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Annemarie Anderson: Today is November 27th, 2018, it’s a Tuesday, and I’m in 

Henagar, Alabama, and I’m with Mr. Larry Goss. Would you go ahead and introduce 

yourself for the recorder and give us your full name and your birth date, please? 

 

[00:00:17] 

Larry Goss: I’m Larry Goss, and my birthday is 12/30/[19]47. 

 

[00:00:23] 

Annemarie Anderson: All right. Great. Let’s talk a little bit about your family. What 

was it like growing up here in Henagar? And maybe talk a little bit about your mom and 

dad. 

 

[00:00:37] 

Larry Goss: Well, it was really, really good, a lot of hard work, but we worked real close 

as a family unit. We worked a lot together. Everything we ever done, we done all 

together, and I’ve got a lot of fond memories, a lot of working-hard memories. [Laughter] 

So that’s about it. Me and Daddy used to hunt a lot, and we’d go hunting and Daddy’d 

carry me fishing and we’d talk about working. [Laughter] So that’s just the way I grew 

up. 

 

[00:01:24] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Tell me about your dad. What was his name and 

then what did he do for a living? 
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[00:01:29] 

Larry Goss: L. D. Goss, and he was a farmer, best farmer I ever seen. That’s what he 

did. That’s what his passion was. That’s what he just knew. He just knew that. That’s 

what he loved doing. 

 

[00:01:45] 

Annemarie Anderson: What sort of crops did he grow? 

 

[00:01:47] 

Larry Goss: Well, we used to, years ago, we grew a lot of cotton and we’d grow corn, 

and then several years ago, the cotton got where it wouldn’t grow around here. It would 

freeze in the field before it opened. So we went from cotton to soybeans, so we grew a lot 

of soybeans and a lot of corn and, of course, our sugarcane. That was the main crops that 

we grew. 

 

[00:02:16] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. 

 

[00:02:17] 

Larry Goss: Daddy enjoyed growing watermelons. They loved to work in the garden and 

stuff like that. 
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[00:02:25] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. So what’s your earliest memories of the syrup 

patch? 

 

[00:02:32] 

Larry Goss: I don’t have an earliest memory. That’s all I’ve ever known, been around it 

my entire life. When we moved into this area, they set up the syrup mill and started, and I 

think I was two years old, I think, when we moved into this area, so every memory I have 

has been around the syrup mill. That’s just my whole life. I’d work around the syrup mill 

with Daddy and I’d work in the field with him. After I got to be a teenager, I went to 

work in Chattanooga and worked for several years. I’d come home and work, work here 

and help them some, and work in town. But that’s about that. 

 

[00:03:29] 

Annemarie Anderson: So when you were a kid, what were some of the things—like, 

how did you help your dad and your mom with the process of picking or harvesting 

sorghum and then also making it? 

 

[00:03:42] 

Larry Goss: What did I do? 

 

[00:03:44] 

Annemarie Anderson: Mm-hmm. 
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[00:03:45] 

Larry Goss: Whatever Daddy pointed his finger at and said, “Do.” [Laughter] We did all 

of it. We had to hoe it. Like Kenneth said, we had to hoe the cane out, had to get it clean. 

We had to hoe the cotton out. That was wild too. But anyway, we had to get all that done, 

and then Daddy done most of the plowing till I got old enough to help him some. I helped 

him do some of the plowing, but he did most of that till after several years, way on up 

and I got older. But that’s about that. 

 

[00:04:27] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. So when you got a little older, like when you were a 

teenager and into your early adult life, how did your, I guess, responsibilities with the 

cane change? What were some of the things that you learned how to do? 

 

[00:04:45] 

Larry Goss: Well, we worked so regular in the field together, we knew from the very 

beginning the responsibilities of getting it up, getting it harvested, getting it to the mill. 

My job at the mill back then, me and friend of mine, we ran the mill. We did the 

grinding. And when we’d get to grinding, we’d get caught up, well, I’d go help Daddy. 

That’s how I learned how to make syrup. I’ve been around it so long that it’s just kind of 

second nature. I would help him and help give him breaks and stuff, and I learned. He 

was a very good teacher, always a teacher. [Laughter] 
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[00:05:36] 

Annemarie Anderson: Do you remember how old you were around the time you started 

learning how to cook sorghum? 

 

[00:05:42] 

Larry Goss: Probably—I can’t remember that far back. [Laughter] But probably around 

fifteen, somewhere, started somewhere around fifteen years old, sixteen, probably more 

so around sixteen. 

