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Horry Extra

The house’s original 
lightning rods are still 
on the roof. Inside 
(right) is a light fixture 
from the 1950s. 

Atkinson with a portrait of 
Nina Gerrald and her son, 
Kenny, with his wife and 
Atkinson’s grandmother, 
Sally Jane Gerrald. 

story of Olin’s death: “He died right 
out yonder in the yard,” Atkinson 
says. “He had a heart attack at the 
water trough one morning. Uncle 
Walter found him. He went and got 
his mama. She hollered to him, ‘Ring 
the bell, ring the bell!’ And he rung 
the bell until help came,” Atkinson 
says. “He said his arms were sore from 
ringing it.” Even today, Walter, who 
is in a nursing home, tears up at the 
memory, Atkinson notes. 

Soldiering on
Nina didn’t give up. She soldiered 
on, Atkinson says. “She worked like a 
man,” he notes. “She’d go from sunup 
to sundown.”

Nina was even 
known to blast 
stumps to clear 
land. “She kept 
her dynamite in 
the pump house,” 
Kenny told him. 

Nina had the 
house remodeled 
in 1951 or 1952, 

finally replacing an old wood stove 
with an electric model. As Atkinson 
has refurbished the house, he’s 
kept the original light fixtures from 
those days. Even the 
old whole-house fan, 
a precursor of air 
conditioning, still works, 
he notes. “We use it once 
in a while.”

Nina had her sons 
to help, of course, plus 
a hired hand—and 

one other helper: good ol’ Willie 
Wiredhand, the national co-op 
mascot introduced in the 1950s. 
She leaned heavily on Willie, who 
represented “the helping hand on the 
farm”—co-op power. 

“My great-grandma had two 
packhouses pulling off this house and 
a stick barn out yonder pulling off this 
house,” Atkinson notes.

Service is much more reliable now, 
he says, but, thanks to Nina, Atkinson 
is prepared for emergencies: “I’ve got 
two of the original lanterns. When 
hurricanes come, we always use them.”

Time-honored values
He and his mother have kept another 
rural tradition alive: Caring for loved 
ones. Alice’s mother, Sally Jane Hill 
Gerrald, helped Kenny take care of 
Nina in her final year. “My grandma 
was good to her. When she got down, 
Granny didn’t leave her,” he says. 
Likewise, he and Alice have stayed 
close to his Uncle Walter.

Today, the coming of Interstate 73  
promises fresh change to the community. 
Local farmers no longer gather at the old 
Ketchuptown corner store to “catch up” on 

the news but Atkinson is holding on 
to his slice of Horry County history. 

“Everything from the past is 
about gone now. There’s too many 
memories in this house to leave it.” 
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Olin and Nina Gerrald’s portraits 
are prominently displayed in the 
hallway, along with childhood 
photos of their sons Walter (top) 
and Kenny. 
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BORN OCTOBER 7, 1923, Eugene Johnson 
passed away in November 2006. 
Fortunately, in 1999 he wrote down 
his memories of Horry Electric 
Cooperative’s early days, three-
quarters of a century ago.  

Johnson helped clear right of way—
which he called “right-a-way”—along 
some of the co-op’s first power lines in 
western Horry County, where he was 
raised and lived out his days. 

Continuing his tradition of service 
today are three HEC employees 
who were related to Johnson: He 
was Billy Ray Cox’s father-in-law, 
Ashley Johnson’s grandfather, and 
William Lambert’s wife’s grandfather. 
He’s shown below with grandson 
Christopher Johnson, a co-op member 
who now lives in his grandfather’s 
former home on Joyner Swamp Road, 
along with his wife, Angela.

‘The whole country was lit up 
with current in every home’
BY EUGENE JOHNSON 

I remember in 1942, I helped clean the 
right-a-way for the light line. It was during 
the months of October and November. 
I helped cleaned the right-a-way from 
Harold Martin’s store to the crossroads 
at Box Post Office then turned left and 
went to Mill Swamp School, this is where 
Midland School is now. 

