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[00:00:01.22] 

Annemarie A.: It's working great. 

   

[00:00:02.03] 

Phil P.: Okay. 

 

[00:00:02.12] 

Annemarie A.: All right. Good morning. I am Annemarie Nichols, recording for the Southern 

Foodways Alliance, and we are in Harrisburg, Arkansas—Whitehall—at the . . . 

 

[00:00:17.17] 

Phil P.: Parker Homestead. 

 

[00:00:17.19] 

Annemarie A.: Parker Homestead, thank you. [Laughter] Sorry, totally blanked on that. 

Interviewing Mr. Phil Parker. The date is September 6, 2018. It's about ten o'clock in the 

morning. Would you start off and introduce yourself for the recorder, Mr. Parker? 

 

[00:00:32.28] 

Phil P.: I'm Phil Parker, Harrisburg, Arkansas sorghum cooker. 

 

[00:00:40.07] 

Annemarie A.: Great, thanks. What year were you born? 
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[00:00:42.07] 

Phil P.: I was born in 1955. 

 

[00:00:45.21] 

Annemarie A.: Okay. What was the day? 

 

[00:00:46.28] 

Phil P.: January 17, 1955. Puts me sixty-three. 

 

[00:00:52.29] 

Annemarie A.: Great. Could you talk a little bit about what it was like, where you grew up and 

what it was like? 

 

[00:00:58.16] 

Phil P.: It was just a rural, a rural community. When I was growing up, they still picked cotton 

by hand, and the cotton pickers had just come out. I had picked cotton, but I also just 

picked in a tow sack. I wasn't big enough to pull a pick sack. When they come out with 

the cotton picker, I sure was glad, 'cause I didn't have to do it at all. [Laughter] 

 

[00:01:24.23] 

Annemarie A.: I believe it. 
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[00:01:24.26] 

Phil P.: It was just, the stores were just all—you didn't have a major grocery store like they do 

now. Everything was just Mom and Pop store, just small, they were small buildings but 

they carried everything that you needed. 

 

[00:01:40.11] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. So, you grew up here in Whitehall? 

 

[00:01:42.16] 

Phil P.: Grew up here in Whitehall. And now, I don't remember this, but this was in the [19]40s, 

White Hall was a big peach producing—and this ground here was Roberts Orchards. And 

they were one of the largest orchards, if not the largest orchard, in the United States in the 

[19]40s. They had the—all the men were fighting in the war, but they had German 

prisoners working here, and also, every woman that was left in the community. They all 

worked at the peach packing shed. 

 

[00:02:16.27] 

Annemarie A.: Wow. 

 

[00:02:18.04] 

Phil P.: We got films of that, you know, from when they were still doing it. 

 

[00:02:21.17] 



Phil Parker- Whitehall, AR | 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

4 

Annemarie A.: That's so cool. Did any of your—did your mom or aunt or gran— 

 

[00:02:27.28] 

Phil P.: My grandparents did, and my daddy. He worked at, yeah, everybody worked at the 

peach orchard. That was just the place, that was the major employer in this area. 

 

[00:02:40.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's cool. Now, you mentioned your grandparents and your parents. Could you 

tell me their names and talk a little bit about them? 

 

[00:02:49.22] 

Phil P.: My grandparents was Henry and Bertie Sue Parker. I was brought up next door to them, 

you know. I'd go over there; I didn't have a home—well, I did, I had a home, but we lived 

beside each other, so I would stay there if it got dark, and I was there. That's where I 

stayed. That's how we raised our kids, too. They live, our grandkids live right beside us, 

and that's the way they were. When it come dark, wherever they were at was where they 

stayed the night. You know, they didn't go necessarily home to eat; if they were there 

when we eat, they eat with us, you know. It was just a . . . it was a great thing to be 

brought up like that, fortunate that we were. My daddy, he was a bricklayer. He worked 

all his life as a brick mason, and that's what I've done. I've done that for forty years, and 

finally retired now. I just do whatever I want to do. [Laughter] 

 

[00:03:53.09] 
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Annemarie A: That's nice. What did your grandparents do? 

 

[00:03:56.19] 

Phil P.: My grandpa was a painter. We all come from construction backgrounds, you know. My 

daddy's a bricklayer; my grandpa, he was a painter, and my grandpa was a big fisherman 

and hunter. You know, that was his life. He used to guide for the—well, he'd run that 7-

14 Duck Club that’s here in Whitehall. That was a big deal back in the day. You know, 

that was a major duck hole. He called, and he taught me to hunt. That's what I do; I duck 

hunt. Duck hunt every day that—we have a sixty-day season, and I hunt sixty days. 

 

[00:04:36.26] 

Annemarie A.: Could you talk a little bit more about your relationship with your grandfather? 

What sorts of things did he teach you? And maybe talk about your relationship to your 

grandfather, maybe how he taught you to hunt? 

 

[00:04:52.23] 

Phil P.: Oh, he was taking me when I was a kid. I'm talking about a baby. I'd go with him and 

my grandma, and we'd all go duck hunting. 'Cause, you know, he run this club. I 

remember sitting out there, and I won't tell you how many killed, 'cause it was way, way, 

way over the limit. [Laughter] But I was with him, and we were hunting the green timber. 

That's a big thing, hunting green timber for ducks. And we killed the back of a Jeep full, 

or he did. And he shot a double barrel, twelve-gauge Ithaca shotgun. [Laughter] It was 

just amazing. The ducks, at that time, they would just—they would come in by the 
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thousands, and it was like they weren't even scared. They'd just fall in, and it would just 

be a sky full. He'd just shoot, and there might be six, just big holes fall out from where he 

would shoot, 'cause there'd be so many ducks in one shot, they were just so thick in there. 

 

[00:06:03.14] 

Annemarie A.: Wow. Can you talk a little bit about the 7-14 duck club? 'Cause I'm not really 

familiar with that. 

 

[00:06:06.10] 

Phil P.: Well, it's a duck club on L’Anguille River here in Whitehall. It got its name, 7-14 Duck 

Club—and this was the owner, wanted to do this, of the club, that was Chris Fielder, and 

he was a big roofing contractor out of Memphis. He wanted them to put corn, which is 

illegal, but to bait ducks with corn, in that wood's hole. And they were carrying a 

boatload of corn up the L’Anguille River and got caught by a game warden and the fine 

was $714. [Laughter] The 7-14 stuck with 'em. 

 

[00:06:46.02] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[00:06:49.12] 

Teressa P.: I think his name was Favor, not Fielder. 

 

[00:06:53.26] 
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Annemarie A.: So, a lot of people from outside of the Whitehall community would come? 

 

[00:07:01.10] 

Phil P.: Oh, yes. They'd—people from all over the United States would come. And they still 

come to this area. You know, there's people from Chicago and New York. Everywhere 

comes, hunts, in this area from here to Amagon and Weiner and it's just big duck-hunting 

country. 

 

[00:07:21.24] 

Annemarie A.: That's cool. So, your granddad hunted. Did they do anything else, like maybe 

agricultural? I know he was . . .  

 

[00:07:30.15] 

Phil P.: Well, my grandfather, he farmed at one time, but he farmed back when you farmed 

twenty acres of cotton. He borrowed the money—he told about it—he borrowed the 

money from our postmaster here, which was Anton Honick, and this was probably in the 

[19]30s or [19]40s. He borrowed enough money to put in his crop, and it was fifteen 

dollars. And he didn't have fifteen dollars; he had to borrow the money. But that made a 

crop of cotton, fifteen dollars. 

 

[00:08:04.25] 

Annemarie A.: Wow. 
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[00:08:07.11] 

Phil P.: Now, it would cost a million, you know? 

 

[00:08:10.19] 

Annemarie A.: Definitely. 

 

[00:08:10.19] 

Phil P.: It's just the way things have changed through the years. 

 

[00:08:14.19] 

Annemarie A.: Why did he decide to stop farming? 

 

[00:08:17.14] 

Phil P.: Well, probably 'cause he didn't have fifteen dollars to fund it. [Laughter] But I really 

don't know. At that time, farming, that was just not a good way to make a living, you 

know. It was hard work, and you may not make anything. You didn't have irrigation like 

you do now. You didn't have pesticide, you didn't have—you do twenty acres with a mule 

and a hoe, and then pick it all. It was just so labor intensive. If cotton didn't make, you 

didn't make anything that year. There wasn't any fall back, you know. You didn't have 

anything to fall back on. So, he started painting, and that's just what he's—that's just what 

he done till he retired. 

