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mountain heritage  

Who Am I ?  

 

My family ancestry has always interested me. I didn't know my grandparents from my mother’s 

family since they died when my mom was young. Dad’s parents were ancient, but I met them a 

few times. Cancer restricted Grandma to bed. My grandparents did not believe in electric lights. 

They kept two oil-burning lamps in her room. Her room was always dark and smelled like kero-

sene. Dad would make us kiss his mother when we visited. When we would get near the bed, 

Grandmother would grab us.  “Are you saved? If not, you will burn in hell,” she would whisper in 

a dark, scary voice. My mom would always sing out a chorus of “Amen!” 

 

This lady frightened the crap out of me. I was only eight years old and won-

dered what I had done to be condemned to hell at such an early age. I think 

she must have been confusing me with my older brother Bucky. Except for 
an unfortunate candy bar incident at Stump’s Store, I had lived a pretty clean 

life up to this point. 

 

I always wondered, “Who am I?” Like most people, I did not have a clue. My 

parents never talked about their family or our ancestry. I am not sure my 

parents even knew our ancestors themselves since no one documented our 

family history. To complicate matters, our family Bible burned in a fire many 

years ago. Thus, our family ancestry has a considerable gap. 

 

With today’s incredible computer research tools and DNA 

kits, I decided to research my family history. My goal was to 

put the issue to rest once and for all. We recently published a 

book titled The Lawhorne Family History. There also is a version 

for my wife’s family called The Green Family History. I am now 

somebody other than a name in the phone book. 

 

I want to share my candid experience in case you are thinking 

about researching your family history. You need to know what 

you are getting yourself into before you commit to this pro-

ject. You may conclude it is better just not to know your an-

cestors. 

 

 

Preston Lawhorne 

Reprinted with permission from 

Life Is A Puzzle With a Few Missing Pieces 

Susie Mae Lawhorne  1951 

Preston and his new wife Joyce Ann 

College Graduation 1971 

See Who Am I?, page 2. 
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First, the research is like that pink Energizer Bunny from TV. It just keeps going and going, beat-

ing that darn drum. Seriously, I have been researching for over three years, and it feels like it 

might never end. 

  

When I think I am clear of the swamp, it drags me back in. A new fact magically appears, or I find 

a lost relative. This obsession will force you to follow up your lead. The feeling must be like peo-

ple with a gambling addiction. You tell yourself this lead could be the big one. 

 

Mistakes waste a lot of time and can be very costly. The worst mistake you can make is finding 

that your research is wrong. You must rebuild an entire branch of your family tree. As an exam-

ple, one of my little mistakes burned up over three weeks of my life. There are times I wish my 

family tree went straight up, but I think the genealogy experts would call that incest. 

 

This habit, sorry, hobby, can be expensive. It innocently begins 

when you have your DNA tested. The test results are visually 
beautiful. They include colored maps and circles in the areas of the 

world where your ancestors lived. It teases you with claims you 

are thirty-one percent British and sixteen percent Irish with a hint 

of German. The research suggests you have a “DNA family circle” 

and even gives you a few families names to entice you. Their analy-

sis projects the migration of your family to America. You will be 

hooked. You will ask yourself how you can get more of this ances-

try drug with all the bright colors and pretty graphs. 

 

There is a miracle, and you receive the answer from heaven. Sorry, 

it actually comes from the internet. Online research companies 

like “My Heritage” or “Ancestry.com” make wild promises. They 

claim if you know your name and provide a few basic facts, then 

you can build your ancestry. They even offer the product free for 

fourteen days. You stay up two weeks without sleep assuming you 

can get this project done within the open period. That will never 

happen. You receive four thousand hints you must follow up. With 

every new person you find, you seem to get another five hundred 

tips. At one point, I had an overwhelming 24,526 hints to research! 

 

Finally, you will give in and join for a six-month basic plan for a $100 to buy time to study those 

thousands of hints. Every few weeks these companies will send you some new database to try for 

free. One weekend they opened the War of 1812 soldier records to review for forty-eight 

hours. It is like your cable company enticing you with free HBO and Showtime movie channels 

for a weekend. You stay up for forty-eight hours straight to binge on these records. At some 

point, your body will have sleep deprivation, and you will scream, “Get behind me, Satan!” 

 

Bucky, Preston, and the younger brother Eddie Bo 

See Who Am I?, page 3. 

Who Am I? 
-continued- 
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The initial six months of the online application feels like the blink of an eye. If you don't renew, 

you realize that you will lose all your research. You lose over a hundred thousand facts stored 

and forty-eight hundred ancestors found. No way you can take that chance and you panic. You 

realize you need an offline version, like FamilyTree.com. Your records can be backed-up and 

saves you from renewing online for eternity. Now you can keep all your research on your com-

puter. You justify this expense by telling yourself you need an offline tool. It provides better mod-

eling and reporting, anyway. After two weeks, you realize that the online version is much easier 

to use. You painfully realize you can never cancel either product as long as you live. After that, 

who cares? 

 

The data files for this research are enormous. It will consume your old 

computer processing and storage capacity. You invest in a new computer 

that costs $2,000 and an external disk drive that costs $300 to be safe. 

 

Since these companies don't have a book publishing application, you will 
need to find a publisher to print your masterpiece, like “My Canvas.” My 

two books cost about $125 each if someone wants to buy them. This 

habit is not cheap. You curse yourself for having such a large family and 

thousands of ancestors. 

