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This appeal arises from a dispute between Plaintiff Dwight Saddler and Defendants Leonard and
Paula Saddler regarding the ownership of a piece of real property in the estate of Edwina Groom
Saddler known as the Hancock Farm. The trial court awarded this property to Dwight Saddler,
finding that he isthe owner of the property asthe beneficiary of aresulting trust. Because we agree
that Dwight Saddler has proven with the required degree of certainty that the Hancock Farm isthe
subject of aresuting trust in his favor, we affirm the ruling of the trial court.

Tenn. R. App. P. 3 Appeal as of Right; Judgment of the General Sessions Court Probate
Division Affirmed; and Remanded

DaviD R.FARMER, J., delivered the opinion of the court, inwhich W. FRANK CRAWFORD, P.J.,W.S,,
and ALAN E. HIGHERS, J., joined.
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OPINION

Dwight, Leonard, and Paula Saddler are the adult children of the late John T. and Edwina
Groom Saddler. Prior to their deaths, John T. and Edwina Groom Saddler owned and operated a
farm, which consisted of three separate pieces of real property known as the Allen Farm, the Fite
Farm, and the Hancock Farm. They sold the Fite Farm in either 1974 or 1975. John T. Saddler died
in November of 1985, at which time Edwina Groom Saddler became the sole owner of the Allen
Farm and Hancock Farm. On December 16, 1986, Edwina Groom Saddler executed alast will and
testament providing that “[a]fter the payment of my aforesaid debts and funeral expenses, | hereby
give, devise, and bequeath unto my children, DWIGHT G. SADDLER, LEONARD A. SADDLER,
and PAULA E. SADDLER, al of my property, real, personal, and mixed, and wherever situated, to
betheirsin equal shares.” Two dayslater on December 18, 1986, she executed aholographic codicil
stating that “[i]f Dwight still wantsthe farm Leonard and Paulahelp him al youcan for himto own
itinhisand hisson’sname.” EdwinaGroom Saddle diedin May of 1997. In July of 1997, her last
will and testament and hol agraphic codicil were admitted to probate. Dwight Saddler subsequently



filed a complaint with the probate court asking the court to declare that the hologragphic codicil
devised the Hancock Farm solely to him or, in the alternative, that he is the owner of the Hancock
Farm asthe beneficiary of aresulting trust. Additionally, Dwight Saddler filed aclaim against the
estate of Edwina Groom Saddler in the amount of $980,701.62. Leonard and Paula Saddler filed an
exception to this claim. After a hearing on all of these matters, the probate court sustained the
exception to Dwight Saddler’ s claim but neverthel ess declared that heisthe owner of the Hancock
Farm as the beneficiary of aresulting trust. This appeal by Leonard and Paula Saddler followed.

The issues raised by the parties on appeal, as we perceive them, are as follows:

l. Did the trial court err in ruling that Dwight Saddler is the owner of the
Hancock Farm &s the beneficiary of aresulting trust?

. If thetrial court did incorrectly rule that Dwight Saddler isthe owner of the
Hancock Farm asthe beneficiary of aresulting trust, did thecourt further err
insustaining L eonard and PaulaSaddler’ sexception to the claim that Dwight
Saddler filed against the estate of Edwina Groom Saddler?

To the extent that these issues involve questions of fact, our review of thetria court’srulingisde
novo with a presumption of correctness and thus we may not reverse the court’s factual findings
unlessthey are contraryto the preponderanceof theevidence. See, e.g., Randolph v. Randolph, 937
S.W.2d 815, 819 (Tenn. 1996); T.R.A.P. 13(d). With respect to the court’s legd conclusions,
however, our review isde novo with no presumption of correctness. See, e.g., Bell ex rel. Snyder
v. lcard, Merrill, Cullis, Timm, Furen and Ginsburg, P.A., 986 S.W.2d 550, 554 (Tenn. 1999);
T.R.A.P. 13(d).

