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Meeting the Past on the Square* 

By Robert Cowser 

 

R ecently I retired from teaching at a college in 

Tennessee. A native Texan, I gave way to a 

recurrent urge I had experienced over the years to 

return to the places I associated with my boyhood in 

Hopkins County. I planned a weekend trip and drove 

from my home in Martin, Tenn., to Mount Vernon in 

northeast Texas. On a hot, humid day in August I took a 

room at the new Super 8 Motel. 

The next morning I went to the public library to 

read old copies of the Optic-Herald on microfilm. The 

Optic-Herald is a weekly newspaper that my parents 

subscribed to when I was a child growing up in Hopkins 

County. They have been dead 25 years now, and I 

wanted copies of the newspaper from the time of their 

childhood in the first decade of the 20th century.  

My next destination was Commerce, 40 miles west 

of Mount Vernon. After high school I spent four years 

as a student at what was then called East Texas State 

College in Commerce. On the way, I wanted to stop in 

Sulphur Springs, the county seat of Hopkins County.  

_____ 
 *From the Houston Chronicle Magazine Texas, January 27, 2002.  
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After exiting Interstate 30 I drove to the courthouse 

square in the center of town. I was curious to see what 

changes had taken place since I had frequented the 

square more than 50 years ago. The courthouse, built in 

1894 of red granite and limestone, was still there, along 

with a parking area covered in red bricks that absorbed 

and reflected the sun's rays. On that summer day the 

heat made it difficult to breathe.  

Hungry and thirsty, I went into the Plain and Fancy 

Sandwich Shop on the south side of the square. I ate a 

tuna sandwich and drank a tumbler of iced tea while I 

admired the red courthouse against the blue August 

sky. 

One of the many changes I noticed in the square 

was the number of drugstores. Instead of the four I 

A parade around the town square at an earlier time, and perhaps a 
more  thriving and happier one. 
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remembered from 50 years ago, there is now only one. 

My mother swore that Sterling Drug Store, which once 

stood on the east side of the square, served the best 

cherry Cokes in East Texas. A farm woman, she was 

generally uncomfortable in town, but she felt fine in 

Sterling's with a glass of cherry Coke and chipped ice 

before her on a little 

marble-topped table at 

the back of the store. 

My brother and I often 

met her there about  2 

o'clock after we 

watched the matinee 

at the Carnation 

Theater. 

I realized it had been 36 hours since I said goodbye 

to my wife and began my trip to Texas. Since then I had 

spoken to no one I knew. In Martin, Tenn., where I had 

been working for almost 30 years, I was known as 

“someone who teaches at the college.” Here in Sulphur 

Springs, the seat of the county where I was born, I was 

important only to those who saw me as a customer. As I 

sat alone at the table in the Plain and Fancy, I had an 

urge to begin conversing with three men seated at 

another table. I wanted to say, “I used to live near here. 

I remember when the Carnation Theater stood where 

that little park with its shrubs and lonely bench now 

Mission Theater was on Connally Street. 
Courtesy Randy Carlisle Collection. 



72 

sits.” I felt unhappy and uncomfortable realizing that 

my face was just another stranger's face. 

After lunch I went to the Hopkins County Museum, 

where I found an impressive collection of farming tools 

from another era. The only other person on the 

premises was the 

curator, who had 

moved to Sulphur 

S p r i n g s  f r o m 

Louisiana only two or 

three years before. I 

still felt like any other 

t o u r i s t  p a s s i n g 

through town. 

I returned to the 

square and entered 

the only drugstore, hoping to order a cherry Coke. To 

my disappointment, there was no soda fountain. I 

decided to return to Plain and Fancy for more iced tea. 

As I retraced my steps, I thought of another man who 

had walked many miles on that square. He was Walter 

Perkins, a prominent Hopkins County resident. 

Walter married Minnie, my mother's only aunt on 

her mother's side of the family. The couple lived on a 

farm about two miles north of the courthouse. They 

raised two sons, one of whom became a dentist. The 

other became a successful businessman in Shreveport, 

   At Hopkins County Museum and Heritage                     
   Park. 
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LA. After their sons graduated from high school, they 

spent very little time in their parents' home. 

Minnie and Walter were tall, their backs straight 

even after they reached 60 years of age. They liked to 

attend community dances when they had the 

opportunity, though in the predominantly Baptist 

community opportunities did not come often. I 

remembered seeing Minnie and Walter dance across 

the linoleum-covered floor of our sitting room on a 

Sunday afternoon when they were visiting us and my 

father had tuned the radio to a station that featured 

local fiddlers. When she was 80 or so, Aunt Minnie died 

of breast cancer, leaving Uncle Walter to spend the 

remainder of his days alone. It was during this period of 

his life that I saw Walter more often than ever before. 

When I was in my early teens and my brother three 

years younger, we often rode to town with our father in 

the summers. Daddy was a member of the county's 

Agricultural Stabilization Committee, and occasionally 

there were meetings to attend in Sulphur Springs. He 

had to report to the ASC office at midmorning. This 

schedule meant that my brother and I had to occupy 

ourselves until noon, when the weekday matinee began. 

Humphrey Bogart and Alan Ladd, two of our favorites, 

were big then. 

