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START INTERVIEW 

00:00:00 

Sara Wood: Okay. 

00:00:01 

Regina Nix: No burger for breakfast this morning.  

00:00:02 

SW: Now, do you eat the burgers? 

00:00:03 

RN: Yeah; yeah.  I don’t eat them very often anymore, but yeah. I still eat them. We ate 

one what--last week I believe it was and it was pretty good. I hadn't had one in a while so-- 

00:00:13 

SW: You have to space it out after being-- 

00:00:16 

RN:Yeah; I’ve been here fourteen years, so I can't have one every day. [Laughs] 

00:00:21 

SW: So let’s see; can you start by introducing yourself? Tell me your name and--and how 

you got started here? 

00:00:27 

RN: My name is Regina Terry [Nix]. Everybody calls me Sissy. Like I said, I’ve been 

working here fourteen years. I actually was going to visit my son in jail and we came in here to 

eat. And they had hired somebody and they didn’t show up, so lucky me. I got that job. And I’ve 

been here ever since.  
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00:00:48 

SW: And do you have--did you grow up here in Decatur? 

00:00:51 

RN: Uh-huh. 

00:00:52 

SW: So do you have memories of coming in to Penn’s at all? 

00:00:54 

RN: Yeah; I used to eat--my mother actually run the store down here on Sixth Avenue 

and me and my brothers when we were little kids would ride our bicycles up here and eat. So 

yeah; and I remember Lillian [Coggins] and Mama Dale [Johnson] when they worked here, so 

they were real friendly ladies, but yeah. I--I’ve had a lot of memories with Penn’s growing up. 

And then I got to come here and work so that was good. 

00:01:20 

SW: And what were the--what was the--what kind of store did your mother have? What 

was it called? 

00:01:23 

RN: You know what; I don’t even remember what the name of it was. That’s so long ago. 

She had--actually had a store in the front of it and she done upholstery work in the back, so but 

we had to hang out there with her in the summer because she was a single parent, so--. That’s 

where we got to spend our summers and stuff, so--.  

00:01:41 

SW: Well upholstery work is not an easy craft.  

 

http://www.southernfoodways.org


Regina Nix – C.F. Penn Hamburgers  Page 4 

Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

 
 

00:01:44 

RN: Oh no and she still does it. And she’s sixty-nine years old.  

00:01:49 

SW: And what’s her name? 

00:01:50 

RN: Her name is Ruth Nix.  

00:01:52 

SW: And why do people call you Sissy? 

00:01:54 

RN: That’s what my brother started calling me because they couldn’t say Regina when 

they were little, so they started calling me Sissy. That’s it; my daddy called me Sister, but yeah.  

00:02:06 

SW: And so are you the oldest? 

00:02:07 

RN: No; I’m the youngest. I’m the baby of two boys. 

00:02:09 

SW: Are you the only girl? 

00:02:10 

RN: Yeah; I’m the only girl. 

00:02:11 

SW: And what are your brothers’ names? 
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00:02:13 

RN: Uh, my oldest brother’s name is Jay [Nix] and my middle brother’s name is Tommy 

[Nix]. He passed away. He’s been dead eight years. 

00:02:22 

SW: He was the middle child? 

00:02:23 

RN: Yeah.  

00:02:26 

SW: So Sissy, can you tell me a little bit about--I mean what it was like to come work 

here with people who had been here for so long? What--what is that environment like for you 

walking in? 

00:02:36 

RN: Uh, well it was kind of intimidating at first. I mean you didn’t know nothing about 

the place or nothing, but I worked in restaurants before,so I mean it really wasn’t that bad. But 

and then the--the one lady that works here, you know I know her and then--and then Lillian 

[Coggins], when I started she was actually out in the hospital so I didn’t get to work with her for 

a couple weeks. And when she come back she just welcomed me with open arms, just like family 

and stuff. 

00:03:08 

SW: And she just retired.  

00:03:11 

RN: I think two years ago now, yeah, yeah. She’s a sweet lady.  
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00:03:17 

SW: And I know you had mentioned Mama Dale [Johnson]. 

