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START INTERVIEW 

[Transcript begins at 00:01:19] 

SW: I know. Okay, I’m going to start the recording, so I’ll just start, okay. We’re rolling 

here. And the first question—I’m just going to ask you to introduce yourself. So say hello and 

tell me your name and where we are right now. 

[00:01:30] 

ML: Okay, I’m Mary Lawson and we’re at Willie Burgers in Hartselle, Alabama. 

[00:01:36] 

SW: And can you tell me how far does your history go back with this place? How did 

you end up at Willie Burgers? 

[00:01:41] 

ML: We—we got transferred, me and my husband got transferred from Indianapolis, 

Indiana and he had twenty-five years-service, so um, when I come here I just started coming 

uptown to get to know people and stuff like that ‘cause he was working like seven days a week. 

And I just come up here and—and I volunteered at the Salvation Army and come down here and 

get me a drink every day. 

[00:02:08] 

 And then they needed help so I come in, you know and been here since.  

[00:02:15] 

SW: And can you tell me your husband’s name and what he did? 

[00:02:17] 

ML: My husband is Frank Lawson and he worked for Chrysler Corporation. And he was 

just a factory worker, you know. 
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[00:02:27] 

SW: So there was a plant in Indianapolis and he was transferred here to Hartselle? 

[00:02:30] 

ML: Yes, yeah, he—he was in Huntsville, yeah. 

[00:02:33] 

SW: Can you tell me a little bit about what it was like for you to move to Indianapolis to 

Hartselle? 

[00:02:37] 

ML: Horrible. Horrible. Well we lived in Madison first because he come—he was here 

like a year before I come down. And so we lived over there. I think I was there maybe six 

months. And see, we had—we had never planned on leaving our home or nothing like that. It 

wasn’t nice. That’s one reason I had to get out and just find me people, you know ‘cause we have 

no family here or anything like that. And we didn’t know anybody. And he worked like seven 

days a week, so I just come up in town and eventually I got to know a lot of people you know 

‘cause it was very lonely you know.  

[00:03:17] 

 I mean my—we have one son and he was in college and like I said, just wasn’t nothing to 

do or anything you know. It makes you very lonesome, you know. 

[00:03:28] 

SW: What’s your son’s name? 

[00:03:30] 

ML: My son’s name is Scott Lawson. 
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[00:03:32] 

SW: And where was he going to college at the time? 

[00:03:32] 

ML: He was at Ball State, up in Indianapolis.  

[00:03:38] 

SW: Oh wow, so he was back home when y'all were down here? 

[00:03:40] 

ML: Yeah, yeah we—he didn’t like it here. We made him come the summer when he got 

out and he wasn’t happy. So we let him go back up there and finish his school and stuff you 

know and finish his college because he didn’t know anybody. He—he’s never really lived here. 

He come in and visit and then you know he just—well it was just hard on him, you know. But 

like I said we—we’ve been real happy here, you know. We never wanted to—we said we was 

going back but we never did. It took us probably about ten years before we realized that, you 

know, this was our home, you know, and we couldn’t go back you know ‘cause his family is 

mostly up there and my family is mostly up there. We both come from big families, you know.  

[00:04:27] 

 But we kind of fit in ‘cause he was from Tennessee and I was from Kentucky. You know, 

so we fit in pretty good down here—at least they don’t make fun of the way we talk you know. 

Up there they kind of you know—we was hillbilly (Laughs) you know. But that’s okay, you 

know we fit in better here, you know.  

[00:04:46] 

SW: Where in Kentucky are you from?  
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[00:04:47] 

ML: I’m from Tompkinsville, Kentucky. 

[00:04:50] 

SW: Okay, so that’s where your family—you grew up—? 

[00:04:52] 

ML: We—we went to Indianapolis when I was like eleven and like I say, my—I have one 

brother that’s in Tennessee which consists of like three hours from here. Didn’t never think about 

coming back closer, you know to home that way but like I said, we like it though, we do. It’s—

it’s just a slower moving than what we were used to you know. I don’t know, what else do you 

want—? (Laughs) 

[00:05:21] 

SW: Oh—I just don’t like to interrupt people when they— 

[00:05:24] 

ML: Oh that’s fine, that’s fine.  

[00:05:25] 

SW: And so you said when you first got here you started volunteering at the Salvation 

Army? 

[00:05:30] 

ML: Well I started cleaning houses. I cleaned—I cleaned apartments up in Indianapolis, 

Indiana, so my husband when he was in an apartment over in Madison, I went and seen them just 

so—when I come here I had a job. I cleaned apartments over there. And we found a house here 

in Hartselle. And I didn’t—didn’t have anything to do so the guy that built my house, he owned a 

little red school here in Hartselle, so he got me a job there and then one job just led to the other 
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and I cleaned houses here. So I just picked up, but I was cleaning in Madison when we lived 

there. So it—it just give me something to do you know. 

