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Figure 3.1 Barrier erected to protect historic stone wall. (Used with  
permission of Thomas Ramsey.) 

Figure 3.2 Increased traffic volume during road widening. (© Emily Ramsey) 
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frustrated at sharing a road with a tractor. Robert mentioned getting “four or five cussings 

a day” and traffic lines behind him that seemed two miles long when he had to take his 

tractor on local roads. 

 

Persistent Developers: Specialized Knowledge, an Imbalance of Power 

Not only do farm owners struggle with neighbors and with the significant changes 

to the environment around them, but they also frequently have to learn to navigate the 

world of commercial real estate and zoning restrictions placed on their land. Residents 

often reported inquiries from developers, sometimes aggressively so, despite their lack of 

intention to sell. While this might be considered a boon—the ability to convert real estate 

into liquid capital—many landowners express dismay at the temporary nature of cash in 

relation to the eternal nature of land. As such, land owners may view interactions with 

developers’ anywhere from an annoyance to underhanded. Adele, for instance, mentioned 

how in the early 2000s, developers called her family constantly. Despite her attempt to 

take a middle ground between her neighbors, who she described as “fighting mad” 

against development, and the developers, whose side she tried to see, sometimes the 

developers’ persistence and entitled attitude tried her patience. “They make me mad 

when they act like they’re doing me a favor…Uh-uh. No. If I want to sell it to you, I’ll 

sell it to you, but you’re not doing me a favor, not really.” 

The same persistence can come at inopportune times. Shortly after my 

grandmother’s death, my father recounted a conversation he had with a developer that 

had cold-called him, inquiring if he was interested in selling the farm. The developer 

expressed her condolences at our loss, but quickly jumped in to her pitch, asking first if 
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he was considering selling the farm, if they could set up a meeting, if he would be willing 

to give them right of first refusal on any sale, if he would be willing to sell only sixty 

acres, and finally, if he would simply keep them in mind. Despite my father’s repeated 

“no” responses, the agent remained persistent. He counted himself lucky to have spent 

three decades working in corporate real estate to know the repercussions of any 

encumbrances to the land the agent suggested. Cold calls like this or letters of intent to 

purchase mailed out of the blue contain legal language that can require specialized 

knowledge to understand the ramifications. Many times, a knowledge and power 

imbalance exists between the developer and owner surrounding legal concepts, processes, 

and property valuation, requiring the owner to navigate channels with which he or she 

may not be familiar. Because of this power imbalance, developers may take advantage of 

individuals. Harry recounted a situation where a gentleman he knew sold his property to 

out-of-town developers unknowingly for far less than its assessed value; the developers 

quickly flipped the property for a much greater value, upsetting the man greatly. On the 

flip side, knowledge of legal options at one’s disposal can also provide peace of mind. 

Jess counted himself lucky that his father had put the family farm in a living trust until 

Jess’ death. Despite developers’ sometimes insistence that courts could terminate the trust 

so that he could sell, he felt it a convenient excuse against developers’ inquiries. 

“Anyway, it’s secure for a while,” he stated. “But it may not be secure forever.” 

Knowledge is not only required when dealing with developers, but when dealing 

with the city as well. Floyd gave several instances in which, only by virtue of his 

connections to city government as a commissioner did he learn about rezoning plans 

directly impacting him and his neighbors. He recalled fighting a zoning appeal in his own 
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neighborhood that would have tripled the density of nearby lots, while later struggling to 

rezone his own land and other local farmers from “residential” to “agricultural” so that 

the city could not eventually prevent farmers from using the land for livestock and 

farming. He described zoning restrictions as like a “cancer” for farmers, restricting them 

little by little from being able to use their land as they desired. Equally problematic to 

Floyd was that landowners not embedded within the city government were at a 

disadvantage to know when and how the city was changing zoning laws. Particularly as 

the city has changed and farmers’ interests have been represented less in city government, 

it has become far more difficult for farmers to obtain information without connections or 

constant vigilance. 

 

Letting Go: Loss and the Sale of Property 

Several of the individuals I spoke with had actually made collective decisions 

with their family to sell some of the property. Most recalled this decision with sadness, or 

with a complex mixture of regret and equanimity over the benefits the sale provided the 

family. Only a few, such as Helena Mae, expressed little emotional connection to her 

family farm. Despite this, however, she knew that her lack of sentiment was somewhat 

uncommon: “I never have had the relationship with it that some people develop with their 

property. I did feel that to the farm, but when I knew that the farm was being sold, I went 

way down there in the back of the lot and I sat down on the ground, and I had me a big 

cry. And it hasn’t bothered me since then.” 

For others, consequences of the sale linger in their memory. As Adele mentioned 

at the beginning of Chapter Two, the decision was a hard one for her and her sister, but 
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one they felt economically necessary and the results of which she hoped her family would 

be proud. Not only did she have an emotional tie to the land on which she was born and 

her family had been for more than 200 years, she felt the farm represented her family’s 

legacy. The decision to let some of it go, despite the fact that both her grandfather and 

father knew she would never farm, she termed a “big responsibility.” Recalling her 

childhood affection for the book The Secret Garden and the protagonists’ care for the 

small plot of land, she explained feeling that she and her family had a responsibility to act 

as stewards to other land, which included how they farmed it or to whom they ultimately 

sold it. For her grandfather, “there was no investment like the land,” and although she 

was “OK” with the group to whom they had sold it, she expressed feeling as if she were 

still “answering” to her family through the choices she made. As such, she hoped to hold 

onto the rest for the next generation. 

Adele articulates well a common notion many individuals recalled when talking 

about land: themes of stewardship, responsibility, and legacy. Few took for granted the 

gift they felt they had to reside on more than the half-acre that many suburban homes 

occupy, and because being that close to neighbors seemed unimaginable, they counted 

themselves fortunate not to have to do so. Not surprisingly, though, feelings of loss 

extended beyond one’s own homestead to familiar farms and landmarks in the area, such 

as the old elementary and high school in the center of town whose destruction grieved 

many residents. This was particularly heightened for those that had specific connections 

to these places, such as Josie, who had taught in the building for nearly thirty years.  

And I’d go by and there’d be one building, one part, room gone. And I’d watch 
and say, ‘There goes the last room I was in. There goes the first room I was in. 
There goes the second room I was in. They’ve torn down all the rooms I’ve been 
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in!’ It was sad to watch the building go, because it had its problems. It had a lot of 
character. It had a lot of memories. All of them weren’t good memories, but they 
were still memories and it was sad to watch something that had been such a part 
of the community to suddenly be totally gone…When you’ve seen something 
your whole life and then all of a sudden it’s gone, it’s…it’s like a little piece of 
you is missing when it’s no longer there. 
 

For others like Dale, these feelings of loss were only heightened when thinking of his 

own family’s property, part of which his father and uncles sold in 1988 for a subdivision. 

Even with the distance of time, he mentioned that driving past the subdivision was still 

difficult. The only way he was able to “offset” these feelings, he stated, was by knowing 

that his father and uncles were able to enjoy retirement rather than working until their 

death.  

 

The Specter of Eminent Domain 

For landowners that choose not to sell, eminent domain—a legal process by 

which a local, state, or federal government can expropriate private property for public 

use—looms like a specter. This law rests again on a utilitarian notion that for projects 

deemed for the ultimate public good, such that a private landowner, despite any legal 

encumbrances on the property such as a conservation easement, must relinquish her or his 

right to it. Several individuals mentioned having faced this, or expecting to face it in the 

future. William, for instance, spoke with disgust when he pointed out his kitchen window 

to the water tank up the hill that sat on land taken by eminent domain. “I don’t know if 

you can see it through that window back there,” he remarked, “but there’s a five million 

gallon water tank on top of the hill back here. That was condemned and taken away to 

build…my land was taken away for that to be built so they could supply water to Mt. 
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Juliet because the population exploded.” The adjacent subdivision, on some of the highest 

elevated land in the city, had complained about a lack of water pressure, and without any 

available land in the subdivision on which to build a pumping station, the city chose to 

condemn eight acres, compensating him only half of the $50,000 he requested. This was 

particularly maddening to William given the fact that this took land that had been in his 

family since before 1796. He had recently buried his father here and plans to be buried 

here as well. For him, this farm is a legacy, and he fights to remain one of the few full-

time farmers in the area. To have his land be “condemned” because “growth” 

necessitated additional utilities sickened him. 

Others expressed similar dismay when eminent domain took their property for a 

utility easement. Leonard and his relatives recalled how their family land was taken by 

several easements of eminent domain over the course of nearly a decade, with the final 

one taking the entire property in the early 2000s. This left an exceedingly “bitter taste” in 

their mouths. While they felt the money was a blessing, it was a “temporary” one: “You 

know money comes in your hand and goes right out,” one family member said. The 

bitterness they felt was only compounded by what they felt was somewhat an act of 

discrimination against them as African Americans. The land, also used for a water utility, 

was highly valuable for its elevation; they recalled, however, how much hardship their 

family had endured to retain that piece of property, and to lose their legacy to eminent 

domain was a bitter pill to swallow. 

Josie, also African American, discussed the impending easement she expects the 

city to take by eminent domain for a road. She did not, however, cite her race as a factor, 

only the inevitability of “progress.”  She initially learned of the situation only by 
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observing surveyors on her land, who referred her to a regional architecture firm.  Despite 

multiple calls to the city and firm, no one had returned her inquiries, potentially due to 

funding problems with the road. She expected that at some point in the future, the road 

would take at least two of her family’s seven acres. Josie expressed a desire to be 

proactive about the matter, retaining some autonomy in decision making. Otherwise, she 

states, “it will come to eminent domain. It will be taken and so…you don’t want to feel 

like somebody’s taking something from you. Hopefully, if it comes to that, we will be 

able to sit down and talk with them and I’m sure we’ll work out something, because you 

can’t stop progress, no matter how hard you try.” It is clear that she wishes to retain some 

degree of agency in the decision-making process surrounding her family property; the 

very idea of eminent domain for her and others suggests the loss of agency in the 

situation. 

 

The Importance of Heritage and Family Legacy 

 Most of the landowners with whom I spoke hoped to pass down what land they 

could to future generations and most intended not to develop it within their lifetimes. 

They linked these intentions intimately with the sense of heritage they felt knowing that 

their family had occupied the same piece of land for several generations, if not multiple 

centuries. A number of individuals, such as Floyd, beamed with pride knowing that their 

“little spot of ground that’s left, it’ll never be developed in my lifetime.” In some cases, 

the sense of heritage and ties to the past are all that kept individuals in the area, as Jess 

expressed: “I’d leave if it wasn’t for the farm. If it wasn’t for my heritage and my home 

and I’ve got no other place to go. I’ve got a little property in Kansas sitting …[Here] it’s 
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Figure 3.3 Sign displaying Century Farm status and 200 years of                                 
agricultural production. (© Emily Ramsey) 

not like…I’d like it to be, but then, it’s just the way it is and there’s nothing you can do 

about progress.” For others, as Adele described, feeling a great sense of responsibility to 

her forebears shaped how she felt about her decision to sell sixty-seven acres and 

solidified her decision to retain the rest. Several individuals had manifested their pride in 

a farming heritage by enrolling in the Century Farm program, a local university program 

recognizing a family’s continuous agricultural production for more than a century. Adele, 

Jess, William, and Holly all mentioned participating in this program. Similarly, Rose, an 

official at the county agricultural extension office, mentioned the role the extension 

played in encouraging local families with a farming history to enroll with the service, and  
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the significant response within Wilson County, which currently has eighty-six registered 

farms. 

As to the legacy of land that individuals hoped to leave their children and 

grandchildren, many individuals expressed uncertainty as to how future generations 

would address the responsibility of caring for a piece of land. Some knew that their 

children or grandchildren felt affection toward the farm, even if they were not farmers, 

and expected them to try to hold on. Floyd doubted his daughters would sell, and Bobby 

knew his daughters hated the growth and would likely stand against it by holding onto the 

land as long as they could. Adele mentioned that she felt it rather ironic that her nephew, 

only twenty-five years old, felt extremely nostalgic regarding the farm, and was 

extremely resistant to the sixty-seven acres that the family had sold. She hoped that he 

and her other nephews, one of whom has a degree in business agriculture, would be able 

to inherit the property someday. 

Jess, like many others, expressed more ambivalence as to how future generations 

might address the responsibility of owning a farm. He mentioned doing what he could 

now to “get things situated” so that his children at his death would not be overly 

burdened by estate taxes and so that they could try to keep the farm. However, he 

recognized that none of his children or grandchildren had taken an express interest in 

farming, and that he could not enforce his wishes that the farm be maintained as one tract 

after his death. “You know, that’s only as good as the paper it’s written on,” he stated. 

“It’s not enforceable after I’m dead. It’s just my wishes is about all you can say it is. 

They’d have to go through a rigmarole to get it out—you know, to back it out. So I don’t 

know if they’d take it that far or not. Maybe not. I hope not, because then they would 
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keep it up otherwise.” He hoped, however, to interest his daughter in farming after she 

moved up from Florida later in the year, expressing the sentiment that there might be a 

day coming for his children and grandchildren when having family land, a place to return 

in difficult times, might be useful. 

 

Growth is Good, or At Least Inevitable 

Despite these and other frustrations, residents overwhelmingly viewed the growth 

in two ways: as a force that is ultimately “good,” or as a force that, while problematic, is 

unstoppable. Regarding growth’s positive impacts, the most frequently discussed 

elements were the benefit of having shopping and dining options nearby, obviating the 

need to travel a half hour to the next nearest shopping mall or downtown Nashville. 

Others, though, spoke positively of general technological and infrastructural 

advancements, such as electricity, air conditioning, running water, and even cell phones, 

and linked those innovations to the inevitability of population and economic growth. 

Older residents did not take these creature comforts for granted, but saw them as germane 

to Mt. Juliet’s “development” in general, sustaining growth’s inevitability. Helena Mae 

mentioned this very issue when recounting a conversation long ago with my 

grandmother, who had expressed her dislike of growth and wish that the town could be as 

it had been fifty years earlier. “I said, ‘Well, I don’t! Dirt roads, no water.’ I don’t want 

things to be like they had been fifty years prior to when she was saying that, and she 

didn’t either, if she would’ve thought,” exclaimed Helena Mae. Aside from the individual 

benefits that nearby commercial development and technological advancements have 

provided, most residents seemed to tread a fine line between speaking positively about 
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the benefits to themselves and their new neighbors, and expressing regret at the loss and 

changes they were witnessing. 

A few longtime residents felt generally positive about the growth, appealing to 

various reasons for their satisfaction. Michael, for instance, mentioned that his own 

family had “trickled in” some two hundred years earlier, as had everyone else—even 

American Indians had done so at one point. As such, he said, “it’s s a little bothersome to 

me that once you trickle in, you want to shut the door. But you don’t want the door shut 

till you trickle in. So, I am for the land of opportunity.” The only caveats he expressed to 

growth being good were his belief that the city was not doing enough to help residents 

“build community,” such as creating spaces for recreational activities, and his hope that 

new residents would contribute in kind to the community rather than only taking from it. 

Similarly, Beth Jo appealed to the growth as part of a larger divine plan when she stated 

that, “Everything’s a good thing. I think the Lord has a plan in everything. I know that.” 

These attitudes, while seated in vastly different logics, appear similar to the perspective 

the city advocates on growth. Some of the new residents seem to express the same 

attitude to growth. Maria, whom I interviewed for her association with the local YMCA, 

expressed that she didn’t see any negativity with the growth whatsoever; rather, she 

enjoyed the convenience and felt that the area would retain its “small-town feel” despite 

the growth, because being a small town was an inalienable part of the city’s identity. 

