Mama & the Maytag Man

M

By James Wesley Allen

ama and I were sitting in the shade of the
front porch, fanning ourselves with folded
newspapers, trying to stir up a little cool air
and hoping desperately for a stray breeze to come
our way. It was a little much to hope for, because
the month of July is always hot and muggy in
southern Alabama.
We were in the middle of the Great Depression.
World War II was still several years away.
I was half asleep when I noticed a small truck
come up the dirt road and stop in front of the house.
A middle-aged man got out. He came into the yard,
then stopped at the foot of the steps with his hat in
his hand. “Good afternoon, ma’am,” he began. “I
wonder if I might have a minute of your time?”
“Well, I don’t know,” replied Mama. “Who are
you, and what is it you want?”
“My name is John,” the man said as he stepped
a little closer, “and I’m a Maytag man.”

“You’re a what?”
“I’m a Maytag man. I represent the company
that makes the ﬁnest washing machine on the market today. It will wash your clothes while you are
sitting on the porch fanning yourself.”
“Well, you’re wasting your time,” Mama said
with a hard look in her eyes. “I’ve been boiling my
clothes in a wash pot and using my rub board for
40 years, and I’m not in the market for any piece of
machinery put together by some jackleg who probably never washed a pair of socks in his life.”
“But ma’am, I’m not here to sell anything,”
John protested.
“You’re not?” Mama asked suspiciously.
“Oh no! I just wanted to ask if you would be so
kind as to allow me to leave this machine on your
back porch for the weekend.
Top: A 1947 Maytag advertisement.
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“You see, I don’t have a place at my house to
store it, and I can’t just leave it on the truck until
Monday morning. If I don’t ﬁnd a place to leave it,
I’ll have to take it back to Birmingham, and that’s
an hour drive each way. Then on Monday, I’ll have
to go get it again.
“If you’ll allow me to leave it with you, I promise I’ll pick it up ﬁrst thing Monday,” John said.
“I guess that would be alright,” Mama agreed
reluctantly. “Just be sure it’s out of here early
Monday morning.”
John thanked her as he and his helper unloaded
a machine from the truck and placed it on the back
porch. “I’ll set it up for you, and you’re welcome
to try it out if you like,” John said. “I’ll even leave
you a small box of soap powder.”
But Mama declined, laughing at the idea that
such a contraption could ever get her clothes as
clean as a rub board.
As John drove away, I couldn’t help wondering
why he hadn’t left the other machine, too, since
there was another on the truck.
Then I watched as he drove on down the road
and stopped in front of Mrs. Thompson’s house. He
talked to her for a few minutes, and then I saw him
and his helper carry the second Maytag around to
the back of the house.
As Mama was cooking supper that evening, I
noticed that once in a while she would step to the
back door and look at the washing machine. She
seemed to be in deep thought all during the meal.
Later, after the dishes had been washed, I went
out and found her with the lid open, looking it over
carefully.
When she saw me watching her, she slammed
the lid closed. Then, muttering something about
fool contraptions, she went back into the house.
When Daddy asked her why she didn’t go ahead
and try it out, she said something about it being a
cold day in hades. Then she went out in the yard to
work in her ﬂower bed.
But she was up early the next morning, and
as soon as breakfast was over, she took the sheets
from all the beds and proceeded to wash them in
the Maytag, using the soap John had provided. That
done, she hung them on the clothesline to dry and
then walked across the road to visit a neighbor.
When John and his helper arrived on Monday
morning, they found her sitting on the steps with a

cup of coffee. “Good morning, John,” she said. “I
tried out the washer like you said, and have decided
that maybe it might be a good thing after all.”
“I’m glad you like it,” John replied. “We’ll have it
out of your way in just a minute, and I want to thank
you for storing it for me. I really appreciate it.”
“I don’t think you understand,” Mama said with
a hint of impatience in her voice. “I’m trying to tell
you that I like it and want to buy it.”
“That puts me in a bit of a predicament,” John
mused. “You see, I was talking to Mrs. Martin who
lives across town, and she said she wanted it if I
could bring it over this morning.”
“I don’t care who wants it,” Mama said, her
voice rising. “I’m in possession of it right now, so
just write me out a receipt and I’ll pay you.”
I guess there wasn’t much he could do. John
took the money and wrote out the receipt.
As they got back in the truck, I saw John wink
at his helper and say, “Now Bobby, that’s how
you sell washing machines.” And then he drove on
down the road, and I saw him pull over and go into
Mrs. Thompson’s house. ❖

From Good Old Days Specials Magazine, July 2007, Vol. 34, No. 4, Copyright © 2007 Good Old Days Specials Magazine

