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What people said about “The Bean”
“ I remember sitting in Chancelor Mar-

garet Perry’s office with Jerry Gresham 
and Margaret said, ‘I think it’s a wonderful 
idea. Jerry take it and run with it.’ And he 
did. He was a force and will always be, for 
me, the father of the SBF.  I’m not surprised 
we are getting ready to celebrate 25 years 
because he gave it such a great foundation 
and Chancellor Perry gave it her full sup-
port.

 “When you look back on this thing, it 
was a perfect opportunity for the city and 
the university to work together,  and the 
relationship between them continues to 
grow. 

“The most amazing thing in that first 
year was how on the day when we had 
the BBq in the park — seeing all those 
peple in Virginia Weldon Park. You could 
sense the pride they had in the city. It 
was an awakening of the pride. A family 
atmosphere was created and it holds true 
today.” Nick Dunagan, then UTM Execu-
tive Vice Chancellor 

“The Bicycle Rodeo has been a major 
service program for the Martin Optimist 
Club for many years.  We had usually done 
this in the Spring, prior to peak bicycle 
season, but after we witnessed the first 
Soybean Festival, saw how successful it 
was and the potential for future success, 
we decided we needed to a part of that.  
We then moved the Bicycle Rodeo into the 
programming for subsequent festivals.  A 
few years later, we partnered with the 
Martin Pilot Club to bring brain-injury pre-
vention to the forefront and their partner-
ship since then has really added a signifi-
cant improvement to the overall program.  
We are proud of the Tennessee Soybean 
Festival and feel very fortunate to be a part 
of something of such great community sig-
nificance.”  Steve Vantrease, organizer of 
the inaugural Bicycle Rodeo

“In early 1993, through the Chamber 
I helped with a group that started as a 
Leadership Martin and became what is 
Leadership Weakley County today. The 
Leadership Martin group wanted to do a 
project that would benefit the city and ap-
peal to everyone. 

Our group took into consideration, 
the economic impact. We tried to think of 
what would enhance economic develop-
ment, business development and bring 
in tax dollars. It’s done so much for the 
city and the county.” -- Suezane Speight, 
then Weakley County Chamber of Com-
merce Vice President working with PR 
on first committee

“I like the hubbub, the ferris wheel, the 
carnival. My favorite time is when the kids 
come and you can hear them screaming.” 
-- 

Richard Kelly, vice coordinator for the 
first festival

“It was very exciting being a part of some-
thing new.  In the beginning we only knew 
that Martin needed a festival to pull peo-
ple into the community.  We were not sure 
what the festival would be. I remember 
that  Jerry Gresham had very strong feel-
ings that it needed to be about Soybeans 
to increase people’s awareness of the im-
portance of this crop to our community 
and the world.  Thanks to the leaders then 
and now for making this such a wonder-
ful Soybean Festival!” -- Sharon Maloan, 
director of education for the first Ten-
nessee Soybean Festival

“Dr. Jim Byford recorded the Soybean Song 
and captured all of the elements that went 
into the festival -- ‘it’s a week of celebra-
tion in the heartland of our nation where 
the fun and the food and the fellowship 
flow free naturally.’ WCMT play the song 
hundreds of times. People would call in 
and request it and we found ourselves 
singing along. 
“It’s really cool that people got into the 
spirit of the song that Dr. Byford wrote and 
sang and is still singing. In fact, having a 
Mayor’s Lunch without Dr. Byford singing 
the Soybean Song is like having lunch 
without dessert.” -- Paul Tinkle, who 
continues to sponsor the Singing Bee, a 
karaoke event at each Festival