Others expressed astonishment regarding the pace of growth, and sometimes 

degrees of sadness, but a sense of having come to terms with it. When Holly’s husband 

was bush hogging a local horse farm for the last time, she remembers pausing and 

discussing with him that it would soon house a Wal-Mart and Lowe’s. “And this was just 
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a few years ago. And there it is! It’s all grown up!” she remarked. Holly expressed 

feeling sad at first that familiar farms were disappearing, including land to which her own 

and her husband’s family had once been connected at Providence. However, the 

pragmatism of needing to buy a pair of pants or the convenience of being able to eat at a 

nice restaurant often overrode the emotional reaction that she initially had. Her husband, 

she recounted, had not warmed to the growth at all and hated to see any land developed. 

This fact, along with the fact that both prefer a farming life meant that, should the day 

come, they planned to buy a farm and move to more rural areas further east so that they 

could continue to raise their son on the land.  

Many expressed a sense of inevitability. Macon, although nearing ninety, longed 

for the days he could still hunt; although he still lived on his family farm, nearby houses 

made shooting a firearm an impossibility now. However, when I asked Macon and his 

wife Lenore if they preferred the area as it had been several decades ago, she stated, 

“Well, we’ve just grown up with the change. We just accept the change and go ahead.” 

Corbin made a similar statement when musing about the town’s growth: “You know, I’ve 

come to the conclusion: not much you can say about it. Things are going to change.” 

Bobby stated that in many ways he did not linger on memories but instead tended to 

forget about the way things used to be, “because it’s hard to stop progress. You can sort 

of control it, but it’s hard to stop it. And Mt. Juliet…it’s close to Nashville, but especially 

being close to the airport [and] the interstate where it is, it more or less had to grow.” 

Many others equate change and growth with progress. Barbara, editor of a county-

oriented lifestyle magazine, felt this way. “I think that if you look at change as 
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inevitable—it’s part of progress; it’s part of growth—it can balance each other out,” she 

stated.  

Behind much of longtime residents’ discussions on growth lay several fairly 

consistent perspectives. First is that growth and change are indivisible elements within 

the same process, and that if change is inevitable, because of the geographic proximity to 

Nashville, so is the growth. The effects seen presently were the results of processes that 

previous leaders had set in place, both long ago and recently, and were at present 

unstoppable. Longtime city councilman Floyd spoke to this when he described the initial 

construction of rooftops as having a “snowball” effect that self-perpetuates. Robert and 

Dale expressed the same notion, and discussed the effect that this cyclical growth has on 

their ability to continue farming: 

Robert: And too, the land value’s got so high, you can’t afford to farm. And the 
value goes up, and that makes your taxes go up, and so it’s…  
 
Dale: A vicious cycle. A vicious cycle. The more growth you get, the more kids 
you have to educate, the more schools you have to have, the more roads you have 
to have. Then you know, you can look at somebody that owns, say a one hundred-
acre farm, and their property taxes continue to skyrocket. It pretty well forces us 
out. 
 
This perspective equating growth and change—defining them as indivisible, 

continual, and part of a natural order—is perhaps best encapsulated by an analogy that 

two separate individuals made. In this analogy, both described a town like a church: a 

community of individuals never in stasis. “A church is either growing, or it’s dying.” 

Michael stated. “It’s never staying the same. And everyone always wants the church to 

stay the same. They want the community to stay the same. But it can’t, because the 

people that made the community the way it was age and die.” Separately, Leonard 
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appealed to the same analogy, mentioning the necessity of incorporating young people 

into a church or town to continue its legacy. As a result, Leonard declared, “growth is 

always good.” For both, growth enables a town to continue living, and without growth, 

the only alternative is to “[go] backwards” and ultimately to die. 

Why is this analogy significant? Context helps to illuminate this. Both men 

expressed, throughout their interviews, the degree to which their Christian faith shaped 

their worldview, and repeatedly spoke of the importance of maintaining a foundation in a 

church—the model for the kind of community the city should seek to build. As a result, 

linking a town to a church in many ways is the ultimate rationalization of this growth: the 

church’s natural order, one they believe to be ordained by God, is to continue growing 

with the addition of new members over time, not only to curtail population losses, but to 

“grow the kingdom of God.” To describe a town via the same binary of growth or death 

presents it as an almost incontrovertible truth. Growth is part of the natural order of 

things, and without growth, there is only death. There is no option in which a kind of 

middle-ground or stasis might exist.  

While others might not always share such a positive perspective on the growth, 

their tendency to link growth to change, and describe change as ubiquitous is not 

incompatible with the binary presented above. Indeed, it fits within the pattern of 

describing the growth with a sense of pragmatism or even resignation, or as many say, to 

“look on the bright side” or to the number of people it will help. Hollis, a gentleman in 

his early eighties, characterized himself as a “survivor” based on his attitude of tolerance 

and composure. “I’ve learned to tolerate a lot of things,” he said. “A lot of things you 

can’t change. A lot of things you change with them, alright? But like I said a while ago, 
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I’m a survivor. I am. I don’t like to stir up muddy waters. Like at the boat dock, they’ve 

got a sign on there, ‘no wake.’ I keep things as quiet as possible.” Several mentioned a 

kind of utilitarian perspective as something that helped them look at the growth more 

positively. Josie, for instance, described her sadness that part of her family’s property 

might be taken by eminent domain for a new road; however, she stated, “if the road is 

going to help the community, you have to see the positive side of that as well.” Floyd, the 

city councilman, similarly mentioned feeling a need to be fair to both newcomers and 

longtime residents in his council decisions: “I’m sitting on the board, and I have to make 

decisions. It’s really unfair in a way, but you have to equalize it out. Because you’ve 

got…you don’t want to be unfair to the people that’s been here longer.  But you don’t 

want to be unfair to the people that’s just moved in either.” 

This pragmatism regarding growth, despite many individuals’ preference for a 

different outcome, was common. Taking the good with the bad—the positive with the 

negative—was a common refrain. Again Josie, frustrated with the construction and 

dismayed that individuals with a long history on the same farm are “having to give up 

that land simply because progress is coming,” ultimately sought to end her thought on a 

positive note: “but if we can keep the attitude that better days are coming once this is 

built, we’ll have something here [so] that we’ll forget the negative parts of it.” For Floyd 

and Adele, this also meant trying to strike a balance between permitting growth and 

stewardship of the local environment. Floyd, a longtime farmer who regretted not having 

the foresight as a young man to buy and preserve the land adjacent his family home 

before it was subdivided, described the pragmatic approach he often felt he had to take on 

the city council. “You don’t want to be a scrooge and yet you don’t want to see nature 
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destroyed,” he mused. “It’s not an easy deal, but it’s coming. It’s going to change, and 

you’ve got to deal with it. You’ve got to make the best of it.” 

Not all took such a pragmatic approach. N.C. Hibbett, the town’s first mayor, was 

somewhat critical of the direction the growth has taken and many city leaders’ actions. In 

so doing, he describes what he feels is an important distinction: the difference between 

“growth” and “progress.” Emphatically, and pausing at each word, N.C. stated, “All-

growth-is-not-progress. I say that all the time. But it can be progress if it’s handled 

properly and if it’s planned properly… So I have mixed emotions, my dear, when you ask 

me, ‘What do you think about the growth?’” Few others made this distinction between 

growth and progress this overt; however, for N.C., there was a vital difference. Growth 

does not equate to progress, nor is the reverse true. Proper planning and consideration for 

the direction residents might collectively want the city to take is key. The then-current 

city government, he declared, were hindering progress with their policies. 

As is evident with the statements from residents above, the growth has 

significantly altered their lives, whether through how they interact with the built 

environment around them—one they have watched remain relatively unchanged for 

decades—or through the altered ways they interact with neighbors unfamiliar with a rural 

way of life. Adapting to these changes, remaking their own worlds, often consists of 

adopting narratives or attitudes that make sense of the growth around them, whether 

through looking for the positives amidst the negatives, or equating growth with progress 

and change, forces viewed as inevitable. Pragmatism permits them to confront changes 

that might be emotionally difficult, but which they understand as part of a larger 

“natural” process inherent within life. Thus, one is able, with a mixture of irony and 
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nostalgia, to remember fishing on a pond or bush hogging a field on the very site where 

they now eat at Olive Garden. I will explore the tenor of these reactions and the function 

of memories in the next chapter; however, for now, it is necessary to examine alternate 

reactions to the growth: negative responses that I argue attempt, in small ways, to take a 

stand against or undermine its inevitability, in addition to movements for land 

preservation that seek to offer another path. 

 

Reacting Negatively to the Growth 

In the examples that follow, very few reactions are overt. Many bear a mark of 

resignation similar to the above examples, the primary difference being that these 

individuals appeared not to soften their reactions or speak with as pragmatic a tone. A 

number of these individuals also felt closer to farming as a way of life. Most of the 

individuals with whom I spoke had some connection to farming, whether at some point in 

their own life or in their youth assisting a parent or grandparent. However, a good 

number of these, particularly the ones that had moved to the area in the 1950s and 60s, 

admitted only having a peripheral connection to the land. Moving to a small farming 

community had attracted them, and as such they had “fooled with cattle” here and there, 

some maintaining even a dozen head now. However, as I discussed in the introduction, 

farming for many was not the primary occupation. Those that continued to farm 

substantially, such as Jimmy and William, may have had parallel careers to supplement, 

but they still considered farming to be their primary profession, and their reactions were 

considerably more negative and considered their way of life threatened. 
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Dale, a local agriculture teacher who continued to maintain a hand in farming, 

expressed a mixture of sadness and resignation. “I guess driving down the road now and 

seeing so many subdivisions and so little farmland left, I guess I get discouraged in a 

way, but…I guess I’ve kind of grown accustomed to it,” he mentioned, continuing on to 

reminisce about the days when traffic lights were a rarity. Dairy farmer Robert also 

mentioned his sadness at what happens to farms when the older generation passes away: 

“When the old ones pass away, [their] kids, why, they’re just developing, cutting these 

farms up in tracts, lots, and it’s sad.” Charles, despite his frustration, attributes the trend 

to the vicissitudes of progress and people desiring a “country” life. He stated: 

I moved out here for two reasons. One of them was to raise my children in a 
country-type environment. And, of course I did, thank goodness. And the other 
one was to get away from the crowd. And the crowd followed me. And you can’t 
blame them, in one sense of the word. You can’t fight city hall when it comes to 
something like this. You can’t fight progress either. 
 
As Charles’s statement implies, many here also feel that there is little that they 

can do to combat the growth or preserve a farming way of life. For many, this manifests 

itself in an almost pervasive sense of resignation, and that these farmers’ values are 

somehow simply different from the rest of Americans’. With this difference, where they 

acutely sense they are in the minority, a number of farming residents like Jimmy 

expressed that their opinions on the growth did not matter because nothing could be done.  

ER: Are you planning on holding on or selling? 
 
Jimmy: Well, I have two daughters…and granddaughters. And no, I don’t expect 
them to hold it. Because it’s so high now, it’s ridiculous. Just this right here, it’s 
ridiculous what I’ve been offered. 
 
ER: How do you feel about that? It is what it is, or are you upset about it? 
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Jimmy: Well, my personal feeling doesn’t matter because you can’t hold back 
progress. You can’t do it.  
 
ER: So your personal feelings are not for it? 
 
Jimmy: You know, I’m not against it. Sure…I’m country inside. I like the way it 
used to be. But it’s not gonna be.  
 
Jimmy mentioned that, despite feeling politically outnumbered at the local and 

federal level, along with developers’ and neighbors’ suggestions that he sell and “quit all 

this,” he has no intention of giving up farming; it was "in his blood," just as it was in his 

brother's and nephews' blood. He recounted that he had watched others fight the growth, 

always to no avail. "And you know I found out…I’ve watched a lot of these people that 

have fought it and fought it and fought it. It doesn’t do any good," he said resignedly. 

Ultimately, though, he expressed that did not blame those moving in, feeling that if they 

had an opportunity to better themselves they should, even if it harmed his way of life. 

"It’s doing that,” he said. “But I just know there’s…I can’t do anything about it." As a 

result, he, like Holly and a few others, mentioned the strategy of buying farms further 

east just so they could continue their farming lifestyle, even if Jimmy did not plan to 

leave his home with his granddaughters just down the road. 

Jimmy’s, Dale’s, and others’ sense of resignation, despite the frustration or 

sadness a way of life they felt was quickly dying, was palpable. In contrast to the 

individuals mentioned in the last section, one does not see quite the degree of 

pragmatism—the attempts to view the good with the bad—that were the hallmarks of 

many longtime residents’ strategies in addressing the growth. However, unlike N.C., 

many of these individuals do equate growth and progress. The strategy, instead, for many 

was try to continue farming as long as they could given their health, finances, and family 
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situation, and in spite of external pressures from living in a rapidly suburbanizing area. 

This must be read alongside the fact that many of them recounted that farming, despite 

their love for it, was no longer a profitable enterprise. Many stated that they farmed just 

enough to be able to pay the taxes on land or to qualify for the Tennessee Greenbelt tax 

break, but had no illusions that they would be able to subsist off a farming income. Thus, 

in these responses, residents reflect an interesting interplay between moments in which 

they appear agentive and yet buffeted by forces they deem external and entirely out of 

their control. The strategies, then, for addressing a growth many felt threatened a quiet, 

rural, cherished way of life appear to be the ways that residents address these changes as 

their lives are remade amidst the growth.  

Aside from the pervasive sense of resignation discussed above, a few revealed 

very personal means of resisting the growth, however small. Worth considering as part of 

this are the verbally negative reactions I heard from individuals—farmers or no—to the 

growth. In contrast to those residents who chose to take the good with the bad, a 

significant number saw the growth as unequivocally negative, and had no compunction 

about saying so. In doing so, they often implicated these changes with declining moral 

values in comparison to the ways of life they had known. Brian, for instance, lamented 

that he could no longer leave his door unlocked or his keys in the car. Working at a local 

firearms store, he said he was often confronted now with “crackheads” that made him 

uncomfortable. He summed up his view of the growth by saying, “When you bring in 

population and growth and progress like that, you’re going to bring everything negative 

with it.” Brian and Randall, men only in their forties, felt that the identity of the town 

they had known growing up was completely gone. Both had moved away for some time 
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during their early adult years and returned, and the interim changes for them had spelled 

the death of the once-small town’s essence, both in its built environment and to the sense 

of “community.” Others like Neal expressed sadness at the loss of “gentleness” in Mt. 

Juliet and the U.S. more broadly, calling it “a price for progression.” Moreover, Stephen 

stated that he read some of the rapid development as political maneuvers to make money 

quickly, often at the expense of others. 

In a few cases, individuals did more than just speak negatively about the growth. 

In one such example, William discussed his deliberate choice to alter the way he 

traversed the space of his hometown so that he did not have to see developed farms he 

once knew. 

William: I do my darndest never to cross Interstate 40 where Providence is…it 
turns my stomach to see all the farms destroyed and that way of life gone.  
 
ER: Like the Thurman farm? 
 
William: I will not go in Wal-Mart over there because they destroyed that farm. 
Me and daddy, when Mrs. Bingham used to live there, we used to go over there 
and castrate her pigs for her. They lived in that old house right there. And now, I 
won’t go to Wal-Mart.  I’ll go down here, even though I didn’t go down here for 
several years because that there used to be one of the best dairy farms in this area 
right down here, where Wal-Mart is now.  
 
ER: Where they had that big white house? 
 
William: Where they had that big white house…Now look what’s planted on 
them. 
 
ER: Are you one of those people that wants to take a stand and will not, while 
you’re living, see this change? Or do you see yourself moving further out? 
 
