreciate it at the time.  I thought it just smelled really strong. This is how I remember those years.  Elmo was the best big brother a little sister could have and I miss him a lot.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

Peg remembers…My dad was the funniest man I ever knew.  He was always making people laugh.  He had the ability to find  humor in the most ordinary circumstance.  I guess he just didn't take himself too seriously.  And his humor had the lightest touch--he never made fun of anyone or said anything off-color.  (Of course, years later I discovered that he had stolen a whole lot of his jokes from Abbot and Costello! )  Even though he was a funny guy, my dad was also very wise.  When my sister and I would fight, he would tell us to be nice to each other because "your sister will be your best and most enduring friend all your life."  How true.  He always said that friends come and go but the two people you can always depend on are your mother and father.  That was true then and it is still true today.   I would say it is the foundation upon which I have based my own family:  I would have to say that it is working for us.  Thanks, Dad.  My dad was the personification of dependability.  I cannot remember a single time when I needed him, as a child or as an adult, when he let me down.  He was always there to pick me up, teach me a new skill, repair my car, baby-sit for my kids, invent something, cheer me up or set a good example.  He could fix ANYTHING!!  God, I miss him. He was very sociable.  People liked to be with him, not just because he was entertaining, but also because he had such a welcoming personality. My best friend from high school told me years later that  he was the only grown-up she ever knew who treated her like an adult guest.  Unlike her other friends' parents who were generally indifferent, she said that my dad always seemed to be genuinely delighted to see her when she came over.  He would stop what he was doing and actually visit with us. 

He loved to travel.  We used to take the most awesome road trips every summer.  We saw every bit of the U.S.A. during those summer vacations. He was a student of life and was interested in just about everything. He made those vacation trips very educational for my sister and me.  (I do the same thing to my kids---when they complain about stopping to see one more roadside sign or one more historical building, I tell them that they'll thank me one day!)

My dad was my biggest fan.  He gave me a solid sense of self worth.  He was supportive of me at every point in my life...even when my plans didn't exactly match up with his expectations, he never judged; he just helped.  I was 40 years old before it ever occurred to me to wonder if he had ever wished that he'd had sons.  There was never a moment in my life when he didn't indicate that having two daughters was his dream come true.  He was a doting Grandpa.  Katie remembers him as being funny right up to the end (when being funny was truly a colossal effort.)  She was visiting them one time during that last awful year when he was suffering so much.  My mom served my dad and Kate a bowl of soup.  Just as Kate was starting to eat hers, my mom whipped the bowl away from her and replaced it with a different bowl.  She was muttering something about that being the wrong bowl, too hot, too large...something.  Then she decided that was wrong and whipped the second bowl away and put the first bowl back. After the dust settled, Katie said she looked at my dad and he had his arms curled protectively around his bowl like he was afraid my mother was going to start snatching his soup away too.  Of course, my mother was totally unaware of my dad's little joke, which made the whole thing that much more hilarious to Kate.  He could barely move because of the pain he was in, but he was still doing physical comedy to entertain his granddaughter.  Kelly does not remember him and that will always be a great sadness for me. 

I am looking forward to seeing him again in Heaven.  He is still my biggest fan and I depend on him often to speak to the Lord on my behalf.  He's still helping me, supporting me, watching my kids and

fixing things. Peg Hillis Connell

Mary Catherine remembers…As you all know my dad was a very talented man, and of course quite funny, and loved his whole family to death. He loved a family gathering, he thrived on them. As a little girl my most favorite thing to do with my Dad was to sit on his workbench, listen to his crystal radio( it had a headphone, cool) and watch him work on whatever project he was working on and ask questions about the tools he was using and what they did. Or what it was that he was making, who it was for, etc. He had all the patience in the world and answered every question no matter how silly. 

My Dad loved to travel.  He would plan all year, scrimp and save. Then late in July or early August, he packed us all up, chuck wagon and all. We would travel thousands of miles. Peg and I would fight, "she's looking at me "or "she's on my side”, or whatever else we could find to pick on each other about. Then we would give him the double whammy "I'm hungry", or" how many more miles left." How he and Mom ever put up with all that monkey business I'll never know! Once we stopped driving for the day, it was great, swimming and sight-seeing! 

As a teenager I remember the crazy stories, and practical jokes he came up with. String in a soap bottle, he would squeeze the bottle and it looked like he was squirting glue on you. He would scare the crap out of my friends just by looking mean.  It must’ve been a test to see how good a friend they were. These are short examples of what he did. I could go on for pages.

