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A CENTURY and SOME CHANGE



CHAPTER ONE
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Out and About



MY FAMILY STILL TEASES me that when the newly elected president of the United States called, I was on an outing with friends. Well, who knew? I go out all the time, even if I am over one hundred years old. I have many friends and social obligations, and I enjoy them all.

If someone had phoned ahead of time to tell me that Barack Obama was going to call, I would have stayed home. Probably. Sometimes, though, there are commitments you can’t get out of; you don’t want to disappoint people. But as it was, the call was a complete surprise. My friend James Davis and I arrived back after a couple of hours out, and there was this lovely message on my machine from the presidential candidate—a long one, too! He said he had seen the story about me voting for him on CNN, and he wanted to thank me. That was nice. You could have knocked me over, I was so tickled.

As I said, I didn’t think all that much of all the fuss about me going out to vote. Of course, my grandchildren and friends urged me to vote by mail, ahead of time. But I wasn’t interested in that. Oh no! After all we’d been through as a people, if there was a black man who was a good candidate and he needed my vote, I was going to be there. I have been a registered voter since 1940, but this time—sixty-eight year later—I wanted to walk into that little booth and pull the curtain around me and vote. In person. For Barack Obama.

So that’s exactly what I did. I put on my coral pink suit and my good-luck gold charm bracelet—the charms include numbers of my age from ninety-nine on up, and some lovely ones that mark my grandchildren’s births. Atlanta mayor Shirley Franklin, who has been a friend for several years, came to meet me at the Fulton County Government Center, where the early voting was being held. She’d offered to meet me there to show her support that someone as old as me was determined to do her civic duty. I thought it was lovely of her to take the time to do that. There was also a handsome young newsman, an anchor person for CNN named Don Lemon, who guided my wheelchair into the polling site. (I like being escorted by handsome young men—always have.) I was surprised to see reporters and television crews from around Atlanta waiting with their cameras and recorders poised, all of them there just to watch me vote.

The voting process was “high tech,” as my great grandchildren like to say. You just put your finger on a computer screen and touch the name of the candidate you want to elect. Casting my vote took only a minute, but it was an important one for me, my people, and my country.

After the story came out about Senator Obama calling and leaving me a message (I still have it), a few more reporters called and asked for an interview. I stayed quite busy for several weeks before election night.

On the evening of November 4, 2008, I watched with my family and friends as the nation elected its first black president. Around ten o’clock on election night the phone rang. It was someone from the president-elect’s office. Mr. Obama had asked him to call me and let me know that Mr. Obama was going to use my name in his speech in an hour or so and ask if it was okay
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That’s me and Atlanta mayor Shirley Hope Franklin at Shirley’s office in November 2005. She’s presenting me with this beautiful brooch and earrings.

with me. My answer was “Yes, of course!” I had the gentleman speak with Katrinka, my caregiver, and with my friend Sally, and we began passing the word around to as many friends and family we could reach on such short notice. And when President-elect Obama came onstage with his beautiful wife and their two pretty little girls to address all those people gathered in Grant Park, in Chicago, I was so proud. And then he made the speech:

This election had many firsts and many stories that will be told for generations. But one that’s on my mind tonight is about a woman who cast her ballot in Atlanta. She’s a lot like the millions of others who stood in line to make their voice heard in this election except for one thing. Ann Nixon Cooper is one hundred six years old.

WELL, WE ALL WERE so tickled we opened a bottle of champagne to toast the new president. I think we were laughing and crying at the same time, because none of us thought this would happen in our lifetimes. So the fact that it had happened—that there seemed to be such joy in so much of the nation that we were starting fresh again—was a big part of our happiness. I went to bed a little while after and thought, Well, that’s that. Now we’re on our way.

Little did I know what the president-elect had started for me! My phone began to ring off the hook; it started while I was still in bed, continued all day and sometimes into the night, after I’d gone up to bed. The answering machine stayed so busy, I thought we might have to buy a new one! All of a sudden, everyone wanted to talk to me—Ann Louise Nixon Cooper. It was nice that they were interested, I guess. But I wasn’t so thrilled that media and ordinary folk were acting as if the only exciting thing I’d ever done was vote for a black man for president.

Don’t get me wrong, now. That was plenty exciting. But I’d had a life before CNN and the rest “discovered” me.



CHAPTER TWO
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In the Beginning



ATLANTA, GEORGIA, HAS BEEN my home since September 1922. But I was born on January 9, 1902, in a little town called Shelbyville, in Bedford County, Tennessee, right outside of Nashville.

My father, James Henry Nixon, was a tenant farmer. That meant he worked on a piece of land that belonged to someone else, a white man. The arrangement was that Daddy got to keep half of what he produced, and the rest went to the farm owner. Daddy didn’t make a lot of money, but he made enough to take care of our family. A lot of the provisions we needed were right at hand: we had chickens, a cow, and a big vegetable garden in our own backyard. And we traded with our neighbors for other things we needed.

