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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the storytellers, the fibbers, the Pitty Pat Hollow 
Tale bearers, the yarn spinners, the jokesters and punsters, and all the old 
folks we remember from childhood who filled young people’s ears with 

wonderful stories and exaggerations that made growing up so entertaining 
and memorable. To them, we owe our thanks for enriching our lives with 

some delightful and entertaining stories.
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ixCURTI N. COULTER

Preface

This Is the Way I Heard It got its start from a series of stories, humorous and 
otherwise, that I started putting on FaceBook almost a year ago. They were meant for 
entertainment; however, they received such good, positive acceptance and feedback 
that I compiled them into this book.

If anyone were to ask the question, “What is this book about?” I would have to 
reply that it is about life, human nature, and growing up in a much simpler society than 
we have today. All the foolishness contained in these pages very likely did, or very 
probably could have happened in Sale Creek or any one of thousands of other small 
towns across America. It was just the way things were, how they were told, how they 
were often exaggerated for entertainment’s sake, and as my Grandfather Ben Shipley 
would have said, “They were just for the devilment of it all!”

One of my primary reasons for writing this book was the state of our society right 
now, with all the lockdowns and isolation caused by the Covid19 pandemic. I felt that 
there was a need for people to laugh and experience some lighthearted moments instead 
of all the gloom and doom. I hope that some of the humorous tales in this book will 
bring about those emotions.

Secondly, in my writing, I always attempt to promote Sale Creek positively since 
the community does not get a lot of publicity or recognition. Every small town has a 
unique history that needs to be preserved and celebrated. In the case of our community, 
possibly all of its famous times have passed, such as the great peach business of the 
early 1900s, but those great moments and achievements need to be preserved and 
remembered among the people living here today.

Along with all the history of the community, many accompanying folklore stories 
from Sale Creek’s past make good entertainment and are reminders of how life was 
lived in previous periods. Such was the case in this book. Many stories go back to the 
late 1800s and early to mid-1900s. Every humorous story in the book has a thread of 
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truth running through it, even the most outlandish stories involving animals running 
loose in town, spooks inhabiting the hills and hollows, and the shenanigans taking place 
in church services and at baptisms. Yes, there is a thread of truth running through all of 
the stories, but there is not always a piece of broadcloth, just a thread, and sometimes 
a very minute thread, I will confess. However, as I stated in many of those stories, by 
the time that the truth had been dragged through Ott Davis’s Blacksmith Shop, Happy 
Sam Gentry’s Tavern, Dolph Lane’s front porch Crows’ Nest, Dexter Coates’s and John 
Sizemore’s Barber Shop, and several prominent oak tree gathering places for older 
men, it was sometimes stretched until its ears hurt.

I included several stories that were not humorous, including a tribute to an English 
teacher icon at Sale Creek High School, a story about the legal difficulties of one of the 
first graduates of Sale Creek High School, and some dog stories. These were stories 
that I felt would be of interest to others, and maybe they tell a story of love, concern 
for others, human emotion, honesty, virtue, good character, steadfastness, and human 
interaction, all of which are characteristics that are needed more in our world today.

Names have been changed in many episodes to prevent any situation where a person 
might be embarrassed in any way by the telling of the story. The book is meant to 
express the comedy of a situation and not cause anyone discomfort or embarrassment.

Many of the stories are told in first-person perspective since the author was either 
an eye-witness or a willing participant in some of the foolishness in the book. Other 
stories, actually most of them, are told in the third person since, luckily, I did not behold 
a lot of the tales unfolding.

I have often said that it takes a rural community, school, or church to produce the 
best comedic stories and tales. I do not think that the type of episodes described in 
this book could have occurred in any urban setting, with the possible exception of 
Mayberry, North Carolina.

And so, to protect me from possibly being accused of passing some of these tales off 
as the unvarnished truth, I submit to you that, well, this is the way I heard it!
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Introduction

Nothing says Sale Creek better or more clearly than McDonald Farm. That institution 
has been a part of Sale Creek since 1821, when James McDonald fi rst moved into the 
newly formed Hamilton County and established his residence there along with the 
eventual 2,170-acre farm, which Hamilton County purchased on December 21, 2021. 
Maybe the Mill Dam runs a close second to the farm as far as sights are concerned, but 
some of the most notable things about Sale Creek are the stories and tall tales that have 
originated here.

This Is the Way I Heard It is a defense for telling some of the most outlandish stories 
ever heard, but they all took place right here in Sale Creek, Tennessee. All of these 
stories started as the unvarnished truth. Still, as I noted in the preface of this book and 
many of the stories themselves, by the time they got dragged kicking and screaming 
through sitting parlors, oak tree gathering places for a bunch of older men, a blacksmith 
shop, a tavern, and the front porch of a country store, they got enlarged to the point that 
no one knows anymore what the actual original truth of the matter was.

Several years ago, I began recording events around a power pole on Coulterville 
Road where a pair of ospreys built a nest. The ongoing saga of Morty and Gert Osprey 
has tickled the funny bone of people all over the United States through the medium of 
Facebook to the point that I get emails and phone calls all the time about the wellbeing 
of those two ostentatious birds. Their ongoing struggle with the bucket trucks of 
the Electric Power Board of Chattanooga has become legendary. Their most recent 
nemeses involve two pigeons, Peter and Penelope, who try to steal Gert’s silverware 
and ostensibly attempt to take over the ospreys’ nest through devious and dastardly 
means. The antics of the two birds continue to entertain people all over the country. 
The fi rst chapter of the book, ‘An Anthology of the Coulterville Ospreys,” is a diary of 
events in the life of Morty and Gert and their relatives, Henry and Isabella, who live in 
North Coulterville.



3CURTIS N. COULTER

Once again, I included the Pitty Pat Hollow Tales because I keep getting more and 
more tales added each year; therefore, I combined every story that I had ever heard into 
the chapter on that mysterious apparition that has hung around Sale Creek like Grant 
around Richmond for the past 150 years.

There are stories about church homecomings, baptisms, and revivals. One story 
involved a man who was about to be baptized at the Mill Dam Bridge when a giant 
water snake swam right past him and the preacher, precipitating a loud and profane 
outburst right in front of the assembled parishioners on the bank of the Sale Creek.

“The Wasp Affair at Church” and “The Bat That Came to Church” describe 
uproarious episodes that disrupted two local church services. In particular, a wasp nest 
fell out of the ceiling at one church, and forty wasps terrorized the congregants until 
they fought back with hymn books, ping pong paddles, shoes, brooms, and men’s suit 
coats to bring the pests under control. In the second episode, a bat fell out of the ceiling 
of a church and completely disrupted the evening service by flying through the crowd 
until the minister killed it with a hymnbook.

“Ode to the Pulpwood Truck” entertains readers with the story of a man who was 
returning home in the snow on a frigid night, worrying about the old pulpwood truck 
in his backyard that had only water in the radiator. It tells about all the accidents and 
misfortunes that befell him when he got home, including falling off his front porch into 
a freshly dug septic tank hole and getting clotheslined in the dark in his back yard.

Several stories involve what life was like growing up in a pre-modern society. 
Everything is included, from two devilish little imps in the late 1800s bedeviling their 
preacher father by putting coal soot in his socks and handkerchief to boys trying to 
grow up in Sale Creek during the 1950s and 1960s. In particular, “Cow Patties and 
Flat Rocks” tells the story of a group of boys needling a fresh cow pile when one of 
their numbers unexpectedly throws a ten-pound flat rock right into the middle of it. 
“The Saga of the Gunboats” describes a dull summer afternoon and what two boys find 
amusing about getting cars to run over a pair of work shoes they found in the middle 
of Leggett Road.

Since the whole valley floor around Sale Creek is covered with sandstone rocks, it 
was inevitable that some stories about rock-throwing had to be included. “Sale Creek 
Self-Defense…Rock Th’owin’” describes how the art of throwing rocks became a part 
of the town’s culture in previous times. “We Been Th’owin’ Rocks Again, Mama” 
informs the reader about the actions and reactions of four boys as they patrolled Rock 
Creek one day, searching for targets of opportunity for their rock-throwing habit and 
how they turned an otherwise dull afternoon into one filled with excitement. Their 
targets that day included snakes, a murderer on the loose, and the dragonfly population.

The McDonald Farmhouse 
as it appeared in 2021.
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Sale Creek’s first traffic jam occurred in 1944 when a crazed billy goat got loose 
in the middle of Highway 27, stopped traffic (five cars headed north and three going 
south), and threw a fit that completely stopped town life for two hours. His ongoing 
assault trapped over thirty people in outhouses, attics, rafters of a blacksmith shop, 
behind locked doors, on top of a lift mechanism in a garage, and behind barrels of 
differential lubricant in a filling station. The goat battered down two screen doors and 
whipped two full-grown men and one fourteen-year-old boy in the process before the 
goat’s owner arrived to lead Ol’ Billy back home.

“The Real Boy Named Sue” is the true story behind Johnny Cash’s hit song from 
the 1970s. It also tells the connection between the real boy named Sue and a young 
socialite woman from Sale Creek.

Other stories of a more serious nature involve a tribute to Miss Annabel Aslinger, a 
long-time English teacher at Sale Creek High School. Also, there is a story of a long-
lost pistol belonging to a World War I veteran, a spotlight on a colorful female character 
in Sale Creek known as Frankie Eldridge, a lavish funeral second to none provided by 
a local mortician for a former slave lady from Coulterville, and two dog stories that can 
tug on anyone’s heartstrings.

This Is the Way I Heard It is a book of stories from Sale Creek, and I emphasize the 
word “from” because it is not past the realm of possibility that some great storytellers 
in town misappropriated some tales into being their own. So, it is a series of stories, 
legends, epics, sagas, myths, fables, and probably some flat out, unadulterated, bald-
faced lies, but as I have said so many times before (and you will have to accept my 
word for it), this is the way I heard it!
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 CHAPTER 1 

The Antholo gy of the 
Coulterville Ospreys

August 18, 2019
The Coulterville Ospreys

I have a pair of ospreys (fi sh hawks) nesting about 200 yards from my house. They 
have been raising there for eight or nine years now. They winter in South America and 
return to the same nesting box every year. (Last year, I got an airmail letter from them 
from Machu Picchu on their way south.)

Several years ago, they showed up here and built a nest on top of a power pole next 
to the lower Coulterville Road railroad crossing. They worked hard, fl ying in large 
pieces of sticks and tree branches and building a good-sized nest. Everything went well 
that summer.

The following year, they returned to the nest, added more sticks and branches to the 
existing nest, and raised more chicks. They left in the middle of August and returned 
to South America. Now, here’s where the story gets good! About two weeks later, the 
Electric Power Board of Chattanooga sent out a bucket truck and removed their nest...
demolished was a better term. It torched my innards that they tore the nest down, and I 
thought it was pretty arrogant and mean-spirited for them to do that to the birds, and I 
started once to call and complain about it. Well, around the end of January, the Power 
Board came back with their cherry picker and put up a big, shiny aluminum pole the 
same height as the regular power pole and placed a nesting box on the top of it so that 
the birds could use it. What a kind and generous gesture!
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six miles south at a kid’s ball field. Also, they invaded the ball fields at Dayton and Sale 
Creek and started a settlement. The blasted bucket trucks came back and moved one of 
them at Soddy Lake to the objections of neighbors and bird in-laws alike.

I am working on getting Morty and Gert to talk to me now, but they are kind of 
snobbish and clannish, and they only associate with their own kind. Plus, they tend to 
use a lot of fowl language around me!

March 25, 2020 
The Ospreys Revisited

Several have asked about Morty and Gert Osprey, headquartered in Sale Creek, 
Tennessee, on Coulterville Road. I am pleased to report that they are alive and well this 
year in their penthouse nest at the lower railroad crossing in the Coulterville section of 
Sale Creek.

Likewise, Henry and Isabella re-occupied their nest at the upper crossing two miles 
north shortly after Morty and Gert arrived.

It appears that Gert arrived first on March 16. I was returning from a trip to the 
pharmacy and saw her feet first touch the nest at 5:15 that evening. (I kept a sharp 

March 15 arrived, and so did the Ospreys. The two birds immediately set about 
dragging in more branches and twigs and rebuilt the nest on top of the power pole...the 
power pole! Forget about the aluminum pole; they liked the wooden pole better! They 
built a lovely nest and hatched their babies again. Around August 15, they all left and 
flew back to South America.

Out came the power board with the dreaded bucket truck, lifted the nest off the 
power pole, and put it back on top of the nesting box. Winter came, and then spring. 
March 15 arrived, and so did the ospreys. They didn’t like the nest in the new place. 
I rode my bike past the pole one day, and I saw one of the birds in the nesting box, 
and I could have sworn that it had a displeased and quizzical look on its beak as it 
surveyed the damage. Over the next few days, I noticed that the nest in the nesting box 
kept getting smaller, and the nest reappeared on the power pole. The power pole! The 
ospreys nailed down their claim using squatters’ rights by laying their eggs and going 
to nest before the Power Board could bring their cursed bucket truck into play again.

Eggs hatched, chicks grew feathers, chicks learned to fly, chicks got big enough to 
make the trip back to South America, back across the Andes and Machu Picchu, and 
they left around August 15. Two weeks later, the infernal bucket truck was back out 
there, lifted the nest off the power pole, and placed it roughly on top of the nesting box 
pole. But before they left, they put up crossed rebar spikes and a little whirlygig thing 
that spins around at high speed (probably with the intent to fan the tail feathers of an 
osprey that landed up there.)

March 15 arrived, and so did our osprey couple. I noticed them sitting in the nesting 
box and surveying the damage for a day or two, and then they began building their nest 
again, but this time they finally made their nest in the nesting box. The Power Board 
thought they had won. Wrong!

This time Morty and Gert brought their relatives Henry and Isabella along with 
them, and they built a nest a mile and a half away at the upper crossing...on top of a 
power pole! That August, after the couple flew south with Morty and Gert, the Power 
Board sent that same dad burned bucket truck up there, set a new nesting box on a pole, 
and put the spikes and spinner on top of the power pole in anticipation of their return 
the following March.

March arrived. Morty and Gert returned to their south-end villa atop the nesting 
pole, and Henry and Isabella returned to their new digs atop their new nesting box pole. 
The Power Board gave them an added inducement they did not afford to Morty and 
Gert. They put a nice roosting cross piece on their pole.

So now we have two pairs of ospreys flying around Coulterville. Some of their 
nosey in-laws got wind of their accommodations, and they took over three light poles 

Morty J. Osprey and Gert Lucinda Osprey, 
residents of Coulterville since 2012. Notice 

that they have planted greenery in the 
nest to hide it from the prying eyes of the 

Electric Power Board’s bucket trucks.
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July 28, 2021 
Morty and Gert’s Basement

So-o-o-o, when the Electric Power Board set the nesting box pole for Morty and Gert 
Osprey, they also included a “basement” below their main living level. That was a large, 
square, steel mesh platform mounted to the pole and about fifteen feet below the main 
nest. Their son, Clarence Hillel Osprey, aka Bubba (pronounced Boooobba), promptly 
attempted to move in and start living with them, just like a bunch of irresponsible 
young people today. 

He has been such a disappointment to the two birds. He didn’t keep up his nest 
(actually never finished building it); he threw fish bones and carcasses all over the road 
below the basement, he used the road below for a bathroom, he wouldn’t work, fished 
all the time, stole fish from other birds. Lastly, he took up with a flock of ne’er do wells 
and a derelict pelican over at Price’s Point. The parents finally ran him off and asked the 
Power Board to send their vaunted bucket truck back up here and remove the basement, 
which they eventually did. Morty and Gert then promptly greased the pole with lard to 
ensure he didn’t put up something else on the pole!

lookout for those birds and noted the date and time.) Over the next day or two, I only 
saw Gert on the nest. On March 18, Morty arrived traveling as a party of one since 
ospreys do not travel in pairs as husband and wife.

Over the next few days, the birds soared around the area together. Then I noticed that 
their nest on the disputed nesting box became more extensive, with sticks hanging out 
over the edges again and droppings appearing on the asphalt of Coulterville Road under 
their nesting pole. They even dragged in some black plastic sheathing to use as well.

As I walked in the afternoons, I passed the upper crossing nesting pole and saw no 
sign of Henry and Isabella for another week until one day, I noticed that they were back 
as well. They are not nearly as friendly as Morty and Gert and fly away before I can get 
150 yards from their pole. Morty and Gert have become accustomed to my passing by, 
and they usually sit on their nest and watch while I pass their nesting pole. Still, they 
give me a careful eye to ensure that I am not up to funny business like the Power Board 
did to them with those darned bucket trucks a couple of years ago.

So, a couple of weeks passed, and the nest got more extensive, and things settled 
down. I often saw both birds on the nesting box simultaneously, and then the behavior 
changed. All of a sudden, I only noticed one bird flying around. Very infrequently, I 
would see a head pop up out of the nest. This indicated that Gert had laid her two eggs 
and was sitting on them. That took place around April 1.

Another behavior change took place on May 18 when I began seeing the two birds 
on the nest again, meaning that the eggs had hatched. Osprey eggs take 35-43 days to 
hatch and about 70 days for the chicks to reach maturity and to be able to fly, which 
will put their first flights around July 15. They will remain around the nest for about 
three more weeks before they leave and head to the Tennessee River or the nearby TVA 
impoundment lakes about a mile and a half away. No little heads have been noted at this 
time, but I am looking for them at any time.

Last year I wondered just how high that osprey nesting box was. I remembered 
something from my high school trigonometry class about using the tangent trigonometric 
function to calculate the heights of buildings, flagpoles, etc. So, I created a homemade 
transit level, backed off 90 feet from the pole, and shot the elevation to the nest at 32.11 
degrees. Using that calculation, I found the height from road level to be 56.5 feet; 
however, the base of the pole was six feet below the elevation of the road, and on an 
embankment, so the height of the nesting box is 62.5 feet from the actual ground level.

I had thought about sending my camera-equipped drone up above the nest to spy out 
the activity there, but no one likes a peeping tom around their bedroom.

Morty (center) and Gert (right) teach Bubba Osprey 
the art of heckling pigeons and other undesirable and 
ne’er-do-well birds from their nesting box high above 

Coulterville Road - August 2021. 
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The birds have left and headed south. Morty and Bubba left the nest about three 
to four weeks ago and stayed around Chickamauga Lake while Gert continued her 
housekeeping and closed the nest for winter. Gert left Sunday, August 15, just as she 
usually does, but before leaving, she left a note telling me that it was time to fly south. 
She said she was slightly concerned about Bubba finding his way because his sense 
of direction leaves a lot to be desired. She sent him to Soddy Lake two weeks ago to 
bring home two fish, and he never returned. She put out an urgent call for help to all 
the power poles in southeast Tennessee for friends and relatives to help find Bubba. It 
turns out that they found him hanging around a public swimming pool in Polk County. 
No fish but a stupid look on his face. 

Morty headed south alone as well. She said he is probably fishing at Lake Okeechobee 
for a few days before he wanders on south alone. He sent her a communique saying that 
fishing is good and that he caught some excellent bass instead of the carp they were 
getting here. He filched a nice largemouth from a fisherman when he wasn’t looking. 

Little Bubba will most likely stagger along, bumping his way south along the 
Atlantic flyway following Morty at some point since ospreys do not travel as a family 
unit, nor do they often winter as a unit. Gert said that sometimes Morty spends winters 
hundreds of miles away, but they communicate before heading north in the spring to 
always arrive within two days of each other.

Gert left a note on their pole about six feet from the ground that read, “No #!!$@*)&! 
bucket trucks within 50 yards! We’re watching and taking names!” (Gert tends to use 
some salty, fowl language.)

I had thought all summer about sending my camera-equipped drone up above the 
nest to spy out the activity going on up there. Still, no one likes a peeping tom around 
their bedroom, and now with their note on the pole and their surveillance cameras, I 
have thought better of the idea.

With ospreys averaging 160-180 miles per day by flying at high altitudes to catch 
tailwinds, I estimate that Gert is near Miami, Florida, right now and heading south. 
Morty, well, who knows? Maybe Lake Okeechobee. Bubba? Your guess is as good as 
mine. Maybe Albuquerque, New Mexico, because of his poor sense of direction. Gert 
has asked ospreys along the southern route to put out directional signs that say, “South, 
Bubba, south!”

