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Annemarie Anderson: Okay. We are rolling. This is Annemarie Anderson recording for 

the Southern Foodways Alliance. I am in Henagar, Alabama, with the Goss family, and 

I’m with Miss Renee Goss. Would you go ahead and introduce yourself for the recording, 

give us your name and birth date, please? 

 

[0:00:17.1] 

Renee Goss: I’m Renee Goss. My birth date is July 5th, 1957. 

 

[0:00:24.8] 

Annemarie Anderson: Thank you. Well, let’s talk a little bit about your early life. 

Where were you born? 

 

[0:00:28.2] 

Renee Goss: Actually born in Fort Payne, Alabama, moved to Florida for eight years and 

then back to Sand Mountain area of Alabama. 

 

[0:00:40.2] 

Annemarie Anderson: And what was the Sand Mountain of your youth like? 

 

[0:00:43.1] 

Renee Goss: I lived with my grandparents until we moved to Huntsville for a brief stay. 

That was very different going from Florida to Sand Mountain. One big difference was I 

was a pre-teen, and moving into a home with no indoor plumbing was quite a shock, but 
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we remedied that quickly. But it was a big culture change, but it also was a very good 

change because we were going from a dysfunctional family, from some serious 

situations, and moving into a place where everything was peaceful and the country and 

natural, and we were healthier and happier during that time. 

 

[0:01:30.9] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Can you tell me a little bit about your grandparents? 

 

[0:01:33.6] 

Renee Goss: They owned 120 acres originally, and then because they had five children, 

that narrowed down to smaller acreage. They farmed, and we grew everything we ate 

during those years we lived with them. The only junk food we were allowed to have was 

a half a cup of Coke and a peppermint stick, and we were a lot healthier then. 

 

[0:02:03.9] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. 

 

[0:02:03.9] 

Renee Goss: It was good times. 

 

[0:02:05.5] 

Annemarie Anderson: What were your grandparents’ names? 
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[0:02:08.0] 

Renee Goss: Coy and Claudia Goodridge. 

 

[0:02:11.1] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s nice. So I guess we can talk a little bit about kind of you 

coming into the Goss family and the start of getting involved in sorghum. 

 

[0:02:28.2] 

Renee Goss: Okay. When I was fourteen, Miss Dean Goss helped me to get my first job 

and she taught me how to work. We worked in a little restaurant, and she taught me really 

the hard basics of having a good work ethic. And through that and the fact that she had a 

very nice-looking son that I had met at high school, they sort of took me in, and ended up 

marrying that son and have loved being in this family since day one. 

 

[0:03:13.7] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. So did Miss Dean have a restaurant? Was it hers or 

did you guys just work together? 

 

[0:03:20.2] 

Renee Goss: At that time, we were working at another restaurant. Later on, she and her 

sister did have a small restaurant for a while. 

 

[0:03:27.3] 
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Annemarie Anderson: Oh, that’s cool. What was the restaurant called that you worked 

at? 

 

[0:03:31.2] 

Renee Goss: Alvie’s Drive-in. [Laughter] 

 

[0:03:33.4] 

Annemarie Anderson: And was that here in Henagar? 

 

[0:03:34.8] 

Renee Goss: In Henagar, yes. 

 

[0:03:36.5] 

Annemarie Anderson: Well, I was wondering, too, what was, I guess, the community 

like, this kind of small town? Could you describe kind of, I guess, the makeup? I mean, 

you probably got to see a lot of the people and interact with a lot of people if you worked 

at Alvie’s Drive-in. Could you talk a little bit about what it was like? 

 

[0:03:57.6] 

Renee Goss: Yes. It was the high point of Henagar at the time, because at that time there 

was no red light, there were no McDonald’s, no Jack’s, so Alvie’s Drive-in was the great 

high point for everyone to go get breakfast and lunch every day. So I did meet a lot of 

people, and being as young as I was, it was a little intimidating and overwhelming, and 
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that was where Miss Dean would come in and she would say, “Now, this is how you deal 

with that. This is how you handle this, and you treat people the same. You treat them as 

you want to be treated.” So she taught me a lot in that. But we met so many people 

because Henagar is kind of a central location for a large rural community, and so a lot of 

the farmers came there during their lunch hour, a lot of the retired men would be there in 

the mornings for coffee, and I learned a lot, not always good things, but I learned a lot. 