Now as a mom myself, I am most amazed at how much he loved his grandchildren. His eyes would light up when they came into a room, then you could see his whole body fill with joy. I remember when Matt was 4 ½, he was very attached to his special blanket. He NEEDED IT to sleep. After  visiting my Mom and Dad all day one Sunday, we had been home about 45 minutes. It was getting close to bed time for the boys. The doorbell rang and it was my Dad with Matt's blanket. We had left it, never noticed. He never called, he just got in his car and drove all the way to our house to deliver it to Matt. I was speechless. He came in, gave the boys a hug, asked  Matt if he forgot something.  He gave Matt his “blankey”, Matt hugged him again, and he was gone. Wow!!  I have only one regret…that  Kate, Matt, Sean and Kelly didn't get a chance to know their Grandfather.  Mary Catherine Hillis McKay

Corrine remembers…Elmo was 10 years older than me and always my big brother.   Escle and Noys were married and gone by the time I was growing up, but Elmo was around more.  He was such a jokester.  He used to plug in an electric fan and have it running at full tilt then unplug it and quickly stick the plug in his mouth.  It looked like he was the driving force that made the fan whirl.  He’d do this and poke Mom so she would notice him.  She would try not to laugh, swat him with whatever was handy and then burst into laughter.  He was always a favorite of hers.  He was always everyone’s favorite. 

When he worked at Hass’ Grocery Store as a kid, he would occasionally bring me home some penny candy.  That was not an every day occurrence and a real treat in those days.  It must have been because I still remember it…looking and hoping for him to pull a little white bag out of his pocket.  

When he went away to war, it was a sad day.  He was a good correspondent and wrote me letters when he had time.  I sure wish I had kept them.  He sent me pictures, too. When he and Pat got married and had children, I got to baby-sit.  I used to think it was so cool that they got all dressed up and went out on New Year’s Eve with all their friends.  They stayed out really late!!  Past midnight!

In 1949, we had a serious fire at our house on Lahser Road.  While it was being repaired, Mom, Dad, Eva, Judy and I lived with Elmo and Pat for several months at their home on Stout Street.  They were saints to put up with five extra people moving in on them like that. Their house wasn’t that big, but that’s just what families did in those days.  Peggy was a baby then, so we loved living there.  

As an upholsterer, it was fascinating to see Elmo work.  He would fill his mouth with upholstery tacks then, skillfully with the head of a magnetized hammer, retrieve one single tack from his mouth and nail it in place.  This left his hands free to hold the fabric in place.  I was always afraid he would swallow those tacks! We still have a chair in our living room that he gave us as a wedding gift and then re-upholstered in the early ’80’s.  He always did an above-and-beyond job in his trade.

Elmo was a good uncle, good soldier, good son, good brother, good husband, good father, good friend, good man.  We all miss him very much and wish he could still be around pulling his silly tricks and bringing us his unique brand of joy.  Corrine Hillis Opel

Sylva Nadine Hillis Hildebrandt

Sylva remembers…Some of you may not know that years ago Detroit schools had graduations in both January and June.  I never liked being a January graduate, it seemed like a lesser status. In 1935, I started school in Tennessee at age 5 in a one-room schoolhouse.  There was one teacher and probably 20 or 25 students in grades 1-8. I went there two years.  The first year was called "Primer" and we learned to read.  The second year I was able to do all the work for both the 1st and 2nd grades, so at the end of the year I was promoted to 3rd grade.  Then we moved to McMinnville where I attended 3rd grade from August thru December.  The first of January we moved to Detroit.  I was put in 3rd grade, but when the change of semester came at the end of January, they kept me in the first half of 3rd grade (3B) instead of promoting me to the second half (3A).  My mother was not happy about this, but they gave her some story about me being too young (I wasn't yet 8), and so she did not make a fuss.  In those days there was more respect for the authority of teachers.  I just think their enrollment needed another body in the January class.  It was Thomas Houghton Elementary School Lamphere Street in the Six Mile/Lahser area of Detroit.  I spent from 3rd to 8th grades there.  At first the kids teased me about my southern accent.  They would ask me a question just to hear me talk.  It was a simple and carefree life.  Kids walked to school without a worry about being kidnapped. Weekly we walked a mile for sewing (for girls) or manual training (for boys) classes at Harding Elementary School on Lamphere south of 5 Mile.  Nowadays kids would have to be bussed for a trip that far.  I enjoyed my elementary years very much.  I was in the 8th grade play, and I came in third in the spelling bee.  We learned square dances from people Henry Ford sent around to the schools.  It was great growing up in our small town atmosphere. 

