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[00:00:00:00] 

Annemarie A.: Good morning. It is October 2, 2018. This is Annemarie Anderson recording for 

the Southern Foodways Alliance. I am at Jynx Sorghum Mill with Mr. Ronald Jenkins. 

Would you go ahead and introduce yourself and tell us what you do, into the recorder, 

please? 

 

[00:00:17.19] 

Ronald J.: I am Ronald Lee Jenkins from Bruce, Mississippi. I have a sorghum mill that I 

produce and process the sorghum syrup for my friends and for the market around. I just 

have cows and . . .  

 

[00:00:38.14] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Let's start off, could you first—for the record—would you give us 

your birthdate? 

 

[00:00:45.06] 

Ronald J.: 9/17/[19]57. I'm sixty-one year old last month. 

 

[00:00:52.05] 

Annemarie A.: Great. Let's start off and talk a little bit about your early life. You were tellin' me 

a little bit about your granddad and your parents. Could you talk a little bit about, maybe, 

what your parents did and give us their names? 
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[00:01:06.18] 

Ronald J.: My daddy was Orbin Lee Jenkins and my mother was Betty Steele Jenkins. They met 

in Jackson, Mississippi. My daddy was drivin' a bus for Continental Trailways and my 

mother worked in the government office in Jackson. In my early age, when I was a year 

and a half, there was a store—country store—in the community here that was open for 

somebody to run, they needed somebody to run it. My daddy took up runnin' that store, 

and we moved from Jackson to this area, where—to be closed to his family that grew up 

in Vardaman, and my grandmother and granddaddy that grew up here in Bruce, 

Mississippi. So, that kind of brought everybody back to this area. I don't really remember 

anything about living in Jackson that year and a half. But my grandfather grew up here on 

the farm. And him and his daddy cooked sorghum for the public. And they would, in the 

early days, load up their mill—which was turned by a mule at that time—that squeezed 

the juice out of the stalks, and they would load up their pan in the back of a wagon and 

they would go to the neighbors, whoever had a crop of sorghum that needed to be 

cooked. And they would dig a pit in the ground and they would sit the pan over the pit 

and dig a trench where they could stand down and cook. And the people that had the cane 

would furnish the wood and they would build the fire and they would squeeze the juice 

and pour it in the pan, and my granddaddy and great-granddaddy would cook their 

product, their sorghum, for them. And that would be their sweetener for the year. Some 

families would have a big enough batch, it would last a couple of years. But they would 

travel around doing that in the fall, as a supplement to cotton and the other things that 

they had, hogs and their living, but that's where they got started in it. When I was, the 

first I can remember of a sorghum mill, they had set it up on my grandfather's place, and 
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there was a spring branch that ran down between two huge oak trees, and it was sitting 

next to it. That's where they had their clean water to use, to wash up the pan and to wash 

the mill and stuff, was out of the spring branch. That's where it was, through his lifetime. 

People would bring the cane to him to cook in the fall, and I would go—Daddy was 

working in the store, and my mother worked in a garment plant, and so us grandkids 

would end up at my grandmother and granddaddy's, and I was always there around the 

mill, playing in my youngest days. And talking to people. They would push the cane up 

in a big pile and we would climb around on it, and that was our forts. That was my first 

memories of sorghum, and then as I became older, grandfather let me help him there at 

the mill, working either skimming or running cane through the mill or taking over for 

short times while he would go eat lunch or take breaks. He gradually worked me up to 

where I was cooking. I would start off the pan. And he taught me how to set up the pan 

for the year. You know, we would close it up in the wintertime and you would turn it 

upside-down to keep rainwater out and protect it, but then the next year when you set it 

back up, you had to learn how the flow of the juice travelled and set the pan so it would 

cook properly. Those are things that I remember young, mixing up mud and packing it 

around the pan to keep the heat from coming out and adjusting it with little pieces of 

rocks and stuff to get the levels correct. That was always fascinating to me. The people 

would come through, and they would always be, people would see from the road the 

steam coming off the pan. They would stop and they would talk to whoever had the cane, 

and their grandfather, and they would talk about what kind of sorghum they had and how 

well it was cooking They would talk about their cotton crops and their corn crops and 

their cows and all the things that was going on at home with them. It was like a 
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community gathering. And there would be several crops waiting to be cooked at times, 

so, it was always exciting to get to be around it. 

 

[00:06:12.14] 

Annemarie A.: It sounds like it. What was your grandfather's name? 

 

[00:06:17.13] 

Ronald J.: His name was Lorraine Steele, Elmer Lorraine Steele. They called him E.L. Steele. 

 

[00:06:24.14] 

Annemarie A.: So that was your mother's father? 

 

[00:06:25.27] 

Ronald J.: Yeah. He was born in 1907 there on the farm, and he died when he was ninety-two, 

so. He was . . . my mentor. 