 

[00:09:03.16] 
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Annemarie A.: That makes sense. What kind of foods did you grow up eating? 

 

[00:09:10.14] 

Phil P.: I grew up eating my favorite thing. My grandmother made it. Was—her name was 

Bertie Sue, but we called her Mama Sue. And she would cook—I remember she'd cook 

fresh ham and biscuits, she just made the best biscuit. My wife makes a good biscuit. She 

made just a great biscuit. And fried pies. I loved her fried pies. She would make donuts. 

She'd cook—was a great cook. She cooked for everybody in this area. She cooked cakes. 

She bought a new car, probably in the [19]68, [19]69, she bought a new car that she paid 

for by making cakes for people. She made jam cakes and she made a fruit cake. She just 

made everything. She was a wonderful cook. 

 

[00:10:01.16] 

Teresa P.: Tell her about the wildlife you ate. 

 

[00:10:04.11] 

Phil P.: Oh, and, we ate a lot of duck, so. That was the thing. We'd eat the wild game, fish. We 

just . . . we didn't necessarily just live off the land, but that was a lot of it. 

 

[00:10:22.21] 

Annemarie A.: What sort of fish would y'all catch? 

 

[00:10:22.29] 
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Phil P.: We'd catch crappie and catfish. L’Anguille River used to be a great river to fish in. That 

was before they dredged it. I don't know what year they dredged it, but when they 

dredged it, it just messed it up. What dredging is, is you go in there and you just, you take 

a river that just runs wild and you make it into, really, a ditch. It's just, they just destroyed 

the fishing in it, you know. It drains all the agriculture water off the fields and how where 

it used not, and it's just muddy. But you still catch fish in it, but not like it was at that 

time. 

 

[00:11:03.20] 

Teresa P.: Tell her when you got the squirrels, with the boat paddle.  

 

[00:11:09.12] 

Phil P.: That wasn't him. 

 

[00:11:09.12] 

Teresa P.: Well, tell her the story anyway. 

 

[00:11:14.13] 

Phil P.: [Laughter] Well. I can tell you a story about a squirrel hunt. Wasn't my grandfather, but 

it was another guy. Went, they were up there on White River, and they were trout fishing, 

floating down the river, and squirrels were migrating. And this man killed a limit of 

squirrels with a boat paddle swimming across the White River. That's the Sunday School 

truth, as he said. [Laughter] 
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[00:11:44.28] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. So you grew up hunting a lot, and fishing a lot? And eating the 

really good cakes and fried pies? What were the best kinds of cakes that your 

grandmother made? 

 

[00:11:58.20] 

Phil P.: I liked the jam cake and I like the fruit cake. Now, they say there's never been but one 

fruit cake ever made and it just gets passed around to different people. [Laughter] But I 

like it. My grandmother made a good fruit cake. She made carrot cake, I like carrot cake. 

And pumpkin pie. I love pumpkin pie, and she made the best pumpkin pie ever. 

 

[00:12:20.25] 

Annemarie A.: That sounds good. Now, so, could you talk a little bit more generally I guess 

about what Whitehall looked like when you were growing up? And maybe some of the 

people who were here? 

 

[00:12:38.00] 

Phil P.: Yeah. We're just a rural community, but when I was growing up, White Hall: we had 

two stores. We used to have a population sign, it was out there on the highway, it was a 

hundred. I'm never sure we really actually had a hundred people at one time, but it was a 

hundred. We had two stores in Whitehall, and if you went two miles down the road—no, 

if you went a mile and a half down the road, it's a little town, a little community called 
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Wiley Crossing. It had a store. If you went another mile down the road, it was a little 

community of Hydrick, and it had two stores. So, you know, you could walk to a store 

and, well, from where I lived, and I could be at the store in three minutes. You know? If 

you didn't like that store, you could be to any of them in thirty minutes. But it was, it was 

a thriving community. We had a cotton gin here. You know, the two stores, the cotton 

gin. That's really 'bout all the industry that was ever here. You know, we're six miles 

from Harrisburg. And that's where the post office is now, in Harrisburg. Before, when I 

was growing up, we had the post office here, and it closed in [19]62. We lost it and it 

went to Harrisburg. We're fortunate that we've got the old post office boxes in the front of 

the old post office that we have here in our place now. 

 

[00:14:23.25] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[00:14:23.25] 

Teresa P.: And the train depot. 

 

[00:14:25.20] 

Phil P.: Huh? 

 

[00:14:25.20] 

Teresa P.: And the train depot? 
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[00:14:26.27] 

Phil P.: I don't remember the train depot. 

 

[00:14:28.14] 

Teresa P.: Well, but used to. 

 

[00:14:29.16] 

Phil P.: Well, they're . . . don't remember. 

 

[00:14:33.23] 

Annemarie A.: Was there a school that you went to here when you were a child? 

 

[00:14:36.03] 

Phil P.: No, there wasn't ever a school, while I was coming up, that was in Whitehall. But there 

was one here, and it joined this property, the school did. And it was just a one-room 

schoolhouse, you know. It went from kinder—well, they didn't have kindergarten then, 

but it went from first grade to twelfth, you know. But it's been gone. Now, we did have a 

whole Whitehall reunion for the school. We had 'em all—which they were all old people, 

and I would imagine everybody that came to the reunion are probably dead by now, you 

know. My daddy was there, and there was several of my kinfolk. There was a guy, he 

went to the Whitehall school, and—I think it might not have went to twelfth grade, it 

might have just been an elementary school. Went from first maybe to eighth. I think if 

you went any further, you had to go to Harrisburg. But to be a cool kid in Whitehall, you 
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would carry your lunch in a Rex jelly bucket, and you carry a pork chop sandwich. That 

was the cool guys. I mean, that's what you did. His first day going to Harrisburg, he 

packed his Rex Jelly bucket with a pork chop sandwich and he went to school, and they 

made fun of him. [Laughter] Told him he was a country hick for doing that, and it made 

him cry. [Laughter] 

 

[00:16:14.28] 

Annemarie A.: That's funny. 

 

[00:16:17.09] 

Phil P.: That was. You oughta heard the man tell it. 

 

[00:16:20.27] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. So, you guys—I guess we could talk about the homestead, if you 

want? 

 

[00:16:29.22] 

Phil P.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:16:29.22] 

Annemarie A.: What year did you start building down here? 

 

[00:16:34.25] 
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Phil P.: We started this in [19]82 . . . we started this in [19]82 or [19]84, and we just found a log 

cabin. And the guy was going to tear it down. We were just riding around, and you could 

tell they had done cleaned up around it and was fixing to do something. I asked him, I 

said, "What are you going to do with that?" He said, "I'm going to tear it down and save 

tin off of it." I said, "If you'll let me have that, I'll tear it down and move it and clean your 

place up." So he agreed to it, and we did. We brought home, and then when we got it tore 

down and brought back, he said, "Here, just take the tin, too." He decided he didn't want 

any of it. But we built that building, and we had it for a few years. Harrisburg School was 

having an Arkansas history week or whatever. That's all we had, was the one cabin. We 

had an old cotton plow and a covered wagon. That was the outhouse. We had an outhouse 

out there. They called and they wanted to come see a log cabin. So, I got my aunt—which 

was Helen Pilcher, and Uncle Walter—he'd come out, or they'd come out. And Aunt 

Helen, she'd set on the porch and she'd churn butter, and Uncle Walter, he had a pocket 

watch that didn't work. But he'd say, "Y'all wanna know what time it is?" He'd hold up 

his pocket watch and he'd look at his wrist. [Laughter] He'd tell 'em what time it was. But 

that's how we started, you know. We said, "Well, you know, they really enjoyed that." 

We had really wanted to build something else, and it just went from there. We never 

intended—this was never planned. It just evolved. 

 

[00:18:32.27] 

Annemarie A.: What interested you in saving that first old building? 'Cause that's a lot of work. 

 

[00:18:36.14] 
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Phil P.: It is a lot of work. I just wanted a log building and I hated to see it destroyed. I just 

wanted to try to preserve some, and then you—it gets to be an obsession. You don't want 

to see it, you don't want to see that timeframe disappear. And it's disappeared in a stand—

you know, they went from farming with . . . with mules a thousand years ago and they 

used that up until recent times. You know? Up till fifty years ago. And then that is gone. I 

mean that is, in a blink of an eye, that lifestyle is not even remembered anymore. And we 

just try to save some of it. 

 

[00:19:32.12] 

Annemarie A.: Why do you think it's important to save that? 

