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Interview with Henry Irven Gaines, June 25, 1975.
Interviewed by Dr. Louis D. Silveri.

advanced degree
Dr., Louis Silveri: Did you have to go on to get.an / in architec

Henry Gaines: No, no. I did not. Most of the fellows who graduat

Clemson from the architectural school down there go to Cornell to get th

Master's. As I said in my book, I had planned to go, too, but I met this

little blonde girl walking down the street, and that was the end of Cornell!

Dr. Silveri: Yes, I remember that story.

Henry Gaines: But I don't know that I have missed it too much. There

school like experience, you know; so, I waded right in. Either fortunatel
unfortunately, I went into practice for myself pretty early. I was only tw

|
five years old when I opened my own office here in Asheville.

Dr. Silveri: Well, what was it that got you interested in architectur

Henry Gaines: Tlat'samighty -interesting question. When I was a young

I suppose I must have been about eight or nine years old. My father was

chairman of the school board in this little town where we lived.

Dr. Silveri: What was the name of the town?
Henry Gaines: Central. C-e-n-t-r-a-1. It was called Central because

the central point between Charlotte and Atlanta, and the Southern Railroqd
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needed some spot to build some shops. So, they built the shops at this little

area down there.




Dr. Silveri: How far is Central from Spartanburg and Greenville ?
Henry Gaines: It's about thirty miles from Greenville. Well, that's
my

how it got its name, That's the little town, well, / people lived there
for generations,being farmers. So, I was born and raised down there. ‘
Clemson is only five miles from where I was born or raised, so, I went ;
to Clemson. Then when I graduated from Clemson, I went to work in
Greenville. That was in "22. Went to work for a very good concern called
J. Serene & Company. They were architects and engineers, did mostly
textile work, textile mills, and that sort of thing.

After T had been thereal;o.u; year, there was a young firm called
Beacham and IGrand, who were some older than I, but not much oIder,i
just starting out’in architecture. So they said, "Come on up with us. It
will be more fun up here with us!' So I did.

Asheville was beginning to boom in 1925, and of course, Florida
was, too. Well, Greenville was a nice little city, a prosaic little city,
nothing particularly exciting was happening. So,B7ttyand I, being youngsters,
said, '""Hell, let's go where the fun is!" So we looked over Florida quite care-
fully and almost went to Florida. Then we came up here, and like everybody
who comes around this part of the country, such pretty country, such beauti-

ful country, we said, ""Aw, the hell with Florida!' Then we came on up here.

I very brazenly opened up an office and got ready to practice |



Henry Gaines: (continued) architecture.
Dr. Silveri: O. K. Before we get into that, I would like to go back

nd

talk about the Piedmont section of South Carolina, That's what they call 'ﬁt?
|

Henry Gaines: That's right. Yes.

Dr. Silveri: You weren't in the mountains at that time, were you?

Henry Gaines: Just at the foothills. Just at the foothills. Yes.

Dr. Silveri: Did you ever come in contact with any of the mountain

residents up here in North Carolina?

Henry Gaines: My father had a little farm over here at Rosman, North

Carolina. You see, from Central,which was in Pickens County, it joins
North Carolina. So, he used to drive up there in a horse and buggy, and
he would take the kids with him. One summer we came up here and staye

practically all summer at this little summer place up here, and we drove

up there in a pair of horses and a carriage. That was an interesting thingk.

Yes, we came in contact with a good many of these mountain people, who

as you have probably found out, are right remarkable folks. They really
much

They stand on their own feet. They don't carejabout what anybody else thi

They think for themselves.

Dr, Silveri: That's great. We can get back to it when we talk about

your Asheville years. Did you say your father was a farmer?

