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John and Thelma
Plake
Obituaries

https://www.samartfuneralhome.com/obituaries/John-Franklin-Plake?obId=18611308#/celebrationWall
https://www.samartfuneralhome.com/obituaries/Thelma-Jewel-Plake?obId=18611306#/celebrationWall


John Franklin Plake, known as Daddy, Papaw, Paw-in-Law, and Uncle John, was born in Yazoo City, Mississippi on January 29, 1934. 

Thelma Jewel Plake, known as Mom, Mamaw, Maw-in-Law, and Aunt Thelma, was born in Brandon, Mississippi on August 17, 1937.

John and Thelma married on May 11, 1954. They raised a family together, faced heartaches and joys together, and left earth for 
eternity together on October 8, 2020. During his time on earth, John worked as an electric wire operator for McCullough, a commercial 
fisherman, a fabricator and truck driver for Haynes Fabrication, and a cook for Billy Burgers. Thelma worked as a home-maker, using 
her talents as a cook and a seamstress to care for her family. John filled his time making music with his guitar, hunting and fishing, and 
working in the yard. Thelma was a talented artist and loved to sing along with her husband, go on walks, and travel and camp. For both 
John and Thelma, faith in Jesus was the center of their love and life. 

Because of this love, John and Thelma held family dear. Today they join in Paradise their Savior and their three oldest children, 
Barbara Denise Plake, Jonathan Wayne Plake, Kenneth Wesley Plake; John’s parents….

They leave behind a legacy that will carry their memories and pass on their love. Their children: Wonzey Darlene Youngblood 
(Cheyenne), Cynthia “Cindy” Jean Andersen (Eric), Billy “Bud” Dwight Plake (Youra). Their grandchildren: Jon Plake, Rebecca Potter, 
Kendra Sassoni, Kenneth Plake, Regina Phelps, Brandon Plake, John Kraemer, René Duncan, Lauren Kraemer, Hunter Plake, Dakota 
Plake, and numerous great-grandchildren. Their siblings: Vivian Haynes, Charles Plake, and Frances Lirette. A host of nieces and 
nephews. Many friends at Ray of Hope Christian Fellowship. And many more loved ones.

John and Thelma will be missed by so many, but there is comfort knowing that their love story ends with them together.  

from their Obituary



Mamaw & Papaw
Eulogy

http://www.beccaepotter.com/blog/eulogy-for-my-grandparents


When I was a little girl, I stood in front of Papaw who sat on the couch in his family room. We were eye to eye. “Okay, Little Debbie, I’m 
going to make this here quarter disappear,” he said. Then the quarter he had shown me was gone. “Where is it?” I squealed, delighted 
and in awe of my grandfather’s magical powers. “I made it disappear,” he said, laughing. “But where is it?” He turned me around. “Look 
up yonder at the ceiling. It’s up there, floating all around. You just can’t see it. Maybe if you squint real hard.” I did, but I saw no quarter. 
I did hear Papaw laughing behind me. When I turned back around, he had the quarter between his stubby fingers. “How did you do 
that, Papaw?” I was amazed. “Magic,” he said.

I think Papaw is still up to his old magic tricks. Just like that quarter, he hasn’t gone anywhere. Not really. We just can’t see him.

* * * *

Theirs is truly a love story. Theirs is a love story that is about devotion and forgiveness. It’s a love that sees beauty hidden beneath 
wrinkles and pain and grief, a love that forgives completely and finds joy in serving, purpose in giving, delight in humility. It is a love that 
sacrifices, provides, completes. It is a love so strong that it follows through death into eternity where it will last through the ages in the 
heavens and through the generations of their children and their children and their children and so on.
 
Near the end of their love story, as the dementia took over, Mamaw was often in a hurry to leave when they were over visiting at 
Mom’s. Most visits during the last several years ended with “Come on, John,” or “Time to go, John,” or “John, I’m ready.” And Papaw 
would jump up, “The wife is ready. I gotta go.” And we would all plead with them to stay, just a little longer.
 
