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ObituaryObituary
DEACON HORICE B. WILLIS, SR., “PA,” was born on June 3, 1933, in Wilkes County, Georgia, to 
the late Willie Lee Willis and Valley Harper Tate Willis. Horice married Lola Pink Jones on January 6, 
1953. Together they had four children.

Deacon Horice B. Willis, Sr., “Pa,” entered his eternal rest on Saturday, March 27, 2021, at Piedmont 
Hospital Athens, GA. In addition to his parents, he was preceded in death by three sisters: Lizette Davis 
Jones, Bessie Allen, and Viola Brooks.

He joined the Thankful Baptist Church at an early age. He was ordained a deacon in 1962. After several 
years, he was elected to the position of assistant Chairman and later was elected the chairman of the 
Deacon Board. He also served as an usher, was on the grave committee, and the program committee. He 
loved his church and worked endlessly to support all the activities held there. He enjoyed singing with 
the Thankful Baptist Church Senior Choir. But in 1968, he joined the Thankful Baptist Church Youth 
Choir. After a few years, the Youth Choir became the Thankful Baptist Church Gospel Choir, and under 
the leadership of Deacon Horice Willis, this Choir became a traveling choir. He and the Choir traveled 
over much of Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina singing God’s praise. In 1979, he and the 
Gospel Choir recorded an album entitled “Looking for a Man.” Under his leadership, Thankful Baptist 
Church became well-known near and far.

He loved singing so much that he also sang with The Gospel Bells, The Golden Hearts, and The Perfect 
Hearts. He also sang with many of the neighboring church choirs.

Horice loved working on cars and trucks. Although he could work on any part of a vehicle, he specialized 
in body work. He started working at Claude Ray Ford Dealership in the early 1950s. He could make a 
wrecked car or truck look like new. From body repair to body painting, he enjoyed working at the Ray 
Family’s dealership, where he became more than just an employee. 

He also had the ability to assemble vehicle parts to make a new vehicle. He assembled the front half of 
a car with the back half of a similar car to make a new car. He installed engines and transmissions into 
vehicles. One such project involved an antique Ford truck in which he installed a performance engine 
and transmission. This vehicle became known as “The Scream Machine.” If you ever rode with Horice 
in this vehicle, you would know why this vehicle earned its name. It was FAST. 

Gospel Hour...John Hubbard made sure of that!  Ironically the studio never engineered the album (as 
they stated they would). All of the songs were done in one take and it is still asked for today!!!

A lean man, he worked for Ford most of his life (we are Blue Oval all the way). He wore long sleeves 
in the summertime (so do I). He chewed on a cigar (never saw him smoke one). He taught me how to 
sand a fender. He took us to harvest sugarcane to make money as kids. There were seemingly always 
sweet potatoes in the oven, because he loved them (so do I)! He taught himself how to play the guitar 
and some piano. He loved his family!  He was strong!  He was proud!

He gave all of his grandkids and most family members a nickname. My nickname was Bull. He only 
called me Gabriel two times in my life that I’m aware of. I can hear him now say, “Whatchu know 
Bull?!”

His rendition of a song by James Cleveland called Stood On The Banks Of Jordan (Jrrrdan 🙂), was one
of my favorites. I actually liked his rendition better than Cleveland’s (biased, I know). The emotion he 
portrayed, the depth presented, the compassion felt when he sung this song was indescribable. 

One verse says:
“Lord, I’ve got my ticket. Please don’t leave me down here.  You took my father. You came back and got my 
mother
You took everything that was so dear, to me. And all I could do was stand there on the banks of Jordan....”

Pa, you got your ticket!  You don’t have to watch anymore ships go sailing. We will stand on the banks 
and one day we will see you over yonder...Love you, man!!!

Bull
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One day Horice decided that he wanted a business of his own. He bought a charter bus and began a 
successful charter bus service. He traveled to many places with many different groups and families. From 
New York to Miami, from Detroit to Mississippi, he traveled far and wide. 

Horice loved his family. He started a tradition of giving each family member a nickname. As new family 
members were born, their parents brought each child to Horice to learn what nickname he would give 
them. He remembered each person’s nickname. The last nickname he gave was in January of this year, 
when he named Eric Jr. “Old Chevron,” his youngest great-grandson. Everyone cherishes their nickname 
given to them by Horice. 

