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Objective 

Oral history is a collection of an individual's memories and opinions.  

As such, it is subject to the innate fallibility of memory and is 
susceptible to inaccuracy.  All researchers using these interviews 

should be aware of this reality and are encouraged to seek 
corroborating documentation when using any oral history interview. 

 
The Pryor Center's objective is to collect audio and video recordings of 

interviews along with scanned images of family photographs and 
documents.  These donated materials are carefully preserved in the 

Pryor Center archives.  The transcripts, audio and video files, and 
photographs are made available on the Pryor Center Web site at 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu.  The Pryor Center recommends that 
researchers utilize the audio and video recordings in addition to the 

transcripts to enhance their connection with the interviewee. 

 

Transcript Methodology 

The Pryor Center recognizes that we cannot reproduce the spoken 
word in a written document; however, we strive to produce a 

transcript that represents the characteristics and unique qualities of 
the interviewee's speech pattern, style of speech, regional dialect, and 

personality.  For the first ten minutes of the interview, we attempt to 
transcribe verbatim all words and utterances that are spoken, such as 

uhs and ahs, false starts, and repetitions.  Some of these elements are 
omitted after the first ten minutes to improve readability. 

  
The Pryor Center transcripts are prepared utilizing the University of 

Arkansas Style Manual for proper names, titles, and terms specific to 
the university.  For all other style elements, we refer to the Pryor 

Center Style Manual, which is based primarily on The Chicago Manual 

of Style 18th Edition.  We employ the following guidelines for 
consistency and readability: 

• Em dashes separate repeated/false starts and incomplete/ 
redirected sentences. 

• Ellipses indicate the interruption of one speaker by another. 
• Italics identify foreign words or terms. 

• Brackets enclose  
o italicized annotations of nonverbal sounds, such as laughter, 

and audible sounds, such as a doorbell ringing; and  
o annotations for clarification and identification.  

• Commas are used in a conventional manner where possible to 
aid in readability. 
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Citation Information  

See the Citation Guide at https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/about.php. 
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Scott Lunsford interviewed Billie J. Seamans on June 4, 2013, 

in McGehee, Arkansas.   

[00:00:00]    

Scott Lunsford:  Billie J. Seamans, it was a pleasure to meet you 

today.  I've been hearing a lot about you, really, for a couple of 

years.  Um—David Pryor told me that someone was talkin' about 

you and saying how he needed to come down and see you and 

we needed to come down and record you.  And we fi—finally, 

David—uh—uh—got the job done for us—David Jolliffe.  He—

uh—um—called us and alerted us that we should come down 

here and spend some time with you.  And we pretty much 

jumped right on it, didn't we? 

David Jolliffe:   Absolutely. 

SL:  [Laughs]  We did.  Um—today's date, Billie, is the fourth of June.  

The year is 2013.  And we're here.  I'm Scott Lunsford.  We're 

with the Pryor Center, and—uh—you're Billie J. Seamans. 

BS:  Yep. 

SL:  We're at your residence in McGehee, Arkansas, Desha County. 

BS:  Right. 

SL:  Um—and we're going to do what's—we call our Pryor Center 

interview, and we're gonna talk about—we're gonna get you to 

tell your life story, and I'm gonna start you [BS laughs] with 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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your earliest memories and take you all the way to the present 

day.  It'll take us four to six hours to do it, and if you ever get 

tired or you need to take a break for any reason, we stop, and 

we take breaks.  And . . . 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  . . . this needs to be fun.  And when it stops being fun, we—we 

stop.  [BS laughs]  So—uh—there are no wrong answers.  Uh—

memory is fallible, so we know that it's not all—the facts aren't 

always exactly right, and we encourage people to look at other 

sources when they're coming to oral histories to look at history.  

Um—so let me tell you just a little bit about what's gonna 

happen.  We're gonna—we're gonna videotape this in high-

definition video, and we'll have high-def audio, and we've got it 

on a couple of different devices, so if one recorder goes down, 

another one kicks in. 

BS:  Okay. 

[00:01:58] SL:  Um—we'll walk away from here with this—with this—

uh—recording, and we'll take it back to the Pryor Center, and 

we'll put it in the queue for processing.  The first thing that we'll 

do is we'll—we'll take a look at all of it.  Any kind of—uh—trash 

that's in there, like bars and tone, or the camera being on and 

no one knows that it's on, or a recording's going and no one 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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knows we're recording—we kind of clean that up.  And we take 

the audio from that edit and give it to transcription, so this thing 

will be transcribed, and it will be transcribed verbatim, which 

means it'll be the way we talked.  It won't be done for readability 

or for what we think you meant.  It'll—it'll be exactly what was 

said, and we—we think that's important.  Um—and then we'll 

send you—uh—tha—a DVD of the entire interview for you to look 

at and for you—if there's anything in that footage that we send 

you that you don't want the rest of the world to see, you tell us, 

and we take it out. 

[00:03:09] BS:  Well, I don't think it'd—I don't care what—they can 

all look at . . . 

SL:  We've had very, very few redactions. 

BS:  I don't anything wrong [laughs] with it. 

SL:  We—we've had very few redactions.  You know, say . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Sometimes it's like, "That no-good brother-in-law," or . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah.  [Laughs] 

SL:  . . . some woman got really fat, you know, they [laughs]—no 

one wants to upset anybody. 

BS:  Oh, I don't talk about stuff like that anyway.  [Laughs] 

SL:  So that's usually the kind of stuff that . . . 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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BS:  Okay. 

SL:  . . . they—no one wants to hurt anyone's feelings or . . . 

BS:  Oh, no. 

SL:  . . . get upset. 

BS:  Say anything bad about anybody. 

[00:03:35] SL: Now, we'll also—if you approve the interview in its 

entirety, we'll—uh—what we do is we'll do highlights.  We'll 

choose highlights of the interview that we think kind of represent 

the entire interview. 

BS:  Mh-hmm. 

SL:  Uh—areas of—of concern, and—uh—we'll take that, and we'll 

take all the audio, and we'll take the transcript, which you will 

also get a copy of the transcript, and you'll need to read the 

transcript and make any corrections or help us with some details 

on that.  And we'll post all of that on the Pryor Center website.  

And we will encourage researchers and documentarians and 

students—uh—to look at the material and to use it in their work.  

We are also integrating our—our work into the Arkansas History 

Lesson Plan, and—um—so there's possibility that there will be—

uh—junior high school students coming to our website and 

learning about your life.  And we hope that—uh—the state of 

Arkansas and everybody really benefits with what we're tryin' to 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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do.  So . . . 

BS:  I think it will.  Yeah. 

SL:  I think it will.  So if you're comfortable with all that, we're ga—

just gonna keep on goin'. 

BS:  Well, I don't see anything wrong with it. 

SL:  Okay.  That's a good answer. 

BS:  I mean, it's—uh—it's right as right.  [SL laughs]  History's 

history. 

SL:  That's—that's right.   

BS:  You can't run from it. 

[00:05:00] SL:  That's right.  Um—okay, so Billie J. Seamans.  It's 

actually William Joshua s . . . 

BS:  William Joshua Seamans. 

SL:  . . . Seamans.  And that's S-E-A-M-A-N-S. 

BS:  N-S. 

SL:  And you were born here in McGehee. 

BS:  Yeah, I was born right here in McGehee. 

SL:  What was the date? 

BS:  May the twenty-second, 1921.  And I've lived here for ninety-

two years, right here. 

SL:  Home sweet home. 

BS:  Home sweet home.  [Laughs] 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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[00:05:30] SL:  Were you born in a hospital or were you born at a 

house? 

BS:  I was born at the house.   

SL: Mh-hmm. 

BS: Back then, you know, we didn't have too many hospitals around 

then.  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's right.  That's right.  Most folks were born in homes. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:05:43] SL:  Um—and what was your father's name? 

BS:  Samuel Pinckney Samual—Seaman.  Samuel Pinckney Seamans. 

SL:  Pinckney. 

BS:  Pinckney. 

SL:  How do you spell that? 

BS:  And—I can't—I don't know.  I . . . 

SL:  [Laughter]  Okay, that's all right. 

BS:  Pinckney.  Uh—but anyway, he came from Dermott, Arkansas, 

and—uh—course, he was a lawyer here in McGehee. 

SL:  A lawyer? 

BS:  Yeah.  But he was also on the draft board—sent all four of his 

sons to the war.  [Laughs] 

SL:  So—so you had three brothers. 

BS:  Three brothers.  Yeah. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

7 

SL:  And—uh—what were their names? 

BS:  Glen was the first boy that—uh—he was two years older than 

me—two and a half.  Went to service and went to war, but he 

was killed in Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, when they was tryin' 

to open up that base. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[00:06:39] BS:  He was run over by a car on guard duty . . . 

SL:  Oh! 

BS:  . . . and so he was the first boy killed, so they named a street in 

McGehee, Seamans Drive, after him. 

SL:  That's nice. 

BS:  And—uh—so that's where they got that name—Seamans Drive.  

Named after Glen, my brother.  And then—uh—then I went to 

war the—I was the second one to go, and so—uh—they shipped 

me, and I wind up in the Air Force.  But anyway . . . 

SL:  And then you had a—two younger brothers? 

BS:  No, I had a older brother. 

SL:  An older brother. 

BS:  Which he went next, and then my youngest brother was the last 

one to go. 

[00:07:16] SL:  Well, what were your other two brother's names? 

BS:  Well, the oldest brother was Jack Seamans. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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SL: Uh-huh. 

BS: And—uh—he was a engineer.  He surveyed a lot of stuff for the 

government, in fact.  And then—uh—let's see—uh—oh, Har—no, 

Glen was—no—who got killed, then it was—uh—me, and then 

Harry, my youngest son—I meant, my youngest brother, I 

meant to say.  Yeah. 

SL:  No sisters? 

BS:  No sisters.  [Laughs] 

[00:07:48] SL:  Well, tell me about your . . . 

BS:  Oh, wait a minute.  Wait a minute.  Wait a minute.  I had a 

sister.  I had a older sister named Brooksie Seamans, and—uh—

then I had another sister—uh—in—named Carolyn Ruth 

Seamans.  Then my youngest sister was what they call Ena 

Grace Seamans. 

SL:  So how many children did your parents have, then? 

BS:  Had s—well, my mother—well, Mother had ten kids, and then we 

lost three early when they was young, like two and three.  And 

one of 'em—she poisoned—poisoned her by mistake.   

SL: Oh. 

BS: She picked up the wrong medicine during the night and put—and 

gave that baby that medicine, and it killed it.  Three years old.  

And—uh—but anyway, she raised seven of us.  Three—uh—let's 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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see, four girls and three boys.  Yeah. 

[00:08:48] SL:  Could the girls out-run the boys? 

BS:  What? 

SL:  Could the girls out-run—could your sister out-run you? 

BS:  No, they couldn't do anything.  [Laughter] 

SL:  My sister used to out-run us, so that . . . 

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughter]  No.  Oh, we'd—oh, I'd take a mean—they—

my sisters'd have a—on the floor they have a bunch of paper 

dolls and stuff and my j—and I enjoyed comin' in the house, 

closin' the door, and walkin' through it.  [SL laughs]  Ooh, Lordy, 

then and they would have a fit [laughs] 'cause I'd mess up all 

their paper dolls.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, that's—that sounds like brothers and sisters. 

BS:  That sounds like a boy and his sisters.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah, it does.  It does.  It does. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:09:27] SL:  Well, let—let's talk a little bit about your mother 

now.  What was her name? 

BS:  Zura Mae Seamans. 

SL:  Do you remember her maiden name? 

BS:  Brannon. 

SL:  Brannon. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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BS:  She—and they came from—uh—Arkansas City.  Well, they really 

came from Mississippi to Arkansas City and—uh—where her 

daddy had a saloon.  Then they moved from Arkansas City to—

well, they had the saloon in Arkansas City, and then they moved 

to McGehee and brought his saloon to McGehee.  And then they 

had—here for a few years, and then they finally closed out all 

the saloons.  And that mirror back there behind you—that four-

by-eight mirror? 

SL: Uh-huh. 

BS: Was—uh—came from Arkansas City.  It survived the saloon 

days, and—and he had it in a restaurant, and after that, well, 

they fi—we finally wound up—he give it to us, and that's it right 

behind you there. 

[00:10:22] SL:  That's a great story.  So did your mom and dad meet 

here, then, in McGehee? 

BS:  Oh—okay.  [Laughs]  I had a uncle named Uncle Arthur.  Uh—I 

can't—well, I can't of the name—but—uh—Hodge.  Uncle Arthur 

Hodge.  And—uh—he—uh—they lived at Dermott. 

SL:  M'kay. 

BS:  And—uh—Daddy lived in Dermott.  

SL: Uh-huh. 

BS: And they come to McGehee, and—uh—Daddy was datin'—uh—

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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one of her sisters. 

SL:  Ah-ha! 

BS:  And Hodge [SL laughs] was datin' Mother.  [SL laughs]  And 

when they went out, they decided they wanted to swap.  [SL 

laughs]  So they swapped girlfriends, and Daddy wound up with 

my mother.  [Laughs]   

SL:  How about that? 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:11:06] SL:  That's good.  So that was your—uh—your dad's 

brother, Uncle Hodge. 

BS:  Yeah.  Uh-huh. 

SL:  Yeah.  Um—well, did you ever get to know . . . 

BS:  No, it wasn't my dad's brother. 

SL:  Oh. 

BS:  It was—uh . . . 

SL:  Was . . . 

BS:  He married—uh—my mother's sister.  That's where—that's 

where that come in. 

[00:11:27] SL:  Okay, okay.  So that's how he got to be your uncle, 

is through your . . .  

BS:  Oh yeah.  Okay, yeah. 

SL:  Okay, okay.  I understand now.  S . . .  

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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BS:  It's a long story.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah.  Well, they are, you know.  Uh—so—um—did you ever get 

to meet—um—your mom's parents? 

BS:  Yeah, let's see—her mom's parents.  Yeah, I met her step-

mother and her daddy—uh—and two of their—and two brothers.  

Yeah.  I met all of three of them—all four of 'em, and that's all I 

can remember right now. 

[00:12:08] SL:  Did they live here in town when you met them, or 

were they . . . 

BS:  Well, I—yeah, right here in McGehee.   

SL: Uh-huh. 

BS: And—uh—but Daddy was raised in Dermott.  

SL: Uh-huh. 

BS: And it—just like I said, they—that's the way boys do—they go in 

the next town and start goin' with the girls.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah.  I—don't you think the local mothers have something to do 

with that? 

BS:  I think it does.  [Laughter]  Yeah.  [SL laughs]  That reminds me 

of me when I come home from service.  I got home on a 

Thursday night.  No, I got home Thursday, and then that night I 

met my wife comin' out of a theater in McGehee.  And—uh—I 

walked 'em home that night.  She—her and her sister and her 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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first cousin.  Well, I was walking with her sister goin' home that 

night and wishin' I was workin'—walkin' with her cousin.  She 

was a pretty girl.  And then the next mornin' I decided—well, 

now, Dorothy—I said, "That's the one I should've been walkin' 

with."  But anyway, me and Dorothy—we—we met that 

Thursday, and we was engaged the next Thursday, and we was 

married the next Thursday.  We were married two days from the 

day we met. 

SL:  And this—this is after the war. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Okay, okay. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:13:26] SL:  Well, we're—we'll—let's—I want to talk a little bit 

more about—um—you—your—well, let's go ahead and talk a 

little bit more—let's talk about your father's family.  Did you—did 

you know your—your dad's mom and dad? 

BS:  Yeah, I knew—I didn't know 'em too much.  Uh-uh.  Uh—he had 

one—uh—one brother there that was in the area.  He was a—he 

was a gambler.  He played poker and gambled all the time.  And 

then he moved to Monroe, Louisiana.   

SL: Mh-hmm. 

BS: And—uh—he got killed there in Monroe.  It was gamblin' and—

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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uh—so I—I can't think of—that's the only one I remember. 

SL:  Now, this is your grandfather that—on your . . .   

BS:  That's was it . . . 

SL:  . . . dad's side? 

BS:  That was what? 

SL: Is your grandfather on your dad's side? 

BS: Uh—it was . . .  

SL:  That was the gambler? 

BS:  It was his brother. 

SL:  Oh, his brother. 

BS:  Yeah.  And—uh—he got killed in Monroe, Louisiana, and—uh—

oh, back in those days it was different from nowadays, I'll tell 

you.  [Laughs]   

[00:14:34] SL:  Well—um—so did they—uh—what did—uh—your 

dad's folks do for a living?  Did they have a farm or . . . 

BS:  Dad was a—oh, his folks?   

SL: Mm-hmm. 

BS: Really, I don't know.  I don't remember 'em.  But Dad was a 

lawyer here.  And he was pretty good—we—but during the—it—

we was—that was durin' the Depression years.   

SL: Mh-hmm. 

BS: We lost our home durin' the Depression years. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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SL:  Uh-oh.   

BS:  And—uh—and then right after that, my brother got killed.   

SL:  Golly! 

BS:  Then I quit school and went to Little Rock.  [Laughs]  See, I had 

fifteen and a half credits and quit.  But after that, though—later 

on I got all of my credits.   

SL: Mh-hmm. 

BS: And I wind up with about sixteen, seventeen—well, no almost 

eighteen credits, so I had plenty. 

[00:15:26] SL:  Yeah.  Well, so do you remember—uh—much about 

the Depression? 

BS:  Oh yeah.  [Laughs]  When I was a kid there, our home—well, 

see, we had—our home was right there close to our Baptist 

church now, where the—our preacher lives now.  And—uh—right 

across the alley from behind the house was the school where I 

went to school.  And then we—things were so bad—the 

Depression—our house leaked a lot, and even though he was a 

lawyer, he didn't make any money hardly. 

SL: Mh-hmm. 

BS: And we put pans, and we'd catch leaks.  And I'd climb up on the 

house, and I'd take a little pieces of shingle, and I'd punch it in 

here, nail it down, tryin' to stop leaks.  And that's how bad it 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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was.  It was bad.  And—uh—then it—oh, it was so many things.  

And we—durin' the Depression years, we hunted.  My oldest 

brother and myself—we hunted a lot—squirrel hunt. 

SL:  Yes. 

[00:16:29] BS:  And—uh—we picked blackberries.  We'd pick and eat 

scaly-bark hickory nuts.  I'd go home from school sometime to 

eat lunch, and my lunch was a pan full of scaly-bark hickory nuts 

and a ball-peen hammer.  That's what I ate for lunch.  And—

uh—so one day I was behind the school, and I saw some sacks 

there and I th—I just kick that one sack.  I want to see what 

that ol' boy's eatin'.  I opened it up and looked at it.  It was a 

sack full of hickory nuts and a ball-peen hammer.  [Laughs]  So 

it was not only just one . . . 

SL:  That's what everyone was doin'. 

BS:  It was a lot of—everybody was sufferin' durin' those Depression 

years.  And then when the war broke out durin' the Depression 

years, I was glad to go 'cause I started gettin' three good meals 

a day. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  And—uh—I started pickin' up weight.   

SL: Mm-hmm. 

[00:17:17] BS: But anyway, here's another thing happened.  

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/
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Mother's kinfolks had a—they were named Thomas, and they 

had a grocery store uptown.  And—uh—so I went in there, and 

that's where we got all our groceries.  I went in there, me 

another old boy, and I got me one of those devil's food cake [SL 

laughs] about that long, and it was about two and a half inches 

square. 

SL:  Yes. 

BS:  And then I got a can of pineapple.  Well, we left.  I signed for it, 

and we left and went to a little alley by a theater.  And—uh—we 

was gonna sit down and eat it.  About that time, my mother 

come in, and she got some stuff, and then she got a chocolate 

cake like I got and a can of pineapple.  Well, the lady started to 

say, "Well, Billie just got [SL laughs] this."   

SL: Mm-hmm. 

BS: Said, "He did?"  "Yeah, just a few minutes ago."  Said, "Where'd 

he go?"  "Well, they went over towards the old part—old 

theater."  So she said, "Okay."  So [SL laughs]—uh—she got 

groceries and went home.  She looked down there, and me and 

the old boy was down on the other end of it.  We was eatin'.  

Havin' a picnic.  We was eatin' cake and pineapple.  Well, that 

night when she cooked supper for us—oh, she—uh—everybody 

eat, and they had a dessert.  Well, everybody got a dessert but 
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me.  I said, "Well, where is mine?"  She said, "Oh, I thought I'd 

you'd already eat yours."  I said, "Where?"  [SL laughs]  She 

said, "I saw y'all all eatin' in that alley back there."  Said, "You 

was eatin' that same thing."  I—"Oh!"  [Laughter]  I was caught.  

[Laughs] 

[00:18:49] SL:  Well, you know, that—you know, back—that harkens 

back to a time where everybody pretty much knew what every 

kid was doing in the town. 

BS:  Sure, the . . . 

SL:  I mean, the neighbors had—some—in some places the neighbors 

had as much responsibility for disciplining their—the kids in the 

neighborhood.  I mean . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  . . . they would say, "You know you shouldn't be doin' that.  I'm 

gonna be talking to your mom about that," or whatever.  And 

you'd—you'd come home to trouble, wouldn't you? 

BS:  Well, when I—that's exactly right.  But I had friends around 

town, and I told her—I said, "Anytime you see my sons doin' 

somethin' not right, call me."   

SL: Mh-hmm.  

BS: And they would call me and so—and I'd come home, and he 

said, "Where'd you find that out?"  I said, "A little birdie told 
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me."  [Laughs]   

SL:  Uh-huh.  Yeah, that's right.  That's right. 

BS:  And I never would tell him where I found out.  [SL laughs]  He 

knew that he couldn't do nothin' around town and get away with 

it.  [Laughs] 

[00:19:44] SL:  Well, let's talk about this house a little bit that you 

were talkin' about in the Depression.  Now, you—you ended up 

losing that house.  Is that right? 

BS:  Yeah, d—we lost the house durin' the Depression, and then, 

course, I went off to sea—went over—I—I got in the service, 

then.  And—uh—and course, Glen our—my son—brother had 

already got killed. 

SL:  Right. 

[End of verbatim transcription] 

[00:20:03] BS:  So when I come back from service, I didn't know 

where we was livin', even.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So I found that out and then went from there.  Yeah. 

[00:20:14] SL:  Well, did the house that y'all were livin' in—did it 

have electricity? 

BS:  Oh yeah, I member that.  We had one little wire comin' down 

from the ceilin', and then on that lit—was one bulb.  We could 
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turn it off and on right there, and that was it.  And but—course, 

we had electricity, but we didn't have a lot of lights or this and 

that or anything else.  No refrigerators.  Nothin'.  Not . . . 

SL:  Icebox.  You probably had . . . 

BS:  Icebox. 

SL:  . . . an icebox. 

BS:  Yeah, anyway . . . 

[00:20:39] SL:  And so was there a ice truck that came through the 

neighborhood and . . . 

BS:  Yeah, and we'd always get a fifty-pound size.  That's—I always 

remember that.  Oh, you talking about—we was talkin' about a 

huntin'—squirrel huntin', we picked blackberries, we did 

everything.  And one time I was squirrel huntin—I had two little 

squirrels, and I was walkin' on through the woods and come out, 

and I walked down the little dirt road there, and it was a corn 

field.  So I walked by there and out come—I reached and got me 

about a half a dozen ears of corn and put it in my huntin' coat.  

Kept walking.  Then I saw a chicken where—out—wasn't 

supposed to be.  I shot that chicken, and I put it my [laughs] 

coat.  

SL:  [Laughter]  You went to the grocery store. 

BS:  [Laughs]  And Mother—boy, she had a fit, but she was really 
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workin' on that chicken to clean it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  She says, "You're not supposed to be doin' things like that."  I 

said, "Well, that chicken too far from the house."  [Laughs]   

But . . . 

SL:  Fair game. 

BS:  Uh-huh.  Fair game. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[00:21:40] BS:  But anyway, durin' the Depression you'd be 

surprised—a lot of kids did a lot of things 'cause they—when you 

get hungry . . . 

SL:  You're hungry. 

BS:  You're hungry.  You . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But the Depression was bad.  People don't realize how bad the 

Depression was.  They talk about a recession?  These people 

don't learn what it is. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  They ought to live through a Depression.  They'd learn.  And 

then they'll learn what to do.  Yeah. 

[00:22:05] SL:  Now, did your house have a—I bet it didn't have 

running water inside it. 
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BS:  Yes, we had running water. 

SL:  You did? 

BS:  Yeah, and . . . 

SL:  That's good. 

BS:  Yeah.  Oh yeah, another thing—I caught a little old pig runnin' 

down the Main Street—the dogs were after it—the little pig—little 

ol' baby pig.  I run out there and got it—keep the dogs from 

killin' it.  And I put it in my back yard.  I kept it, and I raised it.  

When I'd come home from school I'd—he'd lay down, and I'd 

scratch him on the side and everything.  Little ol' pig got real 

friendly and a real good pet.  But he rooted up the yard.  Mother 

didn't like that.  And so one day my oldest brother carried me 

huntin'.  We hunted all day and then come back—my pig was in 

the icebox.  Ooh!  My pet!  [Laughs] 

SL:  How big had he gotten? 

BS:  Huh?  He'd gotten [laughs] a pretty good size. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  He got about 125 pounds. 

[00:22:59] SL:  Did you ever get to see a hog day where they were 

cleanin' the hog and . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah, where they'd—scrapin' the skin? 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  Yeah, I've seen—yeah.  Well, in fact, I've seen some right out in 

the woods, and they're—right now they're doin' it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  You know, there's a lot of hogs in the woods right now. 

SL:  Feral. 

BS:  Oh yeah, they need to get rid of 'em somehow. 

SL:  Yeah, I—we had a rash of Russian boars up in the hills for a 

while.  I know some folks that . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . had to go out and get 'em. 

BS:  There was another thing that came in my mind a while ago and I 

forgot it.  I was gonna talk about it, but maybe it'll come back on 

mind.   

[00:23:34] SL:  Well, so you had some electricity.  You did have 

running water. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Did y'all have a garden out back or . . . 

BS:  Had a garden.  We had a cow.  And—but do you know, that was 

so—it last so long and—oh yeah, here's another thing I want to 

tell you about.  I rabbit hunted at night with a headlight.  So I 

had a dime, and I went uptown, and I bought me two shotgun 

shells.  A nickel apiece.  That's what they sold for then.  I bought 
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those two shells, and then I had Daddy's double-barrel shotgun, 

and I had my headlight and went squirrel—went rabbit huntin' at 

night.  So I spotted this rabbit.  I could—you know, see—spotted 

his eyes, raised up, shot and killed it.  Went over there and 

picked it up, put in my huntin' coat.  But I was walkin' in some 

weeds about that tall, and I turned around, and I spotted 

another rabbit.  I could spot his eyes, and so I raised up and 

shot, but I missed it . . .  

SL: Uh-oh. 

BS: . . . and don't—didn't have no more shells.  So I looked at that 

rabbit, and it just kind of moved just a little bit [SL laughs], so I 

started gettin' up real close.  I kept steppin' on it and gettin' 

closer and closer.  It'd hop a little bit, and I'd—but I kept my 

light right in his eyes.  And—but every time I'd take a step, it'd 

take a hop—take a step—and I couldn't seem to catch up with it.  

So I thought, "Well, I'm gonna take two steps real quick."  So I 

took two, and I gained on him.  'Cause it'd just hop one, so I 

thought—"Well"—when I got real close I raised my shotgun up, 

and I come down and hit him, knocked him out, and the shotgun 

fell in three pieces.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Oh, my gosh! 

[00:25:22] BS:  And I got that shotgun up and put it back together 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

25 

and picked up that rabbit and put it in my huntin' coat.  I had 

two shells, and I got two rabbits.  [Laughs]  So I went on and 

by—I was goin' by the school and the superintendent—I mean, 

the—our coach was in the office grading papers and stuff.  Had 

all kinds of papers on his desk.  And bout that time the ol' rabbit 

come alive. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I was holdin' the end of him like that.  And my—so I 

thought—Zeke, Coach ?Border?—he was a big hunter, and I 

always thought he was great.  I wanted to show him what I had.  

So [laughs] I got that rabbit and went in his office, and I was 

talk—he said, "What are you doin'?"  I said, "I been rabbit 

huntin'."  I said, "I got one live here."  I said, "I want to show 

him to you."  He said, "Okay."  I set him on his desk, and when 

he got through runnin' in one spot, papers went everywhere. 

SL:  Oh, no!  [Laughs] 

BS:  And then the rabbit fell on the floor.  He said—we caught him—

he said, "You get that damn rabbit out of here, and you get on—

go on home."  [Laughs]  Boy, I had his paper scattered all over 

the floor. 

[00:26:27] SL:  How old were you then? 

BS:  I guess I was about fourteen. 
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Somethin' like that.  Twelve—thirteen or fourteen. 

SL:  I never knew that you could hunt rabbits at night with a 

headlight. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  That's kind of frog-giggin', in a way. 

BS:  Oh yeah, I hunted—used to hunt all the time with a headlight.  I 

killed a lot of rabbits. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  Of course, rabbit's good to eat, too.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, sure.  Huh. 

[00:26:49] BS:  So we—when—durin' the Depression years, my 

oldest brother and myself, especially—not my—the one that got 

killed, he was a—he didn't hunt a lot, but we did.  And—but we 

hunted rabbits, and we hunted squirrels, and we picked 

blackberries.  We'd climb a hickory tree and got scaly-bark 

hickory nuts.  I don't—it was somethin'.  We had—you'd be 

surprised what you gotta do during the bad years and—but I 

remember a deep Depression, and I hope we never have another 

one. 

SL:  Yeah, but . . . 

BS:  I belive people could—would commit the sue—commit suicide on 
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some of 'em.  Cu—they couldn't stand it. 

[00:27:34] SL:  Did you—were there—was there a place in town 

where people could get soup, or was there—were any of the 

churches helping feed people or . . . 

BS:  I guess it was, but I don't remember too much about it. 

SL:  You don't? 

BS:  Yeah.  I guess it was, but see, McGehee was a railroad town, and 

the people that worked for railroad was doin' not bad at all. 

SL:  Yeah, those . . . 

BS:  'Cause they had a salary. 

SL:  . . . were always a good job. 

BS:  They had some money comin' in.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But lawyers and the other peoples—other people—they didn't 

have it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So . . . 

[00:28:11] SL:  So I guess cotton was still the crop. 

BS:  Scott was a crop and I—oh, I was lookin'—they was lookin' for a 

picture in there a while ago about this guy sittin' on a horse, and 

they was pickin' cotton around him.  That was a—it's a real good 

picture. 
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SL:  It was that way when you got back from the war, too. 

BS:  Oh yeah.   

SL:  I mean, it was that way the entire time you were growing up  

and . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah, and during the . . . 

SL:  . . . when you came back. 

BS:  . . . after the war, even. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  And . . . 