When I graduated from Redford High School in Detroit in January 1948 there were about 480 graduates, the June class was even bigger.  We had portable buildings and new and old buildings when I was there, with a ground-level, covered, unheated wooden walkway between buildings.  It was one-way traffic in a triangle from old to new to portables.  And it was jammed between classes.  A few kids always tried to take a shortcut and go against traffic, causing more congestion.  If you had a class on the third floor of one building and your next class was on the third floor of the other building, you were hard pressed to make it in the allotted 5 minutes.   

I also enjoyed high school, although it was too big (around 3,600 students) to get to know many people.   Around 500 graduated in January 1948 and as many or more graduated in June 1948.  I was not affiliated with the "in" Rosedale Park kids, of course.  They were all College Prep and I was taking business classes. I walked to high school also and the library was near the high school, so it was very convenient.  I was Vice President of the Commercial Club, made the National Honor Society and was on the committee that chose our motto and class colors for graduation.  So all in all they were good years considering that we were at war for part of those years. Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt
Corrine remembers…Since Sylva was born into this big family--the fifth child, second daughter, with a little sister five years younger--she certainly didn’t have her own bedroom or get to be the baby for very long. When she was a teenager, her mother had two more babies, and Sylva became the second mother in our house.  However, Sylva took this in stride as a natural part of growing up.  She excelled at home and was one of those sweet kids who was very cooperative and easy going, making very few waves. She was always the one designated to ask if we could go to the show, our main means of entertainment of the day.  She excelled at school and was a near-perfect student.  It is too bad she never got to attend college, since she would have breezed through. She enjoyed the Big Band music of the 40s and I can remember her dancing around the living room at 16814 Lahser to the strains of “A String of Pearls.”   One of her suitors had given her such a string of pearls and it was her way of celebrating.  She had a good singing voice and we enjoyed having sister-sings in the kitchen to make doing the dishes a little more bearable. Sometimes we would get carried away and Dad would have to yell at us to get back to work.  While nobody was looking, she grew into a gorgeous brunette.  

She was engaged once before Uncle Bill came along… to a sailor named Don Finch.  (Uncle Bill called him “Pinch Me Finch”.)  Now she insists it was just a high school fling and in those days it was popular to be engaged.  After high school, she worked for the Board of Education and did secretarial work at various schools in the Detroit area.  One of those schools was a trade school on the East Side, where she met a young apprentice named Bill Hildebrandt--and the rest is history.  They were married in a big, traditional Catholic wedding on November 19, 1949.  During the first years of their marriage, they lived with Bill’s mother.  A little baby boy was born to them prematurely during that time.  He was a “blue baby,” a term given to babies of that day born with breathing difficulties.  Little William Jr. did not live long, and it was a sad time for everyone.  Later Bill was in the service, and Sylva learned to be an Army wife. Eventually another miscarriage marred their happiness, but Karen Elaine arrived safe and joyously healthy on December 2, 1957.  Other daughters followed and the years have slipped by.  Now they have been married 55 years, enjoying three grandchildren and the prospect of more.   

Sylva is a crafty, talented person who has excelled in quilting, dressmaking, painting, cake decorating, ceramics, genealogy--you name it.  She can do well in whatever she tackles.  Now she is a computer whiz and amazes us all with her skills.  She has become our expert in Hillis family history and we enjoy her tales of our ancestors, linking us to the events of the past.  

During the time when Mom’s health was deteriorating, Sylva was the caregiver.  She was the one who took time off from work to take her mother here and there, and it was Sylva who made the arrangements for the nursing home. She was there at her bedside when Mom breathed her last.  It was natural for her to take over. She had learned as a youngster to help others. The rest of the family was very thankful she was there in the time of need.  And that is how it is with Sylva, the backbone of our family, the good daughter, a wonderful sister and a superwoman who has gained the love and admiration of us all. Corrine Hillis Opel

Noma Corrine Hillis Opel 

Beth remembers…Throughout my life, I have been aware that I have a very special mother.  

One of my fondest memories of childhood is of my mom washing my hair under the bathtub faucet.  As she lathered and rinsed she’d talk about upcoming events and plans, like visits to our relatives or church activities. Just remembering it, I get that same sense of anticipation of exciting things to come.

I credit Mom for much of my academic development, too.  She often played word games with me as I dried the dishes, which made the chore less of a drudgery and improved my vocabulary at the same time. In later years, I was involved in spelling bees, and after school she’d quiz me with words that she’d encountered in the newspaper and magazines.  She was so proud when I won the county bee in seventh grade.