[00:06:13] 

SW: And I don’t mean to—to ask you a bunch of numbers but what year did you guys 

move to Madison from Indianapolis? 

[00:06:19] 

ML: Oh Lord, I don’t remember. We’ve been here what, about thirty-two years Robin 

[asking Robin Johnson, her friend and employee who is off camera]? I think so, I think—

whatever. I don’t even remember now. 

[00:06:28] 

SW: We’ll do the math. We’ll say thirty-two. And then so when you—you said you used 

to come in here and get something to drink? 

[00:06:35] 

ML: Uh-huh, I volunteered at the Salvation Army. And I would walk down here and get 

me a Mountain Dew and then I just got acquainted with one of the girls that worked here. And 

the Salvation Army closed and the other lady that was working here, she was pregnant and she 

wanted to know if I would like working here, so—. I just come in and went to work, you know. 

[00:06:59] 

SW: What was that like for you? You said that you really had no— 

[00:07:01]] 

ML: Oh it was horrible, it was horrible because I didn’t know—they put me back mixing 

meat, the hamburger meat and I’m sure they did tell me that you can't put too much water—I 

mean not to put too much water and I had—like I said I had never done nothing like that. But 
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when you’re mixing the—to make the hamburgers, okay well you put bread in there and you put 

so much water to mix it up. It’s like mixing up a meatloaf or something. But I put too much 

water and it was just dripping. I mean the bowl is like so big like this and it—it was just dripping 

out the sides and everything. And have you ever seen the movie of Lucille Ball/I Love Lucy? 

She’s on that line and the candy is coming down and it’s coming down real fast and she’s eating 

all the candy? It’s what it made me think of. And I was too embarrassed to come up here and tell 

them what I had done you know. 

[00:07:52] 

 But it was different. It took me a little while to get in the swing of it and everything 

because I had never been in a restaurant or anything. You know but it’s—it’s totally different. 

People come in here and they think, well it would be so easy. It’s not. The hamburger, when 

you’re mixing it up there’s a knack to that too. You know, you can't just you know go back and 

there and say, “Well this is easy,” you know. It’s—it’s got to be the right texture and stuff like 

that for it to come out right. If we don’t do it back—if we don’t mix it up right it don’t mix up 

right for them to fry, you know to cook it and everything. There’s a knack to everything in here 

you know.  

[00:08:30] 

 Just like with Robin [Johnson], she’s the best on the hamburgers as far as patting them 

out. Her hamburgers will be just so pretty and round. She—she knows exactly how to fix them 

so each one of them is you know the very same size. You know she’s just got a knack to doing it, 

you know. She’s just good at it. Nobody else has ever done them that good you know. But she 

knows what she’s doing, you know, and to me I know I how to mix meat better. Don’t you think 

Robin [asking Robin Johnson who is off camera]? I think I can do meat pretty good. 
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[00:09:01]] 

Robin [Johnson, off camera]: Oh yeah, you can mix meat. 

[00:09:01]] 

ML: Yeah, but that’s all I’ve ever done, you know. 

[00:09:05] 

SW: And Mary, I have a couple questions for you. And I want to go back to asking you 

about like when you first came in here, but you were talking about mixing the meat. Have you 

ever—before you started working here, had you ever seen hamburger mixed like that before 

like—? 

[00:09:19] 

ML: Oh no, no. See I went to Indianapolis when I was eleven and no, I had never—. No, 

I had never seen nothing like this. No, we didn’t have stuff like that—uh-uh. 

[00:09:29] 

SW: What were hamburgers like in Indianapolis for you? 

[00:09:31] 

ML: Just a regular hamburger. We—we had Steak and Shake and just hamburgers like 

that, you know, and we have White Castle, you know and that’s like here, we like White Castle, 

where people here have been raised on these but we were raised on White Castle up there. And 

they—they wouldn’t like White Castle. They didn’t—like I said, they’ve been used to these and 

that’s what they like, you know. Well we didn’t have anything like this, you know. It’s totally 

different, you know. 

[00:10:06] 

SW:  Do you remember the first time you had a burger here? 
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[00:10:08] 

ML: After I first started working, yeah, yeah. It—it didn’t—I mean it was different you 

know which I liked it and everything but it was really different you know. Just it’s just 

something that people think—it’s not like a regular hamburger to me you know. It just tastes 

different. But I’m different because whenever I would eat them I like everything on them. I like 

the mustard, ketchup, onions, mayonnaise, pickle and the kraut. And a lot of people they don’t 

like them that way. But to me that’s the best way to eat them, you know.  