 

When you think this expense may end, you wake up in the middle of the night feeling you need to 

back up to a cloud. This is to be safe because your computer could crash. A cloud backup service 

costs another ten bucks per month. This service will be for the rest of your life or until you go 

bankrupt. Like any drug, you discover that paranoia is a side effect of this habit. Heed Nancy 

Reagan’s wise advice: “Just Say No!” 
 

Another downside of the research is frustration. You will run into brick 

walls and dead ends. It looks like your entire family went to family reun-

ions to meet a future husband or wife. Many of the old records are lost, 

or an ancestor might have changed their name running from the law. 

There are state counties that no longer exist, and they must have de-

stroyed the files when they moved. 

  

In my case, the Amherst County Courthouse burned down twice losing 

many of the vital records. This happened before the state recorded the 

records via microfilm. 

 

You will find pictures and will not have a clue where to start. Those pic-

tures lie on your desk, smiling and taunting you to guess who they are. 

 

A big warning is that a lot of the research from other shared family trees may be flawed or forced  

Preston, brother Gary, and dad Henry 

1959 

Henry Talmadge Lawhorne 

21st Birthday — 1921 

Who Am I? 
-continued- 

See Who Am I?, page 4. 
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Who Am I? 
-continued- 

 to fit.  You will review other people’s family trees and realize they are just wrong. A great ex-

ample is a record that claimed a person came to America in the early 1600s and moved directly 

to Oklahoma City where the family settled. The guy didn't even stop by Jamestown. This would 

have really upset the Native Americans. That did not happen.  

    

You will also find family trees where women have children at eighty years old. I even saw trees 

where people married before they were born or married at 150 years old. You want to send 

the record owners an email, “Please check your facts people! There are tools for that. You 

don’t have to make this stuff up.” 

     

Then you realize the people may make this stuff up to put an end to 

this madness since there seems to be no end in sight. 

     

Another caution is your DNA test results. Take this data at face val-

ue since it only analyzes twenty-three pairs of chromosomes. Ac-
cept it as entertainment and general information. It will not tell you 

if you have medical DNA issues for instance. 

 

These tests do an excellent job of connecting people to their poten-

tial ancestry. The real work is the research of the ancestor records 

to get the real details and truth.  

    

You will love it when there is an email from someone who just got 

their DNA test results back and may be related to you. The email 

usually goes something like this: “Hi PLAW747. I just took my DNA test I got for my birthday. It 

shows we may be kin. You are my eighth cousin twice removed or something like that. Anyway, please 

send me all your information proving we are related ASAP. Love, Your cousin, Lucy 123.” 

     

My typical response is to open my family tree, so they can do their own research. You will not 

want to do the work for anyone else since you have invested years of your blood, sweat, and 

tears into this habit, sorry, hobby. If a person wants to know, they should do the research, and 

not depend on anyone else. Most of these emails do not even send a contact email address. I 

guess they think you should know their email address since they are such a close relative. 

     

You will find that either your family makes things up, or they flat out lie. Before I started this 

project, they told me my mother was born in Ireland. She was born in West Virginia. They also 

told us my grandparents were killed together when they were hit by lightning while carrying a 

pail of water. I think our family must have got them confused with Jack and Jill. My grandparents 

died seven years apart based on their death certificates. There were no water pails involved in 

their deaths. 

See Who Am I?, page 5. 

Preston, Joyce, and son Bradley 

1975 
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My mother forgot her birthday. On her marriage license, she claimed 

to be eighteen years old. Her birth certificate shows she was not yet 

sixteen. She must have gotten her years mixed up. I can't imagine my 

Christian mother would have lied about her age to get married. Yet, 

the records don't lie. 

 

Another family story is that an in-law’s family supposedly belonged to 

the Italian mob. Our research discovered that his family was from 

Germany, and they worked on the railroad. 

 

Family told us we had relatives that fought for the Union in the Civil 

War. That is fake news. The research proved that all my relatives 

fought for the Army of Virginia. We found all their military and pen-

sion records. 

 
You need to accept there will be many surprises. I am not pure 

Irish on my mother’s side, although her last name is O’Tooley. They 

spell our father’s family surname Laugharne, and our ancestry is 

from Wales. Dad’s first wife deserted him and her kids seven years 

before they divorced. My wife found she was Cherokee Indian, but 

not from her mother’s side, as everyone always told her. Joyce’s 

tenth great-grandmother was Pocahontas. We found her second 

great-grandmother surname was Felty and not Whitaker. We also 

discovered the family spelled Joyce Ann's father’s middle name 

wrong. So just be prepared for surprises. 

 

Not everyone will believe you. People may laugh when you claim 

you are the fifteenth great-grandson of the king of Scotland. They 

may also chuckle when you explain that your eleventh great-uncle 

burned down his village. The British beheaded him in the Tower of 

London. People may not believe your great-grandmother had six brothers who fought for the 

Army of Virginia during the Civil War. Three brothers were killed in battle. The Yankees execut-

ed one of the remaining brothers as a convicted Confederate spy in Kentucky.  

 

Another warning is that someone will get mad. People will get upset because you misspelled a 

name. It was not done intentionally, and I can easily correct it. It will also be a surprise there are 

so many misspellings in the public records. 

 

Your family will not understand when you explain the research is about your family history, and 

you did not study all their spousal families. Spouses should do it themselves and add their infor-

mation to our family tree. 

Laugharne Family Coat of Arms 

Susie Mae O’Tooley and Henry Talmadge Lawhorne 

Wedding Day 1946 

See Who Am I?, page 6. 

