The Big House for Historic Preservation:
Saving the Places that Matter in Williamson County, Tennessee

T

he Heritage Foundation, organized
in March 1967, embraces its mission
of protecting and preserving “the
architectural, geographic, and cultural
heritage of Franklin and Williamson
County.” Educating residents and
visitors of Franklin’s rich history is one
of the key reasons that the Heritage
Foundation created a permanent office
at 112 Bridge Street, the
site of Franklin’s fifth jail.

Franklin’s nineteenth-century history
has long shaped historic preservation
here. But there are many stories left
to tell, especially in regards to the
community’s twentieth-century history,
which makes the 1941 WPA jailhouse
the perfect home for “The Big House
for Historic Preservation.” The Heritage
Foundation continues to manage the
shift of not simply preserving and
reusing historic buildings, but turning
those facilities into usable, more
environmentally sustainable spaces.
Finding new uses for Franklin’s historic
buildings while rejuvenating local
economic opportunity is part of the
Heritage Foundation’s goal of ensuring
a promising future for the community.

Williamson County Jails
Throughout Williamson County’s
rich history, seven jailhouses have
been in operation, five of which
were located on Bridge Street.
The first jail was located on 3rd
Avenue during 1800–16. In 1817, it
was replaced with a two-story log
jail built at the corner of Bridge
Street and 2nd Avenue North. In
1858, a third jail, made of stone
and brick, was constructed in the
same location. At a cost of $15,000
in 1905, Nashville architect T.K.
Colley was hired to build a threestory jail at the White Tavern
lot; however, the building was
considered inadequate by 1941.
J.C. Russell of Nashville was then
hired to construct the fifth jail out
of concrete, limestone, and steel
for $25,000. Today referred to as
the Old, Old Jail, this facility was
operable for thirty years until Jail
No. 6 was constructed for $315,000.
On April 10, 1971, Sheriff Fleming
Williams moved into the sixth jail,

located behind this one, which
contained twelve cells with four
bunks each. It was used for its
original purpose until 1989 when
the building’s use transferred to
the Williamson County Schools
Maintenance Department. Plagued
with water damage caused from
its location in the Harpeth River’s
flood plain, it was later demolished
by the city. On May 21, 1989,
Williamson County’s current jail
was opened on Century Court
at a cost of $ 5.3 million.
Though many of the county’s
former jails are no longer standing,
the Old, Old Jail has been given
new life as a resource for historic
preservationists, a meeting space
for community and nonprofit
groups, and a place to display
historic photographs and objects.
The Old, Old Jail’s building is
representative of Franklin’s rich
history and the advocates who
work to preserve it.

Restoring the Old, Old Jail
T

he Heritage Foundation purchased the Old,
Old Jail in 2013. Executive Director Mary
Pearce described “stalactites and stalagmites”
in the building, which “had turned into kind of
a cave” during its vacant years. Instead of shying
away from the project, the poor condition of the
jailhouse excited the Heritage Foundation, which
saw it as a way to publicize the foundation’s
future plans for preserving downtown Franklin.
The Old, Old Jail’s $2.5 million renovation was
largely funded by generous local donors, and
on May 22, 2016, the Heritage Foundation
celebrated the grand opening of its new office.
“The Big House for Historic Preservation”
not only provides a teaching opportunity for
visitors to experience what life was like behind
bars in Williamson County during 1941–71,
but it also serves as an example of the changes
being made in historic preservation. Gone are
the days when historic buildings were simply
repainted and made to appear exactly as they
were in their prime; the Old, Old Jail has been
renovated for useful public service, even as its
historic character is preserved. The Old, Old
Jail symbolizes how modern-day preservation
works. Since the passage of the 1966 National
Historic Preservation Act, roughly one hundred
fifty of Williamson County’s historic properties
have been recorded on the National Register of
Historic Places. The Heritage Foundation seeks

to ensure these irreplaceable properties may be
used to further its goals of community outreach,
education, and responsible energy consumption.
The Heritage Foundation will seek LEED
certification on the building, which verifies
the building’s sustainability and green usage
of resources. When the jailhouse was built in
1941, architects rarely considered environmental
responsibility and conservation of resources
as we do today. The Heritage Foundation has
turned a corner in historic preservation by taking
a forgotten, neglected building and creating
useable, modern space, while continuing to
preserve the history of the Old, Old Jail.

An Infamous Prisoner of the Big House
A

s the new jail was being planned in 1941, officials wanted a space large enough to
humanely house Williamson County’s inmates. In the Old, Old Jail, male prisoners
were housed on the first floor in quarters that measured 44 x 68 feet and could contain
up to thirty-five prisoners. Female prisoners were housed in the basement near the
kitchen, as they were expected to cook and perform other housekeeping tasks. 				
The second floor contained white and African American waiting rooms, as 						
well as additional prisoners’ quarters, which were also separated by race.