[00:10:46] 

 Now I’ve at them so many years that I don’t eat them now, you know. (Laughs) 

[00:10:48] 

SW: Are you tired of them? 

[00:10:49] 

ML: Well it’s just that we see it all the time and most—now we’ll—every now and then 

we won't we Robin [asking Robin Johnson, who is off camera], I mean just not every day you 

know but the other partner I had, he ate them every day. I think he could—I mean I don’t think 

he would have ever got tired of them but he was raised on them, too. Like I said— 

[00:11:08] 

Robin [Johnson, off camera]: He’d said on the desk— 

[00:11:09] 

ML: Yeah, that’s true. 

[00:11:10] 

Robin [Johnson, off camera]: —and didn’t have to work with them like we did. 
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[00:11:11] 

ML: Yeah, yeah, he sat and he didn’t mix them up and he didn’t cook them or nothing 

like that you know.  

[00:11:16] 

SW: What was his name? 

[00:11:17] 

ML: He was Tony Sapp. 

[00:11:19] 

SW: Now did Tony—was he the owner of the place before? 

[00:11:21] 

ML: His dad was.  

[00:11:23] 

SW: And his—was his dad Willie? 

[00:11:25] 

ML: His dad was Willis Sapp.  

[00:11:27] 

SW: Willis Sapp, so you can tell me what you know about Willis Sapp, like what’s—

what—what—because this place is named after him, right? 

[00:11:33] 

ML: Yes. And the only reason I didn’t change it is because it was just too much trouble. 

Me and his dad went partners I think in 2000—2000 the best I remember. He was—he never 

worked here. He just—he would come down and now he would stay down here quite a bit and 

everything. But he was a one-arm man and— 
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[00:11:58] 

SW: So he only had one arm? 

[00:12:00] 

ML: Yes. 

[00:12:01]] 

SW: Do you know how he lost the other arm? 

[00:12:03] 

ML: I think he—he shot it off. It got shot—shot off. I believe that’s what they said. But 

now we had a little—we had a wooden thing up here by the register. Now he would sit up there 

and do the register and they had him a little—oh it was where his arm—where his arm was off 

where he could sit there at the window and put his arm there. And he’d run the cash register and 

stuff, which I moved it out. You know but it was fixed for him to just sit there and run the cash 

register. And one of his legs was—it was just straight. He couldn’t bend it and stuff you know. 

And he would run the cash register that way. But he didn’t do it a whole lot after I first started.  

[00:12:44] 

 When I come here they had been here a year and that’s all, you know, and they hadn't 

been here very long, you know. Most of the time he just come down here and ate. He loved to eat 

here. You know but he died—he’s probably been gone about six years.  

[00:13:03 

SW: Is Tony still around? 

[00:13:04] 

ML: Tony is still around. Tony is in a nursing home at Falkville.  
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[00:13:08] 

SW: Oh wow. 

[00:13:09] 

ML: Yeah, yeah.  

[00:13:10] 

SW: So Mary, going back to when you first started and the woman you said she was 

pregnant and it was asking you—. 

[00:13:16] 

ML: She left. 

[00:13:16] 

SW: She left? 

[00:13:17] 

ML: That would have been Tony’s sister-in-law. 

[00:13:20] 

SW: Okay, now could you tell me some stories about what you remember waiting on 

people or customers, any—anybody that you—that sticks with you over the years that you 

remember fondly or not fondly? 

[00:13:30] 

ML: Oh you—gosh we’ve had so many. You mean—most of them are good like the 

older people, you know. You know, like the ones that would come in here and aggravate you. 

Mr. Healy was very—he’d hit the door and he’d say, “Gal, I’m drunk again,” you know. 

(Laughs) He was just real comical and stuff. Now he’s passed away and stuff. But like I said 

we’ve had so many. We’ve had so many that’s died on us. You know um, like cancer and stuff 
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like that, you know. But one that really sticks out, I don’t know. We’ve had—I can't think of 

anything. But we have so many of them that almost all of them pick at us, but I pick at people, 

too. 

[00:14:16] 

 Like I got one, he calls me Scary Mary ‘cause of my hair, you know. And what is it 

Blankenship calls me? Like I say, I pick at all of them though. I mess with them. But most of the 

time a lot of our customers before they come in the door, we know what they are eating and we 

will have their food ready for them and stuff, you know ‘cause they’ve come in so long that way, 

you know. 