In In re Estate of Nichols 856 S.W.2d 397 (Tenn. 1993), the Tennessee Supreme Court
summarized the law of resulting trusts as follows:

The imposition of aresulting trust is an equitable remedy; the doctrine of
resultingtrust isinvoked toprevent unjust enrichment. Such atrustisimplied by law
from the actsand conduct of the parties and the facts and circumstanceswhich at the
time exist and surround the transaction out of which it arises. Broadly speaking, a
resulting trust arises from the nature or circumstances of consideration involved in
atransaction whereby oneperson becomesinvested with alegal title but isobligated
in equity to hold hislegal title for the benefit of another, theintention of the former
to hold intrust for the latter being implied or presumed as amatter of law, al though
no intention to create or hold in trust has been manifested, expressly or by inference,
and there ordinarily being no fraud or constructive fraud involved.

Whileresulting trustsgenerally arise (1) onafailureof an expresstrust or the

purposeof such atrust, or (2) on aconveyanceto one person on aconsideration from
another —sometimesreferred to asa" purchase-money resulting trust"—they may al so
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beimposed in other circumstances, such that a court of equity, shaping its judgment
in the most efficient form, will decree a resulting trust — on an inquiry into the
consideration of atransaction—in order to prevent afailure of justice. However, the
particular circumstances under which a resulting trust may arise varies from
jurisdiction to jurisdiction.

Id. at 401 (quoting 76 Am. Jur. 2d Trusts § 166 (1992)). A resulting trust may be proven, and is
typically proven, by parol evidence. See Roach v. Renfro, 989 SW.2d 335, 340 (Tenn. Ct. App.
1998); Smalling v. Terrell, 943 SW.2d 397, 400 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1996); Myers v. Myers, 891
S.W.2d 216, 219 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1994); Rowlett v. Guthrie, 867 SW.2d 732, 735 (Tenn. Ct. App.
1993); St. Clair v. Evans, 857 S\W.2d 49, 51 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1993). When a party seeksto prove
the existence of aresulting trust by parol evidence, however, thelevel of proof requiredismorethan
amere preponderance of the evidence. See Roach, 989 SW.2d at 340; Smalling, 943 SW.2d at
401; St. Clair, 857 SW.2d at 51. Insuch acase, theproof of aresulting trust must be of theclearest,
most convincing, and irrefragable character. See King v. Warren, 680 SW.2d 459, 461 (Tenn.
1984); Roach, 989 SW.2d at 340; Smalling, 943 S.W.2d at 401; St. Clair, 857 SW.2d at 51;
Bowman v. Bowman, 836 S.W.2d 563, 570 (Tenn. Ct. App. 1991). The testimony of a single,
interested witness typically is insufficient to establish a resulting trust by clear, convincing, and
irrefragable evidence. SeeKing, 680 SW.2d at 461; Tansil v. Tansil, 673 S.W.2d 131, 133 (Tenn.
1984); St. Clair, 857 SW.2d at 51. When the parol evidence of aresulting trug isin conflict with
the terms of awritten instrument, itis not essential that the evidence remove all reasonable doubt,
but it must be so clear, cogent, and convincing that it overcomesthe evidenceto the contrary and the
presumption that existsin favor of the terms of the written instrument. See Smalling, 943 SW.2d
at 401; Myers, 891 S.W.2d at 220; Rowlett, 867 SW.2d at 735.