Who Am I? 
-continued- 
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People will ask you to track their families as a test. I did a check for a friend. There were some 

new fascinating facts about a relative that surprised them. They did not believe it even when I 

produced the historical records and documents. Don’t shoot the messenger. 

     

Finally, this project will be overwhelming. I researched my family back to the 1300s. Just remem-

ber that every time you add a person, you are now trying to find that person’s parents, etcetera. 

The project compounds very quickly.  

    

When I got back to the 1300s, I could not read or speak the Welsh dialect Cymraeg. I couldn't 

identify the boy from the girl names. Heck, I cannot even pronounce the Welsh dialect name. My 

first-grade teacher did not go over that. That is why I stopped my research at eighteen genera-

tions. After that, who cares? Besides, everyone knows how the story starts with the creation of 

Adam and Eve. 

     

If this list of negative feedback does not dissuade you, then your rewards 
will be many. We found some amazing stories and facts we published in 

our book. Our history and ancestors have really surprised our families. 

We discovered items like faded pictures and public records of our parents 

when they were children. We even found a picture of my dad and his first 

wife taken on their wedding day. It is priceless to our family. 

     

The research cleared up many mysteries and helped fill in a lot of gaps. 

We found my father had a sister by the name of Lorena whom we discov-

ered in the 1910 federal census. She died at an early age because she was 

not in the 1920 census. 

     

This work helped find a cousin’s real mother who had given him away when he was born. He dis-

covered he had five brothers and sisters! This project also helped find a niece’s real father, whom 

she had never met. She got to meet him two months before he died. 

     

The most significant benefit of this work is the legacy you will leave for your family. Our family 

now knows our ancestry and who we are. We have a written history we can pass to our next 

generation. Well, this is true as long as I pay that renewal charge to keep the data current. I am 

thinking about leaving this bill to my son in my will. 

    

Who knows? You may even find you love history as much as I do. 

 

Preston Lawhorne is the author of Life is a Puzzle with a Few Missing Pieces. Part One of his 

autobiography weaves his family history with humorous stories and memories from the 

1950’s to the 1990’s.  His new book Life is a Puzzle with a Few More Pieces Found will be print-

ed in Spring of 2019. Books may be found at Gilmer Arts or Amazon.com. 

Henry Lawhorne and first wife Ruby 

1921 

Who Am I? 
-continued- 
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It is with mixed feelings that I give up my corner of this 

wonderful publication!  It has been an exciting two years 

and our Gilmer County Genealogy Society has really 

grown. We have had a lot of exciting speakers, with in-

creased attendance and membership as well.  I would 

like to take credit for this, but the credit has to be given 

to the exceptional board that has worked together to achieve this success.  We 

were not afraid to try new things, and we have had a lot of fun along with very 

few challenges.  I know that the incoming president will have the same support 

that I was given. 

 

My future plan is to be available for anyone who would like assistance with be-

ginning genealogy, help with research, or interpretation of their DNA results.  If 

they cannot come to the library on Fridays when we have our scheduled volun-

teers, I will be willing to work with them at a time convenient for them.  I want 

this to be announced at future meetings so our newcomers will know.  Again, 

thanks to everyone for your support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

P. S. See you all at the Christmas party on December 13 at 11:00 a.m. at the 

Shriners’ Club at 100 Shrine Club Drive in Ellijay, Georgia 30540.  We are having 

ham, no fried chicken this year so you can bring your own!  I’m bringing a chick-

en casserole!  This is always the best food that our members of the Genealogy 

Society makes!  Becky Burrell will be baking pecan pie! 

 

Sylvia Johnson 

The President’s Corner 
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Perilous Paths 

September 13 Meeting 

Speaker: Author George McClellan  

Our speaker for September was George McClel-

lan, author of Perilous Paths, a historical walk 

tracing the footsteps of Robert McClellan as he 

made his way westward in the early 1800’s by 

working as an army pacer, an Indian scout, Army 

Ranger, and a spy.  We learned about his time in 

the army and what happened when he entered 

Indian country and traded furs with the Indians 

in an area that became the American Midwest. 

George McClellan and the Map of Robert McClellan’s Journey 

Author George McClellan 

Photos submitted by: 

Rebecca Burrell 

Barbara J. Dover 

Preston Lawhorne 

See  Fourth Quarter Highlights, 2018, page 9. 

Fourth Quarter Highlights, 2018 
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See  Fourth Quarter Highlights, 2018, page 10. 

“Things I Wish I’d Asked Grandma” 

October 11 Meeting 

Speaker: Author Preston Lawhorne 

Speaker Preston Lawhorne, author of Life is 

a Puzzle with a Few Missing Pieces, spoke at 

our October meeting of various ways to 

compile family histories and then document 

them to make it more interesting for family 

members, especially for tweens and teens.  

His sharing of his family books which he cre-

ated through Canvas provided beautiful and 

interesting examples of documentation. 

Author Preston Lawhorne 

Preston Lawhorne 

1971 

Fourth Quarter Highlights, 2018 

-continued- 
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The Legacy of Author and Poet Byron Herbert Reece 

November Meeting 

Speaker:  Dr. John Kay 

Dr. John Kay, President Emeritus and founding 

chairman of the Byron Herbert Reece Society, 

was our speaker for the November meeting.  Dr. 

Kay spoke of his work to preserve the legacy 

and farm of poet/author Byron Herbert Reece 

(1917-1958.)  His information about the author 

and his descriptions of the Byron Herbert Reece 

Farm and Heritage Center were captivating and 

enriching.  