Daddy worked long hours on the farm, but we always waited for him to come home before we had supper. My mother, Mollie George Nixon, would have everything ready by the time Daddy came home. He would greet us, go wash up, and then we’d sit down, he would say grace, and we’d have dinner together. Families don’t eat meals together so much anymore, except on weekends or special occasions. This gave us a chance to keep up with each other, and I believe we were better off for doing so.

My mother took care of us children; she didn’t work outside the home. There were eight of us all together, and I was third from the youngest. I had been the baby of the family for four whole years. And I loved being the youngest. All my sisters spoiled me something awful!
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This is Langley Hall where my father worked and I played as a child. Langley Hall was built in 1903 by a single woman—Eleanor Katherine Trousdale—on land inherited from her uncle. Eleanor was called Katie and was the granddaughter of Governor William Trousdale. She later married William Young Allen, the president of the First People’s Bank.
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Here’s my mother and her children in the field near our home in Shelbyville, Tennessee. We were bracketed by my mother on the left and my big sister Mary Elizabeth (her hands are in front of her) on the right. I’m leaning on the plow.

But I was happy when another sibling arrived, because then we had a boy, James Nixon Jr. And then the baby, Georgia Ruth. Finally, I could be a big sister!

My oldest sister was named Bessie Margaret, then came Mary Elizabeth, then Willie Lee. After her was Joyce Etta, and after Joyce came Grace Elizabeth. Then me. My name wasn’t always Ann Louise. My mother had given all my sisters before me a middle name. She wanted the same for me, but after five girls, she was kind of stumped for an idea of what it could be. The midwife, an old white lady named Annie Lou Mullins, suggested Mama name me after her. Mama thought that was a good idea and named me Annie Lou Nixon.

I never much liked that name, so when I was old enough to get up the nerve, I asked Mama if I could change it.

“Well, what would you change it to?” she responded. She was so nice about it. She didn’t laugh or tell me I was being silly, like a lot of adults would have. She just listened and decided that since I was going to be the one living with my name, I should maybe like it.

There was another white lady I knew named Miss Louise. I liked her and her name much more than I did Annie Lou Mullins, who was kind of coarse and sunburned. Miss Louise was pretty and rosy and refined. So I asked Mama could I shorten the first name and lengthen the middle one. So little Annie Lou Nixon became Ann Louise Nixon. Back then, where we lived, you didn’t have to go to court and get a lawyer and go through all that you have to do now in some places to change your name. You just signed your new name on all your documents going forward, and after a while, that’s who you were. Really, it was a luxury for our people to be able to change their names. For hundreds
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I went with two of my older sisters and a family friend to sit for a portrait. Having your picture taken back then was an occasion—it wasn’t point-and-shoot the way it is now. You made sure your hair was done, and your clothes were right, and you treated the photographer with respect. This group portrait shows (1eft to right) Joyce Nixon Harrison, me, our friend Rosetter Wade, and Mary Nixon Graves. Note our high-top shoes!

of years before, we were given names by people who owned us, and we didn’t have any say in the matter. So for a little colored girl to decide that her birth name was inadequate and change it (with her mother’s permission), that was quite something.

My older sisters helped Mama around the house and in the vegetable garden. I did, too, when I got bigger. Before that, I would just follow them around and try to stay out of the way. My brother helped with yard work when he was old enough. He and I would feed the chickens, or pick the tomatoes, or sit on the porch with Mama and shell beans for dinner. Sometimes we got to run after one of the chickens and catch it and bring it to Mama. That would be our part of the job to get dinner on the table. Mama would wring its neck—quickly—and dunk it in hot water, then we would help pluck all the feathers out. And that night, we’d enjoy a nice chicken dinner. When Daddy killed a hog in the autumn, he and his brothers would cut it up and hang the meat in a smokehouse. Then we’d have ham and pork chops and pork roast to last all winter.

Besides keeping us fed and clean, our mother also taught us how to read, a skill that most of our neighbors did not have. Keep in mind that my grandparents were old enough to remember Emancipation from slavery, so it wasn’t like black children were automatically educated when I was small. Colored children—that’s what we called ourselves back then—mostly were expected to grow up and do work that required no formal education, certainly not work that required you to read.

My mother had grown up near a plantation. Her mother had worked for the white family that ran it, and she often took Mama to work with her. The white people there had taught Mama to read. I remember, when I was real little, people who lived near us would sometimes come to the door and ask Mama if she would read a letter they’d been sent. She would always put aside what she was doing and read for them.

Sometimes the letters were full of good news, announcing a wedding or a baby’s birth, and Mama would be happy to read them aloud. Sometimes the news was sad, informing someone of an illness or a death, and she would have to speak gently to help them through it. Mama kept a little paper in the house because sometimes people wanted her to write a response. They were always so grateful and not only would thank her then but would often come back the next morning to leave a basket of eggs or a jar of preserves outside our door as a “thank you” to the Letter Lady.
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