Henry Gaines: Don't think I'm a typical Southerner when I talk like thi

Y
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Henry Gaines: (continued) 'cause really I'm not. But my father's peOp%e
|

fought in the Revolutionary War. After the Revolutionary War, they wer%
|
offered either Continental currency or some land down here in the moun

tain areas of the Carolinas. These two old boys decided, "Well, their
money probably won't be any good, but we might just take off and go dow
there." So they took off right after the Revolutionary War and came dovlrn
to this land area down here. We got that as a gr ant from the Continental

|
\
\
Congress, and my people have been there ever since. ‘
\

My father--well, basically they were farmers, but my father aIsT,

he
the first venture he got into,/established a little country store that was iT

this little town. After the railroad came in, it got a little better. He even-
this ‘
tually had p big old store and the farm, and eventually built a little textiIL

mill, the first textile mill in 1907. He called it the Essequena (sp) Mill
because Essequena was the Cherokee Indian maiden who is supposed to

have warned the settlers that the Indians were going to attack. So I grew ;up

really in this little town. I mean the land joined this little town, but it was
really in this little town. Iworked at the drugstore. I carried special i
deliveries at the post office and worked a little in the mill office. Workedj,
a little on Saturday. Sometimes I worked at the drugstore. Sometimes I ‘

worked at the mercantile store, so, I had sort of a general experience.

I had four brothers, so the five of us really had a good time together. ‘




Dr. Silveri: How about your mother's maiden name?

|
Henry Gaines: My mother's name is Philpot. P-h-i-I-p-o-t. Her an- |

cestors came from France, but they came in the lower part of South

Carolina,

Dr. Silveri: To Charleston? ‘ ‘
Henry Gaines: Yes. Just below Charleston.

Dr. Silveri: French Huguenots? 1

Henry Gaines: French Huguenots. Yes. My grandfather, for whom I'm
is
named, his name/ Henry Irven, and my name is Henry Irven. So, I was

named for my Grandfather Philpot. He lost a leg in the Civil War, and I
remember him walking aroundon a peg leg, not an artificial leg, but justL
a peg leg.

Dr. Silveri: I don't have you ask you what side he fought on, do I?

Henry Gaines: You don't have to ask which side he fought on. No.

Dr. Silveri: Were you old enough to hear stories from him? Did he
live long enough to tell you?

Henry Gaines: Oh yes. He died when I was about eight years old, but he

used to tell us the stories about the war. He had three brothers, one was
a colonel, and he was a captain, and the other brother was a private in the
Confederate Army. He lost a leg, and the private was killed. The colonel

lived on through the war. But he came back down to this land. I think he told




|

Henry Gaines: (continued) me at one time that they had seven slaves ’

was all they had. They weren't big slave owners.
Dr. Silveri: How about the other side of the family ? The Gaines?

Henry Gaines: The Gaines crowd had a little bit more. I think my fatlj‘er

said that when the war started they had about twenty-five slaves. You ]

chatted
probably know these Southern men never do much work. They hunted and/

and drank a little whiskey and that kind of stuff. When the war was over, |
|
they really had a hell of a time! They really did! I remember my Grand-

father Philpot riding a horse with that peg leg. It always amazed me hovxq
get
he could/on a horse. He'd take that good leg and put it in the stirrup an@

swing that old peg leg over, and ride a horse. He could also plow. I mean
|

|
I have actually seen him plow a furrow with that peg leg. It was amazing,

It really was. ]

|

Dr, Silveri: You can remember, then, hearing stories from father and
grandfather about the transition from slavery farming to, I guess, tenani;
farming, sharecropping?

\
Henry Gaines: Yes. That tenant farming, my father always had an aver-

sion to "sharecropper,'" He never liked to refer to people on the farm a{s
being ''sharecroppers. "' He called them tenants in place of sharecroppers, but
actually

they were / sharecroppers. You can see it came out of a necessity. ‘I

mean here were these colored people, and they had been set free. They |




Henry Gaines: (continued) didn't anything except to farm. Well, the
do-gooders
do-gooders came down like a Iot of these / ‘do, and then stayed

a year or two and went back and didn't leave any money for them or any-

thing. They had to eat. They had to live. All that the white people had
were their farms, their land. They didn't have any money left either. Soi&,
they got together on sort of a mutual situation, and said, '"Well, if you'll
do the work, I'll furnish the land. We'll share whatever we have. "
They did share, too. They really did. Sometime I'm amazed at tﬂ,e

- equity of the sharing. Even when I was growing up as a boy, all the faﬁming
|

was done by sharecroppers. They were all Negroes or colored people. ’

Dr. Silveri: Now your father had tenants on his place? |

Henry Gaines: Oh yes.