 

[00:19:35.20] 

Phil P.: 'Cause you might always have to go back to something like that. [Laughter] You know. 

The more things advances, the better chance that something might go wrong and you 

have to go back to it. People don't know how to work. They don't understand it. They 

have no idea what's involved in it. They have no idea—a chicken, where a chicken comes 

from in a grocery store. That chicken is raised and killed to put in a package. They have 

no idea. And it's just a good thing to know, 'cause you could have to go back some day to 

raising your own, killing your own chickens and living that lifestyle again. 

 

[00:20:22.23] 

Annemarie A.: That's true. So, you guys started kinda getting all these buildings. Could you talk 

about the field trips and how that kind of, like, evolved? 
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[00:20:34.17] 

Phil P.: Well, it evolved from that first time we had Harrisburg schools to come, and then other 

schools wanted to come. Well, we started adding some buildings. We tried to add a 

building a year, and something new every year. It's just evolved from that. It's like I said, 

we never intended to do it. But then you get something, say you get a grist mill. Well 

then, you need to have a building—I keep looking in that like I'm on film. You keep . . . 

you get an item, then you want to build a cover for it. Well, then you want to use it, and 

then you get something to run it off of. Well, we got a grist mill, we ran it off a 

lawnmower. [Laughter] We jacked up an old lawnmower and run it, put a belt on the grist 

mill to the tire of the lawnmower, we ran it like that for years. Then we finally got an old, 

antique tractor and, well, we ran it off a hit-and-miss engine for a while. Then we ran it 

off a tractor. That's what we run it off now, you know. It just evolves. Then people bring 

us stuff. We've come home a lot of days and there'd be something sitting in the carport. 

Don't know where it come from or who brought it, you know? It's just gotten crazy. But 

we love it, we love doing it. You know the people that's involved, we have a lot of people 

that's good friends that helps us. We couldn't do it without them. And it's just been a 

journey, you know. 

 

[00:22:15.26] 

Annemarie A.: It really seems like it. 

 

[00:22:16.27] 
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Phil P.: And now, now we keep working on the cabins, and we’ve got three grandchildren. I 

couldn't even tell you how many cabins or buildings we've got, but it's somewhere around 

twenty-five, twenty-seven, something like that, isn't it? Twenty-two. But we spend 

Christmas out here, which is really kind of in our backyard. But we spend Christmas out 

here, and me and my wife, we stay in this cabin here—and granddaughter. We've got a 

thirteen-year-old, that she stays with us, and my son, they stay over in another cabin. We 

all have Christmas out here, you know. We stay from, we try to stay from Christmas to 

the first of the year. And we want all three grandkids to have their own cabins. We've got 

two of them done. We're working on the third one. So that way, when they get married 

and move off—if they move off—they can come back and they'll have a place to stay and 

bring their family and have Christmas. 

 

[00:23:34.15] 

Annemarie A.: That's really nice. 

 

[00:23:35.18] 

Phil P.: How many, do you figure up? 

 

[00:23:36.10] 

Teresa P.: [Inaudible 23:38:08]. 

 

[00:23:41.14] 

Phil P.: Well, the support buildings. 
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[00:23:45.16] 

Teresa P.: But our son went to school at UCA, and he was in a history class or something, and a 

few years before, one of their assignments was to go around and document all the log 

buildings around Conway. Well, he got his hands on that some way—the professor gave 

it to him—he spent his whole college years driving around to these places, looking for 

these cabins. 'Course, some of them he'd drive up and it'd be a parking lot. But he found 

several of them around Conway, so he had some buddies, and they spent their 

weekends—if they weren't tearing buildings down, they were here putting them back up. 

 

[00:24:19.04] 

Annemarie A.: That's really cool. 

 

[00:24:21.04] 

Teresa P.: Yeah. He's still got all that, he's still got all that information somewhere. 

 

[00:24:26.15] 

Annemarie A.: So this is something that your family's kind of . . . you're continuing on through 

your son? 

 

[00:24:32.22] 

Teresa P.: Yeah. Yeah. He grew up building this place. He doesn't know anything but working 

out here. 
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[00:24:38.21] 

Phil P.: And we hope the grandkids do. You know, we hope they follow into it. 

 

[00:24:43.02] 

Annemarie A.: Well, it seems like it takes a lot of technical skill to, number one, be able to 

know how to tear down a building and then to put it up, and then know how to run a grist 

mill and know how to make sorghum and to make brooms. How did you learn how to do 

all those things? 

 

[00:24:58.25] 

Phil P.: Well, it's just . . . [Laughter] A lot of it was trial and error, but we were fortunate on the 

broom-making. We started, we found a broom machine, a guy, he brought it to us or told 

us about it, and we got it. And they're really hard to find. And within a year, we had three 

of them, you know. But we didn't know how to make a broom, had no idea how to make 

a broom. Bought a book, that was not on a . . . it didn't really apply to what kind of broom 

we were trying. We were trying to make the Shaker broom, like more of a modern broom 

than a round broom. And there was a guy that lived about four miles from us that, he had 

a broom making machine and he had made brooms and knew how to make brooms. And 

he come, showed us how. We made brooms, and me and my wife, we went to a craft 

show and we made brooms at this craft show. We're making brooms, I mean, we're 

making brooms and we come back home, a week later, the man comes, his name was 

Buck Wolf. He come and he said, "I want to see you make a broom. I knew you been 
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making brooms." I said, "Yep. Got her down." So I went to making a broom. He said, 

"That's not how I showed you how to make a broom." [Laughter] He said we wasn't 

making ‘em right. They just left out one step. But, you know, he showed us how and we 

got it from there. So, we made brooms. That's what we done when we—we have two 

festivals a year here, and we do field trips for schools. It's the last week in September and 

the first week in October. And me and my wife, we made brooms for years. Well, my 

daddy, he cooked the sorghum. Well, I always wanted to be at the sorghum. That's what I 

wanted to be doing. I didn't want to make brooms. I wanted to be at sorghum. When 

Daddy died, I had to go to the sorghum, and then once I got there, I was ready to go back 

to something else. [Laughter] That's just what it is, though. Whatever you're having to do 

is it, there's always greener pastures. [Laughter] 

 

[00:27:21.03] 

Annemarie A.: That's true. Well, can we talk about the sorghum? 

 

[00:27:24.05] 

Phil P.: Yeah. 

 

[00:27:25.17] 

Annemarie A.: So, your dad was the first one to get interested in that. How did he learn how to 

make it and why was he interested in doing that? 

 

[00:27:34.22] 
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Phil P.: Well, I got interested in it first, and it really wasn't me, it was a friend of mine. He 

wanted a sorghum mill. At the time, I had seen the sorghum mill work up in Ozark 

Mountains, you know, not at a show but an actual guy doing it, was really making it and 

selling it. But he wanted to make sorghum, and he wanted a sorghum mill, so my wife's 

uncle, great-uncle, he had two old mills. So we got him one, and I said, "Well, let me get 

one." Because we had had some stuff out here. I said, "We set up a sorghum mill, we 

might make some there." So we did. We made some. We didn't know how to cook it. You 

know, my daddy, he took over. He took the sorghum over once we got everything set up. 

But we had no idea how to make it. Now my grandpa, which every—everybody over 

seventy has seen a sorghum, had worked in a sorghum mill. If they grew up in the 

country, they had worked in the sorghum fields and they had fed that mill. But he knew a 

little bit, and everybody knew a little bit. That's one thing about making sorghum; you 

don't have to know how. There'll be somebody to come by and tell you how to do that, or 

they won't tell you how to do it, but they'll tell ya what you're doing wrong. [Laughter] 

But we started. We had a truckload of cane—which, a truckload of cane's not very much 

cane—and it wasn't very big, it was small cane. My cousin, he brought an old donkey 

named Amos and we hooked Amos up to the mill. And we made sorghum, you know. 

That was our first day. We thought, we told people about it and we thought there might 

be twenty people come, and there was over two hundred come. So, that fired us up. And 

everything just evolves, you know? So, we went from that to a . . . to a real horse. We got 

a real horse on it, you know. A man named Wilbur Swanner who brought a horse. Chuck 

Webb. They ran it for years. They're both gone now. Great people, but they're gone. And 

. . . we just, then we bought a power mill that runs off a tractor, but we still use the horse, 
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the horse mill, we still work a mule to it now. But we do squeeze it on the big, 

commercial mills, too. But we still, for demonstrations, use that horse-powered mill.  