[00:14:42] 

SW: I feel like there’s not many places left that can say they do something like that and 

have someone’s— 

[00:14:46] 

ML: A lot of them you have to really baby, you know, and like if they want their stuff—

I’ve got one guy that comes in. He’s—he’s in his forties but he wants his cheeseburger. He wants 

his fries done first and he don’t want his—you know, he don’t want you to get his hamburger 

over there and he wants his fries and everything at the same time, you know, so we got to time he 

out to make sure his food is just right there at the same time, you know. But there’s just certain 

things that people like different, you know. And if I know that—most all my customers if they 

tell me some kind of story and Robin will tell you the same thing, it could have been fifteen, 

twenty years ago and I can go back and relate to them of something that they have told me, you 

know. I can pretty much tell—I may not know their name but I can tell you some tale that 

something to do with their family or them or something. I can relate to what they’ve told me that 
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way and know them, you know, but I don’t know their names, you know. But I can pretty well 

keep—like I said, I might not have seen them for maybe fifteen, twenty years but I’ll go still 

recognize them from something that they have told me, you know, which I think here is like 

going to a bank. If I don’t know my customers I just feel like I should know them, you know. 

You don’t want to go to a bank and they don’t even know your name or nothing, right? You 

know, but that’s the way I think that we should be with them, you know. 

[00:16:15] 

 But I don’t know what else to say. 

[00:16:16] 

SW: No, this is great Mary. And I wanted to know—can you tell me the story of how you 

went from working here to owning it? Can you talk about how that happened? 

[00:16:28] 

ML: Well they just wanted me to be partners with them and it was okay. But see, most of 

the time he—Tony would let me run it, you know and wanted me to be partners. And then when 

we went partners he would be here certain days and then—then take off and then I would take 

off, you know. And we just went partners that way.  

[00:16:54] 

 But most of the stuff that was in here was mine anyway. I had started doing everything 

for the—like putting stuff in here and everything like that. It was already mine anyway. 

[00:17:03] 

SW: So all of the stuff that you have on the—? 

[00:17:05] 

ML: Uh-hm. 
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[00:17:06] 

SW: Can you explain it because I’m going to take some pictures in a little bit but—? 

[00:17:09] 

ML: It’s come from—a lot of my things here have come from my home ‘cause I like old 

stuff. And I just bring it up here and then that way I can see it and stuff like that. I just—I like 

collecting old stuff, you know. And a lot of it I have bought in different states. A lot of the 

Marilyn pictures has come from—‘cause all my family lives in different states and stuff, and I 

have just picked them up and wherever we were—what state we’re in and stuff you know. And a 

lot of it has just come from my house—period. You know stuff that I’ve collected and got too 

much and bring up here, you know. 

[00:17:49] 

 But like the picture right there of the ’57 Chevy [1957]. That was my son’s when he was 

at home. He had a ’57 Chevy and we brought that with us when we moved here. And the picture 

of Marilyn was—he took that to college, the picture right there of Marilyn. He had that in college 

and I brought it down here when we moved and hung it in my garage. I think it was one of the—I 

know it was – it was one of the first pictures I put in here. You know but most of it, it’s—it’s just 

where I’ve collected and put—like I say, I just like old stuff you know.  

[00:18:48]26] 

 But a lot of people thinks we’re antique—I mean this is an antique store here. You know, 

they think—think it—you know, because I’ve got so much over here, you know. But most—like 

I said, I like—I like McCoy bowls. I like anything McCoy, you know. I don’t know. 

[00:18:48] 

SW: What is it with Marilyn ‘cause I was noticing— 
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[00:18:51] 

ML: Marilyn? She’s just collectible. I mean there’s so much out there of Marilyn. And 

like I said I just—I got into her. Now—now she was the first and the picture—this picture back 

here, this I want to show you. This one here is [walks away to point at a particular portrait]—

she was—. And then I just got started on—. And now I have some of her at home. Not as many 

as I’ve got up here but I got some of her at home. But like I said, I just got started and then I had 

to finally just stop because I was buying so many. 

[00:19:35] 

SW: Did you run out of room? 

[00:19:35] 

ML: Yeah, yeah ‘cause we don’t have no place else to put it. But at one time I had this—

see, we got a big stock room back here, too. And I had so many antiques and stuff back there, I 

finally did clear it out, but I had so much back there that we couldn’t move back there even, you 

know. I like to buy old stuff and I’ve gotten better on it. I don’t do it as bad now. You know, but 

anything I don’t want at home, I just bring it up here. 

[00:19:59] 

SW: What do you love so much about old stuff, Mary? 

[00:20:01] 

ML: I’ve always liked it. It’s just something that I’ve always collected. I just—well when 

we first moved here I didn’t have anything to do so I got out and collected utensils, like—like 

these [points up to a bowl on the shelf]  in the bowl, old utensils. And I just got out and collected 

those. And just something that I like to do— 
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[00:20:25] 

SW: Do you know what it is that drew you to utensils exactly or what they—what you 

thought of when you saw them—? 