 

[00:06:43.06] 

Annemarie A.: You were talking a little bit about—last time I was here—about the community 

and the community that your granddad grew up in and that you grew up in. Could you 

kind of describe that community and talk about maybe some of the memories you had of 

it? 

 

[00:07:03.26] 
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Ronald J.: In the original store that Daddy operated, it was a real more hardware, country 

general store. You could buy nails; you could buy chicken feed; you could buy dip ice 

cream. It had a meat market, would cut up meat. Some people would bring eggs, you 

know, that they'd harvested from the chickens, and they would trade it for flour. A lot of 

families would buy big twenty-five pound sacks of flour because it came in a cloth bag 

that had designs on it, and they would take that cloth and clean it up and use it to make 

clothes. People would make, churn butter, and they would trade butter for salt and 

different items that they needed. People lived, you know, closer to the land there at that 

time. The sorghum was their main sweetener for the year in this area. They didn't have 

the money to just go and buy a fifty-pound sack of sugar or a twenty-pound or a five-

pound sack of sugar whenever they needed. They would do that on special occasions. My 

mother and aunts and all talked about, you know, Christmas was the only time they ever 

saw an orange because that was what they would get for Christmas. It wasn't something 

that you just run to the store and got, just anytime. So, it was . . . it was fun, growing up 

in that time. 

 

[00:08:52.13] 

Annemarie A.: What were some of the fun things that you did? 

 

[00:08:55.17] 

Ronald J.: Well, in the summer, when—having a country store, Daddy would get up early and 

leave at daylight to open up, and he would work till dark. In the wintertime, it was after 

dark. He'd stay open till seven o'clock. But in the summertime, he was there till it got 
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dark, and he come home. So, he was always busy with the store. And Sunday mornings, 

he even opened the store, but he would shut it down, you know, at nine o'clock and he'd 

shut it down and we'd go to church. That was the only time he shut down. So, the rest of 

the time, he was at the store and kind of tied up. And Mother working during the summer, 

us grandkids were all put off on my grandmother to take care of us. There was four 

hundred and fifty acre farm that, that was our boundary. As long as we stayed on that 

farm, that's eighteen grandkids running around, having mock Indian battles. The girls 

would build playhouses, and us boys would find the paint rocks that we thought were 

Indian paint rocks and we'd paint up our faces. And run through their playhouses and 

make 'em mad. Swim in the ditches, you know. And ponds, old cow ponds and stuff. 

There was a spring pond, and it was so cold, even in the summertime. You could run up 

and dive in, it'd be a hundred degrees, and it'd just take your breath. Just running around 

on that place, having a good time. 

 

[00:10:38.28] 

Annemarie A.: That’s nice. So, do you have any siblings? 

 

[00:10:43.07] 

Ronald J.: I have two sisters. 

 

[00:10:46.05] 

Annemarie A.: Cool. What are their names? 
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[00:10:46.05] 

Ronald J.: Betty McCauslin and Lisa Brewster. 

 

[00:10:51.17] 

Annemarie A.: Cool. 

 

[00:10:53.02] 

Ronald J.: And I have a half-sister, Martha Griffin. My daddy was married earlier, and at that 

time, it was almost unheard of somebody to get a divorce, but he had had a child by his 

first wife. And she's ten years older than me. We've always been close, though. 

 

[00:11:13.25] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. That's nice. So, how old were you when you first started helping 

your granddad cook sorghum? 

 

[00:11:23.03] 

Ronald J.: The first I helped was when I was fourteen, fifteen year old, in that age. 

 

[00:11:34.11] 

Annemarie A.: I have another question. So, did he ever tell you how he and your great-granddad 

learned how to make sorghum? 

 

[00:11:43.23] 
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Ronald J.: No, he didn't. I don't know if Pa Steele's daddy taught him. I don't know how he got 

started. But Pa Steele taught my granddaddy. And he taught me. See, my daddy died 

when I was fifteen. Then granddaddy became that person. So I spent more time around 

him then, growing up, you know, and I guess modeling myself after him. I was kinda 

drawn to him. 

 

[00:12:22.10] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Well, tell me a little bit more about him. 'Cause you kind of 

mentioned, you've talked a lot about his sorghum operation, but what was he like as a 

person? And what did he do? 

 

[00:12:36.02] 

Ronald J.: He had a farm, and he raised cows and had pigs and cotton and corn and hay and 

watermelons. He always raised a big watermelon patch and would put watermelons out 

on the side of the road and people would stop and buy watermelons. It was always 

something to do, putting the hay in the barn and feeding cows in the wintertime. Fixing 

fences. So . . . he was an only child. My aunt says that he was spoiled because he was an 

only child, but he did a lot of things other than the farm when he was younger, you know, 

in the family. He worked for the Forestry Service. At that time, they had a lot more—

people would burn more, and they were always having to go, fires get out of hand, and 

they're fighting forest fires. He was busy with that. He liked to go the sales, cow sales, 

and see what the price of cows were going for. He would get in his truck, and he would 

ride out and drive out through the pasture and check on the crops. That was a big thing 
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that he really liked to do, just ride around in his pickup and look at stuff. Kind of like an 

overseer, like. But there were a couple houses on the place, old houses, and there were 

people that lived in 'em—sharecroppers—that would help and do a lot of the work on the 

farm. That was interesting, growin' up around them and knowing them, too. 