And so, with Mamaw hurting, it was time for her to leave this earth. It’s as if her spirit said to her husband one last time, “Let’s go, John. 
It’s time to go.” And he followed her. His heart would not work without her with him anyhow.

From their Eulogy



The Power of CNF: The Story

We are story. 

We move through time, interact with other characters, deal with conflict in various 
settings. 

We understand through story, feel through story, relate, remember, and even reason 
through story.

We are also creators, artists by nature. We yearn for art and beauty in all areas of our 
life, including the written word.

It is no wonder that we gravitate to anything with a story in it.



The Power of CNF: The Nonfiction Part

Be it life or death, we crave only reality. If 
we are really dying, let us hear the rattle 
in our throats and feel the cold in the 
extremities; if we are alive, let us go 
about our business.           
-Thoreau



Purpose: To Argue
*It’s hard to argue against someone’s story.

CNF forces us to acknowledge the human element of the argument, rather than 
just the abstract principle or position.

*CNF offers

-Empathy

-Pathos 

-Interest

-Differing perspectives

Examples of CNF that argue:
-Ward’s On Witness and Respair...
-Luiselli’s Tell Me How it Ends..
-Hersey’s Hiroshima
-Potter’s Safe When It’s Not



from “On Witness and Respair” by Jesmyn Ward
This is the belief that America fed fresh blood into for 
centuries, this belief that Black lives have the same value as a 
plow horse or a grizzled donkey. I knew this. My family knew 
this. My people knew this, and we fought it, but we were 
convinced we would fight this reality alone, fight until we 
could no more, until we were in the ground, bones moldering, 
headstones overgrown above in the world where our children 
and children’s children still fought, still yanked against the 
noose, the forearm, the starvation and redlining and rape and 
enslavement and murder and choked out: I can’t breathe. 
They would say: I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

I cried in wonder each time I saw protest around the world 
because I recognized the people. I recognized the way they zip 
their hoodies, the way they raised their fists, the way they 
walked, the way they shouted. I recognized their action for 
what it was: witness. Even now, each day, they witness.

They witness injustice.

They witness this America, this country that gaslit us for 400 
fucking years.

Witness that my state, Mississippi, waited until 2013 to 
ratify the 13th Amendment.

Witness that Mississippi didn’t remove the Confederate 
battle emblem from its state flag until 2020.

Witness Black people, Indigenous people, so many poor 
brown people, lying on beds in frigid hospitals, gasping our 
last breaths with COVID-riddled lungs, rendered flat by 
undiagnosed underlying conditions, triggered by years of 
food deserts, stress, and poverty, lives spent snatching 
sweets so we could eat one delicious morsel, savor some 
sugar on the tongue, oh Lord, because the flavor of our lives 
is so often bitter.

They witness our fight too, the quick jerk of our feet, see our 
hearts lurch to beat again in our art and music and work and 
joy. How revelatory that others witness our battles and stand 
up. They go out in the middle of a pandemic, and they 
march.

I sob, and the rivers of people run in the streets.



from “Safe When It’s Not”
This is now normal for us teachers. Seated in our classrooms are potential villains and possible victims, just 

like they were in Columbine and Florida. We have no real way to know who they are. While the odds are slim, they 
are still there. They frighten us and our students. 

“Good morning, Josh! So good to see you.” I pretended to be cheerful as Josh entered my classroom.
He said nothing as he walked past me to his seat. The earbuds blocked my salutations. 
Class proceeded as normal. I smiled at Josh a little more than usual. He was insulting and shocking during 

class discussion, like usual. I tried to agree with him as much as possible, to keep him happy, just in case my visions 
last night were prophetic. 

“While I agree with a lot of what Josh is saying, I would not call art a waste of time.” And I smiled. I think I 
saw him smile, too, but I’m not sure. 

Seventy minutes later the bell rang and first period was over. Josh did not shoot me today. I was relieved. 
How strange that I felt relief. How strange that I had to consider it at all. 