 

[00:30:33.10] 

Annemarie A.: Can you talk a little bit about the process of, like, how your ability to kind of 

cook sorghum evolved? 

 

[00:30:43.08] 

Phil P.: Well, when Daddy died—Daddy made good syrup. And I was always involved with it 

while he was doing it, but I never actually made it. When we have people here, I was 

trying to do other things. Other things had to be done. So, I really didn't get to stay down 

there to see. But when he died, that threw me into a—I was either going to do it, or it 

wasn't going to get done. 

 

[00:31:16.08] 

Teresa P.: Well, let's back up, 'cause Daddy died two weeks before we were starting our field 

trips. So, he had two weeks to learn how to cook sorghum and our son had two weeks to 

learn how to make brooms. 

 

[00:31:25.16] 

Phil P.: Yeah. It put us in a bind. [Laughter] But I've got a friend—well, several friends—that 

comes helps. But one, Mark Sadler from Jonesboro. He'd always help Daddy some, and 

our county agent, he helps Daddy. The three of us—the county agent, Mark, and 
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myself—we figured out how to do it. It wasn't good, you know. It really wasn't bad, but if 

you've ever had bad sorghum, you don't want any more. You don't even want good 

sorghum if you've ever had bad sorghum. But we just learned, and then again, it just 

evolves. You just learn different things. And we joined the Sweet Sorghum Association, 

National Sweet Sorghum Producers and Processers Association. And you get a lot of 

information there, you know, on how can you improve what you're doing. You know, if 

you take this step—and it's for everybody. It's for the large producers, it's for the real 

small. And at the time, we were a real, real small producer. We, well—then, we'd make 

fifty gallons a year, and now, we could make a thousand gallons a year if we wanted to. 

We could make a hundred gallons a day now. We went from making twenty gallons to a 

hundred gallons, and it's a lot better syrup now. But it's just, there are just things you can 

do. Letting your juice settle before you put it in your evaporating pan. Pre-heating that 

juice, and it lets all that impurities will settle out of it. And you can take that a step 

further by using lime and a flocculant in it, but we've yet to go that far with it, you know. 

We can do a good job like we're doing and people like it. It's a good sorghum. We won 

first place in a national syrup contest. Won first and second, you know. We're normally in 

the top ten. We feel that we've accomplished what we're trying to do—which, you’d like 

to win every year, but that's just, you're not going to. [Laughter] 

 

[00:34:00.14] 

Annemarie A.: I have a couple questions for you. First, what does bad sorghum taste like? 

 

[00:34:03.00] 
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Phil P.: It's . . . it's extremely wangy. All sorghums might have a little—I describe it as a wang, 

but a bad sorghum has got a very bad, bitter, wangy taste. A bad sorghum could be burnt, 

and you scorch it . . . it's ruint. Once you scorch that sorghum, and it is just a degree or 

two, it goes from good sorghuum to ruint sorghum, so you really have to be careful on 

that finished end.  

 

[00:34:49.06] 

Teresa P.: Sorghum is . . . if you taste of sorghum, you either like it or you don't like it. It's not 

one of those things that you can just kind of—now, if you grow up with it, you love it. 

Our grandkids will drink it out of a sippy cup. You know? If you feed it to 'em as they're 

babies, they love it. But it's an acquired taste. But some people just . . . when we do our 

taste testing for the kids, you can tell by watching 'em. Some of 'em love it, some of 'em 

just hate it. Can't wait to spit it out. It's a different type of taste. 

 

[00:35:22.13] 

Phil P.: I like it. I like it on biscuits, I like it on pancakes, I like it in bread pudding. I just, I like 

it. But you don't want bad sorghum. And there's some out there, you know. Most of the 

sorghum that you find in the stores are gonna be blended. A lotta blended sorghum out 

there, and that's a, they take—I don't know if they even use any sorghum in it. They claim 

they do, but if they do, it's very little, and they just add corn syrup to it, or cane syrup. 

Sorghum is not the same thing as molasses. Sorghum is really classified as a syrup, it's 

sorghum syrup. Lotta people call it sorghum molasses, but molasses comes from the 
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sugar cane industry, and that is your blackstrap molasses. And blackstrap molasses is just 

a horrible, bitter, thick, black taste.  

 

[00:36:31.25] 

Teresa P.: That's what a lot of the older people liked, was the blackstrap, 'cause that's what they 

grew up with. 

 

[00:36:37.09] 

Phil P.: It's all they had. 

 

[00:36:37.09] 

Teresa P.: It's all they had. Yeah, that was the only sweetener they had. 

 

[00:36:40.07] 

Annemarie A.: Makes good cookies.  

 

[00:36:43.15] 

Phil P.: Yeah. [Laughter] Just a little bit of it, though. You don't want to put much in it. But 

sorghum, you can use it . . . I don't really know how it converts to a sugar, you know, on 

a recipe, but corn syrup, you can use it one-to-one as a corn syrup or a honey. But I love 

it, I just—we eat it a lot. 

 

[00:37:09.28] 
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Annemarie A.: That's great. Could you talk a little bit about—well, could you describe, kind of 

step-by-step, the processes of what it takes to make sorghum, from getting it out of the 

field to making, to pouring it in a jar like you do today? 

 

[00:37:25.25] 

Phil P.: Okay. We grind the cane, or process it, through the mill. Now, we've got a horse mill 

that you hook a mule to, but what we use—and we're F.D.A.-approved, we have a facility 

that's State Health-inspected—but we grind the cane. And it's a five-roller mill, runs off 

of a tractor and P.T.O. Then that juice is pumped into a bulk milk tank. It's a six hundred 

gallon bulk milk tank, and then we'll preheat that. Once we fill that up, we'll preheat that 

to . . . approximately 180 degrees, unless we forget, and then it might go to two hundred. 

[Laughter] May even boil sometimes. But we try to heat it to 180 degrees, and then we 

shut that heat off, and we let it set all night. Now, you can bring that heat up to 180 and it 

doesn't go back down. It doesn't drop to 140 or anything like that. It will stay up there 

about 175 and the next morning, so you won't have a spoilage. 'Cause sorghum juice, raw 

juice, will spoil if you just leave it out. But heating it like that, it thins it down. All your 

impurities will go to the bottom of the tank, and then we pump it into the evaporating 

pan. Once it comes out of the mill, it's filtered right there. Then, as it goes into the 

settling tank, it's filtered again. When it goes from the settling tank—after it's been pre-

heated—into the evaporating pan, which is just an open, stainless steel pan, it's filtered 

again, with I don't know what micron screen that is, but it's a super, super fine screen. 

Can't anything get through it. So, we put it in that pan, and basically, you're just 

evaporating off the juice. But we've got a continuous, call it a continuous flow pan. 
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You're putting it in, raw juice on one end, and you're taking it out finished syrup on the 

other. [Coughs] Excuse me. From the time it starts cooking, once you turn the burner on, 

it takes about an hour and a half to have from raw sorghum to finished product, it takes 

approximately an hour and a half to get it there. But once you're there, then you never 

quit. You just keep on putting it in and bringing it off, it's the same time. You try to 

adjust your valves where you're putting in. If you're cooking, sorghum is like 10-to-1. 

Takes ten gallons of juice to make one gallon of syrup. So, you're trying to put in ten 

times more on your juice end than you're taking off. If you could get those valves 

adjusted right, then all you've got to do, it will boil it. Some of your chlorophyll will 

congeal, and you just skim that off. Then you run it, you cook it up to about 230 degrees, 

and that's gonna give you sorghum between eighty and eighty-two brix. That's kind of 

just a sugar guide. It's really not percentage, but it's close enough to a percent that that's 

what we call it. [Coughs] So, when it gets, when we start bringing it out, we have a 

cooling tank that's a water-jacketed tank, and the sorghum goes inside that. It's got the 

cold water than runs around it and that cools it down to about 140 degrees, and then we 

pump it with the gear pump from the cooling tank into our bottling tank, which is filtered 

again there. It's also filtered at the cooling tank, and then it's filtered again in the bottling 

tank, and then we jar out of it at approximately 140 degrees. And it's finished sorghum 

and we put a label on it and ship it out or eat it. [Laughter] 

 

[00:41:51.04] 

Annemarie A.: Sounds like you have it down to a science. 