 

[00:14:24.20] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah. Could you talk a little bit about them, do you remember them? 

 

[00:14:28.01] 

Ronald J.: Oh, yeah. Mose Tuggles—Tuggle, T-u-g-g-l-e, I always say it plural, but I've been 

corrected a couple times on that. He grew up there. His daddy worked for my 

granddaddy. And he grew up on the farm working for my granddaddy and learned to 

cook from my granddaddy. And after I got to an age that I was kind of too busy raising a 

family and full-time job to be able to help, and granddaddy was getting old, and his knees 

were bothering him, so he kind of got out of cooking. Mose purchased a mill and was 

cooking here in the neighborhood. I used to go down and hang out with him when he was 

cooking. He would tell me stories about him and granddaddy cooking and different things 

that happened. We were always big friends and buddies. But he passed away in the . . . 

early 2000s. I got his mill. So, that's the mill that I have. So, I named it the Old Tuggle 

Mill. His wife, she came out, you know, Christine, and sit with us the other day. That's 

always good, lots of fun to be around. 

 

[00:15:49.01] 
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Annemarie A.: That's great. Can you remember some of the stories that Mr. Tuggle told you 

about cooking with your granddaddy or any of the other stories he told you? 

 

[00:15:59.15] 

Ronald J.: Well, there was one story he told me about that my great-granddaddy kind of liked to 

sip on the bottle a little bit. And he had some moonshine one day and this elderly 

gentleman that lived on the place, a Kimbrall man, and him, were sitting with their bottle. 

And Granddaddy and Mose was building a corn crib to put corn in. And they started 

burning some trash on the other side of the building, and the ashes and stuff were floating 

up from the paper and stuff they were burning. And coming down on the other side where 

Pa Steele and Mr. Kimbrall were sitting, drinking out of the bottle, and it was in July, and 

he thought it was snowing. [Laughter] That just tickled me to death as a kid growing up. 

Pa Steele thinking those ashes were snow. He told me about . . . one time, when my first 

or oldest aunt was born, the major highway hadn't been built through the area. So, she 

was born at home, in the little, small house that they expanded over the years, but same 

house they lived in their whole life, Grandma and Granddaddy. But he needed some 

medicine, and there wasn't a Bruce at that time, so the closest doctor was at Calhoun City, 

which was about sixteen, seventeen miles away. And it had come up snow over the night, 

and that old T-Model car couldn't get out to the roads because of the snow. So, 

Granddaddy got up early before daylight and walked to Calhoun City and got some 

medicine.  

 

[00:18:04.00] 
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Annemarie A.: Oh, wow. 

 

[00:18:06.00] 

Ronald J.: So, you know, that's the way—you don't think about living where you had to walk 

sixteen, seventeen miles to the doctor and back in the snow. But that was pretty neat. One 

time, he was very kind of inventive, and they didn't have running water, so they had an 

outhouse. So he put it over this branch beside the house, so when it come-a rain, it would 

kind of flush, and it come a big rain one night, and they got out next morning and the 

outhouse was gone. It washed away. [Laughter] There was always something going on 

around them. 

 

[00:18:51.10] 

Annemarie A.: Sounds like it. So, I kind of want to get back to this aspect of cooking for the 

public. You have some rules out in your cookshed now. Could you talk a little bit about 

how your granddad wanted—how, kind of, his rules and the things that he wanted done 

when he cooked for the public? 

 

[00:19:16.20] 

Ronald J.: Sure. We got company coming. Granddaddy had a set of rules he used at the mill, 

and it went back and kind of developed from the time that they would go around to the 

different areas. Can we take a break? 

 

[00:19:38.13] 
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Annemarie A.: Yeah. 

 

[Break in recording] 

 

[00:19:38.13] 

Annemarie A.: The rules. Could you tell me a little bit about the rules for your granddad's 

cooking for the public? 

 

[00:19:45.20] 

Ronald J.: Okay. They went back to when they travelled with the mill. In that area, whoever had 

the cane furnished the wood to fire it, and they furnished the labor to feed the fire and 

they furnished the labor to take the—or fill up the jugs, whatever they put it in, barrels or 

whatever it was. So, that kind of moved to when he had to set up permanent. When you 

brought cane to the mill, he'd changed from using wood to using propane gas, which was 

real cheap when they first started using it. So, whoever brought the cane paid for the gas. 