She knew how to motivate us kids to do duties around the house.  On Saturday mornings we’d find a list with tasks that had been assigned differing point values.  We each had to choose jobs enough to add up to a certain point total—a system that made housework kind of a game.  Smart lady!

Today, Mom is equally amazing.  How many senior citizens do you know that are computer whizzes?  She emails, scans, and word processes with youthful proficiency.  She is always eager for us to teach her new computer tricks.  And her writing abilities have always been a source of pride for me.  She whips up poems for occasions ranging from a new washing machine to a church fund drive to the heartbreaking death of a beloved nephew.  Her way with words is a blessing to many.

Mom is also a woman who lives her faith.  She’s told us of her participation in church activities as a young adult, and this seed really grew to fruition after she married Dad.  Due to his encouragement, along with the influence of some fine Christian ladies, she became very involved in a Lutheran women’s group.  Over the years she has become one of their most active and respected members.  People always gush when they discover I’m “Corrine’s daughter!”

Even though we’re grown now, Mom hasn’t stopped preparing Easter baskets, stuffing our Christmas stockings, or devising travel games for times when we are vacationing together.  She is spirited, thoughtful, and loving, and we all appreciate that she keeps these childhood traditions alive.

Probably the value Mom has promoted most is the importance of family.  She makes sacrifices to spend time with family that lives far away.  On both sides of our family she is the one who promotes and plans family gatherings, from holiday celebrations to the Grissom family reunions.  And now she works tirelessly to send out the “Photo of the Day,” a phenomenon that not only preserves our heritage but also solidifies our family ties and promotes our connection to each other.

I know that many of my friends are envious of the relationship I have with my mother.  She’s hip, funny, cute, clever, passionate, understanding, nurturing, and totally human.  She and Dad are outstanding models of an effective marriage.  She inspires me to achieve, and she loves me no matter what.  And to the entire family, she is a constant reminder of how important we are to one another. Elizabeth Opel

My energetic Mother, Corrine.  For all the health issues that she's endured the past few years, she never fails to exert the incredible effort that it takes to get the PotD out every day.  I know the challenges of a daily email with my “Lyric of the Day”, and her mix of pictures, history, organization, pop culture and current events is way more taxing than my little lyric mail.  And befitting the tradition and style of the Hillis family, she never does it halfway, always making sure to take that one extra step to put it over the top.  I know we're all impressed with her daily effort and totally appreciative. Paul Opel

Susan remembers…Mom has had a great influence on our lives, from making things fun, no matter the situation to decorating festively to celebrate just about any season. I really feel that my mother (and her family for that matter) really made me the competitive, fun, and creative person that I am today.  One of my fond memories was the bargain-hunting that my mother taught me.  It all began at Meijer when we would go in separate lanes with our triple coupons to get the maximum discount.  This woman knows how to maximize her dollar!  Mom and I also spent many summer days tracking  down garage sales all over Bay and Saginaw County.  She wasn't shy to
ask people for items that she did not see.  I once netted an iron and an ironing board that weren't even on sale since she asked!   Mom had some great lines like:  

· "Susan plays the saxophone." - untrue - said to my future band director - I actually play the trombone which is really not very similar. 

· "If I find it can I spank you?" – That was her threat when we were too lazy to look for something.  How did she always manage to find that darn thing?

· "I don't know, hanging from the ceiling?" - the perfect response to any question that began , "Mom, where is my...?"

· "Susan, set the table." – my response - "After I finish this chapter" - the reality - three chapters
later the job would get done.

· "Don't we do fun things?" or "DWDFT?" or "DW?" - because we do, always! Susan Opel



Eva Annette Hillis

Corrine remembers…Eva is a many-facetted person much like a diamond, which is brilliant and has many sides.  

Generosity…is a very part of her nature.  She has never been especially wealthy, but she is so generous.  She would rather do with less for herself and spend more on someone she loves.  One year I let it be known that I was starting  a “Noah’s Ark” collection.  Not long afterwards, she bought me a huge, beautifully-framed picture of Noah’s Ark which has graced my home ever since and gets comments from all who see it.  I cannot imagine what she must have paid for it.  Another time she drew my name for Christmas and she bought me everything on the list, plus lots of extras to go along with it.  I know she is just as generous with others.  