[00:28:43] SL:  Did you ever pick cotton at all? 

BS:  Well, I tell you what, me and two other boys had a flour sack, 

and we was gonna run through that field, cotton field, and see 

how much we could get from one end to the other—we're gonna 

steal the cotton.  When I got back I had about thirty pounds of 

cotton.  [Laughs]  And—but we give it back to the guy that owns 

it. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  [Laughs]  But we's pickin' cotton all the way through that field 

there, and I was throwin' it in that flour sack.  [Laughs]  That's 

the only cotton pickin' . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  That's the only time I picked cotton.  You know how boys are.  
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They do things. 

[00:29:19] SL:  Oh yeah, sure.  [BS laughs]  Well, so how big was 

McGehee back then? 

BS:  Well, McGehee finally got up to about six thousand. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And—well, it wasn't that much when we was kids, but it—

McGehee wasn't a bad little town.  But after—I don't know 

happen—but anyway, it started goin' down.  Well, when we lost 

the railroad.  They shut the railroad down, then McGehee started 

goin' back the other way. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Started losin' the population. 

[00:29:51] SL:  Well, sure.  So I want to go back to your house. 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  So there's seven kids . . . 

BS:  Seven kids. 

SL:  . . . and your mom and dad livin' in that house.  How big a house 

was it? 

BS:  Well, we had one great big bedroom, and we had three beds in 

it.  And then there's another bedroom next to it.  My mother and 

daddy slept in it, and that was it.  Mother and Daddy slept in it, 

and the rest of us slept in that big bedroom all in those three 
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beds. 

SL:  Then you had kind of a living room where . . . 

BS:  Had a living room . . . 

SL:  . . . you had your meals and then the kitchen. 

BS:  . . . and a little dining room and a kitchen.  And we had one 

bath.  That's all they had in the house then. 

[00:30:41] SL:  Did you have a fruit cellar? 

BS:  A what? 

SL:  Fruit cellar. 

BS:  No.  Uh-uh. 

SL:  No well? 

BS:  No well.  Uh-uh. 

SL:  So you really had to use that icebox to keep things. 

BS:  Oh yeah.  Okay.  We used the icebox.  We'd buy ice every day 

and put it in there, and what little we had to eat, we wasn't very 

much left.  [Laughs]  So. 

SL:  Yeah, and the mil—and the cow gave you . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  . . . the milk. 

BS:  Mother milked the cow.  We had a cow, and she'd milk it but—

and put it in—on—you know, by the ice, but it was so many kids 

that we'd drink it up. 
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SL:  Well, sure. 

BS:  It wasn't—none of it went spo—we didn't spoil any of it.  

[Laughs] 

[00:31:20] SL:  What about chickens?  Did y'all have any chickens? 

BS:  We had a few chickens.  [Laughs]  But here's another thing 

Mother got mad at me about.  Chickens across the street there—

I'd get me some corn.  I'd work that chicken over in the yard 

and get him in my back yard.  When he got in the back yard, I 

killed it.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Did you wring its neck? 

BS:  [Laughs]  Yeah. 

SL:  Is that what you did, wring it?  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, you wring his neck like that. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  And boy, Mother'd get mad.  She fought me, and I wasn't 

the only one.  My other—older brother did it, too.  [Laughs] 

[00:31:56] SL:  Well, now did the sisters help your mom with the 

kitchen work? 

BS:  Oh yeah, they worked and worked, and they did everything they 

could to help her, yeah.  'Cause they—Mother—with seven kids 

she had to have a lot of help, and so the girls did work.  Yeah. 

SL:  And what did the boys do to help around the house? 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

32 

BS:  Well, we hunted, and we worked outside and things like that, 

and did whatever she'd tell us to do.  And so when—she had no 

problem 'cause we did whatever she said when we was comin' 

up.  [Laughs] 

[00:32:34] SL:  So she would ha—was there a breakfast every 

morning and . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah.  One time I—my oldest brother and myself was gonna 

get up and go hu—squirrel huntin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I had some biscuits.  I made some biscuits.  I made 'em, 

but I didn't have any baking powder to—for 'em to rise. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So I made it without that, and when I cooked 'em, they just hard 

as a rock.  [SL laughs]  Hey, but we eat 'em anyway.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah.  Yeah, that's right. 

BS:  Before we went huntin'.  We had to have somethin' to go in the 

woods. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  We had some syrup and different things.  We eat them—

oh, they were hard as a rock.  [Laughs] 

[00:33:16] SL:  Now would the whole family sit at the table for 

breakfast or . . . 
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BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  . . . was it just . . . 

BS:  Well . . . 

SL:  . . . catch as catch can, I mean. 

BS:  Well, sometime they would.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But anytime we had a big meal, we would always sit there—the 

whole family, yeah. 

SL:  And then the—would you come home at lunch from school to 

eat, or would you take your lunch? 

BS:  Oh, sometime Mother used to carry a little lunch to school, and 

I—and everybody done had their lunch, and I had to go in the 

cloak room and eat mine by myself.  And I—and it embarrassed 

me on other kids.  But anyway, normally when I'd come home—

we lived by the school. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I'd have a pan full of scaly-bark hickory nuts, and I'd crack 'em 

out there, and I'd eat 'em—my scaly-bark—and that'd be my 

lunch.  So I've eaten a lot of nuts in my life.  [Laughs] 

[00:34:06] SL:  Well, was your dad always at the table at breakfast 

and dinner? 

BS:  Oh yeah, he was always there and he never—nobody paid him 
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hardly.  Now, he got hams and potatoes, different things from 

some of the farmers that he worked—did for . . . 

SL:  Bartered his services. 

BS:  Yeah, and they paid him in some meat and stuff like that.  Well, 

that was good, too. 

SL:  Well, yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Well, you pay what you have.  I mean, use what you've got. 

BS:  Yeah, he'd get a ham.  One time I remember a colored man 

brought him a half a hog.  And he cut him up and put him in the 

icebox.  But see, that was what he got paid.  But that was good, 

too, 'cause it went real well with us.  [Laughs] 

[00:34:52] SL:  Was the—so after dinner, would the girls do the 

dishes? 

BS:  Right. 

SL:  And did the boys dry the dishes or . . . 

BS:  No, the girls did all the dishes. 

SL:  All that kitchen work. 

BS:  Yeah, all the kitchen. 

SL:  And what about the laundry? 

BS:  Oh, now wait a minute.  For a while, before the girls did it, some 

of the bigger—we had to do it, the boys.  Dry the dishes and put 
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'em up. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[00:35:14] BS:  And I'd take times about—we'd take some—I said, 

"No, you do it today.  I did mine yesterday." 

SL:  There you go. 

BS:  So we'd fight it back and forth.  But anyway . . . 

SL:  But as soon as the girls got old enough, then they . . . 

BS:  Yeah, they did the dishes. 

[00:35:25] SL:  They did the stuff.  And then what about grace at the 

table?  Did anyone ever say grace at the table? 

BS:  Oh yeah, every time we eat, we had the blessin'. 

SL:  Who would say that? 

BS:  My mother, mostly.  And—but then sometime Daddy and 

sometime my oldest sister would say it.  Different ones.  But to 

this day, we still do. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  Even here.  [Laughs] 

[00:35:59] SL:  Well, sure.  Was there—did you study the Bible at 

home at all, or was that always at church? 

BS:  Well, at home—well, my wife and myself studied Bible here, just 

me and Dorothy.  But I got where I couldn't read—I couldn't see, 

and so right to this day I can't even see anything on the Bible. 
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SL:  Well, growin' up as a kid, did y'all study—do verses at home  

or . . . 

BS:  Well, we did some, but we'd listen to my mother.  She would 

teach us. 

SL:  Oh, okay. 

BS:  And we'd get together, and she'd talk about this and talk about 

that.  'Cause we all went to church and . . . 

SL:  Every Sunday. 

BS:  Every Sunday, yeah.  We didn't miss it. 

SL:  You had Sunday-go-to-meetin' clothes that you had set aside for 

that? 

BS:  Oh yeah, I remember I used to go dress up to go to Sunday—

and to this day, I still wear a suit and tie. 

SL:  Yeah, me too. 

BS:  And when the rest of 'em are not.  You'd be surprised to come 

in—people don't even wear shirts and ties . . . 

SL:  I know. 

BS:  . . . no more, hardly. 

SL:  I know. 

BS:  But I—when I go to church even now, I'll have a shirt and tie on 

because I was raised that way. 

[00:37:08] SL:  Now you—that was the Methodist church across the 
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street. 

BS:  Oh, we lived—Baptist church. 

SL:  Baptist church. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:37:15] SL:  So were they—was the congregation a strict Baptist 

congregation where—no dancing, no drinking, no . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah, it was strict.  We had get-togethers, but no big dancin' 

and no dances or no drinkin' and no nothin' like that. 

SL:  You had pie sales. 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  Had pie sales. 

BS:  Yeah, okay.  So—but we had a lot of fun, lot of parties. 

[00:37:44] SL:  Did you go on Wednesday nights, too, and Fridays? 

BS:  Well, Wednesday night was prayer-meetin' night.  You know, 

we—yeah, I didn't go a lot on Wednesday nights, but I was there 

every Sunday and—'cause—now Mother went every Wednesday 

night, and she couldn't get us to go.  [Laughs] 

[00:38:01] SL:  Yeah.  Did you ever have the preacher over for 

dinner? 

BS:  Oh yeah—several times.  Yeah.  Oh yeah.  We—and the—well, 
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Mother and the preachers—see, Mother's real tied with our 

Baptist church.  She did a lot of work in it, and even my wife did.  

She worked in the church quite a bit.  She—Sunday school 

classes and things like that.  And me and Dorothy one time—we 

used to teach boy—RA boys—the RA—well, we had—we was 

teachin' that for several years before I finally quit—had to quit. 

SL:  Now what—tell me about the RA boys. 

BS:  Royal Ambassadors. 

SL:  Oh, Royal Ambassadors.   

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  And we'd teach 'em, you know, the Bible and stuff like that. 

SL:  It's a—it's like a youth group. 

BS:  Yeah, that's right.   

[00:38:59] SL:  Now, was your father as involved with the church as 

your mom? 

BS:  He was Episcopalian.  [Laughs] 

SL:  He was. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And so he . . . 

BS:  But he did go to the Baptist church a lot with Dor—with my wife. 

SL:  Was there an Episcopal church here? 
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BS:  Oh yeah.  Mh-hmm. 

SL:  Well, that's good. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:39:13] SL:  That's good.  Well, I'm tryin' to think—so other 

than—well, I guess grace was said at the table, and your mom 

did some teaching out of the Bible at home. 

BS:  Right. 

SL:  And what about when you went to bed at night?  Did everyone 

say their prayers at night? 

BS:  Yeah.  Got on the knees and said 'em, too.   

SL:  And did you make your own bed or did your mom . . . 

BS:  Yeah, a lot of times . . . 

SL:  . . . make that for you?  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, I'd straighten my own bed up.  Yeah, when I was a kid.  

Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I don't do it now.  [Laughter] 

SL:  Well, some things just didn't take hold, I guess.   

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughter] 

[00:40:04] SL:  Well, that's a—so y'all lived in town across the street 

from the Baptist church.   

BS: Right. 
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SL: And was the street paved back then? 

BS:  No, it was gravel. 

SL:  It was gravel. 

BS:  It was all gravel.  I remember when they paved the streets.  And 

when they'd blacktop 'em, they'd—like, if I had a house there 

had a fifty-foot front, I'd pay a dollar a foot—had fifty dollars I'd 

give to the—when they helped pave the street.  Everybody in 

town would give a dollar a foot . . . 

SL:  A foot.  A frontage. 

BS:  . . . in frontage.  Yeah.  Course, it was a lot cheaper then. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And—but that dollar—fifty dollars was—wasn't a lot, but it helped 

pay for that black-top. 

SL:  Well, it makes a big difference . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . in the quality of life . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

[00:40:58] SL:  . . . for one thing.  So was there—did y'all have a car 

growin' up? 

BS:  Daddy had one, but that's the only one that had a car.  But us 

kids didn't ride in [laughs] it much.  Yeah. 

SL:  Do you remember what kind of car it was? 
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BS:  I can't think of it.   

SL: That's all right. 

BS: I—it's just a great big ol' car.  I don't know.  I forgot the name of 

it. 

SL:  Four door or two door? 

BS:  It was a four door. 

SL:  Four door.  That's . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . a big cruising car. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:41:30] SL:  Yeah.  Well, I guess—what about radio?  Do you 

mem—was radio already in the house when you were a child, or 

do you member when it first came in? 

BS:  I member when it first come in.  And I used to—Daddy used a 

radio all the time, and his favorite program was Amos 'n Andy.  

[SL laughs]  And I'd come in, and sometime I'd sit there and 

listen to Amos 'n' Andy, too, and it was funny.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Sure. 

BS:  But when I was a kid, that was the main program that I liked to 

listen to was Amos 'n Andy. 

SL:  All of America loved Amos 'n Andy.  

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughs] 
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[00:42:12] SL:  Yeah.  What about any other programs you 

remember?  There was the—oh, there was The Shadow.  

Remember The Shadow? 

BS:  I don't—I didn't watch too many programs after that. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I—all my time was spent outside and on the go.  We used to—

when we was kids we—have you heard shinny—we used to play 

shinny. 

SL:  What's that? 

BS:  They'd take a small PET milk can and put it right there in front of 

you.  You'd have about four or five of you there on each team.  

And the block that—the one team would own this end; other 

team own this end, and then we'd have these clubs that—kind of 

like a club like a . . . 

SL:  Ax handle or somethin' or . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  No, anything that would hit good.  And we'd say, "One, two, 

three."  That's when the shinny starts.  [Laughs]  I mean, we'd 

start hittin' that can and run and run and knock it and goin'.  By 

the time they got—somebody got it to the other end, it would be 

all [unclear words].  [Laughs]  And—but we called it shinny 
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'cause that was a good name for it.  [Laughs] 

[00:43:31] SL:  Golly, sounds like it probably'd be painful, too.  I bet 

your legs got . . . 

BS:  Oh, well, kids in . . .  

SL:  . . . hit all the time.  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . those days could take the pain. 

SL:  Yeah, that's true. 

BS:  And then another thing we used to do—whe—tire races.  You 

know, just a regular ol' tire—we'd start runnin' with it, and we'd 

go from one end of the block to the other pushin' that tire and 

runnin'.  And then we'd see who comes out on the end.  We used 

to have all kind—and Chinaberry wars with slingshots.  We'd 

have a bunch of Chinaberries, and they did hurt [laughs] when 

somebody'd hit you with one of 'em.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Now what kind of—I don't know what a Chinaberry is.  What . . . 

BS:  It's a—well, it's a little bitty yellow . . . 

SL:  Yellow. 

BS:  . . . thing, and it's got a hard seed in it.  [Laughter]  And a lot of 

it . . . 

SL:  I bet that did . . . 

BS:  I'd say 60 percent of it is seed.  [Laughs] 

SL:  I bet that did hurt. 
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BS:  Oh yeah.  And we had slingshots, and we'd shoot those 

Chinaberries.  We'd have a Chinaberry war, we called it.  And oh 

it—and the north end and the south end of town would have a—

we'd get together and have a Chinaberry war.  [Laughs]  It was 

a war, too.  [Laughs]  

SL:  That's funny. 

BS:  It was fun. 

SL:  Well, you know, it's—you make up your own games. 

BS:  We—that's right.  We made our own games.  We didn't worry 

about anybody else or what everybody else had.  We did what 

we wanted to, and we made our own games.  If the kids did that 

today, they would be better off. 

[00:45:03] SL:  So did you ever hear any baseball over the radio? 

BS:  Not too much. 

SL:  Not too much. 

BS:  Uh-uh. 

SL:  So really, sports—what about school sports?  Were—did they 

have any—you had a football coach. 

BS:  Football.  See, I didn't get to play—now my oldest brother, the 

one that got killed, he made unanimous all-state football  

player . . . 

SL:  Okay. 
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BS:  . . . at 140 pounds.  [SL laughs]  Can you imagine that? 

SL:  Oh, man. 

BS:  He was a runnin' back, and he could—he was good.  He was real 

good.  And I weighed 119 pounds, so you can imagine how much 

football I played. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I didn't get to play much. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  And when I went in the service I weighed 121, 22.  And that's 

the reason they put me in the ball turret. 

[00:45:47] SL:  And you were small . . . 

BS:  'Cause I just fit.  [Laughs] 

SL:  . . . enough to fit.  Yeah, yeah.  Well—so there weren't any 

pickup football games or baseball games in the neighborhood  

or . . . 

BS:  Oh, yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, a lot of 'em, and—but—oh, I played some of the—you 

know, run and tag and all that kind of stuff.  I played some of 

that.  I could run.  [Laughs] 

[00:46:10] SL:  But you didn't—you don't remember having a 

favorite football or baseball team or . . . 
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BS:  Well, my favorite was football.  Basketball was next, and then 

baseball was the next.  But now I love baseball, and I been 

followin' the Razorbacks for the last several years on baseball. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And we just got beat out here the other day. 

SL:  I know.  [BS laughs]  I know.  I know, we started out as number 

one—rated number one. 

BS:  Yeah, I know it.  But it . . . 

SL:  Strange season. 

BS:  Baseball—I like it.  It's a good sport, and I really enjoy it 

nowadays—see 'em play.  Yeah. 

[00:46:51] SL:  Well, let's see.  What about—was there a movie 

theater in McGehee when you were growin' up? 

BS:  Oh yeah, a movie theater, and I was tellin' you about we'd—that 

little alley where I eat my cake and pineapple.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  It was a big—beside of a big movie theater. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  And I—and we lived where the preacher lives now in McGehee, 

and I'd have to walk to town to go to the show.  And I'm—what 

I'd do—I had three yards I mow on Saturdays.  I had a fifty-cent 

yard and two quarter yards.  [SL laughs]  I'd mow all three of 
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those yards, and I have a dollar for Saturday.  And I'd go up to 

the theater, and I'd have to walk uptown.  And when I went to 

the show and eat popcorn, I'd have money left out of that dollar.  

And—but anyway, when I got out of the show—I was barefooted 

a lot, too—I got out of the show, and it'd be dark then, and I'd 

have to run home.  I'd get right in the middle of the street and 

run like I don't know what 'cause I was scared of the dark. 

[00:48:01] SL:  The dark.  Yeah, sure.  [BS laughs]  Probably for 

good reason. 

BS:  And—huh? 

SL:  Probably for good reason. 

BS:  Yeah, and then leaves in the street—I'd be runnin' down a gravel 

road, too, barefooted.  And I—and when I was runnin', I'd hear 

the leaves behind me.  I didn't know what it was behind me 

makin' noise.  I got faster [laughs] till I got home.  But anyway, 

that's the way it goes.  But we entertained ourselves back in 

those days. 

[00:48:33] SL:  Do you remember the first movie you saw? 

BS:  No, I don't.  I used to watch a lot of the cowboy movies.  That's 

a—I remember them. 

SL:  Sure. 

BS:  But I don't know the name of the first movie.  But my favorite 
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was the shoot-'em-up, you know. 

SL:  Yeah, sure. 

BS:  The cowboy movies. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Well, that's—those were the first ones that really . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . hit big.   

[00:48:57] BS:  What was the names of some of 'em?  I can't think 

of none I really like, but when you get ninety-two, you forget a 

lot. 

SL:  Well . . . 

BS:  You know that?  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, I think you're doin' fine. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:49:12] SL:  You know, we haven't really talked a whole lot about 

your dad yet.  We know that he was a lawyer.  We know that he 

came from Dermott.  But back then, did you actually go and get 

a law degree?  Did he have a law degree? 

BS:  Yeah.  Went to University of Arkansas. 

SL:  Is that right?  Up in Fayetteville. 

BS:  Yeah. 
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SL:  That's an early degree in that . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . university. 

BS:  And—went to Fayetteville, and then he come back and was a 

lawyer here in McGehee, him and two other guys.  There was 

two other guys here, a fellow by name of Smith, and I can't 

think of another one.  But anyway, he run for city attorney one 

year and got it.  He was—kept city attorney for twenty-five 

years. 

SL:  Wow. 

[00:50:07] BS:  That's a long time.  And then finally got out of it.  

And he had a stroke at sixty-four, and he was paralyzed on his 

left side.  And he didn't live—and my—when my brother got k—I 

never did see my daddy cry about anything, hardly.  So—but 

when they moved my brother Glen into our home, and he was 

still in his casket—they used to put 'em in the home years ago. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And Daddy walked to that back porch, and he cried and cried 

and cried.  I never did see that before.  And that was a real hurt.  

Now anytime you lose a child, it hurts . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . you know.  You know, you supposed to go before your child 
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goes.  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's right.  That's right.  Yeah, I was thinkin' how hard it 

must've been on your mom to lose the children that she lost 

early. 

BS:  Oh, she lost the three and poisoned one. 

SL:  And that . . . 

BS:  Poisoned one by mistake. 

SL:  . . . kind of stuff, I don't think you . . . 

BS:  Oh, Lordy. 

SL:  . . . ever really recover. 

BS:  Well, she did. 

SL:  She did? 

[00:51:11] BS:  Mother was strong.  She was a strong woman.  I 

never forget one time—oh yeah, about Daddy—I wasn't—I don't 

remember it.  But anyway, he drank some.  And so he come in 

drunk one day.  She put him in bed, and he was tryin' to sleep it 

off, and he said—he come in.  He said, "I want some coffee.  

Could—would you go get me some coffee?"  She said, "No, I 

ain't gettin' you nothin'.  You just die right there in the bed."   

SL:  [Laughs]  She was upset. 

BS:  Oh, she was mad. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  And he never did get any coffee and then, you know, after that—

no more. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  No more ka—drinkin'.  He quit.  [Laughs]  That—I guess it takes 

somethin' like that sometime to make you wake up. 

SL:  Straighten out. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[00:52:02] SL:  Yeah.  Well, maybe somethin' had happened that 

day   and . . . 

BS:  Well, I don't know, but anyway . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But anyway, that's the only time I can remember her even 

talkin' about ever drinkin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And when I come up as a kid, I never did see him—he didn't 

drink at all then 'cause he raised his kids pretty good. 

[00:52:24] SL:  How were you in school, grade school? 

BS:  Grade school?  Oh [laughs], I never forget my first day in grade 

school. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  First grade.  We went out there and me and ol' boy—they had a 

girls' side and a boys' side and a big ol' wide—about far from 
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that wall—walk between 'em.  And me and this ol' boy—we was 

walkin' back and forth—this little ol' girl crossed on this side—

real pretty, long curly hair, and we was just watchin' her go back 

and forth.  First graders, now.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So we was [SL laughs] debatin' which one's gonna run over 

there and grab her and kiss her. 

SL:  Oh.  [Laughs] 

BS:  So [laughs] we kept goin' back and forth, and I said, "Well, I'ma 

go get her."  And he said, "Okay."  So we come up there, and I 

run across her, and I just grabbed her and hugged her and give 

her a good kiss and run back.  The teacher saw me do all this, 

and she come runnin'.  She got by my—got me by my ear and 

just led me in the office and gave me a good spankin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  That give me a le—taught me  

SL:  [Laughter]  I bet you didn't do that for a while. 

BS:  No.  [Laughter]  But that was the first day of school.  I'll never 

forget that.   

SL:  That's funny.  [BS laughs]  That's funny. 

BS:  Oh, Lordy. 

[00:53:38] SL:  Did you end up likin' that teacher? 
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BS:  Oh yeah, she was a good teacher. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I didn't ever have any trouble—I've got a spankin' from a lot of 

'em, but I didn't have no trouble, really, for—always thought a 

lot of 'em, and I've had—I had some good teachers when I was 

comin' up.  And I had one teacher I liked real well, and I was in 

the fifth grade then, and she was a real good teacher.  She spent 

a lot of time with me and—but when I—when my oldest brother 

got killed—not my oldest brother, but my one that—a little older 

than me, Glen—got killed—I had fifteen and a half credit, and I 

quit school.  All I needed was a half credit, and I went to Little 

Rock and went to work, and it really shook me up when he got 

killed.  And then after I went up there for about a year, I decided 

to come back, and then later on I got me three more credits, 

and so I had plenty of credits.  I wind up with about eighteen, 

nineteen, somewhere along in there. 

[00:54:45] SL:  Well, so I guess you and Glen were really, really 

close. 

BS:  Oh yeah, he was my—oh yeah, I looked up to him.  He was 

really—two and a half years, and I just followed every move he 

made.  And so when he got killed, that just floored me.  I didn't 

know what I was gonna do after that. 
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SL:  That's such a unusual death to . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . be in the service and get run over by a car. 

BS:  He was directin', and they was—Fort Wood Missouri—they was 

buildin' that base, and a lot of the soldiers in there workin'.  And 

he was on guard duty on a little gravel road in the back of it.  

And while he was guardin'—and they said it's a big car come 

through there fast and hit him.  So it makes you wonder 

sometime why that happened, you know.  Was it intentional or 

what, you know.  You can't tell. 

SL:  You'd never know. 

BS:  That's right.   

SL:  Never know. 

BS:  And it just killed him right there.  So we brought him home.  

Then they decided to name that street after him.  First boy. 

[00:55:55] SL:  Yeah.  What was—what were some of your favorite 

subjects in school growin' up? 

BS:  Oh, physics, math, and chemistry. 

SL:  My gosh.   

BS:  And that's what—my favorite subjects.  And when I went to 

college over at A&M, that's what I took.  Physics, chemistry and 

math.  And—when I should've been takin' history and speaking 
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and all that kind of stuff. 

SL:  Well, I don't know about that. 

BS:  Yeah, 'cause . . . 

SL:  Heavy on the science. 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  You were heavy in the sciences.  You liked the sciences. 

[00:56:32] BS:  Oh, yeah.  And see, what else was it?  Oh yeah, I 

did.  And let's see, I forgot the name of the subject I took in 

science.  It was science club book, what it was.  But anyway, I 

enjoyed all of that and—but physics—I love physics and 

chemistry, and that's used every day.  I don't care what you do.  

It's used in everyday life—physics and chemistry.  And then 

'cause I knew that I was gonna get into photography—I liked 

photography back then, and I was in photography, and I 

thought, "Well, that's good background." 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And so I took it.  That's the reason I got in it.  And then when I 

got all the chemistry and physics they had over at A&M, then I 

quit school by mistake.  I should'nt've done that—and went to 

work for a studio in McGehee in photography.  I thought, "Well, I 

want to learn how to do portraits and all that kind of stuff." 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  And I worked there for a while, and me and that lady didn't get 

along, so I quit and went in, and7 I started doin' a little 

photography in the streets and carried my bag, and I bought a 

eight-by-ten view camera, and so I did that.  And then the guy 

from International Harvester from Little Rock come down, and I 

made pictures—they had these new buildin's they called a pylon 

building.  He wanted three shots of it outside; three shots of it 

inside.   

SL: Yeah. 

BS: So I did, and he liked the looks of my pictures.  They were real 

good clear 'cause I was usin' a eight-by-ten . . . 

SL:  Eight-by-ten. 

BS:  . . . negative.   

SL:  My gosh. 

[00:58:10] BS:  Yeah.  And I thought, "Okay."  So he come got me.  

He said, "You want to travel around the state with me?"  And I 

said, "Yeah, I'll do that."  So we went around makin' all those 

buildin's all across the state, and then they had 'em in the 

district office on the walls.  And my pictures were outstanding 

over the rest of 'em. 

SL:  Well, sure. 

BS:  Because of my big negative—what it was.  [Laughs] 
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SL:  Huge negative. 

BS:  Yeah.  And . . .  

[00:58:34] SL:  How much was that film?  How much did that film 

cost? 

BS:  I don't know.  I forgot . . . 

SL:  Really? 

BS:  . . . really what it cost. 

SL:  Man. 

BS:  But I didn't have a studio or a darkroom at the time, but my wife 

worked at a beauty shop—McGehee—but they had a back room 

there with nothin' goin' on.  And so that—they let me use that at 

night.  I'd go in at night . . .   

SL:  And develop. 

BS:  . . . where I could control my light.  Shut everything out.  And I 

processed all my film all the time.  Hung it up.  And then the old 

boy come by, and he said, "The company needs to get pictures, 

say, like cotton—with people pickin' cotton with a cotton picker 

or whatever or a planter or busters."  And I said, "Okay."  So he 

said, "They need some stuff like that down south."  So he give 

me a list of some equipment and some of the—course, they want 

to be new equipment. 

SL:  Right. 
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[00:59:38] BS:  And up-to-date stuff.  So okay, he give me a—I had 

a little ol' bitty picture of a three—buster picture of what they 

called a C-14.  And—but anyway, I went out there.  I made three 

pictures.  I made a shot this way, quarter, and side. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  And I mail 'em in to the University of Ark—I mean, in to the 

company in Chicago.  Well, see, at that time, we got a dollar for 

a print, eight-by-ten print.  That's what they sold for.  Well, I 

sent 'em in.  They liked 'em.  They sent me a check for thirty 

bucks. 

SL:  Ten bucks a print. 

BS:  Yeah, ten dollars.  I said, "Wow!  [SL laughs]  You know, that's 

not bad."  [Laughter]  So I went out the next time—I got me a—

he gave me another model of tractor.  I went out and found it.  

I'd go through the dealer, and they'd tell me where it was, and 

I'd check the foreman—he said okay when it's workin'.  So I got 

there, and I shot all four rolls—twelve shots.  So I fixed 'em up, 

and I sent him in to the company with all the information to get 

right.  They sent me a check for $120.  I told my wife—I said, "I 

done found me a job."  [Laughter] 

[01:00:49] SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And . . . 
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SL:  That's big dollars.   

BS:  Yeah, 'cause when I was gettin' a dollar and then all a sudden it 

went to ten dollars.  So—but anyway, I got—that's where I got 

started with International Harvester Company.  I started shootin' 

all their projects down here, and I, in fact, I even went to the 

general office in Chicago.  I went to the office and talked to the 

different people.  I talked to the guy that was in charge of cotton 

pickers and talked to a guy that was in charge of planters, and 

then we'd go off and get stuff.  And then I'd've had—they give 

me a list of all the districts and the managers of each district, 

and I'd—if they had somethin' they want pictures of, they'd send 

me a project.  And there may be a district in Lubbock, Texas.  I'd 

call that district, that manager, tell him who I was.  He'd say, 

"Yeah, we got that.  It's down in around Lamesa, Texas."  So 

he'd call the district—I mean, the dealer at Lamesa, Texas, and 

they found out who bought that equipment, what farmer got it.  