 

[00:06:05] 

Annemarie Anderson: What did you enjoy about that process? What kind of fascinated 

you about it? 

 

[00:06:10] 

Larry Goss: I can’t put that in words, but it’s always fascinated me. Even today, it still is 

amazing to watch it, watch the process and get the process taken care of and how it 

makes that transformation from just raw juice into syrup. It still amazes me how it does 

that. That’s probably what kept me going so many years, because I’d just be amazed at 

what it does and how it does it. It’s just amazing. I’m glad I’ve been a part of it. 

 

[00:07:00] 
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Annemarie Anderson: Definitely. You were talking about your dad and how he was 

always teaching. What was he like as a person? What were some of the important things 

he taught you? 

 

[00:07:10] 

Larry Goss: In general? 

 

[00:07:12] 

Annemarie Anderson: It could be in general, but also in the sorghum mill. 

 

[00:07:16] 

Larry Goss: Just integrity, just do what’s right, just work hard and do what’s right. 

That’s the biggest thing. That’s the biggest thing that he taught me. I think everybody 

else can verify that statement. 

 

[00:07:41] 

Annemarie Anderson: I think we’ve been talking and Miss Willodean [Goss] has talked 

a lot about her involvement too. Can you talk about some of the things that she’s done or 

that she did? 

 

[00:07:53] 
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Larry Goss: She’d did everything we did. She’s done it all. She’s as good a syrup maker 

as anybody in the family or has been. I didn’t tell Daddy this, but she was as good a syrup 

maker as Daddy was. He taught her too. [Laughter] She just learned. She learned quickly. 

 

[00:08:16] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. This is kind of backtracking, but do you know 

anything about the history of your family and you guys making sorghum together? Could 

you kind of expound upon that if you know anything about it? 

 

[00:08:28] 

Larry Goss: Just our family or— 

 

[00:08:32] 

Annemarie Anderson: Mm-hmm. 

 

[00:08:33] 

Larry Goss: Or just how far back it goes, or what? 

 

[00:08:34] 

Annemarie Anderson: Yeah, how far back does it go and were there any stories that 

your dad or your granddad told you about syrup making? 

 

[00:08:42] 
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Larry Goss: I never knew my Granddaddy Goss. He got killed when Daddy was about, I 

think he said, sixteen or seventeen years old, when he got killed. So I never got to know 

him, but Daddy’s told me a lot of stories about the family. His daddy made syrup. 

 

[Chimes in background. End Track 1] 

[Begin Track 2] 

 

[00:08:42] 

Annemarie Anderson: All right. We’re back. You were talking a little bit about your 

granddad and what you knew about him, because he died before you were born. 

 

[00:09:14] 

Larry Goss: I don’t know a whole lot about my Granddaddy Goss. Daddy used to talk a 

lot about him. As much as I can find out, I think that’s where Daddy got his teaching and 

learning about being a man of integrity, you know, and doing what’s right. That’s what I 

got out of the conversations that I got with my daddy about him. 

 

[00:09:43] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Where did your dad learn how to cook sorghum? 

 

[00:09:46] 

Larry Goss: Well, he grew up around it basically like I grew up around it. It was just 

part of his family. They’d always done it, you know, and he grew up around it and he just 
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enjoyed doing it. When my daddy grew up, it was during the Depression. Like he said 

earlier, just about everybody basically had to have the situation going on, because they 

couldn’t get sugar and couldn’t get some of the necessities like that, so they improvised. 

In the area of the world where we grew up, when Daddy grew up, that’s what they did for 

sweetener and to cook with. Many, many recipes you can use syrup in. 

 

[00:10:41] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Did he share any specific stories of either learning 

to cook syrup or some things that happened around the syrup mill when he was a young 

man with you? 

 

[00:10:52] 

Larry Goss: Daddy? 

 

[00:10:53] 

Annemarie Anderson: Mm-hmm. 

 

[00:10:57] 

Larry Goss: Not that I can remember a whole lot about. I can remember a whole lot of 

those stories that he told about when he was making. They changed a whole lot of stuff 

up with the way the building was made, cooking outside. They used to cook outside in 

the open, and he expounded on that a lot, and that’s the reason they built a building with 

the screens around it. It not only keeps the insects out [Laughter], helped do that. If you 
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ever worked around syrup can much, you know that—Kenneth spoke about yellow 

jackets a while ago, and yellow jackets and bees of all kind. They just don’t like you 

mashing them, you know, some reason or other. [Laughter] 

 

[00:11:44] 

Annemarie Anderson: Well, could you talk a little bit about your role in the operation 

now and how you kind of got started again as an adult? But could you talk about from, I 

guess, when the juice hits the pan to the final product, how syrup is made? Can you 

describe that process? 