Franklin’s Famous Car Thief
One of the Old, Old Jail’s most
well-known inmates quite
literally left
his mark
on the
jailhouse.
Clayton A.
“Rabbit”
Veach was
one of
Williamson
Clayton A. “Rabbit” Veach
County’s
most infamous car thieves and
escape artists. He was wellknown and loved in Nashville
and the surrounding areas.
Though he began stealing
cars as a teenager, Veach was
considered an honest man; he
always paid his debts and never
fought with law enforcement
despite escaping from them
six times. In the early 1970s,
while Veach was imprisoned
for approximately thirteen
months at the Old, Old Jail,
Sheriff Fleming Williams made
sure he did not escape on his
watch. Williams told jailers “that
the door to Rabbit’s cell would
not be opened unless [he] was
standing there next to the cell
door, no matter what was going
on inside.” Despite his attempts
to escape by lighting a fire in a
neighboring cell and cutting his
wrist to earn a trip to the doctor,
Veach was unsuccessful at
running away while imprisoned
in Franklin.
The graffiti Veach drew in
pencil at the Old, Old Jail is

still visible on the wall in what
is now the renovated kitchen.
After Veach’s release, he
continued his habit of stealing
cars, which earned him a life
sentence in 1978. Veach was
eventually pardoned. That,

coupled with seventy-five
previous arrests, convinced him
to change his ways; he never
stole another car. Veach died
on January 11, 2016, at age 76,
but remains a cultural icon in
Williamson County.

Veach’s graffiti is
still on the cell wall.

An Officer Dies on Duty
O

n January 28, 1944, Constable Clarence Reed
confronted brothers Willie and Paul York
during a traffic stop in which they had been pulled
over for reckless driving. During the stop, a scuffle
broke out and the Yorks shot and killed Constable
Reed. They were jailed here. The brothers were
convicted and sentenced to 20 years in prison.
After serving eleven and a half
years, Willie York was released
and moved to the Big East
Fork, where he lived with his
wife and nine grandchildren.
York’s neighbor, country
singer Johnny Seay, was fond
of York and felt sympathy for
him and his cancer-ridden
wife. In 1968, Seay wrote
Constable Clarence Reed

The Yorks’ newfound fame was controversial, especially to
those who were closest to Constable Reed and his family. A
1970 article in LIFE magazine described Willie York as:

“

a convicted murderer . . . a hard-case alcoholic,
a sometime moonshiner, a habitual motor vehicle
scofflaw, a welfare pensioner, an illiterate who can
barely scrawl his own name . . . a man who . . .
knew at best the kind of resigned contentment
that comes with acceptance of defeat.

”

Nevertheless, Willie York and his wife continued to receive
checks and letters of encouragement from fans of Seay’s
music. After meeting one of Constable Reed’s three sons,
Seay’s song became a bit more emotional for him; he had
to acknowledge the life of Clarence Reed as a man and
more than just the subject of his tune. Reed’s son told Seay
that he enjoyed the song, but Letters to the Editors at LIFE
prove that the rest of Reed’s family thought otherwise.

“Willie’s Drunk and Nellie’s
Dying,” which was released in
1970 by Viking Records. When
the record became a surprise hit,
Willie York became a household
name for country music fans.

Willie York

Willie York and Johnny Seay

Johnny Seay, Willie York, and Nellie York
Johnny Seay
“Willie’s Drunk and Nellie’s Dying,”
written and performed by Johnny Seay,
a close friend of Willie and Nellie York.
©1970 Viking Records

The Sheriffs Who Ran the Old, Old Jail

D

uring the Old, Old
Jail’s operational
time, six men served
as Williamson County
sheriff. Earl Gatlin,
elected in 1942, was
the first to serve in
the new building. In
1971, Sheriff Fleming
Williams moved into
the new jail located
behind the Old,
Old Jail. These men
dedicated years of
their lives to ensure
that Franklin and
Williamson County
remained safe
for residents.

Earl Gatlin

Ewine Frasier

Earl “Mutt” Huff

1942–48

1948

1954–60, 1964–70

Ed Johnson

Bud Carroll

Fleming Williams

1960–62

1962–64

1970–90

Women Doing Hard Time
at the Old, Old Jail

W

hen the jail was built, Nashville architects Hart and Russell designed facilities to
house both men and women. The female quarters were located in the basement,
close to the kitchen, as the women imprisoned here were expected to perform the
daily task of cooking. Duties such as cleaning, laundry, and groundskeeping were also
delegated to trustees, or trusted prisoners, most of whom were men serving longer
sentences. Because those duties required more mobility, trustees had more liberty to
move around the jail.

One of Tennessee’s most well-known
criminals was housed at the Old, Old Jail
in 1949. Prior to the 1949 incident, Betty
Burge had several run-ins with the law;
most notable was her role in the death
of Sally Golden in December 1944.
Golden was murdered by her husband,
John Golden, a 69-year-old farmhand
who had promised Betty Burge “$100
and marriage to help him dispose of his
wife.” John Golden was sentenced to 60
years in prison, but Burge was initially
able to escape punishment.
On a rainy night five years later, Burge
was reconnected with Rosa Mary Dean,
a 25-year-old woman from Indianapolis