[00:20:31] 

ML: Just ‘cause they was old and, you know, you don’t use them anymore. But I have—

I’ve always just—I’ve gotten stuck from when we first got married. I always did get out and—

and pick up old stuff. I’ve got a lamp at home and it’s got like a—a shade on it that’s what a 

stove pipe shade and then the bottom has got like marble and stuff. And I’ve had it probably the 

first year we got married and I only paid like fifty cents for it. And my husband put a cord and 

stuff on it and you know I’ve still got it, you know. And we’ve been married forty-eight years. 

But I’ve just always liked old stuff, you know. It’s—I don’t know, to me it’s just prettier and 

stuff, you know. But I’ve got tired of it now. I mean ‘cause I’ve got so much, you know. 

(Laughs) 

[00:21:22] 

SW: I’m wondering Mary, could you talk about what it was like for you? So you were 

partners with Tony for a while and then Tony—you eventually became the full owner? 

[00:21:30] 

ML: His—his dad passed away and he kept it six months. Then he decided he wanted to 

leave.  

[00:21:37] 

SW: And do you remember that conversation you had with him when he finally said, “Do 

you want it?” 
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[00:21:41] 

ML: I was in Texas. He just decided that he wanted out, so he got out. He just left the 

girls up here by their self and I had to come back home. He said he was sick and stuff, so he just 

wanted to get out of it. 

[00:21:56] 

SW: Were you living in Texas at the time? 

[00:21:58] 

ML: No, I went to see my son.  

[00:22:00] 

SW: Okay. 

[00:22:00:01] 

ML: And he decided that he wanted out. See, the restaurant wasn’t doing all that great or 

nothing. So he just wanted out of it, you know. He wanted the money. 

[00:22:12] 

SW: And do you know how long the restaurant had been—when did his dad open—? 

[00:22:17] 

ML: They had only been here about a year or so before I come. 

[00:22:21] 

SW: Okay, okay. 

[00:22:21] 

ML: Yeah, yeah. 

[00:22:23] 

SW: And so what was that like for you to take over the full ownership? 
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[00:22:26] 

ML: It wasn’t no big deal ‘cause we ran it anyway. Like I said, Robin [Johnson] is 

always—I mean after I went partners she started going to the bank and stuff like that and us girls 

always ran it anyway, didn’t we Robin [talking to Robin Johnson who is off camera]? I mean it 

was nothing different ‘cause Tony didn’t do nothing. Tony had us to take care of him, you know. 

And I was getting tired of him sitting on the stool and stuff and not doing nothing, so I kind of 

probably did have a lot for him to get out, you know and you know kind of pushed him out a 

little bit—made him think about it a little bit more because it—when it come down to it, he 

didn’t want to share the money and stuff either. You know when it was—we wasn’t making that 

good—well really, we was making really good compared, you know but he didn’t think so. But 

the money has to go back in this. That’s what Tony never did understand. You can't keep taking 

from this. The money has to go back into it.  

[00:23:22] 

 And he didn’t want to do that. See they never did try to fix it up or do anything to it or 

nothing. They didn’t want to put no money in it and so but we got to—after they did the canopies 

and stuff out here and took the parking—the money you know it just—we just wasn’t doing as 

well. But now he really wouldn’t keep it. (Laughs) I’m serious. But I mean he just didn’t—he 

just didn’t want to—he just wanted his money all the time, but this place, you’ve got to—it’s not 

something I do for the money. And the girls will tell you the same thing ‘cause you’ve got to put 

the money back in it. I mean ‘cause the—I mean you don’t have that money all the time. In 

order—we just more or less keep it going. Like I said, I’m not the only one. They—they 

contribute to it, too. I mean if it wasn’t for them I couldn’t keep it either, you know. 
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[00:24:18] 

 But it’s—it’s just something that well we all want jobs, you know. We like working here 

and everything so we want jobs. And it’s just something that we—and I wouldn’t have nothing, 

no family, nothing if—if I was to give it up. I would never get to see her [referring to Robin 

Johnson, who is off camera], like she said, she’d be out and she’d have to find another job and 

stuff too. And we’ve worked together. Like I said, she’s [referring to Robin Johnson] just like 

my daughter. We work together and we’re used to—used to doing everything together that way 

you know.  

[00:24:51] 

 We have fun up here, too. It’s not just work. I mean me and her we get our work done 

and—and so does Susie [Roy, employee who is not working on this day] and we just—we do 

what we want to. You know and if one wants to take a day off we switch our days and stuff like 

that. It’s not like going—it’s not like a regular job, you know. It’s just—and if we want to take 

off early or something like that we take off early. If I’m not doing anything and it’s real slow I’ll 

shut her down, you know, and we go home. 