 

[00:12:08] 

Larry Goss: There’s not a whole lot you can say about that. It just, we run it on a pan 

and just cover the pan and start the fire under it, and it boils, it just boils the water, and all 

that, Mother said, the green skimmings and all that stuff boils it all out. It’s generally 

about thirty minutes, takes about thirty minutes to cook it from juice to syrup, and it just 

cooks from about middle of the pan toward the front. Like I said a while ago, it’s just 

amazing how it does it. You almost have to just sit and watch it to believe it, almost. It’s 

really, really incredible how it does it. But that’s about the cooking process. You just 

have to boil it down to consistency you know, how thick you want it. When you get it 

ready, you turn it loose and run it off, run it off. 

 

[00:13:16] 
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Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. What’s, I guess, the biggest challenge of making 

syrup? 

 

[00:13:24] 

Larry Goss: What’s the biggest challenge? 

 

[00:13:27] 

Annemarie Anderson: Mm-hmm. Of cooking syrup. 

 

[00:13:30] 

Larry Goss: Well, for me it would be wondering what the next crop’s going to do, 

because every crop’s got its own individual personality, different place that it come from 

that we make for the public, but that would be the biggest challenge that I would think of, 

is adjusting to the difference in crops, the way it cooks off. Everything’s a little different. 

It’s all the same process, but it’s all just a little different, and you have to adjust to it, and 

that’s a challenge, sometimes a bigger challenge than others. 

 

[00:14:10] 

Annemarie Anderson: I’ll bet. What’s the challenge of cooking for the public? I mean, 

the cane that you guys haven’t grown yourself and they’re just kind of bringing it to you, 

is there any challenge with that? 

 

[00:14:20] 
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Larry Goss: State that question again. 

 

[00:14:24] 

Annemarie Anderson: So when you guys cook for the public, do you ever have any 

problems or is it challenging to cook sorghum syrup for other folks? 

 

[00:14:40] 

Larry Goss: No, not any more challenge than making it for yourself. Like Ken said 

earlier, it’s just the difference in the ground you cook it on. Different people put different 

types of fertilize, different chemicals on the ground. That makes a lot of difference. 

 

[00:15:01] 

Annemarie Anderson: Can you tell me a little bit about that? So what’s the impact of, 

like, chemicals and fertilizer and the ground on how sorghum grows? 

 

[00:15:14] 

Larry Goss: Well, you can put the different types of fertilizer got different elements in it, 

and you can put, like Kenneth mentioned earlier, chicken litter on the ground, you can put 

different things on the ground and it grows beautiful. I mean, look at it from the road 

when you go by, and you think, “Wow! This is great!” Till it hits that pan and gets hot 

and starts cooking down, cooking the process down to the syrup, and, man, you find out it 

is—whoo! [Laughter] Sometimes it’s just nasty. But that’s the difference in the chemicals 

makes a lot of difference in the ground, so the simpler the fertilize, the fewer elements 
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that’s in the soil, you know, makes a lot of difference in the syrup itself, in the way it 

cooks. 

 

[00:16:11] 

Annemarie Anderson: That makes sense. In what ways have you guys tried to kind of 

innovate or change the process to make it a little more efficient or easier as far as labor 

goes? 

 

[00:16:28] 

Larry Goss: Well, we used to do, back when I was a kid, the way Daddy learned to cut 

the cane down, just cutting the cane down, was they used a hoe. That’s a lot of hard work. 

It’s all a lot of hard work, but that’s harder. Several years ago, several years ago, we had 

a couple of our Mexican brothers came up and we let them work for us. Undoubtedly, 

they had done this before, because they used machetes to cut the cane down and cut the 

cane heads off. Me and Kenneth adapted that. That was not a questionable thing for us, 

because it really, really, really helped us. It speeded the process up, a lot easier to do, 

didn’t hurt you near as bad to cut it. So that was one of the innovations that we used to 

adapt to that. Just going from wood cooking to gas, that was wonderful. [Laughter] That 

was a wonderful thing because we can have it boiling in five, six minutes, and before, it 

took thirty minutes just to get the fire hot, you know, and then you had to continue to 

maintenance the fire all day, up and down. The power mill was a wonderful invention. I 

can remember following the mules around, you know, and that was really, really, really 

slow, and they had to work twenty-four hours a day to do what we can do now in eight, 
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nine, or ten hours. They had to work twenty-four hours. So that was a wonderful 

innovation too. But up to that point, that’s about all we’ve done, all you can do to 

improvise anything. 