 



Phil Parker- Whitehall, AR | 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

29 

[00:41:53.13] 

Phil P.: We do. There's other processes you could go to, but then you get—in fact, I talked to a 

sugar scientist this week in New Orleans that works in the sugar refining businesses. I 

talked to him. There's just things that you can do, but . . . we just try to keep, we want to 

be traditional but we want to make a good syrup. You know, before, the old syrup makers 

of old, they would grind that cane and they'd carry it in a bucket, pour it right in the mill. 

It gets all the impurities in. You're pouring everything in there. Then you try to boil that 

out, cook that out, you just can't hardly do it, you know. That's how you get that bitter 

sorghum. Old people, they like a little wang, or quite a bit of wang. I like it as least wang 

as you can get. 

 

[00:42:57.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[00:42:58.05] 

Phil P.: And there's a color variation. Some people make real clear sorghum. Terry Hughes in 

Georgia, he makes a beautiful sorghum. We can't do it here. Cook it the same way—it's 

got to be in your ground, you know? And the cooling, if you cool that sorghum after it's 

cooked, if you get that heat off of it—which, heat will make it darker—but you've gotta 

have the heat. If you can get that, if you can cool it down, then you can hold the color that 

it comes outta the pan. But we cannot make it as light as what some of the others can. 

You know, it tastes the same, but it's just the color. 
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[00:43:44.20] 

Annemarie A.: What does—so you're kinda mentioning, we talked a little about this when I was 

here last week, but what does the ground and, I guess, the general . . . just ecology have 

to do with growing it? 

 

[00:43:58.26] 

Phil P.: Well, sandy loam soil is your better soil. That's what we have here. Sorghum doesn't do 

good—it'll grow, and you get into your nitrogen. Man, you can make a big cane, you put 

that nitrogen to it. But, it imparts a flavor in that syrup. So, you don't want to use—unless 

it's just wore-out ground, you don't want to more than forty pounds an acre. You know. If 

you're doing it for ethanol, which at one time, ethanol, that was a big deal that didn't go 

anywhere—or yet, hadn't—but forty pounds of nitrogen on moderate soil is all you need. 

You don't need to exceed that. You don’t use manure on it, you know. If you use 

barnyard manure, that imparts a salt taste to it, so you need to stay away from that. But as 

a general rule, we use 40-40-40. That's pot ash, nitrogen, and potassium, I believe. 

 

[00:45:08.12] 

Annemarie A.: What does that do? 

 

[00:45:11.00] 

Phil P.: That just makes the good, fertile soil for our ground. Now, there's other—there's 

different ground. You just need to run a soil test and follow that, but you need to hold off 

on that nitrogen, 'cause that's—they may, and sorghum is not a commodity crop, so we're 
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kinda in the lost, the lost crops, you know. It's not a real popular crop, you know. Several 

people know it, other people grow just real small acreage, or just a spot, but it's . . . and 

you get it from your county agent, and which the county agent helps us cook, but it's 

gonna list for grain sorghum or it's gonna list it for corn, and corn takes a lotta nitrogen. 

But you don't wanna do more than forty pounds per acre. And that's not pounds. That's 

not when they call for 40 pounds, that's really 40 units. And it'll say forty pounds on your 

crop report, but it's forty units. And there's a difference between a unit and a pound, 

'cause nitrogen, if you get a—say it's a bag, you buy a 50-pound bag of nitrogen, there's 

really only twenty five pounds of nitrogen in there. The other's filler. And it'll tell you on 

that bag, 50% nitrogen. That's not so—poundage is a funny thing. They mean units. 

 

[00:46:52.01] 

Annemarie A.: Good to know. Could you talk a little bit about how you learned to grow 

sorghum and how you grow it? 

 

[00:46:58.20] 

Phil P.: Well, that was just a trial and error, too. But we're in a agriculture community. 

Everybody, I had no really upbringin' in farm. My father-in-law was a big farmer; I'd help 

him some. But I never had a background, or my family either, had a background in 

farming. But everybody has an idea here, how a planter works and how to disc and what 

equipment do you use. We've got the equipment or we could borrow equipment, but we 

have it now. 
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[00:47:43.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. What kinda equipment do you use? 

 

[00:47:45.10] 

Phil P.: We use, well, in the sorghum, for us to do the sorghum, we have to have . . . one, two, 

three, four tractors. That ranges from a fifteen-horse tractor to a eighty-horse tractor. 

 

[00:48:04.29] 

Annemarie A.: Hmm. I know from reading that book that your daughter-in-law put together that 

you learned about a couple of new tools that were helpful, like the corn binder— 

 

[00:48:14.05] 

Phil P.: Yes, corn. We used, when we first started making sorghum—and most people do, 

everybody evolves. Everybody that's ever been in the sorghum business, they started out 

a small level and worked up to it, you know. Some people start out small, that's as far as 

they want to go. That's fine, that's great. But we started out, we didn't have anything. We 

cut the heads off of it, you have to cut the head off that sorghum. We cut the heads off 

with a machete and then cut the stalk down with a machete, picked it up, and put it on 

trailers, then we carried it to the mill. Then we got a corn binder, and what that corn 

binder does, it cuts it—you just have to pull it with the tractor. It cuts it and it bundles it 

up, bundles about eight inches across and it ties a string around it and kicks it out the 

back of the machine. Well, all you have to do then is go through and cut the heads off 

with a-- well, you can take 'em all to a trailer and take a chainsaw and cut all those heads 
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off, get your heads facin' one way. Cut all them off. That saves some work. Then, I had a 

friend, Carl Steyers, he put a hydraulic motor on an old sickle blade and hooked it up on 

the front of a tractor and got it on a lift. So, it looks like something that you'd find, junk 

left on Mars, but you just drive down the rows and it cuts the heads off of two rows of 

that cane with tractors. Just cuts it off. Now, there was a solids chopper, and we took 

some of the blades out of it and we cut that sorghum with that chopper, so we don't have 

to pick it up in the field anymore. If you run it, you cut it with that chopper, hooking it to 

a tractor, and it blows—it's got these big knives in it that cuts that sorghum up about four- 

to six-inch pieces. And it's got a blower on it that blows it into a wagon, and that we got it 

in that wagon, and we unhook it and pull it to the mill. The wagon has got, the floor is a 

conveyer, and it conveys it out on a conveyer that goes into the mill. So, we do it like 

that. We can squeeze six hundred gallons of juice an hour. 

 

[00:51:12.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's crazy. 

 

[00:51:14.12] 

Phil P.: It used to, it'd take all day to squeeze a hundred, you know. With the mule, workin' a 

horse. If you got that much; may not even get that much with a horse. But it's just been a 

evolving process. 

 

[00:51:30.04] 
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Annemarie A.: That's great. I have a question about that. So, you guys have your really 

technical, specialized way of making it, and that's kind of how you make all the sorghum 

that you're able to make now, but you still have at your heritage festival—Homestead 

Festival— 

 

[00:51:48.09] 

Phil P.: Yes. 

 

[00:51:48.09] 

Annemarie A.: You still have the old press— 

 

[00:51:50.25] 

Phil P.: We're working a mule. It's a black mule, John Henry. We're working him to the mill, he 

squeezes the sorghum, we take it from right there—if we use it, sometimes we don't use 

that juice, which I've got, it takes a lot of sorghum to really cook. We try to put on 

demonstration there, so we've got some juice in a tank already squeezed that we'll pump 

down there to that mill. But we have the mule working, and he's grinding the cane. It's 

going into a bucket down there. 

 

[00:52:32.07] 

Annemarie A.: What are people's reactions to seeing that? 

 

[00:52:32.07] 
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Phil P.: Oh, they love to see it. The people that grew up with it, you know, they say, "Oh, Lord, 

haven't seen that in seventy years." Or, "My daddy used to make it." Or, "My grandma 

used to make it." Anyone who was around here, any of the old people. And the young 

people, they have no idea what it is. They don't even know what sorghum is. They think 

that's probably maple syrup. You know, they don't understand that maple comes out of 

the sap. I've told 'em down there before, "We've tried making maple syrup, but we kept 

breaking the mill trying to get the tree in it." [Laughter] Whoa. 

 

[00:53:15.18] 

Annemarie A.: That's pretty good. So I want to ask, too, because the whole Homestead Festival 

kind of coalesced around— 

 

[00:53:22.22] 

Phil P.: It revolves around the sorghum, the homestead. 

 

[00:53:25.17] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. 

 

[00:53:25.17] 

Phil P.: And that's, you know, we do it the second and third weekend in October, because that's 

when the cane's ready. You know? Which we had some to get ready in August this year, 

but August is too hot to have a festival. But, you know, our biggest cooking is the last of 



Phil Parker- Whitehall, AR | 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

36 

September, first of October, or the whole month of October, you know, that's when your 

cane's ready. It's cooler temperatures, and it's just more comfortable out. 