who was travelling through Franklin and
had arranged to stay at Burge’s boarding
house. Dean claimed to have witnessed
Betty Burge and John Golden disposing
of Sally Golden’s body in the Harpeth
River after the 1944 murder. She asked
for money and threatened to talk if
Burge did not comply. Appalled by the
blackmail, Betty Burge and her son,
37-year-old Sherman Burge, killed Rosa
Mary Dean. The following morning, on
December 12, 1949, two Franklin High
School students found Dean’s body,
with her throat slashed, near the school.
Betty and Sherman Burge were indicted
on December 20, 1949. Both were held

at the Old, Old Jail until the January
trial in which they were found guilty.
Betty Burge became the first woman
in Tennessee to be sentenced to the
electric chair. However, before her
execution was carried out, the penalty
was reduced to 99 years by Governor
Gordon Browning. She died in a state
prison. Sherman Burge served a 25-year
sentence and was later released.
Ironically, the graves of both Betty
and Sherman Burge can be found at
Mt. Hope Cemetery, not far from the
recently placed marker signifying the
grave where Rosa Mary Dean was
buried in 1949, one that had been left
unmarked for decades.

Sherman Burge

Mrs. Betty Burge

Rosa Mary Dean

Left:
Tests of stained
coveralls showed
butcher had
not confined
his killing to
livestock.

Chatting with officer, they
said their house had been
the scene of many a brawl,
but not a murder.

Sheriff E. Frasier escorts
Betty Burge and her son,
Sherman, from the Williamson County courthouse
after being found guilty
of killing Rosa Dean on
December 12, 1949.

Moonshining in Williamson County
F

ranklin, Tennessee, has not
always had the reputation
it enjoys now. Prior to the
1970s, it was not known as a
quaint, historic destination
with friendly residents, but
rather as an agrarian town
with plenty of “those places
where your momma told
you not to go.”
The county’s many moonshine
stills were among those places.
Once Congress instituted
national prohibition in 1920,
many of Williamson County’s
residents took advantage of
the area’s sufficient water
supply and available grains
to make additional money by
illegally making and selling
moonshine. Moonshining
became especially popular in
economically depressed, rural
parts of the county where
poor farmers worked to
support large families.

Throughout the 1920s,
and until the repeal of
Prohibition, Williamson
County law enforcement
officers worked diligently
to capture stills and arrest
those involved in the illegal
liquor trade, often making
them targets of violence.
Constable Sam Locke, who
was known to have destroyed

over seventy stills during the
1920s, was shot and killed
at his home by assassin Jim
Kelton in 1925.
Though national prohibition
ended in 1933, Williamson
County law forbade residents
from distilling their own
spirits until 2009. Since then
several distilleries have

opened, providing new
business opportunities for the
county and state. For Heath
Clark of H. Clark Distillery
in Thompson’s Station, the
choice to open was simple:
“It’s water, it’s grain, it’s
wood, it’s fire, it’s time—these
are base ingredients to this
American dream.”

The New Deal Built the Old, Old Jail

{

T

he Works Progress Administration (WPA) was a key part of the
nation’s recovery from the Great Depression. Operating from 1935
to 1943, the agency supported some 3 million workers alone in 1935.

The agency worked across the
nation and created community
buildings such as schools,
hospitals, theaters, and airports.

Creative professionals were
paid to record the work
through murals and literature,
which eventually gave rise
to the National Foundation
for the Arts and the National
Endowment for the Humanities.
The WPA had a significant
impact in Franklin when the
organization put plans for a
new jailhouse into action. The
Old, Old Jail was finished in
1941, just two years before the
federal government suspended
numerous programs like the

}

WPA in hopes that
production stemming
from World War
II would sustain
economic growth
for the country.
In 1940, the WPA
agreed to use $2,000
to quarry stone and
dig a basement for
the new, three-story
jail. The ground at
112 Bridge Street
was “solid rock”
so WPA workers fashioned the
limestone into blocks used to
create the jail’s foundation,
which is still visible today in the
building’s basement. The cost
of the project was estimated
at $25,000 and would include
a boiler room, kitchen,
storage rooms, and a
garage in the basement,
as well as offices and
cells on the upper two
floors. As with many
WPA projects, the Old,
Old Jail was somewhat
overbuilt: “The jail cells
were solid steel sheets
and the floor had

twelve inches of concrete
and rebar every three inches.”
Nashville-based architects Hart
& Russell designed the quarters
with no access to windows to
deter prisoners from escaping.

More than Prison Cells

I

n 1971, when
a new jail

the school system eventually found a
drier place for storage of textbooks.

building

After decades of neglect, the building

made this one

fell into disrepair, which worsened

obsolete, the

as the building lay vacant for a

Old, Old Jail
served as “a highway patrol
outpost, an employment
office, the County archives,
and book storage for the school
system.” Nicknamed “The Rat Hole,”
the Old, Old Jail’s basement was used
as overflow offices for the Sheriff’s

number of years. Evading plans to
demolish the building, the Franklin
and Williamson County Heritage
Foundation purchased the property
in 2013. The city approved
the Heritage Foundation’s
proposal for renovations,

Department until the current county

which were completed

jail was built on Century Court in

in 2016, and the

1989. The building also served as

“Big House

an office for detectives and juvenile

for Historic

services. By 1995, the archives

Preservation”

had moved to the Post Office, and

was opened.

