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On Sundays you may notice him sitting quietly in
the last pew of the sanctuary on the left side, listening and
praying, cowboy hat in hand. Longtime members of Banks
know him, but those who’ve recently joined our church may
not realize this kindly gentleman is a piece of living history.

Joe Kerr (known respectfully as Mr. Kerr), first
attended services here as a boy, which by itself would not be
remarkable, except that was 89 years ago. He well recalls
coming to Banks as a child with his “big Uncle Sam Kerr,”
who was an elder at that time, which would have been
around 1914.

“I can remember people arriving in their horse and
buggy and pulling up under those trees,” Mr. Kerr says,
pointing toward the green expanse of grass dotted with
mighty oaks in the front yard of the church.

Born on August 18, 1908 in the same picaresque
white farmhouse where he resides today (along the road
named after him in Marvin), Mr. Kerr’s Christian name is
James Spratt Kerr. But he continues to go by the nickname
his father bestowed upon him as a tyke.

His parents, William Jefferson Kerr (known as Bill)
and Evalina Sizer White, both came from local farm
families. Mr. Kerr had two brothers: White, 18 years older,
and Samuel Erastus, better known as Jake.

Asked if he was a good child, Mr. Kerr replies with
ashy smile, “They tell me my Daddy spoiled me.” If so, it
doesn’t show. While still knee high to a grasshopper, he rose
at dawn to help with the farm chores — a habit he has never
kicked. To this day he gets up at 4:30 and hits the hay not
long after dusk.

His father’s farm covered 1000 acres (some in
Marvin, four parcels in Lower Providence, and one parcel in
Lancaster County), which were variously sowed in cotton,
corn and wheat. Even while helping his dad, Joe began
school at the Carolina Azademy (now defunct) on Old
Ardrey Kell Road. He can still recall how Douk Featherson,
a black hired hand on the farm, would set him in the buggy
and drive him to school.

At the age of eight, his mother had decided the
Marvin farm was too far out in the country “There were no
roads back then,”, and insisted the family move to another
farm near Harrison United Methodist Church on Old
Lancaster Highway (Mr. Kerr’s father owned the land on
which the church cemetery now sits).

In one of those vivid memories of childhood, Mr.
Kerr has never forgotten being forced to leave the old
farmhouse. “I lost my little red hatchet in the front yard and
never did find it, even when I came back here.”

Mr. Kerr eventually graduated from Old Pineville
High School. When he was 18, he moved back to the family
farmhouse and bunked in a room inside-one of the barns (no
longer in existence). His parents had taken to running a
community store selling eggs, produce and other mercantile
goods out of the barn. Interestingly, several other
community stores like theirs existed in the Marvin area at
that time

The story of how Mr. Kerr met his wife is worth
telling. One day while in his early twenties, he was driving
his Model T Chevrolet back to his farmhouse after enjoying
dinner with his parents. To avoid hitting one of his tenants

who happened to be driving down the middle of the road,
Mr. Kerr ran his car into a ditch.

His left arm was bleeding profusely, so he drove
himself to the hospital in Ft. Mill, where Dr. Elliott
attempted to sew him up. His neighbor, Ms. Lucy Hudson,
insisted he spend the night with her. When the bleeding
persisted, Mr. Kerr was forced the next day to go to the ER
at the hospital in Rock Hill. Although the doctor wanted him
to stay the night, he refused and returned to Marvin.

Alas, the injury would not heal, so back he landed
in the hospital. As luck had it, however, a beautiful nurse
named Virginia (“Ginnie”) Rose Williams, who settled him
in his room, caught his eye. Mr. Kerr now confesses he
fussed mightily at her due to the unbearable pain, but within
short order, a romance between nurse and patient was in full
bloom. A year and a half later, Mr. Kerr proposed on a
Sunday drive in the country, near a church beside which they
always turned around. “1I told her, ‘I don’t have much of a
home but I'll try to improve it if you’ll marry me.””

He made good on his promise, and the newlyweds
moved into the old family farmhouse. In time they had two
children. Son Don, who built the brick ranch house on the
property and lives there today, runs Houston Fence
Company from his farm office. Daughter Paulette, known
affectionately to her father as “suster” (southern for sister),
has enjoyed a successful career as a real estate broker with
First Charlotte Properties for 20 years. She lives near
Providence Road in Charlotte.

Mr. Kerr is also blessed today with a grandson and
great grandson: Don’s son, named James Kerr, and his wife
Dana, who live in Monroe, have a son (Mr. Kerr’s great
grandson) named Williams McCain Kerr.