Dr. John Kay 

Byron Herbert Reece 

with his two wives: 

Farming and Writing 

Fourth Quarter Highlights, 2018 
-continued- 
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Research Corner 

 

 

 
 

Naomi Nabors at howdynabors@yahoo.com would like information on 

George Franklin Davis (1818-1886) born in NC, buried in Davis Cemetery. Does anyone have 

newspaper or cemetery records? 

 

Jamie Parks (904-662-0256) Atlanta - researching Parks, Cole, Tatum, and Hill. Are you related? 

 

The Leasure family at bleasure2673@gmail.com is researching Pence, Parks, Carroll, Moore. 

 

April Craig at aprilcraig71@gmail.com is looking for the family bible of Zachariah Cox which was 

once in possession of Ora Mae Little. 

 

Carolyn Christian at cchristiansocal@gmail.comwould like information on David King Crenshaw, 

Methodist preacher, who was here in 1850's. 

 

Jan Jones jan_jerry@sbcglobal.net, 15737 S. Central St., Olathe, KS 66061, Registrar for Olathe, 

KS DAR would like proof documents that these three are brothers and the children of Henry 

Watkins and Hannah Johnson: Heskett "Hess" died April 1880, Abner died 24 Jan 1889 who was 

married to Nancy Smith, died 1 Mar 1910, Henry Watkins died 30 June 1884 was married to Re-

becca Smith who died after 1884. 1850 census ties Henry and a Rebecca to son, Zemeriah, who 

died in Cherry Log. 

 

Michelle Wagner treelover1975@gmail.com researching Parks family. 

 

Ted Zimmerman theothorzimmerman@yahoo.com,  Samuel Messer Stover 10 May 1852-1922, 

Gilmer County, his daughter Snow Louise born 19 Jan 1893, died 1949. James M. Parker 1891-?. 

Snow L., his grandmother Mary Winifred Parker, his grandfather Nathaniel Woodrow Osborn 

(he met him).  He wants to get in touch with family. Parker, Stover, Osborn, James, Minyard, 

Parker.  Snow Louise Stover, Nathaniel Osborn.  His mom is Donna Dee Osborn. 

 

Lynda Theriault at ftheriau@neo.rr.com would like information about her great grandparents: 

Amos Johnson (1817-1860,) Elizabeth Ann Jones (1833=1895,) Joseph Henry Ray (1831-1870,) 

and Jane Long (1832-?.) Her father was Ernest Johnson 1898. 

 

 

 

By Rebecca Burrell 

mailto:howdynabors@yahoo.com
mailto:bleasure2673@gmail.com
mailto:aprilcraig71@gmail.com
mailto:jan_jerry@sbcglobal.net
mailto:treelover1975@gmail.com
mailto:theothorzimmerman@yahoo.com
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First Families of Gilmer County 

 

 

 The First Families program is designed to honor 

the pioneers who settled in Gilmer County in 

1840 or before and to recognize the descend-

ants who become members of this program.  

We encourage anyone who is directly descend-

ed from early settlers whose names appear on 

the 1840 or any prior Gilmer County Census to 

apply.  Discovering your Gilmer County roots 

can be challenging and exciting.  Your research 

can serve as a source of information for genera-

tions to come.  An approved applicant receives a 

certificate and pin acknowledging this Gilmer 

County ancestor.  Applicants are not required to 

currently reside in Gilmer County.  For more 

information, please visit our website at: http://

www.gcgsi.org/firstfamilies/html. 
 

 
First Families Committee: Keely Chalk, Gladys Spivey, Patricia 

Henson, John Davis, Brenda Cochran, and Sylvia Johnson. 

Keely Chalk 

Logo: Leslie Barker Thomas 

First Family Members Added During 

The Fourth Quarter Of 2018 

New Members                    Ancestors 

Ronnie Herendon             John D. Whitener 

First Families Book 

Karen Titus 

Beginning January 1, 2019, the application fee to be-

come a member of First Families of Gilmer County 

will increase from $10.00 per applicant to $20.00 in 

order to help defray the cost of processing and the 

mailing of certificates and pins.  However, the in-

creased cost will give the new First Family member an 

additional year of membership to the Gilmer County 

Genealogy Society, Inc., changing from one year of 

membership to two years.   

First Family Book Committee: Brenda Cochran, 

John Davis, Gladys Spivey, Karen Titus. 

The First Family Book Committee has been doing most 

of their work recently by phone and email.  The format-

ting team has reported that all the family trees are com-

plete.  There was a tremendous effort by the whole com-

mittee to collect as much family tree information from 

all First Family members as possible.  That meant many 

calls and letters to complete that very important part of 

the book.  Next, we asked for family stories and photos 

from First Family contributors.  That has been a long, 

long process.  We have materials in hand that continue 

to be added and then will go through editing for quality 

and proofreading.  We are making good progress.  Unfor-

tunately, collecting First Family information was a much 

longer process than we anticipated.  The committee and 

our formatters appreciate your patience while we contin-

ue this book about the ancestors of Gilmer County’s first 

residents.  It is absolutely going to be worth the wait! 
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Holiday Memories 

 

 

 

Each year, as the Christmas season approaches, we can’t help but talk about Christmases past.  

It’s always a, “Hey! Do you remember when…?” And the story is re-told again just like every 

other year. 