[01:02:01]  So I got—and then I—"Okay, I'll set a date."  And 

I'd drive all the way to Lamesa, Texas, and they was payin' me 

all expenses paid, everything.  And I was really makin' good 

money [laughs] from them.  And we'd go out to this farm, and 

that guy'd be operatin' it, and I'd photograph it.  Mail it in to 

company.  And while I was out there, this pickup truck come up 
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there and he some funny lookin' catchers in it.  I said, "What is 

that stuff?"  He said, "Oh, we're goin' rattlesnake hunt."  Said, 

"That's what we used to catch 'em."  I said, "Yeah?"  He said, 

"Yeah, we're goin' to—we're gonna go on one tomorrow."  I said, 

"Can I go with you?"  And he said, "If you want to."  So I called 

the dealer, and I called the district office, called the truck end of 

it.  And then we got three scouts out there, and we put that 

thing together, and I photographed that rattlesnake hunt, and it 

was in the store, in the [unclear words].  [Laughs]  So we did 

good.  [01:03:07]  And—but anyway, that's where I got on that 

rattlesnake hunt.  We caught some rattlers.  Don't go on a hunt 

unless you're gonna do part of it.  I can't imagine me goin' on a 

rattlesnake hunt and not catch 'em like the . . . 

SL:  Really? 

BS:  . . . rest of 'em do. 

SL:  I don't know. 

BS:  When I . . . 

TM:  Scott, we need to change tapes. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  Well, you saw those pictures in there, didn't you? 

SL:  Yeah.  Okay, we gotta change tapes. 

[Tape stopped]  
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[01:03:31] SL:  Well, Billie, we're startin' on our second tape. 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  We've had lunch from Pickens. 

BS:  It was good. 

SL:  It was very good. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Very good.  We held off on any of the pie, though.  We didn't 

have any pie. 

BS:  Wonder why? 

SL:  Well, it was an oversight by our director—our—and I know he's 

hearing us right now. 

BS:  Because I like the pie. 

SL:  I do, too.  I do, too. 

BS:  Okay.  [Laughs] 

SL:  So we'll put that in the entry book that we forgot to get the pie.  

[BS laughs]  And it's great pie. 

BS:  Oh, I bet so, too.  Yeah. 

[01:04:03] SL:  Okay.  Well, like I say, this is our second tape.  

We've been talkin' about your childhood, your growin' up . . . 

BS: Yeah. 

SL: . . . here in McGehee and a little bit about—a very small amount 

of information about your grandparents. 
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BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  But we've been talkin' pretty good about your mom and her role 

in the household, and we've talked some about your father, but I 

want to talk a little bit more about your father if we can.  He was 

a—he was an attorney here in McGehee. 

BS:  McGehee, yeah.  Went . . .  

SL:  And got his degree, his law degree, at the University of  

Arkansas . . . 

BS:  Arkansas.  Right. 

SL:  . . . in 1906. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Which means—that's pretty early in the life of law degrees     

anywhere . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . in the state.  So I was very impressed with that.  Now you 

were saying that during the Depression, people couldn't pay him 

money or very little money.  But they would bring him food  

or . . . 

BS:  They'd bring him potatoes . . . 

SL:  . . . barter 'tatoes . . . 

BS:  . . . or ham and . . .  

SL: . . . and ham and stuff like that.  
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BS: . . . or—and things like that. 

[01:05:03] SL:  And also during the Depression, there was so little 

money that y'all lost the house that you grew up in. 

BS:  Oh yeah.  Dad lost it.  He couldn't find—so—well, durin' the 

Depression it was right after that, I went to service. 

SL:  I know that. 

BS:  And when I come back home, I didn't know where I lived.  I 

didn't know where my own—that our family lived, even. 

[01:05:24] SL:  Did your father ever talk about any of his work, any 

of the cases that he was working on?  Were you aware of what 

he did with his law practice? 

BS:  Well, I could think of that one where this guy come up that 

stairway with his gun shootin', and he—Daddy jumped up on the 

table, and he got a bullet right through his leg right here. 

SL:  Is that right? 

BS:  Yeah.  And that's right here in McGehee in the old courthouse.  

And the guy that he was representin' was in the window on the 

second floor.  Boy, he fell out on the ground.  [Laughs] 

[01:06:04] SL:  So he'd come up to shoot the guy that your dad was 

representing. 

BS:  I guess.  

SL:  And . . . 
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BS:  But anyway, he also shot at Daddy, too, and—'cause Daddy 

jumped up off the floor and jumped up on the table, I guess, to 

come—didn't know where to go or what.  But anyway, that bullet 

hit him right through his leg after he was standin' on the table.  

So you know good and well it—he was gonna hit him right here.   

SL:  Yeah, would've gone in . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

[01:06:31] SL:  That's some—that's kind of wild and—wild, wild west 

there. 

BS:  Well, it was—back in those days, it was wild.  And I remember 

my mother talkin' about one time she walked to town, that 

bayou that runs through town—she saw a guy hanging out of a 

tree.  

SL: Uh-oh. 

BS: On a limb in the tree—guy—they hung him. 

SL:  African American? 

BS:  I think.  I think. 

[01:06:56] SL:  We may as well go ahead and talk . . . 

BS:  I'm not gonna say [laughs] . . .   

SL:  . . . about some of that right now.   

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  I mean,  you know, the history of lynchings in Arkansas kind of 
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runs parallel with the railroad . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . goin' up and down this part of the state. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  So as a child growing up, were you ever aware of the 

segregation that was going on?  I mean, were there signs 

anywhere where it was white only or colored only? 

BS:  Yeah, I member those.  Yeah. 

SL:  Well . . . 

[01:07:29] BS:  I member that the restroom said white, colored.  

There'd be two there.  One be white, one be colored.  And a 

fountain—it was white and a colored drink water.  Yeah, I had—I 

member all of that.  Yeah. 

SL:  Was there a—was the movie house—were there two movie 

houses, or was there a balcony that the African Americans sat in 

up top whenever you went to the movie? 

BS:  Well, I can remember African Americans sittin' anywhere they 

wanted to in the thee—and some of 'em stood upstairs, and I sit 

upstairs with 'em.  And downstairs, they'd sit down there.  And 

they were more or less scattered.  It wasn't a lot, but they were 

scattered in the thing.  But they didn't sit—they wasn't 

segregated in the movies. 
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[01:08:23] SL:  So—but there was a white—a segre—the schools 

were segregated. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  There was a—an African American school, and there was a white 

school. 

BS:  Right.  Uh-huh. 

SL:  And was the African American school—was it in town, or was it 

outside of town or . . . 

BS:  No, it was in town. 

SL:  It was? 

BS:  But I wanna tell you somethin'.  To me, if it was still segregated, 

they'd get a better education.  They don't get very well 

education now since they moved together 'cause they don't get 

along. 

[01:08:58] SL:  But when you were growin' up, y'all—you probably 

got along fine with the African American kids. 

BS:  Oh yeah, just fine.  But see, what made it tough and rougher 

and hard—when the government moved in.  Then they started 

tellin' you this and this and then people withdrew. 

SL:  That's right.  There was some flight. 

BS:  So that created the big problem.  But if the government 

would've stayed out of it, it would've gone just as smooth like it 
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is today, almost, 'cause it was gradually goin' that way.  But all 

they had to do is just a little more time.  But the government 

stepped in—created a big problem.  The government always 

steps in and get—create big problems.  [Laughs]   

[01:09:41] SL:  Well, brought it to a head.  I mean . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . you know, there's some—I was talkin' with a fellow up in 

Helena that felt like the crisis in [19]57 really hurt the commerce 

of the Helena community . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . at the time. 

BS:  That's right.  And to this day still, almost.  'Cause when you talk 

about Helena—nobody wants to run around Helena or even live 

right in Helena because of that same thing.  You talk about 

segregation—my wife's in a nursing home, in the Dermott 

Nursing Home.  People segregate themselves.  We'll go in there 

and—where they all mix together, but when they get ready to 

eat, the Blacks over here and the whites over here.  They 

segregate themselves.   

SL:  That's what they knew growing up. 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  It's what they knew growing up, too. 
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BS:  Yeah, just let 'em do it the . . . 

SL:  I mean, that's just the way it was. 

BS:  Yeah, that—let 'em do it themselves 'cause if you do somethin' 

like accept, you come near gettin' closer together in the long 

run. 

SL:  Instead of someone tellin' you to do it. 

BS:  Someone—somebody tell you some—it just breaks it apart.  It 

goes just the opposite.  'Cause I remember when I was a kid, I 

could see things goin' better far as Black and white concerned.  

All the time it's gettin' better and better all the time.  I could see 

it.  But until the government stepped in—went the other 

direction. 

[01:11:10] SL:  You know, a lot of folks that I've talked to, they talk 

about growing up with mixed-race friends, African Americans 

and white children playing together. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  But once public school started and they started going to separate 

schools, those relationships kind of started to drift. 

BS:  Little bit.  Yeah. 

SL:  And by the time they got to junior high school or high school, it 

was—all that camaraderie early on had now . . . 

BS:  Right. 
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SL:  . . . kind of—they had just naturally gone their own ways 

because they were separated. 

BS:  Well, my wife had grew up at Selma and they all—they was 

completely mixed.  They all played together—everything.  And in 

fact, three or four of my real good friends at Selma are Black.  

I've hunted with 'em.  I done everything.  And they're real nice 

people.  But when somebody wants to push somethin' on you, 

they done the wrong thing.  [Laughs] 

[01:12:18] SL:  Well, now . . . 

BS:  The government push, push. 

SL:  There's a—there's—it seems like to me there was a couple of 

things that have affected the population here in the Delta.   

Some . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  I mean, a couple of 'em are natural disasters. 

BS:  Right. 

SL:  Flood.   

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  The floods.  There was some flight after the floods.   

BS:  Right. 

SL:  Fields were ruined and houses gone, and there was work in 

Detroit or someplace else, and they just—and folks kind of 
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migrated to the North. 

BS:  To the North.  Yeah. 

[01:12:59] SL:  But then there was also the mechanization of 

farming. 

BS:  Oh yeah.  Then that let—they'd be—they let a lot of 'em all go 

that way because they had bigger planters, bigger tractors, 

could do a lot more acreage.  So that's—in fact, that's the way it 

is today.  You go out there today in the field—you—the planter 

will be eight- or twelve-row planter.  [Laughs]  It don't take long 

to cross a field like that.  And cultivators—big cultivators—if they 

cultivate at all.  A lot of times they don't even cultivate.  They 

plant beans—two little rows on one bed and then they fly 

chemicals on it to kill the grass.  And they don't need to put 

another tractor in the field. 

[01:13:51] SL:  So really, what used to take a hundred people to 

work a field, now two or three people can work it. 

BS:  Yeah, right.  I know the Frenches in McGehee—a boy—he's—I 

know good and well he's got about ten thousand acres of land, 

but how many people he got workin' for him?  Not a lot.  He got 

a lot of big equipment, and they know how to move and when to 

move on things.  So—and he's handlin' that much acreage.  

That's a lot of acreage, isn't it?  [Laughs] 
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[01:14:26] SL:  That is.  Well, so your experience—I—and I just want 

to—I want to stay with your early years here . . . 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  . . . for right now.  But your experience growing up, there really 

was not a lot of animosity or struggle between whites and Blacks 

in McGehee. 

BS:  No. 

SL:  And they were—folks got along fine the way it was and . . . 

BS:  In fact, I had a lot of friends.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Real friends, until—just things started changin', especially when 

the government got involved.  People don't like to be told and 

pushed to do things.  Let it come naturally, and it works out 

better.  So—I know that people just resent it every time they 

was told to do somethin'.  People resent bein' told.  Especially 

American people.  They don't like it.  [Laughs] 

[01:15:26] SL:  Yeah.  Were—as long as we're talking about 

segregation and desegregation . . . 

BS:  Okay. 

SL: After the war, you're already back here in McGehee and 

everything.  There's a strike that happens.  I guess it's in the 

[19]60s . . . 
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BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . in Marianna, where the African Americans boycotted all the 

white businesses. 

BS:  Yeah, I remember that.  Yeah. 

SL:  Do you remember that? 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Did any of that kind of activity happen in McGehee as well?  Did 

it spread?  It was pretty much just in Marianna. 

BS:  Just that one area.  'Cause a lot of people down in around 

McGehee and Black and white—they didn't think too much about 

it.  It wasn't discussed.  It wasn't in the papers or in here.  So a 

lot of times the—you'd be surprised people didn't know it was 

goin' on, even.  [Laughs] 

[01:16:26] SL:  As a child growing up, were you ever aware of the 

Ku Klux Klan?  Did you ever see any Klan activity? 

BS:  I've seen some dress, but no Klan activity, and I knew a man 

here in McGehee that was in Georgia—was a—what do they call 

it?  The higher up . . . 

SL:  Wizard or the . . . 

BS:  Yeah, yeah.  Right here in McGehee.  But I never did see 

anything happen.  You know, I never was—seen no problem, but 

he was.  He was a Klansman. 
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[01:17:00] SL:  You know, we got to sit down with Floyd Thomas . . . 

BS:  Yeah, Floyd.  [Laughs]  

SL:  . . . for a day, and he talked quite a bit about his activity with 

k—tryin' to dismantle the Klan in his work as an FBI agent. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And . . . 

BS:  Oh, his daddy? 

SL:  Yeah—well, no—Floyd. 

BS:  Floyd. 

SL:  Floyd.  Yeah. 

BS:  Okay, I knew him [unclear words].  Okay. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, I knew he worked with FBI.  I remember that. Yeah. 

[01:17:29] SL:  And he—you know, he ended up just—he pretty 

much knew everybody that was in the Klan and . . . 

BS:  I guess he did.   

SL:  . . . really just kind of shamed them into getting out of it.  I 

mean, they—you know, he just—and he did it without guns or 

threatening or anything like that.  It was like . . . 

BS:  You can do more if you—non-threatenin'.  Don't threat. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  'Cause you do less after you do that and—just like I was talkin' 
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about a while ago when the government got in—started pushin', 

people rejected it and fell back. 

SL:  Pushed back. 

BS:  Pushed back, yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[01:18:09] BS:  And is Floyd still livin' in—was it Magnolia or El 

Dorado?  Which . . .  

SL:  Yeah, he's still living, but I think he's in a retirement community, 

or he's in some kind of facility now. 

BS:  Okay.  Well, it's been a long time.  We used to have class 

reunions here, and the last two or three years, three or four 

years, I hadn't heard too much from Floyd. 

SL:  He's slipped a little bit . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . I believe.  Yeah. 

[01:18:32] BS:  Yeah.  But anyway, most of us now are gone 

[laughs] except me, Floyd, and a couple others.  A boy by the 

name of Fly Smith—he's still here. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And same age of me.  No, I'm a year—I'm one year older'n him.  

He's ninety-one, and I'm ninety-two.  [Laughter] 

SL:  Well, I—you know, it's just the whole segregation thing is—and 
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desegregation is a hot topic in the state of Arkansas. 

BS:  Oh, I know it. 

SL:  And it remains that today. 

BS:  I know it, and reason it remains that—because they was—tried 

to drive you.  The government tried to drive things on you and 

it—people resent it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And it's not gonna help a bit.  If they'd shut up, things would 

take care of itself.  [Laughs]  But sometimes now—even some of 

the Blacks won't let it happen right.  They push and create more 

problems.  And the more they do that, the worse things gonna 

get.  If they'd just leave it—things alone—let things take care of 

itself—it will. 

[01:19:48] SL:  Did the Black public school—did they have their own 

athletics?  Did they have their own football team? 

BS:  No, no football team, but they had their own basketball team, 

and things like that.  Yeah. 

SL:  Did you ever used to go see them play basketball or . . . 

BS:  No. 

SL:  No. 

BS:  'Cause I was watching my white boys. 

SL:  Yeah.  [BS laughs]  Yeah.  Well, in some cases . . . 
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BS:  I mean, I might have gone to 'em . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . but I didn't have any desire to go or anything . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . happen to go.  I didn't go or didn't go because they were 

Black or anything like that. 

SL:  You just did—it just didn't—the timing wasn't right.  Yeah. 

BS:  I just—that's right. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

[01:20:23] BS:  That's right.  No, I would've been tickled to death to 

see one of 'em play. 

SL:  Well, yeah, I mean, there was this—there is kind of an athletic 

camaraderie . . . 

BS:  Oh, yeah. 

SL:  . . . among athletes . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  . . . you know  And they—anybody likes to see a good athlete 

perform. 

BS:  Oh, I'd've gone and watched 'em play. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[01:20:38] BS:  But—well, after I got out of school I was gone a lot 

from this part of the . . . 
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . from the—McGehee.  And I was in the war part time, and I'd 

travel cross-country with International Harvester Company.  I 

was coverin' thirteen states, roughly, for International on 

assignments. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I wasn't around McGehee much.  [Laughs]  I'd go to South 

Carolina and down in Texas, Oklahoma, everywhere.  They'd 

give me a project, I'd go cover it.  It may take me almost a 

week sometime on some of 'em by the time I get there, and we 

get the weather right, get 'em goin' good 'cause everything we 

photographed—it had to be in the field, in action.  So if things 

wasn't right, you had to wait.  So—but anyway, in the field and 

in action is your best pictures.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  Well, they tell a story that way. 

BS:  Yeah, they tell the story. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[01:21:50] SL:  So did your—was your father a veteran? 

BS:  No, he sure wasn't. 

SL:  He wasn't. 

BS:  No, I don't think he was—he wasn't any kind of a veteran.  Nuh-
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uh.  That I know of.  But he was active quite a bit during the 

World War II 'cause he was on the draft board and he—just like I 

said, he sent all four of his sons.  So the John Doe that had his 

son, he couldn't gripe 'cause [laughs] Daddy sent him 'cause he 

sent his own. 

SL:  Yeah.  [BS laughs]   

BS:  Yeah.  But anyway, I've heard some guy one time gripe 'cause, 

"You sent my boy, but you're not sendin' yours."  You know, I've 

heard that kind of stuff.  My Daddy didn't have to put up with 

that kind of stuff. 

[01:22:41] SL:  'Cause he did.  He did send—son.  So your father 

was city attorney for twenty-five years. 

BS:  Twenty-five years, yeah.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Did they have a—was it a city council form of government here 

or a mayor—mayoral? 

BS:  City council—yeah—and a mayor. 

SL:  And mayor, too. 

BS:  Fellow by the name of Maupin was our mayor here at the same 

time Daddy was city attorney.  And—oh, I'll tell you another 

[unclear words]—I forgot what we did, but anyway, I was into—

oh yeah, it was about between the theater and the drug stores, 

and it was a—two guys were shootin' craps out there, and I was 
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sittin' there watchin' it.  All—seventeen cents in the game.  That 

was all the money that was in there. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Seventeen cents.  And I was watchin' 'em shoot craps, and I was 

standin' and lookin', and I looked up to the other end—I saw him 

take one of those big—a picture-show thing and block it in.  I 

said, "Man, the law's comin'."  I started runnin' out the other end 

myself.  Jumped right in the sheriff's arm [laughs], and he said, 

"Where are you goin'?"  I said, "Nowhere."  [Laughter]  And so 

they put me in—I was gonna have to go to court, too, because I 

was standin' there watchin' 'em. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[01:23:56] BS:  And so anyway, we was gonna—we—the next day or 

two we was goin' to court, and Daddy was the city attorney, and 

I guess he was gonna—I didn't know what I was gonna do.  

And—but anyway, we was standin' up front there and waitin' for 

court time that mornin'.  And I had some clean khakis on and 

everything, and I had to go to the bathroom.  Another old boy 

said, "Yeah, I gotta go, too."  So we went back behind the 

buildin' where that little creek was runnin' through there.  So we 

go in and use it, and I fell in that sucker. 

SL:  Oh, no! 
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BS:  Up to here.  And I come up wadin' out of there, come up front, 

and it was court time.  I said, "Goodness gracious."  I just went 

on to court just like that and the mayor—he said, "Bill 

Seamans," said, "where have you been?"  I said, "I fell in the 

bayou."  And he [laughs] said—he looked, and he said, "Y'all 

boys go on home."  He said, "You clean—go on and [laughs] 

change your clothes."  So that was it.  So I fell in that good. 

SL:  Got over it.  You got a pardon. 

BS:  And Daddy hadn't got there yet, thank goodness. 

[01:24:54] SL:  Oh my gosh.  [BS laughs]  That's somethin'.  [BS 

laughs]  Well, do you remember any of the big issues that your 

father had to deal with as city attorney? 

BS:  Well, yeah—when they had that—I can't think of that lady's 

name—a black man raped a white woman here, and they was 

gonna have court—have him over at Arkansas City.  Daddy—

they had appointed Daddy to be the lawyer.  When the governor 

appoints a lawyer to do somethin', he does it or lose his license.  

That's the way it is.  The—he—it's the governor appoints it to do 

this.  So he did. 

SL:  So your father was the prosecutor? 

BS:  Yeah.  So anyway, they got—they was gonna have over at 

Arkansas City.  So they moved 'em out 'cause there'd been—
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there was a group of men was gettin' together—gonna go after 

that guy.  So they moved him out.  Robert Moore was the 

sheriff—moved him out to Pine Bluff or somewhere and—so they 

couldn't find him.  And later on, they had court at the courthouse 

at Arkansas City, and Daddy was lawyer.  And they had National 

Guard, five hundred National Guardsmen with their loaded rifles.  

And from the jailhouse all the way to the courthouse on both 

sides of the sidewalk—would have to go get this guy out of there 

and bring him in for court.  And Daddy was his lawyer. 

SL:  Oh, he was the defendant.  He was for the defendant. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  Oh, he was representin' the defendant. 

BS:  See, the governor appointed him to defend him. 

SL:  Oh my gosh.  I see. 

[01:26:33] BS:  And when the governor appoints you as a lawyer to 

do this, you do it or you lose your license.  See, he had to be 

defended by somebody somewhere.  And it wasn't much 

defending goin' on.  But anyway, he was convicted. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And sent him up at pen, and they executed him. 

SL:  Wow. 

BS:  Up here on Varner.  I'll never forget that.   
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[01:26:58] SL:  How old were you then? 

BS:  Ninety-two. 

SL:  No, you weren't—or you mean . . . 

BS:  Oh, then? 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Okay.  I don't know.  I forgot how old I was. 

SL:  Was it before you went into the Army or . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Way before I went in the service.  And—but anyway, when he 

was executed, Daddy had to go sit there and watch the 

execution.  And he was one of the few five or six men in chairs 

sittin' there and watchin' the execution. 

SL:  That's tough. 

BS:  And he was there.  He had to watch the execution.  So that's 

some of the things.  That was one of the things he was in. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  That's pretty bad there.  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's pretty bad. 

[01:27:42] BS:  Yeah.  You know, I wo—don't want to see anybody 

executed. 

SL:  No. 
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BS:  I don't think I would like to see that. 

SL:  No. 

BS:  But he did and—but remember, a lawyer—when the governor 

appoints you to do somethin', you do it or lose your license. 

[01:28:02] SL:  What governor?  Do you remember what governor it 

was? 

BS:  Who was before Governor Faubus? 

SL:  Cherry.  Is that right? 

BS:  No, it was another one before then. 

Trey Marley:  McMath? 

SL:  McMath? 

BS:  May have been.  I don't know.  

SL:  McMath. 

BS:  I forgot which one it was.  But . . . 

SL:  That's a—you know, McMath is pretty progressive guy.   

That's . . .  

BS:  Was there a Governor Adkins? 

SL:  Yes. 

BS:  Way before then? 

SL:  It was before at—before McMath? 

BS:  Yeah, I think maybe it was him. 

SL:  Adkins was before McMath.  I believe that's right.   
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BS:  I believe that.  Yeah. 

SL:  I think that's right.  I'd have to check. 

BS:  Well, it's so long ago.  I could be wrong, too.  But that seems 

like it's . . . 

SL:  Well, our memories are pretty bad.  [Laughter]  Yours and mine.  

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughter] 

SL:  Well, still, whoever the sitting governor was, he thought well 

enough of your dad to ask that of him. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  So—but Daddy was known all over the state anyway, and 

he's represented a lot of different pea—a lot of different things. 

[01:29:04] SL:  It—well, did he have a history of representing African 

Americans?  He must've—you told one story about. . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  . . . about one bringing him a ham. 

BS:  Yeah, like that.   

SL: Yeah. 

BS: Yeah.  And another time when that guy come up there and shot 

him in they—he was representin' one there.  He's the one that 

fell out the window [laughs], out of that second-story window, 

'cause he—when that guy come with that gun, boy, he went 
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[laughs]—he left.  He just fell out backwards.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Wow. 

BS:  And Daddy jumped up on the table and caught that first shot.  It 

went right through his leg right here.  And then they got a hold 

of him, and they grabbed him and stopped him. 

SL:  Yeah.  Boy! 

[01:29:44] BS:  He was a railroad man.  Somethin' happened on the 

railroad.  I don't know what it was.  It created a problem and—

but of course, it was so long ago, I don't remember the re . . . 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  . . . what was really goin' on.  Yeah.  But that's one good one.  I 

do remember him in.  And I'm pretty sure he was in a lot of 

others I di—that his kids didn't know anything about, probably—

or paid any attention to about it.   

SL:  Well . . . 

[01:30:14] BS:  But he was a good daddy.  He died at sixty-four.  

Had a stroke.  Yeah.  And you know how those stokes—strokes 

do. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  They don't leave you in good shape, do they?  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's right.  Well, what was the—did you ever—did he ever 

have to discipline you on anything that you had done? 
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BS:  Ooh, did he?  He was tough as a boot. 

SL:  Was it a . . . 

BS:  He'd hit me with the back of his hand and maybe knocked me far 

as that wall over there.  He was tough on us.  He was a tough 

daddy.  And then when he got a strap—he had a double strap—

when he got a hold that thing, it scared me to death. 

SL:  Well, yeah—good reason. 

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughs]  He has the kind—he has to do his razors back 

and forth. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Startin' to shave.  But he could take one end of it and use the 

other end and whip with it.  When Mama said, "I'll tell your 

daddy."  "Okay, okay, okay."  [Laughter]  We did what she 

wanted us to do. 

[01:31:20] SL:  Yeah.  My mom always—her favorite thing was a 

switch.  She'd take a . . . 

BS:  Well, Mother used a switch a lot, too. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  What gets me, though—she'd go out there in the tree behind the 

house.  Big ol' elm trees.  She'd go out there and cut one, and 

it'd be a long—oh, about five feet long with some things stickin' 

out like this on the end of it.  And when she got through with it, 
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they were gone and about a half the stick was gone.  Boy, it 

worried me when she got out there and got one of them [laughs] 

sticks.  Cut one of those stick out of that tree.  [Laughs]  Switch, 

I meant to say.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Boy, you don't hear about that kind of stuff anymore, do you? 

BS:  Well, I wished they did 'cause they—I tell you one thing, you 

take a good lickin' sometime, it'll straighten a boy out. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I think he should—still should be doin' it.  When a boy needs 

whippin', he needs a good one 'cause—and when he gets a good 

one, it makes him think twice from then on.  And I think the kids 

back in those days was raised better than the ones nowadays.  

Nowadays, they let 'em do what they want to, almost.  And then 

when they scold 'em—I've had some teachers to whip a kid or do 

somethin' or send 'em home—well, Mom and Daddy get up and 

get mad at the teacher.   

SL:  Well, yeah, the teachers can't do that anymore. 

BS:  Oh, get—yeah, get mad at the teacher, which is—which the kid 

needed it.  [Laughs] 

[01:32:56] SL:  Well, now, I'm gonna guess that you probably 

weren't as strict as your father was with your children. 

BS:  Oh, yes, I was. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

88 

SL:  Oh, you were? 

BS:  Yeah, ask Harry Don when you see him.  [Laughter] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  One time—I want to tell you somethin'—my oldest bro—son—I 

hit him with my fist.  I hated that worse than anything, and I 

thought I never was gonna get over it.  But he got so—he was 

doin' so much, I'd—I just turned around and floored him.  And 

he was a grown boy.  But—and it took me for years to get over 

it.  I couldn't hardly get over it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  For doin' that to my son.  And—but I never did do another one 

that way and I [unclear words] anyway.  That was it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, I felt so bad about it that I wouldn't think about doin' it 

again.  But he forced me into it, almost.  You know, sometime 

these kids'll do that.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, they corner you. 

[01:33:52] BS:  Yeah.  And he was tryin' out and, boy, he—I showed 

him.  But to this day I never had any trouble with him, and he's 

the one that lives at Lake Village, and he's a big farmer down 

there.  He farms a lot of land down there now.  He farms rice, 

corn, and soybeans.  That's what he farms.  And a big catfish 
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farmer, too.  [SL laughs]  He had eleven hundred acres of 

catfish. 

SL:  That's a lot of catfish. 

BS:  Yeah, but now in the catfish business they been goin' out of the 

business because of foreign-raised catfish, which is not half as 

good as ours.  'Cause ours raised in ponds, good water.  And—

but now he's gettin' out of it.  He's still—out of eleven hundred 

acres, he's still got three- or four-hundred-acre deal.  And he's 

gradually goin' down with it—and he gets a pond—he'll push the 

levees, and he'll raise his rice in it.  He's—I—he's raisin' about 

six or seven hundred acres of rice this year.  And then he's got a 

lot of soybeans.  He . . . 

SL:  Yeah, cotton's almost all gone, isn't it? 

BS:  Well . . . 

SL:  I mean . . . 

BS:  . . . to a point.  Yeah, it's gone down a lot. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I believe it's comin'—gonna come back because this—been a 

lot of cotton plantin' this year, though. 

SL:  I guess it's still part of the rotation design that . . . 

BS:  Well, rice and soybeans—they rotate back and forth good 'cause 

soybeans puts somethin' back in the soil . . . 
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SL:  Right. 

BS:  . . . that the rice could use, you know. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  Nitrogen or somethin'.  I don't know what it is. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But it's real good.  [Laughs] 

[01:35:41] SL:  Well, is there anything you want to say about your 

early life here in—I mean, it sounds like to me that you were 

kind of full of the dickens. 

BS:  The what? 

SL:  That you were kind of full of the dickens growin' up here—that 

you got in some trouble a little bit, maybe, every week over 

somethin'. 

BS:  Yeah, I know it.   

SL:  That you were doin' somethin'. 

BS:  I was . . . 

SL:  But at the same time . . . 

BS:  I wasn't no nice boy growin' up.  [Laughter] 

[01:36:12] SL:  But it sounds like you had good neighbors.   

BS:  Good neighbors. 

SL:  Good teachers. 

BS:  Good teachers.  I had everything. 
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SL:  You had a good mom and dad. 

BS:  Good mom and dad. 

SL:  You loved your siblings. 

BS:  My brothers and sisters—we got along just fine, and so there 

was no reason for me to ever mess up. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I did.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, most kids do . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . growin' up.  It's kind of like learnin' to not put your hand on 

the stove, you know. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[01:36:38] SL:  It hu—it can hurt. 

BS:  You put your hand and see if it is hot.   

SL:  [Laughs]  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, it's hot. 

SL:  Oh, now you understand what hot is.   

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughter] 

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  Well . . . 