Good Planner….when it comes time to plan a family gathering, Eva is always right on.  We depend on her to have the good ideas, the perfect suggestions for the proper time, place and activity. She has a knack for coming up with, and is not afraid to suggest, new places to meet, new ways to entertain, new people to include. I think this is very unusual for the 7th of 8 children to be such a leader.  

Thoughtful…Eva is very thoughtful.  What a wonderful trait!  She usually comes up with a thoughtful way to thank you even before you realize you might need to be thanked.   

Opinionated…This can be a good trait and sometimes not so great.  Eva has had opinions about many big issues for a long time….women’s right, politics, church.  She can be very vocal and convincing.  Maybe she steps on a few toes once in a while, but at least she is not shy about letting you know where she stands.  And her reasons sound so right.

Privileged…Eva must be the most special of the Hillis children…more privileged than all the rest of us.  You see, she was born in a hospital when all of rest of us landed here via the back bedroom.  I have never been sure why Mom and Dad chose a hospital birth for Eva after 9 other babies were born at home.  Maybe through Dad’s job they had suddenly acquired hospital insurance?  Maybe they thought this would be the LAST baby (silly them!) and why not do it up right?  Or maybe Eva is just special!  However this does bring up the question of whether they came home with the right baby. 

Family Oriented…Eva has supported the Grissom Family Reunions and our annual Hillis Christmas Gatherings with a passion and has over the years made attendance very important to her kids.  As a result, Amy and crew and Andrew are right there when the family gathers…no question.  She appreciates her ancestry and makes the Tennessee relatives come alive when we visit people we have not seen in years.  Of course, she loves her grandchildren beyond all limits.

Memory…She has this capacity to remember things forever.  She remembers things from ancient times and her recall is fantastic.  She remembers things about me and my family that I have long forgotten.  She’ll bring something up and I will think…oh yeah.

Current….If you want a critique on the latest movie, TV show or rock group, Eva has one.  It is amazing that she can stay current with all the latest things that are out there.  

Smart…After raising her children, it was her desire to go back to school and get her degree.  Many people want to do this, but drop out along the way.  Eva worked hard and her brains got her through it and now she is a very efficient accountant, with a headful of numbers knowledge.  Having a career was important when she suddenly was single again and needed to support herself.

Witty…Her greatest asset is her wit.  This lady has had treacherous brain surgery, and – praise God – she remains just as witty as ever.  I look forward to her PotD answers everyday because there will always be a chuckle included.  She is quick and funny and she knows it.  She has needed this wit and outlook on life to cope with the many hardships and disappointments that have been thrown into her path.  

Resilient…Things have not ever been easy for Eva. She grew up at the tail end of a big family when her parents were aging and, before she had a chance to be the baby of the family, she was supplanted by a new little sister. That combination of sisters has been a real blessing to both of them over the years, but one wonders if in those formative years, Eva didn’t wish to have a place of her own - not overshadowed by her more boisterous sister.  In her adult life Eva has had more than her share of surgeries and ailments.  She isn’t a hypochondriac and isn’t yearning for sympathy, but very serious conditions have pervaded her life.  Sometimes it seemed like it wasn’t fair.  And just when she was at her lowest, her marriage fell apart for good.  Through all this she remains a seemingly happy person, a caring aunt and sister, a supportive mother and just about the grandest Nana on earth.    Corrine Hillis Opel