00:03:20 

RN: I didn’t get to work with her but now she came up here--I actually took her place 

‘cause she--she retired and I took her place. Big shoes to fill. She actually came in sometimes 

like in the evening when we were--you know we’d have to count the register or whatever and 

she’d come back there and help me and--. 

00:03:14 

SW: What did--what did some of the other employees tell you about her? What are some 

of the stories you’ve heard about--you heard about her? 

00:03:49 

RN: About Mama Dale?  

00:03:50 

SW:Yeah. 

00:03:50 

RN: They said she was something, something else. Boy she wouldn’t take no crap off of 

nobody or nothing. [Laughs] They just--she--she was a good, a good lady. So she wouldn’t take 

no crap from people and she stood right in there and done her job, so she was real good. 

00:04:08  

SW: Yeah. I heard she had like a--a beehive. 

00:04:10 

RN: Oh yeah. We got a picture of her, yeah on the wall over there yeah. And she was real 

short. Yeah; there she is with Lillian but yeah she had a big hairdo. [Laughs] 
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00:04:23 

SW: And what--how about ‘cause I know Lillian retired, but what was it like to work 

with Lillian? 

00:04:29 

RN: Oh it was great. [Whispers] I’ll start crying-- 

00:04:33 

SW: Okay; okay. 

00:04:33 

RN: I miss her.  

00:04:34 

SW: Is she--did she teach--what did--I’m curious if you could talk about--I know I was 

telling William [Vandiver] and--but what kinds of--I mean what are some of the things she 

taught you like and--because you said she could like pat out the burgers and pound on them and 

be talking to someone and--? 

00:04:50 

RN: Oh yeah. She could pat out the burgers and I mean she would quit and start doing 

something else and come back and still tell you how many burgers she had patted out there. And 

I can't do it still to this day. I--I can't do it. [Laughs] 

00:05:06 

SW: You don’t pat them out? 
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00:05:06 

RN: Well yeah, I pat them out. I mean she--she learnt me how to pat them out so I got it 

down pat, like she did. But I mean she just--she could pat them out and just she was really good 

with it.  

00:05:18 

SW: Yeah. 

00:05:19 

RN: Just crazy. [Laughs] 

00:05:22 

SW: Yeah; and you know I’ve heard so many stories about the customers that come in 

here and ask for things a certain way. Can you kind of describe some of the different ways that 

people ask for their burgers here? 

00:05:32 

RN: We have people that come in here and want them well done, some people want them 

burnt, crispy; some people even want them half raw just like medium well, just all different kinds 

of ways. William actually got us a shirt with different ways people order on the backs. And they 

want them with onions or not and then we got this one old guy who comes in here. He knows we 

don’t have lettuce and tomato and he’ll say, “I want a cheeseburger with mayonnaise, lettuce, 

and tomato, and [inaudible].” We got crazy customers. [Laughs] 

00:06:10 

SW: Well how do you deal with them? You don’t have that [referring to ketchup, 

mayonnaise, lettuce and tomato]. 
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00:06:12 

RN: Well he knows. We know him but he--we just tell him, “Okay. We’ll get right on 

that. We’ll get you hooked up.” [Laughs] But yeah; he’s--he’s something else but we have a lot 

of strange customers. That’s all I’m going to say. [Laughs] 

00:06:26 

SW: Do you have a favorite, somebody that always comes in and you love to see your--? 

00:06:31 

RN: A lot of our customers are you know they come in all the time so we pretty much 

know what they want when they come in and we’ll try to get it ready for them and so they--they 

like that. And a lot of our customers like when I started, most of them has passed away so yeah, I 

really don’t have no favorite. 

00:06:51 

 We had one that sat back here and his brother was in here yesterday and he’s in a nursing 

home now and he always called one of us. One of the ladies that worked here, he called her 

[pointing to one of the employees] Ghost and Valerie, he called her [pointing to another one of 

the employees] Cat-O. And I don’t think he never really had no name for me. But I mean he’d 

say we need to quit eating them fries ‘cause we all were getting too--too big. And I said--I 

walked around the counter one day and I poked him in his stomach and I said, “I hear you 

Pillsbury Dough Boy.” And I thought he was just going to fall out the door laughing.  