'Cause, instead of using wood, you know, they furnished the heat. And then they furnish 

the labor to feed the mill and they furnish the labor to jug up the molasses. And he would 

have a long wooden table, and as he pulled off the molasses, he would set 'em in rows of 

four. And every fourth bucket was his for his commission on cooking. The other thing he 

had was, at the mill, he was stuck there because there was lots of crops, several crops, 

one right after the other coming in. So he didn't have the ability to go out in the 

community and sell his portion of what he was getting for cooking. So, he had a rule that 

anybody that came onto his property around the mill, they could not buy from who 
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owned the cane, they had to buy from him. So that was another way of keeping from . . . 

him not having the resources to get rid of the parts that he had at his mill. There was a 

couple things that I'd added on mine out there about enter at your own risk, and that was 

for insurance purchases. The other thing was no smoking in the process building, and that 

was something I added because I don't like cigarette smoke. I used to smoke and I quit 

and it bothers me, makes me nauseous. So, I added those. And I think that was all the 

rules that was on the list that I can remember off the top of my head. 

 

[00:22:24.25] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. So, let's kind of maybe shift and talk about you as an adult, starting 

to cook sorghum syrup again. What made you decide to pick it up again? 

 

[00:22:39.02] 

Ronald J.: Well, over the years that I'd always been close to it one way or another, either going 

and visting with Mose or Granddaddy when I was still working. I'd have a Saturday, you 

know, or some time that I could—I'd find somewhere I could get there. And I always 

enjoyed being around the mill. And then, through the years, I would plant small crops 

every once in a while and we'd cook it at Granddaddy's or cook it at Mose's or one place 

or another, just to stay around it. Then, after Mose passed away, well . . . back up. When 

Granddaddy had his mill and he got to the point that he wasn't able to cook, I was helping 

him, and he told me that mill's mine. He told me to go ahead and move it, but at that time, 

I didn't have a place to put it. I was busy, and I said, "Well, I'll get it later." One day, a 

group of men came up, two or three men, and they saw the mill sitting out there and they 
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pulled into Granddaddy's and they said, "What'll you take for that old mill?" And he 

made a price and they wrote him a check and loaded it up and drove off with it. Well, 

then he—it dawned on him, he was probably ninety then, eighty-nine, ninety year old, 

maybe ninety-one, but he'd give it to me. And he thought about that and he come found 

me. He said, "Ronald, I have messed up." I said, "What are you telling, Granddaddy?" 

He'd had a few accidents in his car, you know, being an elderly person and not reacting as 

fast as he used to. So I think he'd been in his car again. I'm like, "What happened, 

Granddaddy?" He said, "I sold your mill." I said, "Granddaddy, that was your mill. If you 

wanted to sell it, that's okay." He said, "I want you to have the check for it." I said, "No." 

He said, "Yes. That was your mill. Here's the check for it. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to do 

that. I spoke when I shouldn't have, and it's gone." So, I was without a mill. Then Mose 

had the mill and we talked and I'd go and visit with him, and he passed away, so I went to 

his widow and I said, "If you ever want to get rid of that mill, I want it." Mose had two 

sons, and both of 'em have a lot of trouble with their backs and stuff. And she called me 

one day and she said that she'd talked to both of 'em, and neither one was able to take 

care of the mill or fix it up and get it going. And if I wanted it, she would sell it to me. 

So, I jumped on it. I said, "I want it." So I went and bought it, loaded it up, and brought it 

home and took it completely apart. Every nut, bolt, and washer, and I laid it out on the 

floor, and I started one piece at a time, restoring it as close to factory specs as possible. 

That was . . . seven years ago. That's when I got started back. I planted a few rows in the 

garden; I thought, "Well, I'll just plant four or five rows just to have something to play 

with, and I'll cook it in a little pot." And I got my mill together and it was getting close to, 

season was getting near maturity, and I went and cut a couple stalks and I ran it through 
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the mill, it was over a cup and a half out of two stalks. Well, I went and measured a foot, 

how many stalks was in a foot, and measured the length of the field, I'm like, "Man, I 

can't cook this much juice in a pot. I'm gonna have to get a cooking pan together." So I 

threw a pan together and cooked that crop the first year. I was excited. It wasn't that good 

. . . it's a lotta art involved in it. You know, I've got a lot of technical stuff, thermometers 

and things like that, but it still, there's a lot of art in what's goin' on on the pan. And it'd 

been since [19]88, the last time Granddaddy and I cooked together. So, it'd been a while. 

I think, if I cook till I'm ninety year old, I'm still gonna call myself an apprentice, because 

you'll always learn something. That's where I got started; I put that mill up, and I said, 

"Well, this'll be somethin'. I'll do a small patch every year; we'll have the family all come 

together and we'll cook a little small patch and then have biscuits and stuff for supper." 