 

As kids, we got 2 weeks off from school during the Christmas holiday.  It was a time for a lot of 

fun playing in the snow, riding snow mobiles, sledding, and skiing.  No, they don’t have moun-

tains in Minnesota.  The have “slag heaps” which are tailings or leftovers from mining the iron 

ore.  Once we got a couple feet of snow…who cared what was underneath it? 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They actually have 2 ski resorts up on the iron range: Lookout Mountain and Giants Ridge.  Gi-

ants Ridge’s claim to fame is that it was the practice area for the Winter Olympics in 1996.  

Now that’s a pretty big deal in Northern Minnesota! 

 

Christmas Eve was always spent at my maternal grandparents’.  They lived 3 blocks away.  

Whenever I think about entering their back porch, I remember my grandfather’s Woolrich 

jackets always hung on the same hooks: one black and white, and the other was the traditional 

red and black.  There was always the aroma of fresh baked bread filling the air.  Grandma baked 

bread a few times a week, as well as yeast rolls and cinnamon rolls.  Her metal kitchen cabinets 

included a flour bin and a bread drawer.  They got used a lot!  When you walked in the door, it 

was Christmas!  Bing Crosby on the Victrola, delicious food getting ready to be eaten, laughter, 

and the pretty dishes shining on the tables.  It was always a treat to be invited to the “big peo-

ple” table.  My cousin Joann and I were the oldest and the only 2 granddaughters, so we got 

invited to join the adults.  The 5 boys got to eat and have their goofy conversations at the table 

in the kitchen.   

 

Donna Lehr 

See Holiday Memories,  page 14. 

Giants Ridge Recreation Area (skimap.org) 
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Holiday Memories 
-continued- 

Their tree was always a Norway pine, with the long needles.  They didn’t have any handmade 

ornaments or tinsel like ours.  Theirs were large round cage-like ornaments filled with angel 

hair and glitter that sparkled when all the other lights were turned off.  When we were younger 

and noticed there were presents under the tree, we always wondered why Santa was there so 

early.  We were told that he got to the grandparents’ homes the day before so he could spend 

more time at the homes where the kids lived.  That sounded right to us! 

 

The presents that Santa left us at the grandparents’ were sensible gifts: blouses, skirts, shirts, 

pants, socks, and underwear!  In addition to the sensible stuff, there was always a toy or two 

stashed somewhere for each of the 7 grandchildren. 

 

After dinner, we got to open presents and enjoy family time.  The adults liked to talk about 

“the olden days.”  One time, my mom told the story about when she and my dad were newly 

married and they went to spend a Christmas night with his Aunt Margaret and Uncle Otto 

Soderlund.  Aunt Margaret and Uncle Otto lived in a little village named Cotton, about 20 miles 
south of where were lived.  They were originally from Norway and it was traditional to use 

candles to light their Christmas tree.  I’ll bet that was a sight to see! 

 

For as long as Aunt Margaret and Uncle Otto lived there, they heated the house 

with a wood stove.  When you slept at their house in the wintertime, you got in 

your bed and a huge, heavy quilt was thrown on top of you.  You didn’t move all 

night!  This was a good thing because there was no indoor bathroom.  It was a 

hike down the snowy path to the outhouse.  There was no running water in the 

house.  They had a pump in the yard to get their water, and water was heated on 

the stove to wash dishes.  It was always an adventure to visit them. 

 

All of those adults are gone now.  My cousins and my brothers who made up the 7 grandchil-

dren all live in different states and don’t see each other for holidays.  At least we have our 

memories to cherish. 

 

 

 

 Merry Christmas to all of you! 
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Sylvia Elaine Johnson was born in Newnan, Coweta County, Georgia.  A true Georgian, 

she has never lived anywhere else.  Both her maternal and paternal families came from Ire-

land, England, or Wales to Virginia, South Carolina, and North Carolina, arriving to Geor-

gia in the early 1800’s. 

 

Sylvia attended elementary school in Moreland, Coweta County, Georgia, along with well-

known columnist and author Lewis Grizzard.  She graduated from Newnan High School 

and attended Young Harris College.  Her time there in the North Georgia mountains was 

when she first fell in love with this area.  It was another 20 years before she bought a 

weekend cabin, and then another 17 years before she moved to Ellijay. 

 

She joined Eastern Air Lines in 1967 where she was employed for 22 years in the Regional 

Reservation Center, and the last 12 was in Customer Relations.  While at Eastern, she 

took advantage of the generous benefits and traveled extensively.  After Eastern closed, 

she was employed at American Express Business Travel for 10 years, managing travel offic-
es for RJR Nabisco, Emory University, and W.R. Grace and Co. 

 

After dating for almost 40 years, on September 4, 1998, Sylvia met the man of her dreams 

on a blind date.  She and Bud Cochran have been together ever since.  She retired from 

American Express the following year, and in 2002, they moved to Ellijay.  Her dream was 

the mountains and Bud’s was to travel, so they did both.  They took many cruises and oth-

er trips for their first 15 years together. 

 

Bud’s grandchildren call her “Gamma” and she loves them as her own.  She adores her 

scruffy terriers and usually has two, name after “golden oldies.” Currently she has Traveler 

(Traveling Man) but, unfortunately, Lollypop just passed away.  Genealogy and DNA have 

been a continuing hobby and she intends to spend more time on these in the future. 