00:07:23 

 We just give it back to them. You know who is friendly and who isn't, who can take it 

and who can't. So yeah, pretty much--like family here, so even the customers, they’re--they’re 

real good and stuff, so yeah. 
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00:07:37 

SW: Can you--can you--can I ask you a couple more questions?  

00:07:40 

RN: Sure. 

00:07:40 

SW: Because I know you guys are getting busy and I don’t want to get in your hair too 

bad. [Laughs] 

00:07:43 

RN: Oh you’re not bothering me. 

00:07:45 

SW: Can you tell me about how do you deal with customers who come in and they’ve 

never had a hamburger like this before? Do they--do people ever start giving you the third degree 

about what is this? How do you deal with that? 

00:07:56 

RN: Oh we have a lot of them. Some people, you know, we can tell if they’re new when 

they come in ‘cause they’ll want like lettuce and tomato and we don’t have that. So we know--

we’ll ask them, “Is it your first time?” And they’ll say, “Yeah.” And then like some people will 

order the doubles and most people that get doubles that hadn't never had them, they normally 

don’t like them. So I--I recommend them just getting a single and sometimes when I do that they 

seem to like them, so--. But yeah, we have some really rude people sometimes. [Laughs] 
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00:08:31 

SW: Can't avoid them in life. Can you describe--I asked William to do this but for people 

who aren't familiar with the hamburger here, can you describe what a hamburger is like at 

Penn’s? 

00:08:40 

RN: Oh hard question; you just have to eat one. [Laughs] They’re--they’re good. I mean 

we mix bread in with it that’s the only thing--. They’re real good. Like, most people that’s raised 

here in Decatur was raised up on them so they’re either the kind you like them or you don’t like 

them. I mean it--we’ve been around long enough, it’s just kind of--kind of like I don’t know if 

your mama ever did, but I remember when we were little and like I said, my mama raised three 

kids by herself, she would mix eggs in with the meat or something to make it go further. So 

that’s like this; you know they started it back when the Depression--so to make it go further and 

stuff, so kind of like a meatloaf mixture maybe. That’s kind of like the burger. And they’re a 

little mushy on the inside but you know we can flatten them out and get all that out of it and 

stuff, so yeah. 

00:09:43 

SW: Was your mom a pretty big inspiration for you? 

00:09:46 

RN: Yeah. 

00:09:47 

SW: She raised three kids all by herself. That’s a lot of work. 

00:09:51 

RN: Yeah. 
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00:09:52 

SW: I don’t think mamas get enough credit for that these days. 

00:09:56 

RN: Yeah, I love my mama. 

00:09:58 

SW: Is she still here in Decatur? 

00:09:59 

RN: Yeah; she lives over on Highway 20, yeah. 

00:10:02 

SW: Does she still do upholstery work at all? 

00:10:05 

RN: Well she can but not as far as furniture and stuff. I mean she used to make our 

clothes and stuff for us, too and-- 

00:10:13 

SW: You’re her only girl. So that must have been kind of special. 

00:10:16 

RN: Yeah. 

00:10:19 

SW: I’m sorry. I’ll ask you a funny question, Sissy. Can you--okay; William was talking 

about the napkin situation here. 

00:10:25 

RN: Oh god. [Laughs] 
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00:10:28 

SW: Tell me about the napkins. 

00:10:28 

RN: We don’t have napkins. Those little tissues that we put under the bottom of the 

burger that’s what they used to use. But they used to be like the white paper towels they kept 

back there for William to go over and then he’d put the brown ones. We have really rude people 

about that, too. And I mean they’re like--‘cause William said don’t--let them get it on their self, 

you know ‘cause we ain't never had napkins. So like, this one guy asked me one day for a paper 

towel and I said, “They’re back there on the wall.” He just got mad and walked out. I said, “Well 

okay.” I mean [Laughs]--but yeah it’s crazy. Never no napkins. They used to use their shirt 

sleeves. [Laughs] 

00:11:11 

SW: [Inaudible] 

00:11:11 

RN:Yeah. 