William: I will kill anybody that tries to take this away from me. I will kill 
anybody that messes my family. That’s the only two things I care about. 
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 It is impossible to talk about negative reactions to the growth without recounting 

the story of the Thurman farm at its sale. Although I was not able to speak with the 

Thurman family personally, local papers widely followed the situation leading up to the 

property’s sale. In 2005, 188 acres on the north side of the interstate comprised the farm 

once known for its cutting horses (The Chronicle of Mt. Juliet, 27 July 2005, 1), and the 

site remained one of the “most coveted and valuable undeveloped land in West Wilson 

County” (The Chronicle of Mt. Juliet, 23 March 2005, 1). What made the story of the 

farm’s development so salacious were the actions of one of the Thurman sons and heirs, 

Robert, to attempt to prevent its development. In March 2005, local authorities arrested 

Thurman after an eight-hour standoff, in which Thurman remained inside the family 

home with mattresses stacked against the doors, iron slabs across the windows, several 

weapons, a video security system, and two pit bulls at his side. To end the standoff, the 

police used tear gas and explosives to force their way in, and found Thurman holed up in 

the attic with a pistol, shotgun, and two dogs. Police had been to the Thurman home four 

months earlier during which they removed his eighty-six-year-old mother from Robert’s 

care and moved her into a nursing home. At that time, a judge ordered that Mrs. 

Thurman’s daughter replace her mother as head of the family partnership due to being 

“unduly influenced by her son” (The Chronicle of Mt. Juliet, 23 March 2005, 10). Family 

disagreements had long plagued the family regarding the land’s sale, but legal battles 

began in earnest when the family trust, then headed by the family matriarch, refused to 

answer condemnation suits by city utility departments associated with road widening 

(The Chronicle of Mt. Juliet, 30 November 2005, 5). In conjunction with the standoff, a 

judge ordered a mental evaluation for Robert; authorities took him into custody again two 
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months later after finding him again at the family home, asleep on the couch. This was 

after two treatment facilities tasked with mentally evaluating him released Thurman due 

to unruly behavior, and he subsequently evaded a mental health facility escort waiting for 

him at the Nashville airport upon his release from the second facility (The Chronicle of 

Mt. Juliet, 8 June 2005, 6). Little else populates the papers regarding the final disposition 

of the Thurman family disagreement over the decision to develop the property; however, 

the fact that the 188-acre farm now houses The Paddocks retail center, including anchor 

stores Wal-Mart and Lowe’s, reveals the ultimate outcome, despite Robert’s stand. 

 

Theorizing Reactions to the Growth 

As the Thurman story reveals, outright stands against development are few. Most 

reactions fit somewhere between complete resignation to a fate individuals deem 

unavoidable and small means of rejecting the growth, whether by verbal or subtle actions 

of resistance. When these appear to accomplish little, how should one understand and 

evaluate negative reactions as well as attempts to “make the best” of the growth? Are 

these reflective of anything more than personal opinions? As James Scott aptly states, 

“The relationship between thought and action is, to put it very mildly, a complicated 

issue” (1985, 38). I would argue that it is best to read reactions to growth—positive or 

negative—as a complex web in which individuals appear to feel limited by structures 

they deem external to their control, and yet choose to exercise individual agency or resist 

in small, often personal means. The degree to which individuals truly are unable to 

overturn processes of growth they often describe as autonomous and anthropomorphic in 

nature—particularly when examples exist locally, such as Leiper’s Fork, Tennessee, 
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where citizens and local government have banded together intentionally to control growth 

and economic development—is another question altogether. Nevertheless, it is perhaps 

helpful to examine a few of the many directions that anthropologists have attempted to 

understand actions of resistance and their relationship to individual agency and structure, 

and the ways in which people choose to exercise these.  

James Scott (1985) has posited what he calls “everyday forms of resistance” as an 

overlooked aspect of resistance over and against more outright forms of peasant 

rebellion. These “weapons of the weak,” as he calls them, should not be overly 

romanticized, he warns, but are “ordinary weapons of relatively powerless groups” such 

as malingering, foot dragging, pilfering, sabotage, and more, the benefit of which is that 

they take little forethought or planning and function to help the individual yet confront 

authority in ways that avoid direct confrontation (29, emphasis his). Scott frames these 

everyday forms of resistance particularly in terms of peasant struggles against 

superordinate classes in a Malaysian context, yet he cites wide-ranging examples of 

everyday resistance, even to Confederate desertion in the Civil War (30–31). These acts 

of resistance, he argues, are largely covert, and appear concerned with “immediate, de 

facto gains” rather than larger public or symbolic goals (33). However, Scott warns, these 

are not actions without meaning, and to ignore individuals’ consciousness would be a 

problem, given that acts and thoughts regarding resistance are in “constant 

communication” (38, emphasis his). He contrasts this with a situation in which due to a 

hegemonic ideology, individuals appear accepting of a situation or set of conditions, 

which, following Marxists, he labels “false consciousness” or “mystification,” something 
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church as “the glue within most communities,” and saw school performing a similar 

function, perhaps now more so for parents and children new to the area. For longtime 

residents, with the addition of more people, relationships had fundamentally changed. 

Leonard summarized this, stating, “People are not as nice. People are not as trusting. But 

that comes along with growth. That comes along with people.” Others mentioned how, 

growing up, playing with neighborhood children or schoolmates without supervision was 

never a problem because parents knew and trusted other parents or community members 

to keep an eye on their children or to report a child’s misbehavior. Today’s children, 

however, did not have that freedom. 

Safety was also a factor many felt they had to take into consideration because of 

the growth. Adele mentioned having prized her relative solitude and the safety it had 

imparted. Staying in the old house with her father just before his death, however, she felt 

a sudden discomfort in raising the windows at night to sleep, despite the record high 

temperatures that summer. Knowing that traffic was now common on the two-lane road 

that once saw just two cars a day—her grandfather’s and the mailman’s—she slept less 

soundly. Reflective of Setha Low’s analysis on fear talk among residents of gated 

communities (Low 2003), such discomfort persisted for Adele when cars would pass as 

she locked and unlocked the gate to her own driveway, just down the hill from her 

parents’ house. The “token” car, as she used to call it, that might pass had now become 

five or six in a row, and she only hoped that were someone to accost her, a Good 

Samaritan also passing might assist with any trouble.36 While a gate gave Adele a sense 

                                                 
36 Setha Low discusses the appeal to fear of crime as one of the driving forces behind fencing and gated 
communities. As she states, “living in a gated community represents a new version of the middle-class 
American dream precisely because it temporarily suppresses and masks, even denies and fuses, the inherent 
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of safety, Jimmy noted that Del-Webb’s gate represented exclusivity; although he might 

go to a nearby country store to talk about the weather or find out who was sick in the 

community, he had no opportunity to get to know these residents.  

Differences spilled over into other parts of everyday life. Longtime residents felt 

that road rage was little seen when the town was smaller, not simply because of traffic 

volume but because, as one resident stated, it was easier to yell at a stranger you do not 

know than at someone you might see at church on Sunday. Relationships with the police 

differed drastically as well. Some residents felt that they could no longer go to the police 

for support or assistance, such as when during a local Easter Egg Hunt at a nearby park, 

attendees began parking in and blocking the driveway of a resident living adjacent. She 

went to the police officer directing traffic nearby, who claimed he could do nothing since 

they were parked on private property, albeit hers. Similarly, Brian noted the way that 

local police used to watch after him and his friends as teenagers, although he felt local 

police actions today engendered a relationship of suspicion and antagonism with 

teenagers. 

You know, we was teenagers hanging out and drinking and carrying on, doing 
whatever we wanted. We could sit down at the parking lot at Mt. Juliet Road and 
Lebanon Road that’s Publix and all that now. There used to be a little strip mall 
there when they first built it and a gas station, which the gas station is Mapco still 
there. We was out there every Friday, Saturday and Sunday night. And I mean 
just doing whatever we wanted. No cops and local law enforcement. They’d stop 
in and harass us and play, and we knew ‘em all. And nobody was hurting nobody, 
wasn’t hurting a thing even if we was drunk and, you know, carrying on drinking 
beer and just having a good time. We wasn’t out running up and down the road.  
We wasn’t out hurting nothing. And I mean, the law knew that. The cops knew 

                                                                                                                                                 
anxieties and conflicting social values of modern urban and suburban life.” This, she states, is particularly 
true in a world where everyday events and news media “exacerbate fears of violence and terrorism” (2003, 
11). While Adele does not live in a gated community, suburbanization and fear definitely seem to have 
driven her discomfort and reliance on her own gate. 
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that. They didn’t bother us. I had one of the old cops…he would follow me home, 
make sure I got home. That, you can forget…My son had to go pull a friend out 
on a farm on Benders Ferry one night, and they stopped at 10:30pm down at the 
car wash to wash their trailer truck off. And they got searched! And harassed! I 
mean, I had to go to the sheriff and talk to him about it!  That’s ridiculous! These 
kids ain’t into nothing like we was. 
 

Here, in Brian's story, for earlier police, there was a sense that “kids will be kids” yet the 

wellbeing of the teenager was central. Instead, police suspect youth of illicit behavior, 

creating, for Brian, an unnecessary antagonism. Brian wished that his children had the 

kind of relationship to Mt. Juliet he did growing up, and mentioned that they too 

expressed an inherited nostalgia for the way it “used to be.” 

Not only were relationships different between law enforcement and residents, but 

in the past, residents relied on a sort of “moral economy” in which they undertook to 

ensure that they provided for those in need, and self-policed residents who deviated from 

a path that ensured they took care of their own families. On this subject, Jackson relayed 

a story he once heard of a resident back in the 1930s or 40s: 

There used to be an old man that lived right down the road here, and I cannot call 
his name. He…stayed drunk all the time. The town had [had] it…because they 
jumped him. Some of the men in town jumped him about the church over here, 
and beat this guy within an inch of his life. They taught him right then and there, 
‘You’re going to go to work for a living. You’re not going to find a job at a bar. 
You’re going to take care of your wife and family, and you’re not going to beat 
your wife no more. And you’re not going to beat your children no more.’ And 
daddy would not tell me the man’s name. He said he’d tell me before he died and 
he didn’t. He said the man ended up being one of the best people around here. But 
he said that’s how they handled. If you was a widowed person, you didn’t go 
without. 
 

Those that beat up the man seem to have been acting on a particular understanding of 

community and morality, such that as community members it was their duty to intervene 

on behalf of the suffering family so that this man negligent in his role as a provider would 
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get back on track. This deviates drastically from the “friendly” notion with which city 

leaders seem to imbue the notion of community here today. 

 

Shifting Notions of the Public-Private Divide 

 In addition to residents noting a difference in how they perceived “community” 

relations prior to rapid growth and at present, the way residents spoke of public and 

private spaces and the respect accorded to private property appeared to shift as well. 

While not explicitly on the subject, one story N.C. recounted to me of a memory he had 

of my great-grandfather struck me as reflective of an altogether different set of social 

relations: 

One day…and this is about your [great-]grandfather, Burkett. I was in high school 
and three, I think three, of the boys went out hunting that night, and I guess they 
were coon hunting, because their pelts were bringing pretty good money. And 
they came back through the Burkett Everett farm, and your [great-]grandfather 
was out there in his garden, with a coal oil lantern for his light. Sun hadn’t come 
up yet, and he was hoeing in his garden. And one of the boy said, ‘Mr. Everett?’ 
Mr. Burkett…I reckon they called him Mr. Burkett. ‘Mr. Burkett, you sure are 
making it a long day today, aren’t you?’ He said, ‘What do you mean? I’ve had 
my sleep. I’m starting a new day.’ The sun hadn’t come up yet! 
 

While on a personal note, this story speaks directly to my great-grandfather’s locally 

renowned work ethic, constantly stooped over with garden hoe in hand, it revealed to me 

a significant contrast to how contemporary farm owners spoke about their neighbors in 

relation to their land. In this story, there’s an implicit sense that traversing through others’ 

farms was not unheard of, perhaps revealing a less restrictive notion of private space. 

Particularly in the context of a farming community, knowing someone means trusting 

them to use your property in a responsible means. Thus when individuals went hunting, 

or youth started up an impromptu football game, the assumption was that they would do 
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so responsibly, and were they to not, they would feel the social repercussions of misuse 

given the modest size of the community.  

 This contrasts sharply from how landowners spoke of their neighbors and 

trespassers now. William reported frequent instances where neighbors misused his land, 

from constructing deer stands, to tearing down his hog shed in order to build a lean-to 

near his pond for camping, to growing marijuana and having sexual relations in his aunt’s 

field across the street. “You have these people that just think—because you have got an 

open field, it’s their playground. Two years ago, I caught four people flying kites in my 

wheat field up yonder. Now when you knock wheat down, it don’t come back up. And 

they thought that was fine and dandy. It’s just like a park.” For the hog shed, fortunately 

another neighbor called William to alert him to the destruction, but the damage had 

already partly been done. “They don’t think there’s anything wrong to it. I mean, you 

approach them, and they don’t think that that’s wrong. ‘Well, we back up to your 

property, so it should be our use.’ …Standards have [plummeted] from what country 

people used to be and what’s moved in here,” William elaborated. My own family has 

suffered its fair share of unwanted visitors as well. From teenage neighbors holding a 

bonfire drinking party just feet from one of our wooden barns, to discovering a group 

taking family photos in one of our fields, to my mother catching a woman picking our 

heirloom daffodils—something the woman admitted she had done for seventeen years 

thinking our farm was a “park”—the examples mount. 

 What this reveals, though, is a difference in understandings of the public and 

private divide of land, particularly on the part of the landowner. In the hunting party 

story, N.C. relayed that interactions were friendly and respectful, and that “trespassers,” 
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because known, were not unwelcome. These other stories, however, reflect that most 

newcomers appear to believe “undeveloped”  farmland is not only for their visual 

consumption, but for their recreational consumption as well. When there is no certainty 

that the person trespassing has respect for land or knowledge of their actions’ 

implications—such as trampling down wheat, tearing up a hog shed, or potentially 

burning down a sixty-year-old barn—animosity is certain to develop. As a result, I would 

posit that most landowners feel far more guarded about the multiplicity of neighbors and 

passersby, reflecting a stark shift in social relations surrounding public and private space. 

 

Theorizing Conflicting Notions of Community  

As I noted above, it appears longtime residents subscribe to a drastically different 

version of “community” than city leaders and newcomers do. In short, “friendliness” and 

“southern hospitality” in the new idiom becomes contrasted with “knowing everyone” in 

the old,  a connection that meant keeping an eye on neighbors’ children, using common 

sense as to when to police illicit drinking, and banding together to check bad behavior 

when a community member went astray. This is not to say that longtime residents 

expressed “community” as entirely homogenous; those that lived further from the 

“center” of town, even just two miles away, reported being less involved and thus feeling 

less connected. However, the overriding sense remained that most who were alive during 

the 1940s and 50s remember the town as one in which knowing everyone created an 

undeniable bond and connection, one that looking back provided a great deal of comfort. 

Mentioned briefly in Chapter Two, theorists discussing notion of community 

typically look to Ferdinand Tönnies and his notions of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, 
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typically translated as “community” and “civil society,” for one of the earlier and better 

known conceptualizations. While others like Durkheim and Weber also posit that forces 

of industrialization had begun to eradicate community (Creed 2006b, 9), Grodzins Gold 

points out that Tönnies conception of gemeinschaft as deriving from the natural world 

relies in part on his rural and upbringing and family life (2005, 5–6). Indeed, as Tönnies 

writes, gemeinschaft “is based on the idea that in the natural state there is a complete 

unity of human wills” (Tönnies 2001, 22). This “real organic life,” the essence of which 

is community (17), is characterized most often by familial relationships, but can also 

comprise relationships with neighbors within a town. “Continuous proximity and 

frequency of contact imply not just mutual encouragement and support but also the 

possibility, indeed probability, of some degree of restriction and negativity; and only as 

long as the positive side predominates can a relationship claim to display genuine 

community,” Tönnies states (30). On the other hand, he defines gesellschaft as 

characterized by individuals living in proximity, but whose relationships are marked by 

detachment, individualism, opportunism, and even hostility. In these domains, actions 

approaching something like generalized reciprocity do not exist, and individuals do not 

recognize the “common good” (52–53). 