Kind of, that way, my great-nieces and nephews and my grandchild can hear about what 

their great-great-granddaddy and great-great-great granddaddy and their great-

granddaddy and all, and know that part of history. That's the main reason I got started, 

because I wanted to pass it on to them.  

 

[00:28:18.07] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Do you know where Mose Tuggle got his mill from? 

 

[00:28:25.08] 

Ronald J.: I know the area. It came from down around Winona. I don't know the man he 

purchased it from. He said it was out in the weeds, and they went and loaded it up on a 

trailer and brought it home. 
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[00:28:37.18] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. For people who will never get to see this, could you describe kind 

of what the mill looks like? And then the roller mill and kind of how you use it? 

 

[00:28:52.01] 

Ronald J.: There's all types of sorghum mills. There's vertical mills, horizontal mills, huge 

industrial mills. Mine is a horizontal mill, meaning that the rollers—it has three rollers 

that the cane passes through, and they're horizontal. They're turned by a six-inch wide 

belt over a large pulley, and there's a gear reduction that turns them down to where they 

turn ten times a minute. So, that gives the juice time to fall out as the cane passes through 

and squeezes it. It puts about fifty thousand pounds of pressure on the cane, to where the 

cane is almost breaking apart at each individual joint. It feels almost dry when it comes 

out. The cane is fed in through the first two rollers, which have a gap of three-eighths of 

an inch, and it kind of breaks the outside stalk, and it starts the juice coming out. Then, as 

it goes out through the last two sets of rollers, it's the top roller again, but it's an eighth of 

an inch gap. That just squeezes everything out of that stalk, and it falls through a screen 

into a catch compartment underneath that is tapered downward, and it funnels out a spout 

into a tank. It's unique, it's not something that you could see every day. It's a little 

dangerous, because you have to be real careful about getting your hand close to that mill, 

because it'll pull you through. Granddaddy, as we were growing up—grandkids and all—

he was like, "Y'all stay away from the mill!" It was all kind of moving parts up there. He 

said, "Pull your arm off!" I don't know if he ever saw somebody get their arm in it or he 
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just wanted us kids to have a respect for it, you know, to keep from getting hurt. Mine is 

red. That was a color I found when I took it apart and steam-cleaned it down under in 

some corners, so that was the original color. It has raised letters. It was built in Georgia; 

Columbus, Georgia, at Columbus Ironworks. It's a Golden's Meadow No. 27. And there's 

several different sizes of the Golden New Model. It'll produce about a hundred to a 

hundred and twenty-five gallons of juice an hour when you're feeding it. That . . . the 

kind of the mill, I don't know if that's described well enough you can see it with the eyes.  

 

[00:31:56.22] 

Annemarie A.: That's fantastic. Could you talk a little bit about the process of making sorghum 

all the way from being in the field to having the finished syrup product? 

 

[00:32:14.12] 

Ronald J.: Yeah. We plant the crop in the springtime, late spring, usually June—first of June. 

And it's a seed sorghum cane, planted from a seed, and we space the seeds about six, 

eight inches apart. There's very little you do to it through the summer besides keep it 

clean from grass and morning glories and other kinds of weeds that get in it. In the fall, it 

starts to mature in September, and as it matures, it has a seed head on top. We're in the 

process now of removing the seed head when it's in the bloom stage, so that it doesn't use 

any more sugar from the stalk to build the seeds. I have more sugar to make syrup from. 

After it's mature, I watch that with a hydrometer to watch the sugar content. When it 

reaches full maturity, I strip the leaves off, cut it down, and bring it to the mill to have the 

juice extracted. Then we run it through the mill to extract the juice. The juice is then 
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filtered and put into a tank, and it's cooled down to thirty-eight degrees until I get ready 

to cook. So, from the tank, the juice is fed onto my cooking pan and it's filtered again and 

heated up, and then the water starts to separate. About ten gallons, eight to ten gallons of 

juice to one gallon of syrup. So, when you cook a gallon of syrup, you evaporate eight to 

ten gallons of water. The natural sweetener, the sugar, condenses into a syrup, and there's 

no artifical flavoring. There's no preservatives, there's no sugar added. It's all natural, and 

it's cooked down to syrup. And as the syrup reaches approximately two hundred and 

thirty to two hundred thirty-two degrees, we bring it out of the pan into a cooling tank, 

and I filter it there for the last time. Then it cools down to below a hundred and eighty 

degrees, and we put it into our jugs. It's sealed. Can we take a break? 

 

[00:35:02.29] 

Annemarie A.: Yeah! 