As new communique come in, you will be updated on their progress.

August 6, 2021 
Morty and Gert Reveal Their Travel Plans

Since many have expressed an ongoing interest in the welfare and activities of the 
Coulterville ospreys, I decided to send this update to them. I received a handwritten 
osprey note on my mailbox this morning from Morton J. Osprey and his wife, Gertrude 
L. Osprey. I have translated it into human English for you.

“We are preparing to go back to South America in a few days for the 
winter. We will be traveling via Atlanta, Pensacola, Florida, and then 
across the Gulf of Mexico and points south. We will make the usual miles 
per day for ospreys, 160-180. Our trip will be about 5,000 human miles.

We plan to catch a game at Braves Stadium on our way south. They have 
lots of power poles in the park to sit and watch. We will avoid I-75/I-285 
split in Atlanta…too much traffic and foul language even for us fowls. We 
will send an air mail when we spot Machu Picchu, and we will return 
in late February after the Daytona 500. We have a front-row seat there with 
some of our relatives on top of one of the power poles at the raceway.

Tell the Power Board to keep their blamed dastardly bucket trucks away 
from our pole. We have cameras out and know who they are and where they 
live! Retribution will be exacted on them later if they snake one of those 
things up to our nest and look in the window. Also, tell the milkman, “No 
more cheese!’”
Signed, 
Morty and Gert
*Note: They are very articulate and talkative birds.

August 21, 2021 
The Birds Have Left and Headed South

Since the last communique, several other things have transpired, so I sent out this 
update. First of all, tragedy struck the couple on the upper end of Coulterville. The 
young bird got hit by a car and broke a wing and a leg. Patti Aslinger took it to a vet 
who determined that the chances of it surviving its injuries were almost nil, so it was 
euthanized. To our knowledge, that is the first one of the local birds that have been lost.
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I got a message back about an hour later from Morty, and he said that everyone told 
him to be sure to send me a wire when he and Gert arrived at their winter quarters…
so he did!

He went on to say that he and Gert have now completed their 5,208 mile trip to 
South America. They had a relatively uneventful trip, except for turbulence over the 
Gulf of Mexico. Their son, Bubba Osprey, finally staggered in two days ago with a 
sprained claw. It seems that he dove on a fish in a crystal-clear pond near Gulfport, 
Mississippi. It turns out that it was a memorial pool with a cast iron fish attached to the 
bottom of the pool. The darned thing played havoc with Bubba when he hit the water 
at a full dive speed. He said the darn thing nearly drowned him and sprained his claw 
before he found out it was nothing but ferrous metal. (He hung around a high school for 
several days and learned the term ferrous outside the chemistry class.)

So, the unadulterated truth of the matter is that the birds flew an average of 168 miles 
per day for 31 days to arrive at their wintering grounds in South America. They are 
studying Spanish there this winter so they can be bilingual. He also told me to turn the 
sprinkler on in his nest to keep the fescue grass nice and green.

October 5, 2021 
Undesirables Arrive in Town

I was walking today, and I looked up at Morty and Gert’s place when I crossed the 
railroad. Lo and behold, there were birds all over their house...pigeons...sparrows...
crows. I contacted Morty. He was out fishing with Bubba... he caught two perch and a 
bass. I told him about what was going on. Boy did that ever light his wick! He instructed 
me to tell those birds to stay away from his house in no uncertain terms. Said this was 
not the first time he has had trouble with pigeons. They mess all over the nest, leave 
food wrappers and pop bottles lying around, and run down the neighborhood. Sparrows 
are not so bad, he says, but the crows drag in a bad crowd and bring all kinds of shiny 
stuff with them and strow it all over. He is contacting a lawyer bird to get a writ of 
aviary nesteous corpus (right to my nest) to keep these undesirables away from his nest.

I didn’t say anything. It doesn’t pay to argue with an irate osprey! He was using a lot 
of aviary fowl language. I was embarrassed!

August 23, 2021 
The Birds Camouflage Their Nest

I thought that when the Coulterville ospreys left for South America last week that 
the activity around their nesting pole would cease, but here’s a new episode that takes 
the rag off the bush. Early this morning, I had to go to Chattanooga for something, and 
as I always do, I looked up at the ospreys’ nest. Of course, no ospreys were present, but 
the usual twigs and branches had a green hue. I rubbed my eyes, but the green was still 
there. Did they paint their nest with Sherwin Williams paint? Mildew or mold? No, it 
couldn’t be, so I drove on after rubbing my eyes again to make sure.

Around 11:30, I returned, and it looked green from the other side of the nest as well. 
Odd! At 3:30, I had to go to the pharmacy, and sure enough, there was something green 
up there in that nest hanging out of the north and east bedrooms. I stopped the car and 
got a good look. Morty and Gert have planted fescue grass in their nest, and it is lapping 
over the sides now. Those two birds have camouflaged their nest from the prying eyes 
of the Power Board’s bucket trucks. The nest is now changing to forest green and 
blends in quite well with the foliage on the trees.

I never cease to be amazed at what those two birds come up with! Their antics and stories 
have spread as far as California, Arizona, Hawaii, Texas, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, 
Missouri, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, Illinois, Michigan, 
Ohio, West Virginia, Virginia, New York, and Ontario, Canada. They are pretty famous in 
their own right. I get calls and emails all the time asking about the birds.

September 10, 2021 
Machu Picchu Spotted

So, I received an airmail letter from the Ospreys today. They said, “Dear friend, today 
we spotted Machu Picchu in the Andes...twice...once for each of us. Bwahahahaha!!! 
They have traveled over 4,300 miles in 26 days and will soon arrive at their winter 
feeding grounds. I don’t expect to hear from them again until Christmas. They send the 
nicest cards!

September 21, 2021 
A Wire Arrives

I got a piece of wire in the mail today from a wildlife refuge in Peru! So, I texted 
Morty and Gert Osprey and asked, “What’s with the piece of wire?” (They carry cell 
phones, you know!)
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I contacted Morty and Gert and told them about the pigeons on their nesting box 
porch. Holy Mackerel! Did that ever set them off! Morty’s reaction to my disturbing 
announcement was, “What the…” and then he launched into a squawk of fowl language 
about his disdain for pigeons.

Gert was yelling in the background about checking the silverware drawer and said 
pigeons are bad to steal flatware.

December 4, 2021 
Christmas Greetings from South America

A Merry Christmas Greeting from Morty and Gert Osprey. I received the nicest 
Christmas greeting from the Coulterville Osprey family – Morty, Gert, and Bubba. They 
included a chronology of their activities for the year and highlighted their achievements 
and experiences. As you might imagine, they sent it on a wire.

Dear friend in the white house near our pole,
Merry Christmas from Aguas Calientes in Peru, where we have set up 

our winter fish camp. Even though we do not expect snow for Christmas, 
there is much greenery here to give us the feel for Christmas. Last February, 
our spring trip back to Sale Creek was uneventful except for our stop at the 
Daytona Speedway for the Daytona 500. The lighting crew put up spikes on 
the power poles, limiting our lodging accommodations. We had to fly in from 
50 miles away that day. It wasn’t even worth the flight in.

Atlanta was a mess as usual. We couldn’t believe all the traffic around 
I-285, and that was just ospreys and sandhill cranes heading north. Forget 
human traffic on the ground. I’m talking avian air traffic. Then, someone 
flew a drone disguised as a Canadian goose right through our group of 
ospreys and broke up the whole flight.

We were glad to see our haunt there near your place. Sale Creek is a 
friendly town. From reading your communique, though, I am concerned 
about the neighborhood. It appears that we have a pigeon problem now. Look 
for the property values to take a downturn. Peter Pigeon and his wife have 
had their eyes on our digs for a long time. We go way back to when Gert 
and I lived near Washington Ferry. Peter messed in our nest one day while 

November 19, 2021 
A Peek in the Osprey’s Window

After numerous recent inquiries by email and phone calls as to the goings-on of 
Morty and Gert Osprey, I have to admit that I have not received any more wires from 
Morty. That means that things are progressing typically down in South America. It has 
been three months and three days since they left Sale Creek for South American climes.

All right. It was time! I have wondered for about six years just what in the world 
is going on up there in that osprey’s nest on Coulterville Road, so one day last week, 
I got out the old electronic spy in the sky drone and sent that thing on a mission to 
photograph that nesting box. The latest Acme 429 Special Drone is easy to fly, durable, 
and just a breeze to operate with a great camera – a real super-duper snooper.

Their cleverly disguised nest looks like any other nesting box outside, but it is 
honeycombed with rooms and secret compartments. The living room has some of the 
latest Cat Napper and Lazy Boy furnishings that are plush. Their dining room has a 
table, sideboards, and buffet in Early American by Bassett. The birds hid all the table 
cloths and silverware if their lay-about relatives barged in for Thanksgiving. The joke 
is on them because Morty and Gert are 5,000 miles away and took the food with them. 
Bwahahaha!

The kitchen only has a refrigerator and stove since ospreys don’t usually refrigerate 
anything…or cook either, for that matter. They eat raw fish.

The bathroom is simple, just a hole in the wall to hang out of and use the road below. 
The bedroom resembles large pieces of plywood where they can flop out at night. They 
don’t need anything complicated.

As you can imagine, they have pretty good tastes in home furnishings.

You could never tell just how spacious that nesting box is from the road.

November 24, 2021 
The Pigeons Return

Today I was walking again on Coulterville Road, and I espied a disturbing sight 
in the ospreys’ nest. There…perched on Morty and Gert’s front porch…sat Peter and 
Penelope Pigeon. Both were present, but Penelope ducked out of sight to the back 
porch when I got my camera out to get photographic evidence of their intrusion. There 
was another bird up there as well, but he was just passing through. The pigeons were 
checking out the joint because they tend to be squatters.
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January 6, 2022 
Morty and Gert Play Guy Lombardo from South America

So, I got belated New Years’ greetings and news from our osprey couple today. They 
sent it by airmail instead of by wire; however, in all the holiday mail volume and air 
travel mix-ups, it somehow got routed through Santiago, Chile, then Baja, Los Angeles, 
Spokane, Vancouver, then Chicago, Memphis, and then Chattanooga. There were so 
many forwarding stamps on the letter that it looked like one of those old steamer trunks 
from Titanic days.

Morty sends their best to us and says that he and Gert attended a wild and woolly New 
Year’s party. It seems that a couple from Caracas, Venezuela threw a big bash for all 
the ospreys wintering around Aguas Caliente, Peru. Portuguese-speaking relatives flew 
in from Brazil, and some French-speaking birds were attending from lower Ontario. 
English speakers were there from all over, lots of Spanish-speaking birds from Mexico 
and South America, even some code talker birds from Utah who spoke Navajo, just a 
big mix and everybody talking at the same time in different languages. There were even 
some deaf birds there trying to communicate in sign language. He said that birds started 
getting mad at each other because nobody understood anybody else. Finally, everyone 
got irate and started using fowl language, and then everybody understood every word 
out of each other’s beaks.

The party finally broke up when several ospreys got as drunk as Cootie Brown on 
some corn mash thrown out by one of the local distilleries. It seems they all got smashed 
like a bunch of boiled owls.

Morty and Gert have set a deadline of January 15, 2022, to begin their preparations 
for starting their return flight to Sale Creek starting on or about January 30. Gert looked 
at luggage the other day. Morty told her, “What the …!! For crying out loud, Gert, we 
don’t even wear clothes. Why do you need a suitcase!” She replied that it looked lovely, 
so Morty told her that if she wanted a piece of luggage, go to Belk when we get back to 
Sale Creek. Besides, dragging a suitcase at high altitudes causes it to ice up and creates 
a real drag on the wings. Gert finally decided to hobo it back with just a little stick with 
a red bandana tied up with a few things in it.

Morty and Gert’s expected arrival back at the Coulterville nesting pole is tentatively 
set for March 2 around 5:00 PM. Anyone wishing to form a reception line needs to 
meet at Coulterville Road and Highway 27 on March 2 at 3:45 PM. Bring streamers 
and noisemakers. No catering has been ordered at this time.

we were out fishing. We think it was intentional and in retaliation for 
something we did.

Bubba (pronounced Booooba) has started associating with some deadbeat 
ospreys down here. They won’t work, want to stay in their parents’ nests, 
resist marrying and raising young ones to carry on the species, revolt 
against established norms. He even took a class on flying backward… he 
said he didn’t care where he was going… he just wanted to see where he 
had been. We told him not to turn up at our place in Sale Creek because that 
nest is only big enough for the two of us.

He also took a class on navigation after he ended up over in Benton, 
Tennessee, after we sent him to Soddy Daisy to get a couple of fish for supper 
that night. He said he had a memory lapse, took a wrong turn at Possum 
Creek, and headed east instead of south. It proves that you can’t fix stupid!

Our trip down here took 32 days. We could have made it in 30, but Morty 
took two days to fish at Lake Okeechobee. We missed any storms in the Gulf 
of Mexico. We caught some nice tailwinds across the Gulf and traveled at 
maximum altitudes for ospreys. We only had to use the oxygen masks twice.

Even though the scenery is pretty nice here, we long for the confines of our 
nesting box in Coulterville. I understand that the Electric Power Board was 
in the area today doing some work. If you go out walking tomorrow, check 
our nesting pole to ensure they have not disturbed the nest. We expect it to 
find it exactly as we left it, or we will be quite peeved and will be forced to 
file a complaint.

We will start packing our bags in about a month to begin our homeward 
jaunt. It is hard to believe that it has already been four months since we 
winged it out of Sale Creek. We hope to return around March 1. Season’s 
greetings to all and to all a good night.
Signed,
Morty and Gert…and, unfortunately Little Boooba, too.
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February 8, 2022 
The Pigeons and Crows Observe the Restraining Order

I had to go to the grocery store today, and this is what I saw at Morty and Gert’s 
place. Four pigeons appeared coy as they perched on the powerlines with their backs 
to the nest, acting innocent. They were sitting near the ospreys’ nest; however, they are 
observing the limitations specified in Morty’s writ of avian nesteous corpus restraining 
order filed back in November at the Hamilton County Courthouse by his lawyer Irving 
J. Hoodenpyle of the Marion County Hoodenpyles. Under the terms of that suit, (1) the 
pigeons must stay at least 50 feet from the nest, (2) there cannot be any high-altitude 
bombardments of the center of the nest with bird droppings, (3) no high-speed low-
level near-miss fly-bys, (4) no filching of silverware from Gert’s silverware drawer, 
and (5) no Bronx cheers, obscene gestures, or drive-by shoutings around the nesting 
pole after 5:00 PM. The group included Fred Pigeon, Rita Fay Pigeon, and Peter and 
Penelope Pigeon, frequent offenders around the nesting pole. Festus Crow was seen 
later at a distance of seventy-five feet.

Friday, February 25, 2022 
Looking for the Birds to Arrive

As of the date of this writing, the ospreys have not yet arrived in Sale Creek. Because 
the publishing deadline has been attained, all future news about the Coulterville ospreys 
will be broadcast on Facebook. With Morty and Gert airborne at the moment, they 
refuse to answer their phones to prevent mid-air collisions with geese, sandhill cranes, 
and drones.

Note: Lest it seem that the Power Board is a villain in the story, EPB of Chattanooga uses the galvanized 
nesting poles to relocate nests from power poles in order to protect the ospreys from electrocution and to 
prevent power outages in communities. Ospreys are classified as of least concern by wildlife groups and 
are no longer considered endangered because of an increasing population worldwide.

Wednesday, January 19, 2022 
Morty Files a Lawsuit

I was out walking today, and I happened to look up at the nesting pole that 
houses Morty and Gert’s Place, and there, on their nesting box just like they owned 
the place, sat Peter and Penelope Pigeon again! They were sitting there as if the place 
belonged to them. So, I contacted Morty on his cell phone and told him about the bold 
and naked intrusion of the two pigeons. See, this happened about two months ago, you 
will recall with the pigeons and many other birds. If you recall, Morty had to get a writ 
of aviary nesteous corpus (peace warrant or right to nest) to get them to cease and desist 
around their nest. 

Well, they’re back and only about six more weeks before the ospreys arrive back in 
their familiar confines from their Peruvian villa. Mort was not very happy, as you can 
imagine as he said, “WH-U-U-T!!) All he could get out of his beak was, “When I get 
back there…hoo, hoo, oh boy, are we going to have it out.” Gert was in the background 
squawking in Peruvian fowl language, something about checking the silverware drawer 
in the kitchen. She tends to obsess about their silverware! Both of the birds had some 
very unkind remarks about the familial lineage of Peter and Penelope and the character 
of their mothers. They also spoke derogatorily about how they were going to pour out 
a barrel full of some kind of whoopin’ mixture all over the pigeons from head to tail 
feathers…something like that. I didn’t get the whole conversation at that point.

Before any other actions could be taken, there were two drive-by shoutings involving 
pole neighbors of the osprey couple, but the pigeons turned a deaf ear and a blind eye 
to the cursings thrown their way, probably because they understand fowl language but 
not foul language!

It was finally decided to contact the Hamilton County Sheriff’s Office and request 
an avian eviction by their airmobile unit – a giant drone carrying a slingshot! Several 
hours later, the HCSO left word that the pigeons had left after a couple of passes with 
the rock-throwing drone, and order was restored. All silverware was accounted for. 
Morty suggested that we all form a neighborhood watch to combat pigeons.

Tuesday, February 1, 2022 
Morty Threatens the Pigeons

Morty and Gert lifted off their nest in Peru on this date, but before leaving on their 
way back to Sale Creek, Morty sent a wire to me saying, “You tell those pigeons I’m 
comin’, and I’m bringin’ hellfire with me! You tell ‘em! Tell ‘em I left Peru today, and 
I’m bringin’ a whole barrel full of whoop @!$ with me to pour out all over ‘em! You 
tell ‘em that for me!
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CHAPTER 2

The Complete Pitty Pat Hollo w Tales

Shipley Hollow has been synonymously known as Pitty Pat Hollow for almost one 
hundred fi fty-fi ve years. Many colorful stories have come out of that part of Sale Creek 
– some true and some probably not so true. Two truths exist: (1) many people believe 
that they had an experience with some type of mysterious creature there, and (2) people 
who lived in that area long ago were afraid to venture along the road after dark.

The Pitty Pat tales centered around Shipley Hollow; however, similar stories have 
come out of the Black Oak Ridge area, an abandoned road connecting Stormer Road 
and Dayton Pike, a stretch of Coulterville Road, a 500-acre tract of land adjacent to 
Coulterville’s lower railroad crossing, and from a fi eld adjacent to Leggett Road on 
Sale Creek Mountain. No rhyme or reason connects these areas’ stories, but the tales 
from all those locations have similarities, indicating that the creature has a vast territory.

Pitty Pat Hollow forks off Daugherty Ferry Road about one mile from Highway 27. 
From the fork at the hollow entrance to the upper end where Shipley Hollow Road joins 
Providence Road, that winding road covers a distance of about one and a half miles. 
The Pitty Pat Hollow stories begin about 200 yards from the Mill Dam Bridge and 
continue past the bridge, along Daugherty Ferry Road to the hollow entrance, and then 
through the hollow to its terminus at Providence Road. Some stories have been told of 
strange happenings on Daugherty Ferry Road past the fork, too.

The pitty pat is a shadowy creature that has inhabited that area since the late 1860s 
and has been the subject of ridicule, disbelief, fear, story-telling, entertainment, and 
many other descriptors; however, for many people who have encountered the pitty pat, 
there is a sense of total belief and fear in its existence. 

The fi rst known stories about the Pitty Pat came about shortly after the Civil War. 
Those accounts appear to have taken place just past the hairpin curve at the McDonald 
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Mill and Dam on Daugherty Ferry Road, also known as the Plank Road at that time. 
The original story involved a young woman with her baby in a horse-drawn carriage. 
Supposedly, one night shortly after making the sharp turn and approaching the split 
between Shipley Hollow and Daugherty Ferry Road, the creature made its move on the 
couple and the horse. The horse sensed danger and spooked, taking off and eventually 
causing the buggy to overturn, spilling the passengers onto the roadside. The creature 
then carried off the baby, which was never seen again. That was the beginning of the 
set of horror accounts that came about over the next 155 or so years.