I detail Tönnies theory here for the way that it relates to the shift in social 

relations and “community” many of the longtime residents reported feeling. In many 

ways, the “natural” bonds deriving from close proximity and similar occupations and 

interests appear to parallel the notion of gemeinschaft, while the sometimes hostile 

neighbor-farmholder relations certainly seem to echo Tönnies’ definition of gesellschaft. 

As Creed elaborates on this binary, “consensus, conformity, and solidarity constitute part 
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of a disappearing past,” something into which the rural-urban opposition easily fits 

(2006a, 25). It is important, however, not to take these divisions too far, as they are 

neither a perfect fit to this situation nor are they unproblematic theoretically. For 

instance, the fact that newcomers, longtime residents, and city leaders describe each other 

as generally “friendly” and “nice” undermines the way in which we might apply 

gesellschaft in its original conception, while the same would go for the degree to which 

individuals stress the importance of supporting the “common good” in attitudes and 

actions toward growth. Nevertheless, because longtime residents inherently make 

divisions between past and present forms of “community” and that these in some ways 

parallel the more bonded and detached set of relations Tönnies formulated, it is important 

to recognize how and why they articulate this shift. 

One can make a further point here, drawing further upon Creed in his analysis of 

community in relation to contemporary statecraft. Creed argues that, although they 

initially appear at odds, the view that Tönnies, Weber, Durkheim, and others express 

about modernity’s eradication of community fits with communities’ connections to the 

modern state and capitalism. He argues that as states become “politically eviscerated and 

transformed into mere units of consumption and representation,” community becomes 

more useful, particularly as a means of promoting unity and governance (2006b, 9). If we 

take it as true, how might Creed’s statement on the evisceration of states parallel the way 

in which the local city government relies on the formation of a friendly community in the 

construction of its identity? Given the manner in which the city encourages citizens to 

think of other residents in purchasing locally and maintaining the town’s physical and 

social ambience, it would seem that this might be at work here. This may all the more be 
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true given the way I describe that city leadership sees its primary governing role as that of 

recruitment and retention, eminently economic rather than political roles. Thus, building 

cohesion on the basis of a shared “community” bond, however imagined, takes on an ever 

more important role. If this is the case, then the way that longtime residents describe their 

own notion of the community bonds that have come and gone, however romanticized, 

become recognizable as qualitatively different from what is at play now.  

 

Conclusion 

 As I have sought to detail in this chapter, residents’ reactions to the growth are 

manifold, and range from positive, to guarded, to negative and resistant. Regardless of 

how they articulate their attitudes toward the growth, most express disaffection with the 

world that now exists around them, particularly for the way that “community bonds” have 

changed and for the farming values that are eroding. Although longtime residents are not 

making overtly resistant stands against these changes, in most cases, they do complicate 

the sunny picture of growth city leadership presents, actions that in some ways can be 

read as resistant and agentive, even when residents express resignation and construct 

growth as an unstoppable force as well.  

Intimately tied with this, I would argue are the articulation of community bonds 

and farming values. Could emphasis on the validity of small community bonds, forms of 

knowledge, and farming skills function as an example of small forms of resistance? 

While they may not fit Scott’s notion of everyday resistance as inherently individual 

actions that capitalize upon available opportunities to take back power without direct 

confrontation, they do continue to resist and deconstruct the effects of growth and 
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development, even if they do not subvert the hegemony of the growth rhetoric as 

inexorable. Yet residents and local organizations are making concerted and material 

efforts to educate children and adults in livestock and agricultural skills, continue 

farming, and joining together to preserve continuous blocks of land as they are able. 

These movements, however small in contrast to the tidal wave of growth, do, in some 

small ways, attempt to articulate an alternate path.  
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Chapter IV 
Keeping the Past in the Present: The Uses of Memory and Nostalgia 

 

It is an unseasonably warm Saturday in early October, and slight bits of orange 

streak the leaves of the trees flanking the gravel drive. Across a footbridge that strides a 

creek named for one of the area’s first explorers, Michael Stoner, the Mt. Juliet 

Homecoming is beginning to take shape. The annual homecoming festival, which now 

hosts over 1,000 visitors and is in its sixteenth year, lies in the several-acre side yard of 

one of the festival’s founders, Rufus’s farm, framed by several turn-of-the-century town 

buildings he had purchased and moved onto his land to save from destruction. On the 

front porch of one of these rescued “treasures” as he calls them—the former rail depot—a 

bluegrass musicians’ stage has been set up.  A small crowd has gathered in front, seated 

on square hay bales, awaiting the next act. Along the side porch of the depot, many of the 

“old-timers” have gathered, sitting in the shade, laughing, and talking about days gone 

by. Another familiar face walks up, and among the hugs, hearty laughter, and friendly 

back slaps, each one remarks that it has been far too long. An assortment of seventy-five 

to one hundred individuals mills about the festival at this late morning hour, both young 

and old, some knowing each other from long ago, others there for the music or out of 

mere curiosity. 

In the shady back part of the yard, along the creek, lies an odd collection of 

canvas tents representing reenactments of Civil War-era domestic life. There are campfire 

cooking demonstrations, a mock infirmary, mortuary, and quilting and basket-weaving 

stations, all manned by costumed re-enactors, proudly displaying their “old-fashioned” 
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skills. A middle school-aged girl in a calico cotton dress is a perfect example; carding 

wool next to her spinning wheel, she describes how she fell in love with the hobby and 

the various local outlets at which she demonstrates her craft. In one finished shed 

opposite the depot, one of the founders’ sisters has set up a small shop selling Pashminas. 

Adjacent, a blacksmith and his wife lead a demonstration, making wrought-iron 

candleholders and other items for sale. Just in front a man leads children around on 

horseback for a small fee. The rest of the yard is dotted with other mementos of the past: 

antique John Deere tractors, a late-1960s model Ford Mustang, a Civil War-era 

reproduction cannon, a covered wagon, and a stagecoach. The tractors and cannon belong 

to Jackson, the latter of which he explained was a way to connect with his daughters after 

his divorce once he discovered their fascination with Civil War re-enactments.  

The festival’s original purpose was to provide a space for older residents to 

reminisce and revive connections with one another. The first Homecoming began in 

1999, when several men convened at a local park to reminisce over the time in the late 

1940s and early 1950s that, fueled by images of Roy Rogers and Hopalong Cassidy, they 

left the sleepy farming community to seek their fortunes in the wheat harvests of the 

West. Many returned to live their lives in the community, but lost touch to varying 

degrees. This reunion of sorts thus became a yearly affair, first with families, and 

eventually expanding to anyone interested in attending. Rufus, not part of the original six 

and younger by about ten years, offered his farm as a place to hold the ever-growing 

gathering. He described feeling his role in keeping the bringing the older residents 

together and history of the town to lie as what he was “sent here to do.” A taciturn 

person, he let Jackson describe the festival’s name and necessity: 
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Figure 4.1 Old Rail Depot used as the music stage at the 2010 Mt. Juliet                   
Homecoming. (© Emily Ramsey) 

Figure 4.2 Civil War-era campsite with domestic life reenactments                                
at each tent. (© Emily Ramsey) 
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Figure 4.3 Longtime residents gathering to reminisce at the                                      
Homecoming. (© Emily Ramsey) 

Figure 4.4 Jackson’s Civil War reproduction cannon on display                                          
at the Homecoming. (© Emily Ramsey) 
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Jackson: And he moved that little building…Basically, just when he started that, 
they brought the guys down there and they brought their wives. Then they brought 
their family, and it ended up being fifty. And it ended up being one hundred. Then 
I reckon, just like them old boys, just bring some local guys to sit around here and 
play and then it grew from there, and everybody just said, ‘Well, let’s call Frank 
from California, or Ronnie from Texas. Let’s get them.’ Well, they come, you’ve 
got to have more and more…It just seemed like it grew and grew and grew. And I 
got to thinking, yesterday, I said, ‘Well, I didn’t see so-and-so.’ And last night I 
went home and I called. ‘Why wasn’t [Melvin] here?’ And his daughter said, 
‘He’s in bad shape…’ We had a lady that died that was ninety-something, Miss 
[Myra]. And her husband came for years. Well, they were both gone within the 
last two years…I think, to me, the answer for him, is [that] there is no other place 
for the older people. You know, they had the ten year class reunion the other day 
up at the school, which is probably, well, everybody that graduated from the 60s, 
which was Tommy and I. I seen the videos and I’m sitting there, going, at that 
time, I probably knew everybody. I probably went through 200 people and know 
ten now because so many people change, you know, so much. But I think, you 
know, and I’ve met, why yesterday, there was so many people yesterday. One 
girl, we grew up within four houses of each other, still live in this town, and I’ve 
probably not seen here in twenty-something years…But like he said a while ago, 
it’s not a money maker. 
 
Rufus: Trust me. 
 
Jackson: You know, it’s nice but… 
 
Rufus: One day, I will break even! 
  
Jackson: But it’s just the fact that…if he don’t do it…if he doesn’t get [Bonnie’s] 
and mine and other people’s help to do this thing, then nobody’s going to do it. 
And then it’s going to die, you know, and we…we want to do the old men, the old 
women, the history. Because if we don’t do it, it’s not going to get done. 
 

The need they feel to preserve the connections, memory, and history of individuals, along 

with the way of life that used to be central to Mt. Juliet, is palpable. This is only 

heightened by the disconnection individuals describe and the looming specter of death, 

where if not captured, memories and life stories vanish along with the deceased. Each 

year, the festival puts out a glossy color magazine with an abundance of historical photos 

from residents’ and Rufus’s personal collections, intermingled with short stories of town 
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life as it used to be and profiles of residents alive and dead. As Rufus was quoted in a 

local paper regarding the 2011 homecoming festival, “‘Mt. Juliet is getting to be big time 

city-like; we don’t want to lose sight that Mt. Juliet is an old farming community’” (as 

cited in Mt. Juliet News Extra, 19 October 2011, 1). 

With the focus on maintaining the town history and residents’ memory, the 

admixture of elements at the festival may seem a bit strange. These elements, many 

emblematic of “traditional” Southern culture, partly function to attract the city’s relative 

newcomers to the festival by drawing on the same qualities the local government uses to 

advertise the locale as an ideal place to live—quaintness, rurality, and heritage. However, 

I would argue that these reflect the importance organizers feel performing public history 

becomes a learning tool for newer residents, one in which didactic and memorializing 

purpose weighs heavily. While the Civil War may be an easy focal point for history—

something most, even the influx of Northerners, associate with the area—the skills and 

lifeways communicated there extend far past the 1860s and are expertise that reside in the 

memory of many of the longtime residents, either through their own practice or the 

memory of their parents and grandparents. In this way, performing this public history 

becomes not only a learning tool but a means of going back to familiar memories and 

reestablishing their place in the world for a time, however fleeting. Yet this extends past 

the reenactments. Prior festivals have hosted mule-powered sorghum press 

demonstrations, and in 2008, older residents, extended families, and children gathered on 

a nearby field for a wheat harvest using antique machinery. History and memory, 

particularly surrounding farm life, emerge as central. Although his family has only been 

in Mt. Juliet since 1939, relative newcomers by some older residents’ standards, Rufus 
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feels a duty to collect and preserve the memories and history of others there before him. 

He mentions that he hopes someday to transform his farm—part of an original 

Revolutionary War land grant to one of the first families in the area—into a living 

museum: “an 1800s working farm” for school children to visit. Part of his house is even 

constructed from the first Presbyterian Church in the area, built in 1795 on this property. 

A perusal through his collection of local historical photographs and items further 

illustrates his acquisitiveness at estate sales and auctions over the years.  

The didactic purpose of the fair thus seems to have arisen organically as the target 

demographic expanded, and the pieces of “history” displayed are somewhat determined 

by access, like Jackson’s Civil War cannon and the antique John Deere tractors he 

collects. Nevertheless, watching interactions among attendees, it is clear that the attempt 

to revive the bonds of yesteryear is the primary concern. Like photographs or buildings, 

residents’ memories are a valuable repository of knowledge, not only of names, places, 

and events, but of skills once essential for daily life. These people, in effect, become 

living archives. The setting itself also facilitates recall, whereby the presence of 

mementos and others’ memories jog one’s own and function collaboratively to reproduce 

an era gone by. Preserving these is critical. I was even asked to provide a copy of my 

group interview including Rufus’s seventy-eight-year-old brother George, so that the 

stories and memories he told could be maintained in perpetuity. Thus, in the same manner 

that they lament the loss of friends and the memories they carried with them, they 

celebrate the continuing effort and skill that then ninety-two-year old Mr. Underwood 

volunteered, cooking corn cakes for the festival. The technical know-how he and others 
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possess, the smells and tastes of yesteryear, and the practice of farming methods now 

obsolete are all function as form of memory practiced as living history here.  

 

Recording History and Memory in Mt. Juliet 

 Why is the Homecoming and its aim significant? What can it and other attempts 

to memorialize the “old Mt. Juliet” tell us about the role that memory and history play for 

longtime residents? This and similar practices of capturing, reviving, and reproducing 

memory—whether individual or collective—of course must be read in light of the city’s 

rapid development over the last decade. Several of the men attending this festival have 

had a hand, if not been instrumental in, creating the growth. Jackson and Bill have both 

been builders, constructing many of the houses in the area, while Harry and George are 

real estate developers whose names have long graced signs announcing new subdivisions. 

“I’ve kind of maybe made a lot of this necessary evil. [I’ve] probably built one hundred 

houses in this end of the county, and at certain times it just broke my heart,” laments 

Jackson. “Sometimes I feel like, growing up here, and I say [this] even being in the 

construction business, I still almost go to tears seeing certain things…You ride down a 

road and your childhood friend’s house now is Hardee’s, you know?” Jackson is a self-

described lay-historian, seeking to maintain not only town history but to uncover his 

family’s roots as they came to the area in 1786. One cannot help but wonder if his 

penchant for history is perhaps related to his own contribution to the growth, something 

he, like many others, feels it is inevitable. Speaking to me, he states, “You know, y’all’s 

farm, one of these days, is going to be a something different. I don’t care. You may say it 

won’t be. You won’t want to farm there with a Wal-Mart right next to you, a Lowe’s, a 
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Home Depot right next to you. It’ll eventually be so. And I’m sure your grandmother 

never cared for it. Your daddy probably doesn’t.” The notion that change is inevitable 

pervades how he views his own and even Rufus’s farm; he feels that, were they not here 

to collect and document the history and maintain these historic farms, their children 

would not do so in their place, at least to the extent and with the vision they do. Thus, 

Rufus and Jackson speak of their attempt to keep the history of the town and its residents 

alive almost as a labor of love, a necessity, and a vocation, particularly in light of the 

ongoing growth—change that Jackson says “kind of, you know, hurts.” 

Others have taken on a similar mantle to collect and maintain the town’s history 

and personal memories. Ron Castleman, a Mt. Juliet native now living in Texas, self-

published a memoir of his youth in Mt. Juliet, capturing the town through the perspective 

of, among other things, its connection to the service station his father ran in the center of 

town (Castleman 2000). Memoires and historical records often appear proceed in parallel 

directions; however, tendencies to amass historical mementos sometimes took competing 

aims. While a generally amicable one, I sensed there was a slight rivalry between the 

collecting activities of Rufus and his friends and that of N.C. Hibbett and his connections 

at the historical society.  N.C., longtime president of the West Wilson Historical Society, 

was known for his exhaustive knowledge of town history, a history he sought to preserve 

throughout his years as society president. Indeed, a 2014 book on Mt. Juliet—part of the 

Images of America series—includes pictures almost exclusively from the historical 

society archives and N.C.’s private collection (Conger 2014, 6; back cover). Sadly, the 

book came out just about a year after his death, although his name, image, and legacy live 

on in the book along with a myriad of others. N.C., a lifelong lover of all things railroad, 
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was perhaps proudest of his handmade model train layout occupying an entire room in his 

basement. As a nod to the town’s rail history, he constructed the scenery to depict Mt. 