 

[00:18:35] 

Annemarie Anderson: Makes sense. Can you remember any relationships you guys had 

with growers in this kind of area growing up, growers of sorghum or just people who 

made it or even people in the community who were involved and who helped you guys? 

 

[00:18:56] 

Larry Goss: Just like relationships, well, we mentioned the Maxwell family a while ago. 

They’ve been helping us ever since those kids was really, really small. Well, Brian 

Maxwell used to come with his granddaddy and brought syrup there, syrup mill. That’s 

where he learned. He really enjoyed doing this. We’ve always been real close to all the 

neighbors around that done this, so there’s been a really good relationship with all of the 

people that brought syrup to us. We always had good relationship with everybody, almost 

brought us closer. That’s one of the reasons, I guess, it’s going to be so hard to quit, 

because whether anybody would believe it or not, I actually kind of enjoy it. [Laughter] I 

actually kind of enjoy—that’s one of the things that I enjoy most about it, is the people 

coming in. Kenneth spoke about it a while ago, and Renee, about the look on their face 

and the stories that they tell, you know. And for me, that goes a long ways back, because 

I was there from the beginning. I’m still there. So, at least the beginning of my life, 

anyway. 
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[00:20:29] 

Annemarie Anderson: What’s your favorite part about cooking sorghum or about the 

entire process, I guess, from beginning to end? 

 

[00:20:35] 

Larry Goss: What’s my favorite part? Just the cooking process itself, I enjoy that. It 

bothers me a little bit to stand so long, stand in one place a long time now, but used to, it 

didn’t bother me too bad. Outside of that, I just enjoy the cooking process. It’s just 

something special about that. I just enjoy it. 

 

[00:21:02] 

Annemarie Anderson: Now, you say there’s nothing to cooking except for it’s real easy, 

but I’ve seen it done, and it’s a definite art and it’s difficult to learn how to do it. Could 

you kind of like talk about that art, some of the things that you learned, how you kind of 

figured out how to do it? 

 

[00:21:25] 

Larry Goss: Well, to say that it’s—I guess the best way to say that, I guess, it’s a gift. 

I’ve been around for a while doing this, and the only people that I’ve ever been around 

that was good at it is the people that I know that’s really good at it, was gifted to do that. 

They loved doing it. So it’s just a gift. And you know as well as I do that if you’ve got a 

gift and you enjoy it, then the Lord won’t give you a gift unless it’s something you enjoy. 
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So that’s what it is. It’s just a gift. I love doing it. Far as learning, it just kind of—I don’t 

know how to say that. It’s just kind of poured into me, I guess, kind of adapted as I went 

along. It’s really, really smooth. 

 

[00:22:50] 

Annemarie Anderson: If you’ve been doing it since you’re sixteen years old. 

 

[00:22:55] 

Larry Goss: Pretty much. I’ve been around it all my life, but working the pan, helping 

Daddy with the pan, doing that kind of stuff, that probably started before then, but the 

more serious parts where he really, really started teaching me, about making syrup was 

about fifteen or sixteen, when I had plenty of time to stay with him, you know, to be 

around him all the time. 

 

[00:23:24] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Could you—well, this’ll be, I guess, the last 

question I’ll ask you. What do you hope to see for the future of Goss Family Sorghum 

and then maybe just sorghum in general? 

 

[00:23:43] 

Larry Goss: Well, I don’t know. I can’t say about that now because I don’t know what 

the future brings. We’re just doing to have to wait and see. That’s about all I can say 

about the future. We don’t know what’s coming up. So just wait and see what happens. 
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[00:24:08] 

Annemarie Anderson: Makes sense. Is there anything else you want to add that we 

haven’t talked about? 

 

[00:24:13] 

Larry Goss: Been a good ride. That’s about all. 

 

[00:24:21] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Well, thank you for talking to me. 

 

[00:24:24] 

Larry Goss: You’re welcome. Been a pleasure. 

 

 

[End of interview] 