After second period, I stood at my door as students left and entered. In the clutter of passing teenagers, Josh 
was back at my door, right in front of me, too close. He had something in his hand. It was black and small. I returned 
to my nightmare. My heart quickened and my knees became weak as I became instantly afraid.

He lifted his arm in front of his chest, towards me, the black in his hand.
It was not a gun.
It was a coffee mug. “I made this for you in ceramics class. I hope you like it.”
“Oh, Josh” I was weak now from relief and some other weird kind of affection. “You have just made my day. 

This is gorgeous and perfect, Josh! I feel loved right now.” I showed it to every student walking by. All I could think 
was It’s not a gun. It’s not a gun. It’s not a gun. 



Purpose: To Question

Examples:

-Ascher’s On 
Compassion

-Potter’s The Places 
They Could Go



from “On Compassion” by Barbara Ascher
The man’s grin is less the result of circumstance than dreams or 
madness. His buttonless shirt, with one sleeve missing, hangs 
outside the waist of his baggy trousers. Carefully plaited 
dreadlocks bespeak a better time, long ago. As he crosses 
Manhattan’s Seventy-Ninth Street, his gait is the shuffle of the 
forgotten ones held in place by gravity rather than plans. On the 
corner of Madison Avenue, he stops before a blond baby in an 
Aprica stroller. The baby’s mother waits for the light to change 
and her hands close tighter on the stroller’s handle as she sees 
the man approach. 

The others on the corner, five men and women waiting for the 
crosstown bus, look away. They daydream a bit and gaze into 
the weak rays of November light. A man with a briefcase lifts and 
lowers the shiny toes of his right shoe, watching the light reflect, 
trying to catch and balance it, as if he could hold and make it his, 
to ease the heavy gray of coming January, February, March. The 
winter months that will send snow around the feet, calves, and 
knees of the grinning man as he heads for the shelter of Grand 
Central or Pennsylvania Station. 

But for now, in this last gasp of autumn warmth, he is still. His 
eyes fix on the baby. The mother removes her purse from her 
shoulder and rummages through its contents: lipstick, a lace 
handkerchief, an address book. She finds what she’s looking for 
and passes a folded dollar over her child’s head to the man who 
stands and stares even though the light has changed and traffic 
navigates around his hips.

His hands continue to angle at his sides. He does not know his 
part. He does not know that acceptance of the gift and gratitude 
are what makes this transaction complete. The baby, weary of 
the unwavering stare, pulls its blanket over its head. The man 
does not look away. Like a bridegroom waiting at the altar, his 
eyes pierce the white veil.  

The mother grows impatient and pushes the stroller before her, 
bearing the dollar like a cross. Finally, a black hand rises and 
closes around green. 

Was it fear or compassion that motivated the gift? 



from “The Places They Could Go”
I reluctantly think about what kind of life Justin will have once he is out of jail—in a few months or possibly 

several years. The consequences of his mistakes will always be with him, defining who he is and limiting what he 
can become. And I wonder what parts of my voice Justin has taken with him to jail. Which of my words did he 
remember as he wrote his letter? I imagine him sitting on a bed in a gray jail cell, writing to me. He probably did not 
think about the O’Brien story when he wrote he was sorry. He was not considering the Longfellow poem when he 
scribbled about his wanting to get his life straight. He didn’t care about subject-verb agreement or parallel structure 
or comma splices.

It was my voice telling him he was worth so much more than he understood about himself when he told me he 
thought he might not pass my class. It was the times I told him he was preparing to be a husband and a father. As he 
wrote his letter, he remembered me smiling at the classroom door he used to enter every day, telling him how glad I 
was he was here today and meaning it. Oh, how I wish he were here tonight with his classmates.

While I know Justin hears me, even from behind bars, I can’t help but wonder what I could have done 
differently, done better, to keep him out of jail. More stories, more lectures, more encouragement, more rebuke, more 
smiling, more pleading. Even as I wonder this, I know that no matter what I did or how strong and loud my voice 
was, Justin would have followed his own path. He is just like so many others who will fail no matter how much I beg 
them not to. 