Juliet as it had stood when he was four or five years old, and while he did not describe 

himself as much of an artist, he took great pains to carve the buildings out of lumber 

based on photographs he had or sourced of town structures during that era. In an almost 

literal sense, N.C. had mapped his memories onto the railroad layout, creating a unique 

historical record.  

What is the tenor of these attempts to memorialize the past? In many ways it 

ranges between a more researched, fact-based history and those elements that derive from 

and attempt to collect and publish the memories of those that remember the town “way 

back when.” Somewhere in between, and comprising both, is an archiving tendency, 

through the collection (and sometimes publication) of pictures, newspaper clippings, 

memories, and personal mementos. The widely popular magazine published along with 

the yearly Mt. Juliet Homecoming fits within this trajectory, populated by a myriad of 

photos from local individuals’ personal collections, along with articles Rufus asks them 

to write about their own family history, relations, and recollections. One could describe 

the Images of America: Mt. Juliet book in a similar manner; it consists only of a two-page 

introduction, followed by nearly 130 pages of photographs and captions, organized by 

topics such as the “early days,” “hitting the books and balls,” and “faith and farming.” 

Ron Castleman’s book, too, follows this route in many ways, meandering among 

personal memories of his family, his father’s Gulf station and garage, and the ways their 

lives wove into the fabric of the town in the late 1940s and early 1950s. However, 

Castleman takes a step further, embarking on occasion upon an archivally-researched 
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history of events touching the town, such as the “nine fiery years” of conflagrations that 

touched the town from the late-1930s to the mid-1940s culminating with the “firebug’s” 

arson spree in 1946, burning the school and Baptist church (Castleman 2000, 58–79). 

Interestingly, even in comparison to more complete “histories” of the town based on 

“facts” assumedly from also archival research, Castleman’s is the most complete account 

of the numerous fires that plagued the town during that decade I encountered, details 

that—from the oral history accounts I collected—were never particularly clear as to the 

etiology, date, or actors involved. 

 

Collective Memory, History, and Archive 

The above paragraph invokes a somewhat visceral delineation between memory 

and history, and the way that archives might fit into this categorization. The difference 

between what constitutes memory and history, how collective memory functions, the 

increasing proliferation of archives, and memory as an analytical construct, however, is 

the object of significant scholarly analysis. Examining this theory can be helpful to 

understand the role that these memories might play for residents, the manner in which 

they access them, and the power structures behind this. I will thus proceed in a tentative 

fashion to attempt to understand better the lengths to which I saw individuals go to 

remember their past. Theorizing these very individual trajectories and the collective 

memory to which many appealed can help to explain why, in addition to the values that 

longtime residents articulate as important, attempts to memorialize their past also 

constitute means of reasserting their validity and importance amidst a vast degree of rapid 

change. 
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 As Andreas Huyssen says, “Human memory may well be an anthropological 

given, but closely tied as it is to the ways a culture constructs and lives its temporality, 

the forms memory will take are invariably contingent and subject to change,” something 

that, he finds, is ultimately itself based on “representation” (1995, 2–3). In the domains of 

memory, archive, and even nostalgia, these have a representative functions, and a number 

of authors agree on the degree to which this dovetails with power dynamics, and the ways 

in which these can variously function toward politically emancipatory or repressive ends 

(Naqvi 2007, 5; Huyssen 2000, 26; Nora 1989, 937). Indeed, as Huyssen states, “The fault 

line between mythic past and real past is not always easy to draw—one of the 

conundrums of any politics of memory anywhere” (2000, 26).  

Leaving aside political questions for the moment, it is helpful to go back earlier 

conceptions of collective or public memory in relation to history to understand how 

scholars have theorized their separation. Halbwachs and Nora are best known for their 

conceptualizations of memory versus history, and most cite Maurice Halbwachs as one of 

the earliest scholars to have theorized collective memory and its relationship to history 

(Assmann 1995, 125; Berliner 2005, 204; Rossington, Whitehead, and Anderson 2007, 

134). For Halbwachs, one must separate collective memory and history, as history begins 

only as social memory begins to fade and the need to write things down begins, the point 

                                                 
37 I include Nora in this grouping because, although he does not speak directly to memories or archives as 
eminently political projects, Nora does posit a differentiation between memory and history that recognizes 
history, or rather historiography, as eminently critical of memory in history’s claim to validity in the search 
for “truth.” While Nora does not go as far, he sets up the same kind of distinction that others make 
recognizing the fact that memory and the construction of archives is not an objective exercise, but rather 
one that is a construction, and by necessity, subjective and representative. For Nora, this appears not to be 
much of a problem, however, and indeed, scholars have criticized him for the limited nature of inherently 
political project to detail the national memory of France, one that appears to ignore France’s colonial lieux 
de mémoire and their effects on the colonized (Rossington, Whitehead, and Anderson 2007, 136). 
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at which “when the subject is already too distant in the past to allow for the testimony of 

those who preserve some remembrance of it.” Thus, history acts as a bridge between past 

and present, poignantly reminding us of how distant we are from those moments (1980, 

79). Collective memory, on the other hand, is a “current of continuous thought” that 

resides within the borders of a group (80). This thought is marked by “irregular and 

uncertain boundaries,” unlike history which seeks to capitalize upon moments of 

periodization and contrast (82). Collective memory for Halbwachs is also multiple and 

focused on resemblances—a “self-portrait that unfolds through time”—in contrast to  

history, which attempts to be unitary in its construction of solitary record of changes over 

time (84–86). Setting up this distinction, Halbwachs appears to see collective memory, 

which he argues is preserved and easily recalled in groups as opposed to individual 

memories, as something that only spans the life of members of the group, while history 

comes after. Furthermore, individual memories are never truly individual because they 

recall membership in a group, even if that membership is distant. The difficulties lies in 

the fact that “the groups that carry them are more remote and intermittent in contact with 

us” (46–47). On the basis of such a conceptualization, memory acts as an inherently 

social construction.  

Jan Assmann (1995) takes Halbwachs’ distinction between collective memory 

and history a step further, arguing that collective memory is not transformed into history 

as the group’s memory fades; rather, objectivized culture—“texts, images, rites, 

buildings, monuments, cities, or even landscapes”—are crucial in producing a 

“concretion of identity” related to knowledge  around which individuals consciously 

unify themselves, allowing for the reproduction of identity (128). In this manner,  through 
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repetition and visual images, among other things, meanings can “become accessible again 

across millennia” (129). In envisioning this kind of cultural memory, as Assmann labels 

it, he stresses that this results in a distinct construction of identity that rests on the ability 

to reconstruct the past within a contemporary frame of reference, as well as an formalized 

means of communicating these memories, a particular set of values that structure cultural 

knowledge, and a kind of self-reflexivity that “draws on itself to explain, distinguish, 

reinterpret, criticize, censure, control, surpass, and receive ” (130–32). Thus, according to 

Assmann, collective memory can carry on through the formation of a kind of inherited 

identity that is consciously constructed and reproduced long past the death of its initial 

members. 

For Nora (1989), memory and history “appear in fundamental opposition” (8) due 

to the recent acceleration of history which he believes is characterized by “an 

increasingly rapid slippage of the present into the historical past that is gone for good” 

(7). Given this “acceleration of history,” he sets memory—or rather, real memory, which 

for Nora is inherently social and is  how societies recorded and remembered themselves 

until just about a century ago—apart from history, the modern way of organizing the past. 

Nora appears critical of history for its representative nature, one that requires analysis and 

criticism. On the other hand, memory is “life,” a “perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond 

tying us to the eternal present” (8). Because of the recent reliance upon history over 

memory, Nora argues that there are no longer milieux de mémoire, environments of 

memory, necessitating lieux de mémoire, or sites of memory (7). Inherent in this 

formulation is the fact that, because of a fundamental shift away from history as memory 

to history of history—a historiographical consciousness and a criticism of the truth of 
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memory, museums, and monuments—individuals feel there is no spontaneous memory, 

spurring a need to create archives, maintain anniversaries, and hold celebrations (9; 12). 

In this function, the demand to capture memory and construct an identity becomes 

inherently an individual mandate, resulting from the fact that memory is less experienced 

collectively (16). Lieux de mémoire, then, function to stem the disappearance of memory, 

but Nora argues we must remember these as inherently self-referential and lacking a 

orientation in reality; charged with symbolic meaning, they “escape from history” (23–

24). 

These formulations of memory and history have not escaped criticism. Huyssen is 

critical of Halbwachs for his notion that collective memories are “relatively stable 

formations of social and group memories,” something he claims is no longer adequate 

given “current dynamics in media and in temporality” (Huyssen 2000, 28). This is a 

criticism I would imagine he might also apply to Assmann’s conception of cultural 

memory, which does not treat the way that cultural memory might change over time or 

address the way change-inducing mechanisms like technology might function. Given the 

fact that Assmann is associated with the “memory boom” of the 1990s, something 

intimately linked to the postmodern turn (Berliner 2005, 199), this is a bit surprising. 

Huyssen also applies a similar critique to Nora, stating that lieux de mémoire, like 

archives, increasingly recognize their own fragmentation, and are not, therefore, the 

stable means of addressing loss he posits them to be (Huyssen 2000, 33). John Frow is 

also critical of Nora’s definition of memory for the failure to identify “technological” 

underpinnings along with the “immediacy” his depiction suggests—its focus on 

spirituality and independence from materiality, its lack of self-reflexivity, and its auratic 
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nature. In contrast, he proposes instead to understand memory as meditation and writing 

(Frow 1997, 222–23). Berliner and others are critical of the “memory boom” in general, 

though, stating that the popularity of memory as a critical concept risks its overextension, 

such that boundaries of what is and is not memory become overly fuzzy and the concept 

too broad. He argues—following Klein, who states that memory is “‘replacing old 

favorites’ such as ‘nature, culture, language’”—that anthropology has focused on 

memory in its attempt to understand continuity, and the persistence of “representations, 

practices, emotions, and institutions” (as cited in Berliner 2005, 205), yet using memory 

as a critical category requires careful attention so as not to overextend it. 

What do the above theorizations and criticisms of memory—individual and 

collective—suggest for this field site? The desire to posit a difference between memory 

and history appears to be fairly fundamental among works memorializing Mt. Juliet, 

which loosely appear to define history as something more “fact-based” and archivally 

researched and memory as narrative deriving from an individual’s recollections of events. 

Even a preference for “history” over “memory” is evident in the work of the Mt. Juliet-

West Wilson Historical Society, which in the 1986 West Wilson County Neighbors 

account, reveals a reliance of archival data where possible over that of memory and 

personal history (Hailey 1986). Unlike what Nora posits, none of the written local 

“histories” I reviewed above appear to be particularly self-conscious in relation to their 

own historiography. Rather, like local books of memory, these all appear somewhat more 

self-reflexive, and in that way for Nora might serve as lieux de mémoire. Regardless, 

many do seem to try to take memory and history as separate enterprises and pursuits, 

whether explicitly so or simply in their constitution.  
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Is it possible, then, according to what Halbwachs, Assmann, and Nora variously 

discuss, to talk about collective memory versus history in this place? If so, how might 

collective memory function? The Homecoming festival appears to be the most fruitful 

example to which these theories might be applied. First, however, it is important to 

recognize the Homecoming as a reconstruction of lifeways and pasts, both in its didactic 

function and in residents’ attempts to relive the past. Yet as theorists from Halbwachs to 

Nora to Huyssen offer, the point of memory is not ultimately a search for truth or 

authenticity—this, instead, would verge on the domain of history in its modern 

conception (Halbwachs 1980, 78; Nora 1989, 8; Huyssen 1995, 5). With this in mind, 

obviating the need to critique the Homecoming for its lack of historicity and authenticity, 

it is possible to focus solely on what the Homecoming seeks to provide to residents both 

old and new, and how exactly it accomplishes it.  

Insofar as collective memory is thought of as comprised by the social memory of 

a group, whose access is facilitated by not only objects and sites but individuals coming 

together, the Homecoming appears to create a site for the construction and exercise of 

collective memory. If we take Halbwachs’ differentiation between history and collective 

memory as valid, the remaining residents that come, connect, and reminisce do seem to 

function more in a state of collective memory than that certainly of history, at least as 

long as they are alive to do so. However, the festival appears to go further than merely 

acting as a space for collective memory formation. It is impossible to deny the fact, 

however, as Jackson and Rufus say, the past is rapidly disappearing, both amidst the 

growth and in the deaths of older residents. In some ways, thus, the anxiety that Nora 

locates in the attempt to define lieux de mémoire also exists. In this manner, and for the 
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fact that “the most fundamental purpose of the lieu de mémoire is to stop time, to block 

the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize death, to materialize 

the immaterial” (Nora 1989, 19), the Homecoming festival certainly appears to 

accomplish—or attempt to accomplish—this task. It strives to do more, though. It is an 

organized celebration that endeavors to communicate the past, the heritage of farming 

practices, and a sense of local pride to new residents to carry on with them. In this way, 

whether or not it is indeed possible to form cultural memories over the course of 

millennia in the manner that Assmann posits, Homecoming organizers’ explicitly didactic 

reenactment of past lifeways amidst a reconstructed setting of historical town buildings, 

seeks to do that very thing. The hope and aim is, even after (following Halbwachs) the 

collective memories of older residents pass into “history,” newer residents—even those 

without a farming heritage—will be able to appreciate and understand the history of the 

town, continuing to celebrate it as the built environment continues to change and farming 

perhaps becomes even more a lifestyle and vocation confined to the past.  

None of the theoretical attempts to address history or memory (in its general or 

“collective” forms) do so without problems. Moreover, as theorists like Huyssen and 

Frow argue, with the changing social and technological landscape, the way that 

individuals relate to memory appears to be changing, particularly if we interpret 

globalization and increases in access to media as leading to a kind of postmodern 

fragmentation. Nevertheless, these theoretical conceptualizations on history and various 

types of memory do draw attention to the importance that celebrations like the 

Homecoming have as sites for the formation and continuance of memory, whether or not 

one can call them historical yet or ever. Thus, while these Nora and Assmann approach 
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and extend Halbwachs’ collective memory-history division in different directions, and 

although all these conceptions of memory and history have their problems, each of these 

theorists’ work appears to parallel in some small way Homecoming organizers’ desire to 

accomplish in this yearly festival. 

 

On Archiving Tendencies: A Why of Memorialization  

Just as the Homecoming attempts to reenact and call forth the past, a number of 

other behaviors have sought to collect the past, begging the question of how these 

function in this site. In a similar vein to Nora, focusing on what he calls a “culture of 

amnesia” amidst an increasing tendency toward “museummania,” “self-musealization,” 

and archiving, Andreas Huyssen attempts to understand the proliferation of memory 

discourses in contemporary scholarship and popularity of museums among North Atlantic 

societies. As opposed to earlier formulations of memory, like that of Nietzsche, which 

posited memory as “alternative to the discourses of objectifying and legitimizing history, 

and as cure to the pathologies of modern life,” (Huyssen 1995, 6). Huyssen locates the 

scholarly and popular focus on memory as a reaction against a contemporary world 

where the time in which we live is increasingly accelerated and unstable, and the space 

we inhabit is increasingly fractured. This is not unlike what Nora posited just a few years 

earlier, stating that “modern memory is, above all, archival,” resting on the materiality of 

the trace and deriving from a pervasive fear of loss and anxiety about meaning at the 

present (1989, 13). With digital technological advances  permitting the increasing ability 

to archive data, individuals risk forgetting the voluminous amount of information they 

must remember; this, Huyssen argues, results in a “fear, even a terror, of forgetting” 
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(2000, 28). In this “culture of amnesia” in which individuals are ever more reliant on 

media such as from “print and television to CD-ROM”—or since Huyssen’s 2000 article, 

technologies like smart phones, social media sites, and “the cloud”—a secondary 

problem arises: determining what precisely to remember, and what is worth forgetting. 