[Laughter] 

 

[0:05:06.9] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. So I guess let’s talk about how you got started—

well, here’s a question I have, and I’m not sure that you could particularly answer this, 

but as far as sorghum on Sand Mountain, I know that there used to be a lot of it. Could 

you speak to that, just maybe things that you noticed as a young adult or even as a child 

about sorghum on Sand Mountain? 

 

[0:05:34.8] 

Renee Goss: Before I became involved with the Goss family, my dad actually grew a 

crop of sorghum on my grandparents’ property, and we brought it to the Goss Farms and 

they made the syrup for us. At that time, I had told my dad, “Let’s done ever do that 

again, because it’s too hard of work.” [Laughter] 

And so we knew, because my dad had told me, my grandparents had told me, that 

there used to be a sorghum mill, a syrup mill just almost on every farm on the mountain, 

and at that point, there were still several of them existing but not functioning, because 
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that generation was getting older or a lot of them had started passing on, and so I had 

heard all about, well, this is something that used to be just a natural part of farming, but I 

had not seen it because most of my growing-up years were in Florida. So it was very 

interesting to me, but, still, as a pre-teen, I thought, “This is too hard of work.” [Laughter] 

 

[0:06:48.8] 

Annemarie Anderson: Were you involved in any of the planting or harvesting? 

 

[0:06:55.3] 

Renee Goss: Once I married into the family, I did try, because there’s one point you have 

to strip the cane by hand. You pull all the leaves off. I did that on years that I could or 

wasn’t having children or, you know, those situations, but for the most part, I realized, 

“Okay, this is not for me either. I need to find a different avenue in this.” [Laughter] 

 

[0:07:23.8] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Let’s talk a little bit about, I guess, your first 

experience after you married, and I guess maybe before, I’m not sure, but your first 

experience with the Goss family making sorghum. 

 

[0:07:42.3] 

Renee Goss: That, I think, was probably one of the most endearing times for me, because 

I saw when they began to start making season, it became family, and having missed that 

to a point with my own family, it was such an amazing thing to see, and it wasn’t just that 
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this family came together when it became syrup-making time, but the relatives would 

come from different ends of the mountain, you know, even some from western Alabama 

would come, and it was just such an awesome community feeling that was a stronger 

bond than just community because it was family. And it was amazing for me to watch it. 

 

[0:08:48.6] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. When I was here last, there was a lady who came 

and brought her daughter, and she was talking to me about when she was a little girl, she 

came and she watched and she loved eating sorghum growing up. What was, I guess, the 

community’s reaction to what you guys did here? How did they feel about the sorghum 

operation? 

 

[0:09:15.2] 

Renee Goss: Well, for the most part, everybody in the community enjoys it, especially 

you can still, when the school buses go through in the afternoons, you can see the 

windows drop on the school buses and the kids are all going, “What is that smell as we 

go through?” Now, of course, back in the early years, because there were several other 

syrup mills around, there was the competition, because it’s a market, you know, so there 

was a little competition there in the market, but the community has always supported this 

family, the Goss Farms. It’s been a good community. 

 

[0:09:54.5] 
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Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. I guess this is backtracking again, but how, I guess, 

has your role in this shifted over time? What did you start out doing and what do you do 

now within the operation? 

 

[0:10:08.8] 

Renee Goss: Well, I first just started out just watching them because I knew nothing 

about it, and the two sons had grown up in it, the family had been in it for so long, and so 