 

[Break in recording] 

 

[00:35:04.22] 

Annemarie A.: Okay. We are back. So, we were talkin' a little bit about how you make 

sorghum, and you explained that process to us. I think one of the cool things about being 

able to be out here and see you make it from the juice all the way to the end, one of the 

things is, just it's interesting to me how people just kind of come and they just sit a while 

and they talk to you while you're doing it. That kind of makes me think a little bit about 

your granddad cooking for the public and this kind of relational aspect about the cooking 
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process. What does it mean to the people of this area that you do this? Like, how do 

people kind of react to you cooking sorghum? 

 

[00:35:56.03] 

Ronald J.: A lot of people tell me that they're excited about me taking up this and keeping it 

going. It's something that they, especially the older generation, has known about all their 

life, but it's not something that's been . . . that many people are doing anymore. They are 

like me in the aspect that they would like this to be shared with the younger generation, 

and they like to come out. It reminds them of being young. 'Cause all the people in this 

community, at sometime or another, have been around a sorghum mill. They've taken 

cane and they've peeled it back and took the inner part and dipped it in the foam and 

chewed it and chewed, swallowed the juice and spit out the pulp that comes out of the 

stalk. And they remember those times when they were young and seeing other kids and 

playing. It reminds them of a time that's kind of gone by, I guess. 

 

[00:37:11.02] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Kind of a follow-up on that, you were talking, too, about your 

nieces and nephews and your granddaughter about how they kind of—how you kind of 

want to teach them. How do younger people kind of react to watching you cook or to 

even tasting sorghum? 

 

[00:37:31.09] 
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Ronald J.: It's kind of like anything else. Some people, some young people, get really interested 

and like to know what's going on and why it does this. They like to eat it. Others is like, 

"Yeah, I've seen that. I'm ready to go. Where's the Nintendo?" You know, or something. 

Different ones, different ways. My youngest son, he likes to be around the cooking, but 

he's at this point in his life that he's got a young daughter and just trying to be able to buy 

a house, and working overtime and he doesn't get to come around much. My oldest son's 

in Japan, so he doesn't get to be around it. So . . . my great-nieces and nephews, they 

come out, and they're fascinated. But it doesn't take long that they're ready to go look at 

something else. 

 

[00:38:37.02] 

Annemarie A.: Makes sense. So . . . let me see what I was going to ask . . . I might not have any 

more questions for you. I'm sure I do. I'm trying to think of some. Let's see . . . is there 

anything that you want to say that we haven't talked about? 

 

[00:39:18.21] 

Ronald J.: Well . . . I don't know of a, sometimes I think I'm crazy to do all this. There's a lot of 

work to making sorghum. People today jump up in the morning and they put on their 

clothes and they take off to work and they're running to somewhere and they grab them a 

biscuit or a muffin or whatever they like to eat and a cup of coffee on the way to work. 

There's not that many people that sit down at home and eat breakfast with their family 

anymore. That's the main thing that sorghum molasses was used for. There's a lot of 

things—you can use it in recipes, you use it to flavor baked beans. It has a unique, down-
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to-earth flavor that is strange that people either love it or hate it. You see a lot of the 

older, older people, and they're like, "I grew up and that's the only thing we had and I eat 

it all the way and I said if I ever got grown I wasn't going to eat molasses anymore." But 

that's just the . . . it's a different time. So, sometimes, it makes me feel good when I'm like 

at a flea market and I'm always trying to get somebody to come by and taste it. Especially 

younger people. And they're like, "Sorghum? What is sorghum?" They've never heard of 

something that was just natural for me. I don't remember a time when I don't remember 

sorghum molasses. They'll come over and I'll show 'em pictures and talk about the 

process and what I do, and some of 'em get interested in it and they want to try it. They’ll 

taste of it, and they're like, "Wow, this is all right." That makes me feel good, when I can 

share it with somebody that doesn't know what it is and where it come from. More 

people—there was a young girl this past weekend that came up, and she has trouble with 

gluten. Sorghum's gluten-free, and she got talking, they try to eat natural food, stuff 

without preservatives and chemicals and stuff. And she was real excited because she 

loved the taste of sorghum, and she was excited because she'd found something that she 

could use as a sweetener that was not processed and had chemical additives and so . . . 

the small things like that what’s counts and makes it worthwhile. 

 

[00:42:33.06] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. I do have a couple follow-up questions. You were mentioning the 

sorghum that you grow, and the sorghum that you've grown. Could you talk a little bit 

about those seeds and what traditionally is grown in this area of Mississippi? 
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[00:42:50.27] 

Ronald J.: There's several varieties of sorghum. I have one variety that is an old heirloom, and 

we call it Ho Do. That is the seeds that Mose's widow give me out of the freezer from 

back in the [19]90s, and I planted a small row in the garden and saved the seeds and 

planted some more, and got up enough seeds to plant acres of it. Then the other seeds I 

get from a Mississippi State seed data bank. They have seeds that they treat, and I 

purchase some them from them. They have one at Mississippi State that they developed, 

and it's M-81E. It makes a good, hearty cane. Then there's a Honey Drip. There's Simon. 