In the late 1890s, steamboat captain Samuel P. Elsea was in the process of returning 
to his home in the hollow one night when some type of shadowy creature got after him 
in the same area where the young lady’s baby was carried off, just a couple of hundred 
yards past the Mill Dam. Samuel drove his poor nag like a Kentucky thoroughbred to 
the first house he passed, pulled up in the yard, and ran to the door. He is reported to 
have told the house owner that he was staying in his house that night because some 
kind of spook was close on his heels. After putting the horse in the barn, Sam told the 
resident to scoot over in the bed because “I’m staying with you tonight!”

Over the years, accounts of the original tragedy became the substance of many tales 
about the creature as yarn spinners entertained people with scary stories that became 
standard fare around candlelit parlors and living rooms. However, mixed in with all 
these tall tales, eventually, stories about real-life encounters with a shadowy figure 

began to filter into the conversations, stories about people seeing shadowy creatures 
and people being chased by them in the darkened area of Shipley Hollow.

The fact is that people enjoy having the living daylights scared out of them. Everyone 
is hungry for a good scary tale to come along, especially around Halloween, and the 
Pitty Pat provided just the medium to satisfy that hunger. I have seen older adults sitting 
around a dimly lit room telling all kinds of scary stories about the mysterious creature 
(many of them flat out lies) to a bunch of unsuspecting kids and scaring them so badly 
that they had to be led by the hand if they even wanted to go into the next room to the 
bathroom. But the kids ate it right up and wanted more.

During the late 1800s and early 1900s, many supposedly true stories began to 
circulate around Sale Creek that there was some funny business going on in the vicinity 
of the old mill and dam and extending through the hollow. People began encountering 
sights and sounds in the woods as they walked along the road there at night. Now, if you 
have never walked up through that area right when darkness falls, you cannot imagine 
how dark it can get with no outside lights visible and trees hanging over the road. I’m 
telling you, if someone’s eyes were blindfolded and then covered with a heavy dark 
hood, it wouldn’t be any darker than Pitty Pat Hollow after dark. It gets dark there, and 
I mean ferociously dark!

Unsuspecting people would be walking up that hollow, and they would hear pitty 
pat, pitty pat, pitty pat in the darkened woods. Now, just let me say right here and now 
that no one wanted to listen to the sound of something pitty pat pitty pattin’ through the 
woods at night because it was proof positive that the booger was coming to do someone 
much bodily harm. It sounded like a large creature running behind the person, barely 
audible except for the faint pitty pat sound. People would whirl around and look and…
nothing…then the pitty pat sound again, and brother, that was when the rubber met the 
road. That is when the shout was heard, “Run! Run for your life!” And run everyone 
did. They took off like a shot. I hate to tell the sports people this, but the three-minute 
mile record was shattered by a minute and a half by those sprinters in Pitty Pat Hollow 
over one hundred years ago because those sprinters were not running for medals or 
accolades. Those poor sufferers were running for their very lives. Some of the best 
runners in the country were the Shipleys, Elseas, and Iles families that lived in that 
hollow.

People driving teams of horses along the darkened roads at night often reported that 
things dropped out of trees onto the backs of their horses, causing them to stampede 
uncontrollably. Other team drivers reported plodding along slowly in the dark and 
becoming conscious in their peripheral vision of some type of apparition moving 
alongside them. When they turned their heads to observe, the thing was gone. Drivers 
often described the apparition as looking like a young woman in a white dress and veil. 

The old Mill Dam Bridge, site of many scary 
encounters with the Pitty Pat of Pitty Pat 
Hollow. (Photo courtesy of Kathy Shelley)
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could get a person killed as the surprised party would often lash out with a fist, forearm 
smash, knife, jump up in the air, yell, scream, curse, reach for a rock in their pocket, 
or even pull a revolver on the person surprising them. There are people right now that 
are laid out in Shipley Cemetery that pulled a foolish act like that on an unsuspecting 
hollow resident and got sent to their eternal reward by a person reacting to their foolish 
actions. The Pitty Pat didn’t have anything to do with their demise.

But the common denominator in most of the spooky encounters involved the pitty 
pat, pitty pat, pitty pat sound; hence, the hollow became known as Pitty Pat Hollow. 
Washington Irving and his Legend of Sleepy Hollow had nothing on the outright terrors 
encountered in the local spook house known as Pitty Pat Hollow, for not only did we 
have a local spook just as bad as the headless horseman, but we had one bonafide booger 
on our hands and even one that was certified headless as well. Stories did circulate 
about having some type of thing all of a sudden occupy the other half of a wagon seat, 
and in the driver’s side vision, he could tell that it had no head.

Now, after so many of these tales circulated, it was no longer a matter of whether 
or not the stories were true or not. There were enough of them around by then told for 
the truth that everyone accepted the actual existence of some kind of booger lurking 
around in those woods. The sheer volume of encounters and the convincing narratives 
outweighed the false tales spun in story-telling sessions in darkened rooms at night.

In my 1990 book, A Sentimental Journey Down Country Roads, I interviewed Mrs. 
Elsie Iles, who told me several Pitty Pat stories and emphasized several truths about 
the hollow. (1) People did feel uneasy walking the roads at night. There was most 
definitely a fear that something was lurking around out there. (2) People were mindful 
of the danger and completed their outside work before total darkness set in. (3) People 
avoided going through the hollow at night…period! If it meant following the Daugherty 
Ferry Road to Providence and then Black Oak Ridge, then that’s what they did. What 
are an extra two miles of travel compared to having an ugly encounter and risking your 
life facing the dreaded pitty pat apparition?

Anyone foolish enough to tempt fate by staying out after dusk was in danger of a 
frightful encounter, as illustrated by the following. A young woman who had driven 
her buggy out to Sale Creek to conduct business one day was tardy getting started 
back to her home in the hollow. By the time she got finished, it was already dusk. She 
got into her buggy, clucked to her horse, and started home. By the time she turned off 
Daugherty Ferry Road onto Shipley Hollow Road, it was getting along toward full-
blown dark. At that precise moment, she heard the telltale sound in the woods – pitty 
pat, pitty pat, pitty pat. All of the sensations mentioned above overcame the lady, and 
she started lashing the horse into a full gallop. Along the way, she started screaming at 
the top of her lungs as her home came into view.

Walkers, if not hearing the sound of pitty pat, pitty pat, pitty pat, often became aware 
of something walking along beside them – wearing that same white dress and veil. 
They saw it with their peripheral vision, but when they wheeled around to observe the 
apparition, it was gone!

Even two of the community doctors, Dr. C.E. Downey (1846-1906) and Dr. Vitruvius 
J. Kennedy (1841-1890), told stories about having something either chase them or, in 
the case of Dr. Downey, something jumped out of a tree onto the back of his horse while 
he made his way to visit a patient late one night. In Downey’s case, the horse went to 
bucking and thrashing around in the middle of the road, finally shook off whatever the 
devil was on its back, and took off up the hollow with the doctor hanging on for dear 
life. After he finally reached the safety of his patient’s homes and tended to their need, 
he told them that he would stay with them for the rest of the night because there was no 
way that he was going back through the hollow that night.

Stories of things getting on the backs of horses were numerous, but there were many 
other types of narratives as well. Travelers in the hollow would hear things up in the 
woods and freeze in their tracks, listening intently. They would take a couple of steps 
and then stop and listen again. By that time, their senses were heightened to a razor’s 
edge as they awaited the confirmation of evidence that they were facing a confrontation 
with the dreaded pitty pat. Rock throwing usually came into play about that time as 
the traveler attempted to test the waters, you might say, to determine if there was some 
mortal person up there fooling around with road travelers or if it was indeed the dreaded 
apparition of the hollow.

Funny thing about being scared senseless. It starts with the realization that danger 
is in the area. That is when the hair on the back of the neck stands up. Then a tingling 
vibration goes from the neck into the top of the head, messing with the person’s coiffure. 
A sensation comparable to ice water coursing through one’s veins becomes apparent 
about this time. The eyes bulge and dart from side to side. Other symptoms of debilitating 
fear include extreme shortness of breath, foot-tapping, tingling sensation around the ears, 
throat tightening up, a total stiffening or drawing up of body parts, and possible loss of 
control of the urinary tract and lower intestinal muscles. Then, logic kicks in, and the 
would-be victim decides to nonchalantly position their body for one of two actions – 
either flee as hard as they can or turn and fight and be torn to pieces by the apparition on 
the spot. Most people decided to run for it because their logic was that if I am going to be 
annihilated by something anyway, it will have to catch up with the fastest human alive!

Now here’s the thing about living in a constant state of stress, fear, and tension as 
the folks in Pitty Pat Hollow did. It makes a person extremely nervous…sometimes 
volatile, even dangerous. It was not wise to sneak up on a person unawares and good-
naturedly goose them in the side or tap them on the shoulder or innocently say boo. That 
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These boys let time get away from them as they lounged around the banks, threw 
rocks up in the woods, talked, and occasionally swam in the cold spring. Eventually, it 
dawned on them that dusk was rapidly approaching and darkness soon after that, which 
meant the witching hour of the dreaded Pitty Pat. Hurriedly, they gathered up their 
clothes and shoes and started back toward Daugherty Ferry Road. When they stepped 
into the road, they turned east in the direction of the hollow entrance. So far, so good, 
they thought.

They had not gone more than a couple of hundred yards when a faint sound was 
heard behind them in the gathering darkness. “What’s that?” one asked with a quivering 
voice.

Okay, as we discovered in a previous narrative, folks living in the hollow and who 
stayed in constant, mortal danger of encountering the Pitty Pat remained in a state of 
anxious readiness to flee at a moment’s notice. They stayed as jumpy as a cat in a room 
full of rocking chairs. These boys were like coiled springs by now.

One of them asked if someone else had heard the sound. No answer. Ears were 
straining. Hair was standing on end; throats were dry, eyes bugged out, ears straining to 
pick up the slightest sound. Then…there it was…pitty pat, pitty pat, pitty pat!

Every soul that inhabited that hollow was taught to say the following phrase as a 
dire warning for others to flee. “RUN, RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!!!” And that’s precisely 
what the listener yelled when he heard the pitty pat sound the second time. But before 
he could get “R” out of his mouth, the group was in full flight. Those boys were bookin’ 
up that road at incredible speed. 

Faster and faster they ran, harder and harder. Lungs were about to explode from 
exertion, and each boy was determined not to fall behind because the slowest runner 
was the one that was going to get eaten by the Pitty Pat. The only other sound heard as 
the group fled hysterically up the hollow was the chugging, oomphing, and ugging as 
they concentrated on running for their lives.

By the time they got about a quarter-mile into the hollow, they had come to the 
first boy’s home where they all leaped upon the porch, sprang inside the house, and 
collapsed on the floor. In all the annals of the Pitty Pat, there was never a recorded 
incident of it doing a home invasion and eating someone inside. Word has it that the 
boys were much more attuned to sun time after that bout with the Pitty Pat.

According to Elsie Iles, who recounted the following story, a different group of 
Shipley, Iles, and Elsea boys had another run-in with the Pitty Pat on the other end of 
the hollow. It is unknown if it occurred before or after the one described, but she told it 
for the unvarnished truth. This group of six strapping lads had walked over five miles 
starting from the hollow, then to Providence Road, followed it for a half-mile or so to 

Her father heard the screaming and surmised that something was chasing her, so he 
bolted for the barn and opened the door for her and the horse. By this time, she had turned 
sharply into the yard with the spinning buggy wheels throwing dirt and gravels sideways 
as she made the sharp turn. The horse was now churning across the yard, its hooves 
throwing dirt clods hither and yon, the family pack of hound dogs was running to get out 
of the way, the lady standing up in the buggy, lashing the horse and screaming at the top 
of her lungs as the horse raced across the yard. The horse knew danger was in the wind as 
it took in large air drafts and snorted fire out its nostrils. The nostrils were flared, its eyes 
were bulging, and they were focused dead set on the open door of the barn.

Informants say that the horse was going full speed when it entered the barn. Upon 
the skittering slam-bang halt of the horse and buggy, the young woman was thrown 
headfirst from the buggy seat and ended up in some hay when the horse ran out of barn. 
As soon as the horse and buggy were inside the barn, the lady’s father slammed the 
door quickly and looked out a peephole just in time to see a cat-like creature leap into 
the nearby woods, confirming the fact that this was a bonafide encounter with the pitty 
pat. The father then pulled his daughter out of the hay pile where she had been thrown. 
Her headfirst trip into the hay had shoved her natty hat down around her ears until they 
were sticking out, and it looked like she had giant wingnuts where her ears ought to be, 
but at least she had escaped the grasp of the pitty pat. She lived to face another day but 
never ventured out after dark. 

And it was not just a pitty pat sound encountered at times. Some boys living in the 
area were walking along Shipley Hollow Road one dusky evening when the sound 
of a large chain came flying over their heads and landed in a roadside ditch. No other 
details of the incident exist because the boys reached new speed records as they fled the 
encounter scene and never looked back for the chain.

Over the years of its haunting the area, Pitty Pat preyed mostly on travelers along 
the road, starting primarily along Shipley Hollow Road and the approaches to Shipley 
Hollow along Daugherty Ferry Road. One such encounter occurred about a quarter of 
a mile from the lower entrance to Pitty Pat Hollow.

A group of boys who lived in the hollow decided one day to go for a swim, so they 
walked out of the hollow and proceeded toward the lazy Sale Creek because it had the 
mid-summer doldrums. The old creek slows down during the dry months, and the only 
good swimming was around some of the springs that lined the limestone creek channel. 
This went way back many years before 1940 when TVA backed the water up from 
Chickamauga Dam. 

The boys got to the creek channel and turned downstream until they came to an area 
known as the Aunt Ann Spring. The water in those bubbling pools is almost ice cold to 
swim in because it surfaces from deep underground limestone reservoirs.
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the moral turpitude of the spook’s mother to calling the spook a worthless, no-good, 
illegitimate offspring of a wanton she-devil came into play. All the boys participated in 
the verbal barrage as the apparition again disappeared into the trees.

By now, the boys were not as tush-hoggy as they had been just a few moments 
before, but they plodded on into the darkness of the hollow. They had not gone another 
50 yards, and that thing was right back out there in front of them, gliding along through 
the darkness. Verbal threats and swearing commenced again, and this time those verbal 
barbs were accompanied by another type of barrage – the time-honored Sale Creek self-
defense method known as rock throwing. They lit the darkness up with large gravels 
and sand rocks, but it passed right through the little hellion whenever a rock found its 
mark. Now…NOW, the boys were getting just a little apprehensive, which is tongue in 
cheek, to say the least, but the spook finally disappeared again, and the boys proceeded 
down the road. By now, they were in no mood to see the thing again.

A few more yards and that thing was right back alongside the road perched on a tree 
stump. One of the boys had had enough of the foolishness, so he reached in his pocket 
and pulled out a little revolver and fired six shots right at the spook—still nothing. See, 
here is why running and forsaking after-dark activities are the best defense methods 
against this Pitty Pat thing. The shots had no effect, and the Pitty Pat glided off the road.

Head scratching time. The boys decided that the time had come to end this thing. 
They determined that the next time that thing appeared, they would all run after it and 
catch it. What could it do against six big boys? That was their plan.

Well, it did appear, and on the count of three, the six boys started yelling and ran 
after the apparition, which glided off the side of the road and went behind an oak tree. 
The six boys split up into two groups. One group went around one side of the tree, and 
one group went around the other, and when they got there - nothing. It had disappeared. 
The boys had shot their bolt! That was the last offensive weapon in their repertoire.

By this time, the group of boys had come to the first boy’s home, and the group 
began to disintegrate until only two boys from Elsea Hollow were left in the traveling 
group. They decided to spend the night at the home of the fourth boy because there was 
no way that they wanted to face the Pitty Pat again that night as a party of two.

All of the stories so far have contained nameless characters, which encourage doubts 
about the actual truth of the matter; however, both of the above stories have been 
corroborated, but the following story does have personal references. Elsie Iles told the 
next story with a laugh or two because it happened to her husband, Bill Iles. Now there 
were so many stories about the Pitty Pat flying around at one time that every mysterious 
occurrence in the area was laid to being its fault, but this proved not to be necessarily 
the case.

Poole Road, traveled it for a mile and a half, turned onto May Road, and then traveled it 
for three-quarters of a mile to an area of Sale Creek known as Oakdale or Possum Trot. 
On that particular night, there was some kind of shindig going on at the little one-room 
schoolhouse, a party or dance or some such activity, and the boys attended.

The proceedings broke up at about 10:30 or 11:00. At that time, the strapping lads 
began their homeward trek back to Shipley Hollow. They did very well until they turned 
down Shipley Hollow Road off Providence Road. They had not walked 300 yards when 
they saw it…an apparition off the side of the road. No pitty pat, pitty pat, pitty pat 
sound this time…just an eerie, transparent apparition gliding along the side of the road.

All right. Now here are six corn-fed farm boys that could wrestle bears and Sasquatch 
himself, and here’s this spooky looking thing hanging in mid-air not fifty feet away from 
them. The sight was an annoyance to them, and they used the most benign offensive 
language possible. They all started yelling, “Git, git from here! Git! Git out of here!” 
Well, it did git. So they walked on.

Another fifty or sixty yards of walking, and that thing was right back out there 
floating alongside the road. Now, it’s funny how people think that swearing added to 
threats makes the threats scarier, so now the curse words came out. “Git from here, d!@# 
you, you !#$%*!. Git, I said! Leave us the heck alone!!” Everything from belittling 

The entrance to Pitty Pat 
Hollow on the northern end 
where the Iles, Shipley, and 
Elsea boys had their midnight 
encounter with the Pitty Pat 
following the program at the 
Oakdale School.



33THIS IS THE WAY I HEARD IT... CURTIS N. COULTER32

Lest it appears that all the stories are at least one hundred years old, I can relate 
several more that are much more current than those from horse and buggy days.

John Iles related a bizarre story about an incident near the Mill Dam Bridge 
during the 1950s. One night while returning home from working a second-shift job 
in Chattanooga, his car approached the bridge on Daugherty Ferry Road and was 
only about three-quarters of a mile from the entrance to Pitty Pat Hollow. Suddenly, 
something darted off the bank on the right side of the road and struck the side of his car. 
John only caught a glimpse of whatever it was before it thudded against his car. He told 
me that it was a heavy object, at least as large as a good-sized dog and that the impact 
rattled him in his car. 

John stopped his vehicle and backed up to where he struck the object. Getting out of 
the car, he looked around the area. There were no marks in the weeds beside the road. 
There was no carcass of an animal if the car had hit one of those. John Iles said that the 
lick’s force would have killed any dog, fox, or raccoon that might have been the victim, 
but there was nothing. Next, he inspected the side of his car, expecting to find a dent in 
the door or fender. Again, his search turned up nothing. He did not find a mark on the 
car, no hair, and no blood.

John returned to the exact location the next day in broad daylight, but he could never 
turn up any evidence of anything from the incident the night before. He stated that he 
had remained puzzled by the experience for the rest of his life.

In 1953, Glenn (Tootie) Francisco (John Iles’ cousin) worked at a plant in Chattanooga. 
He, too, had a second shift job and returned home regularly after midnight. Glenn 
turned off Highway 27 and proceeded on Daugherty Ferry Road toward the bridge on 
that particular night. When he came to a spot about one-hundred-fifty yards from the 
Mill Dam Bridge, a shape like a man rose out of the bushes alongside the road and ran 
into the passenger side of Glenn’s car. The impact occurred at the exact location where 
John Iles had his experience. The hit from the individual jolted Glenn’s car and scared 
him so severely that he sped away. Glenn went about a mile to the Swallows residence, 
where he roused that family and asked someone to accompany him back to the scene of 
the impact because he feared that the collision with his car might have killed someone. 
Glenn also did not have a flashlight with him and needed someone to help him search 
for the victim.

When Glenn and the Swallows family members arrived at the spot that Glenn 
described, they found nothing. There was no blood, hair, clothes, or bent-over grass 
along the road. 