BS:  Like—it's just like puttin' your finger up there to see—is it got 

'lectric?  Oh, yeah.  [Laughs] 

[01:36:53] SL:  Okay.  Well, now before I get you into the army . . . 
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BS:  Okay. 

SL:  . . . what was your social life with the girls here in town?  What 

was it like?  When—did you start dating? 

BS:  Dated young. 

SL:  What was the dating scene like for you? 

BS:  Well, we didn't date a certain one that often.  We'd get out of 

school, and they had a place they called—they called it Mary's 

Place.  It's a little ol' place we'd all go to—had a jukebox, danced 

and carry on.  And we'd get there about three o'clock, three-

thirty, and we'd stay there till ten-thirty at night.  And we'd just 

cut up and have a good time.  And we had—as kids, we had a lot 

of fun, and we did do some dancin, too.  It wasn't no put-on 

stuff.  We danced together, and we could dance.  And—but I 

don't see anybody—the kids nowadays—dancin' like we used to 

dance. 

SL:  No.  No, I . . . 

BS:  One made y'all dance over to the corner and find your partner 

maybe over here.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, yeah.   

BS:  Well, we . . . 

[01:37:59] SL:  Well, I won't—let's talk a little bit about that 

jukebox. 
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BS:  Okay. 

SL:  'Cause a jukebox was technology that wasn't always around, and 

when it hit, it was really, really popular.  Do you remember any 

of the songs that you used to dance to? 

BS:  No, I don't.  But I tell you one thing.  There was a lot of good 

dancin' pieces on the jukebox.  And we could do—we could slow 

dance, or we could take other—any—or double—triple beat or we 

could jitterbug.  And we—there was no piece of music on that 

jukebox . . . 

SL:  That you couldn't work with. 

BS:  . . . that come up.  We could dance with any of 'em.  It's all the 

beat.  Whatever the beat is, you just get with that beat, and you 

go.  [Laughs] 

[01:38:47] SL:  Well, so you were a good dancer. 

BS:  I was.  [SL laughs]  I danced a lot.  [Laughter] 

SL:  You danced a lot. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  And the girls like it.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, but it sounds like the community—you didn't really ever 

latch onto just one . . . 

BS:  No, we just . . . 
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SL:  . . . person.  

BS:  . . . danced together. 

SL:  You danced together. 

BS:  Yeah.  We'd go out to school, and I guess—it may be—if there 

was ten girls there, I probably danced with every one of 'em, 

you know.  It wasn't anything special.  Not until you got older.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, right. 

BS:  Then . . .  

SL:  Right. 

BS:  . . . it starts gettin' a little special.  [Laughs] 

[01:39:21] SL:  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I understand.  I understand.  

Well, did you ever go on any date?  What—I mean, like, take a 

girl to a movie or take her . . . 

BS:  Not too much. 

SL:  . . . down to Mary's or . . . 

BS:  No, we . . . 

SL:  No? 

BS:  . . . just always went in gangs and all had a good time.  And—

but—as much—us kids—and we all got along nice together.  We 

didn't have no problems, and the girls liked all the boys.  The 

boys liked all the girls.  And there was several of 'em—I 
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remember when I come back from service, the first night I was 

here I danced with one little ol' girl I used to dance with all the 

time.  And we went to a deal in Lake Village with a couple of 

other couples, and we danced.  And then the [unclear words] the 

next day, that's when I met my wife, and I walked her home 

that night, but I was walkin' with the wrong girl.  [Laughter]   

SL:  Yeah. 

[01:40:21] BS:  But anyway, it took the next day before I found out 

if it was gonna be—and then we got engaged and got married 

real quick.  And it was love at first sight, really. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  That's funny how that happens, isn't it? 

SL:  It is. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  It is. 

BS:  No, there was all these other girls.  Some of 'em are good-lookin' 

girls, but with Dorothy it was different.  It was love at first sight.  

[Laughs]   

SL:  I think it's in the eyes, don't you? 

BS:  I—somethin'.  I don't know what it is. 

SL:  I think it's when the eyes meet that it . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 
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SL:  There's somethin' happens then. 

BS:  She was a good-lookin' woman—my wife—and still is.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

[01:40:59] BS:  Even though she's ninety-two.  And—but we just fell 

for each other real quick.  And she was a real close friend of my 

two sisters.  That's where I met her the—and she knew all about 

me [SL laughs], but through my two sisters. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I didn't know her from Adams.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But it didn't take me long to find out, though, that she was the 

one I wanted.  [Laughs] 

[01:41:33] SL:  Well, let's talk about this transition, because it's a 

big transition.  You leave McGehee.  I mean, you'd already gone 

to—you went to Little Rock and worked for a little bit—is  

that . . . 

BS:  Oh, when my brother got killed. 

SL:  When your brother got killed . . . 

BS:  It tore me up so bad.  See, he was so close.  We were so close 

that I left school, and I had fifteen and a half credits—half a 

credit to graduate.  And—but I went to school, and I was tore 

up.  Went up there and worked up there for about a year . . . 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

97 

SL:  In Little Rock. 

BS:  . . . in Little Rock and lived with my sister, and then I decided I 

needed to come back home, and I had to come back home.  

Right after that, there was a war broke out.  I mean, well, it was 

already broke out.  Then I went on in the service then and—with 

some of my buddies.  I wanted to go with them and . . . 

[01:42:29] SL:  Okay, now that's an interesting thing.  Now, when 

folks were signin' up and volunteering for duty at World War II, a 

lot of times it was a group of boys that . . . 

BS:  Right. 

SL:  . . . would go.  It was like, "We gotta do somethin'."  And they 

wanted to go.  They wanted to serve, and even sometimes when 

the parents weren't [laughs] really in favor of it. 

BS:  No. 

SL:  They'd go ahead and go sign up, and then they'd come home 

and tell their parents.  Is that . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

[01:43:01] SL:  But your dad knew what you were . . . 

BS:  He knew that I was gonna go. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And see, my brother got killed—first one.  He was draft board.  

He helped send him.  And then I was next, and I asked him—I 
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told you I asked him—I said, "How long will it be before I have 

to go to service?"  He said, "You got about six weeks."  I said, 

"Can I go now with this group of boys that I want to go with?"  

He said, "If you want to, you can go now."  I said, "Okay."  So I 

took off. 

SL:  Were these guys that you went to high school with? 

BS:  Yeah, they all—all the one of 'em I went to school with. 

SL:  And . . . 

BS:  So I just wanted to go with them, you know. 

[01:43:36] SL:  Yeah.  So where did you go to sign up? 

BS:  Well . . . 

SL:  I mean, where were you in—where did you enter? 

BS:  Oh, I went to Little Rock at Fort—what's the school out there?  

Fort Robinson—Camp Robinson? 

SL:  Camp Robinson.  That's right. 

BS:  Yeah, I went.  That's where I went in.  That's where I signed up 

there. 

[01:43:53] SL:  Now, you had been to Little Rock before. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  You went there to work and live with your sister. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  So you knew . . . 
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BS:  I knew where . . . 

SL:  You were . . . 

BS:  . . . Camp Robinson was. 

SL:  Yeah, but you also knew that Little Rock was a much bigger town     

and . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  . . . a different kind of thing than McGehee was. 

BS:  Oh.  Well, here's another thing—at Camp Robinson—see, when 

they had Citizens' Military Training Camp.  They called it CMTC.  

Well, I went—there was a four-year deal there.  You have a 

white, red, and a blue, and you had a fourth year.  Well, that 

fourth year was the blue.  I went to all those—every—they had 

one month a year, every year, and I went all—well, I was goin' 

my fourth year, and I could've got a commission out of it.  But 

anyway, the war broke, and they canceled all that, and so I went 

back home.  I didn't get to go finish my fourth year.  So—but 

anyway, I went to Camp Robinson three different times there as 

Citizens Military Training.  And so that was real good, too.  I had 

it behind me before I went to service. 

[01:45:04] SL:  So—okay, now, I'm a little bit confused.  You joined 

the Army six weeks early.  Is that right?  Or you just started 

your—the Citizens training then. 
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BS:  Oh, no.  No, that was Citizens—that was before I was  

introduced . . .  

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  I was drafted. 

SL:  Okay.  All right. 

BS:  So I told Daddy about goin' on and—but they—anyway, they 

shipped me to Little Rock . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . at Fort—at . . . 

SL:  Camp Robinson. 

BS:  . . . Camp Robinson.  And they put us on a troop train, and we 

left there, and we come through McGehee.  We came through 

McGehee and stopped for about twenty minutes, and my daddy 

and mother come up there and they talked—I couldn't get off 

the train, but they could stand outside, and we could talk.  And 

we left there and when we—right after we left there, goin' on 

down towards Florida, ol' boy come in there, and he said, "Boys, 

y'all are in the Air Force."  I didn't know what we's in.  [Laughs]  

"Air Force?"  I said, "Well, good!"  [Laughs] 

[01:46:08] SL:  Back then it was the Army Air Force. 

BS:  Army Air Force.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  And . . . 

SL:  Did they even tell you where you were going on the train? 

BS:  No, uh-uh.  I know—finally, we got the idea that we was goin' 

down in Florida to one of the basic training camps down there. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And that's where we went.  And then after that . . . 

[01:46:26] SL:  Where—do you know—remember where in Florida 

that was? 

BS:  Fort Myers.  

SL:  Fort Myers.  Okay. 

BS:  No, wait—no, that was St. Petersburg there at that—no, wait a 

minute.  Fort Myers, I believe is where it was. 

SL:  Okay. 

[01:46:42] BS:  But anyway, we wind up there, and we got—then I 

was—later on, I was shipped out of Fort Myers on a—got on a 

troop train goin' towards—I mean, a plane goin' overseas.  And 

no, they shipped me back to Oklahoma City where I got with a 

group of A—what they call A-20s.  It's a twin-engine fighter 

bomber.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I used to fly in the nose of that thing all the time.  And we 

come across a town like McGehee, and we'd be below our water 
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tank.  We'd be so low on the ground I'd look up at the tank—see 

if I could see what town it was.  [Laughs] 

[01:47:24] SL:  Now in the nose of the A-20 . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . were you a bombardier there, or were you a gunner or . . . 

BS:  I was just a passenger.   

SL:  Just a pass . . . 

BS:  I wasn't even gunner. 

SL:  Oh, okay. 

BS:  But I was just flyin'—see, we had this pilot, and he was flyin' 

these A-20s, and I was on his crew.  So I just got in the nose.  I 

used to fly in the nose all the time and it—but when—and when 

we left, goin' overseas, we finally—we left Oklahoma City as a 

group, and we got to jor—Savannah, Georgia, and we landed 

there, and we was gonna go to Russia.  We had a lot of winter 

equipment on there.  So we stopped for about two weeks since 

they that?—Rommel was creatin' such a bad deal in Africa, they 

was gonna ship us to Africa instead. 

[01:48:18] SL:  [Laughs]  That's different clothing. 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  [Laughs]  That's different clothing than . . . 

BS:  Yeah, so we had to . . . 
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SL:  . . . the stuff in Russia.  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . change everything off of our plane—get ready for Africa.  So 

we got on it, and we flew into Homestead, Florida, and went—

and then we stayed there a day or two.  When we left—that's 

when we bailed out in the ocean.  Our plane was goin' down.  

We was tryin' to make it back to Puerto Rico and couldn't do it, 

so we bailed out and no—I bailed out at a hundred feet in the 

water.  Couldn't swim.  [Laughs]  But I had my Mae West.  I still 

got my Mae West out there in the closet—still got it.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Saved your life. 

[01:48:52] BS:  Yeah, and my little pilot chute that pulled my chute 

out.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I had it, too.  And—but anyway, they finally picked me up after 

about a hour, it seemed like.  Water—'cause the boat saw me 

bail out.  And the other ol' boy jumped out before I did.  We got 

him.  And then the—we got back to the States, and they give us 

another plane and another A-20, and we started across again, 

and we was havin' a problem.  Gas was pourin' out our—over 

our engine—I mean, over our wing—about this far from hot 

flames of fire.  Can you imagine that?  But it wasn't catchin' on 

fire.  It was just goin' on that way.  But anyway, we had to land 
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in Nassau.  We thought we'd get it fixed.  And we worked on it 

and got it fixed.  But we were supposed to be with a group of 

planes, so we had one navigator.  So we'd looked up, and we 

saw some more comin', so we took off real quick.  [SL laughs]  

Gonna catch this group . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . so we could follow them to where we's goin'.  Well, we got 

up there with 'em and that—we started havin' that problem 

again.  Here that gas comin'.  We're gonna lose it.  So we'd gone 

a little way.  He said—we didn't have Cuba on our map.  Said, "I 

got strip maps, but I think Cuba is to our right."  He said, "We're 

goin' that way."  Said, "We're either gonna hit Cuba or we're 

not."  [SL laughs]  [01:50:26]  We said, "Okay."  So we was up 

about [laughs] ten thousand feet.  He said, "Boys, it looks like 

you're gonna have to bail out."  I look down, and I could see 

whitecaps.  I said, "I'm not bailin' out anymore."  I said, "I've 

bailed out enough."  I said, "Whatever you do, where you go 

down," I said, "we're gonna be with you."  And he said, "Okay."  

[Laughs]  And so we made it to cu—did run into Cuba.  And we 

hit a little ol' airstrip for Cubs, but it was too—wasn't enough for 

us.  We hit that runway goin' 110, and when we got to the other 

end of it, we run into a thicket, and we crashed—turned up—
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went up—got up on the nose, and we stayed there for, I guess, 

for about a week.  We got some cots and things out of the plane.  

It didn't blow up.  [Laughs]  And we stayed there, and they 

finally carried us back to Camaguey, and then they got a 

Caterpillar—come in there and turned that plane back down, and 

the nose gear's all tore out, too—and pulled it back in there and 

we—they sent us a nose gear and everything.  And so we put—

and then these other two guys and myself—we put that nose 

gear and took the old one out and tore it out and put that thing 

in there. 

SL:  And it was okay. 

[01:51:43] BS:  And [laughs] so—but that runway was so small take 

off—we unloaded it, and the pilot said, "Y'all gonna fly back"—

they had a little ol' Cub out there.  Said, "Y'all gonna fly back in 

it."  He said, "I'm gonna take this thing off."  So he got that 

thing—he started runnin' that engine up, and all of a sudden he 

let go and we watched him and, sure enough, when they got to 

the other end, he started pickin' up.  But it was unloaded, too. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And so he went on into Camaguey, Cuba, and then we went to 

Camaguey, Cuba.  And we stayed in a hotel there for about a 

month, and we lived a millionaire's vacation.   
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SL:  Well, yeah, I'm thinkin' . . . 

BS:  Oh . . . 

SL:  . . . you've already two crashes, and you haven't even . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . made it to the war yet. 

[01:52:27] BS:  I know it.  Well, five months I told you to get there.   

[Laughs]   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And—but anyway, we had—we'd go down and get us somethin' 

to drink.  It'd be Cuba libre—fifteen cents.  They'd sit everything 

out, and you pour your own.  So boy, we was havin' a good 

time.  And the women—I mean, the girls [SL laughs]—they were 

everywhere.  So it—we got where we kind of look out so if there 

was too many girls, we wouldn't go out.  We's scared.  

[Laughter]  But anyway, they had a plaza they walked around 

every afternoon, and [laughter] so me and this ol' boy—three 

of—we went down there and sit down and what do you do with 

it—you—they walk around in circles.  If you see a real pretty 

one, one you might want to get with, well, when she comes back 

around, you stand up and walk—started walkin' with her.  And I 

met—did one—boy, she was a pretty thing.  Her name was 

Helen, and we walked around and come back around.  And when 
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we come back around there, Mama jumped up and started 

walkin' with us.  Her mama.  I said, "Dad-gum."   

SL:  That's trouble.  [Laughter]   

[01:53:29] BS:  [Laughs]  Yeah!  So that was it.  But anyway, she 

gave me a little picture and said, "Always remember me, Helen."  

And I still got that picture. 

SL:  That's good.  [BS laughs]  That's good. 

BS:  Yeah, "Always remember me, Helen." 

SL:  Well, now . . . 

BS:  She was a pretty girl, too. 

[01:53:45] SL:  Let's sto—let's drop back just a little bit.  When you 

first get in the service, what kind of training are you getting?  I 

mean, it sounds like you're just kind of . . . 

BS:  Well, they . . .  

SL:  . . . climbin' on a plane and just flyin' around. 

BS:  No. 

SL:  What—what'd they have you do? 

BS:  They shipped us back down in Florida—Fort Myers—and we 

started flyin' in smaller planes.  And they'd have a big chute 

behind another plane, and we fired it, and we'd have different 

colors of ammunition and different colors—they could look at 

that big sock, whatever it was, we was shooting at—they could 
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see the colors of it—which one did what.  And . . . 

[01:54:24] SL:  So it was target practice . . .  

BS:  Target practice. 

SL:  . . . basically. 

BS:  We did a lot of target practicin'.  And then we finally got back, 

and they shipped us back to Will Rogers Field in Oklahoma City. 

SL:  There you go.  

BS:  Yeah.  And we stayed a long time in those A-20s, and then we 

decided—they shipped us overseas.  And we was gonna go to 

Russia, but Rommel was creatin' such a havoc in Africa, they 

changed our deal to Africa.  So I—when I got into Africa, 

Rommel was just about your—almost pushed out, so that's 

what—where it got started right there. 

[01:55:02] SL:  So your training was basically gunning—guns.  You    

were . . . 

BS:  Yeah, I was a . . . 

SL:  You were gonna be a turret . . . 

BS:  But I—they put me as a crew chief on A-20, and I didn't know 

anything about a A-20.  [Laughs]  But—except we put our nose 

gear in.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But you know, when we left they had tech orders, and I got—I 
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reached—didn't know I'm not—they're not supposed to be goin' 

overseas with those things.  But anyway, I got that book, and I 

put it the airplane, and I took it.  If I was gonna be crew chief 

and work on that thing, I want some . . . 

SL:  You needed the manual.  [Laughs] 

BS:  Yeah [laughs], I want somethin' to look at. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

[01:55:33] BS:  So we put that nose gear back in that plane.  Isn't 

that somethin'?  [Laughs]   

SL:  That is somethin'. 

BS:  But here's the thing—another thing about it.  When we got that 

plane back to the States at Homestead, Florida, it was—the 

fuselage was warped on it.  We didn't know that.  I didn't know 

it.  And that guy said, "What are y'all doin' flyin' this thing back?  

It should've been junked right there."  I said, "What?"  And he 

said, "It's so warped.  Look at your fuselage.  It warped."  

[Laughs] 

[01:56:03] SL:  So it could've just snapped in two at any moment. 

BS:  Oh, Lordy!  But anyway, we made it back.  Then they put us on 

a C-54—wouldn't give us another plane.  [SL laughs]  C-54 

transport—and we was gonna go back, and they put twelve 

women on there.  They was goin' to South America to do some 
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kind of government work.  Then it was twelve soldiers.  We had 

one woman apiece.  [Laughs]  Twelve soldiers on that thing.  

And we left Homestead, Florida, in a C-54, and we were doin' all 

right.  The girls were on one side, and we was on the other side.  

And so we had landed in Puerto Rico and when—for kind of a 

layover, like.  And so we all got off the plane, and we went to 

NCR—nah—officers' club. 

SL:  Yeah.   

BS:  And . . . 

SL:  Noncommissioned? 

BS:  Yeah, noncommissioned. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And went in that jukebox—we played the jukebox.  So the 

women and men—we got to dancin', and we got real good 

friends, so we had a good time.  Then later on, they put us back 

on that plane at night and we tome—went to Belém, Brazil, 

South America, and it went from there.  I won't tell you the rest.  

[Laughter]   

[01:57:19] SL:  Well, you'd probably have—we'd have to cut it out 

anyway, wouldn't we? 

BS:  Yeah, that's right.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Yeah.  [Laughter]  Well, that's good.  So you ended up going to 
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North Africa out of Brazil. 

BS:  Out of Brazil. 

SL:  'Cause that's the shortest crossing. 

BS:  See, we was gonna go to Ascension Island in A-20s.  And—so we 

could land at Ascension Island.  That'd be about halfway.  Refuel 

and then go on into Dakar, Africa.  Dakar—that's where we was 

headed.  And—but anyway, we didn't have to go to Ascension 

Island.  We had the bigger plane.  We went straight across into—

in North Africa.  And then that's where I got started—Dakar.  

That's when I picked up . . . 

SL:  Dakar. 

[01:58:03] BS:  It was somethin'.  Oh, and that was a good trip, too.  

When we got ready to leave Dakar goin' into North Africa on the 

coast, we landed on Atar—a little town they call Atar on a part of 

the Sahara Desert.  And there were some—few little ol' palm 

trees growin'—a little ol' place with water in it—and when we got 

there, we'd go in the buildin' and the walls was this thick—mud, 

dirt . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . but it was cooler inside. 

SL:  Sure. 

[01:58:37] BS:  It was 130 degrees when we landed, so we—after we 
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went in there.  But then they—when the sun went down, it got 

cooler, and so we wanted to—there were some natives across 

the—we wanted to go over there and see what they looked like.  

And that guy—he said, "Go in threes.  Carry your sidearms with 

you," and said, "Just stay together," and said, "You'll be all 

right."  But said, "Don't separate."  Said, "You stay together."  

So we did, and we went out to look.  And we was walkin' around 

there, and I saw somethin'—some guy—this guy was sellin' 

somethin'.  I saw a little blo—scales there.  And whatever he was 

sellin', it looked black.  I didn't know what it was.  So we walked 

around and walked on up there close to that and looked at it.  It 

was camel meat, but black with flies.   

SL: Oh. 

BS: Flies was all over it, so it looked black.  And he was cuttin' a—

he'd cut a little piece off it, scale, and they'd go on with it.  But 

their houses they lived in—a little ol' door about this square—

wide, I mean—and about three foot tall, and it was just a little 

ol' hull.  They could crawl up in it and sleep.  It was a—there's 

nothin' in it but straw.  And it was a—I don't know—they were 

dangerous people, too.  So anyway, we looked and saw all that—

saw, and then we left and went back.  And then we left there the 

next day and went to Casablanca.  [Laughter] 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

113 

[02:00:08] SL:  You'd heard about that. 

BS:  Oh yeah, Casablanca.  And we went in that same cafe where the 

the movie, Casablanca. 

SL:  Sure. 

BS:  Where they move—filmed a lot of it right there.  So we sit there 

drinkin' the vino they had.  [Laughs]  But anyway, we had a 

good time there, too. 

SL:  Hoagy Carmichael wasn't playin' the piano, was he? 

[02:00:31] BS:  No.  [Laughter]  But one day an old boy stole my 

wings. 

SL: Uh-oh. 

BS: And I didn't know where they was, but one day I saw 'em in his 

pocket.  The print of my wings was in his pocket, and I could see 

them—my wings.  So I didn't say anything about it, and so the 

next mornin' when I got up—I got up before he did—I reached in 

his pocket and got my wings and put it on.  So he never did say 

a word about it, and I didn't say anything more about it.  So 

we—one day we's goin' back after the Casablanca deal—we got 

out of the truck, and we's gonna walk, oh, I guess a good 

quarter by a fence goin' to our base.  And I told him I was gonna 

whip his . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  . . . tail for stealin' my wings.  I told him that earlier.  We got 

back and started working.  He said, "You still gonna whip me?"  I 

said, "You're dad-gum right."  About that time he hit me and 

knocked me over the fence.  [Laughter]  He was a bigger man 

than me. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  He weighed about 170, and I weighed 138.  [Laughs]  But no, I 

didn't whip him.  [Laughs]  But I got my wings back. 

SL:  Yeah.  [BS laughs]  Yeah.  Well, he respected that. 

BS:  Yeah, I don't know.  But anyway, then we got on the ?forty-

eight? cattle car goin' across North Africa.   

[02:01:45] SL:  Well now, in all this goin's, were you—did you ever 

engage the enemy at all? 

BS:  No.  Uh-uh. 

SL:  You were still just—the logistics of getting into position. 

BS:  Yeah, gettin' in—gettin' into where we's supposed to go. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  We's . . . 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  . . . headed for that area, like you talkin' about.  And we got up 

there, and then [laughs] we got on this forty-eight cattle car 

goin' across North Africa and no seats or nothin'.  We just sittin' 
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on the floor.  And so one day we stopped there for a few 

minutes.  Little ol' boy run up there and had some eggs, a dozen 

eggs he was tryin' to sell.  I said, "Yeah, bring 'em to me.  I'll 

pay you"—got a dozen eggs, got 'em in my helmet, and I paid it 

and went on.  And so I was waitin' for the next time we stopped.  

We stopped another place, and I saw some water.  I got me 

some water, and I built me a little fire.  I was gonna boil my 

eggs, and before the water got hot, the train started leaving.  I 

had to pick it up and leave.  And we kept goin', and I did that a 

couple more times.  And we got into Algiers.  When we got off 

the train, we was kind of downtown, but I found a spot by a 

corner of a buildin' where they'd burned a lot of trash. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And there was a lot of trash there.  So I started another fire and 

[laughs] put my helmet down and boiled my eggs right there.  

And that old boy in the train with me, he wanted one of my 

eggs.  I said, "You no good—you ain't gonna get one of 'em."  He 

wouldn't help me do nothin', so I didn't give him no eggs, either.  

[Laughter]  I eat every one of 'em.  And those hard-boiled eggs 

really did taste good.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, I bet they did.  Yeah. 

[02:03:14] BS:  You know, so I—you do all kind of things.  You don't 
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ever know what you're gonna do.  Then when I got the—Tunis, 

Africa—the airport.  I got to my base along in there.  And they 

put me on KP there for about a week, and we's just new in 

there.  They put me on . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . KP.  And so after about a week of that, they come in, and 

they said, "How much you weigh, Seamans?"  I said, "A hundred 

and twenty-one," or somethin' like that.  "Come on."  Said, 

"You'll fit right in the ball turret."  [Laughs]  I said, "Okay."  And 

so went on—and my first twelve missions was a ball-turret 

gunner. 

[02:03:53] SL:  Now, the ball turret—is that the one in the middle of 

the belly? 

TM:  We need to change tapes. 

BS:  That's underneath—yeah, underneath . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . the plane. 

SL:  Trey's tellin' me we need to change tapes. 

DJ:  Well, that's a good place to start when we come back. 

[Tape stopped] 

[02:04:03] SL:  Well, we're startin' on our third tape. 

BS:  Okay, now what did we end up with while ago? 
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SL:  Well, I was gonna ask you.  We—we've—we got you in the Army 

Air Force.  We got you through all the logistics, gettin' you over 

to North Africa. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And where was the last place we landed?  Tunis? 

DJ:  In Tunis, and they asked you how much you weighed, and you 

told 'em, and they said, "Okay, Seamans, you get in the ball.  

You get in the ball turret." 

BS:  Yeah, that's right. 

DJ: That's where we got to.  

[02:04:26] SL:  Okay.  So now you're in the turret. 

BS:  Okay, I remember . . . 

SL:  And now what kind of plane is this? 

BS:  It's a B-17. 

SL:  Flying Fortress. 

BS:  Flyin' Fortress, and I was in the ball turret.  Ball turret had twin 

fifties,  and one come—one over here, one right here.  And twin 

fifties makes a loud noise.  [Laughs]  Just one single fifty makes 

a loud noise. 

SL:  I know. 

[02:04:51] BS:  Then I controlled the—my ring sight—when I get a 

plane in it—try to get the ring sight on his wings, and I'd do it 
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with my feet.  And I sit right here, and I got a deal where I could 

roll my ball this way or this way or up and down like this.  And 

as soon as I get him where I wanted him, I'd just mash the 

buttons, and I'd start firin'.  But then I'd get—then I could move 

my feet and get that ring sight on him again, and I was firin'.  

[02:05:23] SL:  Now, I want to talk a little bit about a B-17. 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  And the reason I want—it's kind of personal—I can remember 

when I was in second, third grade—I used to do drawings of  

B-17s. 

BS:  Mh-hmm. 

SL:  I mean, all different angles and droppin' bombs and firing at 

Stukas and the whole—there were a lot of guns on a B-17.   

It's . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  It's why . . . 

BS:  Quite a bit. 

SL:  . . . it was called the Flying Fortress.   

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  You had the belly turret, you had the tail turret, you had one up 

top, too, didn't you? 

BS:  Yeah, that's six guns right there. 
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SL:  Yeah.  And then the—there were two windows cut out on either 

side. 

BS:  That's eight guns. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Okay? 

[02:06:06] SL:  Now—and then was there on in the nose as well? 

BS:  They finally got a chin turret—what you called a chin turret—and 

oh yeah, one in the nose. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So that was a—that made . . . 

SL:  And then . . . 

BS:  . . . nine. 

SL:  . . . was there one up above . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah, the radio room. 

SL:  Yes. 

BS:  That's where—that's the one I shot my plane down with—one 

out of the radio room.  That's ten. 

SL:  Unbelievable amount of fire power. 

BS:  I was sittin' down like this, and [airplane noise] course, they was 

firin' the gun.  I—this gun in the row up, we called the radio gun.  

It just had a can of ammunition on it.  And I guess maybe it was 

maybe forty or fifty rounds, somethin' like that on it.  And it 
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hooked on the side of it.  You pull it open, and you throwed it in, 

and you load that gun like that.  And I was . . . 

[02:06:57] SL:  Now, the fifty calibers had the belts.  They had a belt 

of . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah, I know. 

SL:  . . . ammunition.  Yeah. 

BS:  It wasn't exactly a belt, but . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I know what you—but I always heard and knew that a 

German fighter would open up on his tar—their target about 

fifty—hun—five hundred yards.  And they shot twenty 

millimeters, and they were more effective with their shooting at 

five hundred yards, where our fifties were real effective at a 

thousand yards.  So what I'd do—I'd wait till I see him open up.  

When he opens up, I know he was well in range of me. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:07:39] BS:  And then I would fire.  But this one time—it was 

called that—it was what you call a five-o'clock high.  He was 

comin' down five o'clock, and I was lookin' at him out the—our 

window and out of our radio room . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I just kind of watched him.  I was watchin' his wings 'cause 
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I wanted him to fire first 'cause I knew what I was gonna do 

then.  I knew just what to do with him.  And see, every fifth 

round was a tracer.  And then we had two incendiaries, and then 

we'd have a two armor piercin', and then another tracer. 

SL:  Wow! 

[02:08:17] BS:  So I watched my tracers—if I could throw my tracers 

around him, I know that the armor piercin' and the other—they 

was hittin' him, tearin' him up.  So I watched his wings when he 

lit up, then that's when I'd cut loose.  I'd cut loose—I'd watch 

my tracers, and I would circle him with my tracers.  And boy, 

he—I knew I was hittin' him.  [Laughs]  And the—that plane—I 

shot him down.  In fact, it's in my deal in there where I was a—

well, in fact, it's an archive in Washington in the—what do you 

call it? 