[00:25:20] 

 Now we don’t do that a whole lot or nothing but if it’s a bad day or something like that, if 

a storm comes up or something we don’t—we don’t stay around here. We go home, which the 

whole town closes anyway. We’re—we’re open more than anybody up here, you know. But it’s 

not—this place is not something you do just for the money. You know you’ve got to put your 

heart and soul in it to keep it going, you know. And like I said, we just try to keep it and—keep it 

going that way you know. Yeah, I’m not expecting to make no money out of it. I mean get rich—
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my husband has given me money for it twice (Laughs) and I haven’t never—I said I’m the only 

one that’s ever bought this place twice, you know. But like I said— 

[00:26:05] 

SW: That— 

[00:26:06] 

ML: I went partners and then—yeah, yeah and then they come in here and tell all kinds of 

tales and everything and—yeah but I was the only one that’s ever bought it twice that I know of, 

you know. I don’t know anybody else that’s bought it twice, you know. And our landlord he’s 

real good to us, too. He’s very good. He knew—it was last year, he come in and he lowered the 

rent like twenty dollars ‘cause he knows up here doesn’t do good. So that’s pretty good, too 

‘cause he don’t want to see us ever have to leave or nothing either. And that’s—that doesn’t 

happen too many times either ‘cause he don’t—he don’t want me to leave either, you know. You 

know we don’t want to leave you know but there’s not too many people who would do that 

either. 

[00:26:50] 

SW: Now is he in Hartselle? 

[00:26:51] 

ML: He is, yes. 

[00:26:51] 

SW:  What’s his name? 

[00:26:52] 

ML:  Mister—his name is Sam Nunn. Yeah, yeah. 
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[00:26:56] 

SW: That’s awfully— 

[00:26:57] 

ML: Yeah. 

[00:26:58] 

SW: You know, Mary you were talking about this a little bit the other day when I came to 

visit you and I don’t know if you want to talk too much about it but in terms of—from when you 

and your husband first arrived here and you started coming in and getting a Mountain Dew to 

now, how have you noticed the town change? 

[00:27:12] 

ML: Oh it’s just that it—the town itself has—I mean it’s just got poor, you know.  I mean 

the—the economy and everything that way is just—it’s just where people don’t have jobs and 

people just don’t have the extra money. But still like on a Saturday and stuff, some Saturdays we 

have a decent Saturday. It’s just not like we used to and it’ll probably never be that way. It’s 

just—it’s just went down. It’s just like the town is just kind of fading away, you know, which is 

sad. 

[00:27:45] 

 When I first started working here there was not an empty building up here and people 

wanted to be up here, you know. And it would be nice to see it that way again, you know. But I 

think they got to wake up and do something for the town. You know, I mean I don’t know what 

they can do like car shows or something. You know, and bring some business in or something, 

but like I say, it—Robin [Johnson] has been here longer than me, you know, but it’s—it’s not 

nothing—nothing like it was. I mean everything was just booming up here. It wasn’t nothing—I 
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mean this place would be so packed on Saturdays. We did breakfast back then and it just about 

killed us. We worked—we had four people that would work on Saturdays and we—we couldn’t 

wait to cut breakfast off. And then we got to doing breakfast all day. It would just wear you out. 

It wasn’t nothing for us to stand over there or—well they most of the time did the burgers, but 

say, do five and then we’d maybe do eight meats a day. That’s a lot of burgers, you know. 

[00:28:50] 

 By the time we got out of here on Saturday we were beat. We don’t—we don’t even 

know what tired is anymore compared to what we did.  

[00:28:58] 

SW: Were you guys open on Sundays then, too? 

[00:28:59] 

ML: No. 

[00:29:00] 

SW: Did you take that day off? 

[00:29:02] 

ML: No, we’re—we’re closed on Sunday. Now when I took it over we did try to open on 

Sunday just to see if it would and people had never been used to coming, so it wouldn’t go. But I 

had a restaurant right down the street and they were open on Sunday but—and we did breakfast 

but you—you don’t change them. This has always been six days a week and it just didn’t work, 

but we was going to try it to just see how it would do but it just—it just wouldn’t do it, you 

know.  

[00:29:31] 

SW: And so now you’ll—what hours are you open and do you do mostly just—? 
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[00:29:35] 

ML: We’re open from 8:00 to 4:00 six days a week, yeah. 

[00:29:39] 

SW: And what’s the biggest rush? Would you say it would be lunch? 

[00:29:43]  

ML: We never know. And sometimes it might be lunch and then sometimes right before 

you get ready to go home, you know that they might want to—you know, just rush in that way. 

You—here you never know when you’re busiest time is, but usually if it’s going to start it will 

start about eleven or something like that. People—and then some people do come in and eat 

burgers for breakfast too. That’s just something we don’t never know, you know, but it’s better 

to get your stuff ready before eleven, you know, and be ready for it, you know. 