With the increasingly dizzying pace of technological advancements and information 

technologies, “memory and musealization are enlisted as bulwarks against obsolescence 

and disappearance, to counter our deep anxiety about the speed of change and the ever 

shrinking horizons of time and space” (33).  

In this description, Huyssen relies on rift between modernity and postmodernity, 

categories which, while he does not define them concretely, seem to echo shifts similar to 

those Harvey posits in The Condition of Postmodernity (1989)—the acceleration of time 

and space, a destabilized sense of self and boundaries, a rejection of meta-narratives, 

indeterminacy, and distrust of universal or totalizing discourses (7-9). The traditional 

museum, according to Huyssen is an inherently modern institution, predicated on a 

teleological view of history and frequently described as culturally ossifying (1995, 15). 

He contends, however, that the museum—and memory—function differently, preserving 

that which “has fallen to the ravages of modernization,” while addressing a wider set of 

interests, voices, and tools, all while shifting away from the search for a totalizing vision 

towards a more fragmentary one. Consequently, he feels a crisis has emerged that 

“undermines the very tenets on which the ideology of modernization was built, with its 

strong subject, its notion of linear continuous time, and its belief in the superiority of the 

modern over the premodern and primitive” (28). As a result, he finds theorists that posit 

the shift toward museummania (such as Hermann Lübbe) and the memory boom (Pierre 
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Nora) as compensating for this loss of stability are incorrect, as they rely on 

musealization and memory as stable compensatory mechanisms, failing to recognize the 

way that these themselves have become destabilized (2000, 33). 

What does Huyssen’s analysis say to the propensity among residents to document 

their memories, their history, and to preserve them for themselves and others? Do their 

actions fit within the self-musealizing tendencies he identifies among contemporary 

North Americans and Europeans? To certain degrees, I would argue yes. With increasing 

access to a wide range of technologies and digital data storage, the ability to “self-

musealize” becomes, in some ways, democratized—as is obvious with the popularity of 

social media sites and the “selfie” craze. Furthermore, just as he argues that museums 

have taken on wider ranges of activities in amassing, preserving, and displaying their 

collections, so too here do we see a wide range of behaviors to catalogue and preserve the 

past. Whether through the efforts of historical societies, publishing of photographic 

collections, the recording of memories, or the yearly enactment of a festival bringing 

together aging residents and farming reenactments, a wide variety of ways exist in which 

“archiving,” in a broadly defined sense, is taking place. As to the latter, the Homecoming 

occupies an interesting niche, in which conversations among older residents and the skills 

that they still possess become a living, embodied archive on display for newer residents 

for whom such lifeways are now foreign. That this is set against the backdrop of a farm 

dating to the late 1700s on which actual buildings from Mt. Juliet’s “rural” past sit—

salvaged from the ravages of growth and development—only strengthens the way in 

which this very site itself becomes an archive. Further supporting this archiving frenzy is 

the fact that organizers have variously preserved photographic memories from older 
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Homecomings on Facebook and a website, in addition to the magazine published 

annually. 

Ironically, just as Huyssen raises the issue of digitalized archives’ reliability 

(2000, 36), I have fallen victim to this problem. At one point, I was able to locate the 

Homecoming’s primary website, one that contained a wealth of pictures from years past, 

including the 2008 wheat harvest using antique machinery. In intervening years, 

however, I can no longer locate the website, and evidence of those pictures only resides 

in my memory, as well as assumedly that of those who were there and the owner of that 

digital archive. This points to the fact that archives can function both personally and 

publicly, for one’s own memory banking or for the edification and pleasure of the greater 

public. But without continued access to an archive, especially for those for whom the 

archive does not reference a lived history, our connection to it transforms and is limited 

to the strength of our own memory. I remember fondly Rufus’s personal collection of 

town pictures he loaned my family, over which I poured one evening with nostalgic joy 

for a world before my time. However, these photos’ details have faded into the misty and 

fuzzy recess of my mind, compelling me to question my own remembrance and fostering 

a desire to see them again—a reliance on the archive.  

In part, I believe this “fear of forgetting” I myself experienced, even for a time 

before my birth, explains the archiving tendencies at work in Mt. Juliet. However, for 

Huyssen, this cannot be divorced from the destabilizing world in which we live and the 

disruption to space and time that characterizes much of contemporary life. Disruption—to 

a way of life, to the town’s spatial organization, to its slow pace, to its sense of 

“community,” and even its identity—certainly pervades most of the accounts I have 
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compiled in this thesis. That this disruption is intimately tied with capitalist expansion 

and specific schemas regarding the hegemony of growth and progress is also undeniable, 

and for some, would place this town and its citizens in a transition between modernity 

and postmodernity—between a stable, predictable world and a fragmenting one. I would 

argue, however, that many of the individuals with whom I spoke would not consider 

themselves entirely postmodern citizens; many still subscribe to a relatively stable and 

morally non-relativistic worldview, a view that largely dovetails with Christian values 

many in the American South espouse. In addition, the teleology that most embrace 

regarding growth, from residents to city officials, itself recalls a linear modernist vision. 

Even within an area that has experienced profound disruption, and one in which residents 

express dismay at accelerating time and space and atrophying tradition—something that 

he believes characterizes present attempts to “claim a sense of time and memory” (1995, 

28)—the ideology of growth as good proceeds unabated. How, then, do we understand 

tendencies to capture memories and create archives when it not just destabilization and 

fragmentation, but a stable vision of growth as inexorable, that is driving the sense of 

loss? 

It is against this loss and destabilization that Nora posits the importance of lieux 

de mémoire and Lübbe the compensatory role of museums, as mentioned earlier, 

something Huyssen finds limiting given the manner in which archives and museums 

themselves increasingly recognize their own fragmentary and fleeting nature. While I 

accept Huyssen’s criticism of the “discourse on loss,” I believe we must acknowledge 

how individuals talk about their own memories and the need to capture them. Pervasive 

in discussions on town growth and change was reference to loss—of a way of life, of 
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essential farming knowledge, and of connections with friends and neighbors. Whether or 

not these archives “make up for” the losses or are themselves unstable—as I learned they 

indeed are digitally—their existence or their yearly reenactment, even as individuals die 

or move on, are productive for those that engage in them. As Ron Castleman states in the 

epilogue of his book, writing it has provided him “some inner peace” (Castleman 2000, 

118), just as Adele described photographs of her farm before development and memories 

of how she “knew it when…before all of that happened” as a comfort. Residents return 

time and again to the Homecoming and to people and a space that feels familiar. 

Regardless of their fragmentary and fleeting nature, these memories and reunions 

continue to do productive work and appear at least somewhat to mitigate the feeling of 

loss many described. 

 The capture and preservation of these memories often take on a particularly 

personal character. Adele recounted the lengths to which she went in order to capture her 

surroundings photographically before any impending changes: 

Listen I’ve got so many pictures from so many different angles of the field. You 
know when it was the hayfield and everything. Because I don’t want to forget 
either… Before they widened this road back in the 90s, I drove the pickup truck 
around the road and my husband stood up in the back end of the pickup truck with 
the camera and made pictures all along the way so it would be just as though 
when you were still driving down the road if you took photo, photo, photo in 
everything. [Laughs] Because, you know, I said, ‘Even though we remember, 
there’ll be a time when you don’t remember it as vividly.’ You think, ‘I’ll never 
forget this.’ Well you do. You do. There was an old garage that sat across the road 
right out there. I’ve got so many pictures of that old garage. Now I can still see, 
but if I got my pictures out, I could really, really see it… I try to make pictures of 
anything and everything like that before they tear it down. I made pictures of the 
fencerow before they pushed it down. [Laughs] Oh dear. And my mother always 
kept a diary, kept a journal, and I do too. So I’ve got, you know, August 
the…whatever that first Monday was in August of this year when they started 
working over here. [I have] those first couple of weeks almost in detail what they 
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did, [when] they did; now I’ve backed off and just as the major things are 
happening now.  
  
Facing an unknown world of change and an altered landscape, Adele relies on 

photos as a means of jogging her memory, something that appears to provide her with a 

sense of comfort and security, knowing that even as her memories fade, she can revive 

them with a mere glance. William’s refusal to traverse commercial spaces near local Wal-

Marts that used to be familiar and beloved farms, which I mentioned in Chapter Two, 

might also be read in a similar vein. While I argued there that it functioned as a means of 

everyday resistance, I believe it also has a dual purpose of trying to preserve the spatial 

memory of the farms there before, lest the new image replace the old one. I, myself, 

refused to look at the Thurman farm for over a year after its development, endeavoring to 

retain the memory of how it once looked over and against how it had changed. 

Lastly, regarding archives, it is worth addressing the looming threat of death 

mentioned earlier. Not only are these individuals facing a “brave new world” unlike the 

time and place in which they grew up, these residents are aging. Sadly, at least seven of 

the individuals I interviewed have since passed away. As Jackson stated, the looming 

reality of death compels need to collect residents’ stories and memories—something that, 

in many ways, is a race against time. As Derrida (2008) states, applying a Freudian 

framework of analysis to what he calls “archive fever,” states, “there would indeed be no 

archive desire without the radical finitude, without the possibility of a forgetfulness 

which does not limit itself to repression. Above all, and this is the most serious, beyond 

or within this simple limit called finiteness or finitude, there is no archive fever without 

the threat of this death drive, this aggression and destruction drive” (19). While I am not 
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interested in pursuing further here the Freudian analysis of the “pleasure principle” as it 

relates to the “death drive,” I do believe that the fear of death in its “radical finitude” 

compels much of the archiving individuals seek to do. 

 

The Texture of Individual Memories 

 With the more “official” means of celebrating the town’s past, such as books, 

collections of stories and memories, and even the Homecoming festival, it is helpful to 

contrast these with the tenor of individual memories that  those with whom I spoke 

relayed to me. Nora (1989) claims that as more individuals are unable to access collective 

memory, the onus begins to reside within themselves to become “memory-individuals,” 

something that, for him, becomes intimately tied up with the construction of their identity 

(16). Thus, when I reached out to many of these people for interviews on the growth, they 

set about explicitly to convey the things that best characterized the vast degree of change 

to which they had been witness. In this sense, many of the memories I collected were 

instrumental, they were told in the service of making a point, just as Helena Mae’s story 

of the car breaking the clover chain introducing his topic was. The instrumentality of 

these memories makes them no less valuable, but instead infuses them with a purpose 

apart from the comfort or enjoyment they might provide the owner.   

As familiar landscapes change, memories also seemed to possess a particularly 

spatial dimension, mapped onto the area of the town as it had been in a seemingly 

primordial past. Knowledge of whose farm was next to whose or the juxtaposition 

buildings and houses making up the center of town was a body of knowledge from which 

most drew. Furthermore, except for certain memories with clear historical references—
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for instance, the military maneuvers during World War II when one might find a soldier-

to-be sleeping in his or her barn or run across an infantryman playing “dead” in a field 

from a flour bomb dropped overhead—most memories never appeared to have a clear 

place in time. The focus, then, shifts to individuals and places. Putting a buggy on top of 

the school roof as a practical joke, buying a six-cent Coke from Mr. Castleman’s garage, 

selling the flour you’d had milled in Lebanon at McCorkle’s store—all these emerged as 

central ways of talking about the past. 

One memory Charles relays is particularly telling for the manner in which older 

residents attempted to convey the meaning of the past, particularly in relation to the 

present. The way that he weaves back and forth between now and then, often settling on 

“then,” reveals again the instrumental nature of these memories: how they represent a 

degree of disaffection with the present, and how, in contrast, the difficult times of the past 

appear somehow sweet. In discussing why he felt he would like to return to the past, 

taking only pieces of the present with him, he mused on why he maintained such a 

preference: 

Charles: Remembrance. You know, it’s easy to forget the hard times and just 
think of the great times. I guess that’s what really we do—you forget about—I 
was raised in a house with a fireplace, and then had a stove. And it had an upstairs 
to it and the upstairs was two to three big rooms. But in one of those rooms was a 
ventilator, a heater open where you could open and close it over that big stove 
downstairs. So when you went upstairs to sleep on a cold night—it was cold!—
you ran and stood over that vent, got your pajamas, robe, whatever you was going 
to sleep in warm and then you’d jump into bed, and you was alright. But you 
forget about those things. You think that was fun when you stop and think, but it 
wasn’t one bit funny back then. Because it was cold! It’d be snow, and if it had 
snowed, around the windowpanes you’d have a little snow seep in if the wind was 
blowing. We didn’t know what insulation was. There wasn’t nothing.  So 
everything’s gotten easier to live, more convenience, no dishwashers and old 
washing machine had a motor on it. Put-put-put-put and all. And so many things 
change and made it so more convenient, and yet give us more time and in place 
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taking that time to relax, we make more money. More money. More money. More 
money. So…I never was smart enough to make very much. 
 
ER: What new things do you appreciate the most? 
 
Charles : Well, it’s good to know what’s going on in the world in one way, and in 
another way, it’s not. Used to, you know, you could have—like my brothers—I 
had five brothers in the service at one time in World War II. They wrote home 
every one to two weeks. No telephone calls, no nothing. Now, they’ve got instant 
contact from Iraq and Afghanistan and so on and so forth. Those are great, but it 
also creates problems…But, when you asked me what things? Oh, there’s 
convenience of television, air conditioning—those are wonderful, there’s no 
question about it. Telephones, cell phones. What you’ve got in your hand you can 
do just about everything except comb your hair with it. They’ll put a toothbrush 
on the side of it one of these days. But everything’s so—like lawn mowers—
everything is so far advanced from what it was years back. The old push mower, 
now you ride it in—zero-turn stuff, cut fifty to seventy-two inches at a time wide. 
Just so much; so many things that have made life easier. Women, especially. 
Bless their hearts. The old saying was, ‘A man works from sunup to sundown, 
and a woman’s work is never done.’ And that’s true. Now, they’ve got so many 
conveniences that make it so much easier for them then what they used to do. 
They started dinner just when you got through with breakfast. And then go to the 
field a lot of times, gardens. People put out a big garden, canned stuff. We had 
about an acre garden and we would put it out full, every year. Had those half-a-
gallon green fruit jars. Mason fruit jars. It was greenish tint. In an old cellar under 
the house, and a kraut jar, we had a twenty-gallon jar—two of them I believe—
and they cut the kraut up and put it in there and cover in there and let it ferment 
and so on and so forth. Green beans the same way—pickled beans. And those 
jars, we’d fill them full. Every two years, mom would dump them out into the hog 
pen, feed the hogs, and rewash those doggone things and fill them up again. And 
they canned sausage. They canned just about everything, and so. We had country 
ham. We lived on a pretty good-sized farm and I’ve cut the heart of a country ham 
and put it in beans. Now, somebody’d shoot you for doing that now, I guess. But 
we had plenty of it. We didn’t have no money, no clothes. You wore hand-me-
downs, but you ate good. But you worked hard. When they died, I don’t know, 
my dad was eighty-something; my mother was eighty-something. That’s a pretty 
good life. A lot of people worked themselves to death. Didn’t go to the doctor; 
there wasn’t…My first job, and I got my driver’s license, by a doctor that had a 
deformative in his left hand, I believe. And he had to have somebody to drive 
him. And he asked me if I’d drive him, [he’d] help me get my driver’s license and 
he’d pay me. He didn’t pay much; I don’t know what it was, and I did. He was a 
country doctor. Great big guy. And he took that little black bag, and I’d take him 
to the house and he’d go in and administer whatever it was. He’d make their pills 
out of what he had. And people just didn’t get sick like they do now, as much. 
They died quicker, though, in a lot of ways. I don’t know, unless you go to one of 
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these hospitals now, I’ve got two buddies that’ve had staph infections from being 
in the hospital.  
 