I spent several years just watching. Some years, as I said, I wasn’t able to do anything 

because those were my childbearing years. Then there were years I was in college later 

on. So I was in and out for many years. Then it reached a point that I was able to spend 

more time here with Mr. Goss, Mr. L.D. Goss, and he took me under his wing and started 

teaching me just the basics, and then he saw that I would just stand and watch him as he 

cooked it, because it was the most amazing thing to see, because he didn’t use any 

equipment, there was nothing added into the syrup, and in my mind, that didn’t make 

sense, you know. Why are you not using a cooking thermometer to tell you when this—

and that was when he really started talking to me about understanding this is an art. Of 

course, he didn’t understand to say it was an art because of his limited education, but yet 

he was one of the wisest men that I ever met. But he made me realize, okay, there’s an art 

here, and this is a special thing going on here, because over the years, I saw more and 

more of the older generation dying out, the syrup mills being stopped, you know, and it 

was just amazing to watch him as he taught me everything that he could teach me. Now, I 

didn’t learn it all, by any means, and that’s why he has two sons. [Laughter] They can 

think of things and do things that I never learned. So, over time, we all just started kind of 
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working together with it, especially after Mr. L.D. began to age. And he did work down 

there, or he’d at least come down there and supervise until his last year, I believe, that he 

was with us, and he would always say, “Now, this needs to be done this way, and this 

needs to do this.” And we were always like, “Yes, sir, yes, sir, we hear you.” But it’s 

amazing to me just to learn something like that, and it gave me a sense of not just family, 

but a sense of heritage. Even though I am the in-law in the family, it gave me a great 

sense of heritage that I began to really have a lot of interest in. 

 

[0:13:26.5] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. I guess could you tell me a little bit about what Mr. 

L.D. was like as a person? You’ve talked a little bit about that, but could you kind of, I 

guess, flesh that out a little more and then maybe talk about the history of sorghum in this 

family? 

 

[0:13:40.7] 

Renee Goss: Mr. L.D. was special, obviously, to me, and he was different to me, and I 

think that’s why I really liked him so much. Sometimes I would just say, “Yes, sir, I’m 

outta here,” you know. [Laughter] Because when he said something, he meant it. But he 

was a good man and he raised a good family. He had told me about his family and he had 

asked me at one point to try to find out how far back it went in his family, and there are 

other family members in the Goss family who have also looked into the family tree and 

tried to trace back just how far. Mr. L.D. came from a very large family. I think he was 

like second, third from the youngest of them. And his dad, if I’m remembering correctly, 
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his dad had shown him how to cook syrup, because in that particular time period, as I 

said, every farm did it. It was just something you did on a farm. Then his dad was 

accidentally killed when he was seventeen, and he fell away from that and went 

eventually into the military because of the war that was going, then came back. And 

through different circumstances and different influences from other relatives, they started 

it up again. And he was so amazing to me because he didn’t realize just how talented he 

was. He did a lot of construction work just on homes and worked with other people on 

things like that, and he farmed, and he had the most, to me, unique method of 

understanding farming. He knew exactly what day each crop needed to be planted on so 

that it would fall exactly in the right season to come around to harvest time at the right 

time. [Laughter] I mean, he had it down to a wire. He was so amazing in that. And he was 

also very prosperous. Even with his limited education, he was prosperous in his own right 

in what he did. He was just so willing, after he found out I wasn’t going to burn 

everything [Laughter], to work with me and show me things. I guess it was either that or 

he got tired of me being under his elbow every day [Laughter], because I loved watching 

it so much. But he was just a such an amazing man, he really was. I was raised in a 

family where, okay, you need education, and those are great and wonderful things, and I 

do have education, but to watch someone who did it without education and succeeded 

and became a legacy in his own right, to me that was—I’m a little partial to him. 

[Laughter] 

 

[0:17:30.6] 
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Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. Could you talk a little bit about the process of 

cooking sorghum? Can you take it from the juice all the way to filling it up into glass 

jars? 

 

[0:17:40.4] 

Renee Goss: Okay. Well, of course, the cane is harvested in the field, and normally our 

process, and what we require from our growers, is that it is stripped of its leaves, because 

we were always told you leave the leaves on, it makes it taste bitter, and to cut the heads 

off of it and we save the seed for next year’s planting. Then it is brought to the syrup mill 

and run through a grinder that squeezes the juice out. The juice runs underground at our 

mill to the pan where it is cooked. Then the stalks, which are called pummies, that from 

the ground cane goes on to a truck or a tractor trailer and taken and fed to the cattle to 

make sweeter beef. But once the juice gets down to the mill, and in every process that 

there is juice, it’s strained in some form, either with burlap, with cheesecloth, with nylon, 