[00:30:14] 

SW: And would you say the biggest seller here would be the burger? 

[00:30:17] 

ML: Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. Now we’re known good for our iced tea, too. We make some 

good iced tea. Like yesterday tea went like crazy, but most people love our iced tea, too. It’s not 

just the hamburgers. They do, they really love the iced tea too, and I don’t know how many 

people really serve tea that way but whenever they—we give them a pitcher of tea and they drink 

it. You know if they eat here we’ll bring them out a pitcher of tea, too and they like that, too. But 

tea sells really good.  

[00:30:47] 

SW: What do you make—we don’t ask people to give away secret recipes but what—

what do you think makes the tea so good? 
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[00:30:54] 

ML: Just the way we make it. (Laughs) I’m serious, it’s just good. It’s just good tea. I 

mean it’s not too strong and it’s—and she [Robin Johnson, off camera] thinks it’s too sweet but 

most people—I don’t never see anybody putting sugar in it or anything like that. But Robin 

[Johnson] doesn’t—Robin just drinks like I say colored water, you know. She thinks it’s too 

sweet, but I love it, but I don’t drink tea anymore. But it is good tea.  

[00:31:18] 

 It’s like when I went to Texas for Christmas, I asked my grandson, he’s fourteen, I asked 

him what he wanted for Christmas and he told me he wanted chocolate gravy and tea. He loves 

my iced tea, so—. 

[00:31:29] 

SW: Where did you learn to make it, Mary? 

[00:31:31] 

 ML: Tea? 

[00:31:31] 

SW: Uh-hm. 

[00:31:32] 

ML: Just I’ve always done tea, you know. I’ve always made iced tea. But to me if the tea 

is not strong enough and it’s not sweet enough it’s not good. So like I said, we’re known for our 

tea, though. I had a guy yesterday wanting to know if he could buy a gallon of it. And I said, 

“Yeah.” He said, “What could I take it home in?” I said, “You can take one of my pitchers,” you 

know—you know, “and you can bring it back,” you know. I don’t care. I’ve sold them that way 

before, you know. But I don’t know, they—usually everybody likes the tea, you know. 



Mary Lawson – Willie Burgers  Page 26 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

[00:32:09] 

SW: And I just have a couple more questions for you. Is that all right? 

[00:32:12] 

ML:Yeah. 

[00:32:13] 

SW: Could you describe for somebody who has never had a burger here, like, how would 

you describe a burger here for someone who has never had one? 

[00:32:20] 

ML: It’s just different. It’s—it’s not like a hamburger that you’re going to go and get 

anywhere else. It just tastes—it just has a different taste to it. You know, and you can't compare 

it to a regular hamburger ‘cause it’s not. I mean it is hamburger in it but it doesn’t taste like a 

hamburger to me. It just has a different flavor. It’s got its own recipe to it. And I’m not trying to 

say that anybody else can't compete with it. It just don’t taste like a regular burger. It’s got its 

own taste to it. You know, and I don’t know of anything else (Laughs) that tastes like it, you 

know, to compare it to, you know. 

[00:33:02] 

SW: Could you talk a little bit—and again we’re not asking for recipes or anything but 

how do y'all prepare it? You—you pat it down and then you fry it in vegetable oil? 

[00:33:09] 

ML: No, no, no, okay we—okay I mix it up like I’m mixing up a meatloaf in a big bowl, 

okay. And then you put it in a bowl and—you know it goes in a large bowl. You bring it up here 

and she—they pat it out. They roll it and then pat it. And like I said, she will roll it out to about a 

size like this (gestures) and there’s a certain thickness and everything that she wants it, you 
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know. And then they deep fry it. And we have to do—cook them quite a few at one time because 

you can't cook them as you go because we—we would get too far behind. You know but there’s 

a knack to that, like I said the thickness and the bigness, you know I mean you want them—you 

want a good-sized burger and the size of the bun anyway, you know. 

[00:33:59] 

SW: Because these ones are pretty good, these burgers. 

[00:34:01] 

ML:Yes, yeah I want them big. I want them the size of the bun. And then that way 

people—I mean they’re getting their money’s worth and stuff, you know and if they’re not big, 

put two on, you know. I don’t want no small hamburgers or you know—I want people to get 

their money’s worth out of it and I don’t want them to think that I’m trying to cheat them or 

nothing like that you know. But I don’t think we’re known for a small burger you know, so—. 

[00:34:27] 

SW: Yeah and how much do you—how much is a burger here if someone came in? 

[00:34:31] 

ML: A hamburger—regular hamburger is $2.18. 