[02:08:57] SL:  World War II museum or . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Well, not . . . 

TM:  Library of Congress? 

BS:  Huh? 

TM:  Library of Congress?  No? 

BS:  Somewhere along in there. 
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DJ:  Or the National Archives, probably. 

SL:  National Archives. 

BS:  National Archives, yeah. 

SL:  Okay. 

[02:09:08] BS:  That's where it is.  And—but anyway, that's where I 

got him.  I kept watchin' him.  I didn't want to fire too much if 

he was too far. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  I wanted to save my ammunition, and you know, a short burst 

was seven or eight shots.  Long burst was ten or twelve shots.  

My long burst or short burst was fifteen shots.  [Laughs]  I didn't 

want to burn my gun up. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  But anyway, I couldn't quit with that sucker comin'.  [Laughs]  I 

wasn't gonna—I wasn't about to quit and let it cool off.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Right, right. 

BS:  Yeah.  I just . . . 

SL:  Well, so—was that . . . 

BS:  . . . kept runnin' it. 

[02:09:48] SL:  Where did that take place? 

BS:  Well, that took—it was someplace in Italy—yeah, in Italy—one of 

our missions in Italy. 
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SL:  So were you still based in Tunis and flying over Italy or . . . 

BS:  Oh, no, we's—we went to Foggia, Italy.  See, we moved from 

Africa into Italy.  And we was based at Foggia. 

[02:10:15] SL:  So that was your base of operation—was . . . 

BS:  At Foggia, Italy then. 

SL:  Foggia.  Okay.   

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  All right. 

BS:  But it started out in Tunis, North Africa.  But after they moved 

up and made the Anzio beachhead—see, we flew in and made 

that Anzio beachhead landin', too.  And course, we dropped what 

they call fragmentation bombs.  Those little bombs about that 

big around and about this long, then they had that much tail on 

'em, so they's really about like that.  And when they hit the 

ground, they wouldn't blow a big hole.  They'd throw a lot of 

shrapnel.  So when they was about to push our boys back at 

Anzio beachhead back in the ocean, well, we hit 'em with 

fragmentation bombs.  We started to hit the troops and started 

droppin' them bombs in there, and I imagine the flak really got a 

lot of 'em.  But anyway, they stopped pushin' us [laughs] in the 

ocean.  Oh, they was about to push our American boys right 

back in the sea and—till we started hittin' 'em with those 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

124 

fragmentation bombs 'cause that eliminated a lot of mater—a lot 

of the troops that way.  We'd catch a group of 'em and hit 'em 

with flak.  Shoot, they'd've been—flak was flyin' everywhere. 

[02:11:35] SL:  Yeah.  Now, see that's somethin' I just can't—you 

know, I've only seen film of the planes going through the flak, 

but . . . 

BS:  Oh, yeah—oh, goin' through there—the explosions? 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  Eighty-eight millimeter cannons. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  They were shootin' at us.  They shot .88s and .105s.  Eighty-

eight was a real black puff—long—on our level.  A .105 was a 

mushroom explosion above us 'cause they threw shrapnel down.  

So it used to worry me to death when I'd look up and see a 

explosion right up there.  How'd he get up there without [laughs] 

comin' through us?  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But it—what it is, it was like this, see?  Like that—they didn't 

come up this way. 

SL:  Kind of lobbing it over.  Lobbing it over. 

BS:  But—oh, yeah.  But anyway, that's the way it goes.  [Laughs]  

But anyway, I'd look up and see there was that .105s goin' off—I 
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said, "Wow!  This has got to go through us somewhere."  

[Laughs] 

[02:12:42] SL:  So were—did you ever—were you ever gunned 

down? 

BS:  No, a lot of our boys was.  We've had a lot of holes to—we 

caught a—we counted a hundred and forty-somethin' holes in 

our plane one day.  Shrapnel holes.  My camera got hit one day 

with a piece of shrapnel, but I didn't get hit.  Thank goodness.  

[Laughs]  

SL:  The crew ever get hit? 

BS:  Oh, yeah, we had some crews hit.   

SL: Yeah. 

BS: Yeah.  Some of—we had a ball-turret gunner one time—had to 

dig him out.  He was still alive, I mean, but he was hit pretty 

good. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And then a tail gunner was hit real good and . . . 

[02:13:24] SL:  Were most of the—was most of that from flak, or 

was it from the fighters? 

BS:  Some of 'em was from fighters.  Twenty meters—twenty 

millimeters.  See, the tail gunner was shot with a fighter plane.  

And—but sometime it—flak would hit a plane.  But I was scared 
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of the German fighter.  They was pretty good.  They were good 

fighters.  [Laughs]  But I got credit for one ME-109, although I 

was shootin' at a lot of 'em, but you can't get credit for anything 

unless somebody saw you do it. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  So I got credit for one, and that was that five-o'clock high deal.  

I saw him comin'.  I watched him when his wings lit up.  Then I 

unloaded on him.  [Laughs]  But you learn—you learn a lot of 

things when you're fightin'. 

[02:14:25] SL:  So was ten thousand feet the working altitude that 

the set . . . 

BS:  No, we—our average mission was right—twenty-two—twenty-

one, twenty-two, twenty-three . . . 

SL:  Wow. 

BS:  . . . thousand feet.  We never did go ov—now that's B-17s.  Now 

some of the twin-engine fighters like I was in at first, there's 

sometime they'd be ten and twelve. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  But no, the heavier bombers—they were above twenty. 

[02:14:58] SL:  So how many missions did you do as a turret 

operator? 

BS:  Well, my first twelve missions was the ball turret.  And then the 
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photographer—we lost the photographers, and I was always in 

photography.  They were tryin' to get somebody, and so I got 

out of the ball—I'll volunteer for photography 'cause I knew I'd 

like it and I'd get out of the ball, too.  [Laughs]  And I don't—a 

lot of boys would not fly in the ball.  They was scared to death of 

the ball. 

SL:  I would be. 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  I would be. 

BS:  Well . . . 

SL:  Nothin' underneath you.  I mean . . . 

BS:  Yeah.  

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:15:33] BS:  But thing about it—when you're twenty-one, twenty-

two—"Ain't nothin' gonna happen to me."   

SL:  [Laughs]  Yeah, I know.  We're . . . 

BS:  You know how it is. 

SL:  Yeah, we're immortal then.  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah [laughs], I know it. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  So it didn't bother me that much, although when it was all over 

with, I thought about it a lot.  I thought, "Uh-uh."  Didn't like 
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that.  [Laughs] 

[02:15:52] SL:  So where did they put you for the photography?  

Was there a port . . . 

BS:  Well, I was in the radio room.  I had a little seat, and the bomb 

bay door was right behind me and the bomb bay would open up.  

When it'd open up—see, I had a little bomb bay—just like bomb 

bay doors.  That little one's about like that.  I'd open up, put my 

camera down in there.  And I could see through it.  Then I have 

a crosshairs, you know, on the side of it.  I'd lean over the 

camera and look down and then—and I'd fire it with this hand 

here.  And I'd see my target, and I would fire it.  And what I'd 

normally do—when we hit a target just like you see—that 

monastery.  I'd watch it—when you first drop—unload his 

bombs.  I'd watch his bombs a little bit till it gets a little bit 

farther down, then I'd make a picture of 'em.  And I could see 

the bombs.  I could see the target ahead of it.  See, the bombs 

are not goin' down like this, they're goin' like this.  And so I 

watched that and—and then I forgot what I was sayin'.  

[Laughs] 

[02:17:02] SL:  Well, we're talkin' about how the—where the camera 

was in relation to the plane. 

BS:  Oh yeah.  
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SL:  And when you would fire the camera. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  And so I'm assuming that what you're doing is you're . . . 

BS:  And—oh yeah, and then I'd watch . . . 

SL:  . . . taking pictures of—as the bombs descend . . . 

BS:  I'd watch the [unclear word], and I saw—so when I'd see the 

first flash hit, I'd fire our camera, and then I'd fire every three 

seconds from then on till we got off the target.  'Cause I'd have 

a series of pictures of the bombing, and that way when we print 

'em up and turn 'em in to our headquarters at night . . . 

SL:  They'd know what got hit. 

BS:  . . . they'd look to see about what they did, what kind of 

percentage of knockout did we get.  If it looks real good, okay.  

We'll go to another target.  If it didn't look good at all . . . 

SL:  We went back. 

BS:  . . . we hit the target again.  'Cause the main thing is get the 

target.  [Laughs] 

[02:17:51] SL:  What was the—just off the cuff, what was the 

success rate?  How many times did you have to go back? 

BS:  Not very many. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  We normally hit it. 
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SL:  And that—that's from . . .  

BS: One . . .  

SL: . . . twenty-thousand-plus feet. 

BS:  Yeah.  There's been times that we didn’t get to the target, but 

we didn't drop the bombs, either.  We couldn't find it—couldn't 

see it.  So we went to another target to hit it, and we couldn't 

find it—hit it, either.  Overcast and things like that. 

SL:  So you'd come home. 

[02:18:19] BS:  So we went to—we'd go out in the water—in the 

ocean—I—where we could see a little bit more.  And we have 

dropped some bombs out—we'd see a ship or somethin'.  When 

they was evacuating Sardinia and then from—those islands out 

from Italy goin' into Italy, we used to—we'd catch 'em when they 

was comin' across.  If we had a bomb or two, we'd try to drop 

'em on a big . . . 

SL:  Big transport ship . . . 

BS:  Well, yeah, or the big . . . 

SL:  . . . or a battleship or . . . 

BS:  . . . what do they call 'em?  Just ol' flat deal.  They'd load it 

down with equipment and stuff—goin' into Italy.  We'd try to hit 

them.  So that was good, too. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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[02:19:04] BS:  Other words, we didn't lose our bombs and just—

very seldom we ever moved back to the United States—I mean, 

to our air field . . . 

SL:  With a load. 

BS:  . . . with a bomb load.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  We did it one time . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . but when you do that, you gotta tighten that screw on that 

f—[laughs] end and put a safety wire in there.   

SL:  Otherwise, when you land, it . . . 

BS:  Well, no, it's gotta hit to get the explosion.  But then it's got a 

little prop on it that's gotta come off, too.  But when you drop 

your bombs, that wind—that prop will come off when they 

unscrew it.  And you—and then it's alive. 

SL:  I see. 

BS:  When it hits the ground, it goes. 

[02:19:46] SL:  So that's what the little propeller does. 

BS:  The prop was safety.  Yeah.  So you put that little prop back on 

there—well, no, it never did come off, but you would rewire it—

put it in safety so it wouldn't come off . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

132 

BS:  . . . if you had to carry it back home.  But we—one time out of 

fifty missions, we carried a load back home one time.  That's all. 

[02:20:09] SL:  So what was the name of the place you were 

stationed at . . . 

BS:  Oh, I was in . . . 

SL:  . . . in Italy? 

BS:  . . . in Italy.  I never was in Rome.  I was always south of Rome.  

What'd I say a while ago when I was . . . 

SL:  Farotia or—what wa . . . 

DJ:  Foggia. 

SL:  Foggia. 

DJ:  Foggia. 

BS:  Foggia, yeah. 

SL:  Foggia. 

BS:  That's where I was stationed, mostly.   

SL:  Well . . . 

BS:  In Foggia.  But I'd been to Naples a lot, too. 

[02:20:37] SL:  So what was life like on the base there? 

BS:  Oh, it was real nice.  We was in, oh, some kind of orchard.  I 

forgot what kind.  I can't think of it.  I forget some of those 

names.  But we was in a orchard, and we had everything there.  

And we had a refinery there that made wine [laughter] right 
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there close, and we was off base [unclear words].  And they 

had—we went inside there.  They had some barrels look like 

they'd hold a thousand gallons. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  A great big—and they'd roll.  They'd get 'em to roll every once in 

a while.  I guess it's to stir that stuff up inside. 

SL:  Stir it up.  Get all the tannin goin'.  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  But anyway, we never did get anything to drink out of 

'em.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But it was a sight to see and watch 'em.  Yeah. 

[02:21:35] SL:  Did the base ever face any kind of attack or . . . 

SL:  Oh, one time—we was in North Africa where this was, though.  

The Germans made an attack.  We was sittin' out on an old field.  

We were sittin' on tin cans or anything else you could find to sit 

on, and they had this deal up in front of us, and the name of the 

show was Casablanca.  [airplane noise]   [SL laughs]  That was 

the name of the show.  And then they had sirens—you know, 

when air raids and  

sirens . . . 

SL:  Yeah.   

BS:  . . . in the show.  We was sittin' there, and all of a sudden the 
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show just went off,  went black, but we could still hear the 

sirens.  We went and looked around and, boy—then everybody 

took off to runnin'.  [Laughs]  It was a gun—air raid. 

SL:  Yeah, sure.  Yeah. 

BS:  We could hear that siren.  And I run through some tin cans and 

bitches and that thing for almost a hundred yards, and I didn't 

touch not one.  I went through 'em.  I guess I could see just a 

little bit, but anyway, I went through 'em and went to my tent 

and got down in the foxhole.  Then nothin' happened.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  That's the way it goes. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:22:46] BS:  I know—we'd have a air raid sometime, and was a 

creek with deep shoulders on it and rock and stuff—not like 

creeks we have here.  And then—it was—I guess it was about 

twelve or fourteen feet across 'em.  And so we was—sometime 

we had our air raid, we'd run to this place and get down in there.  

And [laughs] we'd be runnin' and I got so tickled—other people 

runnin'—and the way they's actin'—I could not run myself.  [SL 

laughs]  I'd laugh, and I'd laugh.  [Laughs]  Although we was 

tryin' to get to safety.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Right, right. 
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BS:  I don't care what it is, how bad it is, you find funny things.  

Funny things and you can't keep from laughin' over it. 

SL:  Well, that may be the only way you can survive. 

BS:  Yeah, I guess so. 

SL:  . . . that kind of environment. 

BS:  [Laughs]  Some of them ol' boys—they was tryin' to get it and—

and I got tickled.  [Laughter]  I'd get so tickled, I couldn't hardly 

run [laughs] myself. 

[02:23:45] SL:  All right, well let's get back to your new position on—

and this is still in the B-17s.  

BS: Okay. 

SL: The photography position. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And so how many missions did you fly as a photographer? 

BS:  Thirty-eight. 

SL:  Thirty-eight. 

BS:  Thirty-eight missions as a photographer.  And I'd—when we'd go 

start on a bomb run—when you start bombin', that's when I 

open my doors 'cause I know we went on a bomb run, it not 

gonna be long.  We was fixin' to start droppin' our bombs. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:24:16] BS:  See, we'd go this way for a long time, then we make 
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a complete left turn or a right turn, and then start what we call a 

bomb run.  And we go straight to the target, and you're goin' 

140 miles an hour, average. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And then I'd watch the first—I'd watch for the first load of bombs 

come out.  I could see the bomb bay doors open.  See, the bomb 

bay door's right behind me there, and get . . . 

SL:  Pretty good draft? 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  Pretty good air draft once those door . . . 

BS:  No, uh-uh.  Not too, 'cause the door was closed. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I could hear stuff goin' on.  I could hear everything.  

[Laughs]  I could see difference in sound.  I knew those doors 

was openin'.  And one time—course, then I would be ready to 

get my picture.  One time they called me up, and they'd dropped 

a whole cluster of what you call fragmentation bombs. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:25:12] BS:  There's six of 'em—let's see—no, there's three on a 

cluster, and it fell down in the bomb bay and—with the bomb 

bay doors closed.  They'd call me up to get 'em—get in there and 

get them things out of the bomb bay.  Well, I went in there, and 
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I straddled that column through the bomb bay, and I got in and 

got one of those bombs in my hand.  Hand it to the radio 

operator.  He put it around.  And I reach—got a—finally got 

another one and picked—got it up—give it to him, and I'd got all 

three of 'em out.  And I got back up there, and we closed the 

door.  I stacked all three of 'em up.  Two and then one right on 

top of 'em.  And then I had some flak suits—I looked around any 

extra—I grabbed and gonna—put on top of them bombs.  

[Laughs]  And an ol' boy in the waist said, "Let's have those 

bombs."  Said, "We gonna throw 'em out the waist window."  I 

said, "You ain't touchin' those bombs."  I said, "Leave 'em right 

where they are," 'cause it'd go out the waist window and hit 

another plane. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:26:10] BS:  And boy, he was—I was headin' after that guy—said, 

"You're not touchin' the bombs."  That's all there was to it.  If it 

had went off, I'd been gone.  [Laughs]  But they . . .  

SL:  So they just got jammed in the bomb—in the bay? 

BS:  Yeah.  Somethin' happened to the cluster.  They fell off and—but 

we got 'em out of there, and I'd have 'em stacked up right by 

me.  And I wasn't not about to let that boy touch 'em, either.  

[Laughs]  They were safe right there.  [Laughs] 
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[02:26:39] SL:  Yeah.  It kind of reminds me of Slim Pickens in—

what's that war film, Doctor Strangelove. 

DJ:  Oh, yeah.  I remember. 

SL:  Where he's got the nuclear bomb stuck in the bay . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . and he gets down there, and he gets to kickin' on it and 

kickin' on it.  And then all of a sudden it goes loose, and he's on 

the bomb [BS laughs], and he's ridin' the bomb—the nuclear 

bomb down.  [Laughs] 

BS:  That's the time to pull your parachute. 

SL:  Yeah.  [Laughter]   

SL:  Yeah.  Well, anyway, that's [BS laughs].  Well, so . . . 

BS:  But anyway, that boy was not bout to touch those bombs over 

my—that's the way I felt.  That's the way I felt like it—he wasn't 

gonna get 'em. 

[02:27:18] SL:  Well, let's talk a little bit about some of the missions. 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  Now, you mentioned a monastery earlier, and I think maybe we 

talked about this off camera. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  But you know, there is always some kind of collateral damage in 

a war where . . . 
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BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . innocents are killed or structures that you didn't mean to hit 

got hit.  Or you're cornered into hittin' something that you really 

don't want to hit. 

BS:  Yeah.  Well, see, normally US Army does not like to hit anything 

religious.  Try to stay away from hittin' the churches, the 

monasteries or whatever.  Don't hit anything religious.  And—but 

at Cassino—they couldn't get in Cassino, and they lost a little 

over two thousand boys right there in that one little spot . . . 

SL:  Wow. 

BS:  . . . in a small town.  And—but this monastery sittin' up there—

Germans in it directin' fire from it.  And then they decided they's 

gonna have to knock that monastery off the build—off that 

mountain so they could go in there.  So I just happened to be 

the photographer and the one that was the first ones over it.  

And you saw that picture, and you could see the bombs, and you 

can see the monastery—see it before it even hit.  And when we 

dropped our bombs, I just made a picture of that, and then I 

watched that monastery, and we kept goin', and sure enough, I 

saw a flash, and then I saw 'em start hittin'.  That's when I 

started makin' pictures then.  And then, course, the other planes 

hit it, too.  But we knocked the monastery completely off the 
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mountain.  And then it made it a lot easier for our boys to get  

in . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . and capture Cassino.  That was a one big—that was one big 

story 'cause a lot of boys killed there. 

SL:  Yeah, that's a lot of men. 

BS:  Yeah, over two thousand—a little over two thousand. 

[02:29:13] SL:  Well, was there any run that you made that you 

didn't think you were gonna come back out of? 

BS:  Ooh—several.  Yeah.  Oh, I had on one run—see, they'd put a 

photographer sometime in the lead shi—see, a squadron was six 

ships. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  They have a lead ship, two wings.  Behind it'd be a lead ship, 

two wings.  I was on that lead ship so they could save the 

photography if they could.  And so they'd get the picture back.  

Well, then I had two squadrons behind me.  That's twelve more 

planes.  Well, the Germans had been so much fighters up there, 

they were workin' on the back end of us, and the first thing I 

know, all twelve of those fighters were shot down.  All of 'em.  

And there I was—what we call tail-end Charlie.  And [laughs] 

that ain't good for me.  And about that time they got one of our 
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wing ships that was on the—and it wasn't long after that, we was 

out of the area and lost the target.  So that saved me right 

there.  When we landed it was a lead ship and one wing ship.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  Out of the twelve or out of the . . . 

BS:  Out of the—no, just out of the three.  Just . . . 

SL:  Yeah, okay. 

[02:30:34] BS:  See, the three up front was still there, but the two—

well, there was one gone out of the back where I was.  And—but 

that's the way it is.  See, they'd try to a get photography 'cause 

they needed to look at these pictures.  And—but they finally got 

my pictures.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  Then sometime they'd—that's the reason they had—sometime 

they'd have—pardon me—two or three photographers flyin', so if 

one of 'em gets shot down, they can maybe get one of 'em back 

or maybe both of 'em back.  So one time they got none back.  

That's the reason I got into it 'cause the—and then that give me 

a chance to get out of that ball.  [Laughs] 

[02:31:13] SL:  Yeah.  Well, did you always have the same captain—

the same crew?  Was it always . . . 

BS:  No.  Photographer didn't have a crew.  I may on—be on this ship 
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today; tomorrow I'll be on this ship.  And—or I—I may—a 

month's time—I maybe I fly with six or seven different ship 

crews.  So I didn't have a crew. 

SL:  So you were part of a photography pool. 

BS:  Yeah, that's right.  And—but when I'd go out there in the 

mornin', I didn't know what ship I was gonna be on.  They'd 

have me numbered, and they'd have a ship that I was supposed 

to be on, and I'd go get on that airplane. 

SL:  Did you have preferences? 

BS:  No, they was all just alike.  [Laughs]   

SL:  I mean, the ships—the crews—they were all good and . . . 

BS:  All of 'em.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:32:05] BS:  They're all good.  I didn't ever see any bad ones, 

much.  That bunch of men were good men.  I tell you what, 

they've talked about the Greatest Generation?  The Greatest 

Generation was caused by the Great Depression. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  During the Great Depression, a lot of those eighteen, nineteen-

year-old boys grew up hard, and they were good fighters.  And 

so they went in the war and fought, and then when they won the 

war, that created the Greatest Generation.  
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And that's about the way it was. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  The Greatest Generation was caused by the Great Depression, 

'cause they had men in there that knew how to fight 'cause they 

fought for life—to eat [laughs] and live.   

SL:  Yeah, sure.  You bet. 

BS:  Just like I was tellin' about us—hunted and fished—worked.   

So . . . 

[02:33:03] SL:  Now, I want to get back to the war.  But I also 

wanted to say this about fighting in general.  You know, I've 

interviewed folks that grew up, and the kids growin' up enjoyed 

fighting.  I mean, it was kind of a friendly thing just among 

themselves.  I mean, they'd—someone would start a fight. 

BS:  Oh, fist fight. 

SL:  Fist fight . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . and when it was over, they were still best friends and . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  . . . still got along fine.  But they kind of enjoyed, you know . . . 

BS:  Oh. 

SL:  . . . gettin' rough. 
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BS:  Oh yeah, you enjoy a punchin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  A punchin' bag nothin' to resist [unclear word].  But the two or 

three fights I had when I was in grade school—I mean, high 

school—turned out to be my best friends.  Usually, a fight will 

bring y'all closer to together.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And you become good friends after that.  I don't know why it's 

that way, but that does.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, I mean, I've heard that before from . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  . . . other folks that . . . 

BS:  See, my—two of my best friends, I had a fight with.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[02:34:08] SL:  Well, so the Depression—growin' up, you forged 

friendships, even through fighting . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  And you survived the hunger and the—havin' nothin' and . . . 

BS:  Well, see, the thing about it—they were doin' the same thing we 

were.  They was sufferin', too. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  And so—but we all hunted.  I never [laughs]—good ol' boy 

there—he—we's huntin' together, and he'd shot all his shells, 

and a little squirrel comin' out on a limb—he said, "Give me your 

gun."  He reached and got my gun and was shootin' at him—he 

said, "Bam, bam."  Shot at him a couple times, fallin'.  I said, 

"Give me my gun."  [Laughter]  I said, "What are you doin' 

gettin' my gun?"  [Laughter]  I said, "I'll do my own huntin'."   

SL:  [Laughs] There you go. 

BS:  I'll never forget that ol' boy.  [Laughter]  Crazy! 

[02:34:59] SL:  Okay, well I just wanted—that's a little side track, 

and I forgot to mention it to you when we were talkin' about 

growin' up in . . . 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  . . . McGehee.  But—so you were a part of a photography pool.  

You would never know what plane you were gonna go on—be on. 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  Or the crew or what captain it was gonna be in charge.  And you 

talked about one mission where you were kind of at [laughs] the 

back end of the formation, and that was a vulnerable place for 

the fighters—for the enemy fighters. 

BS:  They always worked the tail end if they could . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  . . . because comin'—that's the reason they put the tail-end 

gunner in the back of it, see.  At first they didn't have a tail 

gunner. 

SL:  Right, I remember . . . 

BS:  Now . . . 

SL:  . . . readin' about how that . . . 

BS:  . . . after that, they put twin fifties back there.  [Laughs]   

[02:35:48] SL:  So I was gonna ask about that twin fifty.  I mean, a 

fifty-caliber machine gun's a big gun. 

BS:  It's a potent gun, I tell you. 

SL:  And two of 'em. 

BS:  Two of 'em together.  Yeah. 

SL:  And I did not understand—I did not know that the—there was a 

difference in the load—in the ammunition load going into the 

guns—that there were tracers, that there were different . . . 

[02:36:09] BS:  A tracer—every fifth round was a tracer.  The next 

two was armor piercin'.  The next two—incen—armor piercin'—I 

mean, they'd go into anything.  And then there'd go another 

tracer.  Every fifth round was a tracer. 

SL:  So . . . 

BS:  But you shoot with your tracers.  You watch your tracers, and if 

your tracers are hittin' that area around him, you're hittin' him 
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with incind—and armor-piercin'.  You're hittin' him with those 

other four. 

SL:  'Cause you're crossin'—you're kind of crossin' the target to  

get . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . it to circle.  So what about the recoil on those things?  Were 

they—they were spring sprung where . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . the recoil didn't mess with your aimin' or . . . 

BS:  No.  In fact, some things like that you don't pay no attention to 

'em.  When you're under fire and firin', you don't feel anything.  

[SL laughs]  And any recoils, I didn't know anybody that'd think 

about a recoil.  Maybe if it—by itself when they'd shoot it, then I 

might notice it, maybe. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But when you under fire you don't notice anything. 

[02:37:20] SL:  Well, that much fire power is spread out all over that 

fuselage. 

BS:  Well, you . . .  

SL:  Up, down, and either side and all that stuff that you'd think that 

it would have some kind of effect on the plane and how the 

plane was flying.  If all the guns were goin' off and . . . 
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BS:  No, they not all goin' off same time. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  You may have a few on one side goin' off, and then maybe later 

it was—they all are not goin' off same time. 

SL:  Okay. 

[02:37:44] BS:  And then I've been in there where the top turret 

gunner—I'd hear him boom, boom, boom, boom.  And he'd be 

the only one.  And then first thing I know, I hear a waist gunner 

over here.  And they're not all going at the same time. 

SL:  Now everybody on the plane would have headsets, right? 

BS:  Headsets and throat mics and—yeah.  Throat mics and headsets.  

Right. 

SL:  So everyone was—I mean, a gunner would say, "Something at 

five-o'clock high" or whatever. 

BS:  Five-o'clock high . . .  

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . or whatever.   

SL:  So . . .  

BS:  He called it out.  And then that way some others will take  

notice . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . if it's one comin' in five-o'clock high—if somethin' comin' in 
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the—twelve o'clock or six o'clock—a level with—we couldn't see 

him.  Maybe the tail gunner would get him. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  Yeah.  And—or if it's comin' low, maybe the ball turret could fire 

on him.   

[02:38:43] SL:  What a machine.  

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughs]   

SL:  What a great machine. 

BS:  But see, usually when a fighter would come into a formation of 

B-17s, he'd come in shootin' range of at least four or five planes.  

And if he's got six guns in that plane able to fire that direction, 

just multiply that by five.  Well, that guy's got to think twice fore 

he comes in 'cause he's fixin' to run into a lot of ammunition.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And so they don't do it.  Sometime they come in and dove out.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And a lot of time they throw their belly—they come in like this 

and throw their belly.  They had a lot of armor platin' on the 

bottom.  And I've seen, and other people say they'd see, 

ricochetin' bullets off the belly of the plane.  That's somethin' to 

see.   
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SL:  Probably . . . 

BS:  He didn't . . . 

SL:  Probably . . . 

BS:  And all you're hittin' is armor plate. 

SL:  Yeah, and that's probably initially because of ground fire. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  But they adapted when attacking a squadron. 

BS:  When they come in at us to fire, they'd roll down like this.  That 

way they throw their belly to you 'cause they got a lot of armor 

plates on that belly. 

SL:  That's interesting.   

[02:40:03] BS:  Yeah.  And we know it, so we tried to do all we can 

before he does that.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Before he does that.  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  But anyway, I tell you it's somethin' to see a group of 

boys—how they'll do.  A group of boys on B-17s—they could 

really tear up somethin' 'cause they were all workin' together.  

They worked together real close and all on intercoms, and they'd 

know what's goin' on.  What hurts, when you don't know what's 

goin' on.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:40:42] BS:  Yeah.  But anyway, the B-17s has seen their days.  
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[Laughs] 

SL:  Well, but they were the workhorse . . . 

BS:  Durin' World War II, they were the workhorse. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, the B-24 was a good plane, but the B-17 was a better 

plane than the 24. 

SL:  Now was—the 24 was faster, wasn't it? 

BS:  I don't know exactly about it.  It had—somethin' that was better. 

SL:  It could also—wouldn't it—it seemed like it was maybe a little 

more agile than the 17. 

BS:  Maybe it was. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:41:10] BS:  But I heard a lot of good things about a 24, but I'd—

I would pick a 17 over a 24.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, just the fire power. 

BS:  Now the 24s—Ploesti oil fields was hit by 24s.  We was gonna hit 

the ?airport?—one time we was gonna hit the Ploesti oil fields in 

Germany, and we was gonna hit the high altitude, and we did—

somethin' happened, and we didn't make it.  But anyway, the B-

24s come in a few days later, and five or six of 'em were based 

on our base—17s.  But we knew what they're there for.  They 

was gonna leave the next morning goin' on this raid to the 
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Ploesti oil fields.  And then there were some planes on the other 

bases that was gonna do the same thing.  They was gonna run 

rendezvous and make a raid and they—it's gonna be a low 

altitude—a hundred feet in the air. 

SL:  Oh! 

BS:  Two hundred feet in the air.  And those boys knew they might 

not ever make it back. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And those—I felt sorry for those boys over in our field 'cause 

they knew it was gonna all be almost a 50 percent knockout.  I 

mean . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . of them. 

SL:  Mortality—yeah. 

BS:  So—you can't felt—but they went anyway and—but you can't 

keep from feelin' sorry for people [laughs] like that sometime.  