Photo by Barbara J. Dover 

GCGSI  MEMBER SPOTLIGHT:  

Sy lv ia  Johnson  
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As most of us know, the Southern Appalachians were settled from people of various countries 

and those various countries’ peoples brought their own superstitions and traditions along with 

them.  Along the way, several traditions were forged by the things that they experienced in their 

new land.  The celebration of the new year was no exception in the invoking of these supersti-

tions and traditions, and many of us still tend to practice them today.  How many of these will 

you practice on December 31 and January 1? 

 

Probably one of the most common traditions in 

the South is the New Year’s Day meal consisting of 

black-eyed peas, greens, pork/hog jowl, potatoes, 

cabbage, and cornbread.  This wasn’t just because 

most of these items were either in the pantry or 
still growing in the fields, but there are stories and 

superstitions behind the meal’s tradition.   

 

During the Civil War, when the Northern army 

came upon a Southerner’s farm, as would most 

invading armies, they would take whatever they 

could carry and eat anything they could eat.  This 

included livestock and the grains used to feed 

them.  However, they couldn’t take it all.  After the army had moved on, the remaining South-

erners were left to determine what they still had in order to avoid starvation. Fortunately, silos 

of black-eyed peas were left behind as these were only used as livestock feed up North.  Since 

they took the livestock, the Northern troops didn’t think that this would be of use to the South-

erners.  What they didn’t realize was that these peas were what kept the Southerners from 

starving.  From New Year’s Day of 1866 until now, the tradition of eating black-eyed peas for 

luck continues.  Sometimes they were even eaten raw for good health! 

 

The eating of greens: collard, mustard, turnip, etc., were thought to represent wealth for the 

new year.  The more greens you ate, the more “green” you would have in your wallet through-

out the year.  Cornbread is also eaten to ensure honest work and a flow of money from steady 

work.  I suppose “sopping” up the “pot likker” from the greens with the cornbread symbolizes 

not wasting or losing any of that wealth!  Pork and/or hog jowls are said to represent looking and 

moving forward to the year ahead because pigs can’t turn their heads from side to side. Silver 

coins were often hidden in mashed potatoes and cooked cabbage or coleslaw.  It was thought 

that the ones who found the coins will be extra lucky in the coming year.  

See Southern Appalachian New Year’s Superstitions and Traditions, page 17. 

Compiled by Barbara J. Dover 

Southern Appalachian New Year’s Superstitions and Traditions 
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Here are some more superstitions and traditions that are often observed at the end of the Old 

or beginning of the New Year. 

 

• Clean out your pantry and cabinets.  Dust them and make sure there is food in there at this 

time to prevent food insecurity for the new year.  If any unoccupied spider webs are found, 

do not remove as they foretell that the household will not starve. 

 

• Look into a well at midnight on New Year’s and you will see your future love or hear their 

name echo from the bottom.  (This is also done on Halloween.) 

 

• Air out the blankets and quilts, beating them with a stick to ensure comfortability in the up-

coming year and to air out the sickness of the old year. 

 

• For good health in children during the new year, measure them 

from nose to knee with a string of ribbon.  Tie the ribbon some-
where so that it won’t be disturbed. 

 

• Recite Psalm 23 while sweeping and mopping the house, always 

from back to front and down the driveway. 

 

• Lay out onions to soak up any illness or bad fortune so that it 

doesn’t follow you into the new year. 

 

• Stick seven pennies into a potato, place in a tin can, and hide in 

the back of the cabinet so you’ll always have what you need. 

 

• To help your beds last another year, rub the wood down with a 

mixture of oil, lard, and whiskey.  Don’t wipe off any drips until 

January 2. 

 

• Oil door hinges, wheels, etc. on New Year’s Eve and always push open or turn the wheel the 

correct way.  (Oil the door hinges from behind the door and only open once.) 

 

• Don’t sew on New Year’s Eve or Day or else your thread will knot all year in whatever you 

decide to sew. 

 

• Light three candles for those passed before the New Year, but don’t set them in a line and 

don’t light them in the same root.  Otherwise this will foretell of someone getting burned by 

March. 

 

See Southern Appalachian New Year’s Superstitions and Traditions, page 18. 

Southern Appalachian New Year’s Superstitions and Traditions 
-continued- 
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• Smack the corners of your property with branches of willow to keep away misfortune.  Use 

hawthorn to guard against lightning strike and thieves. 

 

• Stick a gold-eyed needle into the top of an egg and push it all the way in.  Bury the egg up-

right in the front yard to ensure blessings and protection. 

 

• A Scottish practice in Appalachia is called “First Foot.”  To be 

the first foot in someone’s house is good luck.  The first person 

to visit you on January 1st signifies your fortune for the new year, 

and sometimes the brood of your chickens.  A man signifies good 

luck and a woman is bad luck.  Now remember, this is according 

to the Scottish.  A man foretells a large hatching of roosters and 

a woman, many hens. 

 

• Immigrants from Wales believed that spreading ashes over the hearth on New Year’s Eve 
could predict events for the upcoming year.  If footprints left in the ashes headed towards the 

front door, someone would die.  If the footprints went into a bedroom, there would be a 

new family member in the home.  The shape of a coffin in the ashes predicted death, and the 

shape of a ring predicted marriage. 

 

• Girls who want to know who they will marry can throw a ball of yarn out their bedroom 

windows at midnight on New Year’s Eve and say, “As I wind he comes” over and over while 

winding the yarn back into a ball.  If a girl is to marry, the future husband will hand the yarn 

back through the window to her.  If no one is there, she will not marry. 

 

• It is bad luck to hang up a new calendar before the first day of the new year. 

 

Try some of these superstitions and traditions at the end of 2018 and the beginning of 2019 and  

let us know if they come true throughout the year! 
 