 

[00:53:56.10] 

Annemarie A.: And this was a while ago that you said this, but you mentioned that you, the first 

time you ever cooked sorghum, you told a couple people and two hundred ended up 

coming. Why do you think that they were interested? Why do you think that that was 

important for them to be there to see it? 

 

[00:54:12.16] 

Phil P.: They just wanted to see it. It was just a memory they had, and it's not something you 

see. You just don't see it every day. And I remember—and just vaguely—but I remember 

people still making it, but not in this area. They were up in the Ozark Mountains, you 

know. They wasn't doing it for like a show or anything, they were just doing it on their 

farm. And that's the way it used to be done. And that was just a little, a little before my 

time that they done that. But I missed it and I didn't get to see it. 

 

[00:54:51.11] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. So, you mentioned this, too, when we were talking— sorry— last week 

about how people kind of come from all over, not just from Harrisburg. 

 

[00:55:04.17] 
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Phil P.: Oh, they come from everywhere. We have people, we have people from . . . ten different 

states come, you know. I mean, we have a lot of people from Mississippi and a lot of 

people from Tennessee, Missouri. We have people from Oklahoma, Northwest Arkansas. 

We have people from everywhere come to see it, and they have been for years. They 

mark their calendars and they're here. You know, you see it. And we see so many people, 

but there's some faces—you don't know the name, but you see the same face every year, 

you know. But people plan their family get-togethers. They meet here. Last year, they 

had the class of [19]57, I believe, [19]57, Harrisburg class of [19]57. They had a reunion 

out here. They didn't really do anything, but they just met. They all met out here.  

 

[00:56:08.07] 

Annemarie A.: That's nice. 

 

[00:56:10.02] 

Phil P.: This brings people together, you know. 

 

[00:56:12.25] 

Teresa P.: Then a couple years ago, we started advertising on Facebook. 

 

[00:56:16.13] 

Phil P.: Yeah. 

 

[00:56:17.26] 
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Teresa P.: So now, we're attracting a whole different caliber of people. We're attracting the 

younger people, and they're bringing their children, where before it was mostly the older 

people. Now, it's the younger people are coming. 

 

[00:56:28.07] 

Phil P.: Yeah, that's the youth. 

 

[00:56:28.07] 

Teresa P.: And when we do our field trips. Every year, more and more parents come on this 

field trip because they want to come see it, too. And when the kids grow up, even when 

they're grown, they bring their children back, because they remember coming here on a 

field trip. 

 

[00:56:42.27] 

Phil P.: Yep. Yeah, we're doing that now, we're having grandkids come now. That their parents 

come, and now the grandkids are coming. 

 

[00:56:55.21] 

Annemarie A.: That's really cool. Could you talk a little bit about what the Homestead Festival 

is like, what you guys do? 

 

[00:57:03.20] 
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Phil P.: Oh, we're doing everything. Which is the sorghum, that's a big deal. We're making 

brooms. We're grinding cornmeal. We have a . . . all kinds of antique tractors, hit-and-

miss engines, bale of hay. We have wagon rides, free wagon rides, and a train ride.  

 

[00:57:30.19] 

Teresa P.: Blacksmithing 

 

[00:57:30.26] 

Phil P.: Black-- we have blacksmithing, knife makers. 

 

[00:57:34.29] 

Teresa P.: Musicians. 

 

[00:57:35.01] 

Phil P.: What? 

 

[00:57:37.01] 

Teresa P.: Music. 

 

[00:57:37.01] 

Phil P.: Have a lot of music, a lot of bluegrass music happening. They come in to do. They're 

just—I just can't think of everything that goes on. I'll be making the sorghum, but you get 

down there making sorghum, you're kinda trapped down there. You don't get to leave to 
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see what else is going on. But they just, kids, we have a trailer load of corn that we bring 

in that's on the cob. Those kids shell that corn, and they can shell an acre of corn in a day. 

You know? Just to shell it. And there's an old chop grinder out there, they're grinding it 

on that. And this all sits down there by the grist mill to go with the grist—which, we don't 

use that corn that comes out of the field, but they love shelling it and grinding it, you 

know. Throwing the corn cob. [Laughter]  

 

[00:58:37.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[00:58:39.11] 

Phil P.: We have a magic show. We have a medicine wagon. Just several things, and people, 

they get to go in the cabins and see what life was like. They can step back in time. We got 

a cotton field, they can go out there and pick cotton. It's a small, small field. We'll give 

'em a sack. They can go, not a pick sack, but just a paper sack. They go out there and pick 

cotton, if they want to. [Laughter] 

 

[00:59:10.11] 

Annemarie A.: That's really interesting. You have these kind of, like, hands-on things. It's really 

neat. 

 

[00:59:14.09] 
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Phil P.: Mm-hm. It gives 'em an idea, especially the kids, it gives them an idea of what it was 

like. You know? To pick cotton, you know, that's how it was done. That's what clothes, 

that's what your clothes was made out of. And you had to hand-pick it. It was everybody 

picked cotton in this community, everybody picked cotton. I don't know . . . my mom and 

daddy would pick cotton after—which, my mother never worked, she was just a 

homemaker—but Daddy was a bricklayer all his life. And after he got in from work, he'd 

pick cotton. And I'm not sure if it was—I know the money had something to do with it, 

but I'm not sure if it was for the money or just to help the people in this community that 

was growing cotton and had to get it out of the field. I remember we picked for Ottie 

Gaskin, great man. He had hands, he had hounds big as a hound. And we picked for him, 

and I picked, I picked in a tow sack, and sometimes I'd carry a bucket, to pick the cotton 

in a bucket. Remember that. But my biggest job was stomping the cotton down in the 

trailer, which I wasn't really working, I was up there playing in the top of the trailer to 

pack that cotton down. But he weighed me out, weighed my cotton, and it was—I don't 

remember what you got per pound, maybe three cents a pound you picked, but I had, I 

don't know, six pounds or something. [Laughter] And he gave me a quarter. I thought that 

was the biggest money I've ever seen. [Laughter] Oh. 

 

[01:01:11.22] 

Annemarie A.: Great. 

 

[01:01:13.26] 
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Teresa P.: But my cousin, Vicky William, acts like she lives in one of those buildings at our 

field trips, and she will tell the kids—because she'll show 'em the chamber pot, and some 

of 'em will start snickering about how, and she'll stop and she'll say, "Let me tell you 

something. I don't care who you are, I don't care what your name is, I don't care how 

much money you think you have, you wouldn't have any of that if your ancestors had not 

lived like this. They had to live like this so you could live like you live." And she just 

flat-out tells 'em. 

 

[01:01:46.00] 

Annemarie A.: That's pretty funny. 

 

[01:01:48.04] 

Phil P.: But during the Festival, we're also printing papers. You know, we got a 1850s printing 

press, it's a George Washington press. We'll have a printer in there, printing papers, so 

you can get a paper and that tells a little of the history on the homestead. We got a 

covered bridge that the wagon rides go through. And there's just several things, cooking 

kettle corn, a lot of food. There's barbecue, there's church kind of springs, there's beans 

and cornbread, fried pies. I love fried pies. My granddaughter does fried pies, and it 

just—pork rinds. There's just all kind of things. And I know I'm forgetting a lot, but that's 

part of what goes on. 

 

[01:02:40.21] 
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Annemarie A.: You mention the fried pies. Is that something that's a really big southeast 

Arkansas thing? 

 

[01:02:47.21] 

Phil P.: Yeah. Everybody loves fried pies. That was a thing, you know. Fried pies. 

 

[01:02:55.09] 

Annemarie A.: What kind of fillings do y'all put in them? 

 

[01:02:56.17] 

Phil P.: She's got peach and apricot, and that's my favorite, peach and apricot. She's got apple, 

chocolate, coconut. Pumpkin. Blueberry. Blackberry. And strawberry. 

 

[01:03:17.05] 

Annemarie A.: That's a lot. 

 

[01:03:19.06] 

Phil P.: Yeah, that's a lot. She sells a lot of pies a year. 

 

[01:03:24.14] 

Annemarie A.: I bet, that sounds good. I kind of want to go back and ask you, too, about—you 

mentioned there's lots of people who have lots of opinions about how to grow and make 

sorghum. 
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[01:03:38.16] 

Phil P.: Yes. 