I mean we try our best to strain it of any impurities, any trash that might have gotten in 

there, and it works very well. So far we’ve never had anyone return a jar of syrup and 

say, “There’s something in here.” [Laughter] So that works wonderfully.But when it gets 

to the syrup mill to cook, it’s run through a strainer twice and then onto the pan, and the 

pan is a copper pan that has a maze of divisions. As the juice runs down from one end of 

the pan to the other and through those mazes, the heat under the pan begins to cook it to a 

different level within each section. Once it reaches the end of the pan, which is about a 

thirty-minute process to go from one end to the other, it is cooked syrup on the other end. 
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From there, it runs down a trough and into another barrel, where it is then put in the jars. 

And from there, we just let people enjoy it. 

 

[0:20:07.6] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. I have a question. I mean, as far as cooking goes, 

what was the most challenging part of trying to learn how to cook sorghum? 

 

[0:20:19.8] 

Renee Goss: Wow. Finding your rhythm. I still struggle with that, is finding a rhythm. 

Now, if I could stay there for, you know, thirty minutes, an hour to where I can really 

focus on it, you know, then I can find my rhythm. And by that I just mean there’s a 

rhythm to dipping the syrup as it comes down to that end of the pan. But because I’m just 

in and out, trying to do several things down there, and my brother-in-law does most of the 

cooking, I’m not there long enough to get a good rhythm going, so sometimes my mind is 

off doing something else and I’m supposed to be focusing on cooking the syrup. 

[Laughter] So that is the hardest part for me, because I watched my father-in-law and he 

would get a rhythm going, get a rhythm going. I’ve watched my mother-in-law. She gets 

her rhythm going. I’ve watched my brother-in-law, gets a rhythm going. My rhythm gets 

a little off beat sometimes. [Laughter] That’s the hardest part for me. 

 

[0:21:30.1] 

Annemarie Anderson: It makes sense. You mentioned seeds and that you guys save 

seeds. I guess what varieties of sorghum do you typically use? 
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[0:21:41.9] 

Renee Goss: It is the Orange Sugar Drip. That is the one that we keep using each year. 

 

[0:21:58.9] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. I guess here’s another question. So as far as, I 

mean, making syrup is a really labor-intensive thing, what ways have you guys tried to 

kind of like alleviate a lot of that labor and make it a little more efficient? 

 

[0:22:19.7] 

Renee Goss: Actually, as far as that part of it, we really have not purposefully tried to 

look for more innovative ways to lessen the labor of it, because it’s basically the same. 

We have had people come in and say, “I’m going to invent you a cane stripper,” and 

there probably is a machine somewhere that would be great if you had many, many acres, 

but on a small farm, it wouldn’t be profitable for us to have, so everything is still done by 

hand. 

 

[0:23:02.9] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. This is kind of a question. So you all cook for the 

public too. Could you talk a little bit about that and how that relationship works and how 

you guys get connected with different growers who want you to cook for them? 

 

[0:23:21.4] 
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Renee Goss: I think that has been going on. As the older generation syrup makers died, 

started dying out, then younger-generation growers still needed someone to do that, and 

so they would bring—plus there were just families who did not have syrup mills and 

would allow someone else to cook for them. We have made for many people over the 

years. I couldn’t even begin to think how many people we have made for. Right now we 

cook for growers who are 60 miles away and then some who are even more toward south 

Alabama or middle Alabama, I would say. So that tradition is still going in that we still 

believe in the honor system, in that we don’t do contracts with our growers, we honor a 

man’s word because I was taught from a very special man that a man’s word, a man is 

only as good as his word, and that stuck with me. Then in this family, with the syrup-

making business, they honor that same code. So we trust people. We do make a verbal 

agreement with them, and we get a third of the syrup and then they pay their portion of 

the gas that is used to cook the syrup, they furnish their jars and we furnish ours, and 

we’ve never had a complaint about that that I’m aware of. There are still folks who are 

attempting to grow cane every year. [Laughter] 

 

[0:25:39.3] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. What’s your favorite part of the entire operation of 

making sorghum in the fall? 