(These traditions and superstitions were compiled from the blogs Appalachian Mountain Roots: New Year’s Day Traditions & Supersti-

tions and Holy Stones and Iron Bones: Appalachian New Year Traditions and Practices.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Southern Appalachian New Year’s Superstitions and Traditions 
-continued- 
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When I get to Heaven this is who I want to see, 

All the people I love who have mysteries in our family tree. 

Maybe you know who you are and the secrets I long to know 

Not that you have deliberately hidden them but didn’t show. 

 

Some learned of in recent years and fascinated me by a name, 

Actually, the unusual spelling or the place from where you came. 

Grandma Susie was a Seminole, like from Florida, they say. 

She always lived with her Daddy, until Grandpa Charlie took her away. 

 

Grandpa Charlie lived with his mother from the day born in shame. 

Died never claimed by the man too proud to give him his name. 

One hundred thirty-nine years later grandchildren will together show 

they are proud of both families and work to give meaning so all will know. 

 

This was all so long ago and probably most folks think why did I care? 

An unmarried woman raising a child alone was never treated fair. 

Great Grandma Lulu needed someone to stand up for her even today. 

The time spent to find answers made me proud she did it her way. 
 

 

 

 

Sylvia Johnson 

When I Get to Heaven Who I  Want to See 

Photo by Barbara J. Dover 
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(Editor’s Note: This feature provides an opportunity for members to meet one another through the publication of short autobiographies.  If you would 

like to share your autobiography, please email us at gilmergenealogy@gmail.com.) 

Deborah Miller Wilcox 

GETTING  TO  KNOW  YOU 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was born in Ellijay, Georgia and the first few years of my life were spent in Cherry Log before 

moving to Blue Ridge.  Fannin County High gave me a diploma in 1979, and I moved away 

shortly thereafter.  It was a path that would uproot me six times before returning home to Blue 

Ridge.  Mine was not the traditional college experience.  I spent the next eight years working 

full time during the day while attending college part time in the nighttime, all in different states, 

until finally earning a BA degree from Kennesaw State University.  It was a long road, but I nev-
er gave up.  In 2008, I was working from home as a marketing manager for a midcap consulting 

firm based in Chicago and realized, “Hey, I could be doing this in Blue Ridge, Georgia!”  Man-

agement agreed and I got to move back home. 

 

My Gilmer County lineage began in the early 1800’s as different family ancestors migrated from 

the Carolinas, settling in the Cherry Log and Boardtown areas.  I often say, “If you are from 

Cherry Log, chances are we are related.”  I am proud to be a First Family member through 

both my 3rd great grandfathers John Whitener and William Allen, Jr.  William Allen is also 

shown in the 1834 Gilmer County census.  Both lived and died in Cherry Log. 

 

Travel and time with my family and friends brings me great joy.  My husband Rick and I also en-

joy RVing.  We’ve both been to or through all 50 states.  Our next goal is to check off all the 

National Parks.  I dabble in hobbies like photography, antiquing, wandering through graveyards, 

(is this also antiquing?) and herding cats.  (There are 6 living at my house who refuse to cooper-

ate.)  Most importantly, I have always enjoyed genealogy and FINALLY have more time for re-

search and participating in GCGSI activities.  Volunteering in the Research Room at the Gilmer 

County Library is a part of that effort.  Maybe I will see you there! 
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GCGSI Christmas Gathering 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The annual GCGSI Christmas Gathering will be on Thursday, December 13 at 11:00 a.m. in the 

Coosawattee Shrine Club Lodge at 102 Shrine Club Drive.   

                                      

This gathering is an opportunity for us to celebrate our love for family, history, and genealogy 

and each other during the holiday season.  Bring your friends and family as we again enjoy this 

time of fellowship.  Ham will be provided by GCGSI and all are asked to bring your wonderful 

side dishes and desserts to share.  Please bring a recipe card of your dish if you would like to 

have it published in the next newsletter.  Merry Christmas! 

Membership Dues Reminder 

GCGSI is a non-profit all-volunteer organization whose aim is to promote and preserve family 

history. Our goal is to have all necessary tools available in the Gilmer County Library's Family 

Research Center to help you in your search. We invite you to join us in our effort to attain our 

goal. The Membership Drive for the 2019 Calendar Year has begun. Please note that new First 

Family Members’ application fee covered the GCGSI membership for the full calendar year after 

you became a First Family Member. If you became a First Family Member at any time in 2017, 

your membership to GCGSI will be due by January 2019.  

 

MEMBERSHIP:  

PATRONS: $50    CORPORATE: $100    SPONSOR: $250    BENEFACTOR: $500  

Annual Dues: Single $10      Family $15 (everyone living in same household)       $5 Student  

(If you are unable to attend an upcoming meeting, please visit our website at http://

www.gcgsi.org/membership.htm for a membership form and mailing information.) 

 

Thank you for your support! 

GCGSI Christmas Gathering 



 

    

Bul let in  Board  
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Donna Lehr: 2018 First Vice-

President and Program Chair 

 

Deborah Miller Wilcox: 2019 First 

Vice-President and Program Chair 

December 2018 

 

• Thursday, December 3 

        Gilmer County Festival of Trees Celebration 

        Gilmer County Library 

        6:00 - 7:30 p.m. 

 

• Thursday, December 13 

        GCGSI Christmas Gathering & Installation of Officers 

        11:00 - 2:00 p.m. 