When Glenn told me the story in 1990, he said, “Now, I’m telling you, I was not 
drinking. I was as stone sober as you are. I hit something in the road hard enough to kill 

During the 1920s, while Bill was courting Elsie, he came to her house one night, and 
they visited for a while before starting his homeward journey from Pitty Pat Hollow 
back to his home on May Road. As he got within shouting distance of his house, he 
started hearing grunting and growling sounds in the woods beside him. He could 
understand hearing pitty pat, pitty pat, pitty pat, but the growling and grunting sounds 
were new phenomena. Then he heard a grating and stomping sound as well. Twigs and 
branches were cracking and crashing in the darkness. Some of the sounds were like 
nothing that Bill had ever heard in his life. It was time to check out!

Bill took off for home just as fast as his legs would carry him. His all-out run to 
the house left him completely winded as he collapsed on his front porch right outside 
the screen door. Bill’s father was sitting just inside the screen door and casually said, 
“Well, now, I thought for sure that I heard Bill come up outside.”

A wee, small weak voice from the porch barely enunciated, “You did.”

Bill was embarrassed later to learn that the hain’t that scared him so badly in the 
dark that night turned out to be one of the family’s cows that had a yoke around its 
neck to keep it from pushing through a fence. The cow had gotten loose that night and 
gotten into the brush beside the road where Bill was walking. It was this thrashing and 
stomping that Bill heard. The scraping sound was that of the yoke being shoved along 
the rough ground.

Bill Iles loved to tell the Pitty Pat tales to his children when they were little. He told 
them so many, and he told them so vividly for the truth that his son, Tommy, said he 
was afraid to go outside at night when he was little. “I was so full of those Pitty Pat tales 
when I was little that I was too scared to go out and stand in the road at night,” he said.

Elsie told another story about some of the Pitty Pat’s escapades. Around the turn of 
the twentieth century, Ovie Reynolds (Aunt Ov, 1881-1942) lived on Daugherty Ferry 
Road about one-fourth mile from Poole Road. One day she hitched her little mare 
to her buggy and rode to Sale Creek to catch the Accommodation to Dayton. After 
completing her business in Dayton, she boarded the train for its return trip south. The 
Accommodation ran late that day, so she arrived at Sale Creek later than she wanted. 
By the time she untied her little mare and started for home, dusk was gathering.

When Ovie reached Shipley Hollow Road and Daugherty Ferry Road’s fork, she 
took the latter and started up Shipley Hill. She clucked to the little mare so that it would 
get up speed for the approaching grade. The horse began pulling hard as if drawing a 
hefty load on the buggy. Ovie said something weighed down the buggy’s back end and 
caused a real strain for the mare to pull the hill. Then, when the buggy crested the top 
of Shipley Hill, the weight left the buggy.
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William told the story of being repeatedly awakened at the same time each night 
– 3:00 A.M. He said that it was just like being roused with a light touch. His wife 
observed the same thing. William said that the phenomenon went on for years.

One day, William ran into a granddaughter of John Shipley, and the conversation 
turned to their experiences while living on Shipley Hill. Eventually, the talk got around 
to William mentioning being awakened at 3:00 A.M. John’s granddaughter told him 
that John’s family had experienced the same thing when they lived in the old house. 
The time was always 3:00 A.M., not one minute before, and not one minute after.

In the late winter of 1967, as the high school basketball season neared its end, two 
senior girls, Dell Killough and Phyllis Howse had a frightening experience at the Mill 
Dam Bridge. The ball teams had arrived back in Sale Creek late that night and stopped 
at the Howard Lee Grocery Store to let everyone off the bus. Dell Killough took her 
friend, Phyllis Howse, to her home that night at about eleven o’clock. Phyllis lived 
on Poole Road, so the route went by Daugherty Ferry Road and across the Mill Dam 
Bridge. As Dell’s 1953 Chevrolet neared the bridge, she stopped on the bridge, and the 
two girls talked about some of the tales that came out of that area. Dell looked into the 
water of the Sale Creek and saw something that she later described as looking like two 
big green eyes looking up out of the water. Dell threw the car into gear and hurriedly 
escaped. She did not recall how she got home that night, but she did not return across 
the Mill Dam Bridge. 

The following day when Dell and Phyllis came into their homeroom class in Ervin 
McEwen’s classroom, both girls still talked excitedly about their experience the night 
before. Twenty-three years later, when they related their stories in 1990, they affirmed 
that the spooky episode happened.

As mentioned earlier, all of the bizarre, creepy, and paranormal occurrences in the 
Sale Creek area did not take place in Shipley Hollow. It appeared that some of it bled 
out into the Black Oak Ridge area that adjoins Shipley Hollow on the north end, further 
proof that the phantom was a mobile spook. Most of those occurrences took place 
around an old house known as the Oliver Shipley House. Oliver and his friend Andy 
(Foy) Thomas were veterans of Shipley Hollow and had Pitty Pat experiences in their 
own rite.

After Oliver moved out of the old house, it was left vacant for several years until 
Ruby Ducker bought it and used it as a rental property. In 1964, Carlos and Judy Cordell 
rented the house shortly after they married.

Strange things had happened around the house anyway, and Carlos and Judy were 
aware of that when they moved in. Years ago, homes did not have basements or a lot 

anything, and there was not even a dent in my passenger door. I hit a deer one time in the 
same area, and it tore my car up, but this thing didn’t even dent the sheet metal. We talked 
about this a long time over at the Swallows’ home, and we never could figure it out.”

He reiterated that this was no tall tale and that he had not made it up. When he told 
the story thirty-seven years after the occurrence, he said he still did not know what  
it was.

Those were the types of stories that started the Pitty Pat Hollow tales and kept them 
alive for many years. People told many of the stories as the truth, and the fear that some 
of those stories generated tended to confirm their authenticity. Some of the strange 
occurrences that have taken place in the area in the last seventy-five years are even 
more inexplicable.

Virgil A. Blake told a story about a personal experience near the hollow. Virgil and 
his wife, Mary, lived in a large, two-story house at the top of Shipley Hill. That hill 
forms the upward slope of Shipley Hollow, so stories about the Pitty Pat often spill over 
to that hill and Daugherty Ferry Road as well, as in the case of Ovie Reynolds.

At the time of this occurrence, Virgil and Mary had just married and lived with 
Virgil’s mother while searching for a house of their own. During the summer, they 
opened all the house windows to allow the cool night air to blow through the house. 
Virgil said that there were not even screens on the windows.

That hillside was very rocky, and the house’s yard had a lot of gravels outside the 
window of the room where Virgil and Mary slept. As he lay in the bed that night, 
something abruptly awakened him. It was the sound of something hitting the ground 
and then sliding in the gravels, making a skidding, sliding sound as if someone had 
jumped from the open window. Mary and Virgil both scrambled from the bed and made 
their way through the darkened house to the bedroom of Virgil’s mother, where they 
spent the rest of the night.

The following day, Virgil investigated the area under his bedroom window. He said 
that there were no tracks under the window, no marks in the gravels, and no skid marks 
if someone had slid. He stated that night’s occurrence had remained a mystery until 
that day.

An even more bizarre story comes from that house and the house that later took its 
place. The two-story house eventually was bought by John Shipley, the former Ell-
Dee foreman. John lived in it for many years until his death. Roy Shipley, Jr. finally 
purchased the house and acreage from John and farmed it for several years until his 
death on May 7, 1979. The property then passed into the possession of his son, William, 
who tore the house down and built a new home on the same spot.
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Along about 11:30 or 12:00, she heard footsteps on the stairs coming up from the 
basement. Then she listened to the sound of the door opening and closing. She was less 
than three feet from the door when she heard this sound. The door never moved an inch, 
not one time. Then the footstep sound went down the hall toward Judy’s bedroom and 
got fainter as it entered the carpeted room. Shortly after that, the footsteps came back 
out of her room and went down the tile-floored hallway.

Judy thought to herself, “Well, I’ll just put my hand on the door to make sure that 
it’s not moving in any way. As the footsteps came by me, I heard the sound of the door 
opening and closing again with my hand still on the door. I also smelled the aroma of 
a strange aftershave and the fragrance of pipe or cigar tobacco. That door did not ever 
move, but it sounded like it did.”

Over the years, the sounds have diminished inside her house. Now there is only 
the occasional sound of breaking glass or a footstep or a picture falling off the wall. 
However, upon investigation, Judy never found any broken glass or picture.

Because of chapters in two of my books concerning some of the funny business going 
on around Sale Creek, I have been privy to people informing me of many more scary 
tales – some real and some…well, probably bald-faced lies…but I have heard a little bit 
of everything in the world not just about Pitty Pat Hollow but about spooky foolishness 
all over town. Some of the most believable tales have come out of Coulterville. So, for 
your Halloween reading pleasure, I submit the following.

Many of those occurrences have occurred in the last 30-40 years, some within the 
previous fifteen years. Unlike the Pitty Pat Hollow episodes, the nemesis in these stories 
always seemed to remain silent, visible but silent. Usually, the experiences involved 
a wispy, transparent apparition lurking near the intended victim like the spook that 
bedeviled the Shipley, Elsea, and Iles boys on the upper end of Shipley Hollow Road. 
In the case of the Coulterville episodes, some have actual dates and times assigned to 
them. Also, in Coulterville, the manifestations occurred on the road, along the railroad, 
at the crossings, up in wooded areas, and along timber roads.

Coulterville Road runs parallel to Highway 27 on the north end of Sale Creek. As the 
crow flies, it is about a mile and a half from Pitty Pat Hollow, so a mobile spook would 
have no trouble covering that distance or even taking up new residence there. If it is not 
the same apparition as the Pitty Pat, then it could very well be a scheming look-alike 
or a close relative.

Several stories involve a young woman who lived there in the 1970s and 1980s. The 
first one took place between the hills on the upper part of Coulterville Road near the 
railroad crossing. Two girls were walking along that section near dusk one evening, 
returning to the home of the first girl. As they walked along talking, they became aware 

of closets, mainly because people were too poor to buy junk with which to fill them. 
People hung clothes on hooks and nails on the walls or behind the doors. Therefore, it 
is not surprising that the Oliver Shipley house had only one at the time. 

The closet in the bedroom just happened to be where Oliver Shipley had kept his hat 
and coat. Carlos and Judy noticed that the door was prone to come open. They could 
close it and walk into the next room, and when they returned, the thing was standing 
wide open again. At first, they thought it was just the settling of the old house. Judy 
said that she had been in the bedroom several times, and the door just opened for no 
apparent reason.

Finally, Carlos got a tiny latch and placed it on the door to keep it shut. He figured 
that it would stay that way when he closed the door. Not so. In a little while, he and 
Judy heard the closet door creak open while they were in the next room. Going back 
into the bedroom, there it was, gaping wide open again.

For another couple of weeks, everything went smoothly. Then one day, she came 
home late one evening. In her own words, she said, “The doors were still locked, the 
windows were still locked, and every pair of my shoes were sitting on the front porch 
in a half-circle, perfectly lined up. That has never been explained.

Judy’s brother said that he was in the house one day taking a shower after practicing 
basketball. He told her that someone had been in their home because he had heard them 
on the top floor walking down a hallway and then entering their bedroom and closing 
the door; however, no one was there when he investigated.

Over the next few weeks, there were other sounds of someone walking down a hall, 
opening and closing doors. Judy heard the footsteps come down the hallway and enter 
the room where she was. It never bothered anything or Judy or Carlos either. It only 
walked down the halls, opening and closing doors and going up and down steps.

Judy’s grandmother lived in the house previously and told her that she heard the 
same things when she lived there. “Now, I’m not kidding you, Judy, the whole time 
that I lived in it, you could hear someone walking on the stairs and opening and closing 
doors. We’ve stayed up and listened, trying to figure out what it was. We never saw 
anything at all.”

The following night, she determined to stay up and catch whatever was making the 
noise. She got her chair and sat at the end of the hall right beside the door that came 
up from the basement because she remembered that her grandmother had said that 
the spook loved stairs. She put a lamp there for light and got a book to read while she 
waited for the spook to appear.
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Around noon on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, a truck pulled up to my 
driveway, and the driver came to my door. When I answered my doorbell, he asked my 
name and if I had written a book called A Sentimental Journey Down Country Roads. 
I replied yes, that I did. He said that he and his partner had been hunting the 500-acre 
tract near me and had had a very troubling experience just that morning, and he wished 
to tell me about it to get my take on it. 

On Wednesday, November 24, 2004, they left their truck around 5:30 AM and 
ascended the first tall hill where the first tree stand stood. One hunter climbed that stand 
while his partner went over the ridge to assume his position in a tree in the next hollow. 
After that, the two men communicated using walkie-talkies.

According to the first hunter, they got into their tree stands, settled in, and waited 
for daylight. They frequently conversed over their radios while they remained in their 
tree stands. He said that his radio began to crackle with static at one point, and then 
he could no longer make out anything that his partner said. At that point, he lost all 
communication with his partner. Then, something very frightening happened on his 
side of the hill.

He stated, “I was sitting there in my tree stand, when all of a sudden, I became 
aware of something coming over the side of the hill. It was still dark in the woods, and 
the only way that I can describe this thing is that it was blacker than black. It moved 
silently and diagonally down the hillside until it appeared to be directly under my stand, 
and then it was just like it came up over me. I’ll tell you right now. I was so scared that 
I could not move. I have never been so scared in my life. My hair was standing on end, 
and it just paralyzed me. I could not even breathe or move; I was so scared.”

He continued, “In just a minute or so, it was gone. When I was finally able to move, 
and the fright had left me, I got down out of my tree stand. Very shortly after that, I 
heard my partner coming across the hill. When he walked up, he had an odd look on 
his face. I said, ‘Did something…odd….’ Before I could finish the sentence, he finished 
it for me. ‘Did something odd happen, oh, yeah!’” In the other hollow, his partner had 
experienced the very same frightening specter coming up his tree and enveloping him.

After good daylight, the two hunters retraced the path that the thing had taken from 
the top of the hill to the first hunter. “It was like someone walking in a bunch of newly 
fallen leaves when they get disturbed and turned over, you know. That’s the way it 
looked. It was just like a man had walked along there and disturbed those leaves on the 
ground,” he said.

They were so intrigued by what had just happened to them that they left the woods 
late in the morning and drove to the Dayton Library to see if they could find any kind of 
material about strange occurrences in the area. That is when they found my book with 

of a pale phantom in the road ahead. When retelling the story, she said that this same 
thing appeared to them on more than one occasion. 

“Several times when my brother, a couple of friends, and I were walking up towards 
McDonald Farm, we saw an eerie figure of a woman in a wedding gown standing in the 
dip between the two hills just south of the upper railroad crossing. At times we got our 
nerve up to keep walking towards it, and it disappeared, but there was always a puddle 
that looked like blood where it had been.”

“The other thing that happened to just me was that I was home and my son had gone 
somewhere with my mother and father. I was sitting in their living room. It was dark 
outside, and I was watching the Cosby show on television. Behind me, I could sense 
that something had started walking down the hallway behind me, going back and forth, 
not necessarily making sound but like a presence of something or like the floor moving. 
When I finally got up enough courage to run, I took off and ran out of the house to my 
grandparents’ house and beat on the door. When Grandpa opened it, I jumped in his 
arms. All the dogs were going crazy. He went outside with a gun, but he didn’t see 
anything. Later, when I was talking about it, our next-door neighbor said that the dogs 
woke her and her husband up, and they looked out the window just in time to see a 
big, black shadow almost ten feet tall going up the side of the hill towards the Martin 
Cemetery from Swafford Road. As a result, I still do not go to my parents’ house after 
dark if nobody is there!”

In addition to these encounters, she also spoke of sitting in her grandparents’ yard in 
the summertime, talking until after dark, and occasionally seeing lights moving up or 
down the railroad tracks…no sound…no figures…just lights. That two-mile stretch of 
railroad has recorded over sixteen fatalities since 1901, including several murders of 
hoboes who were either killed and thrown off trains or else thrown off while alive and 
died on impact. There was also one shotgun slaying in that area as well.

She continued, “We heard things at the lower railroad crossing when we lived down 
there in one of Roy McDonald’s houses that sat behind the long brick chicken house 
near the railroad crossing. My brothers always said that there were claw marks all over 
the trees back behind where that old house stood beside a large sweet gum tree that still 
stands down there along a ditch.

Two of the most detailed accounts of abnormal behavior took place in 2004 and 2009. 
Both stories involved a deputy fire chief from the Dunedin, Florida Fire Department. 
A 500-acre tract of land beginning at the lower railroad crossing in Coulterville and 
extending to Sale Creek Mountain offers some excellent deer hunting. Two men from 
Dunedin, Florida, leased that tract of land for deer hunting. They arrived on the weekend 
before Thanksgiving that year. Early each morning, their truck headlights could be seen 
moving across the field as they drove to a location near their tree stands.
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and struck trees, causing damage to them. Right now, some of the guys that came with 
me have said they are never coming back.”

A man walking his dogs along an old timber road on that tract in 2020 described 
another recent encounter. As the man walked along the rutted path, he came to a section 
of the road where overgrown bushes and fallen trees had almost completely blocked the 
way. As the dogs nosed around that clump, they began acting strangely. They suddenly 
stiffened up and started growling as they walked. Their tails were between their legs 
instead of wagging straight up, and their hackles were up from their necks to their tails. 
They began walking almost stiff-legged as they returned toward their human master. At 
the same time, the man said that he felt as though something was watching him from 
very near, and the hair on his neck and head seemed to stand on end. His spine tingled as 
well. He said that the feeling was one of a visible presence in the nearby thicket. Even 
though he was carrying a .30-30 rifle, he recalled breaking into a spirited run (actually, 
an all-out run for life) and getting out of the area very quickly with his two dogs in hot 
pursuit. After a couple of hundred yards, the dogs calmed down, and he no longer felt 
the imminent presence. He returned home by another route along the railroad tracks.

That same man recently told the author of this book that one of his dogs will not go 
back into that area; he refuses to go into the 500 acres, especially around the two-acre 
lake location. He said that they had walked that area numerous times with no problem, 
but in the last week or so before telling this, the dog exhibited strange behavior as if 
he senses danger of some sort. The dog remains at the entrance to the field and acts as 
though it senses something sinister. It appears scared even though its master always 
carries a high-powered rifle and has never encountered any wild animal threat.

In addition to all of these experiences mentioned above, people in that part of 
Coulterville Road have often heard strange noises at night about dusk. A recording was 
even made of the sound and played to a biologist who said that he had never listened to 
an animal (at least a known animal) make that kind of sound.

It is no wonder that several people will not wait for a train to pass while sitting in 
their vehicles at the crossings but instead will turn around and drive back up or down 
Coulterville Road or back to Highway 27, where they drive around for a few minutes 
until the train passes. People who have not done so have reported feeling the presence 
of something almost like it was in the vehicle with them while they sat in their cars or 
trucks. Hair began to stand up, and legs and arms started to tingle. That is fact and not 
fiction. Just as the fear instilled by the creature in Pitty Pat Hollow, the apprehension 
experienced by people along Coulterville Road has almost become legendary as well.

Sale Creek Mountain has not been spared spooky episodes, either. One case involved 
a man baling hay there in the late summer of 2020. The field was about half a mile from 
Clifton Bend Road on the left side of Leggett Road. Michael Santola clarified before 

a chapter called Tales of Pitty Pat Holler. At that time, they returned to Sale Creek and 
asked someone at the post office how to find me.

The first hunter defended himself by saying, “I’m not crazy. I am an educated person 
and deputy fire chief from Dunedin, Florida, so I am not a looney. What I am telling 
you is true. It happened to my friend and me. I’m not lying!” He further went on to ask, 
“What do you think this could have been?”

I replied, “Well, this is a long way from its regular haunting ground, but I would say 
that you have had a visit from the Pitty Pat of Pitty Pat Hollow.” At that point, I told 
him that I had no idea what he might have encountered, but the nature of the tale was 
very similar to the Pitty Pat Hollow tales.

Five years later, the same two men came back with three or four more hunters. They 
pitched several tents alongside the railroad right of way and about three hundred yards 
south of Coulterville’s lower crossing. The camp remained in that location for about 
a week as the men hunted the 500 acres of land. The same man came to my home on 
November 28, 2009, around 1:30 PM, and related the following story.