 

[0:25:53.3] 

Renee Goss: Ah! I love it watching people come in the syrup mill, because you see 

almost a transformation. Not everybody [Laughter], but most folks, you can see they go 
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back in their minds. You can see, I mean, their whole demeanor when they walk in and 

they smell the syrup, and the first words, “I used to come here when I was a child,” or, 

“My daddy,” “My granddaddy made this. I remember this.” And people just—it’s like 

they transform back to a more pleasant time in their lives. And I love hearing their 

stories. Most folks would say, “Please don’t let anybody else walk in and say that same 

thing again,” and I’m always like, “No, come on in and tell me your story.” And it brings 

that whole sense of better days and good memories to people’s minds. 

 

[0:26:55.4] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. Could you describe the taste of sorghum, what it 

takes like? 

 

[0:27:01.6] 

Renee Goss: [Laughter] Well, I think that depends on who’s tasting it. [Laughter] 

Because, actually, when my dad grew his little crop and they made it, I tasted it and I 

thought, “I don’t know if I like this or not.” I was used to regular pancake syrup. I wasn’t 

used to something that was that pure and had its own unique flavor. There are people who 

will come in and they will say, “Now, I need to taste this.” So we let them taste it. We 

have some who are very particular [Laughter] and are looking for that perfect taste. The 

one thing that I appreciated so much about Mr. L.D., he could make it so mellow and 

sweet, and that would be perfect to me, and that was how I got hooked on it, was I started 

tasting more over the years and I noticed, okay, his doesn’t taste like a lot of other crops 

we cook because each crop is different. The location makes a difference. The cane makes 
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a difference. You know, everything is different. But his was always—and the whole Goss 

Farms was always so mellow and sweet, and it didn’t have that bitter whang that a lot of 

folks don’t like in it. So it’s just a unique taste, it really is. [Laughter] 

 

[0:28:42.9] 

Annemarie Anderson: What’s your favorite way that it’s, I guess, used in recipes? 

 

[0:28:49.4] 

Renee Goss: Oh, wow. A lot of folks love to put it in baked beans. Oh, it makes the best 

baked beans. It actually can be used as a substitute for white sugar, and I use it for a 

substitute for brown sugar in a lot of different things. If I am running low on sugar or 

something, I can just throw in a spoonful, a couple of spoonfuls of the sorghum syrup and 

it has the same flavor to it. It is so good. 

 

[0:29:22.1] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. And I guess I only have a couple more questions for 

you, but I guess only two. Why is it important to you, why is this operation important to 

you? 

 

[0:29:37.8] 

Renee Goss: Well, I could get real sentimental, but I won’t do that. I think it’s a tradition 

that needs to be continued because of two things. The actual art of the process, and I 

know a lot of the younger generations who are coming up across the state who are trying 
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to keep the sorghum-making going are using a lot of the different devices like the—I 

started to say refractor. That’s not the right word. But there’s a lot of equipment now that 

they can use to help them to cook the syrup to the exact temperature, exact finished 

product. So I think to keep a natural process going is just something that needs to be 

maintained, and nothing against what others are doing, because we all have to start 

somewhere until it becomes an art to us. And then it’s the whole sense of family and 

community, just seeing people’s faces light up and seeing them remember times that I 

remember when life was pure. 

 

[0:31:10.2] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s good. And then my last question is, what do you hope to 

see for the future of sorghum here on Sand Mountain and then just in general? 

 

[0:31:21.2] 

Renee Goss: I would love to see generations rise up, younger generations, and carry on 

the traditions. That’s asking a lot in the times that we live in right now. We have children, 

and there are other grandchildren in the Goss family. They’re all girls except for one, and 

that makes it a little difficult to do this kind of operation when you’re limited in those 

ways. In the early years, there were huge families and everybody worked in the field and 

everybody worked in the mill, and it was easier. And today that is not the normal process 

around now. But I would love to see the younger generations continue something that is a 

pure art. 
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[0:32:24.1] 

Annemarie Anderson: That’s great. Is there anything else you want to add? 

 

[0:32:27.0] 

Renee Goss: I don’t think so. 

 

[0:32:30.1] 

Annemarie Anderson: Okay. Thank you. 

 

[End of interview] 


