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Back to their roots 
    

Sometime in the early 1800s a man named Richardson arrived in Lowndes County from Georgia with 40 wagons bearing 100 slaves.
For reasons unknown, Richardson sold one of his slaves, Ned Wicks, to a Gilmore, who owned a store in Artesia. (Note: The above information comes from a family narrative and may be incomplete or incorrect. Information supplied by Artesia local historian Jeannine Smith suggests that Richardson may have been Richardson Watson, a plantation owner and Gilmore was John Gilmer, another plantation owner, who, or whose family, built the Gilmer Hotel around 1860.) 

Ned Wicks died a slave, but he had five children, including a son, Dennis, who was 37 when Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation on Jan. 1, 1863. In 1887, Dennis contracted with Simon Loeb, a Jewish dry goods merchant, to buy 330 acres of prairie land. Wicks paid $300 down and promised to pay $500 on New Years Day for six years until the land was paid off. (Loeb’s store occupied the building that now houses WCBI-TV.) 

Wicks was not able to meet his payments, and he appealed for help from the man he worked for, Charlie Smith, Tom Wilburn’s grandfather. According to a Wicks’ family history, Dennis finished paying for the land in 1910. Wilburn remembers his grandfather again helping the Wicks family with a loan in 1937 during the Depression. Wilburn, who says he feels a kinship with the family, was a noted harness racer and trainer. He lives on Gilmer-Wilburn Road on his family’s homeplace near Artesia. 

Dennis Wicks gave 40 acres of the land to each of his five children, Dennis Jr., Ned, Jim, Sally and Zack. Their descendants have built homes there, creating a settlement some call Wicksville. It’s on Wicks Road about two miles as the crow flies southeast of Golden Triangle Airport. 

Friday afternoon, at the invitation of Ann Wicks Summerville, I set out for Wicksville for an all-afternoon picnic, part of the family’s biannual reunion this weekend. Wicks family reunions are held in different cities around the country; every 10 years the family returns to their ancestral home. 

As I took the airport exit, it started to rain. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen the SeverCorr site; startling how fast the work seems to be going. A lot of structural steel is up; it’s impressive and it’s massive. At a meeting last week someone said that in five years we won’t recognize the area around the GTR. It may not take that long. 

By the time I reached the gravel of Hardy-Billups Road, the rain was coming in torrents. With the crossing of Artesia Road I seemed to have slipped through a time warp. I was surrounded by scenery Ned Wicks would recognize. Near the home of Carleton and Betty Billups, I had to swerve to miss a small pine tree toppled by the wind and rain. A left on Gilmer-Wilburn, then a right on Wicks Road. The turn was marked by a sign, “Wicks Grand Family Reunion; Return to our roots and reflect.” 

The rain didn’t seem to have deterred those who gathered to share memories, tour the family cemetery and visit a makeshift museum of family relics. Don’t make the mistake as I did of calling a large flat pillow made of blue and white striped fabric and filled with hay a mattress. It is, as Ollie Harris quickly and emphatically pointed out, a “tick.” 

Summerville said 300 members of the Wicks family from more than 20 states are here for the reunion. 

As did many Mississippians of African American descent, members of the Wicks family left the segregated South in search of better jobs and less oppressive living conditions. Many found opportunity in the factories of the North or with careers in the military. 

Ticket to ride 

As it was then — and as it is today — education was their ticket to ride, for those who left and for those who stayed. The late Marshall Wicks, principal of Hughes Elementary and Felix Wicks, West Lowndes football coach, are two family members well known for their work in local schools. 

Now, after years and lives lived in faraway places, many African Americans are choosing to return to a very different Mississippi, to the things that matter most, home and family — and a lower cost of living. 

George and Clara Wicks Swales is one such couple who chose to spend their final years here after living outside the South. I met Clara Friday afternoon during a presentation outside the waterlogged family “museum.” 

Daughter of Ellis and Lessie Wicks 

Swales is a handsome woman with sparkling eyes, who speaks with an enthusiasm that belies her 66 years and with an accent that suggests a place of origin far from rural Lowndes County. She is the daughter of the late Ellis and Lessie Wicks and grew up a mile from where we stood and talked. 

Though unique, Clara’s story is not dissimilar from that of many other black Mississippians. Her first years of schooling — through the ninth grade — were in a small county school near Prairie Chapel, two miles from her home. Her father and an uncle taught using hand-me-down textbooks. She graduated from Hunt High in 1958. Though she glosses over them — or, more accurately, never mentions it — one can only imagine the indignities she must have endured or witnessed.

Upon graduation from high school, Clara joined the Navy. While working as a radiology technician at Bethesda Naval Hospital, she met her future husband, George. After six years in the Navy, Clara opted out, eventually earning a degree from the University of Maryland in business and management. 

George served in the Navy’s Medical Service Corps for 24 years. The couple has lived in Spain, Guam, San Diego and the D.C. area. When they first married, Clara struck a deal with her husband.  

“I will follow you wherever you go,” she told him, “but when it comes time to retire, I make the call.”  

George agreed, though at the time neither of them had an idea where that might be. “I had no intent of coming back to Mississippi ever,” said Clara. Four years ago the Swales chose, not only to retire in Mississippi, but to build a new home a short stone’s throw from where Clara grew up. 

An easy sell 

Apparently, selling George, who is a Maryland native, wasn’t difficult. “We always came back and he was so taken with it all,” Clara said.  

Since arriving in Columbus, George and Clara have thrown themselves into volunteer work. Last year George served as president of the parish council for Annunciation Catholic Church; they’ve been active in the Arts Council, Contact Helpline, AARP and the NAACP. 

“We’ve truly been well received wherever we go, the black community, the white community,” said Clara.  

Still, she wonders why there’s not more interaction between blacks and whites here. She mentions it without rancor, simply as an observation. 

It’s a perplexing question, one for which I have no answer.  As Clara says, “You can’t demand it or program it; it just happens.” 

Curious about regrets or lingering resentments, I ask Clara if she and her husband have been happy about their decision to retire in rural Mississippi.  

“We’re quite content. I love it (out here)” she says. As for history: “If you can grow past it, you feel so much better here,” she says pointing to her heart. 
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