There's Orange, Dale, there's all different varieties. Some of them are unique to certain 

regions because of the length of time for maturity. The Simon is a real short maturity 

date. It's a hundred days from the time it's planted till it's ready. The M-81E is more a 

Southern plant because it's a hundred-and-thirty-five day maturity. Honey Drip's kind of 

in the middle; a hundred and ten, fifteen day maturity. So, depending on the region of the 

country you're in to what you'd be used to growing. The soil has a lot to do with what the 

cane is going to taste like. Anything you do to the ground is going to affect, because as 

that plant grows, it takes up nutrients from the ground, and those are stored inside that 

stalk. When you squeeze that juice out and then evaporate out the water and concentrate 

it, whatever is in the ground is being concentrated. So, we always like to plant on kind of 

white, what we call buckshot type ground that doesn't have a lot of material like iron and 

stuff that makes it strong. Which, cane has iron in it naturally. Fertilizing, that can cause 

problems. Commercial fertilizers. If you put out ammonia 'cause you wanted a big stalk 

as a side dressing, then when you go to cook the juice that comes out of those stalks, that 

ammonia boils and it can't keep it in the pan. It just boils out. So that is a real no-no, as 
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far as side dressing sorghum. Granddaddy always taught me that you could take good 

sorghum cane, cane that's grown on the right kinda ground, the right conditions, matured 

to right age, and you can cook good sorghum. Or you can mess up and have some bad 

sorghum. But you can't take sorghum that's grown on poor ground, cut at the wrong time 

of maturity, a sorry cane, and make good molasses. The weather has an effect on it. So, in 

all that, the cane has more to do with good sorghum than the cooker. You just can't take 

and make something that's not there.  

 

[00:47:03.04] 

Annemarie A.: Makes sense. And can you talk a little bit about some of the things that you've 

kind of built to help harvest and plant? 

 

[00:47:17.12] 

Ronald J.: The harvest in sorghum is labor-intensive. Historically, as it matured, we would take 

wooden paddles and go out and you'd walk down the rows and you would whip your 

hands and arms, knock off every leaf on every stalk. Very time-consuming. Once you got 

the leaves knocked off, you went back and took a blade and cut it and piled it in little 

piles and then chopped off the seed heads. Then you would pick it up and put it onto a 

trailer, and then you would take it off the trailer by hand and stack it up close to the mill. 

And then you would pick it up and feed it through the mill, so you were handling it many 

times. Well, today, it's hard to find help that has the ability to just work in the summer, 

you know, in late summer, early fall. Most people have a job or are tied up. So I was 

trying to figure out a way to have good sorghum and cut back on the labor. Talking to 
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other producers, they'd come up with different varieties, different ways of doing it. They 

had some they'd just take it and cut it and leave it laying in the field till the leaves dry, 

and then just run leaves and all through the mill, which loses a lot of juice. It pulls, the 

dried leaves pulls the juice through. And my granddaddy always frowned on cane that 

wasn't clean, the leaves stripped off of it. He liked it to be clean to make a good syrup. 

So, Mose and I, for years, talked about building a machine to take the leaves off. We 

watched different videos of things that had been tried, and we'd talked about using a 

weed eater and trying to use a weed eater to do it. Mechanize it. So one day, I was in 

Burnsville, Mississippi looking at a piece of equipment, and the guy's father had cooked 

sorghum for years. He'd passed away and had some stuff they were getting rid of. He had 

built a machine that he could take and stick the cane in and pull it back out and it took 

wooden paddles with weed eater string and knocked the leaves off. I got to looking at 

that, and I said, "Well, I think I can use that idea and make a machine that'll go over the 

top of the row and I can carry it along with my tractor and turn it with my tractor, and use 

these weed eater strings to strip the leaves off." So, I set down and started drawing and 

measuring and drew it up and built a machine that does that. Then once that was done, 

there was the having to go back and cutting it and loading it up and unloading it. I started 

looking at that process, and I tried an old corn rope binder from back in the [19]20s and 

[19]30s or maybe even [19]40s. And I never could get it to operate and do what I wanted 

it to. It would cut the cane, but I couldn't get it to where I could take the tractor and put 

the cane onto a trailer. That's where I wanted it to go. So, I set down and started drawing, 

and I'd go on scavenging hunts and go to junkyards and places and look in, see what's out 

there that I could use parts off of to build something that I wanted. After a pretty long 
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scavenging hunt, I put together a machine that cuts the cane, carries it up a chain 

conveyor, and drops it into a rack. And then from the rack, I can take my pallet forks and 

pick it up and put it on a trailer. That works very well. Needs just a little assistance by 

somebody every once in a while. But those two things took extreme amount of labor out 

of it. That left the seed heads still on. So, going to the National Sweet Sorghum 