 

[01:03:39.24] 

Annemarie A.: Could you talk a little bit about some of the people who influenced you and who 

helped you learn in this area? 

 

[01:03:49.29] 

Phil P.: Leo Roland. That's who helped us get started, that's where we got our first seed. And we 

had no idea how to do it, and he helped guide us on it. He was a great sorghum cooker, 

you know. But he's gone. All those people are gone, that we learned from. They've all 

gone. I can tell you something—you might not want this on tape, you can edit this, can't 

you? They say to be a good sorghum maker, you cannot cook sorghum unless you're at 

least seventy years old and full of shit. [Laughter] I've always heard that. That might be 

true. I'm sixty-three, so I'm not there yet, but you give me a few more years, I'll be a good 

sorghum cooker. [Laughter] 

 

[01:04:43.00] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[01:04:45.01] 
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Teresa P.: Pete's wife, Annie, she was one of those. She'd say, "It's not dark enough. It's not 

black enough." She liked the blackstrap. 

 

[01:04:46.03] 

Phil P.: Yeah, Leo's wife, she liked it black but he liked it light. He was a good sorghum cooker, 

and he taught us. The first year we made it, we didn't know how. We didn't even have 

enough—we didn't know how much juice it would take. We had ten gallons of juice and 

poured it in the, just right straight out of the mill with everything in it. We poured it right 

in the pan and went to cookin'. Well, like I say, it takes 10 to 1. So, if had ten gallons of 

juice, you might wind up with a gallon of sorghum. We've got a pan that's twelve foot 

long, four foot wide. [Laughter] You know. When you evaporate all the water out of it, 

your pan runs dry. [Laughter] So we . . . we put it in on one end, we took it out on the 

same end that we put it in on, and we said, "Leo?" And he didn't want to—he didn't want 

to take over, you know. 'Cause it was our deal, we was making sorghum, and we finally 

said, "You're going to have to do something, 'cause we are lost. What do we do?" He 

said, "Well, you got to get it all back down here at just one end, and you're gonna cook it 

just like it's in a batch." So we cooked it. That's your bad sorghum, what I was talking 

bout by bad sorghum. It wasn't . . . it wasn't clean, it was just nasty. It was green. It just 

wasn't done, you know? And I think it was burnt, too. We had a guy come to the 

Association one year—we have an annual meeting, it's usually at Pigeon Forge, 

Tennessee—and he was a young guy. He come in there with some sorghum, and they 

didn't even—they have a judging, they judge it all. It got disqualified. And he told me, he 

said, "I don't understand it." He said, "I cooked—" He said, "This is my first time 
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cooking." He said. "But my neighbor—" His neighbor was ninety. Said, "He tasted that, 

he said that is the best sorghum that he's ever eaten." He said, "I bring it up here and they 

won't even judge it. They kick it out." You could hold the jar up and you could see this 

stuff just floatin' in it. It wasn't even—it was cooked probably to a, a finished sorghum's 

supposed to be 78-82 brix. It was probably cooked to 40 brix. It was raw and it was just 

full of trash. But somebody told him, his neighbor told him he was good sorghum and he 

thought that was good sorghum. That's how that bad sorghum gets out there, you know. 

Somebody that don't know will have somebody say, "Man, that's good." And there was 

people that first year that said, "Boy, that's good," but it wasn't. If you don't know 

anybody better, say, "Man, I don't know how you'd like that." [Laughter] Must be good if 

they said it was, you know. But we try to make a good sorghum. 

 

[01:08:21.21] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. You're mentioning the National Sweet Sorghum Producers and 

Processors' Association—that's kinda long. 

 

[01:08:29.10] 

Phil P.: It is. N.S.S.P.P.A. [Laughter] 

 

[01:08:34.21] 

Annemarie A.: Could you talk a little bit about what that association does for you and how it's 

kinda helped you? 
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[01:08:41.14] 

Phil P.: It's a gathering place and it's for everybody. It's a gathering place from the people that 

make five gallons a year or people that make ten thousand gallons a year. Which I 

don't—well, four thousand. There's people that make four thousand gallons a year, some 

of the bigger producers. But it's there for everybody, and it gives you information. It 

gives you on how to do or ways to do. You know, you can do it this way. You can do it a 

different way. Nobody makes it the same. Everybody does— 

 

[01:09:19.08] 

Teresa P.: Preheating. 

 

[01:09:12.09] 

Phil P.: Everybody does a little different. The thing that we've learned from being in the 

association is to preheat that juice, and that helps tremendously, because you're cleaning 

it up. You know, you're cleaning your juice up, getting those impurities out before you 

ever get it in the pan. It's just another process that some people don't want to do. If you're 

making, like I say, we make a hundred gallons a day. If you're just cooking five gallons a 

day, you can put it in a tank and just let it settle for a couple hours and then go to cook it. 

But if you never made sorghum at all, you don't know any of that. So, that N.S.P.P.A., it 

just gives you ideas on what to do. And there's other things you can—you can do the 

reverse osmosis. You can get into a science on it. We have no desire to do that, or go into 

steam. We cook, which we're demonstrating, we're cooking on a wood fire like they 

would be doing, you know, a hundred years ago. On a continuous flow pan. We use the 



Phil Parker- Whitehall, AR | 

© Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

48 

same pan. But when we're cooking, there's not anybody here, we're cooking on gas. Some 

of your big producers are cooking on steam. But that's just another level, you know? You 

just go through these levels. We're not willing to go there. We think we do fine with what 

we've got and that's what we're gonna—and for what we sell-- and we sell quite a bit-- 

but we can do it like this. We don't need to and don't want to get any bigger than what we 

already are. 

 

[01:11:15.12] 

Annemarie A.: What's the difference between cooking on fire and cooking with propane? 

 

[01:11:21.08] 

Phil P.: It's easier to control your heat, which, you want it just as hot as you can get it. But to get 

that boil—and you've got to boil that. You've got to get that rolling boil, to boil that juice 

up to separate out the impurities in it. That's what breaks it down, and it will get all your 

chlorophyll, will boil out of it and it’ll cool off, and it will go to the side of the pan. The 

way that pan is designed, it's got an eight-inch on each side that's sit on top of a brick 

wall, and it's cooler—just a little bit. You can't feel it if you touch it, but it's cooler on that 

edge. And all that impurities will go to the edge, into the back of the pan, to where you 

put your juice in. That's the cooler end. It runs back there, and you just dip it out there. 

All your clean syrup, you keep that boil up, and all your clean syrup will wind up in the 

front. But your wood, you either get it so hot or you lose the boil. And if you lose the boil 

when you're cooking with wood, you can do that if you're not real careful, then once your 

boil quits, it all mixes back together. Your green will go back in with your finished syrup, 
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and then it sticks to it and you can't hardly get it back out. Gas, you can run at constant 

heat, you get a constant boil. It won't quit. Steam if your best way to do it, 'cause you can 

control that steam. You know, you get the right pressure on that steam and you won't 

burn it. You’ll never burn it with steam. You can cook it with steam, if you're cookin' on 

steam, you can cook it down till it's as thick as candy and it won't burn. But, you know, 

gas will burn it. You gotta be careful, but not as bad as wood—which, we haven't burned 

any in years. But we have been known to burn it when we were learning. We cooked 

down there next to a creek, and there's no telling how many gallons we poured off in that 

creek. [Laughter] Just, it was a learning process. But if anybody's interested in sorghum, 

if they do just a little, if they do a lot, they need to join the association. It's like $25 a 

year, it may be $30 a year. You get a newsletter and you just get information. It gives you 

every member that's in it. You'll get their address and phone number. You can contact 

'em. Contact the people in your state, you can contact me. I'm on the board of directors 

there. You can get information. You know, you need to, you got a question, you can call 

someone and somebody can give you an answer. You can call two people; you might get 

two different answers, but most of 'em, see which one works for you. It's a great 

association.  

 

[01:14:41.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. I have one more question for you, and that's, why is it important 

that you continue this tradition? Why is it important for you to keep cooking sorghum? 

 

[01:14:54.05] 
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Phil P.: I enjoy it. Sorghum making, a lot of work's involved. I've worked my whole life and I'm 

retired now, and I just enjoy doing it. It's hard work, and it's hot work. You stand over 

that pan, you know. And the bigger you get, the more equipment you got. All this 

equipment's old, you know—which we got newer tractors, but the equipment we're 

pulling, like the silage cutter and all that, they're old pieces of equipment. The conveyors 

are old. The bigger you get, the more you’ve got, the more problems you get into. That's 

why some people want to be small, and I don't blame 'em for that. But I just enjoy doing 

it, and it's something that goes good here. It's something that people want to see, and it's 

just something I'd like to be part of. I just always wanted to be a part of it. 