“I received a call one day from Larry 
Holder--he said, ‘You know Jim, we need a 
song for the festival. Are you interested in 
us writing one together?’ I said, ‘Sure.’ And 
we traded lyrics in a few emails, sat down 
and recorded it in an hour or so.”
“I still remember the snickers and coffee-
house critics when they heard that the 
soybean would be the icon for the festival. 
‘Do you really think a ‘soybean festival’ will 
attract anybody?’ That amused me then--
and it still does.” -- Jim Byford, retired 
UTM professor and co-writer of the 

festival theme song

“In year one, the bank was asked to take 
on the parade.  I was asked to head this up.  
We had never been in charge of a parade 
and had to learn as we went.   We tried 
things throughout the years that did not 
work and other things that did.  My initial 
goal was to put together a good, long pa-
rade.  The parade continues to grow each 
year. 
“I always enjoy the excitement of the peo-
ple as they are pulling out of the parking 
lot into the line-up.  When the horses line 
up, my job is done.” -- Jeff Capps, Sim-
mons Bank, VP Commercial Lender

“The first year Kiwanis sponsored a road 
race, the Soybean 5K, that David Belote or-
ganized, and we ran from the field house 
to downtown. We have sponsored every 
year since then. We organize, send out 
publicity, register runners and laying out 
the course, organizing the trophies, the 
water and Gatorade - whatever is needed. 
The race drew about 40 initially and we’ve 
had more than 100 participants -- it goes 
up and down. While registrants pay a fee, 
the event has never been a major fund-
raiser for the Club. We sponsor it as a public 
service and to be part of the Soybean Festi-
val.” -- Bill Austin, Kiwanis Club

“Tractors went along with soybeans and 
farming. Also had a mower giveaway.I 
hoped it would be good for the people and 
the people who came. That’s what we did 
and that’s what happened. It turned out 
well I think. 
“The Soybean Festival brings to life what 
people do on the farm. The Soybean Fes-
tival doesn’t have a lot to do with farming, 
but it gets people out and brings people 
from everywhere and that should make us 
all smile.” -- Johnny Vincent, organizer 
of the first tractor rodeo

“It’s a great chance to bring people to to-
gether that you don’t see every day.  Each 

year, especially the Friday night and what 
I like to call ‘pig out in the  park’ - you see 
folks you haven’t seen in years.”
 -- Chris Mathis, former Martin City 
Recorder

“I love pancakes and I have loved eating 
pancakes on the last Saturday morning 
of the Festival with my son Barrett at the 
American Legion Ladies’ Auxiliary Pancake 
Breakfast.  We started going when he was 
four, and for the last 16 years we have 
begun our Soybean Saturday filling up 
on those wonderful ‘stick to your bones’ 
pancakes! I am thankful to the ladies who 
year in and year out have prepared this 
breakfast meal and the good will that 
has permeated the Legion Dining Hall as 
a result. To have experienced it is to have 
felt community at its simplistic best.  Hav-
ing shared it with my youngest child these 
many years has been priceless! ” -- David 
Belote, Executive Director, The Tennes-
see Soybean Festival

“What else – other than the Tennessee 
Soybean Festival – would make it pos-
sible for me to chronicle community col-
laboration in the pages of the program the 
Weakly County Press produces each year, 
decorate for the farmers’ appreciation din-
ner, and, perhaps my favorite, command 
attention at Magical Martin Day costumed 
as Cruella de Vil? Whether it’s in my role 
at the Press or simply as one of the many 
committed volunteers who help make the 
event possible, I’m proud to be a small part 
of this opportunity to celebrate our local 
community and showcase everything that 
Martin has to offer. “ -- Lynette Wagster, 
board member and editor of the an-
nual festival program

“The first year we launched Magical Martin 
Day could have been a complete disaster. 
The day we had planned for months was 
rained out by a torrential downpour, and 
we had to make the last-minute decision 
to either cancel or reschedule the whole 
event. Our very small subcommittee of 4 
sat down and quickly devised a plan to re-
schedule Magical Martin Day, and we hon-
estly did not know if anyone at all would 
show up. When we rounded the corner 
onto Lindell Street the day of the first ever 
Magical Martin Day and saw Festival Park 
FULL of families and children dressed up as 
super heroes and princesses, we were both 
floored and energized by the excitement. 
This moment really captured the love and 
excitement for the festival, the power of 
what a small group of dedicated volun-
teers can do, and how our community em-
braces new events and ideas.” -- Suzanne 
Harper, board member

Thanks to Chance Weldon of Weldon Drone Photography for this wonderful shot of the 
Festival and our Historic Downtown Martin area.