Purpose: Understand Ourselves & Others Better
Mary Karr writes, “we’re all hardwired in moments of empathy to see ourselves in another” 

Sometimes CNF creates connections where there were none before. We connect, but it’s not because we 
can relate to the experience or even the characters, for example.
 
   -Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
   -Wolf’s This Boy’s Life

Sometimes we understand ourselves better because we see ourselves mirrored in the stories of others. 
This gives us all kinds of help. No one wants to be all alone.

   -Roxanne Gay’s Hunger
   -OCD stories
   -Fibromyalgia stories



from “Me Talk Pretty One Day” by Dave Sedaris
"I hate you," she said to me one afternoon. Her English was 
flawless. "I really, really hate you." Call me sensitive, but I 
couldn't help taking it personally.

Learning French is a lot like joining a gang in that it involves 
a long and intensive period of hazing. And it wasn't just my 
teacher; the entire population seemed to be in on it. 
Following brutal encounters with my local butcher and the 
concierge of my building, I'd head off to class, where the 
teacher would hold my corrected paperwork high above her 
head, shouting, "Here's proof that David is an ignorant and 
uninspired ensigiejsokhjx."

Refusing to stand convicted on the teacher's charges of 
laziness, I'd spend four hours a night on my homework, 
working even longer whenever we were assigned an essay. I 
suppose I could have gotten by with less, but I was 
determined to create some sort of an identity for myself. 
We'd have one of those "complete the sentence" exercises, 
and I'd fool with the thing for hours, invariably settling on 
something like, "A quick run around the lake? I'd love to. 

Just give me a minute to strap on my wooden leg." The teacher, 
through word and action, conveyed the message that, if this was 
my idea of an identity, she wanted nothing to do with it.

My fear and discomfort crept beyond the borders of my classroom 
and accompanied me out onto the wide boulevards, where, no 
matter how hard I tried, there was no escaping the feeling of terror 
I felt whenever anyone asked me a question. I was safe in any kind 
of a store, as, at least in my neighborhood, one can stand beside 
the cash register for hours on end without being asked something 
so trivial as, "May I help you?" or "How would you like to pay for 
that?"

My only comfort was the knowledge that I was not alone. Huddled 
in the smoky hallways and making the most of our pathetic 
French, my fellow students and I engaged in the sort of 
conversation commonly overheard in refugee camps.

"Sometimes me cry alone at night."

"That is common for me also, but be more strong, you. Much 
work, and someday you talk pretty. People stop hate you soon. 
Maybe tomorrow, okay?"



Purpose: For the good of our posterity & ourselves

It’s not just just the stories of other people that matter. 
Our own stories matter, too. 

The stories I have heard from my daddy and grandfathers, from my 
aunts and uncles were embellished, exaggerated, animated, and alive. 
It was less about telling me the facts and much more about telling me 
the truth about who they were, who I was, what we were. 



From “Dust and Stories”
We backed away from the casket. Among the few people scattered in the room, we found Kevin’s mom. I introduced 

myself and my husband and tried to stop thinking about where Kevin was or was not.
She asked, “Do you have any good stories to tell me about my son?” Her long black locks framed a long face, cheeks 

hollowed out, eyes drooping and swollen. She was thin. She was barely standing. Her question knocked into my chest. I 
wasn’t expecting it and I didn’t have a quick answer. 

I had only vague recollections, not much specific. Just images of Kevin smiling and slouching in his desk. Images of 
his tall frame walking past me as he entered or left my classroom. Images of him smirking at me from his desk. Kevin barely 
did his work. He slept in class, when he was there at all. He wasn’t amazing. He was just a kid who didn’t like school. He was 
just a kid. 

This mom wanted something specific about her son, though. If I could offer her a story, maybe something she didn’t 
know before about her child, maybe he would be still alive, at least a little. Maybe she thought my words were breath for her 
child. 