In support of his position that the Hancock Farm is subject to aresulting trust in his favor,
Dwight Saddler contendsthe he had an oral agreement with hisparents (John T. and Edwina Groom
Saddler) providing that, in exchange for hiswork on the farm and assistance in paying off the farm
debt, he would receive the Hancock farm upon their deaths. With respect tothis alleged agreement,
Dwight Saddler testified (1) tha, in February of 1968, he was drafted intothe army and subsequently
qualified for the army’ s helicopter pilot training program, which woud require him to enlist in the
service for an additional two years, (2) that, when hetelephoned his parentsto tell them about the
program, his father informed him that he (John T. Saddler) was in financial difficulty and that the
farm was in danger of foreclosure, (3) that his father proposed that, if he (Dwight Saddler) was
willing to return to the farm as soon as possible, then upon the deaths of both of his parents, he
would receive the Hancock Farm, (4) that, after agreeing to this proposal, he was sent to Vietnam,
(5) that, during his servicein the military, his mother sent letters to him approximately two or three
times per week, many of which made reference to the afarementioned agreement, (6) that, toward
the end of histour in Vietnam, he was given the option of shortening the total length of his service
if he agreed to extend the length of histour, (7) that he accepted this option, completed his military
service in September of 1969, and returned home to work full time on the family farm, (8) that he
began a partnership arrangement with hisfather whereby they both worked on thefarm and divided
the farm income evenly, (9) that, although his father continued to pay the mortgage on the farm
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property, he (Dwight Saddler) incurred substantial debt in his own name for the benefit of the
farming operation, (10) that, when his father’ s bank account for the farm became overdrawn, he
(Dwight Saddler) paid these overdrafts, (11) that, on one or two occasions, he also paid the property
taxes on the farm, (12) that, at the time of his father’s death in November of 1985, his mother
(EdwinaGroom Saddler) assured him that hewould receivethe Hancock Farm at her death, and (13)
that he continued towork on the farm, manage the farm, and incur more debt for the benefit of the
farm until his mother’s death in May of 1997.

It isundisputed that both John T. and Edwina Groom Saddler were very private people who
did not routinely discuss businessor financial matters with other members of the family. Thus, it
isnot surprising that Dwight Saddler and his parents never discussed their alleged agreement while
in the presence of Leonard and/or Paula Saddler. Dwight Saddler did, however, discussthe alleged
agreement with Leonard Saddler on at least two occasions, once around the time of Leonard
Saddler’s marriage and a second time approximately two years prior to their mother’s death.
Additionally, Katherine Saddler testified that approximately one year after she married Dwight
Saddler in 1972, he told her about the alleged agreement that he had with hisparents. PaulaSaddler
testified that on the Sunday prior to her motha’ s death, she had a discussion with Dwight Saddler
in which he stated to her that when their mother dies, the farm would belong to him.

In support of their contention that thetrial court erredinimposing aresuting trust inthe case
at bar, Leonard and Paula Saddler emphasize several pieces of evidence suggesting that it was the
intention of Edwina Groom Saddler to dispose of the family farm without regard to any agreement
regarding the Hancock Farm. First, it is undisputed that Edwina Groom Saddler had an equal
amount of love and affection for her three children. Willy Harvey, Edwina Groom Saddler’ s long
time friend and hairdresser, testified that Edwina Groom Saddler once commented to her that she
had three children and that she wanted them to share equally in her estate. On December 16, 1986,
Edwina Groom Saddler exeauted a last will and testament purporting to divide her estate equally
among her three children. Dwight Saddler testified that, when he leamed of the contert of his
mother’ swill, hereminded her of their earlier agreement regarding the Hancock Farm, at whichtime
she assured him that she would “go back and redo” her will. Thereafter on December 18, 1986,
Edwina Groom Saddler executed aholographic codicil stating the “[i]f Dwight still wantsthe farm
Leonard and Paulahelp him dl you can far him to own it in hisand hisson’sname.” According to
Dwight Saddler, his mother then informed him that she had redone her will and that the new will
divided her estate in accordance with their prior agreement.

After hearing al the proof in the case at bar regarding the alleged agreement between Dwight
Saddler and John T. and Edwina Saddler, the trial court ruled as follows:

But | do think —going back to the proof, | think that the proof isthat the farm
was in debt at that time, that Mr. Saddler, the oldest son came back and tried to get
it, — 1 mean Dwight. Itisalittle puzzling to methat the father could hold off ayear
or so with production aedit of thosethingswith that promise that Dwight was going
to come back, redly over thereinharmsway, he even didn’'t know if hewould come
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back. Honestly, therewasthe dream that hecould but thank goodness you were able
to come back without any terrible injury. But | think by clear and convincing that —
and I’ m going by the actions of the partiesthat — of course, it would make sense that
Dwight would want to come back and farm, but | just think that if there wasn’t some
agreement made that he would be looking out for himself more. That is just the
extent of the proof.