Dr. Silveri: How much land did he own? ;
Henry Gaines: Well, when I was growing up, we owned about two thou Iannd
acres. \
Dr. Silveri: Two thousand ?
Henry Gaines: Yes. ‘
Dr. Silveri: You couldn't raise cotton up here, could you?

over 1
Henry Gaines: Oh yes. Oh, cotton? Not here. This was,in South Caro‘][ina.

Dr. Silveri: In the Piedmont of South Carolina ? \

Henry Gaines: In the Piedmont. Oh yes. Cotton was a big crop. Of coulrse,

\
|




Henry Gaines: (continued) we raised corn and wheat, and were sort

self-sustaining. We grew hogs and cattle, and that sort of stuff. So, it didn't
take much money, but cotton was the money crop.

Dr. Silveri: That was the money crop. Was. he still doing that when

he - opened the mill, textile mill?

Henry Gaines:  Yes. Yes.
Dr. Silveri: It was a cotton textile mill?

Henry Gaines: Cotton textile mill. Yes.

Dr. Silveri: What did he make? Just the cloth?

Henry Gaines: Yes. What they termed as standard print goods. You start

off with the cotton in it, and you run it through the mill. It's woven goods,
|

but then they sent it away to a printing company, who printed the stuff or?
it |

whitened it,bleached / 3 and that sort of stuff. This stuff was called sta.n#
i

all
that time were making. They were sending it /North to be bleached and to

dard print goods. That's what practically all the little mills in the South jt
be printed. ’
Dr. Silveri: I see. What year did he start that?

Henry Gaines: 1907,

Dr. Silveri: That was quite early!

Henry Gaines: That's pretty early. Yes.

Dr. Silveri: How many did he have working for him ?




Henry Gaines: They had ten thousand spindles when they started off, and

I think that took about a hundred people. Then they finally got it to twenty-
five thousand spindles, which I think at that time was about probably two

hundred and fifty employees.

Dr. Silveri: How long did he keep the mill? Did he sell out later on?
Henry Gaines: He, like a lot of other fellows, lost it in the boom.
Dr. Silveri: I'm also interested in the changes in the relationshins }
the
and the 'cha;lnge in races. I remembery,story you told about your father, w}ho
this

didn't like n particular man. I think you mentioned coming to the drug store.

Henry Gaines: Particularly Negroes. That really happened. I mean a

lot of these people--I won"t say a lot of them because most of them were

perfectly honest in their dealings. You'd find every now and then a man
like this man that I'm talking about. You'see,they had to furnish the Ne-
groes the equipment to work with, not only that, but they had to furnish
them a place to live, and they also had to furnish them food until the cotton
was sold,

Well, what this fellow did, he never gave these colored people any
money. They were just really in slavery because he took all the money,
and when they went to him for a settlement, he said, "Well, you didn't make
any money this year!" Which was true in maybe one year out of eight or |ten

3

but he never did pay them anything. My father said it wasn't honest, and he
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Henry Gaines: (continued) didn't like that.

Dr. Silveri: How about the relationship in your hometown, as you were
growing up, between the races? Were there any difficulties?

Henry Gaines: There was absolutely no difficulty. There was absolutqu

no difficulty at all. I must tell you, honestly, that the Negroes are second-

class people. They realize it. They were treated as second-class people, but
talk

there were no riots. I never heard of a lynching. I mean peoplejabout Negroes

being lynched. I never heard of a lynching around our neck of the woods. In

fact, I don't remember reading about it in South Carolina. I suppose there was

some, but I don't remember that.

The group of people that worked on our farm, my father thought of them
as, not children exactly, but he thought of them as a part of the : like the animals,
like the dogs, or like the children, too, except he didn't think of them just ex-
actly like he thought of his .own children. I mean if they got sick, it was his
responsibility to see that they got a doctor, or see that they got some medicine
or something of that sort. When wintertime started, he would buy them an ax,
and say, ""Now, here. The winter is coming. You go out there and cut your-
self some wood for this winter. ' I remember him saying to some of these
fellows, '"We've got new pigs down here. Would you like to have a pig and

raise yourself a hog for this winter ?'" He would give them a pig, and they

would manage to get this hog raised. I mean it was a sort of an obligation, I