        Coosawattee Shrine Club Lodge 

        102 Shrine Club Drive; Ellijay, GA 

     

• Genealogy Family Research Center Volunteers 

Gilmer County Library 

Fridays from 10:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.; 1:00 - 3:00 p.m. 

December 7 -Trish Henson 

December 14 - Rebecca Burrell 

       December 21 - Volunteer Unavailable 

       December 28 - Volunteer Unavailable 
 

 

January 2019 

 

• Thursday, January 10 

        January Monthly Meeting 

        Gilmer County Library 

        2:00-3:30 p.m. 

        Ken Rush, Curator of the Ducktown Basin Museum 

        will speak of the Copper Basin area’s history and the 

        influence of the copper mining industry through the 

        years. 

                 

• Gilmer Family Research Center Volunteers 

        Gilmer County Library 

        Fridays from 10:00 a.m.- 12:00 p.m.; 1:00 - 3:00 p.m. 

        January 4- Trish Henson 

        January 11 - Rebecca Burrell 

        January 18 - John Davis 

        January 25 - Sylvia Johnson 

February 2019 

 

• Thursday, February 14 - Happy Valentine’s Day! 

        February Monthly Meeting 

        Gilmer County Library 

        2:00 p.m. - 3:30 p.m. 

        Author Kathi Harper Hill will share from her latest book: 

        Poetry, Prose, and Music: Life of an Appalachian Woman 

         

• Gilmer Family Research Center Volunteers 

        Gilmer County Library 

        Fridays from 10:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.; 1:00 - 3:00 p.m. 

        February 1 - Trish Henson 

        February 8 - John Davis 

        February 15 - Mary Hicks 

        February 22 - Debbie Miller Wilcox 

This edition of Mountain Heritage is dedicated 

 to the following members who are no longer with 

 us in body but will always be with us in spirit: 

 

Lawrence Stanley “Stan” Childress  (1946-2018) 

 

Joseph M. Farmer (1951-2018) 

 

Reba Conger Horne (1919-2018) 

 

Elmer Juan“Pete” Fowler  (1936-2018) 

 

Bobby Jones (1940-2018) 

 

Elsa Fowler Nazerian (1934-2018) 

 

Estelle Parker Wall  (1932-2018) 

Mountain Heritage Newsletter  

Published by Barbara J. Dover, 
Gilmer County Genealogical Society, Inc. 

Publication Chair 
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Gilmer County Genealogical Society, Inc.   Remember the days of old, 

P. O. Box 919       consider the years of many generations; 

Ellijay, Georgia 30540     ask thy Father, and he will shew thee; 
  Cc      thy elders, and they will tell you. 
Email Address: GCGS@etcmail.com   Deuteronomy 32:7 
 

 

 
Book Order Form 

SALE WHILE SUPPLIES LAST! 
 

 
 Quantity Amount 
 
     Days Gone By - $40.00   50% OFF!  ONLY $20.00 
     This is a book compiled of the writings of the late Ernest Parker, a Gilmer 
      County Native and historian.  Much of this material was originally published 
     In the Ellijay Times-Courier newspaper. 
  
                                                    1953 Video: A Day in Ellijay - $20.00 50% OFF! ONLY $10.00  

  (Available in VHS or DVD) 
 This film donated by the Leroy Abernathy family depicts a day’s events in El

  lijay, Georgia in late Spring, 1953. 
 
    Reflections on Mountain Heritage - $35.00 48% OFF! ONLY $18.00 
    This book relates times past and the methods practiced on the mountain 
     homestead.  Included are recipes, family care, old sayings, superstitions and 
    traditions, tales from the mountains, memories and reminiscences. 
    This book received a state award. 
 
CURRENTLY UNAVAILABLE Family Legends of Gilmer County - $45.00 (Published in 2009.) 
    This is a 500-page compilation of stories by contributors that wished to record 
     their ancestors’ and current family’s histories.  It includes a 1500 surname 
    index, photos, recollections, and memoriam. 
 
    Poetry from the Mountains - $20.00 OVER 50% OFF! ONLY $8.00 
    This book is a collection of poems by Gilmer residents and/or their 
     ancestors/descendants. 
 
 
    Subtotal 
 
 
    If shipped, please add $5.00 for shipping and handling costs.   

 Books may be also purchased at GCGSI meetings and activities. 
 
 
    TOTAL 
 
 
 

BOOKS ARE ALSO AVAILABLE AT “WALLS OF BOOKS” IN EAST ELLIJAY,  
AT GCGSI MONTHLY MEETINGS, AND FROM RESEARCH ASSISTANTS  

ON “RESEARCH FRIDAYS” AT THE GILMER COUNTY LIBRARY! 
 

 
GCGSI meetings are held at the Gilmer County Library; 268 Calvin Jackson Drive; Ellijay, Georgia 30540, on the 2nd Thursday of each 

month at 2:00 p.m.  Please call 706-635-4528 to confirm. 



 

  We’re online! 

 www.gcgsi.org 

Contact email: gcgs@etcmail.com 

The Gilmer County Genealogical Society, Inc. 

P. O. Box 919 

Ellijay, GA 30540 

• GCGSI Membership 

• First Families Application 

• Genealogical Links 

• Officers 

 

What  Is  Ava i lab le  Onl ine?  

The Gilmer County Genealogical Society, Inc. 

P. O. Box 919 

Ellijay, GA 30540 

• Book Order Form 

• 1834 and 1840 Census 

• Contact Information 
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http://www.gcgsi.org