We turned left there and went down 
the road where Mr. Burroughs Rabon’s 
house is at. When we came to the Cool 
Springs Road, we turned left and went 
back to the crossroads at Harold Martin’s 
store, where we started. It was called the 

RIGHT-OF-WAY SCHEDULE 
FOR FIRST QUARTER 2017
OVERHEAD LINES
Green Sea—From Finklea Crossroads, 
west on Hwy. 917, east on 917 to Hwy. 9,  
including Fowler and Clear Pond roads 
and surrounding areas. Along Mt. Zion 
Road, Justice Loop and north on and 
around Hwy. 410 back to and including 
Fair Bluff Hwy.

Brooksville—Down Hwy. 57, 
across Hwy. 9 and down to Star Bluff 
Crossroads, areas in between, including 
east and west on Hwy. 9.

Hwy. 544—From Myrtle Ridge 
Drive to West Cox Ferry Road and 
surrounding areas from West Cox Ferry 
to Hwy. 501. Also from the waterway 
to Hwy. 814 and nearby areas, including 
Roscoe, Peach Tree and Mill Pond 
roads.
UNDERGROUND LINES
Crews will trim around pad-mount 
transformers and gear in the Barefoot 
and Longs areas.

Zoom in on where crews will be working 
with our new right-of-way map at 
HorryElectric.com! Look under Quick Links 
on our home page.
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Eugene Johnson with 
his wife, the late 
Alene H. Johnson. 
“They were pillars of 
the community,” says 
William Lambert, 
HEC crew foreman. 
“Everybody thought 
the world of them.”

Memories of clearing ‘right-a-way’ for $1.50 a day, back in 1942
Joyner Swamp Crossroads at that time. 
We cut the right-a-way down and put it in 
piles and burnt it down. 

They paid us $1.50 a day; Mr. Ulric 
Johnson was in charge of the job. He 
turned our names in and the time we 
worked into the light office. They sent the 
money back that they owed us, mine was 
$49; I gave mine to Doug Doyle for wiring 
my daddy’s house.

Me and Dock Floyd worked together 
on the line using a crosscut saw. They 
worked right on after Christmas but I 
did not work anymore. World War II was 
going strong; my daddy decided to plant 
some Irish potatoes and did not let me 
work on the light line anymore. I had to 
get the land ready to plant the taters. He 
thought it would help us boys from going 
to the Army. It might have helped some 
but we both, me and my brother H.L., had 
to go anyway. 

We got lights in 1943 at Thanksgiving. 
This was one year after I worked on the 
line and you don’t know how proud we 
was to get them. That was the best thing 
that had ever happened to poor people. 
It put the community in lights while we 
were working around and got back to 
Joyner Swamp Crossroads. 

They brought poles on a truck and 
dropped them ’side the road. Then they 
took mules to pull the pole to the place 
where it would be put in the hole. The 
holes were dug by hand and the poles 
were put in the hole by people using 
nothing but their hands. The wire was 
pulled down the right-a-way by mules. 
This was the way it was done until the 
late ’50s. Then they began to get trucks to 
help do the job. Just look what they have 
come to now. I am real proud of them.

They lights were brought to all the 
poor people in South Carolina. That was 
the best thing that ever happened to the 
people in the country. If we were to lose 
the lights now, it would be the worst 
thing that ever happened to me and you 
and all the rest of the world.

I am real glad we have the lights and 
hope that we never lose them. They are 
my real friend!

Me and H.L. both got drafted into 
service during World War II. H.L. went one 
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year before I did and got wounded. I went 
one year after he did. I did not get into 
the fighting. I seen the world over in Japan 
and the United States. I got back in good 
health. The whole country was lit up with 
current in about every home. You can’t 
imagine how proud me and our family 
was over the electricity. 