Winding narratives like Charles’s were by no means uncommon. Even as Charles 

moves through to discuss the conveniences of modern technologies, he seems almost to 

flow into the past without realizing it. Jumping from speaking of labor-saving 

advancements in the household to his family garden, canning, the satisfying difficulty of 

farm life, and his first job as a driver, we see him review his memories with a fondness 

and nostalgia for the way things used to be might not have been “funny back then.” As he 

reverts between past and present, he ties together small pieces of his life into a narrative 

of the things that retain a salience for him. Particularly in the context of this rapid growth, 

these words reveal a considerable amount about how individuals appear to understand 

and value the past, and how they relate it to the present. 

  

The Town Center: A Site of Memory and Consumption 

 One of the most iconic spaces in which to which residents appeal and in which the 

town’s memory seems to reside is the former elementary and high school at the town’s 

main crossroads. This building, constructed to replace the school torched by the firebug 

in 1946, was torn down in 2007 because its floors were replete with asbestos and its 

condition warranted significant repair. Rather than overhaul the building, which many 

older residents claimed would have made a nice community center, the city chose to 

demolish it in favor of other land use projects. Many residents lamented its destruction as 

one of the most poignant changes in the recent collective history of the town. The school 

had seen some six decades of children pass through its doors, and to preserve its memory, 
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many took a brick from its exterior as it was being demolished. Even now, most still refer 

to the lot as the “old school” site.  

 With the school lot vacant, the city set about to determine what they envisioned 

for the site at the former heart of once small town. The result of much cogitation was the 

idea of a “town center,” which “would make downtown Mt. Juliet. It would recreate what 

we’ve lost. Or what we never had,” Scott, the city official, relayed.  At the time of my 

interview with Scott, the local government had struggled to find a developer at the right 

price willing to improve the site with the vision they had in mind; those they had found 

whose plan embodied the city’s vision were not willing to pay upwards of three million 

dollars for the several acre site. Scott, however, expressed that they were close; a 

gentleman had put forth a “gorgeous” proposal—his “vision” or “dream”—and they were 

within $500,000 of negotiating a workable deal. Scott elaborated on what he envisioned 

for the space, and how it would replace what had been lost years ago: 

A lot of those old buildings went away. [With] the widening of Mt. Juliet Road, it 
won’t be as quaint as it used to be with a two-lane road, but even though we’re 
putting in a five-lane highway that’s going to be busier, doesn’t mean that as you 
drive through it, that it can’t have the streetscape with the antique street lamps or 
the antique little benches and  the garbage containers. Does that make sense? I 
think we can bring the old Mt. Juliet  back… It’s gorgeous. It looks like a 
downtown district, like if you’re going to the square in Lebanon. It would bring 
that back and so much more, including that courtyard area. A sense of being 
downtown; a reason for people to gather. The sandwich shops and the little coffee 
shop and you’d have all the synergy going, if that makes sense. It’s so close. 
 
In Scott’s ideal estimation, this space should include “historical” elements like a 

train engine and caboose—a nod to the town’s rail history unknown to most new 

residents today—along with a clock tower, an open amphitheater and grassy knoll for 

impromptu gatherings and concerts. This space was to embody a “family-oriented” feel 
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amidst “old-style” buildings, yet anchored primarily by a commercial space “where you 

just go from shop to shop to shop.” This vision to recreate “old Mt. Juliet” as a quasi-

historical commercial district was not shared by everyone, though; Mark with the 

Chamber of Commerce felt it was an “insurmountable task” and a “missed opportunity” 

with a now five-lane highway running through the middle of town. 

 In an attempt to concretize this vision of reviving “old Mt. Juliet” and creating a 

quaint space for commerce and community-building, the city turned to its past in order to 

inform the present. For the sum of $8,000, the city contracted a consulting firm to advise 

on how the town center’s should look and how to draw from the city’s past. Rather than 

solely examining photographs, the city sent the consulting firm to N.C.’s house, in order 

to view and draw from his model railroad of the town as he remembered it during his 

childhood. Consequently, N.C.’s memory and labor of love was to be the basis for 

designing the town center. Ever outspoken, N.C. recounted his exchange with the 

consulting firm: 

The city manager wanted this group from Nashville—these planners—to come to 
my house and see the Mt. Juliet that I have built around the railroad tracks. It 
looks something like Mt. Juliet did. I’m not an artist by…and I know I’m not. But 
I had done this and he knew about it and he wanted this committee to come in and 
see this because they wanted it to be a part of the new Mt. Juliet. OK. So they 
came, and I carried them all down in my basement room, and turned all the lights 
on so they could see everything, and they said, ‘You did all this by hand?’ And I 
said, ‘Yeah. I took crap lumber and built the buildings that progress has torn down 
and done away with and changed the looks of and so forth. This is the way Mt. 
Juliet looked when I was, oh, four or five years old.’ And I said, ‘Now, you’ve 
seen it, and you know what the mayor has asked you to do, and I want to ask you: 
how in the devil are you all going to design the middle of the city to look new and 
to look old at the same time?’ 
 
From his acerbic response, the irony he perceives of making the new look old is 

unmistakable. Yet, I believe N.C. was not only reacting to the difficulty of making the  
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Figure 4.5 Handmade train layout of Mt. Juliet by N.C. Hibbett. (© Emily Ramsey) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
new look old, but to the attempt to capitalize upon a personal project done as a labor of 

love to enshrine the memory of his youth. He was always proud to show it off to any 

interested in the history of the town, but their purposes were in some ways opposite  his. 

They hoped to draw from his memory, commodifying it in a sense, in order to give the 

center of town a quaint, country feel once again.  

To understand how this verges on commodification of memory, it is important to 

read this in light of the city’s well-explored commercial aims. First, one must note that 

the space is not to function as a park or public plaza, solely for the purpose of community 

building. Underlying it is an explicitly commercial aim, one in line with the commerce-

building activities in which the city has engaged. Employing memories of the past to 

recreate an “old” feel to the center of town in some ways makes memory a commodity to 
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exploit in the attempt to resurrect an image of quaintness and tradition that has 

disappeared with the town’s growth. As discussed in the section on the power of the 

rural, this image of the charming small town is appealing to many newcomers, a selling 

point on the town’s website and among real estate developers. In the town’s quest to get 

back what, with the growth, it has jettisoned, it was forced to rely on the memories of 

older residents—memories that elsewhere have had didactic and memorializing purposes 

to teach newcomers about the past they missed, but here would be totally divorced from 

their attempt to build cultural memory in the pursuit of creating a town center seeking to 

capitalize upon an essentialized past that never was. While both of these pasts are 

ultimately constructions, the aims of older residents and city officials appear drastically 

different, the city’s with an ultimately commercial aim and residents’ as largely didactic. 

 Andreas Huyssen comments on the way in which capitalism intersects with 

memory, mentioning that even events like the Holocaust are now “linked to 

commodification and spectactularization in films, museums, docudramas…and even fairy 

tales” (2000, 29). He raises the paradox that, as traditions appear to atrophy more and 

more, “the present of advanced consumer capitalism prevails over past and future, 

sucking both into an expanding synchronous space” (1995, 26). In these moments, Mt. 

Juliet’s past and the future of the town center site appear indeed to be sucked into 

synchronous space, one in which memories of the past become means of constructing the 

future. Important behind this, though, is the double sense of consumption, one similar to 

what John Dorst (1989) describes in his ethnography of the suburbanization of his 

Pennsylvania hometown and its celebration of Chadds Ford Days. The festival, originally 

set to celebrate a Revolutionary War battle has now become “primarily a crafts fair” 
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(138) and with the vignetting of craft booths at the site, Dorst argues that it “renders 

almost invisible the actual exchange of goods for money” (166). As such, he argues that, 

consumption proceeds in two fashions: that of the environment itself as it appeals to those 

attending the fair, and that of the goods booth operators sell. The former consumption 

must reign, however, because to let the exchange of money for craft objects would 

“threaten the mythological foundation of the event” (167).  

With the creation of a town center as the city envisioned, this kind of double 

consumption would most certainly be at work. Operating on the “marking of pasts that 

never existed” (Huyssen 2000, 30), residents would likely occupy the space primarily for 

its quaint image, one that capitalizes on an attraction to small-town charm, rurality, 

Americana, and a rustic past. The purchase of ice cream, coffee, sandwiches, books, and 

clothes, while important for city leaders as a source of sales tax revenue and continued 

growth, relies on its secondary status to the production and subsequent consumption of an 

image of what the town’s early center “must have been like.” In this sense, as Kathleen 

Stewart argues regarding nostalgia for the country life, “even consumption is a 

production—a production of class, privilege, the power to model reality, or a production 

of relationships” (1988, 234). Suffused with symbols of the past and reflective of a 

slower, simpler time, the town center—ultimately a space for consumption—relies upon 

memory and the nostalgia for the rural and a past that newcomers never knew. 

 

Understanding Nostalgia amidst Change 

 As I have argued above, memory—whether collective or individual—and 

attempts to “archive,” collect, and preserve memories for oneself and for those interested 
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in the town’s past, are a significant part of how longtime residents appear to address and 

even stand against the change. By offering newcomers a taste of the past and by 

preserving photos and stories publicly through magazines and books, residents involved 

in these pursuits hope to capitalize upon interest in rural life to communicate a bit of what 

many feel is being lost. At the same time, though, memory can become linked to future 

pursuits to (re)construct spaces that appeal to a sense of what the past might have been 

like, but ultimately reinforce the city’s aim for growth and commerce. 

 Usually when one focuses on memory, particularly memories that one imbues 

with positive emotion and attachment, it is impossible not to mention nostalgia. How 

does nostalgia function amidst all of these trajectories? What can it reveal about the 

memory projects on which I have elaborated above? Whether among scholars or in 

popular usage, nostalgia is a complicated topic, one that individuals view as extremely 

powerful for calling forth emotion and engendering action, and one that is divisive for its 

perceived connections to a world that no longer does, and in fact, truly never did exist. 

Nauman Naqvi takes up this subject in a working paper in which he traces the “genealogy 

of the ‘critique of nostalgia,’” attempting to understand “how it accumulated the authority 

that it carries as a critical category in the human and social sciences today” (2007, 4). 

Naqvi ultimately argues that using nostalgia as a critical category is dangerous because it 

risks:  

succumbing to the arrogance of cosmopolitan, forward-looking modernity that 
regards those who look to their vanishing local pasts—repositories of that 
mysterious form of freedom that Hofer called ‘native liberty’ (the deprivation of 
which generations of commentators regarded as key to the etiology 
of nostalgia)—with fondness and longing as inadequately modern subjects, if not 
inferior and savage beings. (47) 
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Naqvi arrives at this conclusion through a thorough historical review of the 

concept detailing the way that, in the past and present, nostalgia becomes tied to 

everything from mental illness to a manipulation of the past serving potentially 

“oppressive political projects” (5). Nostalgia, in its earliest conceptualization by German 

scholar Johannes Hofer in 1688, represented a wish to return to one’s native land (11). 

However, its semantic meaning expanded, and it quickly became established as a medical 

illness, one that early physicians posited to damage and lesions in the brain. Military 

leaders and criminologists also borrowed the concept in the nineteenth century, 

describing nostalgia as a contagious condition among soldiers, particularly peasants and 

those from rural backgrounds (16–17), as well as arsonists and child-murderers (34), 

groups both thought to resist modernization. By the middle of the twentieth century, the 

nosological element of nostalgia had largely disappeared, but Naqvi argues, it continues 

to retain its connotation for contrasting with progress and the modern, making it an easy 

criticism at scholars’ disposal. “The moment [one] has categorized something as 

‘nostalgia’, or some orientation, outlook or, indeed, someone as ‘nostalgic’, half (if not 

all) his critical work is done, half the battle against her opponent won,” Naqvi states (47).  

 Some psychological research has recently attempted to rescue nostalgia from its 

negative evaluation, arguing that nostalgic thoughts can “counteract loneliness, boredom 

and anxiety” and make individuals more tolerant of and generous to others. Researchers 

have also found nostalgia to ebb and flow with age, being higher among young adults (in 

the form of anticipatory nostalgia), low among middle-aged adults, and higher again with 

older adults (New York Times, 8 July 2013). Nevertheless, even those I spoke with 

hesitated at using the term, sometimes calling reveling in nostalgia “wishful thinking” 
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given that “things change and we must change with them.” Audra Ladd, with the Land 

Trust for Tennessee, even hesitated to use the word when she described the tendencies 

among farming families to try to preserve their land: 

A lot of times, aging families, especially farming families are leasing more land to 
other farmers who are actually farming themselves. But it’s that history of 
farming that people want to keep. So you have this older generation…I mean, the 
word nostalgia is…I feel weird using that word, because I don’t want it to be that 
everyone’s emotional and misty, but they’re really like, ‘Farming is important to 
Middle Tennessee’ and to the family history and they want that land to  be a farm. 
 

 The idea of nostalgia as simply “wishful thinking,” something implicitly unproductive 

because it is not rooted in reality is rather telling. With this, in conjunction with Audra’s 

hesitation to overlay emotion onto others’ decisions regarding the preservation of 

property, the importance of pragmatism again begins to emerge. It may be possible to 

conceive of nostalgia and pragmatism as two points along a continuum, where nostalgia 

become conflated with emotion and contrasted that with pragmatism—logical, planned 

thought. Just as emotion should not drive decisions regarding the permanent future of 

one’s farm, neither should one wallow in the past too long or hold onto wishful thinking 

when reality extends in a different direction.  

In On Longing (1984), Susan Stewart’s analysis on nostalgia perhaps helps 

elucidate on a deeper level what residents and Ladd appear to resist above. Stewart 

criticizes nostalgia as a “social disease,” one that is negative for its attempt to recreate a 

past that never existed, ultimately producing “the desire for desire.” Inherently, she ties 

nostalgia to a pervasive sadness and longing for that which “of necessity is inauthentic 

because it does not take part in lived experience” (23). As a result, she states:  

Nostalgia, like any form of narrative, is always ideological: the past it seeks has 
never existed except as narrative, and hence, always absent, that past continually 



- 225 - 

 

threatens to reproduce itself as a felt lack. Hostile to history and its invisible 
origins, and yet longing for an impossibly pure context of lived experience at a 
place of origin, nostalgia wears a distinctly utopian face, a face that turns toward a 
future-past, a past which only has ideological reality. (23) 
 
Drawing on Stewart as well as Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of “historical inversion,” 

Linda Hutcheon argues that “nostalgia is less about the past than about the present;” 

rather, it focuses on projecting an ideal not lived now into the past, memorializing it into 

precious memories at the same time it distorts it through reorganization and forgetting. 

As a result, “nostalgic distancing sanitizes as it selects, making the past feel complete” 

(Hutcheon 1998). Calling nostalgia a “cultural practice,” Kathleen Stewart similarly 

argues that nostalgia creates a frame of meaning in positing a “‘once was’” to “now,” 

revealing nostalgia’s temporally organizing and dramatizing functions (1988, 227). In the 

same way, Michael Herzfeld, as he delineates his concept of “structural nostalgia” as a 

frequently state-legitimated collective representation of an “edenic order,” focuses on 

both its replicability in succeeding generations and its rhetorical longing that reflects a 

sense of “damaged reciprocity” in which the mutuality that once existed has been 

destroyed by modern times (2005, 149). In all of their various forms, each of these 

scholars point to a comparison between the past and the present, reflecting disaffection 

with present conditions and a revaluation of the past—a past that most scholars recognize 

not ever to have truly existed. Indeed, like many others, Kathleen Stewart and Linda 

Hutcheon root the rise in nostalgia, both academically and as a “cultural practice” in 

realm of “all pervasive economy of late capitalism” and the disorganizing transition to 

postmodern times (K. Stewart 1988, 228; see also Hutcheon 1998).  
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Like with outright resistance to the growth, it seems with the recognition of 

“wishful thinking”—both in recognition of the impossibility to go back in time and in the 

constructed reality that takes root in the mind—that many seek to adopt a pragmatic 

attitude. Just as growth and progress are unavoidable according to most, necessitating a 

pragmatic attitude, so too is it a waste of time to look back to a past to which one cannot 

return, even if it seems better. In this way, many residents appear to exalt logic and 

rationality over the domain of emotion and nostalgia, fearing nostalgia’s work 

unproductive and limiting. So if, like many scholars argue and conversations with 

residents reveal, nostalgia is a maligned and contrived sentiment, why is it important to 

talk about nostalgia at all in this context? I would like to argue that even though 

individuals resist the idea of nostalgia and reveling in memory, they frequently did so, 

perhaps without realization. In fact, one of the same individuals that described nostalgia 

as “wishful thinking” was Charles, who in the memory I included above, wove back and 

forth seamlessly among speaking of the value of technological advances, exalting a 

simpler past, and criticizing problems he saw with the present. Despite the aversion to 

nostalgia as a category or emotional filter through which actions and thought are fed, 

there are a number of points at which nostalgia appears to exist in residents’ sentiment, 

not the least of which is the frustration with loss of community and farming values I 

discussed in Chapter Three. 