 

[01:16:03.17] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[01:16:01.26] 

Teresa P.: Even on the festival days, once the sorghum is finished for the day, everybody goes 

home. It doesn't matter if they're back here or where they are; it's just like, "Okay, the 

sorghum's done, it's time to go home." 

 

[01:16:16.16] 

Phil P.: It's that smell. When you're cookin' it, you can smell it from back here. You can smell 

that steam coming off of that pan, and the sweetness of it. It just imparts an aroma. But 

once it's done, it's done, and we usually get done around five o'clock. That's, they can 

leave. We got other things going on, but that's what they want to see. I don't know. 
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[01:16:45.14] 

Annemarie A.: That's really interesting. 

 

[01:16:46.02] 

Phil P.: We've enjoyed doing it, and we've been involved with so many different people, and it's 

. . . we're still involved with. A lot of our older people are gone, and we miss 'em, and we 

loved 'em dearly. But they're gone, but there's newer people coming in, and it's just, we're 

really like—the sorghum is really like a close family. We're not family-related at all, but 

we all come together at the same—may not see 'em for a year, but when that sorghum's 

ready, we see 'em. They're here, and we just all pitch in. It's just like when they come, 

like they're here yesterday. We just start again. 

 

[01:17:41.14] 

Teresa P.: We call it our homestead family. 

 

[01:17:42.28] 

Phil P.: Yeah, homestead family. 

 

[01:17:45.23] 

Annemarie A.: How many people, how many people help with the homestead every— 

 

[01:17:50.07] 
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Phil P.: Oh, it's probably fifty. 

 

[01:17:51.00] 

Annemarie A.: Wow. 

 

[01:17:53.10] 

Phil P.: It takes a lot of people. Which, we're doing field trips, you gotta have somebody at every 

building. Somebody here, there, you know, every building. And even, not even the 

buildings, we just have people—it's kinda like a park interpreter, but none of 'em are park 

interpreters, you know, they're just people. But they do a excellent job. Our printer, J.C. 

Smith, he's been here—he's not well, I don't know, he didn't make it last year, I don't 

know that he'll make it this year. But he is so good at printing papers and talking to the 

people. He's just great. 

 

[01:18:40.28] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. 

 

[01:18:43.04] 

Phil P.: It's just people getting older, you know. When we started out, we had our sorghum 

women. It takes a lot of people up there to do the selling and the kids taste, they used to 

get a taste of the sorghum when they come through with school kids. We'll have four 

thousand school kids. And they give 'em a taste of the sorghum. They're all dressed in 
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their bonnets and their long dresses, and I think the youngest—how old was Betty? She 

was our youngest one. 

 

[01:19:11.20] 

Teresa P.: Oh, gosh. I don't know, she was in her eighties. 

 

[01:19:13.24] 

Phil P.: Yeah, she was in her eighties. She was our youngest one. Our oldest one was Sylvia 

Connor. We had A.E.T.N., which is Arkansas Television Network. They come out and 

doin' some filmin', they filmed Silvia gettin' in a wagon. She said, "I am never gone be on 

T.V. the rest of my life." Says, "Why, I look like I was a hundred years old." She was 

ninety-six. [Laughter] She lived to a hundred and three. 

 

[01:19:42.03] 

Annemarie A.: Oh, wow. 

 

[01:19:43.28] 

Phil P.: She was a wonderful woman. 

 

[01:19:44.04] 

Annemarie A.: That's so funny. 

 

[01:19:44.21] 
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Phil P.: You know, we've lost 'em. You can't get that kind of people back. That's gone, they're 

gone. 

 

[01:19:55.09] 

Annemarie A.: That's too bad. 

 

[01:19:58.06] 

Phil P.: I guess I'm the next generation. My grandparents are gone, my daddy's gone, Mama's 

gone. I'm that generation now. But I've enjoyed it. 

 

[01:20:14.08] 

Teresa P.: The younger people to learn these trades. 'Cause like he said, they don't really work. 

They don't know how to work, but you know, who's gonna make brooms? Who's gonna 

make sorghum? Who's gonna blacksmith? You know? They're just not really learning 

how to do that stuff anymore. 

 

[01:20:32.20] 

Annemarie A.: Have you had any interest from anybody who's younger? 

 

[01:20:37.05] 

Phil P.: Yes. We have a friend and he comes, Matt Brazile—how old's Matt? 

 

[01:20:43.18] 
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Teresa P.: Well, early twenties. I don't know, he's probably late twenties now. 

 

[01:20:46.10] 

Phil P.: Yeah. He comes, helps. He's gettin' interest in it, you know. He can cook. There's 

another guy that's up in Paragould, he comes down. He's really interested in it, you know. 

 

[01:21:00.08] 

Teresa P.: But Matt, his grandfather ran the mill, so Matt's been out here since he was little. He's 

kinda grown up with it, so he wants to learn how to do it. 

 

[01:21:08.24] 

Phil P.: What he is, he's a big duck hunter and he duck hunts with us, and he comes, helps, 

because he's afraid he won't get to duck hunt. [Laughter] 

 

[01:21:17.21] 

Annemarie A.: That's funny. 

 

[01:21:18.06] 

Phil P.: Yeah. But he's a good 'un. Sorghum people are good people. I've never met one that 

wasn't. They're just all good people, just common people. I'm common as dirt, but that 

just—it seems like most people are. 

 

[01:21:36.03] 
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Annemarie A.: That's great. Is there anything else that you want to add? 

 

[01:21:40.24] 

Phil P.: Got a cigarette? [Pause] 

 

[01:21:39.18] 

Teresa P.: [Inaudible] 

 

[01:21:55.27] 

Annemarie A.: He told me about that. 

 

[01:22:00.20] 

Teresa P.: [Inaudible 01:22:00]. 

 

[01:22:05.07] 

Phil P.: What? 

 

[01:22:07.05] 

Teresa P.: Daddy Emmett was farmer. 

 

[01:22:11.21] 

Phil P.: Yeah, I'm gonna— 
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[01:22:12.10] 

Teresa P.: You do have some farming in you. 

 

[01:22:13.17] 

Phil P.: Yeah, but he died when I was a kid. 

 

[01:22:15.29] 

Teresa P.: He died, but your uncles were farming. 

 

[01:22:20.00] 

Phil P.: And her daddy farms. And well, my son, he's got two hundred and eighty-acre rice farm. 

But he doesn't farm. We inherited it, we give it to him. 

 

[01:22:33.22] 

Annemarie A.: That's nice. Is there anything else you want to add? I don't have any more 

questions for you. We didn't talk about? Is there anything you would like to add? 

 

[01:22:43.18] 

Phil P.: She cooks with Sorghum—she's won, she's won several blue ribbons at the convention, 

at the sorghum convention. They have, you know, a category for cooking. She makes 

wonderful bread pudding. I mean, it's just wonderful. 

 

[01:22:58.26] 
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Teresa P.: It has a sorghum sauce. I'm not a big fan of sorghum, I'll just tell ya. Just to eat it. I 

can tolerate it now and I can tell what's good and what's bad, but I do like to cook with it, 

because it just gives your food a different flavor. And it doesn’t really have that sorghum 

taste. Right now, I'm workin' on the butternut squash soup with sorghum in it. Gonna be 

one of my entries this year. 

 

[01:23:22.05] 

Phil P.: Don't think I liked that. 

 

[01:23:22.12] 

Teresa P.: You didn't, but everybody else does. You just don't like that kind of stuff. 

 

[01:23:26.29] 

Phil P.: I'm picky. 

 

[01:23:29.15] 

Teresa P.: But, you know, I've made a sorghum cake. Just took my chocolate cake recipe and 

just adapted it. Instead of using chocolate, I used sorghum. And everybody likes that 

cake, too. 

 

[01:23:41.09] 

Phil P.: It makes a good barbecue sauce. I like it on pork. [Laughter] I like it on anything. 
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[01:23:48.27] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. Is there anything else you guys want to add? Nothing? 

 

[01:23:53.28] 

Phil P.: Guess we're good. [Laughter] 

 

[01:23:55.03] 

Annemarie A.: Well, thank you so much. 

 

[01:23:56.19] 

Phil P.: You got any other questions? 

[End of interview] 


