Family diner grows with Durant
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DURANT – It’s a busy lunchtime on a recent Wednesday at Bob’s Family Restaurant in Durant.



Kasey Ervin, tribal events employee of the Choctaw Nation, reads a paper while waiting for his order at Bob's Family Restaurant in Durant. (Photo by Jennifer Pitts)


Bob and Debra Portman greet longtime regular customers, who followed the eatery’s home cooking – including its famous chicken-fried steak and fried catfish – from its smaller Sixth Street location last year.
Customers waiting to pay their bills take time to enjoy the dry waterfall feature, decorated with ducks and other appropriate figures, across from the cash register just inside the front door. 
Like many Durant businesses, Bob’s has moved with the town’s economic growth to the thriving west side.

“We had a smaller one in the middle of town,” said Bob Portman, 50. “We kind of outgrew it, so we moved over here. It’s a bigger place.”

The Sixth Street restaurant held about 32 people at nine tables.

“We turned away probably as many people as we fed during lunch,” he said.

The new location, on North Washington Avenue, can seat up to 110, but things still get hectic for an hour or two during lunch. 

Bob’s has about 15 employees, not including family members.

Most of its tables and classic restaurant booths are full, with customers focused intently on their menus below scrollwork-iron decorations and a wildlife-themed wallpaper border just above their seats.

The Portmans were on Sixth Street for about six years. Previously, Bob Portman and his cousins ran a restaurant at Lake Texoma for 22 years, where he started when he was about 15 years old.

That’s where Bob met Debra, who started to work at the lake restaurant when she was 14. Their two sons have also taken a turn working in the restaurant.

Bob Portman, who’s lived in Durant all his life, thinks the growth is good, with one glaring exception.

“It’s gotten so big, it’s like a big-city traffic jam in town anymore, for a small town,” he said. “I guess they’ll get that straightened up one of these days.”

Several national stores and eating places have also moved into town.

“There used to not ever be any chains in Durant,” he said. “Now there are a dozen, at least, in town and more on the way. It hasn’t really hurt us any. We’ve got the home cooking, just the family thing. Everybody likes that pretty much.”

Just the day before, a representative from Denny’s came in and sat in a booth by himself, scoping everything out.

“He asked us, ‘are y’all always this busy?’” Bob Portman said. “He was walking around, counting ceiling tiles, walking back and forth, I guess just kind of measuring the place out.”

He said the possibility of more competition doesn’t cause him concern about the future of his long-established restaurant.

“We need more places anyway, I think, because they all can’t fit in here,” he said. “I wish they could, but it just doesn’t work that way.”

Durant has lost some of its small-community feel, he conceded.

“When I was a kid, it was small-town stuff,” he said. “We’d go downtown and hang out there some. We’d hang out at all the stores.”

Durant was full of people patronizing downtown businesses, some of which don’t exist anymore.

Still, he said the growth in Durant has been a decent trade-off.

“People are making more money in town now,” he said. “There are more opportunities for everybody.”

Some of his customers worry that large retailers will hurt the independent businesses; the new Wal-Mart Supercenter knocked out two of the town’s major grocery stores.

“It’s still good to have it,” he said. “You can go there and get anything you want. That’s a plus.”  

Debra’s family moved to Durant when she was in the sixth grade.

“It is more like a small city, because we have factories and things that we didn’t have before, for people to go to work,” she said. “Before, it was just small businesses, or they drove a long ways to go to work.”

Bob Portman said a lot of people used to drive from Durant to Texas to work.

“I never made that trip,” he said. “I almost did once, but I backed out, stayed in the restaurant.”

Now, much of the traffic goes in the opposite direction, some of it headed for Bob’s. 

“We have several Texas customers,” said Debra Portman.

Elmer Rogers
One of those is Elmer Rogers of Denison, Texas, who worked at the Durant Bank and Trust Co. from 1963 to 1977, then came out of retirement in 1984 to work at a branch in Calera. Rogers still has property in the area.

So what was he doing at Bob’s?

“Eating some good food,” said Rogers, cowboy hat dipping in a nod.

Rogers joins with those who think the growth in Durant is a good thing.

The town has changed a lot since the times when a rural couple would come to the bank drive-through in their horse and buggy, he said.

“There were a lot of individual businesses up and down Main Street,” Rogers said. “Like everybody says, when Wal-Mart came to town, some of them went out.”