There remain three theoretical characterizations of nostalgia that I believe are, in 

part, salient to the present context: Herzfeld’s structural nostalgia, Arjun Appadurai’s 

notion of “ersatz nostalgia,” and Narcis Tulbure’s “liminal nostalgia.” Tying all of these 

together highlights an inherently politicized context in which these various forms of 
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nostalgia reside among power dynamics of the state, capitalism, and those individuals 

caught in the middle. Speaking to nostalgia’s and irony’s eminently political tendencies, 

Hutcheon states “what irony and nostalgia share, therefore, is a perhaps unexpected twin 

evocation of both affect and agency—or, emotion and politics.” Important here for 

Hutcheon is the fact that the focus is on the “attribution of a quality or RESPONSE” 

(1998, emphasis hers). Kathleen Stewart similarly argues that we can read nostalgic 

practices in the same way that scholars read cultural hegemony and resistance—as signs 

that point to the production of meaning (1988, 233). Nostalgic responses, thus, are signs 

that point to sets of ideas and frameworks of meaning outside of themselves, many of 

which have inherently politicized contexts filtered through a screen of emotion. 

 In the town center situation, described above, I believe there are two partial 

strains of nostalgia at work here. In the city’s attempt to create a town center—a center 

that truly never was given the fact that wooden houses and building sprung up as 

necessary adjacent the railroad tracks—it is possible to see the city both capitalizing on 

and using nostalgia in the ideal it constructs. Although Herzfeld stresses that structural 

nostalgia from the state’s perspective focuses on a return to an edenic, formerly perfect 

social order, he also focuses on the fact that in such situations, groups and individuals 

often fall into the trap of exoticizing their own past while pointing to it as a source of 

national character (2005, 148). The notion of return to a formerly perfect social order is 

not applicable here, given the fact that most city leaders appeal to Mt. Juliet’s present as 

an exemplary moment; however, appealing to nostalgia and its subsequent exoticization 

of the past in its characterization of the town’s inalienable rural identity, one that nearly 

all seem to idealize, the political work of nostalgia begins. This easily pairs this with 
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Appadurai’s notion of “ersatz nostalgia,” one he intimately ties with consumption, where 

one “need only bring the faculty of nostalgia to an image that will supply the memory of 

a loss he or she has never suffered” (2000, 78). This “nostalgia without memory,” as 

Appadurai elsewhere calls it (82), permits those who never new Mt. Juliet’s former town 

center or its rural past to consume an idealized place where residents can create (and 

recreate) the bonds of community amidst shopping, recreation, and a landscape infused 

with symbols like the historic engine for which they impute an imagined historical 

context.  

 On the other hand, the nostalgia at work in the memory activities of older 

residents—the Homecoming festival, the books and magazines, and the maintenance and 

utterance of personal memories—appears to parallel what Tulbure (2006) calls “liminal 

nostalgia.” Drawing on and extending Herzfeld’s structural nostalgia to a postsocialist 

context, he seeks to tease out longing and loss amidst social change. Tulbure elaborates, 

stating:  

The concept of liminal nostalgia is centered on the idea that what drives the 
dialectic play between lived experience and social imagination is the longing for 
what could have been better, the sense of irretrievable loss that is the counterpart 
of the teleology of social change and economic improvement consecrated by the 
various ideologies of transition. At the same time, the mandatory reading of 
transition as progress or improvement, consecrated by state discourses, has a 
counterbalance in the loss of status and resources that was experienced by the 
group of people I worked with most closely. (87–88) 
 
Like Herzfeld, he focuses on longing for an idealized past, yet he attends to the 

power dynamics at work among a people subordinate to state discourses on progress and 

improvement that follow a teleological aim toward social and economic improvement. 

Similar power dynamics, as I have argued throughout, appear to be at work here, given 
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the hegemony of rhetoric on growth and development, an ideology that suffuses city 

leaders’ vision of the future, while shaping older residents’ understanding of the 

processes of growth as inevitable. As a result, residents appear to resist by focusing on 

critical evaluations of contemporary community relations and a decaying system of 

values, while concentrating significant efforts on memorializing a past that is idealized 

yet also reinforces the validity of the values threatened by the change. The irony is that in 

the city’s construction of a town center and in the memorializing activities of older 

residents, both groups seek to capitalize upon an affinity for nostalgia and the rural—as 

well as that of rural nostalgia—yet to vastly different ends. With these constructions, one 

aims for preservation, the other for growth.  

 

Conclusion 

 In detailing the various uses of memory, I have attempted to reveal that for older 

residents, providing spaces to reproduce collective memories as well as to teach others 

about the past which they so value yet feel to be deeply threatened and indeed, nearly 

gone, is vital. Amidst this also appears an “archive fever,” one that appears intimately 

linked to fears of irreparable loss of memory with the death of aging residents. It appears 

in many cases that the fragmentation of worlds and fear of loss that Nora and Huyssen 

identify in archiving tendencies may be indeed at work, at least to some degree, given the 

vast degree of change that residents have observed in the last two decades. The personal 

memories residents recounted time and again reflect this recognition of the change, and 

although they often appear hesitant to speak of nostalgia as anything but unproductive, 
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longtime residents reflect nostalgic tendencies in the way that they speak of the past, and 

particularly community values and farming practices, as ideal ways to live and work. 

 The use of memory, however, is not solely the domain of older witnesses to 

innumerable changes. The city’s attempt to establish a town center on the old school site 

reflects a reliance upon memory that seeks to capitalize upon new residents’ attraction to 

a small-town setting suffused with rustic charm. In this quaint idealized space, I argue 

that consumption would act doubly: first of the town center environment itself, and 

secondarily of the goods, the second profoundly reliant on the first. Both the town center 

and most memorializing functions, including that of the Homecoming, in some way 

appeal to and capitalize upon various manifestations of nostalgia—including that of 

individuals for whom the past they seek was not their own. This “ersatz nostalgia,” as 

Appadurai labels it, appears to be a powerful sentiment, such that both Homecoming 

organizers and city leaders seek to take advantage of it, shaping similarly romantic 

visions of the past with but with rather different aims. 
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Chapter V 
Conclusion: Tying the Threads Together 

 

 Since my initial fieldwork and interviews with residents, some things have 

changed, but many have remained the same. Sadly, at least seven of the individuals with 

whom I spoke have passed away: N.C., Bobby, Corbin, Hollis, Floyd, George, and 

Macon. Rufus's and Jackson's fear of the loss of stories and knowledge, as expected, is 

coming to pass more and more each year. The names of older residents continue to 

populate the signs outside funeral homes; however, the names I recognize are less 

frequent, replaced by family names of which I have never heard, indicative still of the 

growth. The town continues expand, having added nearly five thousand additional 

residents in the last five years. Town leadership has not changed much, though, and the 

growth appears to continue its march, led by the imperatives the city leaders project.  

 The town center project, so touted by city leaders at the time of my interview, 

appears not to have materialized in quite the fashion they initially envisioned it. 

Occupying the space now is a commercial strip just about where the auditorium and my 

third- and fourth-grade classrooms stood; a pasta restaurant, barbeque restaurant, bar and 

grill, and a pizza parlor now stand in their place. Where my second-grade classroom once 

sat, in which I fondly remember my teacher Miss Josie standing at the long green 

chalkboards or lining us up for recess, a two-story medical office building rests. The 

buildings, constructed of red or brown brick with white brick trim, to me look nothing 

like the quaint town center I envisioned city leaders building when I heard of the plans, 

and their architectural style resembles that of Providence, Faulkner Landing, and most 
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other new commercial developments in the area. The quaint wooden houses and 

buildings of yesteryear—which made it so look like a small western town that, according 

to N.C., Burl Ives chose to purchase some property in the area when he was recording in 

Nashville at one point—appear relegated now exclusively to the past. The Chamber of 

Commerce, which until now has occupied a small turn-of-the-century house on one of the 

few streets near the old “downtown” to retain its aesthetic character, has recently begun 

to construct a new, much larger home, heralded by its 229Leap campaign, referencing the 

date of groundbreaking—February 29, 2016—and the leap of faith they are taking to help 

guide Mt. Juliet’s future (“Mt. Juliet Chamber of Commerce - 229Leap” 2016). So far, 

the amphitheater, clock tower, train car, and walkable area populated by coffee shops and 

small cafes have yet to materialize, and I am uncertain if plans remain to develop these. 

 The road widening was long ago completed, and a wide black ribbon of highway 

now stretches from Providence to Lebanon Road, with many of the former residential 

houses and open parcels of land now zoned commercial and advertising “For Sale” signs 

on the front lawns. Some have materialized into something new—perhaps a doctor’s 

office or a nail and hair salon; many others rest like caterpillars in chrysalises, 

undetermined as to what they will yet be. As I mentioned, Scott’s sidewalks and benches 

have indeed materialized, yet along a five-lane road, they remain largely unused. While 

functional for pedestrians, the distance between most destinations is prohibitively far 

enough for a car-dependent population to avoid walking. In fact, those that do walk them 

often instill caution in my parents and others; with the infrequency with which one sees 

pedestrians, many often wonder exactly why someone would be walking down the road in 

the heat of summer or cold of winter and just what they might be up to.  
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Figure 5.1 Town Center site as development began in 2012. (© Emily Ramsey) 

Figure 5.2 The Town Center site in 2016, with the 229Leap                                      
construction at the left. (Used with permission of Thomas Ramsey.) 
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Figure 5.3 “Fer Sale” sign along the city’s main highway. (© Emily Ramsey) 

Figure 5.4 Sign advertising 104-acre site available for development. (© Emily Ramsey) 



- 235 - 

 

I have endeavored throughout this project to tie together a number of strands I 

believe to be at work, creating what I feel is a complex portrait of suburban growth and 

the way that it dramatically shapes the lives, built environment, and identity of a formerly 

rural farming town and its residents. In this, I have tried to draw from two somewhat 

different theoretical strands—a political economy of growth and development, and 

realms of memory, nostalgia, values, and meaning—as I believe these intertwine so 

intimately that to focus on one as primary is to neglect the near-certain effect the other 

seems to have and the impossibility of teasing out which one’s effects were prior. In the 

midst of this scenario, by foregrounding residents’ reactions to and perceptions of the 

growth, it is possible to observe a number of values in tension—growth and progress, 

pragmatism and nostalgia, development and conservation, individual preference and 

utilitarian concern, and an affinity for modern convenience and the merit of hard work 

and self-reliance—and how longtime, landowning residents attempt to navigate these in 

their everyday life as the city around them drastically changes.  

Memories and nostalgic reactions, along with tangible attempts to revive 

memories and collect photographs, stories, and even historic buildings, appear significant 

means of addressing and in some ways fighting the loss, even though residents often 

speak of the growth pragmatically or as a natural path to which they are resigned. 

Longtime residents also return to conceptions of a “purer,” more bonded sense of 

community, one into whose fabric the satisfying and morally instructive labor of 

agriculture is woven, and raise this as a paradigm of better living in comparison to a local 

and global world with which many are increasingly dissatisfied. In these small ways, I 

believe there are moments of resistance, even if not always very palpable or seemingly 
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productive, that oppose the changes they have seen and the hegemony of growth. Even if 

many tend to naturalize ideas surrounding growth and development, they still refuse to 

accept them as unquestionably positive. Rather, residents’ reactions reveal just how 

complex the issues at stake are for their lives, ways of being, and for agricultural practice 

as a whole. This becomes particularly striking when read in the context of the American 

affection for bucolic rural environments, and the degree to which, undeconstructed, this 

vision appears to motivate wide-ranging responses from a vast number of actors—old and 

new—in this domain. 

As I mentioned in the introduction, however, it is important to continue to read 

these individuals’ stories in light of other work on the critical anthropology of the U.S. 

and the ethnographic work done elsewhere in the American South. These reveal that the 

situation I have attempted to delineate above fits well within the trajectory of a region 

very much in transition, one that—as I have argued—is dramatically impacted by the 

stage of advanced capitalism in which we find ourselves, and the hegemonic ways in 

which this can drive rhetoric regarding growth and progress. Like those experienced by 

immigrant populations throughout the South, among African Americans in Augusta, 

Georgia, or native mountain residents in North Carolina, the situations my residents and 

farmers face are inherently local and specific, rooted in the economic, political, and racial 

history of the American South as it has played out in these areas over centuries and in 

recent decades. Yet whether in how to build or maintain “community” or in fighting for 

recognition of minority interests, these populations share similar concerns and occupy 

overlapping space. It is thus crucial to remain attuned to the ways in which these stories 

will increasingly weave together and produce a portrait of the U.S. South in transition.  
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This project has been an extremely personal one to me, given my connection to 

many of those I interviewed—from cousins, to elementary school teachers and principals, 

to friends of my grandparents who were able to recount wonderful memories of their 

lives and the mid-century small town of which my father speaks so fondly. At the same 

time, delving into this subject has permitted me to explore questions with which I have 

long struggled regarding the implicit “natural” way many treat growth and development. 

There were many other questions I encountered along the way that I wished I had had 

time to explore. How residents’ words reflect an attachment to place, and how to theorize 

these anthropologically, is a potential further direction of analysis and one I had hoped to 

pursue here more. In addition, although I did not find a way to measure and address 

issues of race, class, and socio-economic status among those with whom I spoke, I am 

convinced that this project could have benefitted from a more nuanced analysis of these 

elements. Class and race intimately structure access to land, just as they still structure 

choices to live in subdivisions—although less so than in the past. Nevertheless, the fact 

that “agrihoods”—subdivisions built around small, private working farms—are often 

considered “luxury living,” commanding house prices upwards of $700,000, reveals just 

how much socio-economic status is driving in many of these trends (Strassman 2016). 

While Mt. Juliet appeals to a more eminently middle-class demographic—particularly in 

comparison to areas in Williamson County like Franklin and Leiper’s Fork, which are 

attracting the upper economic strata of residents—it appears that the city more and more 

seeks a population that can support higher-end retail and restaurants. These situations 

point to the way in which considerations of class, race, and socio-economic status are 

necessary to better nuance the many strands at work here.  
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With the increasing popularity of organic and “natural” foods, it appears that 

small farming may, at least in some circles, experience a resurgence in the coming years. 

Thus, the fears that many residents raised about the younger generations lack of farming 

knowledge may not entirely be realized, and a parallel path to one in which totalizing 

growth is the only option may begin to form. While longtime landowners in Mt. Juliet 

feel their lives mostly upended by the processes of the last two decades, the story is not 

yet over. Residents like Rufus have and continue to make efforts to keep the memory of 

what the town was like alive, so that while it may not be a direct cultural inheritance for 

many newcomers, it may begin to impart an appreciation for a portrait—however 

constructed—of the town and world that came before. The town’s cultural memory may 

indeed then carry forward into the future, and the voices and memories of its residents, 

even as they pass away, may not be silenced. 
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