Deacon Willis is survived by: four loving and caring children, Terry (Nancy) Willis, Helen (Gilbert) 
Fortson, Jacklyn (Eddie) Bradford, and Horice (Marlene) Willis, Jr.; 11 grandchildren; 25 great-
grandchildren; 6 great-great-grandchildren; one brother, Norice Willis of Elberton, GA; one sister, Carrie 
Williams of Washington, GA; five sisters-in-law, Sylvia Willis of Elberton, GA, Mamie Jones, Nell Jones, 
and Kathy Jones of Brooklyn, NY, and Letha Jones of Estill, SC; two brothers-in-law, Austin Jones of 
Estill, SC and Neal Jones of Tignall, GA; and a host of nieces, nephews, cousins, other relatives, and 
friends.

“PA”“PA”
Losing a grandparent is like losing a national treasure...we lost Horice Willis, Sr. today, a national 
treasure!!!  His example, his strength and his purpose has impacted thousands of lives and I’m honored 
to have called him Pa. (I called both my granddads Pa and they both were great men!)

Pa Pa Boonie, was a man of faith and was a disciple by way of music. Since a young man, he sang all 
over the southeast either in gospel groups or in our church choir, in which he was the director. He was 
actually much more than a director. He was a producer and quite frankly, a local celebrity over vast 
stretches of Georgia. As a kid, most weekends consisted of loading up on his bus that he drove and 
singing at 3 to 5 churches, sometimes in one day. Horice Willis and the Thankful Gospel Choir was 
generally the headliner and Pa Pa Boonie never disappointed. 

Sometimes the choir would start, he would walk in from the back of the church, sing his songs and 
walk out the front door as his last song ended. He was like a rockstar to us!!!  He didn’t pull a Joe 
Jackson, but all of his kids could sing and they were all in the choir. He covered songs from Willie 
Neal Johnson and the Gospel Keynotes (the choir opened for one of their concerts), Sam Cooke, the 
Swanee Quintet, Slim and the Supreme Angels, the Five Blind Boys, Doc Mackenzie, Tommie Ellison, 
the Fantastic Violinaires and more...!

One crowning achievement was an album that the choir made in the late ‘70s titled Looking For A 
Man (From Galilee). Looking For A Man was requested at every venue the choir performed. A song 
originally sung by the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi, my granddad took that song, as he did every song 
he sang, and made it his own (producer). He would lean one shoulder back and belt out these songs 
and the Holy Spirit would be abundantly felt...and you would be thoroughly entertained. 

I was working in Alabama many years ago and one night watched a PBS special about Dorothy Love 
Coates. They spoke about how she did not sing in any particular key. She took a key and made it 
conform to her. I was like dang, that’s exactly what Pa does. He could sing from baritone to soprano 
and in any key, but when he leaned that one shoulder back, he made the key conform to him...it was 
magical...!

They sold that album out their trunks and hundreds of albums were sold and circulated throughout 
the country. A song from that album was played every Sunday for decades on our local radio station’s 
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Order of ServiceOrder of Service
Reverend Horice Willis III, Presiding

The Processional

Selection .................................................................................................................Rev. Gold Walton Jr.
Every Time I Feel the Spirit

Scripture .......................................................................................................... Rev. George L. Edwards
Old Testament
New Testament

Prayer ......................................................................................................................... Rev. Mac Hughes

Selection ..................................................................................................................... The Willis Family

Remarks (Two Minutes, Please)
Rev. George L. Edwards
Bro. Darin Rucker
Bro. Douglas Lewis

Bro. Tommie Ray
Sis. Helen Fortson

Selection ................................................................................................Thankful Baptist Church Choir
 Looking for a Man

Eulogy ........................................................................................................................Rev. H. M. Easley

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................Sis. Brenda Trimble

Blessing - Benediction - Recessional

PROOF
PROOF

PROOF PROOF

page 4 - page numbers do not print page 9 - page numbers do not print



PROOF
PROOF

PROOF PROOF

page 8 - page numbers do not print page 5 - page numbers do not print



PROOF
PROOF

PROOF PROOF

page 6 - page numbers do not print page 7 - page numbers do not print