According to Paulette, her mother used to tease her
father, saying, “I ought to have known better than to marry
you, because on our first date you only took me to the dime
movie.” When Paulette was 14, her mother went back to
school to refresh her nursing credentials and served as an
OBGYN nurse at Carolinas Medical Center for many years.
In 1997, she passed away, and is buried in the cemetery at
Harrison united Methodist Church.

After Mr. Kerr’s father divided his farm into three
sections for his sons, Mr. Kerr was left with 500 acres.
During the years spanning the 30’s to the 50’s, as many as
14 black families lived on his land, the men working as hired
hands to raise cotton and tend to hogs and cattle.

Before the advent of mechanized farm machinery,
Mr. Kerr kept mules, up to 23 at one time. He would
purchase them as colts in Waxhaw, and since his hands liked
to break them, he would let them name the mules. His two
favorite mules were Rhody and Pearl, who unlike their
stubborn compatriots, would docilely come to the barn door
and follow him right up to the wagon and into the harness.

Mr. Kerr felt it his duty to take good care of his
workers, whom he saw as extended family, driving them to
the hospital if necessary and ensuring they always had
enough firewood for cold winters. Although he never
hunted, Mr. Kerr permitted his workers and neighbors to
hunt on his farm, so long as they brought him a brace to
share.

Recalling those days, he laughs over the fun they
had eluding the game warden. At that time, hunting licenses
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his workers. So he would purchase one license for one hand.
When the warden showed up, that hand would lead the
official on a merry chase, giving his fellow hunters time to
escape. The hand would then surrender, only to pull out his
license, which frustrated the warden to no end.

As Mr. Kerr can attest, though, the Depression
years were very lean times in Marvin. Asked how he
managed to survive, he thoughtfully replies, “You Jjust
couldn’t say ‘I’'m going to quit.” It taught you to live at home
and board in the same place. It made me a better person,” he
nsists. “It also taught you to plan.”

In those days, hogs came in mighty handy in place
of money. The road in front of the farm was a sea of mud.
For years Mr. Kerr pulled the mailman out with his mules
and hauled rock to fill in cavernous holes. Finally he
received good news. The road commissioner decided it was
time he was paid for his efforts. The bad news was the
county had no money. All they could give him was tax
credits

Not long after, Mr. Kerr heard that another road
with not near as many farmhouses on it had been approved
for paving up in Raleigh. So he took one of his best hams,
wrapped it a bag and headed to the governor’s office with
the local road commissioner. After some negotiation, he
pulled the ham out, placed it on the governor’s desk and
offered, “I can’t pay you but I can feed you.” The governor
took him up on the bargain and the road was a done deal.

On another occasion during the Depression, Mr.
Kerr traded two hams for a fine saddle, which can still be
seen resting on its post in one of his outbuildings. For years
he rode his land in this intricately tooled saddle, which
originally belonged to Col. Efird of Charlotte, a cavalry
officer during World War I.

For near a century, Mr. Kerr has worked sunrise to
sunset. “Was it hard work? It was just what I did,” he
remarks with a shrug. “I love to work labor.” Even today he
inches his way around his large vegetable garden, sharing
advice about how to avoid blossom end rot on tomatoes and
demonstrating his secret method of raising Irish potatoes
(bury them in straw instead of dirt.)

Passersby might have caught a glimpse of Mr. Kerr
last month as he managed to haul himself aboard one of his
humongous tractors and trundle over to a patch of good dirt
near the road to plant this season’s corn crop.

Toll Brothers now owns Mr. Kerr’s farm; the
development is known as Marvin Creek. Mr. Kerr retains 15
acres, including his treasured farmhouse. The lone giant oak
spreading its graceful branches across his farmhouse front
yard is now over 100 years old. “It’s the only one lightning
hasn’t gotten,” he reflects.

Although McMansions now surround his bucolic
farmhouse, not a single person who has moved into them has
ever stopped in to say a neighborly hello and greet the man
who nurtured their corner of the earth for nigh on a century.
That’s a part of the “new” people, as he calls them, he just
doesn’t understand.

At 97 years, though, Mr. Kerr still finds church of
immense value. In addition to the scripture lesson, “I come
for the people,” he says. “I like seeing the people.”

Not surprisingly, his favorite scripture is the 23"
Psalm. “The Lord is my shepherd,” he begins to recite,
drifting off as if he has repeated it 50 often the beloved
passage is engraved upon his heart.

Joe Kerr with his wife Virginia and Family




