A Legacy Leaves
“She promised Buddy before he died that she would try to stay open until July 2005, which would mark 60 years that a Withers had been on the square.  But, she admits she can’t do it.”

Pat Withers knows its time to move on and she’s ready to go.  The feisty owner of Burnet County Supply Company sits behind the aged desk surrounded by tokens of her past.  When she walks away from the business her father-in-law started in 1945, Pat will take with her nearly sixty years of memories.  Significant memories.  

For over 37 years, Pat worked alongside her husband, Buddy, in the large, mercantile style hardware store that has become a fixture on Burnet Square.  The couple practically raised two daughters in the store.  A wooden A-frame tool display with a blanket thrown over the top served as playhouse for the girls after school, a fixture that remains part of the store today. A large stained pencil drawing of the late President LBJ hangs above the black vintage safe in the open office area.  “My father-in-law went to school with LBJ,” Pat explains.  “He was just a regular guy that would come in here and visit with us just like you and I are visiting right now.” 

When Charlie Withers opened the store, the WWII was still going on and supplies were hard to come by.  In fact, commodes were in such short supply that Charlie had to open the store without a commode in the ladies bathroom, a situation that was remedied as soon as possible.  

Over the years, the Withers’ inventory included much more than just hardware.  They carried major appliances including washers and dryers.  Pat’s mother bought her first ringer washing machine from the store.  They also offered bicycles, milk strainers and even aluminum boats.  Whatever the farm and ranch folks needed, the Withers tried to stock.  

Pat believes it is their personal customer service that has kept them in business so long.  Real old fashioned customer service seems to have fallen by the wayside in most modern stores but Burnet County Supply still takes pride in knowing their customers by name.  It is more than that though.  The truth is they know more than their customer’s names.  They know their children’s names and often, their grandchildren’s names.  They are sensitive to their customer’s needs and circumstances, as any good neighbor is.  

The relaxed, easy atmosphere of the store would make even a stranger feel comfortable. On any given workday, the chairs in Pat’s office are occupied by friends and customers who are happy to take a break, sit a spell and visit.   People come in daily seeking general information like directions to public places and where to get their driver’s license renewed and often stay to look around a bit through the store, checking out the array of goods offered including handmade birdhouses and holiday craft items by some of the locals.  

One day years ago, a customer came in to pay his bill.  Pat was busy at the moment but told him she’d help him when she finished with her customer.  The man, not wanting to bother her, sat down at Pat’s desk; thumbed through the ledger to his account, reached into Pat’s purse and “borrowed” a cigarette, opened the desk drawer to find a match, lit it and then nonchalantly went about tallying his bill and writing a check. Now that’s home town business.

Another time, more recently, a customer needed some copper tubing but he wasn’t sure how much.  Pat sent him home with a roll of copper tubing and told him to use what he needed and bring the rest back so she would know how much to charge him.  The stunned customer said, “But you don’t even know me.”  “No, I don’t,” Pat told him, “but I’m a pretty good judge of character.”  Needless to say, the customer did as he was instructed and everyone was happy. 

Closing the store will be bittersweet for Pat Withers.  Losing her husband was a painful ordeal but she says it’s also hard to be in the store with all the memories.  He’s everywhere she looks and in everything she does and that, she says, hurts.  

In the year since Buddy died, several customers dropped by to give Pat money, $10 here and $15 there.  They all say it was money Buddy loaned them when he was alive and they wanted to pay it back.  Pat never knew her husband loaned out any money but then again, she wasn’t surprised because that’s the kind of man he was.  

She promised Buddy before he died that she would try to stay open until July 2005, which would mark 60 years that a Withers had been on the square.  But, she admits she can’t do it.  


With the renovation of the downtown square will come one way traffic, and the elimination of fifty parking spaces which will affect Pat’s business more than others.  “If a customer needs a 75 lb. piece of pipe, he’s not going to carry it two blocks to his truck,” she says.  Her frustration is visible but so is her resolve.  Business, in general, has already felt the effects of Wal-Mart, Home Depot and other mega hardware centers moving into the area, just as thousands of other Mom and Pop enterprises across the nation have.  It is the end of an era; the small hometown businesses are being swallowed by super stores and there’s no turning back that progress.  Pat knows that.  

“I’m ready,” she says.  Her quick answer to what will you do when you leave this place is “Whatever I damn please.  Never in my whole life have I been able to do what I want to do, so that’s what I’m going to do now!”  She’s armed with a new chainsaw and has her eye on some pesky cedars at their place in Oatmeal and plans to spend more time “worrying her kids and watching her granddaughter perform on the drill team at the Burnet football games.   


 Philosopher Anatole France said, “All changes, even the most longed for, have their melancholy, for what we leave behind us is part of ourselves.”  When Pat Withers leaves the Burnet Square, she’ll leave behind a part of herself and her family’s rich history on the Square.   She knows that she’ll miss the people but I’m betting the people will miss her much more. 