[02:42:29] SL:  Well, would you know where—what your target was 

before you took off? 

BS:  Yeah.  We'd have a briefing.  We'd get up real early, eat 

breakfast around three-thirty or four—all depends on the 

weather—and we could walk out there, and we have a briefing.  

They'll have this great big map and what we gotta—went there 
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and looked at that string—that thing goes way on up there, up in 

Germany, then make a left turn.  [Laughs]  And we could see 

where that left turn—we could almost pick out the target we's 

gonna hit.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So yeah, we knew all about it before we left.  And then what we 

did—we'd take off—in—early in the mornin' we'd take off three 

planes at a time and rendezvous in the air over above a field.  

When that group gets together as a group, then they leave to go 

on this mission.  But they would not leave till . . . 

SL:  Everyone was up. 

[02:43:20] BS:  . . . they—all of 'em got up and got up there with 

'em and got in formation.  And I remember one time—oh, here's 

another thing—we was on dirt runways.  I mean, dirt this thick.  

Dust.  Be—you can just imagine three B-17s, a lead ship, two 

wing ships, takin' off the same time.  Oh, you talk about a cloud 

of dust. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  You couldn't see them suckers, and you'd keep watchin' and 

watchin'—first thing you know, you'd see 'em risin' on the other 

end—long ways from you.  And we was in a wing ship on a take-

off out there—course, I wouldn't wind—I wasn't gonna wind up 
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on that wing ship.  But anyway, I was in the wing ship when we 

was gonna take off in that dust.  And we's goin' along there, and 

we hit 110 miles an hour, and the landing gear on the right 

broke . . . 

SL:  Oh! 

BS:  . . . and we went down.  And when we went down, instead of—

we just went out this way, thank goodness, instead of goin' the 

other way.  We'd hit a airplane. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:44:25] BS:  And it went down, and I couldn't—and we's just 

bumpin' and bumpin'.  We had—I forgot—six or—well, five 

hundred-pound bombs on there and a hundred—eighteen 

hundred gallons of hundred-octane gasoline.  I couldn't hardly 

wait to get outta that airplane 'cause—but anyway, I was 

waitin'—I got up in the drum—in the ball turret center column.  I 

reached and grabbed it and was holdin' onto  it and lookin' out 

the waist window, waiting for us to come to a stop.  And they 

finally come to a stop.  With the door right there, I hit that door, 

and out I went and took off runnin' in the dust.  When I got out 

of the dust, there were six men up ahead of me.   

[02:45:10] SL:  [Laughter]  You weren't the first to get out. 

BS:  Yeah, I wasn't the first.  I thought I was fast.  [Laughs]  I was 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

155 

fast, but there was some faster than me.  [Laughs] 

SL:  So the right wing tip hit the ground and it just kind of spun the 

plane around or . . . 

BS:  Yeah, it just spun it out like this.  Yeah.  But it's a wonder the 

thing didn't explode.   

SL:  Well, yeah. 

BS:  Oh, Lordy. 

SL:  Did anyone . . . 

BS:  Blew that engine away from our fuselage and the wing. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Gosh, we was lucky.  That was one—that was another crack up.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I didn't mention that.  We had some goin' overseas, but that 

wasn't durin' the war.  That—we was flyin' then. 

SL:  Man!  So . . . 

[02:45:51] BS:  You know, you'd be surprised the lucky times you 

had in your life.  It wasn't but one thing.  The Lord was with us 

all the way.  And I prayed my li—I prayed and prayed a lot of 

times if he'd let me live through it, I'd never forget him.  And to 

this day, I hadn't.  [Laughs] 

SL:  So was prayer . . . 
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BS:  Prayer. 

SL:  . . . a really big, common thing . . . 

BS:  You're not kiddin'. 

SL:  . . . when you were in the Army Air Force? 

BS:  They had a lot of boys that didn't think they could pray.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  They started prayin'. 

BS:  You're not kiddin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  It started gettin' rough, you don't whether you gonna live or die.  

You just started askin' the Lord to help you.  That's right.  I—one 

time I was on this mission, and the flak was so close.  It—those 

shells goin' off—it was shakin' our airplane.  And I was tryin' to 

watch what I was doin', and I was watchin' what I's doin'.  And I 

was sayin' to myself—I said, "Dear Lord, if you let me live 

through this, I'll never forget you."  And I still got my pictures 

[laughs], but I was sayin' it all the time. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:47:01] BS:  And sure enough, I come out of it.  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's somethin' else.   

BS:  Oh, I tell you what, a lot of time that'll make 'em Christian—a lot 

of boys.  [Laughs] 
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SL:  Yeah.  Get some faith. 

BS:  Yeah, it will. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And they'd change their attitude about things. 

[02:47:20] SL:  You know, I'd—I forgot to ask you this—when you 

first got into the Army Air Force, were there any African 

Americans involved at all? 

BS:  Not then.  Uh-uh.  But we knew the—what was it—the 99th Air 

Force was in . . . 

SL:  Well, there were . . . 

BS:  . . . Italy.  And they were . . . 

SL:  They were the Tuskegee Airmen.      

BS:  Yeah.  Yeah, that's right.  Yeah.  And then they had some fighter 

planes,  B-51 fighter planes in a group.  And I saw 'em on our 

escort sometime, but I didn't—I understand later, some of 'em 

were Black pilots at the—escortin' our planes. 

[02:48:05] SL:  Were they—were their airplanes marked in a certain 

way or did you—or not? 

BS:  No, uh-uh. 

SL:  Or not.  Not.  Okay. 

BS:  Oh, they's some—oh, some—the Red Tail. 

SL:  Red Tails. 
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BS:  Red Tail.  Yeah.  But I didn't, at that time, I didn't pay any 

attention to a Red Tail or what. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  But later on, we find out they've a Red Tail—P-51s.  In fact, 

there's one—a picture of 'em right there.  Well, you'd have a  

P-51 escort right there. 

SL:  All right. 

BS:  Did y'all see that picture up there? 

SL:  We'll look at that—yeah, well I—yeah, I do see that. 

DJ:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  P-51 escort. 

[02:48:41] SL:  So those were pretty good planes to have escortin' 

you. 

BS:  Oh yeah, the P-51 was a good plane.  And another plane I liked 

was a P-38—that twin engine. 

SL:  Yeah, with the dual . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . fuselage. 

BS:  That was a good airplane.  Now, P-47 scared me to death.  We 

had to escort of them things.  They wouldn't maneuver.  They 

couldn't do nothin'.  Best thing for them is straight from the 
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ground.  That was the best place for 'em, not a escort among the 

B-17s.  The 38 and the P-51 was the best deal for us.  I felt real 

good when I saw one or the other or both.  Yeah, but it worried 

me when I saw a 47.  [Laughs]  I didn't like that.  [Laughs] 

[02:49:21] SL:  So these escorts—whenever you'd come into contact 

with enemy fighters, would they peel off and engage the fighters 

or kind of mop 'em up as they . . . 

BS:  Oh, if they come . . . 

SL:  . . . were comin' in or . . . 

BS:  . . . in and . . . 

SL:  . . . after they . . . 

BS:  They'd come in . . . 

SL:  . . . pass . . . 

BS:  . . . if the enemy would start in on our formation, sure, they'd 

peel off and start fightin' 'em.  Yeah.  Yeah, they'd go after 'em 

then. 

[02:49:49] SL:  That's a lot of ammunition floatin' around in . . . 

BS:  Well, I remember when . . . 

SL:  . . . that sky.   

BS:  . . . we couldn't—we used to go so far up in the—in Germany, 

our escort couldn't follow us.  They'd have to leave us a long 

ways fore we got to the target. 
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SL:  Fuel? 

BS:  Yeah, and—huh? 

SL:  Because of fuel? 

BS:  Because of fuel.  Is that what you said? 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:50:11] BS:  Yeah.  And—but finally they got to puttin' the tanks 

on the—wing tanks . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . on the—and they'd go as far as we can, then they'd drop the 

wing tanks. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Then they'd have plenty of fuel for the—to carry us on the way.  

Yeah. 

SL:  That's smart. 

BS:  I remember that.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, I'd watch 'em, and I'd see those fuel tanks comin' off—I 

know we's gonna be all—we's gonna have a escort all the way.  

[Laughs] 

[02:50:37] SL:  Well, were the fighter wings—were they a part of 

your base, too, or would—did they have their own base and they 

ju . . . 
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BS:  Oh, they had their own base. 

SL:  And they joined up . . . 

BS:  But they knew . . . 

SL:  . . . because they . . . 

BS:  They knew . . .  

SL:  . . . didn't need the s . . . 

BS:  . . . when we got a group of B-17s together, they knew who we 

were and where we were.  They'd come in and start escortin' us 

from another group of planes.  Fighter—it'd be a fighter field 

there. 

SL:  Right. 

[02:50:59] BS:  But they'd come up there and get with us, and they'd 

get on both sides and above us, you know, and escort us.   

SL:  Yeah, I would assume that their base—what their needs for the 

base would not match the needs for a B-17 base, that . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  Smaller strips. 

BS:  It's—it'd have to be completely different base altogether. 

SL:  Smaller . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . repair facilities and . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 
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[02:51:22] SL:  . . . just more compact.  Hmm.  Well, were there any 

other missions that when you heard you were gonna go 

someplace or knew where you were gonna go, that you thought, 

"Oh, man, I don't want to—this is a bad one," or . . . 

BS:  Well, I told you about the invasion of Anzio beachhead. 

SL: Yeah. 

BS: We dropped fray—formation.  I told you about that.  And then 

we made this—a trip—let's see—oh, where we—I think—oh, 

Ringgenberg and went there—and we hit some Balkans, like 

Romania.  And the Germans had a fleet of the German Navy. 

SL:  Naval fleet.   

BS:  The naval fleet. 

SL:  Naval base. 

BS:  And then they also had some in Athens, Greece, and we hit 

Athens, Greece, too.  Oh, here's another thing—when we—this 

group of planes were goin' into Athens, Greece.  It was about 

thirty-five planes, I guess, that was in the group.  And we went 

into overcast—the pilot, the lead pilot should've known better.  

We should've had spread formation.  Went into the overcast—

almost seven thousand feet thick and planes run into each other. 

SL:  Uh-oh. 

[02:52:49] BS:  We'd lost seven planes, B-17s, and two fighters that 
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run into each other.  And one time I was sittin' there, and I 

looked up the radio hatch—I looked up, and it looked like it was 

about ten or twelve feet above me.  It was a B-17 just slipped 

right across us. 

SL:  Wow! 

BS:  Gosh, dog!  I called up and said, "One just went by."  [Laughs]  

And—but anyway—and when we got out of that overcast, we's 

hittin' Athens, Greece, harbor.  We lost those planes, and some 

of 'em got lost and went back.  Well, it wasn't but three planes 

out of . . . 

SL:  That made it. 

[02:53:32] BS:  . . . out of that bunch that made it to—gettin' ready 

to make it to target.  Well, three planes isn't nothin'.  We 

could've been shot down easy—the fighters.  But I happened to 

be in one of the three planes.  And so we looked, and we saw 

about twelve B-17s from another group was hittin' up there.  We 

pulled in with them, but our guns were frozen.  We couldn't fire 

a gun, even.  But they had heaters, so they had the new guns.  

They could thaw out, and they could fire.  So we pulled in with 

them and hit—and made our target, and we could fight the 

fighters off.  They could.  We didn't.  But anyway, we're comin' 

back—we got lost again, and we wound up with just one plane 
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that we was in—got on the deck of the ocean, and we was tryin' 

to make it back to Italy.  And the navigator got messed up 

somehow—I don't know where he lost [unclear words].  But 

anyway, we was comin' in, and all of a sudden we run into a 

group of bo—ships.  American ships.  And they had a hospital 

ship, and they started an evasive action on us. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:54:46] BS:  So we had the colors—we knew the colors of the 

day—we started firin' the colors of the day, and that's the only 

way—that's the only thing that kept us from gettin' shot down. 

SL:  Shot down by your own ships. 

BS:  'Cause we was low, and we fired the colors of the day, and then 

we's tryin' to make it.  We finally made it into Italy.  When we 

got to the bootheel—Sicily—we turned right, go up the coast to 

Foggia—that's where we's based, and we went up there, and we 

finally landed before dark.  And when I got to my tent, I was 

already considered as lost, and they'd already ransacked 

everything I had. 

SL:  Oh! 

BS:  That's the way they do.  Somebody'd get shot down, they'd go in 

there and ransack everything he got—some of the guys do.  And 

I come on in, and I saw all the stuff missin'.  I told 'em—"Boy," I 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

165 

said, "Okay, everybody bring my stuff back."  And I started 

raisin' sin about it, and they all brought it back to me.  [Laughs]  

SL:  That's interesting. 

BS:  And they thought I was shot down. 

SL:  That's interesting. 

BS:  And I didn't get shot down.  [Laughs] 

[02:55:45] SL:  So there really wasn't anything sacred about 

someone's own personal stuff.  If you . . . 

BS:  No, uh-uh. 

SL:  . . . were gone . . . 

BS:  You gone . . . 

SL:  Ever . . . 

BS:  If he don't get it, somebody else will.  So he gets it.  But 

anyway, I just happened to make it back [SL laughs], and I find 

all my—a lot of my stuff gone.  But when I raised sin about it—

said somethin'—they brought it back to me.  That was one good 

thing, they did bring it back.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah, that was somethin'. 

SL:  I probably would've assured them that if they hadn't seen me 

come back, I'd come back and haunt 'em.  [Laughs] 

BS:  Well—okay, well—other guys saw who everything—who was 
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doin' it all. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And they could tell me real quick who got what. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  And so, anyway, they brought it back—everything.  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's interesting stuff.  I never . . . 

BS:  Yeah, see when we hit Italy, we just went up the coast to Foggia 

and then we went into our field and landed.  It wasn't dark yet, 

but it was gettin' late. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:56:41] BS:  Yeah.  We's gone long enough they'd give us up for 

lost. 

SL:  Man! 

BS:  Isn't that somethin'? 

SL:  That is somethin'. 

BS:  It wasn't but three planes come out of that overcast.  Three. 

SL:  Out of how many that went into it? 

BS:  About thirty-five. 

??: Wow. 

SL:  Unbelievable. 

BS:  We lost seven, and then the rest of 'em had turned back and 

gone back.  But we—when we's goin' through it . . . 
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SL:  So they figured you were one of the seven or some . . . 

BS:  Well, I don't know. 

SL:  You just weren't accounted for. 

BS:  I guess.  They didn't know what happened to . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

[02:57:10] BS:  But anyway, the pilot was k—we had a steady climb, 

straight, steady climb.  That keeps us from goin' this way or that 

way to run into another one.  So we was hopin' the others would 

do the same thing.  We was pickin' up air speed all the time.  

We's hopin' we'd hurry up and come out of the top of it. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  Get out of there.  And—but we finally did, and then we went too 

far from our target, and we started into Athens, Greece, there, 

and we run into these twelve B-17s, and where they come 

from—I mean, they got—some—they lost a lot—or turned back—

they didn't lose any crashes.  But anyway, we pulled in with 

them for our protection, and they had enough good guns they 

could fight off the fighters.  And we had a—the German Navy 

was in the Athens, Greece, harbor.  Athens, Greece.  That's what 

it was. 

[02:58:07] SL:  So how'd the pictures turn out? 

BS:  Good.  [Laughter]  We all—hey, we always got pictures.  
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[Laughter]  That was my job. 

SL:  Well, let's [BS laughs] talk a little bit about the pictures. 

BS:  Okay.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Tell me—describe the camera to me.  What . . . 

BS:  The camera was a K-17—what it called—it stood up about two 

feet, maybe, and it shot a nine-by-nine negative size. 

SL:  Nine by nine. 

BS:  Nine by nine. 

SL:  And then I had on the crosshairs on the other side of it that I 

could put on my target, and I could fire it right here, and it's all 

automatic.  See, it was plugged in the plane electricity.  And I'd 

fire.  It would automatically wind, and I'd watch, and I'd fire 

again until I seen what I wanted.  And I could move my 

crosshair one way or the other, see, on that target.  And I'd fire 

on it and—but here's the thing about it.  I don't care how bad it 

got, if you had a job to do, you did it.  You forgot about all this 

other stuff. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Not—till you got through.  [Laughs] 

[02:59:12] SL:  So now, the camera lens—were you able to actually 

shift the angle . . . 

BS:  Oh, no.  Uh-uh. 
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SL:  . . . pan, tilt? 

BS:  No, I had to do it b . . . 

SL:  It was fixed. 

BS:  I had to do it by camera. 

SL:  Oh, you physically had to move it. 

BS:  Oh, I had my camera sittin' in a thing that I—a mount that I put 

in the plane myself, and I could take it—I could move it this way, 

this way, up and down or . . . 

SL:  Okay. 

[02:59:35] BS:  . . . like that.  See, when I'd look in that crosshair, 

I'd move that camera for what I want to see and fire.  But most 

time it was—I could look straight down, and I stayed straight 

down.  I didn't have to move it much, unless I want to come 

back a little bit or go forward little bit.  But it's all automatic—the 

plane—it was plugged in—would automatically wind it for me, 

that way I didn't have to wind it and all that kind of stuff. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  I could sight what I want to see and fire.  That's all I had to do.  

It was a good camera.  Then I had what's called a K-20.  It shot 

a four-by-five negative in a roll.  And then if it got real—after I 

got my target and things would get so bad, still—I'd grab my—

and I'd walk back to the wais—I'd have emergency oxygen 
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bottle, and I'd put that on, and I'd go back to waist, and I could 

u—make pictures with my K-20 out of the way.  So whatever's 

goin' on, I could pick it out and shoot. 

SL:  You mean inside the plane? 

BS:  Huh?  Oh, I'm still in the . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . plane, but I could walk to the waist gunners and look-see 

what I could find and shoot those four-by-five shots outside 

there.  I'm through with the target. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But . . . 

[03:00:53] SL:  So you could just pick up the camera, and go shoot 

someplace else within the plane? 

BS:  No. 

SL:  Oh. 

BS:  No, the [unclear word] stays there.   

SL:  Oh. 

BS:  I had another camera . . . 

SL:  Oh, okay. 

BS:  . . . called K-20. 

SL:  Oh, okay. 

BS:  See, it shot a four-by-five size negative. 
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SL:  That's right.  That's still a . . . 

BS:  And I could wind it . . . 

SL:  . . . huge negative.  [Laughs] 

BS:  . . . like this. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:01:08] BS:  And I'd go out there, and I'd see things, then I could 

shoot and unwind it and watch somethin' else, and I could shoot 

if a fighter's comin' in or somethin' like that.  Or if it real—lot of 

flak, I could shoot a picture of that flak.  [Laughs]  Or if it's 

somethin' goin' on with another B-17, I'd get a picture of it, and 

that's the way—some of the boys that had those K-20s got a lot 

of good pictures.  Some that I didn't make.  [Laughs]  But I got 

some of the pictures.  Yeah. 

[03:01:36] SL:  Well, was the—was it too dark inside the plane to 

shoot activity inside the plane? 

BS:  Oh, no.  Uh-uh. 

SL:  I mean, did you ever shoot crew or positions—just stuff going on 

inside the plane? 

BS:  No, uh-huh. 

SL:  No? 

BS:  Nuh-uh.  Everything was outside. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  Outside to our target and to the enemy.  Nothin' inside. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  Yeah.  If it was somethin' inside, we do that when we're on 

ground.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  After we get back.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

BS:  You don't waste your time with—your stuff on somebody else 

over here.  [Laughs] 

[03:02:09] SL:  So how many exposures could you do with the big 

camera?  With a . . .  

BS:  Oh, with a—well, I usually shot about fourteen, fifteen . . .  

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . shots.  When you're on a bomb run and you—you're shootin' 

a shot about every three seconds, you've gone a long ways by 

time you get to ten or twelve, fourteen seconds. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  You done got off the target, almost. 

SL:  Happens pretty quick. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And then the four-by-five—how many exposures could you . . . 

BS:  Oh well, they'd shoot as many as you want to shoot.  But the roll 
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of film was a pretty good size roll of film.  It was—well, it just 

like the K-20—I mean, 17—when I got that camera inside our 

darkroom, I pulled it out on another roll, and I'll take a pair of 

scissors and cut it off.  And then I'll take it and put in somethin—

you know, with no light. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:03:05] BS:  And then I'd do—put another film up.  I put it back in 

my camera and put it on—and reload it. 

SL:  So you—okay. 

BS:  Then I process the part I cut off.  I process it and let it dry.  And 

course, we force a—some dry.  We'd kind of hurried it up a little 

bit, and then we'd make prints.  We'd average about nine or ten 

prints per negative—per twelve or thirteen.  Then it went in 

headquarters about ten o'clock at night. 

[03:03:36] SL:  So how many hours did you spend in the darkroom, 

then? 

BS:  Oh, we'd . . . 

SL:  I mean, after each . . . 

BS:  Two or three. 

SL:  Two or three after each mission? 

BS:  Yeah, yeah.  By time I get back fore dark, it was ten o'clock at 

night fore I got out of there with pictures. 
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SL:  And then you might be up the next morning at three o'clock 

havin' breakfast. 

BS:  That's right.  [Laughs]  Havin' breakfast again—ready to go on 

another one.  [Laughs] 

[03:03:59] SL:  Was it back to back like that, or would they give you   

some . . . 

BS:  Sometimes, yeah.  Yeah.  Oh, yeah.  But a lot of time we'd have 

a—what you call a holiday.  [Laughs]  We call it . . . 

SL:  Yeah, a day off. 

BS:  Holiday—we wouldn't go on a mission. 

SL:  Yeah. 

TM:  Scott, we need to change tapes.  [Clears throat]  Scuse me. 

SL:  Okay. 

[Tape stopped] 

[03:04:16] SL:  I think we're on our—start of our fourth tape.  You 

seem like you're holdin' up pretty good. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Are we still—we're still havin' fun. 

BS:  Oh yeah, I'm all right. 

SL:  Okay, good. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Well, we've been—we just spent a lot of time with you in B-52 
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bombers.  

BS:  B-52 . . . 

SL:  Or B-17 bombers. 

BS:  B-17.  Yeah.  [Laughs]   

SL:  And you've been a . . . 

BS:  I was fixin' to straighten you out right quick. 

[03:04:37] SL:  Yeah.  [Laughter]  I appreciate that.  But the—and 

I—before I—there's a couple of questions I want to ask you 

about being a part of the crew but—and then I'm gonna ask you 

if there's anything else you want to talk about as far as your 

time in the B-17s.  One of my questions was—you know, you 

started out as a gunner, as a turret gunner.  You . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . and you got repositioned into the photographer position.  

Did—was there cross-training within a B-17 crew?  In other 

words, what would happen if, say, the navigator got hit.  Was 

there anyone—would the—did that job just fall to the pilot or the 

copilot?  Was that the . . . 

BS:  Fall—yeah. 

SL:  Okay.  And then—so if the photographer got hit, there just . . . 

BS:  Nobody . . . 

SL:  If you got hit—let's say the photographer got hit on a mission . . 
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. 

BS:  That'd be it. 

SL:  . . . there'd be no photographs taken. 

BS:  No photography.  That's right. 

SL:  Right.  And then what about the bombardier position—if he got 

hit . . . 

BS:  Well, the navigator or one of 'em could . . . 

SL:  Would take over that. 

BS:  They would go ahead and drop the bombs. 

SL:  Okay. 

[03:05:52] BS:  They might not pinpoint it like they wanted 'em, but 

they could salvo 'em if they wanted to. 

SL:  Okay.  All right.  Well, I'm just—you know, everyone's in . . .  

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  . . . harm's way on that . . .  

BS:  You never know which one gonna get hit. 

[03:06:03] SL:  Yeah, so I just wondered how the thing—how the 

plane kept its mission . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . you know, under casualties.  But—okay, let's see.  It 

seemed like there was one other question.  I'll just go ahead and 

ask you.  Is there anything else about your career in those B-17s 
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that you want to talk about that you and I haven't talked about 

yet? 

BS:  No. 

SL:  Any other story as far as close calls or . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah, lotta [laughs] close calls.  One time we was comin' in—

we'd come in off a mission, and we's comin' in for land, and he 

lowers his flaps so he'd cut air speed for landin'.  Well, this  

right . . . 

SL:  Flap. 

BS:  . . . flap over here—it got shot. 

SL:  So . . . 

BS:  It wouldn't open. 

SL:  No drag. 

BS:  So when he'd lower his flap, it'd turn our plane up like this. 

SL:  Oh! 

[03:07:11] BS:  And we were just not too far off the ground, and we 

started this way, and he finally shot the gun to it and lowered his 

other flap, and we got it—I guess high as this house here.  We 

got back up and picked back up.  That was a close one. 

SL:  So how did he—how did you end up landing? 

BS:  It was speed landin'.  Just come in—hit with high speed . . . 

SL:  Oh! 
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BS:  . . . without slowin' down 'cause we could—didn't have no flaps. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And so we just . . . 

SL:  That's scary. 

BS:  . . . come in and dropped it down on the—into the runway and 

try to charge the—reverse charge the engines to stop us, and we 

finally made it.  [Laughs]  But what was bad—when we was goin' 

down there and lowered that flap—just all of a sudden it started 

doin' like this. 

SL:  Oh, man! 

BS:  You're lookin' down at the ground.  [Laughs]  You're right there 

at it.  [Laughs] 

[03:08:07] SL:  Man, it's just amazing how everything is just a hair 

thin between . . . 

BS:  A hair thin is right. 

SL:  . . . ho—gettin' back . . . 

BS:  It happen . . . 

SL:  . . . home and not gettin' back home. 

BS:  It happens all the time. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  A hair thin [unclear word].  That's right. 

[03:08:22] SL:  Okay, I think this is good that we're back [laughs] on 
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the ground now [BS laughs] with that story, because I want to 

ask you about photography outside of the plane and . . . 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  . . . if you were able to get—if you carried your photography, 

you know, outside of the plane—maybe around the base or in 

the towns that you were in or how the European theater—how 

that affected the life of Europe and . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . what was goin' on around? 

[03:08:54] BS:  Well, not much—when I finished, though, I swore off 

of flyin'.  And I was waitin' around to—I didn't know when I was 

gonna go back to the States.  I was through.  And so the—they 

come up with a airplane.  They call it the Reluctant Gremlin.  It 

had over 102 missions on it, and they wanted to bring it back to 

state and go on a bond tour with it.  And they want a crew, and 

they wanted a photographer.  They asked me would I go, and I 

said yes.  [Laughs]  I was ready to go on that deal.  And—but 

anyway, when we left the state—left to go on this—a deal—

comin' home there—we flew across the ocean from Africa all the 

way to South America.  [03:09:46]  And we was goin' into 

Belem, Brazil.  And when we come—got to Africa, we was on two 

engines, and we's about 150 feet or 200 feet in the air.  We was 
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down real low, and we made it on into Belem, worked on the 

engines, got 'em fixed up, and took off into Puerto Rico, and we 

stopped.  And me and three other guys—we went to a place and 

bought a c—four gallons of rum.  [Laughter]  And we had four 

cases—four gallons in it—and we went to our airplane, and on 

each engine you could take the cowling off, unscrew it, and it's 

got a empty space back there behind that engine.  So we stuff 

that—all that stuff in there and screwed it all back.  And we 

landed in [SL laughs] Homestead, Florida—they come out there 

and was lookin' around inspectin' everything.  Said, "You boys 

don't have anything you not supposed to have?"  "No.  You see 

anything?"  "Nope."  I said, "Okay."  And they checked our 

baggage, and they left.  Soon as they left, boy, we unscrewed all 

that thing [laughs] and started gettin' that stuff out.  And so I 

got two gallons out of that—out of all of it.  [Laughs] 

[03:11:03] SL:  My gosh!  Well now, before you left Italy in—to go on 

this bond tour, did you not do any photography at all outside of 

the plane? 

BS:  No. 

SL:  Nothin' . . . 

BS:  I tell you, we was comin' over there to go on a bond tour when 

we landed in Miami.  They put us in dad-gum hospital to check 
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us up.  See if we's fit to fly.  [Laughs]  And we'd been flyin'.   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And they took our plane away from us. 

SL:  Hmm. 

BS:  Somebody else got it.  And when we got out of hospital, we 

didn't have any plane.  And then I finally went to a place that 

they checked me out to see if I was—needed to go to a hospital 

or if they was gonna discharge me with a conflict or combat 

photog—fatigue or somethin'.  And so anyway, they put me in 

the hospital and checked me out good, and then they give me a 

medical discharge with combat fatigue. 

SL:  Well . . . 

BS:  And I'm still drawin' a pension today over it.  Combat fatigue 

right there. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  You wore out.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, I can understand that. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  You probably didn't know you were worn out. 

BS:  I didn't.  [Laughs]  Not at the time.  But you come—it comes a 

time you do.  You finally find out you why—you've had it. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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[03:12:31] BS:  And—but anyway . . . 

SL:  Well, that's really a blessing that they had you—put you  

through . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . that checkout. 

BS:  And then I finally come home after I got my discharge, and 

that's when I met my wife and we got married.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, just like the day or two after you got back home. 

BS:  Well, I was home about two days, and we started goin' with each 

other.  We was engaged the next, and we's married the next.  

We was married two weeks from the day we met.  In two . . . 

[03:13:04] SL:  All right, all right.  Now so let's talk about your bride, 

then.  What was her name?   

BS:  Dorothy. 

SL:  What is her name? 

BS:  Dorothy L.—Dorothy Louise Seamans.  I mean, Barrett . . . 

SL:  Barrett. 

BS:  . . . at the time.  Doro—she was raised out here at Selma and—

but she was real close friend of my two sisters.  Yeah. 

SL:  Sisters, yeah. 

BS:  That's where I got in touch with her. 

SL:  Well, now how old was she when you married her? 
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BS:  She was five months older than me.  She was—I think we's both 

twenty-four. 

SL:  Twenty-four.   

BS:  Yeah, she was . . . 

[03:13:42] SL:  Well, did she have a job at the time? 

BS:  Oh yeah, she was a beauty operator and . . . 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  . . . she was workin' in the beauty shop here in McGehee and 

so—but anyway, I went up there, and they wanted me to go out 

to Selma and ask her daddy could I marry her—his daughter. 

SL:  Yes. 

BS:  I said, "Oh, Lordy!  Gotta do"—[laughs] . . .  

SL:  Well . . . 

BS:  But anyway, I said, "Okay."   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I went out there, and he was sittin' in a chair.  I went up there, 

and we's talkin' about the war and everything.  We was—he was 

in World War II. 

SL:  Oh, okay. 

BS:  And we was talkin'.  About the time I heard somebody back 

behind me on the stairway watchin' us.  Said, "Oh, he wants to 

marry.  He's gonna ask her to marry."  And I heard him.  I knew 
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he did, too.  So I asked him—I thought, "Oh, Lordy, I gotta stop 

and do it right now."  Asked him—I said, "I would like to marry 

Dorothy if I can."  And he said—he just laughed—he said, "Well, 

y'all both old enough."  Said, "Go ahead."   