Or maybe that’s how we get through ends, by remembering beginnings. 
I wished I had something truly magical to offer her. I wished I could tell her that Kevin was the most amazing person I 

had ever known, that he was a genius, creative, generous. I wished I could have offered her the best of superlatives about her 
child. 

“He was a great person, that’s for sure. A really, really sweet kid.” I said, knowing she wanted, she needed, more than 
generalities, more than tags that could be attached to anyone. She wanted her son. She wanted Kevin. “I do remember this one 
story, but it’s not anything huge.” 



From “Dust and Stories” cont’d
She looked at me expectantly, hopeful. I didn’t want to look at her.
“It was after Kevin was sent to the alternative school and I had to do an ACT test review with his class. It was a rough 

bunch of people. And I didn’t know any of them. I was nervous. But then I spotted Kevin sitting in the back and I 
immediately felt better.” She looked at the floor now. I continued. “I left the front of the room and stood by him for the rest of 
the class. He made me feel safer. I knew he would have my back if anyone wanted to cause me problems.” 

“Yeah, he was a nice kid,” she said. “You really stood by him the whole time?”
“I sure did.”
“Do you have anything else?” she pleaded. 
I wanted to sob. I felt the cries getting stuck in my throat. I couldn’t think right then. I couldn’t remember. I searched 

and searched and came up with so little. But I tried.
“Whenever I had to fuss at Kevin, he always responded with a smile, no matter what. He would look at me and say 

something like, ‘Okay, Mrs. Potter. You got it.’ Or ‘Come on now, Mrs. Potter. You know I was just kiddin’’ He was always 
respectful to me. He was a kind person. That’s what I have to offer you about Kevin. He was kind, even when no one 
expected him to be. That’s what I’ll remember about him.”

“Thank you,” she said. When she smiled at me, slight and small, she looked like her son.
Kevin, who is now only dust and stories, was never destined for greatness. I can’t think of a good reason for his death. 

There is no good reason. There is nothing good about a child dying. And I cannot know with certainty that his soul has gone 
on to paradise. I know, though, that his life meant something. I know that his story is worth remembering.



How to make CNF more purposeful & powerful

-focus on CHARACTER and story - let the meaning come from there
-follow the question
-connect to metaphor
-do not report
-include everything
-consider your audience
-look beyond memoir - CNF is essay, poetry, biography, screenplays, 
etc
-Observe. There are characters everywhere. There are stories 
everywhere.
-Know that writing is useful. Always.



List of a few CNF works from my bookshelf
Angelou – I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

Avery – Sonata

Barry – The Great Influenza

Carson – Silent Spring

Cullen - Columbine
Didion - The Year of Magical Thinking
Dillard – An American Childhood

Dungy – Guidebook to Relative Strangers

Dumas - Funny in Farsi

Gay - Hunger
Grealy - Autobiography of a Face 
Haley - The Autobiography of Malcolm X

Hersey- Hiroshima

Hillenbrand – Unbroken

Hillenbrand – Seabiscuit

King – On Writing

Kingston – The Woman Warrior
Kalanithi - When Breath Becomes Air
Karr – The Liars’ Club

Krakauer – Into the Wild
Luiselli - Tell Me How it Ends: An Essay in Forty Questions
McCourt – Angela’s Ashes

Phelps-Roper-Unfollow
Rodriguez - Hunger of Memory
Schlosser – Fast Food Nation

Walls – The Glass Castle

Ward - Men We Reaped

Wise - White Like Me

Wolff – This Boy’s Life

Wolfe - The Right Stuff

Woolf - A Room of One’s Own

Westover- Educated



Questions?



Get in touch with me!
*Stop by and chat in my breakout room during the Book Festival.

*Check out my website: beccaepotter.com

*Email me: rpotter79.rp@gmail.com

*Look me up on FB (beccae.potter or Rebecca Youngblood Potter) and/or                    
Instagram (potter_rebecca).

Thanks for being here!
 

http://www.beccaepotter.com/
mailto:rpotter79.rp@gmail.com

