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The Obituary
Grover’s words:
On April 19, 1933, Blackville, South Carolina, I, Grover Cleveland
Willis, Jr. was born to Grover Cleveland and Ruth Willis. I was the
second of eleven children, and grew up on the farm and worked in my
garden. At the age of fourteen, I can remember having a garden and
selling my produce in a nearby township. Looking back, the town
Sheriff caught me and my brother. He told us he was going to lock us
up for selling our produce. The people of my community asked why we
stopped coming to town with the food. We told them what the sheriff
said. A white lady near our community began passing the word for all
to come to our house to purchase the produce. One night at 7:00 pm
the same white lady in the town of Elko, S.C. came to me.  She told me
to get the produce together for her to sell.  She paid for all the produce
up front each time. Then one week she picked up the produce. The
other week I would come to her house. One day she told me she was
taking me home with her.  I said, what? She wanted to change the
arrangement.  She told me to open the shed door because she had a
surprise for me. When I opened the shed door there was a bike for me
to use the weeks I brought the produce to her.  It was my bike to keep.
I then started taking the produce to her before sunrise; and again like
before she paid me in advance.  It was then I began saving to come to
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.   

The most outstanding accomplishment that I can remember from my
childhood days was winning a great prize at our county fair in a Forest
Ranger Quiz Contest.  I also won a prize at the Elko Public School which
I attended. Mom, (Ruth) said we had to make a change. Mom let
Mildred marry an older man and they moved to North Philadelphia.  I did
not have enough money to go with them. They said, we only have a one
bedroom house. Her husband did not want me to come and I did not have
enough money to go. I started clearing fields close to the house and grew
peas and okra.  

I continued to sell the produce to the white lady in town and set up a
produce stand by the road. The sheriff tried to stop me again, but I kept
changing the times and locations I would sell the produce. When I
thought I had enough money to buy a $22.00 train ticket to Philadelphia,
Mildred’s husband still said, no I could not live there. 

At the age of sixteen, my dream of coming to Philadelphia began to
materialize. I went anyway and stayed with them. My sister gave me the
ok. Now there were three people to feed. Money was short.  I saw a man
walking down the street with produce.  I asked him where the food came
from. He told me he picked them and was allowed to bring some home. I
asked if I could do it too. He asked me where I was from.  I told him I was
from South Carolina and picked more peas and okra than he had. The
man told me to meet him at 5:00 am. He told me to buy five or six big
sacks. We picked five or six rolls of produce. It was about 6 or 7 people
working I did not know. We all picked several rolls and dump the
produce on the ground.
 



The farmer paid us individually for our produce piles and gave us produce to take home.  He told
us please come back tomorrow.  I went there everyday until I found a job. My first big time city
job was making beach chairs.  Later I went back to Elko and cleared all the ground around the
house again to plant produce to sell once more.  I returned to my sister Mildred's on Closkey Street
the next year.  This time I worked at the laundry mat washing sheets and other things.  I worked
there until I returned to Elko to bring my family North.  Mildred and I had finally saved enough
money.  But one sibling had to stay.  It was Ezekiel.  Between Mildred and I we did not have
enough money.  We all stayed in the house with my sister.  After my return to Philadelphia with
some family members I began working both full and part time as I was attending night school.  I
continued to work to help purchase a home for my family.  At the age of eighteen, with the help of
my sister, Mildred my second dream came true.  I went back for Ezekiel.  He came running across
the field yelling, you came back for me!  All my family were now in Philadelphia.  Later we
purchased the 3015 N 15th Street house.

May 1953 brought the saddest day of my life. My father died, and I then took over the Willis
household. In the year 1954, I took a bride, Nellie G. Williams, who is from Warrenton, North
Carolina. Our family consists of two boys (Howard Aaron and Morris Lorenzo) and two girls (
Barbara Joyce (Powell) and Juanita (Norris).  We are members of the Thankful Baptist Church
in Philadelphia.
 
My former work experience started with the Cuneo E. Press, where I worked as
a press operator for fourteen and one half years. Then, at the age of thirty two (1965), I sought
to better my position in life and went to Temple University Hospital, volunteering my services and
learning offset printing. Later that year I received a letter of reference from the University’s top
administrative doctor which opened doors for me.  Also, during 1965, I worked as a volunteer
with Opportunities Industrialization Center, INC (OIC). A Gold Key Award was given to me by
O.I.C. for helping them to set up an education program (1966). My second award came from
General Electric Company in 1969.