Debra Portman said the growth has brought Durant residents more choices to eat and shop.

“There’s still a ways to go, but it’s getting there,” she said.

Billie Jean Smith
Bustling, expanding Durant is still home to Billie Jean Smith, but it’s changed.

“The only bad thing that I see is, I don’t know everybody anymore,” said Smith, who owns Billie Smith Termite and Pest Control. “Normally, I know everybody by their first name and know what they do.”

The economic boom and new jobs are good, she hastened to add.

“As far as the change and the growth, I love it,” Smith said. “It’s still hometown.”

Smith said new residents tend to pick up on the feeling that in Durant, everybody knows each other and helps one another

“It’s a great, great place to be,” said Smith, whose family moved to Durant from Tulsa in 1959. “I’ve never moved away, don’t plan on moving way.”

Smith, 49 and “proud of every year I’ve got,” said the new businesses in Durant haven’t hurt her pest control business. But the garden center at the town’s first Wal-Mart is the reason the family no longer operates a nursery.

“Now, my sister is the manager of the lawn and garden department at Lowe’s,” Smith said. “Her experience in the nursery helped her to be able to have this job.”

Smith agreed that traffic is now a hassle, one that some Durant residents have trouble handling.

“They need to learn what the turn lane is for,” Smith said.

She said her late father, Bill, always told her that he hoped he died before it took 45 minutes to get across Durant.

“That’s about the time we lost him, was when it started taking so long to get across town,” she said.

Bill Smith died in 2004.

“I had 45 years of being taught by the most wonderful man in Durant,” she said. “He looked just like Santa Claus, except he didn’t have the mustache. He had the beard, wore overalls.”

B.B. Newton
B.B. Newton, 76, was raised in nearby Brown, but lives outside of Durant near Cobb.

“My husband’s lived on that section all his life, which is 86 years,” she said.

Newton remembers when there were only gravel roads leading into Durant, and there were four movie theaters right downtown.

“Used to, the people in the country always came to town on Saturdays only, to do their shopping,” she said. “Most of the time, it was on Saturday night, because they farmed all day, worked all day. It came Saturday night and you couldn’t hardly get down the streets of Durant for the people on Saturday night. It’s quite different now.”

Newton said she misses the smaller stores, the five and dimes, and those Saturday nights when they all got together.

A good thing Newton sees from Durant’s growth is an increase in medical facilities and better care, “even though you can’t get in without insurance.”

“Used to, you could go to a doctor, and if you didn’t have any money, they didn’t ask you that,” she said. “You just saw the doctor, or the hospital, either. But now, of course, that’s different. And I miss that. But I still like the facilities in town.”

Another good thing is That Country Music Place and Wild Horse Recording Studio, six miles west of Durant in Mead.

“I was able to build a country music place,” Newton said.

She describes it as a country music opera and recording studio operated by her and husband Boyd and their family. They’ve owned it about six years.

“It’s a busy place,” she said.

Monty Montgomery

County Commissioner Monty Montgomery, who owns a residential rental business with his wife, probably knows more than most about the infrastructure issues raised by Durant’s growth, but still sees it as a good thing.

Now, Montgomery said, only a small part of Durant’s business sector is in its central core, with the bulk of it west of town.

“But the growth is great,” he said. “You have to have growth or you’re just going to, I guess, just dry up and blow away. Either you’re going to continue to grow or you’re going to go the other way.”

Montgomery said much of the growth was sparked by a new highway bypass.

“Of course, back in the early ’60s and ‘70s, there were a lot of family-owned businesses here in town,” he said. “Most of those have since gone away. I think that’s kind of sad.”

Grocery stores used to be scattered all over town, Montgomery said, even in residential neighborhoods.

“Now we have about four, maybe five grocery stores in the whole town, and you can’t just walk from your home to a store like you used to,” he said. “I do miss those type of things.”

Montgomery said, “Durant has grown so fast in such a short period of time that the infrastructure has not been able to keep up with the growth.”

That and having to create infrastructure after the growth has taken place add to the difficulty, he said.

“It’s just part of the growing pains that you have to deal with,” he said.

Still, he thinks most people understand what’s at stake and take a tolerant attitude toward Durant’s growth-related problems.

“I think the city’s done a great job of trying to keep up with the growth, and I certainly hope that will continue, not only in the city but in the county as well,” Montgomery said.