“Every time that we hunt this piece of property, something strange happens. We 
were camping down at the lower end of that field yonder, and one night two of us got 
up to go to the toilet before we turned in for the night. When my friend and I got up to 
go to the latrine, both of us saw something, and I’ll tell you what it looked like and how 
it appeared. It looked like a man wearing old-timey clothing and a plumed, feathered 
hat. He was standing along the overgrown wire fence there along the railroad. What do 
you think that could be? He was wearing a feathered hat. We both saw him at the same 
time wearing that hat. My friend is a pretty good sketch artist, and he drew a picture of 
what he saw that night. Now, why would anyone wearing that kind of garb be walking 
around an area like that at eleven o’clock at night?”

I told him that the only activity that I could recall in that particular area was some 
Union troops patrolling there and rifle pits placed along the road in the fall of 1863. 
Still, I was not aware of any stories particularly involving someone wearing a plumed 
hat, nor had I ever heard of someone being killed in that vicinity.

“And that’s not all,” he continued. “We have seen funny stuff up there in the woods 
all the time, too. I have been sitting up there on the hillside, and a cloudy vapor would 
just float by, just like a little wispy cloud all by itself going between the trees. Other 
people with me have seen, heard, and felt terrifying things. We, ourselves, have heard 
strange noises and felt presences of someone but have never seen anyone at the time.”

“There was a man with a lot of logging equipment up there. He told me one day that 
he had never had so much equipment torn up in his entire life. He said that he had more 
than one piece of equipment that seemingly jumped out of gear, rolled down a hillside, 
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telling the story by saying that he does not believe in ghosts and things like that. Still, 
the episode he described was bizarre at best and scared him very severely because of 
the time of day in which it occurred and the setting where it happened.

On that summer evening, he had baled a field of hay and was in the process of using 
his tractor to load the bales onto his goose-neck trailer. It was starting to get dusky dark 
when he noticed that he had missed a bale along the wood line. As he drove toward 
the bale, he saw a man standing in a bare spot between two trees in the tree line. He 
was wearing worn-out work clothes and had a tall, brimmed hat on his head. His attire 
was more or less a dirty navy color. Michael said that he could not make out any facial 
features in the gathering darkness other than that the man was white. At the time, the 
man was about 50 yards away.

Michael said that it was so unusual for someone to be staring at him in the edge of 
that wooded area at that time of evening that he reached down in the floorboard of the 
tractor to pick up his firearm that he always carried in remote areas. He said that his 
focus on the man was only interrupted for a couple of seconds, but when he looked 
back, the man was gone. He said that the episode scared him so badly that his hair stood 
up so briskly that it made his skin hurt and itch. He raced the tractor back to the trailer 
and hurriedly placed the bale on the trailer, got in his truck, and drove off, not bothering 
to tie the load down until he turned out on Leggett Road, where he added only two 
straps to secure the load of hay.

Many years before this occurrence and in the same field, his wife had a similar 
experience while helping her father, Keith Daniel, gather hay. It had already gotten 
dark on this particular day, and Brooke was driving the truck while Keith drove the 
tractor and picked up the bales. They were working in the same field and only about 
forty to fifty yards from the location where Michael reported his episode.

Brooke had stopped the truck and was shining a flashlight around the field looking 
for bales that might have been missed when suddenly, she saw a man walking out of 
the tree line toward the truck. She dropped the beam of the light down so that it did not 
shine right in the man’s eyes because she thought he was coming over to talk to her 
and Keith. When she shined the light in his direction again, he was gone. They were 
in an open field, and there was no way that the stranger could have gotten out of the 
hayfield in two seconds without the light finding him. Brooke described him the same 
as Michael. He was a white man wearing jean material pants and a white T-shirt.

 The eeriness of the whole episode was that there were no houses within a half a 
mile of the field, and the time of day was gathering dusk. There would have been no 
reason for anyone to have been in that area at that late hour, and by the description of 
the person, they were wispy in appearance and not wearing modern-day clothes. 

Added to the rest of the bizarre occurrences of Pitty Pat Hollow, Black Oak Ridge, 
and Coulterville Road, it makes it incumbent upon every person in all of those areas to 
be very careful.

Now, if on this coming Halloween night or any night some of you non-believing 
tush hogs decide to test this thing out, and you venture to Black Oak Ridge, Pitty Pat 
Hollow, Coulterville Road, or Sale Creek Mountain, and an apparition starts chasing 
you, here’s a quarter. Call someone who cares because nobody is a’comin’ out to save 
your hiney! Not your friends, not your dogs, not your family, or anyone else in their 
right mind will come to your rescue. You’re on your own, Howie! So, if that thing gets 
after you, run…run for your life…and keep on truckin’ as fast as you can!
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CHAPTER 3

The Revival

As bizarre as this story may seem, this happened at a Sale Creek, Tennessee church 
revival in the mid-twentieth century. At that time, churches held revival services 
regularly during the warm months. The practice stayed in vogue for many years after 
the great revival of 1883 that saw a great spiritual transformation in the little town.

The story has it that two men I will only refer to as Jack and John (no last names to 
prevent any embarrassment to descendants) came to a revival service one night. Jack 
was known to be a heavy drinker and struggled with being one of the town’s Otis the 
Drunks. Jack had a habit of attending all of the church revivals in town, and when 
an altar call was made, Jack invariably got up from his pew and walked to the front 
of the church, where he threw himself upon the altar and begged forgiveness for his 
sins (which were many). He confessed that he had not been living right and wanted to 
rededicate his life and rid himself of the demon of alcohol.

On this particular night when the altar call was given, one of the old ladies of the 
church, known affectionately as Aunt Addie, who had had enough of his feigned 
spiritual transformations, stepped out of her pew and followed Jack down to the front of 
the church where other people were gathering to pray for the repenting sinners. When 
Jack th’owed himself on the altar at the front of the church, Aunt Addie walked up 
behind him, thrummed him on the head with her thimble fi nger, and said loud enough 
for all to hear, “When you get right with God this time, Jack, we ought to just kill you 
right here on the altar so that you stay that way!”

John was another case. He had never been to the altar the fi rst time. Many people 
in town had prayed diligently for his salvation for years, hoping to get John’s spiritual 
life straightened out. On this night, John fi nally went forward to the altar. What joy was 
present as John fi nally asked forgiveness for his sins! People’s prayers had fi nally been 
answered.
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Two or three days after the revival ended, one of the elderly ladies of the community 
met John on the road and asked him, “John, are you still living close to the Lord?”

Not knowing exactly what she meant, John answered, “No, Mith Fannie, I’m thtill 
living down along the highway closth to Ab Morgan.”

I don’t think John had been thoroughly inculcated in all of the terminologies and 
nuances of the revival message.

A couple of weeks later, the church held a baptismal service along the Sale Creek 
at the mill dam to baptize all the new converts. John was one of the candidates for 
baptism. As the minister baptized the person in front of John and returned to the bank 
of the millpond where the baptism was held and where all the church congregation was 
assembled to watch John’s baptism, he took John’s hand. Then he led him out into the 
tiny backwater of the Sale Creek where bushes, bullrushes, and other aquatic weeds 
lined the banks of the little encirclement.

Just as the preacher placed a handkerchief over John’s nose to put him under the 
water, a giant three-foot water snake swam out of a nearby bush and came within six 
feet of John’s head and the preacher.

FYI – I forgot to mention that John had been saved out of a life of profanity, swearing, 
and foul language! Among other things!

At the sight of the snake swimming past him, John’s feet found firm ground on the 
bottom of the millpond. He shed the handkerchief from his nose, stood bolt upright, 
pointed at the snake with his finger, and bellowed at the top of his lungs, “HA-YELL 
FAR, Preather! What a thnake!!!”

I think that the process had to start all over again for John.
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CHAPTER 4

It Happened at  Baptis m

When the churches in Sale Creek used to baptize people in the early 20th century, 
most of them went to the mill dam and used the millpond or the mainstream of the 
creek for immersing converts. The following story took place before 1950 when that 
custom was still in vogue. This is a true story; the only thing is that I’m not sure which 
part of it or how much of it is accurate or bogus, but this is the way I heard it.

One Sunday evening, the parishioners of a church assembled along the Sale Creek to 
baptize some of the recent converts, one of which was a modest lady in her sunset years. 
The church pastor waded out into the water to start his service, and eventually, he got 
around to the lady convert. Parishioners got wind that there just might be approaching 
doom when Sister Fanny sashayed down the path to the creek bank. Everyone heard 
a swishing sound emanating from the lady’s apparel. A muffl ed “What is that?” was 
audible enough for everyone to hear.

This lady was buttoned up like a submarine going out on wartime patrol. She was 
locked down as tight as a corked jug from head to toe, plus, she was wearing a long 
dress that extended to the tops of her shoes, and she was clad in multiple layers of 
petticoats underneath for modesty’s sake.

The pastor extended his hand to take Sister Fannie Goforth (not her real name), and 
she stepped into the water. Trouble presented itself immediately when her dress started 
ballooning with trapped air! The farther they progressed into the water, the more the 
dress ballooned on top of the water. By the time they got to their destination midstream, 
the infl ated dress had the appearance of an inner tube from a Caterpillar front-end 
loader. When the preacher turned to view the assembled church members, he knew he 
was in deep trouble. The sister had disappeared in the ballooning dress and had bobbed 
to the surface of the creek like a cork. She was utterly levitated horizontally in the water 
in the balloon dress. He thought, “Oh, my stars and garters, what am I going to do?”
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covering their faces because they were suffering just like the men and wanted to burst.

Back to the water. The pastor decided to go for a head and torso attempt at baptism 
(forget about legs and feet, too much liability there). He decided to draw out the word 
baptize and then push individual body parts underwater as he said it, so he said, “I 
bapti-i-i-i-i-i-i-i-i-ze you,” and he pushed arms under, then the torso followed by her 
head, and then baloopa baloopa, more air came up! 

That did it! The bubbling sound of the surfacing air bubbles was more than anyone 
on the bank could stand, and they went to bawling and howling to cover up their 
uncontrollable mirth!

Eventually, enough of the lady was baptized to meet requirements, so she and the 
pastor proceeded back to the stream bank to rejoin the crying congregation.

Nothing like this baptism was ever seen or heard again in the annals of town history. 
The baptismal record stated, “On this date, Mrs. Fanny Goforth was duly baptized in 
parts and parcels at the mill dam of the Sale Creek.”

And that’s the way I heard it!

Many parishioners immediately noticed the pained look on the pastor’s face. They 
reported that his face looked like he had either drunk pickle juice or else a horse had 
stepped on his foot. He was in the throes of despair with the situation. One of the 
observing ladies whispered, “Why did she wear that thing to a baptizing! She needs a 
vent!” The men were nudging each other and rolling their eyes by now, and everyone 
was trying to suppress outright unholy mirth at a sacred rite.

Back to the water. The pastor had decided that he had to get her under the water and 
out of the creek ASAP! He took one more exasperated look around the assemblage, and 
as he did so, the current of the stream caught hold of the buttoned-up lady and started 
to float her off. The pastor quickly turned and saw the impending disaster and grabbed 
at her. Luckily, he didn’t grab anything of a personal nature.

Now he got back to the task at hand. In the tumult of her starting to float off, he did 
not know if she had been turned around midstream or even how many times and if the 
end of her next to him was bow or stern, foremost or hindermost. Her dress had puffed 
up to the point that arms, legs, and head were obscured in the ballooning dress, so he 
gently took his fingers and started prying the folds of the dress apart, trying to find her 
face.

Eureka! He struck gold. He had the right end in the right place! In his attempt to 
proceed with the baptizing, he placed his hand under her body to support her back. 
Stroke city! He couldn’t find it! There was a bulge of air under there, and he could not 
locate the rigidity of her backbone for supporting her during the baptism. He could not 
very well go coochy-coochy cooing around her backside trying to find her spine, or else 
he could be run out of town if he touched the wrong thing. 

When he got her to lay back against his hand, the trapped air under the folds of her 
dress and petticoats finally broached the surface like a submarine blowing ballast…
balooba-loooba-baloonka…baloop! The escaping air sounded like cow flatulence 
erupting to the assembled parishioners and only added to the pained expressions on 
everyone’s face. Tears were rolling down people’s faces, and they were not tears of joy 
over the baptism of the lady out in the water. They were tears of suppression of outright 
hilarity at the whole situation. Men were crying, and their lips were quivering. Most of 
them had pursed their lips so tightly to suppress unholy mirth that you could not have 
driven a green pea through that tiny oval in their lips with a ten-pound sledgehammer. 
Their countenances were drawn as if a powerful vacuum had sucked everything out of 
their faces, eyes bulging. 

The skin on their faces was so tight that you could have struck a match against 
them if not for the rivulets of tears and sweat running down from above. The wrinkles 
from their noses to the tops of their lips looked like longitudinal lines on a world atlas. 
Sweating was profuse, and tears ran unabated. The ladies all had their handkerchiefs 
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CHAPTER 5

The Homecoming That 
Sent Everyone Home

In the early to mid-20th-century, many churches’ homecomings were elaborate and 
anticipated affairs. Often there were guest evangelists, special singing, returns of long-
departed members, and former pastors. Church services always ended with a call for 
everyone to assemble on the lawn for the homecoming dinner. Tables were set with the 
best food that all the cooks in the church could prepare. Fried chicken, baked beans, 
boiled corn, deviled eggs, and potato salad could always be found at these feasts. 
Usually, some of the young children were stationed along the sides of the tables with 
some type of fan to ward off the fl ies and yellow jackets. 

The story is told about a situation that developed at a local homecoming involving a 
male parishioner and a rather hefty female sister. Many may doubt the authenticity of the 
narrative, but as I have said before, this is the way I heard it, so I stand on my sources.

After the morning service, as the church ladies were preparing the food tables, one 
of the local brothers visited the nearby Johnny house. With his pants down around 
his ankles and in his embarrassingly vulnerable position inside the little building, 
he happened to espy an approaching imminent threat to his domicile. Sister Bertha 
Heavier-than-you was approaching the Johnny in a lurching clumping walk as she was 
perched upon a pair of heavy heeled shoes that could not be classifi ed as high heels, 
only higher heeled than fl ats, and those heels were suffering torture and crying out in 
anguish from the load imposed upon them from above.

In his vulnerable position inside the little outhouse, the good brother quickly 
grabbed frantically for the edge of the door because the inside knob was missing. Only 
one spindly little arm attached to a body on a precarious perch separated him from 
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quickly dissipated. The dogs left the church and went to the porch! Parishioners fled 
the scene like rats on a sinking ship! That homecoming was forever remembered as the 
Day of the Full Moon Noon.

This story has long been told for the truth. The church’s name and the names of the 
brothers and sisters have been changed to protect the innocent. The dogs’ names were 
Spot, Lady, Delbert, and Goforth.

horrifying embarrassment and exposure to the assembled parishioners in the yard. His 
arm quickly tensed up like steel cables holding up a suspension bridge.

Sister Bertha had reached the privy by this time and extended a well-nourished arm 
that resembled a sow’s leg. When she wrenched at the door of the little building, she 
felt a very stiff resistance to her more-than-gentle tug on the door, so she pulled again. 
Once again, she felt a tug resisting her.

The brother of the faith inside the building was hanging on for dear life. The whole 
affair had come upon him so quickly that he had not been able to pull up the necessary 
clothing items, and he was hanging onto his pants with one hand and the door with 
the other. By this time, his neck muscles had jumped out on his body, and his veins 
were so distinct that individual blood cells could be counted coursing through them. 
Jaw muscles were clenched as if he had lockjaw, and sweat was rolling down his face 
and standing on his forehead in shimmering drops. His legs were set in a staunch and 
unwavering position as he struggled with might and main to hold the door shut.

Sister Bertha again tried the door from an off-hand stance and once again felt the 
resistance to her pull. Therefore, she planted her size 10 EEE-width foot crosswise to the 
direction of her pull, leaned toward the privy, placed a giant hand and arm appendage 
against the door, and gave a powerful thrust that could have ripped the armor belt from 
a battleship’s hull. The resistance ceased inside the privy as the door almost came off 
its hinges.

Moon over Miami!!!

Never in the history of that church had anyone seen, heard, or experienced anything 
like what happened after that. The good sister let out a bellowing scream as a half-
naked man came flying past her at eye level. Her jerk on the door propelled the man ten 
feet out of the privy with his pants around his ankles. He was doing a little screaming 
himself as his whole body was ripped, tugged, and, yea, propelled through the air into 
the sudden embarrassment that he had tried so valiantly to avoid.

Many other actions were set in motion at the sight of a half-naked man lying on the 
ground. Many of the ladies pulled their aprons over their faces to shield themselves 
from the embarrassing view. Children began pointing at the sight and laughing. Mothers 
grabbed children’s mouths and covered them as well as their eyes with their hands as 
they tried valiantly to prevent their seeing the embarrassed brother and the half-crazed 
Sister Bertha who had been felled by the sight just as a lodgepole pine would hit the 
ground after being cut by lumberjacks. Pa-tooooom-ba!!! Baskets, pots, and plates 
jumped as the ground shook as if an earthquake had struck.

By this time, Brother R.E. Vealed had jumped to his feet and was fighting to get his 
pants up. More screams ensued at the sight of him in his boxer shorts, and the event 
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CHAPTER 6

Ode to the Pulpwood Truck

Have you ever known a person that drama/humor/suspense just seems to follow 
them around? My friend Donnie Hodge is such a person. He can tell some wonderfully 
funny stories, and most of them involve something that has happened to him or that he 
has done to himself. I’ll never forget one tale in particular that he told that has stuck 
with me for over forty-fi ve years.

Donnie and I graduated from Sale Creek High School in June of 1967. After that, 
our class splintered – many went to college at Chattanooga, Murfreesboro, Knoxville, 
Dayton, and Johnson City. Some joined the military because the Vietnam War was 
going on. Several went into local factory work or trades, and some got married. Donnie 
went to work as a carpenter, a vocation he has followed ever since, and it was around 
that job that the story unfolded.

The setting for the story was from Trenton, Georgia, north to Sale Creek. Donnie 
worked for a contractor on a bank job in Trenton, about 70 miles from Sale Creek. On 
this fateful winter day, a sudden snowstorm developed midday. Donnie’s wife became 
concerned at noon because the snow began to fall heavily, and the temperature dropped 
precipitously. Therefore, she called the contractor’s trailer at the job site and asked to 
speak to Donnie. The boss told her that Donnie was not where he could come to the 
phone right then. Was there a message that she could leave for him? Sandra replied that 
it was snowing hard in Sale Creek, and he needed to start home before the roads got 
bad. The construction boss said that he would relay the message immediately. Problem 
solved, right? Wrong.

The foreman immediately went to where Donnie was working and told him that his 
wife had called and said that it was snowing hard in Sale Creek and that he needed to 
start home. Donnie replied that he needed the work and would fi nish the day if that was 
all right. The boss told him to suit himself.
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went back out the front door, jumped off the porch, and started around the house. It 
was pitch dark in the yard, and just as Donnie got a glimpse of his pulpwood truck, 
his chin encountered a clothesline strung across the yard from a tree to the house. The 
unexpected encounter with the clothesline brought Donnie’s speed of advance to zero 
and knocked him to the ground in a split second…cold as a mackerel!

Donnie quickly recovered, jumped up, ran to the pulpwood truck, and released 
the drain plug, letting the water start flowing out of the radiator. It was then that he 
remembered that he had a gallon of antifreeze inside the back door of his house, so he 
jumped up and ran to the back door. 

In the excitement of the front door getting bashed in, Donnie’s wife heard the 
commotion in the front of the house, locked the back door, and went to the front of 
the house to investigate just as Donnie arrived at the back door. He reached for the 
doorknob…locked! Another swift kick, another broken door, and Donnie was inside 
the house, grabbed the antifreeze, and ran out the door back to his old truck.

Donnie related, “In less than five minutes after arriving home, I had stepped on my 
dog’s tail, scared it to death and made it afraid of me, slipped on the ice, fell off the 
porch into a septic tank hole, skinned up both shins, both knees, both elbows, broke two 
doors, gotten clotheslined, nearly broke my neck, scared my wife half to death, made 
her mad at me…

…and the truck motor still froze and burst!!!”

By quitting time, the snow had begun falling heavily in Trenton as well, and when 
Donnie got on the road heading home, the roads were getting white and slick, severely 
limiting the speed that Donnie could travel, and it was getting icy. Suddenly, Donnie 
remembered his old pulpwood truck sitting in his backyard, and it did not have any 
antifreeze in the radiator, only water. That set him to worrying. As he plodded along at 
reduced speed up Interstate 24 and back around Moccasin Bend toward Chattanooga, 
the pulpwood truck preyed heavily on his mind…pulpwood truck, no antifreeze, 
plunging temperatures, cracked block tomorrow morning.