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:14:42] BS:  Then I started talkin' about the war again.  

[Laughter]   

SL:  Oh, that's terrible. 

BS:  But I don't—I wanted to get off that subject.  [Laughter]   

SL:  Well, that was easy.   

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughter]  Ever who back there, wish they'd keep their 

mouth shut.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Was a good ?way?—well, I don't know—it helped out pretty 

good.  [Laughs] 

SL:  That's good.  That's fun. 

BS:  But I—when I could hear, I knew he could hear, too. 

[03:15:03] SL:  You know—so really, you guys had a bond just from 

being veterans. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  Well, that's right.  Exactly.  He was—he got shot.  In fact, 
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that's his picture over yonder on the wall and everything.  Did 

you see that over there? 

SL:  I . . . 

BS:  Her daddy. 

SL:  Oh, okay.  That's her. 

BS:  He was where . . . 

SL:  That's him.  Okay. 

BS:  He was shot and got wounded with shrapnel, and he still has 

that piece of shrapnel at home. 

[03:15:35] SL:  So was he a infantry. 

BS:  Infantry.  But he got—he stepped on a mine. 

SL:  Ooh. 

BS:  And . . . 

SL:  He's lucky. to be alive. 

BS:  . . . the mine went off he's got a piece of shrapnel right in his 

back. 

SL:  Lucky to be alive. 

BS:  Yeah, he's lucky to be alive. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And he was a sawmill man.  He owned a sawmill.  And he was a 

real good man.  [Laughs]  He was a tough man, too.  [Laughs] 

[03:15:59] SL:  Okay, so you get back into McGehee . . . 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

186 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . and within weeks, you're married. 

BS:  Right.  Two weeks. 

SL:  What do you do for a job? 

BS:  Well . . . 

SL:  I mean, you kind of put the cart before the horse, didn't you? 

BS:  Yeah.  Well, I didn't think about it.  [SL laughs]  I didn't think 

about workin' and makin'—for [laughs] a job.  We just got 

married—went and got engaged, and we's gonna get married.  

And then we left there.  I went to Florida to a hospital there.  

And she—of course, she went down with me.  We li—we got us a 

room in a place uptown there with some good people, and they 

took care of Dorothy for me, and they fed her breakfast.  They 

did everything.  They're real good people.  And—but anyway, 

then they give me a medical discharge there. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  And [unclear words] they put me on a full-time pension—50 

percent disability.  And then we come home, and then I went to 

school over at Monticello. 

SL:  Okay. 

[03:17:06] BS:  And I went there and got all the physic and 

chemistry I could get 'cause I knew that I wanted photography, 
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and I knew—wanted to know the background—all the things I 

needed for it—if I was gonna do anything with it.   

SL:  Well, you'd already had how many years of practical experience 

with it? 

BS:  Yeah, but I wanted more.  [Laughs] 

SL:  How many years were you flyin'? 

BS:  Two years. 

SL:  Two years? 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Okay.  Well, so . . . 

[03:17:35] BS:  Then I went to school in Dallas, Texas, on light 

industrial stuff and got a class down there and got back home.  

Then I went to work for the International Harvester Company. 

SL:  Well, now, didn't you start taking photographs before that, 

though?  I mean, weren't you photographing—didn't you work 

with someone here locally? 

BS:  Oh, Miss Drummond.  Yeah.  Drummond Studio. 

SL:  Now let's talk about Miss Drummond and Drummond Studio.  

And how long were you there?   

BS:  I worked there for about—not quite a year.  She was tough to 

work for.  I—and I just couldn't get along with her, so I finally 

pulled out of there.  And then I got me a camera, and I walked 
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the streets makin' pictures.  I had a eight-by-ten view camera—

eight-by-ten negative.  And I'd go to a certain person house—

make a picture—bunch of pictures—their little baby or whatever 

or maybe a family group.  And then I was makin' some good 

money there.  And then about that time the International 

Harvester got ahold of me through the district office at Little 

Rock, and I went around and made a bunch of pictures for them.  

And then they wanted me to pick up farm equipment in this 

area, in the South, for the general office, and I started doin' 

that.  And I worked for them for years. 

[03:18:55] SL:  So that was—those were what we would call product 

shots. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And they wanted images of their products out . . . 

BS:  In the field . . . 

SL:  In the real world . . . 

BS:  . . . in action. 

SL:  . . . in the field, not just a studio shot or a showroom shot.   

BS:  No, they wanted. . .  

SL:  They want it out there. . . 

BS:  . . . it in the field workin'. 

SL:  . . . workin'.   
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[03:19:12] BS:  And I didn't shoot anything sittin' still, but I was 

workin' on cultivators, planters, combines, and I even bought me 

a truck—a double-cab truck and a thing—that I had a—I got me 

a hydraulic lift in the back of the truck where I could get on a 

platform, punch her—and I could go twenty feet . . . 

SL:  That's big. 

BS:  . . . in the air, and I could look down on a combine. 

SL:  That's beautiful. 

BS:  Combine'd come by—I could make pictures of it.  Boy, the 

company eat that up. 

SL:  This . . . 

BS:  They got where they was sending me everywhere. 

[03:19:52] SL:  This eight-by-ten camera—tell me about the lens on 

it.  Was it—I mean, did you have a . . . 

BS:  Oh, the lens about this big around. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  It was a normal lens, though.   

SL:  Did it have a zoom function to it? 

BS:  No, uh-uh.  It's just a normal lens. 

SL:  Just . . . 

BS:  It was—I didn't have anything . . .  

SL:  Just a focus and iris. 
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BS:  Yeah.  If I wanted somethin' like that, I'd just change lens.  I 

had three lenses for it.  I had a wide-angle, a normal, and a . . . 

SL:  Zoom. 

BS:  . . . telephoto.   

[03:20:20] SL:  So—but before you started workin' for International 

Harvester, and even when you were workin' with Miss 

Drummond, did—what kind of pay were you generating?  I 

mean, what—did—I mean, workin' for International Harvester for 

so long, they must've paid you well. 

BS:  Oh, I got—I was paid real well.  I'd go off on a job—say, like a 

[unclear words].  I got no less $500 for the job, plus expenses.  

And I was goin' out there four days, five days.  That ain't bad 

back then. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So I was makin' good money with International and—until they—

farm equipment companies—they had a disaster.  Depression.  

All the stuff was left on lots.  They had—in Memphis district—I 

mean, plant there in Memphis—on cotton pickers—they had four 

hundred left on the lot.  Couldn't sell.  Didn't sell.  So boy, they 

started cuttin', and I got cut with it on some of my work.  So I 

decided I would farm.  [Laughs]  I told you about that deal.  I 

went out to Selma.  Had about two hundred acres.  I was gonna 
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do some of the farmin'—plant soybeans and wheat.  When I got 

through I was flat broke.  I mean, it broke me   and . . . 

[03:21:55] SL:  Now was that—were—it—was it you and your sons 

that were workin' it? 

BS:  Well, just me and, course, my son—oldest son helped me out.  

Finally, he had to quit and go do his job. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  'Cause he had to make a livin', too.  [Laughs]  And then Harry 

Don was the only one that's left.  I had to start doin' some 

travelin' with International again on some—on a special 

assignments.  And I'd call Harry Don every day—see what he's 

doin' out there on the farm.  I—we was talkin'—I said, "Well, do 

this and do that," and he was tryin' to do his best.  And . . . 

[03:22:28] SL:  And he was a teenager then. 

BS:  Huh? 

SL:  He was just a teenager then, right? 

BS:  Yeah! 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  But he was workin' hard . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . tryin' to get me—but anyway, we got all that done, and then 

I started workin' for International Harvester Company.  I got tied 
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up with them on their farm equipment.  I went from a dollar a 

print to ten dollars a print. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  Boy, I says, "Well, I got" . . . 

SL:  That's big. 

BS:  . . . "me a job."  [Laughs] 

SL:  Big difference. 

BS:  And I was really makin' a lot of good money with them 'cause 

usually the bunch out of the district—the agency that was doin' 

work for International—they was scared of snakes.  They was 

get—they wasn't thinkin' about gettin' in a rice field or anything 

like that 'cause there's snakes out there.  [Laughter]  [03:23:13]  

One day I was over in Mississippi there, and I had a .22 pistol.  I 

had it in a thing right there on my side there.  And we was 

crossin' across this freshly plowed-up field there, and a little ol'—

a boy from Chicago—we was walkin' along there, and we looked 

down and saw a great big snake.  He yelled, "Snake, boys!"  

Scared me.  I pulled out my pistol.  I said, "Pow!"  A lucky shot. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  A lucky shot. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I hit him right behind the head and killed him.  And I just stuck it 
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down like that.  [Laughter]  Like nothin' to it. 

SL:  You were Wyatt Earp, weren't you?  [Laughter] 

BS:  He said, "Great shot!" 

SL:  Mr. Dillard.  

BS:  And it went all over the company and in Chicago [laughter] that 

I—what a great shot I was.  And I didn't [SL laughs] say another 

word.   

SL:  [Laughter]  Well, of course not.  That's funny. 

BS:  That was a luckiest shot I ever had. 

SL:  Yeah.  Yeah, that's good. 

BS:  I could've shot twenty more times and never touched it.  

[Laughter]  But anyway, that's the—they were scared of snakes, 

and I'm glad he saw that one 'cause that kept them from comin' 

down.  [Laughs] 

[03:24:18] SL:  Well, now when you were on a International 

Harvester job, were—would you do any other kind of 

photography while you were . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  I mean, sometimes you'd get someplace, and you'd have to wait 

because of the weather or because you . . . 

BS:  No, I wouldn't do too much.  I was—I'd stay with my jobs . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  . . . that I was supposed to be doin' 'cause you could get messed 

up.  Main thing is go to that job, do that one job, and do a good 

job with that one job. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  And I'd work with the dealer real close and the farmer that owns 

it, and I know exactly when to go out there and work with him 

and do the job.  No, I didn't—I wasn't goin' anything el—

anything to distract me from the job I was supposed . . . 

SL:  M'kay. 

BS:  . . . to be doin'. 

[03:25:05] SL:  M'kay.  But when that—when they got—when they 

cut everybody back and they—and you decided to try farming 

and that didn't work. 

BS:  Ooh! 

SL:  What did you do then? 

BS:  Oh, I told you when I come home and I got rid of the equipment, 

I went flat broke.  And I said, "Well, Dorothy,"  I said, "I could 

start drinkin' [SL laughs], or we could go build a studio."  I said, 

"Which one do you want me to do?"  She said, "Let's build a 

studio."  I said, "Okay, let's go."  [Laughs]  So at fifty years old, 

I started all over again. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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[03:25:44] BS:  You—so don't ever quit.  Don't ever quit.  I don't 

care how old you are, you can always come back.  So I put that 

studio in there.  I went to the bank, and I was turned down at 

first 'cause I knew a loan guy—I didn't care whether he liked me 

or not.  But after he left I went back to the banker and showed 

him some stuff.  He said, "Go on with it."  So I built my buildin' 

and everything, and I paid for the whole thi—paid for equipment, 

buildin'—everything.  In seven years I paid it all off. 

SL:  That's good. 

BS:  Yeah, at fifty years old. 

SL:  Yeah, that's really . . . 

BS:  And—well, I was really . . . 

SL:  . . . excellent. 

BS:  . . . about fifty-five or fifty-six by time I got through with it,  

but . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But I would've had it made.  And so my wife was . . . 

SL:  Well . . . 

[03:26:29] BS:  She had a little beauty shop.  I said, "Quit your 

beauty shop."  I said, "Work with me."  [Laughs]  So she quit, 

and we both run the studio.  She would handle all the finances.  

She'd deliver orders, and my job was to do the work.  And we 
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did real good.   

SL:  So did you do almost entirely portraiture?  Is that . . . 

BS:  Well, I did portrait, and I still did a lot of aerial photography.  I 

still like aerial photography.  I did that, and finally I quit.  And 

I—then I finally got down to where I was just photographin' little 

kids.  They'd bring little kids in there.  And I did some weddings, 

and I quit the weddings.  I didn't like them, either.  And I was 

doin' a lot of little bitty kids, and I had a—built a place out there 

in the back of my studio and some bins.  I had hay.  Everything 

looked like a farm. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And they had all kinds of stuff to go in with it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I'd carry those little kids—say like a little ol' three- or four-

year-old boy, and I'd do different things with it, and I'd make his 

picture in there.  Come out good.  And boy, his mama and them 

would eat it up.  They really liked it.  But the best thing in the 

world is to when grandmother walks in there on her first 

grandchild. 

SL:  Oh! 

BS:  Ooh, boy.  [Laughter]  She'd spend some money.   

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  Yeah, I . . .  
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BS:  I'd say, "Good." 

SL:  . . . understand that. 

BS:  I'd say, "Happy."  [Laughs] 

SL:  I understand that.  I've got a thousand pictures of my first.  And  

so . . . 

BS:  Yeah, first.  You [laughs] know what I'm talkin' about. 

[03:28:00] SL:  Yeah—yeah, I do.  [BS laughs]  I do what you're 

talkin' about.  [BS laughs]  Well, now what about—I mean, it 

seems like I've heard that you used to take photographs around 

Desha County that—did you ever do any kind of event 

photography or town . . . 

BS:  What kind? 

SL:  Event photography . . . 

BS:  Oh. 

SL:  . . . like parades or . . . 

BS:  Oh, yeah.  I did the—every time we had a county parade and 

doin' the county, you know.  When it—whenever a county deal—

well, anyway, I'd make the pictures of the parade and 

everything.  I did everything.  And then I'd go out.  Now our 

port—we was tryin' to get our port up there just south of 

Arkansas City.  I went out there and photographed all that.  And 

I did a lot of stuff.  I'd go out.  And then I'd go to—oh, at 
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Hamburg, all over in that area over in there, and photograph 

tractors in the woods, loggin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:28:57] BS:  I—I'd go in there and shoot up a loggin' job for 'em, 

and I did a lot of stuff like that.  I'd go out there and find out 

where they's goin'—I'd be there when they got there and started 

to do their work.  And I'd photograph these tractors pullin' these 

logs in and whatever.  I'd do a whole job.  And then I'd write up 

a report.  I'd write a report on who was doin' it and what he was 

doin' and how he was doin' it.  And if he replaced a—any of the 

tractors, I'd write that.  He replaced two more of these tractors.  

This one tractor'd do a lot more.  So—oh yeah, I got a . . . 

SL:  So were those . . . 

TM:  Hey Scott, excuse me.  We've got some sweat buildup I'd like to 

take care of.  

SL:  On the chin? 

TM:  Yeah.   

SL:  There you go. 

TM:  You want to pause tape? 

BS:  Did you get it? 

TM:  Okay. 

BS:  You got it.  Let's keep rollin'. 
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SL:  Okay.  So were those contract jobs, the logging stuff?  That 

someone would call you . . . 

BS:  Oh . . . 

SL:  . . . and say . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah.  I—the guys I's—see, I did some work for  

Caterpillar . . .  

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  . . . also. 

SL:  Okay. 

[03:29:56] BS:  I'd call it in and tell 'em what I got, and that's what 

they wanted.  'Cause then there was nobody comin' down here 

and doin' this kind of work.  One day—I had a guy from 

International—he said, "We need this kind of stuff, and there's 

nobody doin' it."  He said, "You can make good livin' doin' it."  I 

said, "Okay."  So I did.  And—but I enjoyed it all.  It was nothin' 

to me 'cause I enjoyed the work anyway. 

[03:30:24] SL:  Well now, tell me about the aerial photography. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Who was bookin' you on that? 

BS:  Well, I did some.  I didn't—but I didn't—I photographed the 

Mississippi River quite a bit on some barges and stuff.  And then 

our new port we was havin' here—we're gonna open up for 
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barges to come in and—well, I photographed that from the air.  

And I've photographed quite a bit, and I'd usually photograph 

from a little ol' Piper Cub or somethin' like that where we'd go 

slow, and I could . . .  

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . shoot out the . . . 

SL:  I've done that. 

BS:  I'd take the door off.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I'd have a seat belt on.  [Laughs]  And I could photograph 

outside there—get everything I wanted.  I—you'd have a—I can't 

think old boy's name in Monticello there.  I'd call him.  He'd 

come there and pick me up, and I would fly this job I want to do.  

When they got through with it—well, it'd come in—I'd pay him.  

And he'd go back to Monticello. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:31:28] BS:  But I'd get reimbursed when I get back to the 

company. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  They'd get all my—I'd get paid my salary plus my expenses and 

no matter what they were.  And . . . 

SL:  And they were happy to get the image. 
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BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I used to—I picked up some stuff, like Lorraine dragline.  

When I find a piece of equipment in the field and I saw it brand 

new, I'd photograph it and—'cause I had their—I'd get the 

name—I sent it straight to their . . . 

SL:  Headquarters. 

BS:  . . . advertisin' department. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And they'd take it.  I have a bill with it.  They'd send me a check 

'cause I had some good stuff.  That's what—stuff they wanted.  

Action stuff in the field. 

SL:  Yeah, tell the story. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yep. 

[03:32:15] BS:  So I was—I did a lot of that, but I've—but the 

majority—I worked—really worked for International all the time.  

But if I run into a good job back here, like I was goin' out here to 

do some work, and I see this drag line workin' over here, I look 

at it—looked new and he was doin' a good job—I'd photograph 

it.  Take it for a dance—take a good chance, and I'd get—finally 

get paid for it 'cause I wouldn't shoot just anything.  [Laughs] 
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I could recognize a good, new machine, and I could recognize a 

good job.  If it wasn't a doin' a good job, I wouldn't shoot it at 

all. 

[03:32:52] SL:  Did any newspapers ever contract with you? 

BS:  No, huh-uh. 

SL:  Magazines or . . . 

BS:  No.  Well, I—only magazine I'd get was International magazine. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  No, uh-uh.  They never did.  In fact, I never did try to contact 

any of them. 

SL:  Right.   

BS: Yeah.  

SL: How many pictures do you think you've taken in your lifetime? 

BS:  Ooh!  [Laughs]  Since I've been—in my lifetime? 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Oh, hundreds of thousands of pictures I made.  Ain't no tellin'.  

Well, I made no tellin' how many pictures for International 

Harvester Company.  And I used to make transparencies, too.  I 

wouldn't have anything left.  I'd make color transparencies on 

two and a quarter by two and a quarter 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  And when I'd get through with it, I sent it in.  I'd get paid for it.  

I wouldn't have anything else to show for it 'cause they got it all.  

They do what they want to do with it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:33:58] BS:  But a lot of times they'd send me a project.  They'd 

send me a project on a certain piece of equipment, and then I 

would call the district office, and they'd say, "Yeah, the district 

office got that piece of equipment, and then they sold it to a 

dealer down in Dumas."  I'd call the dealer in Dumas—"Yeah, we 

got it.  John Doe down here—I—from—Arkansas River bought it, 

and he's got it."  I got his phone number.  So I call him about it 

and told him what I'd like to do.  He—"Oh yeah, he'd be glad to."  

I said, "When you gonna be usin' it?"  "Oh, a couple days.  We'll 

be in the field with it."  I said, "Can I come photograph it?"  And 

they said, "Yeah."  I'd go out there and get it.  But I wouldn't go 

get it until they was really workin'. 

SL:  Right. 

[03:34:40] BS:  And a good farmer—when he does—when he's 

workin' on the job, he's doin' it the best way he could do it.  

It's—I mean, the job looks good, but just piecemeal stuff—I 

wouldn't even shoot it.  But when you—when he's out there a-

layin' up beds or rows, he's doin' a real pretty job, and that's 
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what I'm lookin' for.  Real good-lookin' job of this piece of 

equipment doin' that job.  The Harvester Company—that's what 

they wanted.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, yeah. 

[03:35:13] BS:  And there's no doubt about it.  They'd send me a 

check for it.  [Laughs]  And I've gone in Chicago, and I've gone 

to the district office, and I'll talk to some of them managers—

guys in charge of certain things, like cotton pickers or combines 

or planters.  And I'd talk to them, and they said, "Oh yeah, we 

like the stuff you do."  Wanted me to do this and do this.  I said, 

"Okay, I'll get it all if I—if it's possible."  I said, "If it's not doin' a 

good job, I'm not gonna shoot it."  He said, "We don't want you 

to."  [Laughs]   

SL:  There you go. 

BS:  And . . . 

[03:35:46] SL:  They needed someone that had a lick of sense. 

BS:  Well, somebody . . . 

SL:  Out there. 

BS:  . . . knew a little bit about farmin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  See, I was down here livin'—raised up in it, and these guys out 

of the . . . 
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SL:  Corporate office didn't . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  They weren't farmers. 

BS:  They don't know anything about it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  'Cause they's probably lookin' for snakes anyway.  [Laughter]  

They don't know what's goin' on.  [Laughter]   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  That's about the truth. 

SL:  Yeah, gettin' blisters on their new boots.  Wearin' 'em.   

BS:  [Laughs]  That's right. 

[03:36:12] SL:  Yeah.  Well, so I'm tryin' to—I just get the sense that 

your collection—your work—the breadth of your work includes 

many things.  And it's . . .  

BS:  It does, yeah. 

SL:  . . . not just all equipment. 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  And it's not all—just all war aerial shots. 

BS:  But you've seen some of my stuff. 

SL:  Yeah, I mean, I . . . 

BS:  It's just everything. 

[03:36:39] SL:  Yeah, it's everything, and I just wonder—have you 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

206 

ever had a show where someone said, "You know what?  We 

need to make some of these prints, and we need to put 'em up 

and"—because there's historical content in all this stuff that 

you've got. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  I mean, it spreads over . . . 

BS:  No, I never did try. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And nobody didn't try to make me, so I didn't think about it.  

Now the stuff they doin' at school—they've had it around town.  

They'd make certain size prints, and they're in both banks out 

there in different places.  And the—so that's good. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:37:18] BS:  And—but showin'—and so the—some of those big 

pictures you saw in there—they done them out at school.  And I 

told 'em if they could do a few and make a little money out of it 

and take that money and put it back in what they doin', I'd be all 

right with that. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I said, "But I'm not with it when you make money and stick it in 

your pocket."   

SL:  Right. 
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BS:  I said, "No!"  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, it's got to regenerate the program. 

BS:  I said, "I want the program goin', and if it—if they get—if he 

makes twenty dollars, put it in the program."  Well, I'd be wo—I 

don't mind that at all 'cause I like to see it grow.  But a lot of 

people takes advantage of things like that.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, I know. 

BS:  Put more in their pocket than they do in the program.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah.  Well . . . 

BS:  I was gonna lean.  [Laughter]  I saw that—I didn't know it was 

so low.  [Laughter]   

TM:  Need some water?  You okay? 

BS:  No, I got some in there.  I'm all right. 

TM:  Okay. 

SL:  Well, so . . . 

[03:38:23] Joy Endicott:  Ask about the bobcat. 

SL:  Oh, the bobcat.  What's the story about the bobcat?  There's a 

picture of a bobcat. 

BS:  Oh, she's in there hears it.  

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Well, me and a game warden was gonna catch a bobcat in a 

trap, and we're gonna load him in tow sacks, bring 'em to 
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McGehee, and build a trap—I mean, cage—and put him in the 

county fair.  So . . .    

SL:  [Laughs]  That sounds like a good adventure.  [Laughs] 

BS:  And just remember—try to load a bobcat in a tow sack. 

SL:  No, I ain't [BS laughs] gonna do that.  

[03:39:01] BS:  That's a job.  [Laughter]   But anyway, we loaded 

this—we got it fixed for a—I cut a little hole in the back of the 

tow—in the tow sack, and I reached up there and got it, and he 

kept pullin' him, and we kept pullin' that tow sack up around 

him. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And when we got around him good, then I took a fork and 

pushed it down there and pinned him to the ground so that guy 

could tie up the front. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And he took wire—wired it up good where we could keep that cat 

in that tow sack.  Well, did I tell this before? 

SL:  No. 

[03:39:38] BS:  Okay.  But anyway, we got him in the tow sack, and 

we put him in the—he had an A ball.  We put him in the A ball 

and went—we was gonna bring him to town, and we's gonna 

build us a cage real quick, put him it for the county fair.  
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[Laughs]  So we put him in the back seat of the car, and I was 

up in the passenger side.  He was drivin'.  We's goin' along 

there.  [SL laughs]  That cat kept jumpin' up.  He'd hit the 

ceilin', come down.  Hit the ceilin', come down.  I said, "That cat 

is alive."  But he finally jumped up his seat, and he come over in 

my lap.  [Laughter]  There sat that cat in my lap.  Well, about 

that time I done opened the door.  I was hangin' outside.  

[Laughs]  I was hollerin', and I said, "Stop this thing.  Stop it."  

We—he stopped, and we got the cat back inside there.  So we 

[SL laughs] carried him home to his home, and we got ready to 

start tryin' to build that cage. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:40:40] BS:  And we put that cat on the ground there in that sack.  

About that time that cat got up there runnin' in that sack—run 

almost a hundred yard, just goin' in that sack.  I said, "Dad-

gum!"  We got him and brought him back, and then he kept 

messing around there, and we was workin'.  About that time we 

could see the sack comin' apart. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Oh, Lordy, we finally had to kill it, and we didn't get to do 

anything with it.  [Laughs]  But just try to load a tow sa—a 

bobcat in a tow sack. 
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SL:  Not a good idea.   

BS:  No.  [SL laughs]  Now that other picture in there was another 

one that—somebody else loaded it in a sack, but I didn't—I 

wasn't in on that.  I was wantin' to get a picture of it.  So we 

had—he trapped it and—but he'd pulled the little stake out of the 

ground, and so he got up in the thicket.  But he wrapped his self 

around—the chain was wrapped around in that thicket.  And he 

couldn't move very much, so I got up there real close and 

watched him.  And he tried to move at me, but I was watchin' 

him.  I'd get back.  I could see how he's . . .  

SL:  Hung up. 

BS:  . . . pinned down. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:41:50] BS:  So I figured that he's not gonna be able to move, so 

I get over here, and I kind of work my way up in there a little bit 

'cause I want to get a picture of him.  And I wanted to get a 

picture of him and not show the trap.  [Laughs]  So I got right in 

there.  Well, he—one time he moved, he'd move about this far, 

and [laughs] I'd move this far. 

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  [BS laughs] 

BS:  And—but I watched him, and finally he sit down—and he was 

lookin' straight at me.  I made his picture, and I backed out.  
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[Laughs]  Then those oth—two other guys tried to load him in 

the tow sack [SL laughs], and they got him in there, I think.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  That's funny. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[03:42:28] SL:  That's funny.  What was the last camera that you 

were usin'? 

BS:  Crown Graphic.  I'll think of it.  The kind that they left on the—in 

space.  What is that?   

SL:  Crown Graphic.  I've never . . . 

BS:  No?  But anyway, it shot a two and a quarter, two and a quarter. 

SL:  'Kay. 

BS:  And—but that was a—the—it was a real nice camera, and I had 

three of those cameras.  I had one automatic and two manuals 

and—with lenses with all three of 'em.  And I—isn't that 

somethin'?  How can you forget things?  [Laughter] 

SL:  Oh, listen, I forget where my keys are every morning, so . . .   

[03:43:28] BS:  But anyway, the—I had some—the latest-model 

cameras, and they were—I did real good.  I could really shoot a 

lot of picture with 'em.  And a picture I shot, I usually shoot a lot 

of transparencies and two and a quarter, two and a quarter was 

the negative size.  And—but anyway, I shot a world of pictures 
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with that and— Hasselblad.      

SL:  Hasselblad.  

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Okay.  All right.  Yeah. 

BS:  Now, how in the world can I remember Hasselblad?  [Laughs]   

SL:  Really. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But that's the name of the camera.  And had all kinds of lenses 

with it.  And that was one of the best cameras that we had on 

the market.  And that's the kind they left in space when they 

first went up. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Was a Hasselblad camera. 

[03:44:18] SL:  Yeah.  Well [BS laughs], they've been makin' great 

cameras for a long time.   

BS:  And now they got the—all this digital stuff.  Now since the digital 

come out, everybody's professional.  So they might as well get 

out of it, then.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Well, it's so cheap to get into it now. 

BS:  Yeah, I know it. 

SL:  You can take a thousand pictures and not have to pay . . .  
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BS:  To get one. 

SL:  . . . for any film. 

BS:  To get one.  Yeah.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  Yeah, and you can just print 'em immediately.  You 

don't have . . .  

BS:  Yeah, I know it. 

SL:  . . . to develop anything.  It's too fast. 

BS:  Yeah, I know it.  So . . . 

[03:44:48] SL:  Was there a . . . 

DJ:  Well, there are two things.  I—you know, let's talk to him about 

hunting. 

BS:  Oh, hunting. 

DJ:  Yeah.  Well, it—you know, I—Mr. Seamans, I just—I've seen 

your photos.  I think you probably never went hunting that you 

didn't take some photos when you went.  So what were you 

trying to get with your hunting photos?  I mean, what were you 

tryin' to capture with the—with all those pictures you took of 

hunting trips, your family hunting and . . . 

BS:  Oh, I was tryin' to get—really, I tried to get some wildlife shots. 

TM:  If you could talk to Scott and just answer back . . . 

DJ:  Yeah. 

TM:  . . . to Scott . . . 
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DJ:  Yeah. 

TM:  . . . that'll be better.   

DJ:  Yeah. 

TM:  You can . . . 

DJ:  Yeah, I'll come over here.  So answer back to Scott. 

SL:  See, you have to keep lookin' at me. 

DJ:  Yeah. 

BS:  Okay. 

DJ:  You got no choice. 

SL:  So the camera can see you.  [BS laughs]  So you had family 

hunting trips, and you'd take your camera with you, and you 

weren't just getting shots of the family hunting, but you were 

getting wildlife  

shots . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . as well. 

[03:45:37] BS:  And another thing—we had—I belonged to deer 

camp at Snow Lake. 

SL:  Okay. 

BS:  Y'all know where Snow Lake is? 

SL:  No, I don't. 

BS:  Well, it's up—it's across the Arkansas River, north. 
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SL:  Up by the wildlife preserve? 

BS:  Yeah, wildlife area. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:45:50] BS:  And we belonged to a huntin' club.  I killed a lot of 

deer there and—I want tell you somethin'.  One year I went up 

there, and we try to kill one deer, and the deer we kill—we gut 

him, get him straight, and ?break?—and get somebody on a 

railroad—the trains goin' back and forth—to get the deer and 

pick it up and put it in the ice house in McGehee there.  And then 

after the season's over with, we'd go in there and get what deer 

we had—clean 'em and cut 'em up and everything.  And divide 

the meat and so—but one year I went out there on a deer stand.  

