
Charleen Whisnant and The Mill 

 

Close to the big time, as well as I can remember … 

 

The Mill was published in 1965, in the second edition of the Red Clay Reader. This 

edition featured a poem by Jack Kerouac and a fragment from Dagon, Fred Chappell’s 

novel-in-progress. I was included because the editor, Charleen Whisnant (now Swansea) 

encouraged new talent.  She even paid us.  

 

The Mill is about Rafe and Reba, star-crossed textile workers. It was inspired by fanciful 

notions of mill life absorbed growing up in Shelby in the 50’s and by my job as a 

technician for Celanese where I wore a green uniform with “Tom” on the front.   

 

I might have been wearing the uniform when I waited by the Celanese main entrance for 

Charleen to pick me up. (Within view of the drive where I stood or paced, a pleasant lady 

in an expensive suit sat behind a big desk in front of an escalator that went from the lobby 

to the executive offices. Having learned from the maintenance people where the control 

for the escalator was located, I had fantasies about hiding in a corner and flipping the 

switch when the old men who ran the company were halfway up. I worked in the 

basement.) 

 

I am not sure how I heard about the Red Clay Reader.  My wife might have seen 

something in the newspaper.  Perhaps Harriet Doar, who worked on the arts staff of the 

Observer, and who was one of Charleen’s new contributors, wrote something. 

 

The Mill was not my first attempt at fiction.  However, it was the easiest.  Lying in bed 

on my left side, using a pencil and spiral notebook, ignoring the cats and the TV, I wrote 

the story in an hour or so.  Everything flowed, as if I was transcribing words that came 

from somewhere else.  It was a work of inspiration.  

 

The next night, when I got back to the house that my wife and I shared with her mother 

(we moved into the Blanton Street home after my wife’s father died in 1963), the story 

still looked OK. Usually they didn’t at this point.  One interior voice thought the ending 

might be too much, but the other voices raved that such a startling switch was obviously 

the work of genius.  

 

It wasn’t long after I submitted the story to the Red Clay Reader that Charleen called, 

suggesting that we go to lunch.  I think it was her idea to pick me up in front of Celanese; 

she might have been there before.   

 

She was driving a sporty car, maybe a Mustang.  Later she told me about going to a 

movie promotion then tearing around Charlotte in the James Bond Aston Martin (the one 

with the machine guns behind the headlights).  She wore loose fitting peasant clothes and 

she had wild red hair and a big dangerous grin. Like HT, the beatnik girl I had known in 

West Palm Beach, Charleen was the zoftig type.  She was 31, six years older than me.   

 

We went to the Ole Smokehouse on Montford, which wasn’t far from Celanese.  It was 

and still is a meat and potatoes place.   



 

I suppose she asked me how I came to write, what I read, and if I had any interesting 

opinions. If so, I told her I didn’t know why I wrote; I read science fiction and I had no 

worthwhile opinions that I was aware of.  I probably told her about being a development 

technician and maybe about the tow spreader. I might have told her about the airplanes 

without wings and the spaceship with no visible means of support.  

 

Appropriately, she did most of the talking at this and subsequent meetings at the Ole 

Smokehouse. 

 

During the course of these conversations she described the Red Clay Reader and what she 

was trying to do. She related her experiences with Erza Pound, how she had corresponded 

with him when she was in school and later visited him in the mental institution.  I thought 

that Charleen might be just what a mad poet needed.   She regaled me with literary gossip 

about a famous Russian who, on a tour in the US, required the sponsor to supply a female 

for the night.  She also told me about visits to Shelby and the people in her extended 

family. These stories had a softer tone and were similar to stories I have since heard from 

other southern women, dealing with Cousin so-and-so and Aunt this and Uncle that.    

 

At one time or another, she informed me that I had a sort of charming naiveté.  

 

As I recall, the first meeting ended with her telling me that she would publish my story if 

I could respond to her edits and improve the work.  I did, learning how to cut out fat, get 

rid of adverbs, and switch from passive to active voice. We did not touch on grandiosity.   

 

The experience changed my life.    

 

After the Red Clay Reader came out I was approached by a book publisher (although 

nothing came of it) and engaged, briefly, in a correspondence with Fred Chappell.  Elva 

Gheen, whose house we bought about 20 years later wrote an article about me in the 

Cleveland Times.  The caption under my picture read “Young Tom Weathers pensively 

smokes a cigarette”.   

 

It was probably because of notoriety from the story that Celanese let me get by with 

coming in one day wearing a tie and doing engineer’s work. The story also had 

something to do with getting the Patent Investigator’s job at W.R. Grace.   

 

I started thinking of myself as a writer as well as an inventor. Since then I have written 

five or six unpublished novels and six textbooks, which were published. I am still at it.  

 

Here is the Mill. 
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