Donnie finally got to Chattanooga and met Highway 27 north… pulpwood truck, no 
antifreeze, plunging temperatures, cracked block the next morning. He turned north at 
Red Bank and headed toward Soddy Daisy with that pulpwood truck bearing heavily 
on his mind.

Soddy Daisy finally came into sight. Then he crossed Soddy Lake and headed north. 
He went off the long hill south of Bakewell, slipping and sliding with the truck on 
his mind. His foot was tapping on the accelerator as he kept trying to hurry, but the 
back end of his truck wanted to go ahead of the cab at times…. pulpwood truck, no 
antifreeze, plunging temperatures, cracked block tomorrow morning.

Heading up Bakewell Straight, he was getting relieved that he was almost home, but 
he was now almost in a panic about the pulpwood truck. Across Ragan Hill and down 
the straightaway into Sale Creek…he was almost home now… pulpwood truck, no 
antifreeze, plunging temperatures, cracked block tomorrow morning.

He turned up Leggett Road, crossed the railroad, up to Slabtown Bridge, and onto 
Slabtown Road. He finally turned into his driveway and slid to a stop near an oak tree 
in the accumulated snow in his yard. With anxiety at a level of eleven out of a possible 
ten, he immediately jumped out of the truck and ran to the front porch. He leaped upon 
the porch right at the door. His old hound dog was lying in the darkened entrance right 
in front of the door, and Donnie stepped on its tail. The dog jumped up and started 
howling, “Arnt…arnt…arnt!” The injured dog startled Donnie also, and he jumped 
back, slipped on the ice, skated across the icy porch surface, and fell off the end of 
the porch into a freshly dug septic tank hole, barking both shins, both knees, and both 
elbows in the plunge.

The dog left the premises!

Slowly, a set of knuckles appeared on the porch floor, then another set, a forearm, 
then a knee and leg arose from the septic tank hole onto the porch. Donnie finally rose 
from the base of the porch and resumed his effort to get inside the house to get his 
flashlight. He ran across the porch and reached for the doorknob. Locked! In his haste, 
he kicked the door and broke it. He stepped inside the door, grabbed his flashlight, 
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CHAPTER 7

Cow Patties and Flat Rocks

Growing up in the 1950s, children did not have all the electronic gadgetry and 
amusements that young people have today; therefore, they had to look for entertainment 
wherever they could fi nd it, whether it was up and down Rock Creek from the highway 
bridge to the railroad trestle, all the way upstream to the Slabtown Bridge, up and down 
Leggett Road, or along the railroad tracks near the post offi ce. Sometimes they had to 
look very hard for something to do because you could only play so much baseball in 
the side yard.

Our group of boys often ended up hanging around the post offi ce where my father 
was postmaster for forty-three years. We would hang around the back of the building 
and play out in the weed patch behind it. Sometimes we found adventure, and sometimes 
we did not. One day we R-E-A-L-L-Y found it.

On that particular day, about six of us were hanging around the back of the post 
offi ce. The grocery store owner across Leggett Road from the post offi ce had an old 
cow that he sometimes staked out behind the post offi ce so that she could eat the tall 
Johnson grass. On this particular day, Old Bossy had left positive evidence of her 
presence behind in the form of a big, fresh cow pile right in the middle of the little 
path that wound through the weeds. Being ordinary boys and always on the prowl for 
adventure, we all began throwing tiny gravels at the curious mass on the ground simply 
because we had nothing better and more constructive to do at the moment.

In our concentration in torturing the curiosity with gravels, we completely ignored 
the fact that one of our number, Kenny by name, had scratched off the top layer of 
dirt at an old oak tree about fi fty feet from the cow pile and had found a nice, fl at 
rock weighing at least ten pounds. He hoisted it above his head when he fi nally got it 
completely dislodged from the ground.
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By this time, all of us were in the process of scattering like those kittens, but it was 
already too late. I heard someone scream, “In-n-n-n-n comin-n-n-n! Take cover!” 

Another fleeing boy yelled to the first, “It’s a cow pile, fool, not gunfire. Run for 
your life!”

I heard one of the other guys scream, “I’m hit, I’m hit!”

Another was waving his arms and running wildly and zigzagging, hoping to be 
missed by the flying manure!”

Suddenly, we heard, “Rudda, rudda, rudda,” really loud coming up behind us. 
Alarmed, we looked back, and here he came just a gittin’ it with that flat rock in his 
right hand like a waiter carrying a heavy tray of something. 

“Rudda, rudda, rudda,” he kept getting closer and louder, and we all knew what his 
intentions were. The fool planned to th’ow that thing right into the middle of that fresh 
cow pile with five or six of us innocents in the splash zone. All we could get out of our 
mouths was, “What the…run, run for your life!” Most of us didn’t even know how to 
swear at the time, so all we said was “…” and not !$#$#^%!!.

“Rudda, rudda, rudda!” He was now twenty-five feet away and bearing down like 
a charging bull. His teeth were clenched, and his eyes looked like those of a madman.

Have you ever seen a bunch of little kittens in a room when someone runs in fast and 
scares them badly or drops something loudly in front of them? Remember how they 
lose all dignity and scratch out like crazy scurrying under furniture? Well, that was us 
because if that rock happened to hit squarely in that cow pile with us nearby, then we 
were all doomed to splash damage. We were definitely in peril!

“Rudda, rudda, rudda.” Kenny kept coming and was almost to the launching point.

I’ll have to explain this in slow motion because the events came fast and furious and 
only covered a span of about five more seconds. 

Launch sequence had been activated. He dropped the level of the rock down about 
three or four inches to compress his biceps for the actual launch. A grimace was on his 
face, and it was crimson red from the strain of carrying the rock.

“Rudda, rudda, rudda!” he was screaming.

Someone yelled, “No-o-o-o-o! Not that one! For the love of all that’s holy, No!”

“Rudda, rudda, rudda, ugh!”

Too late. In their bunker out in Colorado Springs, NORAD picked up that rock on 
their early warning radar and advised that there had been a launch. The missile left 
Kenny’s hand as his arm straightened out, and the 10-pounder rose to a height of about 
ten feet. Kenny’s aim was superb, and he threw a perfect knuckleball right into the cow 
pile. It did not twist, turn, or spin when it left his hand. Its trajectory could not have 
been flatter nor its aim more accurate. Ten pounds of dead weight found the geometric 
center of that cow pile. The rock had the same effect on the cow pile that a speeding 
18-wheeler has when it runs over a giant balloon filled with water. There are only 360 
points in a circle, and Kenny’s rock found all 436 of them when it struck home!

A Cow…
and you 
know what 
they do
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And run we did, but the explosion caused by the rock striking the cow pile came on 
us quicker than we could run. I might have escaped unscathed if my US Keds had had 
better tread on them, but I kept slipping in the grass and clawing myself up with my 
fingers but to no avail. I took some hits across the backside, neck, and hair. Other boys 
were also found to be casualties when the mayhem subsided, and remnants of the cow 
pile stopped flying through the air.

Damage report: The cow pile was gone, mainly relocated to the fleeing boys’ shirts, 
pants, and hair. The rock was located precisely where it struck ground zero. Nearby 
weeds got hit sporadically. The rock thrower had suicidally gunned himself down by 
his self-inflicted explosion with heavy damage to the fronts of his pants, shirt, belt, hair, 
and shoes!

Casualty report: Five local boys struck across the backsides from buttocks to the 
crowns of the head by flying remnants of a cow pile. Five pairs of jeans, five white 
T-shirts, four heads of hair, and two sets of US Keds were damaged in the violent 
spiraling explosion. Fortunately, no one took fire from the bow position, only from the 
stern, starboard, and port.

Arrest report: Five boys reprimanded, tongue-lashed, and incarcerated (later put on 
work detail) for getting into the range of an exploding cow pile. One perp reportedly 
escaped to a local yard on Wall Street, where evidence of his assault was cleansed with 
soap and hot water. The perp was never apprehended for the attack. Charges of assault 
with a cow pile with intent to smear were dropped for lack of witness testimony.

And that, my friends, brought to an end another day in the life of Sale Creek boys, 
circa 1959.
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CHAPTER 8

The Saga of the Gunboats

Growing up in Sale Creek during the 1950s presented some challenges to little 
boys who needed something educational, engaging, and meaningful to occupy their 
time during the day, as we have seen from previous incidents. It became downright 
challenging to fi nd something to do during the summer months with school being out. 
At times they had to resort to some simple and, well, let’s just say, bizarre things to 
pique their interest. Such was the case one day with one of my friends and me.

We had already hung a dummy from a tree branch along the road in front of my 
parents’ house in hopes of enticing drivers to think that someone had committed suicide, 
but we didn’t draw any fi re from passing motorists with that trick. We had hoped they 
would come to a screeching halt and lose their dignity when they saw the individual 
hanging from the tree. Didn’t work. Nobody stopped. I guess it was because we used 
an old infl atable volleyball as the dummy’s head and painted a face on it that looked 
like Wilson on Tom Hanks’ Castaway movie. Anyway, we left that failed venture and 
proceeded down Leggett Road to the post offi ce to watch the 3:17 P.M. #3 southbound 
fast train throw mail off at the railroad crossing. Then, with that event checked off in 
our daily log, we crossed the tracks and started our bicycle ride toward the highway. 
That was when we noticed an interesting phenomenon that would occupy our time for 
the next hour and a half. Right smack in the middle of the eastbound lane, there was a 
brand-new, monstrous, black shoe. Now, just what kind of a moron would th’ow out 
a perfectly good shoe alongside the road. I mean, that shoe was fresh out of a box of 
a matched pair. It looked like an actual high-quality work shoe. Why would anyone 
throw out just one shoe? Was there a one-legged man now running loose around Sale 
Creek wearing a single new work shoe?

Well, we looked both ways to see if anyone was watching, and then we ran over the 
shoe with our bicycles…several times. We were riding some hand-me-down Schwinn 
bikes with big balloon tires. Those bikes almost had to be pedaled downhill unless the 
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2.  Sale Creek Salute – This salute is produced by placing the flatted hand at a 
45-degree angle above the right eye and snapping a salute as per the military 
procedure. At the end of the greeting, the arm is turned so that the inside of 
the wrist faces the saluting person. At that point, the left hand reaches across 
the body and clasps the inside of the right elbow. The flatted hand then forms a 
fist, and the upright arm and clenched fist then pump twice. Next, the saluter’s 
tongue comes out about halfway and lays over to the right side of the mouth 
as the lips form the sound pl-u-b-b-b-thwt!!!! And then the words “This is for 
you, Buddy!!!” are shouted back to the person giving the vulgar hand signal. 
An alternate form of this occurs when instead of making just a clenched fist and 
pumping twice, the saluter forms the fist but extends the thumb upward and then 
gives a single pump along with pl-u-b-b-b-thwt!!! In this version, the left hand 
to the right elbow is eliminated.

3.   pl-u-b-b-b-thwt!!!! – A sound of mockery used in accompaniment with the 
famous Sale Creek Salute.

4.  Gunboats – big ol’ shoes…brogans…clod hoppers…fire stompers if you will, 
and I mean big ol’ shoes, at least size 12 and above

5.  Centered the shoe – means to use the hood ornament of the vehicle as an aiming 
point and place the centerline of the automobile on top of the targeted object, in 
this case, a shoe

It was at this moment that we struck gold. One of us (I can’t remember which) found 
the other shoe. Now, can you tell me how someone loses a pair of brand-new shoes 
alongside the road? We found this shoe right in the middle of another crepe myrtle 
bush in Foster’s yard. How in the dickens did that shoe get down in that bush? We 
assumed that the shoes must have fallen out of a low-flying Piper Cub aircraft. What 
more accurate assumption could you get from a couple of nine-year-old kids?

Anyway, we had ‘em now! There was no way in the world that drivers could miss 
running over one or the other of those clod hoppers, so we placed them crossways and 
just about the width of car tire tracks apart. The next car came along…swerved and 
missed both of ‘em. See, we were under the misguided impression as ignorant kids that 
drivers had to stay in their own lanes and that there was some force field preventing 
them from crossing over into the oncoming lane. Boy, were we wrong!

What to do, what to do! Okay, we came up with another idea. We placed both of 
them end to end. Well, that made it too easy. Cars just centered them, and the cross 
member at the oil pan was too high to clobber the shoes. So, that was the end of that 
intelligent experiment.

big tires were inflated almost to the point of exploding. Now, running over that shoe 
was funny, so we tried it several more times. It was a slow day for things to do, so 
running over a shoe with a bicycle was large potatoes for us.

At this moment, a light bulb came on in one of our heads. Let’s th’ow that shoe out in 
the middle of the road and let a car run over it. Now, that would be funny when the car 
ran over it, and we could hear the sound of the puh-wump-ta puh-wump-ta (front and 
rear wheels). So, we carefully placed the shoe about a foot from the road’s centerline, 
couldn’t miss…sure thing.

The first car centered the shoe and didn’t touch the darned thing! A second car, third 
car, same thing…no takers. So, we moved the shoe a little to the right. Two more cars 
came up the road, but still no takers. The fourth car centered it; the fifth car swerved to 
the middle of the road. Drat!

We were positioned about 100 feet from the railroad crossing and almost directly 
in front of Foster Pendergrass’s house on the north side of the road and Miss Frankie 
Eldridge’s big two-story white house on the south side of the road. We felt that our 
problem with the shoe was that we were standing in plain view of passing cars; 
therefore, we decided that we would be better served to hide behind the crepe myrtle 
in Fosters’ yard, but before we could position ourselves, another car came along. We 
pointed toward the shoe lying in the road in hopes that he would run over it, and we 
would get a good laugh; however, the driver responded by sticking his arm out the 
window and giving us a vulgar hand signal.

Okay, right here. What is it about extending your arm and hand and raising the 
middle finger that is supposed to make the recipient of the gesture feel bad? I mean, 
it’s not like you got hit by something he th’owed out of the car…just a curse word and 
a gesture from a grumpy old guy in a car. At that point, we debated if we should take 
our shoe off, hold up our bare foot, curl the big toe, and show it to the next person who 
gave us the gesture to see if it made him feel inadequate in some way. I mean, I didn’t 
feel bad when the last driver gave us that signal. Instead, we decided to give them the 
famous Sale Creek Salute as defined below when the next person gave us the proverbial 
“bird.”

Definition of terms.

1..  Vulgar hand signal (commonly referred to as shooting the bird) is produced by 
extending the arm and raising the hand at the fully extended range. Then, the 
thumb, forefinger, fourth finger, and little finger are depressed and curled tightly 
against the palm. The middle finger is conspicuously displayed and sometimes 
wiggled or pumped for emphasis by the shooter. This expression is intended to 
make the targeted audience feel inadequate in some mystical and mysterious way.
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We returned to the scene of the crime after running halfway to Rock Creek to avoid 
getting run over by Otis the Drunk. We decided that it was in our best interest to move 
the shoes to the other side of the road and catch the eastbound traffic coming over 
the railroad crossing because they would have a much shorter field of fire before they 
came upon the rocks and shoes. Well, that lasted just one car. A car came flying over 
the railroad crossing, saw the setup of rocks and shoes, centered one shoe, missed the 
other by two inches, had a close call with the big rock, stuck his head and arm out the 
window, shouted one profanity, and signaled a second one with his left arm and middle 
finger. In response, we threw a Sale Creek salute over our shoulders as we ran for cover. 
The signal-caller was gone with a zip, a bang, and a stomp on the accelerator.

OK, we had been at this for over an hour now and had no luck. We had worked so 
hard at lugging rocks from the creek and positioning them and then running for our 
lives from Otis the Drunk and the last signal-caller that there was sweat running down 
our cheeks and foreheads. Also, our sun clock told us that it was getting along toward 
five o’clock, which was quitting time at the post office. That meant our father was 
getting off work, and we had better beat him home. That was the rule. Be home before 
your father gets home.

In one last desperate attempt to get some tire marks on those two big fire stompers, 
we positioned them again in their original locations, but this time we got smart. We 
hid behind a big maple tree that could have stopped a battleship shell because we 
didn’t want any more surprises like the one that Otis just gave us about thirty minutes 
earlier. Well, karma wasn’t long in arriving. We saw a truck turn up Leggett Road from 
Highway 27. Oh, goody, goody, here it comes. We heard the driver wind it out in first 
gear for a seeming eternity and then th’ow it up in second. This guy was just a gittin’ 
it up Leggett Road. He must’ve been late for supper. We gave the setup one last quick 
look before all H-E-double hockey sticks (LL) broke loose. The big rock was on the 
centerline of the road. The two gunboats were spaced a car tire track’s width apart, and 
the smaller rock was residing right smack on the edge of the pavement on the shoulder. 
We had this guy. There were not six inches of spare space for him to put those big truck 
tires through the booby trap that we had laid out for him. Those two shoes would have 
tire marks on ‘em in a matter of seconds.

You know, I don’t think I have ever heard a 1956 Chevrolet truck motor wind out 
so tightly in second gear! He was still winding when he got to the booby trap we had 
laid out for him. I’ll say this for that driver…he was either an undaunted, dare-devilish 
fool or a clueless lunatic! When he caught sight of what awaited him, he just bore down 
on the gas and swerved that pickup truck hard right over into the other lane, missed 
everything that we had laid out, ran the left tires plumb off the opposite side of the 
road, and very nearly took out fifty feet of Miss Frankie Eldridge’s picket fence. I will 
kiss yo’ hind end if he didn’t almost make kindling wood out of that fence. It was only 

So now we grasped the fact that we were only about 150 yards from the banks of the 
Rock Creek, so we went out there and got a good-sized pointed rock and wagged that 
tonnage back to the road and placed it on the centerline. No more of that swerving into 
the next lane and crossing over to elude those shoes. The rock…we thought…would 
protrude high enough to discourage a car from centering it like it did the shoes. The 
dad-burned cars had to hit the shoes next time.

The next vehicle to pass was a 1946 Plymouth riding high at the frame. It passed over 
the rock and missed both shoes with room to spare. I couldn’t believe it. Who would 
have thought that someone in their right mind would have driven a 1946 Plymouth 
Conestoga prairie schooner wagon with a clearance of two feet to the post office to 
pester those two pesky boys that day! A Sale Creek salute was issued to the driver of 
the prairie schooner. Take that, Howie!

We regrouped!

We went back to the creek, got another rock, wrestled it out of the creek, and placed 
it strategically in the road. The two shoes were set about forty-two inches apart. Now, 
these were no ordinary shoes. We suspected that a Sasquatch had left them there 
because these were size 14 ½ gunboats. These were poetic shoes – they were long 
fellers! So now we had the two gunboats in the right lane, the big creek rock on the 
road’s centerline, and a smaller creek rock on the very edge of the road. If a car came 
down that road, it almost certainly had to run over at least one of those gunboats.

With the stage set, we hunkered down behind the first crepe myrtle bush and waited. 
Directly, we espied a car that turned off the highway and started up Leggett Road. We 
jumped down. Closer and closer it came, and then I yelled, “What the …!! Run for 
your life!” We ran like two scared hain’ts because that driver had not seen the setup 
in the road until he got right on top of it because of the late afternoon glare. When he 
became aware of the situation, he swerved violently to the right and almost took out 
the crepe myrtle that we were hiding behind. He fought the steering wheel going left 
and then correcting to the right. There was a look of sheer, stark terror on his face, and 
the whites of his eyes were completely visible around the iris. It was so funny. He was 
all over the place and yelling I-i-i-i-i-o-o-o-o and swearing a blue streak. Luckily, his 
hands were so occupied with fighting the steering wheel that he could not make us feel 
bad by shooting us a vulgar sign; however, a complimentary Sale Creek Salute was sent 
his way.

We survived to fight again.

We were thwarted again. Was there some higher force at work here causing all these 
cars to miss those two work shoes lyin’ out there in the middle of that road? We would 
have given anything for some wayfaring waif to have weaved through there in an old 
jalopy like Otis the Drunk and put tire marks on those two monstrous shoes.
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by a miracle that the picket fence survived the attack. However, this was one polite 
speedster because he did not even give us the one-finger salute as he sped away. I think 
he rather enjoyed the challenge of swerving violently across Leggett Road, missing our 
trap, and challenging that picket fence to a standoff. 