I'd always get a deer every time I went hunting—one deer.  But 

anyway, I went out on Monday mornin', got on my stand.  It 

wasn't very long, I killed a deer.  And so we got him—carried 

him over back up there where the trucks was and later on took 

him into camp.  They cleaned him, fixed him up.  Then next 

mornin' went back outside—went out there again—first thing I 

know, I saw another big buck.  I killed a second deer.  And I 

said, "Shoot!"  So [laughter]—but anyway, did the same thing. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:47:07] BS:  Wednesday morning I went back out there—here 
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come another big buck.  I killed the third deer.  A season—and 

I'm just supposed to get one, see? 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I thought, "Dad-gum!  I got to quit."  [Laughter]  So—but 

anyway, I give up my stand.  I wasn't gonna hunt no more, so—

but anyway, I went to the woods with 'em the next mornin', and 

they all went to the stand except me.  I stayed around the 

trucks there.  And then I kind of—little ol' dirt road—I walked 

down a road about a hundred yards.  Log—there was a little ol' 

log there, and I sit down on this log and just kind of lookin' 

around.  I looked over in the thicket.  There stood a big buck.  I 

looked at him—I said, "I ain't gonna shoot you."  [Laughs]  I 

done killed three.  I ain't gonna kill four.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:47:57] BS:  And so I just watched him.  I aimed at him and 

looked at him through my gun.  I just let him walk off and ti—

that was time for me to quit.  [Laughs]  But anyway, that was 

goin' too much.  Three deer was too much.  A fourth one 

would've been—I don't think I could live with that. 

SL:  But you'd take your camera with you on . . . 

BS:  Well, you can't get a picture of 'em with your camera unless you 

had a telephoto lens. 
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  And so—but anyway, I just slacked off on huntin' after 

that, and then I quit huntin' up at Snow Lake.  We sold all our 

land.  See, when we's first started, each member had to buy a 

portion of that section. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Well see, I bought one-twentieth of that section—cost me $200 

just that—go up there and deer huntin'. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:48:55] BS:  So I paid in the $200, got my deed that had a 

portion that land.  And when we quit, I sold that piece of land for 

$6,000. 

SL:  Golly! 

BS:  Hey, that wasn't bad investment, was it? 

SL:  That's not bad. 

BS:  After huntin' on it . . . 

SL:  Yeah, yeah. 

BS:  . . . and then turn around and . . . 

SL:  That's great. 

BS:  . . . and sold it for $6,000.  Then we got a lot of land out there 

at Selma, and we had a lot of deer huntin', too.  So I started 

goin' out there once in a while and deer huntin'.  My boys hunted 
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out there a lot.  And so I've killed three or four bucks out there.  

When I'd kill a deer, I had some black friends that had another—

well, some of 'em I ha—I've hunted before—hunted with 'em.  

I'd get on a road and carry my deer around—dirt road to their 

camp.  I'd say, "Here's a deer.  Y'all want him?"  "Oh, yeah."  

They'd take it.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  'Cause they was after the meat. 

SL:  Why, sure. 

BS:  Yeah.  So . . . 

SL:  Venison. 

BS:  . . . I'd give 'em the meat,  give 'em the deer, and I was 

satisfied with it.  I didn't want it.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Right, right. 

BS:  I didn't have to clean it. 

SL:  That's good. 

[03:49:57] BS:  When I quit huntin' out there—I was walkin' down a 

road—it was about ten o'clock the mornin'.  And I was goin' out 

to my car, so I was walkin' kinda slow.  About that time I saw a 

doe jump out of the thicket, right in the middle of the road.  I 

stopped—watched her—look at her.  She walked over—jumped 

over this fence and then just started walkin' across the small 
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field there—walk across that field.  And I was lookin'—about the 

time I—somethin' moved.  I looked back.  It was about a six-

point buck [SL laughs] jumped out in the road. 

SL:  Right. 

BS:  And I looked at him—I said, "I ain't gonna shoot you."  

[Laughter]  And finally walked away and jumped over that fence.  

It just started walkin'—I put my scope on him.  I just looked at 

him real good.  I just let him go.  I wasn't gonna shoot him.  So 

I—when you get that point, it's time to quit huntin'. 

SL:  Quit huntin'.  Yeah. 

BS:  So I quit huntin' after that.  

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  Is that . . . 

[03:50:53] DJ:  Sure does.  Sure does.  Can I ask one other 

question? 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  'Cause we're probably gettin' close to . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . an hour. 

SL:  Yeah. 

TM:  Yeah. 

DJ:  You know, I think we'd talked about this when I was here a 

couple weeks ago, Mr. Seamans, that when people look at your 
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pictures, they don't just see pictures, they see a piece of art.  

And they consider you a real—not just a photographer, but a 

photographic artist.  Did you ever—did you think about yourself 

as an artist as well as a photographer, and what went through 

your head about that whole idea about tryin' to be artistic as well 

as just . . . 

BS:  I never thought about it. 

DJ:  Yeah. 

BS:  I didn't even think about it.  I see somethin' that I want, and I'd 

figure it out real quick how to do it.  That's the way it was.  I 

didn't think about tryin' to be a artist. 

DJ:  Yeah. 

[03:51:39] BS:  But just like some of these pictures up yonder . . . 

DJ:  Yeah.  Well, you know, for example, this picture that's on the 

floor over here by the television.  That's—the guy sittin' on his 

porch—this one right down here on the . . . 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

DJ:  Now that strikes me as a real artistic picture. 

BS:  Well, I knew that . . . 

SL:  [Unclear words]. 

BS:  . . . guy.  I knew where he lived. 

DJ:  Yeah. 
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SL:  And he sits on the front porch, and I told my wife—my wife was 

with me—I said, "I want to get a picture of that ol' boy."  And so 

we went up there, and I said, "You stand in front of him 'cause 

he's gonna do a lot of talkin'."  [DJ laughs]  I said, "You just 

listen to him, and you answer his questions."  And I said—I told 

him I was gonna make some pictures, but he didn't pay no 

attention to me.  He kept talkin' to my wife.  I just walked all the 

way around him.  I shot about twelve pictures goin' around him.  

And out of twelve shots, ten of 'em were good pictures.  I mean, 

good pictures.  But I picked one, and that was it right there and 

had it printed.  [03:52:38]  Old Man Waller was his name.  He 

came from St. Louis.  He worked for the railroad.  And he come 

down here, and he was married, and his wife finally left him.  

They got a divorce, and he was so upset about it, he quit the 

railroad and went out to Selma, live in a ol' house, and started 

what they called hackin' ties.  Hackin' ties . . . 

SL:  Ties for railroad. 

BS:  . . . for the railroad. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  He was doin' all that, and finally he quit that and he—finally, that 

was it. 

SL:  Yeah. 
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BS:  But he was so tore up over his divorce and—but anyway, I got 

some good pictures of him. 

DJ:  Did you ever talk to him about that picture?  I mean, did you 

ever get his reaction to the picture? 

BS:  No.  

DJ:  No. 

BS:  He never did see it.  Never did care enough about it. 

DJ:  Huh. 

[03:53:31] BS:  Even his son—I showed it to his son.  The son didn't 

care [DJ laughs] nothin' about it either. 

SL:  That's funny. 

DJ:  Yeah, it is funny.   

BS:  Yeah, it is. 

SL:  It's kind of ?crazy?. 

DJ:  [Unclear words]. 

BS:  He should've been—grabbed it.  He should've grabbed it. 

DJ:  No kidding.  That's a beautiful picture. 

BS:  I'd've give it to him. 

DJ:  It's a beautiful picture. 

BS:  I woulda give it to him. 

DJ:  Yeah. 

BS:  If he'd've wanted it.  But he didn't want it.  But anyway, I just 
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kept it and got all the information on the back of it I could, and I 

carried it to Little Rock, and I won the state art festival of it in 

Little Rock. 

SL:  There you go.  There's some confirmation of the art . . . 

BS:  Yeah.  [Laughs] 

SL:  . . . of your art. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[03:54:08] SL:  Well, I know that you—that when we've talked about 

some of the photographs earlier that—I know I've used the 

phrase, "tell the story" . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . several times.  And you kind of agreed with that, that the 

image should tell some kind of story. 

BS:  The picture's gotta tell the story, too. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Mh-hmm.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah.  And that in itself is—it's a step above craft.  I mean, 

they're—you have to know what the story is and how to make 

the image tell the story.  I mean . . . 

BS:  Well, way I've always photographed the subject sometime—I'd 

see the subject, and I'd look at it.  I'd figure it out, and I'd figure 

what I wanted to do with it.  [Laughs]  And I'd shoot it.  That's 
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it. 

SL:  Yeah, that's . . . 

BS:  And so I didn't make just a print.  It looked good [laughs] the 

way I shot it.  I picked out a good view, and to me it looked 

good.  And . . .  

SL:  You good? 

DJ:  Yeah, I'm good.  Thank you. 

SL:  Okay . . . 

BS:  Hey, did I answer what you . . .  

DJ:  You did.  Thank you . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

DJ: . . . very much. 

[03:55:13] SL:  Billie, I think we're kind of winding down here. 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  But now, I want to—I want you to have an opportunity to say 

anything that you want to say.  I—we—we've talked a little bit 

about your kids.  Not a whole lot.  But it—is there anything else 

you want to say about your children or your wife or your friends 

here in the community?  Is there somethin'—I mean, you have 

to keep in mind, we're gonna try and save this forever . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . and preserve it. 
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BS:  Well, the community here—my kids was very good.  My kids got 

along with people.  The community got along my kids real good.  

And they—and loved our kids.  And I got to give the credit to my 

wife.  She trained those kids a lot better than I could.  [Laughs]  

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:56:06] BS:  And she made 'em what they are and I—my point 

was I helped her along on some of the things.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But Dorothy was good to those kids, and they raised 'em up—

she raised a good Christian boy—all three of 'em.  And right 

today, Jerr—Harry Don is a—works in the Baptist church here.  

He works finances, everything in our church, and he never 

misses a church meet.  And Jerry and Billie Glen, too.  He goes 

to church there in North Carolina and so—but those three boys 

were raised just right.  I give my wife credit, although I helped 

her out.  But I mean, she was the strong one. 

[03:56:55] SL:  Well, you did a lot of travelin'. 

BS:  That was one thing.  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I did a lot of travelin'. 

SL:  I mean, that's not . . . 

BS:  But I'd try to do what she wanted me to when I got back, you 
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know. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  We'd get—we went out in the woods.  We played a lot and—just 

like you saw some of those pictures.  We went out, and we'd 

spend a lot of time—picnic, go out and cook some.  And I carried 

'em huntin' with me.  And Jerry, my oldest son, he's killed a lot 

of big bucks. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[03:57:25] SL:  And you—Dorothy's still with us.  She's still alive. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  And you see—you go out and visit with her every day.  Is  

that . . . 

BS:  Well, I used to, but I might have to quit 'cause I—I'm gettin' to 

where I can't drive. 

SL:  Ah. 

BS:  See, on account of the macular generation. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I can't see.  It's—I—it's real dangerous for me to drive to 

Dermott . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . 'cause I—all of a sudden—if somethin' stops in front of me, 
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twice I had to throw on the brakes and slid almost into 'em. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  'Cause they stopped.  I couldn't see. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  They were stopped, so that—and that worries Harry Don and—

well, it worries me some, too. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[03:57:58] BS:  So we got it fixed where somebody gonna carry me 

over there about three times a week. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  'Cause she forgets things so bad.  She . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And I think that's gonna be the best thing for her.  Her and me 

both. 

SL:  Yeah.  Well, you gotta be careful. 

BS:  Oh yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  When—I've had to throw on brakes several—two or three times, 

and I thought, "Well, no [laughs], I shouldn't be out there."  

[Laughs] 

[03:58:28] SL:  Is there anything else you want to say 'fore we close 

up.  I've got one more thing to ask of you, but I want to throw it 
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over to you to . . . 

BS:  Well, I'm glad we're doin' what we're doin' . . . 

SL:  Me, too. 

BS:  . . . because—well, I've talked about this and that and kids—

people should know some of this because if they would do some 

of the stuff we talked about, they'd raise some good kids, too.  

Wouldn't they? 

SL:  That's right.  [BS laughs]  Well, you know, today's kids just don't   

know . . . 

BS:  That's the problem. 

SL:  . . . what it was like. 

BS:  They don't have a good daddy and mama—a lot of 'em. 

SL:  Well, they just have—don't have the same challenges.  It's a 

different world now and . . . 

BS:  Yeah, I guess so. 

SL:  . . . there's some lessons that carry across both worlds. 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  Somewhere in the—in what we've talked about. 

[03:59:14] BS:  Well, if daddy and mother would pay more attention 

to the kids, carry 'em to church, do different things, go party 

with 'em.  Go out in the woods, hunt with 'em, they would be 

better off.  The kids would grow up bein' a lot better kids.  And 
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when they grow up with kids, they'd do the same thing. 

SL:  Yeah, that's right. 

BS:  'Cause this stuff we do with 'em—what I've done with them 

hadn't wore off at all.  They're doin' their kids same way.  

[Laughs]  So that's a good thing. 

SL:  Yeah, it is a good thing.  It is a good thing. 

BS:  Kids gonna do the—normally how he was raised.  That's what 

they gonna do.  If they'd never seen the woods before, they 

wouldn't know the difference. 

SL:  That's right. 

[04:00:01] BS:  And—but those pictures up there in that ol' tree 

layin' down up there . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . and my kids.  Now that's a piece of art. 

SL:  Yeah. 

DJ:  Sure is. 

SL:  It is. 

BS:  See—old dead tree and there's my wife and . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . one of my kids back there.  [Laughs] 

SL:  It's a slice in time. 

BS:  Instead of shootin' a picture of them, I shot the whole thing. 
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  The old dead tree. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  To me, I like stuff like that.  [Laughs] 

SL:  I don't know anybody that doesn't.  I was immediately attracted 

to that. 

BS:  Oh, is that right? 

SL:  Yeah, yeah.  It's good stuff. 

[04:00:30] BS:  Well, different things.  You know, you can look at 

somethin'—it's got all kinds of views—angles to it.   

SL:  Yep. 

BS:  Yeah.  And just walk around and look at it and figure out the 

best angle.  And don't just shoot here and shoot, shoot, shoot, 

shoot.  Just look what you wanna get, and then you shoot it.  

[Laughs] 

SL:  Yep. 

BS:  Well, course, that's the way I've done.  Now this digital stuff—

you can shoot all the way around it, and maybe you have one 

picture.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Yeah. 

[04:01:00] BS:  I don't know.  Digital, to me, just ruined—to me, 

ruined photography. 
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SL:  Well, it's a different animal now.  Totally . . .  

BS:  Oh, I know it. 

SL:  . . . different animal.  I—you know, it—you know, at the Pryor 

Center we say "maintenance is change."  You know, you just—

it's moving so fast now and things change so quickly that you've 

got . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . to—it's—you no longer repair somethin', you replace it . . . 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  . . . you know. 

BS:  You replace it. 

SL:  Yeah, because it—the replacement does more things, and  

it's . . . 

BS:  Well, it's cheaper in the long run.  [Laughs] 

SL:  And cheaper in the long run.  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah.  You get trapped into the past if you don't keep movin' 

forward. 

[04:01:42] BS:  This picture back yonder on the wall—that's that ol' 

cypress tree.  That lady, Miss Trout, used to live out there.  

She'd pass that little ol' tree all the time, and she kept tellin' 

me—she's—"I want a picture of that ol' cypress tree."  Said, "I 
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want a good picture of it."  I said—if she—it was in the water—

kind of a creek.  And I said, "Okay, I'll walk"—I drove out there 

and looked at it late in the afternoon just to see what it looked 

like.  And there was no sunset other than I—see, I saw the sun 

comin' through the water.  Man, I thought, "Well, that don't look 

too bad to me".  So I went out there again the next day—didn't 

see anything good about it.  So the third day I went out there, 

and they had this cloud formation.  I knew it was gonna be a 

beautiful sunset, so I watched it, and I had my camera set there.  

I watched it and soon as that—I saw the picture, I snapped it, 

and that was it.  [Laughs]  And it's a beautiful picture and . . . 

SL:  It is a beautiful picture. 

[04:02:44] BS:  Yeah.  But anyway, she was thrilled to death over 

that picture.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well, and so were you 'cause you . . . 

BS:  Yeah, I liked it. 

SL:  . . . caught it at the right time. 

BS:  It took me three days and one shot. 

SL:  Yeah.  [BS laughs]  There you go. 

BS:  Three days and one shot to yank that picture.  And I've done a 

lot of pictures like that way.  I don't shoot it just as soon as I see 

somethin' 'cause it may not be the best thing.  If I'm gonna 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

233 

shoot it, I want it to be good.  [Laughs]  But anyway, that's the 

way I shot that—three days and that one shot 'cause I caught it 

just right.  I took—kept takin' a meter reading.  And if the light 

changed, I kept watching my meter.  I was changin' my 

exposure.  When the meter started goin' down, I had my—I'd 

change it on my lens.  I'd just do my lens there.  And of course, 

I had my speed there already. 

SL:  Yeah. 

[04:03:37] BS:  And I'd close my lens a little bit better or open it up 

a little bit better.  And soon as I saw what I want, I snapped it 

and that was it.  Then I knew I had a good exposure. 

SL:  So you let the meter determine when the shot happened. 

BS:  Oh yeah.  I watched the meter.  I wanted to be sure to watch 

my light. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And how much strong it is.  And that's part of your good  

picture . . . 

SL:  You bet. 

BS:  . . . is not over- or under-exposed on it.   

SL:  Yeah.  We deal with that . . . 

BS:  Get the exposure.  [Laughs] 

SL:  . . . all the time. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

234 

[04:04:01] BS:  And I was exposin' not for the tree, but for the 

sunset.  I kept my light meter on that sunset, and then I shot.  

Oh, I got a picture of geese comin' out of a reservoir in some of 

the Potlatch magazine.  Potlatch here. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Did you see that? 

SL:  No, but your—but Harry was telling me about this shot. 

BS:  Well, I watched at the reservoir, and I saw the duck come in and 

get up.  And somebody told me—said, "You ought to be out 

here."  Said, "About thirty minutes after daylight," said, "they'll 

come up and sound like a train or somethin', it'd make so much 

noise."  I said, "What time does it do that?"  And they told me.  I 

said, "Okay."  So I got my camera and my exposure meter, and 

I walked down a little ol' dirt road, and then I had to walk down 

a bank of another deal in thickets up to here.  Wonder I didn't 

step on a snake.  [Laughs]  But I finally got to the end of it down 

there where the water was, and I could fix me a place, and I'd 

just sit down.  [04:05:10]  It was still dark.  And I thought, 

"Well, this has gotta be it."  So I got my exposure meter out, 

and when the sun started comin' out, I'd take a meter reading.  

And I set my camera real quick.  'Cause then I don't know when 

they gonna come out of there. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

235 

SL:  That's right. 

BS:  And I'd wait about fifteen to get it a bit lighter.  I'd take another 

meter reading.  I'd set my exposures, and I'd just keep doin' it.  

When I took a meter reading, had my exposure—about the time 

I did all that—whoom—here they come.  I start makin' pictures, 

and I was gettin' a good exposures. 

SL:  Yeah, sure. 

[04:05:49] BS:  I had just took a meter reading.  And they put that 

print on a—their magazine. 

SL:  On the cover. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Showin' all those geese comin' up in that sunrise.  It was pretty.   

SL:  So really . . .  

BS:  And—huh? 

SL:  It's really about patience, isn't it? 

BS:  Oh, patience, yeah. 

SL:  Being patient. 

BS:  But see, I was takin' a meter reading about every twenty 

seconds or thirty seconds.  I was takin' a meter—'cause the light 

was changing all the time, and I was—kept up my exposure, and 

all I had to do is just move my—on my camera—move it just a 
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little bit to be sure I'd get—I wanted to be sure and get the 

exposure right when they come up and, sure enough, I had it 

set.  And when they [SL laughs] come up, I started shootin' 

pictures.  I shot twelve picture, one right after the other 'cause 

they was just boilin' up.  [Laughs]  But anyway, that picture 

made the Potlatch magazine.  But it wasn't easy. 

SL:  Yeah.  [BS laughs] 

BS:  You don't get pictures easy.  [Laughter] 

TM:  Scott, we need to change tapes. 

SL:  We do? 

BS:  Huh? 

TM:  Stop. 

SL:  Okay. 

[Tape stopped] 

[04:06:54] SL:  Okay, so . . . 

BS:  I was in Little Rock, and I heard about this tornado hittin' 

Warren.  Warren, Arkansas.  And so I come home.  I had a A 

Model car and had that big eight-by-ten camera, and so I 

thought, "Well, maybe I oughta go over there and get some 

pictures of that."  And so I got home that night, and the next 

mornin', I got ready, got some film ready in my camera, and I 

took off to Warren.  And I—when I got there I drove in the area 
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where I could see things.  Boy, it was somethin' to see.  I saw 

six-, eight-inch I beams wrapped around a tree. 

SL:  Whoa! 

BS:  Just wrapped around that tree.  It was a eight-inch I beam.  And 

then I started shootin' this, shootin' that.  I shot a lot of 

pictures.  Fact, you see it in there.  And I shot one—this chicken 

was still alive.  Did you see that?  Still alive, and looked like it's 

sittin' in one spot for all day and all night 'cause all its droppin's 

was still there.  [Laughs]   

SL:  Scared to death. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But it was still alive. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  A chicken.  Then I saw a train—engine—train—was blown over 

on the side and the—some springs, bed springs, was pushed up 

against it and up against it was a picked chicken.  No feathers.  

A picked chicken.  [Laughs]  And [SL laughs] I shot a picture of 

that.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

[04:08:33] BS:  And then I started—I shot a lot of stuff around there.  

Then I shot these I beams, and I shot—oh, I don't—well, I shot 
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maybe ten or twelve—whatever—enough to show the  

tornado . . . 

SL:  Effect. 

BS:  And—but it was somethin' to see—that tornado—I'd see some—

fifty-eight people got killed.  But when I saw those I-beams 

wrapped around trees [laughs]—it had to be some kind of force 

to do that.  And all the—that mill over there in war—that big 

paper mill—I mean, not paper mill but—well, it's a mill. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  So . . . 

SL:  Lumber mill or . . . 

BS:  Lumber mill. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  And it tore it all to pieces.  I saw cars up in—I saw one car up in 

a tree.  And I saw a sidewalk—a walkway to the house—it wasn't 

nothin' there.  Just the end of the walkway.  It was gone. 

SL:  House totally gone. 

BS:  Just everything.  I shot pictures of this—different things like 

that.  But anyway, I still got that set, and one of these days I 

figure Warren might like to have 'em.  [Laughs] 

[04:09:49] SL:  Well, yeah. 

BS:  Yeah.  If I could find somebody from Warren that really wanted 
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'em, I'd give 'em to 'em 'cause after—what do I want with 'em 

now?  'Cause it would be really somethin' for them to have—the 

history of Warren and how many tornadoes they had to have like 

that. 

SL:  Well, yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  It's not just Warren, it's Arkansas. 

BS:  That's right. 

SL:  And it's not just Arkansas, it's . . . 

BS:  They talk about . . . 

SL:  . . . tornado from anywhere. 

BS:  . . . all these tornadoes they're havin' right now, but I don't think 

they had one that bad, have we? 

SL:  Well, I don't know.  They've—there's been a rash here this past 

season—this . . .  

BS:  I mean . . . 

SL:  . . . past couple of weeks. 

BS:  . . . that kill that many people. 

SL:  Oh no, I don't know when we've had that many die in a while. 

[04:10:29] BS:  Well, fifty-eight I thought was—oh, that was bad.   

SL:  That's pretty high. 

BS:  They had fifty-eight people . . . 
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SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . die in one tornado.  Hit real late—I think it hit after dark or 

about dark, somethin' like that.   

SL:  Can't see it. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  It was somethin' to see.  But anyway, when I come back to Little 

Rock, I got my car and my camera, and I took off.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I thought, "Well, I'd get some good pictures of that.  It'd be 

good for history."   

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[04:10:57] SL:  Well, okay.  I was gonna ask you—what—this is what 

we like to do at the end of . . . 

TM:  Hey Scott, real quick—I was just kind of curious—I'm—out of all 

your thousands of pictures—I mean, can you say that there's 

one that's really your favorite, or you have some eras [airplane 

noises] that—I mean, from your bombardier—from your airplane 

days, war days, or your Harvester days, or anything else.  Is 
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there anything that stands out or a few that stand out as being 

really your favorites for one reason or another? 

BS:  Oh, one of my Harvest day—I was photographin' a six-row metal 

buster, and the rows were long and straight as an arrow.  I—and 

I got up and photographed those rows with a—the tractor was 

comin' over here.  I just left that tractor as part of it—but I went 

after the rows, and that's one of the prettiest pictures I ever 

made.  And oh, I don't know—there's so many of 'em, I don't 

know is—I've made a lots of 'em, and I don't—I can't hardly 

pinpoint just one, and so that's it. 

TM:  Oh, I bet. 

[04:12:07] SL:  So what we like to do—what we like to ask is that—I 

turn you over to Trey. 

BS:  Okay. 

SL:  And . . . 

TM: [Unclear words] 

DJ:  I have another question. 

SL:  Oh, okay. 

DJ:  All right, you kind of glossed over one area when you got back, 

and you went back to school, and you talked about the GI Bill 

and how that . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 
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DJ:  And then also, about what you did while you were over in 

college. 

BS:  Oh, I forgot the whole annual—one year over at the college—

while I was goin' to school over there. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  I made all the pictures for the annual. 

SL:  For one of the . . . 

BS:  And not all the individual portraits . . . 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  . . . but all the . . . 

SL:  All the campus shots . . . 

BS:  . . . other stuff . . . 

SL:  . . . and . . .  

BS:  Yeah, yeah, all the stuff that's goin' on, I made it there for the 

annual. 

DJ:  And you took a chemistry . . . 

BS:  Huh? 

DJ:  You talked about takin' the chemistry lab and . . . 

BS:  Oh, yeah. 

DJ: . . . convertin' it over and . . . 

[04:12:53] BS:  Oh, yeah.  I took—oh, I took all my physics, all my 

chemistry, and math I could get over there.  And then when I 
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got all that, I quit school—went work for a lady here in McGehee 

in a studio.  I wanted to know more about photography.  But I 

wanted the background.  And then I went to Dallas after that—

went to school, photography school there.  Light industrial 

photography, and I went through that.  And then I come back to 

McGehee, and then I finally wind up with International Harvester 

Company.  [Laughs] 

[04:13:28] SL:  What—was there somethin' about the G.I. Bill? 

DJ:  Yeah, you—he's always talked about—a lot about how great . . . 

SL:  . . . the GI Bill is?  Yeah, I know Dale Bumpers . . . 

BS:  Oh, the . . .  

SL:  . . . preaches that . . . 

BS:  The GI Bill . . . 

SL:  . . . all the time. 

BS:  . . . right now would help a lot of people if they'd go back to it. 

SL:  Yeah. 

BS:  But not just give stuff away.  Just like us—me and that other ol' 

boy.  We went—but we had to go to college, and it was a—we 

had to produce.  But nowadays they don't have to do nothin'.  

They can get the money and leave if they want to.  They're just 

throwin' the away money away nowadays.  They're not doin' it 

right.  The guy that really needs it, he should go on and get all 
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he can get 'cause it's a—when it's all over with, that's it for him. 

[04:14:19] SL:  Well, particularly veterans, you know. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  The GI Bill. 

BS:  Oh yeah.  The GI Bill was one of the best deals that ever come 

out from our government 'cause it—a lot of the boys got good 

educations.  Lot of 'em.  They didn't throw it away, and so they 

got good education, and they built this country durin' that time. 

SL:  Yep. 

BS:  Fifty years after the World War II.  They helped build this 

country.  Now the country's slidin' back another way. 

SL:  Yep.  Yeah, it's time to renew. 

BS:  That's what they call the Greatest Generation was the World War 

II boys' next fifty years.  They educated themself and went to 

work.  You got to go to work.  You can't expect anything else to 

help you and give you freebies.  It just don't work all the time.  

The country goes down to nothin' when you do that. 

SL:  That's right. 

BS:  Well, there's a lot of freebies goin' on.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Well—is that good?  Okay.  Now, we're gonna get back to this 

tail piece here.  What we like to do is ask the interviewee to look 

at the camera like it's a person. 
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BS:  Okay. 

SL:  And say to the camera your name and then "and I'm proud to be 

from Arkansas."  So it would be, "I'm Billie Seamans, and I'm"—

or "I'm Billie J. Seamans, and I'm proud to be from Arkansas." 

[04:15:55] BS:  Yeah.  Okay.  My name is Bill—Billie J. Seamans, and 

I was born and raised here, right here in McGehee, and I'm 

proud to be from Arkansas. 

SL:  Okay. 

TM:  That's great.  Do—let's do it one more time and just keep lookin' 

at the camera that time. 

SL:  Yeah, you gotta—you cut . . . 

BS:  Okay. 

TM:  But that was perfect. 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  When you get done speaking . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  When you get done speaking, look at the camera for about . . . 

BS:  Yeah. 

SL:  . . . two or three counts.  That'll give us time to edit. 

BS:  Yeah. 

[04:16:18] BS:  My name is Bill Seaman.  I was born and raised here 

in McGehee and—and . . . 
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TM:  Let's start over.  Let's start over. 

BS:  What's that? 

DJ:  Yeah.  And I'm proud to be from Arkansas. [BS laughs] 

TM: Yeah. 

BS:  My name is Bill Seaman.  I was born and raised in McGehee, and 

I'm proud to be—what? 

SL:  From Arkansas. 

BS:  From Arkansas. 

SL:  Okay.  [TM laughs]  One more time. 

BS:  [Laughs]  My name is Bill Seaman.  I was born and raised here 

in McGehee, and I'm proud to be from Arkansas.  How's that? 

SL:  Perfect.   

DJ:  Perfect. 

SL:  All right!  [BS laughs] 

DJ:   I feel like we oughta call the hogs.  [Laughs] 

SL:  Hey.  Thank you. 

BS:  Yeah, I shoulda say, "Woo, pig, sooie!"   

DJ:  Yeah.  [Laughter]  Thank you . . . 

SL:  Thank you . . . 

DJ:  . . . very much. 

SL:  . . . so much. 

DJ:  This was a wonderful day.  This is a wonderful day. 

https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/


 

The David and Barbara Pryor Center for Arkansas Oral and Visual History, University of Arkansas 
Arkansas Memories, Billie Seamans Interview, June 4, 2013 
https://pryorcenter.uark.edu/ 

247 

BS:  Okay.  Well, good.   

SL:  It was . . . 

BS:  I hope we got . . . 

SL:  . . . a good day for Arkansas. 

BS:  I hope we got a lot of stuff. 

SL:  We did. 

[End of Interview 04:17:05] 

[Transcribed and edited by Pryor Center staff] 
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