Convention and reading articles on growing sorghum and trying to . . . always trying to 

get better at what I do and learn more about it, they were talking about taking the heads 

off early to keep more sugar in the stalk using de-headers. I got to thinking about how to 

do that, and some people had taken a lawn mower and made it where they could raise it 

up and just tried to mow the heads off. I found an old hay mower, disc mower, and put 

together a machine that I could raise it up nine feet in the air or a little more and drive 

along and just mow the heads off of it to take care of the seed heads. So, I went from me 

and everybody I could get to help me go out and taking wooden paddles and spending 

hours and hours taking the leaves off to where I could take a tractor and mechanically de-

head it, strip it, cut it, and load it on the trailer and bring it to the mill. Then we feed it 

through the mill by hand. So. That was a lot of labor out of it, a lot of expense, and a lot 

scratching to come up with equipment, but a man's gotta do what he's gotta do. 

 

[00:53:52.27] 

Annemarie A.: I bet. It sounds like it was worth it. 

 

[00:53:54.22] 

Ronald J.: It was. 
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[00:53:56.13] 

Annemarie A.: That's good. So, I have one more question for you, and then I'll open it up for 

you to . . . for you to say whatever else you want to say. So, for just the regular, everyday 

person who doesn't know anything about sorghum, what would you tell them? Why is it 

important? Why is it important that people are still making it and that people eat it? 

 

[00:54:23.04] 

Ronald J.: Well, sorghum . . . at our National Sweet Sorghum Convention, there was a lady that 

worked for the U.S.D.A. that did a part of the program. And she had a paper that they had 

a study of syrups, and they had maple syrup. They had corn syrup. They had honey. 

There was, like, seven or eight different syrups that they looked at for nutrition value, and 

it had sweet sorghum in there. She got up there, and she said this study just blew her 

mind. She said sweet sorghum just blew everything away. Honey, everything. It has—

two tablespoon has 51% of the iron in your daily requirement needs, has magnesium, it 

has potassium, it has all these amino acids and stuff that the body needs. She said, "sweet 

sorghum is great for you." That's important, to have something that's good for you. The 

other thing is, a lot of people are wanting to . . . learn about what's out there with, people 

are doing like I am, in their homes and it's not a big process plant, and it's natural that 

they can learn to cook with and do different things with. So, health-wise, sorghum's good 

for you. It is a sugar, and it will, if you're a diabetic, run your sugar up. You can't eat 

sorghum without really being in some type of moderation in that sugar. So, in one sense, 

I'm a diabetic's nightmare. But that's . . . I don't know. That's about it. 
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[00:56:52.08] 

Annemarie A.: That's great. Okay, I remember one more question I'm going to ask you. 

 

[00:56:56.14] 

Ronald J.: Okay. 

 

[00:56:57.15] 

Annemarie A.: And then I think I'm done. Why name your operation Jynx Sorghum Mill, or 

Jynx Sorghum Syrup? 

 

[00:57:05.25] 

Ronald J.: Why Jynx? 

 

[00:57:05.25] 

Annemarie A.: Um-hm. 

 

[00:57:05.29] 

Ronald J.: Well, when I started this back, I was still working. And I was doing little small 

patches. And I was a manager for a natural gas transportation company. And I was 

travelling with the company. The company started offshore Louisiana and went all the 

way to Canada and down to South Carolina and all the way over into Indiana. So, it had a 

huge footprint. Travelling to different locations and going to meetings and stuff in the 
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fall, I would carry some of my syrup with me. These people from other regions, and a lot 

of them grew up around sorghum, and they're like, "Hey, I got a place where I can get 

some sorghum." Then when I got to the point I was taking early retirement and 

everybody's like, "Well, how are we gonna know when you have sorghum ready?" I said, 

"Well, I'll get a website." So I went online and I started setting up a website with no 

knowledge of a website. Had no idea what to expect. So, this lady on the other end of the 

phone said, "Okay, we'll go ahead and set it up. We'll have you ready." I said, "Okay." 

She said, "Well, what are you going call it?" I was like . . . "I don't know." She says, "We 

gotta have a name." I'm like . . .  My wife had kinda taken up this nickname, and I don't 

know where it actually started from. I remember one time in the logwoods many years 

ago, and the guy that owned the logging operation always called me Jynx. And I don't 

know if that's where she got the name from, but she kind of put together J-y-n-x as Jynx, 

and I was setting there, and I thought, "Well, I'll just call it Jynx Sorghum Syrup." And 

that's that the website started out, and that's how it ended up where it is. So, we can blame 

my wife for that. 

 

[00:59:30.01] 

Annemarie A.: Well, that's great. Thank you so much for talking with me today. Is there 

anything else you want to say? 

 

[00:59:36.00] 

Ronald J.: I don't know. I'm pretty much outta words right now. [Laughter] 
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[00:59:40.19] 

Annemarie A.: Well, thank you so much. 

[End of interview] 