[00:34:33] 

SW: Two-eighteen. And now what’s the—if someone just ordered a hamburger the way 

y'all make it, what do you—how do you fix it? 

[00:34:39] 

ML: Okay, all the way is mustard, ketchup, and onion—that’s all the way. And we have 

mayonnaise, pickles, and kraut [sauerkraut].  
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[00:34:47] 

SW: And where did the kraut come from? I’ve never heard of kraut on a hamburger. 

[00:34:48] 

ML: That was just here but it’s really good. It doesn’t really taste like kraut which I like 

it. It really doesn’t taste like kraut on it—to me. You know and our hotdogs, we put kraut on our 

hotdogs, too. You know and the cayenne pepper, most people like cayenne pepper on it, you 

know. 

[00:35:07] 

SW: And do y'all put that on or do they—? 

[00:35:08] 

ML: If they want it, we do. But if not it’s all on the tables, but they eat a lot of cayenne 

pepper and they do the Louisiana hot sauce, too but mostly the cayenne pepper. They think it’s 

like—they steal my cayenne pepper shakers (Laughs) because they think you can't buy it. You 

can buy it, I mean it’s just old cayenne pepper but they get gone. If you—we—I did have just 

two big ones and I kept them up there ‘cause I have a camera ‘cause they steal them. Last year 

at—was it—no, it was the year before last, I went to Texas to see my grandbabies and I come 

back and—and the girls was telling me, “Yeah the red cayenne pepper which is down here now, 

it got gone.” I said, “Well it’s got a camera on it.” I said, “Just go back and look” 

[00:35:56] 

 Okay, they go back one of our little ladies that’s in her eighties probably, she took and 

just put it in her pocket. So she comes back in. and I told her, I said, “Hon, you took my cayenne 

pepper shaker and—“. “No,” and I said, “Well, I have you on camera.” And I said, “I want you 

to bring it back.” Do you know she did bring it back and the only excuse she give me is it 
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matched something else that she had. She never did say she was sorry or nothing but she did 

bring it back. But they will, they’ll steal them. You know we just recently—Robin [Johnson] had 

found some more. It’s hard to find the—the big shakers you know but I did. I kept a camera on 

two of them ‘cause they steal them so bad you know. But she did, she brought it back. 

[00:36:38] 

SW: You should maybe think about—you know how the banks, the pens are attached—

maybe you should start doing that. 

[00:36:44] 

ML: Well it’s not the—I mean it’s not that big a deal but I would even give them some if 

they wanted it. You know I—I wouldn’t have no problem with that but they’re just bad about 

stealing—stealing the cayenne pepper. You done with me? (Laughs) 

[00:36:58] 

SW: Do you—and— 

[00:37:02] 

ML: I’m not good at this. 

[00:37:04] 

SW: You’re really good at this, Mary. 

[00:37:03] 

ML: No, I’m not. 

[00:37:04] 

SW: I could sit and ask you questions all day. But I don’t have any more for you but is 

there anything else that you want to add that I didn’t ask you about—the restaurant or about your 

time here, about the restaurant—? 
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[00:37:13] 

ML: I don’t know. The only thing that I really—with us I—I think that—like people that 

come in, we want them to feel at home and stuff like that. You know, and they can come in here 

and they—they can pretty much—they pretty much do what they want. I mean, they don’t have 

to feel like that they can't move around or whatever, you know. I just want them to feel at home 

‘cause this is—to me it’s what this little town is. I just want them to feel comfortable, you know, 

and I think we try to be very nice to—you know to everybody that way. But like I say, that’s—

that’s the only thing that—that I’d like people to know, you know if they you know—and I try to 

take them, if I know they collect something I’ll take them to the stockroom and show them 

around and if they want to see the building I’ll show them around and stuff like that. You know, 

I just want them to be comfortable, you know. It’s not just a place to eat. They can come in and, 

you know, and just look around. A lot of people likes to come in and just look. And I guess that’s 

all, you know. 

[00:38:19] 

SW: There’s so much stuff to look at in here, Mary. 

[00:38:21] 

ML: Yeah, and I don’t care for them looking at it. You know I don’t sell it but I mean—I 

don’t care for them looking. Robin [talking to Robin Johnson who is off camera] it’s your turn. 

(Laughs) 

[00:38:29] 

SW: Thank you, Mary.  

[00:38:31] 

ML: My body is starting to cramp. 
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[00:38:33] 

SW: Yeah, okay, time to get up. You did so good. Thank you Mary. 

[00:38:36] 

ML: I’m not very good— 

[00:38:37] 

SW: That’s not true.  

[00:38:40] 

ML: Robin is just bashful but she’s good. 

[00:38:42] 

SW: I’m going to just turn—I’m going to flip the card real quick. 

[00:38:45] 

END INTERVIEW 