June 1972, I proudly finished a milestone in my life when I graduated from Friends Select High
School in Philadelphia.  My employer, the General Electric Company, paid my $700 tuition fee. 
 My daughter, Barbara graduated that year from Simon Gratz High School. 

1975 was another memorable year in my life.  I ran as a delegate in President Jimmy Carter's
campaign.  My brother, Northa and I had the privilege of being photographed with the President.  
The Willis family was also invited to attend the inauguration of President Carter.  I was a staff
member of the "76 Presidential Campaign" in Philadelphia.

October 1977, I won the Pepsi Cola Company, Philadelphia Tribune Man of the Month Award for
community work in Philadelphia Green, North Philadelphia as a Community Garden Coordinator
(70 families)

In 1978 I was the Philadelphia Chairperson of the National Technical Association, Inc. dealing
with small business and jobs.  It was an honor to receive the 1978 award from Simon Gratz High
School Home and School Association.  I was the President of this group.



I was appointed in 1978 by President Jimmy Carter as one of the seven delegates from the United States to the
14th Pan American Railway Congress Association Conference held on Lima Peru.  I was the recipient of awards
from the Peruvian Government and the American Short Line Railroad Association, for a job well done. I was also
one of the recipients of the 1979 "Philadelphia Green Program".  I received a special award from Pennsylvania
Horticultural Society for the largest community garden program in Philadelphia. 
Being a strong community person, I was the first president of Tioga United.   My wife, Nellie and I attended the
Pan American Railway Association Conference in Mexico City in November 1981.  My huge Garden Club in
1981 won a special award for a job well done.  In 1982, I won the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society Green
Thumb Award.  In the May 1988 Primary Election I won the seat as a Democratic State Committee Person.

 
In 1985 (thru 2005), I joined C. Delores Tucker and William Tucker at the Philadelphia Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr Association for Non-Violence Inc. committee in hosting the city's largest attended celebration of
"Ringing of the Bell" and luncheon events.

While working with General Electric Company (retired) and later with The Delaware River Port Authority
(retired),  I continued to host monthly fishing trips using a Black Company, Spence Tour Bus services to
Barnacle Bay, Canada, Maine, New Jersey, North Carolina and South Carolina.  I was called the "Fishman"
after each trip.  I had several large coolers of fish I would sell.  My customer loved purchasing fresh, clean fish. 
 Hosting bus trips to neighboring casinos once a month was another pastime.  I also sold wedding invitations and
delivered them to customers' home.  We offered the service of stuffing the envelopes, addressing and mailing the
invites.  I moved on from that to become the "Cadillac Man" when I retired in 1999.  I lost Nellie in 1999.  
 Although I never owned a Cadillac I would get up at 6:30 a.m.  I went to a local diner for breakfast and then
hatch at the Olney Square Supermarket until 8:00 p.m.  Some called it hatching, while others said my brothers
and I were just passing time together during our retirement.  My fee per ride was name your price. I always
wanted to write a book.  This will have to suffice for now.

(Dad wrote this as a classroom assignment for his diploma.  Over the years he added to it.)



He leaves to mourn: two daughters, Barbara Willis-Powell and Juanita Norris; two sons, Howard Willis and
Morris Willis; two son-n-laws, Cedric Powell and Stephen Norris; several grandchildren: Rasheed, Yuliis,
Tyree, Morris Jr, Morris Jr (JR), Ashanda, ZaKia, Stephen, Jameel; and a host of great grandchildren.

Also leaving to mourn are his brothers Northa, H. Bert Willis; sisters, Lorine Calhoun, Lorise Maynard, Betty
McLaughlin, Zenovia Willis, a host of loving niece, nephews, cousins and friends.

Dad would always say: "I've been there and done that. Live your best life now. Just remember to live it right!"
Grover C. Willis, Jr
 
Blessed are they that mourn.  For they shall be comforted.  Matthew 5:4



Dad will be remembered for so many things. Your heart will select the
memories that means the most to you. Time flies, but memories never

die!  Just don't forget to make room for new memories. 
The Family. 





Order of Services

December  23, 2022
Viewing 12:00 - 1:00 

Boyd and Royster Funeral Home
149 Holland Bland Rd, 
Warrenton, NC 27589

Interment

Wake

December 23, 2022
Time: 1:00

Greenwood Baptist Church Cemetery
1175 Dr Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd

Warrenton, NC  27589 
 

End of Services  

December 19, 2022 
Viewing /Prayer
Time 6:00 - 7:30

Rev. Albert Davis - Comfort Prayer
Savin Funeral Home 

802 N 12th St, 
Philadelphia, PA 19123 

Wake