Judy Janette Hillis

Corrine remembers…When Judy came into this world in 1945, she was certainly considered an “Oops Baby”.  At the age of 45, Ozella was probably a little embarrassed to be with child for the 10th time.  I don’t think she told too many people about her expected addition.  In the family, not all of us knew what was about to happen.  One morning Dad just told us we had a new baby sister! She was born in the back bedroom at the house on Lahser …. And wouldn’t you think some of us would have wondered what was happening in the next room?   We already had a baby sister with Eva, so this was really a surprise!  There were only 17 months between the little girls, so now we had two babies to play with!  Besides Eva and Judy, there were several nephews and nieces born in that time period of the middle to late 40’s, so that the Hillis family was replete with little kids when we got together.  As the baby of the family, Judy clamored for attention among the other children by her natural happy deposition.  She was a cute little chubby child and always seems to be in a good mood.  That has been her hallmark with everyone she meets to this day.  Many of her sayings and expressions have become part of the way we talk in the Hillis family.  She especially loves the children of our clan and seems to be a magnet that attracts their attention.  Everyone knows she is “their favorite aunt.” It is obvious that she loves Eva’s grandchildren as much as if they were her own. She also has such affection for her sisters and their spouses that she makes them feel assured of her abundant love.  She is a touchy, feely person who loves to hug, hold your hand, stroke your hair.    Growing up she probably had to endure much teasing from classmates because of her size. Through this torture, she learn to laugh and develop her clowning around techniques. She says she doesn’t remember much of her childhood so maybe she has blocked out unpleasant events. She took a course in cosmetology when she was out of school and became a very proficient hair dresser. After a while she met a man who would become her husband.  When she married Bill, nobody really liked him or thought it was a good match.  He constantly nagged her about her weight which didn’t make anyone very happy. They tried to make a go of it but their marriage ended in divorce.  It is interesting that they are still friends and even go on vacations together, making their relationship one of “we can’t live together but we still like to be friends.”  Judy has many such friends who have been her buddies through thick and thin over the years.  Peggy, Robert, Jackie, Amy, the Burgers, and so on.  One special friend is Jim Sims who is her cohort and companion.  They do many things together and are considered a couple, even though there really isn’t a romantic connection …just two single people who enjoy each other’s company.  There is no denying the bond that exists between those little girls who were born so close together into the Hillis family.  It has always been Eva and Judy….Judy and Eva.  Once they lived many miles apart but now they are happy to live in the same town and see each other almost every day.  No story about Judy would be complete without including Joey.  At one time in her life, Judy had a relationship with a guy named Tom (None of us liked him either).  Somewhere along the way, she found herself pregnant and Tom was not happy about it, but Judy wasn’t about to give up this child.  She and Tom split and she decided to have this baby and raise him on her own.  With much support from family, Joseph Woodson Hillis arrived on August 20, 1987.  Having Joey was a life changing experience for Judy and she doted on her child with a passion.  He was the “toast of the town” with the rest of the family members also. No other little Hillis baby has been loved so much. He was born with a hole in his heart, but we were sure he would grow out of it.  He seemed to have a normal babyhood and was a joy to be around.  At one point, he had to have a pace maker put into his little chest to keep his heart beating properly.  All was fine and he started school when he was 5.  The teachers loved Joey.  However lurking about was a monster staph infection which invaded his body after the pace maker operation and he became very ill within a matter of days.  Again we thought he would be OK, but  it was not to be.  Joey grew worse and worse and finally after days in a comatose condition, we let Joey go.  He was 5 ½ .  It is probably the hardest event our family has ever endured and we hope it never happens again to one of our loved ones.  Judy will never get over the loss of this gift she was given.  It has been hard to see her sad, even though it has been many years since Joey left us.  In August 2005, Eva planned a big celebration for Judy’s 60th birthday which was dubbed “Judypalooza”.   We have never seen her so excited and she, herself,  says it was the happiest day of her life.  She has been through some grueling times, so it is a joy to see her so happy. Corrine Hillis Opel
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Photo Key

1. Richard Woodson Hillis and friend

2. Lester Kerr Grissom and Tullus Clifton Grissom

3. Kimera Dickson Grissom and Hazel Shaw Grissom

4. Richard Woodson Hillis

5. Eva Annette and Judy Janette Hillis

6. (left to right) Eiland and Zelma Lee, Kimera and Hazel Grissom

7. Florence Martha Haston Grissom

8. Gene and Addine Grissom Scott

9. John Toliver Grissom

10.  Ozella Grissom Hillis

11.  Escle Hillis

12.  John Toliver Grissom Family 

(back low) Lester, Tullus, Ozella (front row) Edith with baby Kathleen, Kimera, John, Brainard, Florence with Eiland.  (Note: Addine had not been born yet.)

13.  Brainard and Margie Grissom

14.  Haas Grocery Ball Team 1941

15.  Sylva Hillis Hildebrandt

16.  Richard and Eva Hillis

17.  Edith and Claud Vickers

18.  John Woodson Hillis Family

(front row) John, Flora, Ida, Richard Hillis with Arzie Hillis in back

19.  Florence Martha Haston Grissom

20.  Elmo Grissom Hillis

21.  Charlemagne, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire

22. Thelma and Tullus Grissom

23. Richard, Flora and young Raymon Hillis

24.  Corrine Hillis Opel

25.  John Woodson and Ida Bell Hillis

26.  Richard and Ozella Hillis holding Thelma and Escle

27.  Thelma Hillis Rigsby

28.  Grace and Raymon Hillis

29.  Zelma Lee and Eiland Grissom

30.  Lester Grissom and cousin Molly Swindle

31.  John and Florence with Addine Grissom Scott

32. Noys Russell Hillis
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