Before the theater opened we had more than 

enough time to look at the displays in the five-and-dime 

stores, the department stores, the shoe stores, and the 
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jewelry stores. We would walk around the square as 

many as three or four times, eventually stopping at 

noon at the Carnation Theater, where we were often the 

first ones to take seats. 

At first, when we started meeting Walter sauntering 

around the square those mornings, we politely 

answered his questions. “How are you boys?” Uncle 

Walter would ask. We were always fine, thank you, and 

our parents were always fine. And the crops were 

always good, we said, even though our father, had he 

been asked, could have mentioned the cutworms in the 

corn or the thistles in the lespedeza crop. It was not 

unusual to answer the same questions more than once 

the same morning. 

          Carnation milk plant in Sulphur Springs, Texas, in 1930. 
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If my brother and I were walking clockwise and 

Uncle Walter was walking counterclockwise, we were 

bound to meet more than once. Several of the other old 

men sat on benches in front of the courthouse  or on 

window ledges at City National Bank, but Uncle Walter 

preferred to walk. 

Soon I began to spot Uncle Walter and his 

distinctive gait before he recognized my brother or me. 

I would say, “Let's duck into the drugstore while Uncle 

Walter passes by.” Or sometimes, if my brother spotted 

him before  I did, he would tug my shirt sleeve, pointing 

to the alley between the dry–cleaning establishment 

and Sterling's Drug Store while whispering, “Here 

comes Uncle Walter.” 

     A recent view of Sulphur Springs square taken from the roof of the       
      courthouse. 
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As I strolled the courthouse square that August day, 

I remembered  that Uncle Walter had taken the same 

route many times. I realized too, that I was approaching 

the age he had been, when my brother and I began to 

avoid him. 

For a few hours that afternoon I was as lonely as 

Walter must have been every day those last years of his 

life. Although my loneliness was temporary and his was 

ongoing, the parallels between the two situations teased 

my mind. Probably no one walking on the square that 

afternoon deliberately avoided me, but there must have 

been 30 or more pedestrians who stared through me as 

if I were invisible. I found myself hoping that somehow 

I would meet a son or grandson of one of my forgotten 

Hopkins County cousins. Just as Uncle Walter had a 

few questions for my brother and me, I am sure I could 

have thought of a few questions to ask them. 
 



 
Special Days at Old Saltillo Methodist Church 

 By Wanda Corn 

 

I  was born in Old Saltillo in 1941 about a half a mile 

from the Methodist Church and cemetery, and my 

mother was Christine “Teny” Arthur, daughter of Dow 

and Johnnie Arthur. Mama and Daddy traveled for the 

first few years of my life, but when I was six-years old 

they divorced and we moved to Sulphur Springs. I've 

always had family in Old Saltillo and for every special 

occasion the whole family would go to Old Saltillo 

Methodist Church and take lunch to spend the day. 

      I remember Mama and Aunt Lucille and Aunt 

Jessie spending hours on the telephone deciding what 
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they wanted to bake or cook and then for one full day 

the kitchen stoves went full blast making all those 

goodies. They never cooked just enough for one family, 

but tried to make enough to feed all of Saltillo and at 

times I thought they had a competition going to see 

how much food each one of them could actually fit into 

the trunk of the car. Country folks are like that, they 

always want to take enough to share with everyone. At 

some point we knew we would end up carrying some 

special cake or pie on our lap and a big jar filled with 

tea would sit on the floorboard so it wouldn't tip over in 

the ride. 

      As soon as 

we got to the 

c h u r c h  w e 

would go inside 

to say a prayer 

and sing a 

c o u p l e  o f 

hymns, and 

then the men 

would go out behind the church to set up the long table 

so the women could spread those well ironed 

tablecloths and much labored over food. Before time to 

say grace you could see some of the hungry men with 

plates in hand deciding which table to go to first and 

always one or two reaching in  if they thought no one 

was looking. 
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      The feast would have every vegetable you can 

imagine with fried chicken, roast beef, ham, and 

sometimes deer meat. There was fruit salad, green bean 

salad, pea salad, cucumber salad and always deviled 

eggs just to name a few. There would be about ten 

chocolate cakes, and my Aunt Jessie's chocolate cake 

was always the best. I guarded every piece of it to make 

sure there was one left for me to take home. Mama 

made pecan pies and lemon meringue pies and Aunt 

Lucille was always the first to try some great new recipe 

for carrot cake or peach pie or apple pie. The food 

would be on the table for a couple of hours because 

eating time was also visiting time and you could eat as 

long as there was food on the table. 

  Once eating was finished we would go across the 

road to the cemetery and put flowers on the graves and 

walk around the cemetery for a while visiting all the 

deceased relatives. I believe everyone in the cemetery is 

related in some way even if only by marriage to 

someone's cousin's uncle so we always regarded 

everyone there as our family. Some of us would go back 

inside the church for a while and Bobby and Barbara 

Conley would sing for us and then  play some hymns on 

the piano so everyone could sing and  then we would 

end the day with a special prayer by Raymond Conley 

asking us all to have a safe trip home. Everyone always 

left feeling wonderful but sad  because the day went by 

too fast,  and then they started planning the next big get 
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together. I fell blessed that I grew up with such a 

wonderful caring family. I've lived in California for 34 

years and no matter how far away I go Old Saltillo will 

always live in my heart and soul. 
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