So | feel by clear and convindng evidence — | know that this will be
reviewed, and all of you have aright to do that, to review my decision, but | believe
by clear and convincing evidence there was a deal made between Dwight and his
father. Of course, hisfather had died in 1985. And | think the deal was made at that
timeto affirm that deal, when the mother said, “ The agreement was | can’t pay any
of the debts and you’'ll have to pay them all.” And that’s, in fad, what he has
attempted to do.

So, obviously, she changed her mind from 1985 until her deathin1997. And
that’ s her reason for the Will. And | think even after Dwight confronted his mother
about it, after she had gone and made a Will, she was trying the best that she could,
to makeit right by just sayingthat L eonard and Paulawould hd p him with the farm.
But what does that really mean? | think it just means that she knew that there was
something owed to him and that at this point she really wanted it to be divided
equadly. But I think it'skind of almost a promis[s]ory stumble, | think th[at] a
promise was made, and | think that Dwight had stayed there on the farm, and as a
result of that — I wish that it was different. | wish it waswhereit wasasmaller part
of the estate, because | know that your mom and dad woul d want each of you to share
in whatever was |eft at the time of their death. Of course, on the other hand, if it
hadn’t been for Dwight, there may not even have been any farms to divide up.

But | think that’s the way that, through clear and convincing proof, that it
would have to be, isaresulting trug of that Hancock farm.

When making a determination regarding an issue of fact such as the existence or

nonexistence of the alleged agreement between Dwight Saddler and his parents, atrid court must
necessarily evaluate the credibility of the witnesses who testify regarding the matter. See, e.g., St.
Clair, 857 SW.2d at 51. Because a trial court has the opportunity to observe and evduate the
appearance and demeanor of the witnesses, the court’ s findings regarding witness credibility are
entitled to great weight on appeal. Seeid. From theruling of thetrial court in theinstant casg it is
apparent that the court believed the testimony of Dwight Saddler regarding the existence of an
agreementwith hisparents. Thetrial court’ sassessment of Dwight Saddler’ scredibility isconsistent
with the testimony of several witnesses, including Paula Saddler, who stated that Dwight Saddler
isan honest and truthful person. We recognize that the burden of proof in the case at bar isaheavy
one. Thetrial court concluded that Dwight Saddler carried this burden. After reviewing al of the
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proof in the case at bar, we cannot say that the conclusion reached by the court is contrary to the
preponderance of the evidence. Rather, we agree with the trial court that there was an agreement
between Dwight Saddler and his parents that entitled Dwight Saddler to receive the Hancock Farm
upon the deaths of John T. and Edwina Groom Saddler.! Likethetrial court, webelievethat, if such
an agreement did not exist, Dwight Saddler would not have agreed to extend his tour of duty in
Vietnam, invested years of labor on the farm, incurred substantial debts for thebenefit of the fam,
paid the taxes on the farm, and paid the overdrafts that occurred on the farm account. Wetherefore
affirmthetrial court’ sruling that the Hancock Farm isthe subject of aresultingtrust for the benefit
of Dwight Saddler.2

Based on the foregoing, the ruling of thetrial court isaffirmed. The costs of this appeal are
assessed to Leonard and Paula Saddler, and their surety, for which execution may issueif necessary.

DAVID R. FARMER, JUDGE

1 . . . . . .

W e recognize that this agreement is contrary to the intent expressed by Edwina Groom Saddler in her
December 16, 1986 will and the commentsthat she madeto M s. Harvey. The holographic codicil that Edwina Groom
Saddler executed on December 18, 1986, how ever, could be constr ued in am anner that isconsistent with the agreement.

2I n light of thisruling, we deem it unnecessary to address the issue raised on appeal by Dwight Saddler, that

is, whether the trial courterred in austaining Leonard and Paula Saddler’ sexception to the claim that he filed against
the estate of Edwina Groom Saddler.
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