And for his performance, we two boys stood at attention and gave him a respectful 
salute. We were done for the day except to lug those big rocks back to the creek because 
we had always been taught to put things back where we got ‘em.

Net results for the day – (1) Wilson did not stop any cars in front of my parents’ house. 
(2) The 3:17 #3 fast train became the 3:35 #3 late train. (3) Many non-avian birds were 
flying around that stretch of road that day. (4) We gave out several Sale Creek salutes 
to the bird handlers that afternoon. (5) The crepe myrtles were no worse for the wear 
by 5:00. (6) Nobody ran over the two gunboats except two boys on Schwinn bicycles 
with balloon tires.

And, so ended another uneventful day in the life of a kid – Sale Creek, Tennessee, 
circa 1958.
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CHAPTER 9

Sale Creek Self-Defense...Rock Th’owin’

I guarantee you that if Ernest T. Bass had come to Sale Creek during the 1960s, our 
boys would have taken him out in a fair rock fi ght and run his hiney back to Mayberry. 
Sale Creek people know all about guns, knives, nunchucks, judo, and karate, but when I 
was a boy, the preferred method of self-defense was the ancient, time-honored practice 
called rock throwing. There are more good throwing rocks around Sale Creek than 
Carter has little liver pills. As a result, the traditional self-defense method for residents 
has always been to reach down, pick up a good, smooth sand rock, and let fl y with all 
your might. The practice was so prevalent that it became a local art form. That’s not to 
say that other objects didn’t get thrown in self-defense situations – frozen or wet corn 
cobs, stove wood, rotten apples, green apples, rotten tomatoes, peaches, crab apples, 
walnuts, hickory nuts, acorns, lug nuts, ball bearings, marbles, pieces of coal, canned 
goods (jar or can, fruit or vegetable), Coke bottles, beer bottles, pieces of broken 
concrete, bricks, artifi cial rocks of genus asphaltium pavementicus Slabtown-icus, or 
even dried horse manure – but rocks constituted the weapon of choice. It seems that 
most everyone had a penchant for throwing things. Anything available to get th’owed 
got th’owed!

Stray dog comes into your yard and attacks your dog? Hit ‘im with a rock. Fox gets 
in your hen house? Brain ‘im with a big rock! Bad guys hanging around your mailbox? 
Pelt ‘em with rocks! School bully keeps bothering you? Lay in wait behind a bush and 
crack ‘im in the back of the head with a rock, no fi ghting bullies fairly! Noise from the 
darkened woods bothering your dogs at night? Th’ow a rock in ‘ere. Snake sticking his 
head up around your swimming hole? Hit him with a rock. Sister’s boyfriend cheating 
on her. Run him off with a rock. Coming out on the losing end of a fi stfi ght? Clobber 
your opponent with a creek rock!
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3.  Pelt – (verb) to clobber something with a nice throwing rock; to hit; to inundate 
in a fusillade of rocks; (noun) what is left after being pelted by a rock

4.  Run off – to cause a person to be forcefully ejected from a site under fear of much 
bodily harm as in “I ran his sorry self off.” The phrase sometimes has adjectives 
and nouns injected between run and off. It almost always contains a three-letter 
word in the mix with reference to the backside of the person involved. *NOTE: 
I’ve never understood why that was the only part of a person’s anatomy that they 
wanted to run off.

5.  Rock – a common sedimentary projectile found in northern Hamilton County, 
especially around Sale Creek, always referred to as a rock and not a stone. Stones 
are located in Chattanooga and points north of Sale Creek. We th’ow rocks…and 
lots of ‘em.

6.  Lay in wait – to ambush; to fight unfairly because of opponent’s size; to plan to 
strike an opponent from his backside with a creek rock to the back of his noggin.

7.  Retched – reached; to place one’s hand into a bag of creek rocks with the intent 
of pulling out a missile…and launching it.

8.  Roundhouse curve – a flat rock thrown with the index finger placed along the 
rock’s edge with the resulting trajectory of being able to propel it around the 
curvature of a round silo three times without hitting the interior walls once.

9.  Railroad detective – a demoniac sent from the hot place to harass boys 
breaking laws

10. Postal inspector – railroad detective’s scheming look-alike brother 

11. Pugilist – someone who pugils 

12. Chunk – to th’ow a big rock 

13.  Rock Creek – home to six bazillion rocks, of which three bazillion are 
throwing rocks; a creek in Sale Creek aptly named for its contents

14.  Railroad trestle – scene of more rock throwing in Sale Creek than there are 
stars in the universe

15.  Thwok – the sound a big rock makes when it strikes the side of a rail car, 
coming to a sudden stop and falling to the ground.

Case in point. True story. I got stopped and almost attacked by two pit bulls while 
riding my bicycle a while back, one snarling and growling from in front of me and one 
behind me, so I reached into my bicycle pouch, pulled out four select railroad gravels that 
I always carry (I have a concealed carry permit for rocks), and cut down on ‘em at close 
range. That ended the confrontation to the immense discomfort and displeasure of the 
two pit bulls. I didn’t even have to call for help from my two close friends and traveling 
companions, Dr. Smith and Professor Wesson (who were along for the ride in my pocket). 
I mean, what else could a fellow be expected to do? Self-defense rules for vicious attacking 
dogs (1) rock-throwing at 20-40 feet, (2) pistols and gunfire at 12-20 feet, (3) mace at 
4-12 feet, (4) special op knives and prayer 0-4 feet. Yelling, including calls for yo’ Mama 
(“I need you, Mama!, come help me!), hollerin’ (“Git, git!, git from here!”), prayers 
(“Please help me, I’ll be good from now on”), and cursing (“Git, D#!@ you, dog, git the 
!#$% away from me”) were all optional but always present in some form or other in these 
fracases. Note: If #2, #3, & #4a are not handy or effective, proceed expeditiously with 
generous amounts of #1 and #4b. Yelling and swearing in these situations are givens!

I’m telling you that when I grew up in the 1950s and early 1960s, Creekers could 
do some marvelous work with rocks. I have seen throwers knock hornets’ nests out 
of trees and the eaves of houses with well-thrown rocks. I have seen champions skip 
flat rocks ten, fifteen, twenty times across a pond. I have witnessed roosting chickens 
knocked cold out of trees with rocks for Sunday meals; squirrels knocked stone dead 
from trees for squirrel dumplings! I have seen low-flying birds using evasive tactics to 
elude antiaircraft fire in the form of sand rocks thrown up by some of our artillerymen. 
I have known people involved in defensive struggles to hit an opponent hiding around 
the corner of a house by throwing a flat rock on a curve. Lefty Grove and Mudcat Grant 
would have been envious of some of the roundhouse curves thrown by Sale Creek 
natives. I heard about one well-thrown flat rock that curved and dropped around a 
corner and hit an opponent on the top of the head. Shoot fire, I know of one rock that 
ended up around a corner in a pugilist’s left shirt pocket! We had one thrower that could 
part the hair of a gnat at 40 paces!

Before we go further with this true story, we need a definition of terms.

1.  To th’ow – means to launch a rock at near supersonic speed; to throw; to toss; to 
propel an object forcefully and accurately from the control of your body. Also 
used in the phrase, “to th’ow down on” meaning to attack or respond to an attack 
or challenge as in “I seen him retch for his rock, so’s I th’owed down on him and 
got mine off first!”

2.  
To cut down on – to put your entire body mass into launching a rock toward its 
intended target; to be close enough that there’s no way in blue blazes that you’re 
going to miss.
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Suddenly, we all heard a train blowing for the Leggett Road crossing. Nobody said 
a word, but instinctively all twelve boys reached down and got an armful of throwing 
rocks. We knew what was about to transpire! Just as soon as the engines cleared the 
trestle and were out of danger, we lit up the sky. Oh, mama, I’ve never seen such a 
sight in my life. Honestly, I look back on that day as one of the sights to remember in 
life. I have never seen so many rocks flying through the air and pinging off the sides of 
those boxcars and gondola cars. Ping, tweong, thwok (flat rock), pwee-e-e-e (ricochet), 
boomp, padonk (glancing blow)! 

The small fry in the group were throwing well that day with individual rocks because 
of the distance, but some of the big guys were throwing three at a time in salvo mode or 
lobbing some admirable rocks thrown grenade style. One very large boy was standing 
in knee-deep water and chunking rocks like a mad man. There were so many rocks 
in the air at any given time that some of them collided with one another before they 
reached the boxcars. It was indeed a sight to behold to see twenty-five to thirty good 
throwing rocks in the air at any given time.

Stroke city! Here came a couple of cars loaded with automobiles! It was like someone 
suddenly jerked the power cord of a jukebox out of the wall because time, it seemed, 
and the throwers stood still. Providentially, the rock throwing came to a complete 
and screeching halt while those car haulers passed; however, more ammunition was 
gathered during the lull, and when the next boxcar came across the trestle, the attack 
was on again…renewed with vigor and enthusiasm. Brother, we took off one more 
time! We took off…ag’in! I’m telling you, I was glad I got out of bed that morning 
so that I could witness the pyrotechnics coming out of that swimming hole. Sister, 
the Magnificent Twelve did forevermore lay a barnyard whoopin’ on those train cars 
somethin’ another ferocious awhile!!

When the train passed, everyone broke up and went home, thinking that was the end 
of the skirmish. Wrong!

About two days later, my brothers and I came to the supper table, got our food, and 
started eating. My father, the postmaster at the post office along the railroad tracks, 
very subtly asked, “Do you boys know anything about some boys rocking trains and 
breaking windows out of automobiles?”

Our faces blanched! He already knew. We couldn’t get anything past our father, and 
the looks on our faces were as good as a complete admission of guilt. We were caught. 
“We threw at some box cars a couple of days ago, but we didn’t throw at any with cars 
on them,” we countered.

“Well, there was a railroad detective in the office today…,” he started.

16.  Padonk – the sound that a good-sized rock makes when it makes a glancing 
blow off a boxcar.

17. Ricochet – what a rock does after it hits a boxcar from an acute angle 

18.  Deadly ricochet – a rock that is thrown from a 90-degree angle that rebounds 
off a boxcar and hits your buddy or comes right back at you or your dog.

19. Throwers – just about anybody residing in Sale Creek during the 1950s. 

20.  Stroke city – an exclamation for a sight so terrifying that it can cause a person 
to have a stroke from fear, apprehension, or terror

21.  Ernest T. Bass – a wild-eyed, goofy-looking resident of Mayberry, North 
Carolina, who never tried to bully the army of throwers at Sale Creek

22.  Skeered to death – much more emphatic than the more grammatically correct 
term scared to death. Skeered means wild-eyed, scared beyond belief. Also, 
its close adjective derivative, skeert, is commonly used, i.e., “He was so 
skeert that he soiled his britches!”

23. Rat out – to turn state’s evidence 

24.  Smithereens – pieces of a boy no bigger than three body cells after he is torn 
to pieces by railroad detectives or postal inspectors

25.  Whoop or whoopin’ – an actual, grammatically correct term for a country, 
full-bodied thrashing about the head, ears, neck, and shoulders and then 
extending down the backside and culminating at the derriere of the whoopin’ 
victim as in “I poured out a whole barrel full of butt whoopin’ all over him!!”

So now, with this background in context, it is only natural what would happen if you 
got a dozen or so boys together around a swimming hole on a hot August afternoon in 
1961. As a star witness and willing participant, I will give my account. One afternoon 
we were all gathered around the railroad trestle on Rock Creek (appropriately named, 
have you ever seen it), just a whole bunch of the town boys, swimming, throwing rocks 
(duh, I told you) up in the weeds, stuff like that. These were boys from sixth-grade level 
up to prospective seniors in high school, so we had some excellent throwing arms in 
that bunch. Some were still in the swimming hole that had been gouged out around the 
abutments of the trestle, but many were up on the rock bank drying off or just talking.
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‘Nuff said. ‘Nuff said! There were four words that boys living near the post office 
or railroad did not want to hear, words which skeered the bejeebers out of them. Those 
words were railroad detective and postal inspector. As far as we were concerned, they 
were gods that thundered and lightening-ed when they were crossed, roared like a lion, 
and smashed mean boys to smithereens for the slightest provocation, transgression, or 
infraction.

“…and he said that they were going to be riding some of the trains or flying over 
them in helicopters to catch these boys that were breaking those car windows,” he 
concluded. “Now, I better never hear of you boys doing that again.”

Not to worry…we had already had a year’s growth scared out of us when he said, 
railroad detective.

When word of this got back to the swimming hole, the amount and direction of rock-
throwing changed dramatically. When the gang got together to swim the next time, and 
a train came across the trestle, we sat back smoking rabbit tobacco in our corn cob pipes 
and waved innocently to the train crew members.

Now, if this admission brings about a visit from that railroad detective and if the 
statute of limitations has not run out in sixty…that’s 6-0…count ‘em, buddy, read ‘em 
and weep, that’s a big six and a zero following it…years, I still have a list of those 
boys’ names, including Martin, Aslinger, Hodge, Coulter, Shipley, Coppinger, Roddy, 
Gentry, and Gothard, and I will rat out every last one of you! 
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CHAPTER 10

We Been Th’owin Rocks Again, Mama!

Summers were brutal for us kids during our adolescent years of the 1950s and early 
1960s. We were constantly in search of things to do. Sometimes we lounged on the front 
porches of our respective homes and read comic books. Sometimes we played baseball 
in the side yard. Occasionally, a good dog fi ght erupted and would get everyone’s blood 
circulating. If an ambulance came through, oh, my gosh, we thought we had arrived in 
paradise. Sometimes we had to mow the lawn, which, in retrospect, was an excellent 
skill to have. I didn’t enjoy it then, but we did it. Also, we had regular chores to do as 
well. But more likely than not, someone would yell, “Let’s go to the creek!” and off 
we would go to the banks and channel of Rock Creek for another time of adventure. If 
nothing presented itself, we made something up.

If we were in our yard, we could tell if there was activity at the creek because you 
could hear sounds coming out of it, voices, and such. But the deadliest giveaway was 
the sound of rocks fl ying out there. You could listen to the ricochets at long distances, 
and you instinctively knew that something interesting was going on in Rock Creek.

Personally speaking, my group of throwers ranged from the Slabtown Bridge 
downstream to the trestle bridge and then farther downstream to the Highway 27 bridge. 
Anything in that stretch of creek channel was fair game in our book, and the group’s 
creativity was astounding. We didn’t need any electronic devices to challenge us. Shoot 
fi re! There weren’t any. We would have required a telephone wire at least 6,500 feet 
long to have carried a phone with us. Our only long-range communication was yelling. 
The Kodak Brownie cameras were no good for taking instant pictures, and Polaroid 
cameras had barely come out at that time. Therefore, to the untrained ear, it would have 
been impossible to understand what was going on when certain sounds came fl oating 
out of Rock Creek; consequently, I will enlighten.

Flooding tended to gouge out deep pools around the supports of the trestle bridge and 
the Highway 27 bridge. If a boy (well, not if…but when) when a boy carried a heavy, 
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fifteen-pound flat rock onto either of the two bridges, hefted it over the rail, and then 
dropped that heifer perfectly flat into one of those deep pools, it created a magnificent 
pwaaaloooosha sound. There is no telling how many of those big, flat rocks we dropped 
off those bridges. And the thing about it was not just the pwaaloooosha sound. When 
that bad boy hit flat on the surface of the water, you got an outward splash followed by 
an inrush of water that formed a geyser that sometimes rose to a height of eight to ten 
feet. Now, that, my friends, took a professionally dropped knuckleball to accomplish 
and displayed a work of art in rock handling!

Other sounds included:

Ë	 Pthwoomph – the sound of a rock being thrown into the sand and going from 
a velocity of 100 mph down to zero in the dense material and with almost no 
sound at all. A great disappointment to the thrower!

Ë	P-w-e-e-e-e – ricochet off a steel bridge girder…or boxcar

Ë	 Thwok – the sound a rock makes when it hits a tree branch. A more metallic 
thwok sound is a sand rock striking a passing railcar.

Ë	 Pwink-tink-tick-tick – a thrown rock that hits a large, angled rock sticking up 
out of the creek bed and then ricocheting to hit three more rocks before leaving 
the creek and quietly dying up in the weeds.

Ë	 Pwink-tink-tick-tick-thwok – a thrown rock that hits a large, angled rock, then 
three more inside the creek channel, and then a tree limb or stump somewhere 
up the bank.

Ë	 Yeow, watch yourself! – The sound your buddy makes when you begin your 
throw in too close proximity to him, and your hand and attached rock give him 
a knuckle sandwich.

Ë	 Paloobalunka paloosha bullabullabulla – when this sound is heard, it means 
that a snake was found, and everyone was piling into the fight. This is a perilous 
moment to be within 100 yards of the target area.

Ë	 Pwoop – the sound of a small flat rock thrown edgewise into a deep pool at 
great speed, resulting in no splash at all and either a pwoop or bwoop sound. It 
takes an experienced thrower to accomplish.

At one point, there was a murder committed in Sale Creek, and the murderer remained 
on the loose around town for several days. Parents cautioned their kids to stay close to the 
house, and lots of people started putting their pistols in their pockets in case they met up 
with the assailant. Well, none of us boys owned pistols, so we armed ourselves by putting 
a bunch of creek rocks in our pockets and started carrying them around instead. Have you 
ever tried to carry a pocketful of rocks in a pair of pants having just an elastic waistband? 
Not a good practice. The weight tends to pull your pants down, and the term “showing 

Rock Creek in Sale Creek, 
Tennessee is appropriately 
named. There are at least three 
bazillion th’owin’ rocks in 
the course of this waterway. 
(Photography by Jim Shelley)



87THIS IS THE WAY I HEARD IT... CURTIS N. COULTER86

this point, the two barkers got involved, and one, old Jim Dog, ran right into the water, 
right into that maelstrom of rocks amid all the yelling, barking, and rock-throwing and 
grabbed that snake and started whipping it as hard as he could.

“Look out, he’ll th’ow that thang all over us!!” one boy yelled. We had seen this dog 
in action before, and when he got hold of a snake, well, let’s just say it wasn’t pretty. 
Our rock-throwing ceased immediately, and we th’owed down our rocks and took off! 
We left Dodge right then, scattering like quail, but the dog, seeing us flee, thought we 
were leaving him, and he took off after us, slinging that snake all over the place. Score 
one for the home team.

We were not through for the day, however. We moseyed off downstream and came 
to a big old flat rock about three feet in diameter and ran upon another snake right there 
beside it. Bill, a big, hefty kid, jumped up on the rock and told us to hand him a stick 
so he could poke under the rock and run the snake out so that the rest of us plus the two 
dogs could ambush it. I was holding another long stick of half-rotted flotsam driftwood 
myself. About that time, a snake came up right behind Bill’s foot, stuck its tongue out, 
and acted like it was about to bite him. Bad move! Bad, bad, b-a-a-a-a-d move on the 
snake’s part!

At that point, I swung that half-rotted stick and clobbered that snake against the 
rock. Pieces of the stick flew all over the place, even hitting Bill’s foot. The suddenness 
of the strike, the sudden pain in the back of his foot from my stick striking him, the 
sight of the dead snake, and the loud yelling and barking scared the living daylights out 
of Bill, and he started dancing on the rock and yelling to high heaven.

Just let me say right here that if you were Bill poised on top of that big rock…and 
someone…that was me…yelled, “Look out! Snake!,” and then a rotted stick crashed 
right behind your foot, decapitating the snake, striking your foot, and sounding like a rifle 
shot…well, there’s just a good chance that some unholy oath might proceed out of your 
mouth, and it did! I don’t think I had ever heard that word used in quite that way before.

Score two for the home team!

Bill recovered from the scare of the stick and the snake and lived to fight again.