00:11:13 

SW: And I feel like from your vantage point I mean you get to deal with the people and 

you’re almost like a--like a sociologist, like you get to study people all day and just see all the 

different kinds of people that come through here. What--I guess it’s kind of a weird question but 

what have you learned about people being here for fourteen years? You are--you get to see 

people in a way that most people don’t.  
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00:11:34 

RN: Well you just--I don’t know how to put it. You just see different sides of people and 

just realize there’s you know--people is different. But most everybody is the same just I don’t 

know; it’s--that’s a hard question. We got really friendly people that come in here a lot and stuff, 

so yeah.  

00:11:58 

SW: And I was asking William in terms of the stories of this place and you’ve been here 

for fourteen years and worked with people like Lillian [Coggins] who was here for forty years, 

are there any stories that you’ve heard about you know somebody in the Penn family or some 

part of history here that really sticks with you that--one of the stories that you love about this 

place that people would tell you? I’m sure there’s a million, but-- 

00:12:21 

RN: Oh yeah; we hear different--all kinds of tales, well about the man that used to work 

here when it was down the block that smoked a cigar and he dropped ashes in the burgers, you 

know. They said that’s what made them then and stuff. That’s--that’s about it probably; all I can 

remember like that anyway. 

00:12:43 

SW: And I guess I have just one other question for you Sissy but you know you’ve been 

here for fourteen years and you work with people who are here for a long time and you know 

thinking about younger employees coming in here and new like you were fourteen years ago 

and--and people like Lillian taking you under their wing, what--what do you have to pass onto 

newer employees who come into Penn’s in terms of passing the tradition down? 
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00:13:07 

RN: Well it’s a good place to work and I mean some people don’t realize that. Just come 

in and do your job. I mean William is a great employer and I mean he’s good to us and just come 

in and do what they’re supposed to do, you know they’ll be fine.  

00:13:26 

SW: Uh-hm. 

00:13:27 

RN: We got a new girl back there now actually. [Laughs] 

00:13:29 

SW: Are you teaching her everything? 

00:13:31 

RN: I’m trying.  

00:13:32 

SW: Is it hard because it’s-- 

00:13:34 

RN: Well-- 

00:13:35 

SW: --almost like a natural thing? 

00:13:37 

RN: --some people you can tell stuff and they learn it quick and then some people you 

know it takes them a while to catch on. Some--some I’ve trained you know they learned quick 

but--and then like the younger ones it seems like it just takes them a little longer to catch on so--. 

But they’ll get the hang of it hopefully. [Laughs] 
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00:13:58 

SW:What do you think is the most challenging part of this job for you? 

00:14:03 

RN: Hmm; the customers [Laughs]. Yeah; the customers, they’re--they’re something 

else. You just have to--the customers are always right so just keep them happy and keep them 

coming back it’s all.  

00:14:20 

SW: And what do you love most about this job? 

00:14:22 

RN: Oh god; um, the people that work here and like I said, it’s a good friendly place. I 

love the customers and stuff. William, you know he’s a good boss man. Franklin [Penn], when 

he had it he never--I think maybe the whole ten years or so--I don’t remember how long I was 

here before he quit but I never seen him much, never seen him, like on Christmas or something 

he’d come down but I mean he wasn’t never here. But William, he’s--he’s real good to us, so--. 

He’s actually a good boss. 

00:15:01 

SW: That’s important, right? 

00:15:01 

RN: Yeah; it is. 

00:15:03 

SW: Sissy I don’t have any more questions for you right at this point but is there 

something that you want to add that you think is important for people to know about you or 

about this place? 
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00:15:12 

RN: Well you pretty much covered it all I guess. 

00:15:16 

SW: I know that you guys get really busy because I was in here for lunch a couple 

months ago so I don’t want to take too much more of your time, but I thank you for being so 

generous with your time. 

00:15:22 

RN: Oh not a problem. Sorry I got [referring to getting emotional] here-- 

00:15:25 

SW: No, no; I didn’t mean to make you--I’m sorry. I know it’s hard when you’re talking 

about you know people who had a big impact on you. It’s--yeah. I’m going to turn everything off 

now. 

00:15:37 

RN: So you going to eat you a burger? 

00:15:39 

SW: Yeah; I’m going to film it too.  

00:15:40 

RN: Okay. 

00:15:40 

END INTERVIEW 
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