So now the count was two for the day, but we were not through yet. You know, 
sometimes young boys do some somewhat crazy, stupid, dangerous things, and that is 
what happened next. We decided that if snakes were hanging around under those rocks, 
and if we turned the rocks over, the snakes would swim out, and that would allow us to 
sic the dogs on ‘em. Well, we tried that a couple of times to no avail, so we sat down in 
a tight circle to contemplate our next move. Right then, one of our intrepid troubadours 
just happened to turn over the rock that he had been sitting on, and there, staring us 
right in the face, was a giant snake coiled up under that rock just about eight inches 

your @!$” takes on a whole new meaning. Hence, we decided that we would practice a 
lot more and get good enough to hit him with a maximum of three rocks and then have 
enough speed and agility remaining to run for home if we didn’t accomplish our task of 
knocking his brains out with those rocks. One day, we practiced on some trees on the 
creek bank and successfully denuded three of them of their protective bark coverings. I 
don’t think the murderer would have wanted to meet four to six rock-toting boys and four 
dogs. It was lucky that we never met up with him for all parties involved. Anyhow, the 
regular police eventually captured him before he met up with the James gang!

Snakes! Ah, yes. We made war on snakes. I don’t think that there has ever been a 
poisonous cottonmouth water moccasin in Rock Creek, but in our minds, every water 
snake was a cottonmouth, and we treated them as such. As far as we were concerned, 
every snake was a rattle-headed copper moccasin. Our method of disposing of snakes 
was to catch one with his head sticking up and th’ow a big rock at him, causing him 
to submerge in the water under a rock. He would go under the rocks, and we would 
then gather around and wait. About 500 years later, after his air supply was exhausted, 
we would see his head start coming up to the surface, and the instant he broke water, 
a deluge of sand rocks drove him back under. That’s when we reached for more rocks 
and our sticks because when that gentleman came up again, he was coming up for air 
and making a run for it, and that’s when we nailed him.

One day there were four of us patrolling in what we called the alpha sector of the creek 
behind my parents’ house, and we were in a 4-2-barker zone press offense. Now, for 
you folks that have never done that procedure, a 4-2-barker zone press means four boys 
carrying rocks and sticks with two dogs added to the offense for the final assault. On 
this day, we were patrolling a snaky stretch of the creek behind Mrs. Clyde Hoffman’s 
place, and by this time, the notches on our belts totaled around six or seven snakes. 
Our group’s prowess must have gotten to be legendary around the snake community 
because they had been layin’ low that day, out of sight. It had been difficult for us to 
locate any snakes at all. That is until I looked up at the low-hanging branches of a 
half-fallen tree projecting over a deep pool in the creek. There, I espied a rattle-headed 
copper moccasin wrapped around a limb. It had slithered up on one of the limbs and 
was layin’ up there, just kind of casually, evidently trying to fool us by blending in with 
the bark and leaves of the limb. I yelled, “Snake!!” and the pummeling commenced. We 
were in close range to the thing, so that brought out the big rocks. We warn’t th’owin’ 
rocks. We wuz chunkin’ boulders! Our projectiles were knocking chips of bark off 
those branches, bringing down clumps of leaves, and flat out destroying the top of that 
fallen tree. It was like a machine gun had opened up on that tree!

By now, the dogs had gotten excited and were jumping and barking. Directly, one 
of our rocks caught the snake a heavy blow right in the th’oat, if a snake has a th’oat, 
and he fell into the water. Next, a barrage of rocks came flyin’ in from all directions. At 
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proceeded like gangbusters all evening that day as the casualty count continued to rise 
precipitously in favor of the throwers. 

There was one type of sand rock that we always looked for in cases like this, and that 
type of rock consisted of low-grade sand rockification (my term), which burst like a 
grenade going off when striking an object, and it threw out a million pieces of hardened 
sand shrapnel. 

On the third day of the shooting spree, I observed a genuinely bizarre sight. Five (5) 
dragonflies lit on a flat rock almost directly in front of me. Two pairs of them were mating. 
They were actually breeding, for crying out loud, right in our faces! If I’m lyin’, I’m 
dyin’, those four dragonflies were actually, (shhh, say it real low, so the kids don’t hear) 
“doing it!” And there, right smack dab between them sat an observer to their debauchery. 
I don’t even remember who threw the rock, but one of our guys th’owed down on ‘em 
and launched one of those shrapnel laden daisy cutters right into the middle of those five 
dragonflies and killed every last one of ‘em…stone dead, killed all of ‘em dead as truck-
pressed pheasants! That rock went off like a 105mm howitzer round and gunned all of 
‘em down, blew ‘em all to flinders! Now, I cannot swear to it because I did not have my 
magnifying glass with me that day to inspect closely, but when we picked up the four that 
were, well, you know…doing it, and we gave them a cursory examination with the naked 
eye, I could have sworn there was still a smile on all four of their faces!

It’s been almost sixty years now since that oddball competition took place, but in 
total, I think the four boys killed over 350 dragonflies. I got 135. The dogs didn’t get 
any. All I remember is that we had to go halfway to Slabtown Bridge or the railroad 
trestle to find any more victims. We had wiped out the population over a stretch of 
over 300 yards, mowed down all the grass on both sides of the stream, riddled the 
brush along the creek bank, and perforated the tree bark all along that stretch of creek. 
In addition, the EPA gave us grief about killing so many of the insects and effectively 
altering the course of the creek’s main channel.

Our only casualty in this whole rock-throwing experience was that all four boys 
suffered a case of a rock thrower’s finger. That is a condition caused by throwing so 
many sand rocks that the fingerprint is worn off the thumb, middle finger, and index 
finger because the sand acts like 100 grit sandpaper. After the contest, it was so bad 
that we could have done a smash and grab at Dolph Lane’s store and not left a single 
fingerprint! We were safe from Hamilton County deputies and the FBI because they 
could not have lifted our prints.

Now, if young people today think for a minute that video games on their computers 
and cell phones are exciting, well, they just need to walk up Rock Creek with a bunch 
of us old fogeys and get introduced to rock-throwing 101, Rock Creek style! They 
haven’t seen fun until they do!

from where his feet and ankles had been a half minute before and within two feet of the 
rest of us. The surprise brought about by removing his hiding place irritated the snake, 
and he stuck his ugly tongue out and halfway struck at the rest of us.

As I said in a previous episode, we had not yet learned how to curse, but brother, we 
discovered on the fly right then. I don’t know if it was inherent knowledge, instinct, 
or what, but we learned how to curse right then and there, and everyone swore a blue 
streak as we fled the scene of that snake. I think the most common word or phrase out 
of our mouths at that point had something to do with the vernacular for equine refuse…
horse dung, if you will…OK, horse manure, if you get my drift! I’m trying to be genteel 
here. Even though the humans fled the scene, Jim Dog and Bobo piled in on the threat 
and reduced the snake to shreds. We were now 3-0 for the day—notch three more 
snakes on our belt.

If you were a native living along Rock Creek, there was another art that you had to 
master to survive. You had to be able to run like H-E-double hockey sticks if the situation 
warranted it. Not just short bursts like getting away from that coiled-up snake. No, I’m 
talking about some 50-yard dashes and things of that order. We got to where we could run 
up and down that creek like the wind. It made for excellent eye-foot coordination because 
pilgrim, if you fell, well, let’s just say the emergency room was a long way off. No joking, 
we could run like the wind on that rocky surface, and it was better if a person was bare-
footed so that your toes could curl around the surface of those creek rocks. Instances 
that demanded instantaneous flight from the scene included: (1) an ornery old resident 
cursing at us from their back door, (2) snake(s) swimming toward us, (3) false notion of 
the murderer watching us and us not having our creek rocks in hand to th’ow at him, (4) 
bad dudes coming down the creek from another territorial location, (5) someone firing a 
rifle shot across the creek and bullet flying overhead, (6) parents yelling for us to come to 
supper, (7) coming out on losing end of a rock fight engagement.

One of the most creative but bizarre ventures we ever got involved in was a contest 
we held one summer to see who could clobber the most dragonflies in the creek. Now, I 
told you that there was not much for boys to do at that time, so keep that in mind before 
calling us crazy. There were always tons of dragonflies in the creek behind my parents’ 
house, and we never really bothered them in our rock-throwing melees; however, on 
one particular day when life seemed quite, well, let’s just say boring, OK, boring then, 
someone came up with the idea of having a contest to see how many of the insects we 
could kill with rocks. So, we went looking. 

On that first day of the contest, it was a target-rich environment. We had gone from a 
4-2-barker formation for snake killin’ to a man-to-man offense for dragonfly slaughter 
because, in this case, there was no sharing of the rewards. The kill either belonged 
to your rock, or it didn’t…couldn’t have it both ways. The pinging and the banging 
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CHAPTER 11

The Bat That Came to Church

In all my years as a classroom teacher, I was constantly amazed at some of the 
things that children said or did in class, like the time one little boy just piped up out 
of the blue right during the middle of class and asked, “Mr. Coulter, do you think this 
generation will dip snuff?” Of course, as it turned out, they did. It was often impossible 
to hold a straight face and maintain composure when students told their experiences. 
Such was the case one Monday morning in the early 1990s. I was teaching sixth-
grade mathematics that year and had a little boy named Jerry (not his real name) in my 
homeroom whose family attended one of the local churches.

On that Monday morning, Jerry came to school very excited and eager to say 
something. He came up to my desk, fi dgeted with pencils in my pencil holder, and 
looked around the classroom. He kept rolling one around, used it to sight something 
like a rifl e, rubbed it between his fi ngers like he was rolling dough…just gave it a good 
going over. Eventually, he looked at me and said, “Mi-i-s-terrrr Coul-l-l-ter-r-r, you 
should have been in our church last night. It was something else.”

I asked him what happened, and that is when I made my mistake. 

“Well,” he said, “we were all up there in the church, and my mama, she was a playin’ 
the pi-an-er, and everyone was a sangin’, and you know what?”

I played along, “No, not really, I don’t have a clue, but I am waiting with bated 
breath to fi nd out.”

He continued, “Well we wuz a sangin’, and nothin’ was a happenin’, and everyone 
was just sangin’ away, and you know what?”

I replied, “No, idea, but I’ve got a pretty good idea that everyone was a sangin’”
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didn’t break out all the winder lights in the whole place, and then one of ‘em got a 
broom and went to swangin’ that thang like crazy. Mi-s-s-te-rrrr Coulter-r-r-r, he almost 
knocked down one of them overhead lights, and then that thang flew right at him, and 
he jumped down in the floor and crawled under a banch like everyone else. And you 
know what?”

I was utterly helpless on the desk, so I waved at him again.

“Well, finally, that thang flopped around and went up ‘ere and lit on the top of my 
mama’s pi-an-er and just stuck there, and the preacher, he crawled out from under one 
of them pews, and he got one of them big ol’ hymn books, and he sneaked up there on 
his tippy toes to where that thang was stretched out on that pi-an-er, and he took that 
hymn book, and he just wore that thang out good!

End of story and end of composure.

“How’d you know? Well, everyone was a sangin, and my mama was playin’ like all 
get out, and all of a sudden, a bat fell out of the top of the church and went to floppin’ 
through the air and a-flyin’ back through the crowd. 

Now, this revelation would not have been so hilarious, but when Jerry said that a bat 
fell out of the ceiling and started flopping around in the church, he began mimicking it 
by flapping his arms and turning around and around.

I put my head down.

“And, Mr. Coulter, there was the awfullest screamin’, and hollerin’ went on as 
you’ve ever heard in your life because we had all been a sangin’, and you know what 
happened next?”

From my head down position with my head between my arms, I simply muttered, 
“No clue?”

“Well, the preacher’s wife, she was sitting on the front pew and when that thang fell 
out of the ceiling and started floppin’ around, why she took off screaming and running 
and ran full speed into the restroom and slammed the door and locked it and nobody 
else could get in. My mama jumped up off that pi-an-er bench, and she got down on her 
hands and knees and crawled under the banch, and that bat just kept a flappin’ around 
through the church.

I was in stitches by this time, but it wasn’t over yet. 

He continued, “…and Mr. Coulter, do you know what happened next?”

I innocently replied, “No, I wasn’t even there. You tell me!”

“Well, that thang just kept a going and a’flappin’, and everyone was a swangin’ at 
it when it came by, and all the women was a screamin’ and a’shovin’ their kids under 
them banches and yellin’ at the tops of their lungs. There was an old red dawg layin’ 
in the back door, and he took off like a rocket and went home, and you know what?”

I just raised my hand from my head down position and waved a signal that I didn’t 
have a clue.

“…and nearly everybody had crawled under them pews except several of the men, 
and one of ‘em jumped up and put up his dukes like he was boxing and tried to punch 
it when it came by…, and a couple of other men went to th’owin’ hymn books at it…
and you know what?

I gave another signal.

“Well, they wuz a th’owin’ them books, and it was a thousand wonders that they 
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CHAPTER 12 

The Wasp Nest at Church

This story has been told for the truth, but for the protection of the people involved, 
names have been changed to conceal their identities and protect their reputations. This 
took place in a small, local, country church during the late 1930s or early 1940s, but no 
one knows which church or even for sure in which town it occurred, or at least they’re 
scared to death to divulge that damning information. Everyone swears it happened in 
a Sale Creek church; however, no one knows for sure. Anyone who grew up attending 
a small, country church knows that this could have happened just about anywhere. So, 
I’ll tell it like it is because this is the way I heard it.

At that time, there was no air conditioning in churches. During the summer months, 
the windows (pronounced winders) just got “th’owed up to the sky.” There was always 
a symphony going on outside with the windows up, and those sounds drifted right 
into the church and competed with the pastor’s oratory. Sheep bleating, mules and 
donkeys braying, cows mooing, chickens crowing and clucking, loud cars roaring and 
scratching out, old Aunt Morticia next door yelling threats of a good, sound thrashing 
to those two hellions of hers that she had half-raised, half dragged by their ears into 
adolescence, drunks staggering past the church mumbling and carrying on. On top of 
all that, the heat caused people to fall asleep in their pews inside the church from the 
hum-drum of the sermon after Ol’ Hundred had fi nished singing and taken their seats 
in the congregation. That was the environment around those little country churches.

On top of that, nearly every church had some internal threat to its sanctity in the 
form of a bunch of devilish little kids that were forever and a day thinking up new 
and creative ways to pester the pastor and the congregants. This was the case in this 
church one hot Sunday during the evening worship hour. During those days when the 
inside temperature was stifl ing, the ladies sat with a folding fan that they kept in their 
purses, or else they used one supplied by the local mortuary, and they sat and fanned 
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the church, the parishioners began to collapse. Little kids started pointing at the lady 
because no one had ever seen such a sight in church…at a peep show, maybe, but not 
in church.

Every time that the lady progressed one more row toward the front of the church, the 
worshippers gasped, put their hands over their mouths, shielded children’s eyes, and 
tried to look the other way. Then they collapsed as well from the humor of the situation.

Well, the poor soul made it to the third pew, where three brothers of the faith were 
sitting on the first three seats of the row. Sister Fanny’s seat was the fourth spot on the 
bench, and those men knew it. They all leaned back as far as they could in their seats to 
allow her to pass, and then, lo and behold, the first, then the second, and then the third 
one caught sight of a woman’s exposed bottom coming past their faces with only about 
a foot of space to spare between the tips of their noses and the forbidden intimacy of 
Miss Fanny’s thin, lacy Fruit of the Looms. Eye-witness accounts described the look of 
outright horror on their faces as the nearly bare-bottomed lady passed in front of them…
too close for comfort. All three of the men’s noses and mouths were scrunched up and 
turned to one side, their eyes painfully closed as tightly as a corked jug of moonshine. The 
culmination of the whole affair came when Sister Fanny started to sit down and placed 
her hand down the back of her dress to smooth out the wrinkles. It was only then that she 
felt naked leg. Then her fingers quickly started coochey, coochey, cooing their way up her 
leg until they found silk underwear exposed and visible to the whole church.

I know for a fact that an unholy word or two flew out of the lady’s mouth as she 
traversed in reverse past the three offended brothers and fled out the back of the church, 
all the while trying to pull the dress tail and petticoat out of her drawers and cover 
herself adequately. In doing so, a crescent moon became visible at times.

Well, that made two strikes for the day, what with Brother Walter crushing his chair 
and falling out on the floor and then Sister Fanny providing a peep show for everyone’s 
viewing pleasure, but it was not over by any stretch.

Just as Sister Fanny tore out of the church, another sister who had been in the same 
facility walked in, and this one was dragging a twelve-foot tail of toilet tissue that 
emanated from under her dress. The cob of the tissue roll was still attached and bobbed 
and jumped along at the train’s end. This revelation started the whole collapsing 
congregation trick all over again. As soon as she cleared the back row moving forward, 
all of the occupants on the pew started splitting their sides at the peculiar sight. Second 
row…more collapsing parishioners. When she got to the third row, one of the men, not 
wanting a repeat of the Sister Fanny embarrassment, jumped out of the pew, grabbed 
her arm to steady her, and stomped the offending tissue with his foot to break it loose. 

and fanned. The men sat and took it on the proverbial chin with sweat running down 
their faces, soaking their shirt backs and causing their clothing to stick to the back of 
the pew until they stood up. You could often hear a ripping sound as they stood up and 
the wet shirt material peeled away from the back of the bench.

On this particular day, the pastor should have gotten wind that there would be trouble 
because when he arrived at the church to open the doors, three buzzards, two crows, 
and a hoot owl were perched in a tree in the churchyard. Bad omens, indeed. The only 
bird missing was Edgar Allen Poe’s raven quoting, “Nevermore!”

The choir loft in that church was an elevated platform behind the pulpit, and it had 
a dark blue skirt around it for modesty’s sake for the female singers. The chairs on 
the stage were not what you would call sturdy or substantial by any means, with a 
maximum load limit of around 195 pounds. They were metal folding chairs, and on this 
particular morning, one of the overly hefty male singers waddled up there and parked 
himself on one of them as the choir ascended the stage. Brother Walter Bedell’s 400 
pounds lapped over both sides of the poor thing and immediately started punishing 
the tensile strength of the chair and continued that torture throughout the first sitting 
hymn, the superintendent’s announcements that strung out to the crack of doom, and 
the pastor’s opening prayer. As the pastor finished his prayer, and just as he said amen, 
the beleaguered chair holding Walter’s hulk surrendered to its inevitable fate, gave 
way, and dumped Walter rudely out on the floor. There was a loud jolt as Walter’s 400 
pounds succumbed to the laws of gravity and pounded the floor. 

As the startled parishioners looked suddenly in his direction, they became aware of 
Walter’s predicament. One leg was sticking out under the modesty skirt on the stage, 
and the other foot was visible above the skirt, tangled up in the twisted wreck of a chair. 
Groanings and grunts emanated from behind the skirt as Walter slowly rolled over into 
an all-fours position and then tried to get up like an old cow, hind end first. When he 
thoughtlessly held up the twisted, derelict chair to the view of the congregation, the 
worshippers could not hold their bursting sides any longer. Walter came out of the choir 
loft and found a more substantial piece of furniture to park himself.

Before the preacher could proceed, one of the older ladies came into the back of 
the church and clomped forward in a lurching gait. She was perched upon two stout-
heeled shoes that were groaning under the weight of the burden she imposed on them 
from above as she sashayed down the aisle to take her usual seat on the third row 
of the pews. She had just come from the little facility behind the church. When she 
arranged her clothing in the privy and had pulled up her (you know, her dainties…her 
drawers), the tail of her dress and her petticoat got trapped in those bloomers, so she 
came into the assembly, well, to put it kind of mildly, showing her Fruit of the Looms 
quite prominently plumb up to her hips. When she passed the last row in the back of 
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At this point, activities in the church began to reach critical mass as actions broke 
out all over the sanctuary, so we will take them in order as best we can.

Just as the nest was being poked and about to fall, James and Florence Hickman’s 
little boy, who had been sitting at their feet playing on the floor, suddenly lurched 
forward and started crawling under pews toward the front of the church. Seeing the 
escape attempt, James quickly jumped down on the floor and started slithering under 
the benches on his stomach like a sidewinder snake trying to arrest the escape of the 
little boy. When the child had made it three rows up and just as James grabbed a leg, 
the child encountered Ol’ Lady Bartlett and bit her on the back of the knee. The startled 
woman jumped up, screamed, and yelled, “That little demon just bit me!” At that point, 
she saw James on the floor coming directly under her pew and thought he was trying to 
be impertinent, so she yelled, “What are you doing under me? Don’t you look up my 
dress!”

The pastor had never seen anything like this before in his life, but it was only getting 
started. He knew that his sermon of the day had already suffered mass casualties, but 
he determined to endeavor to persevere in the face of impossible odds. Just as he made 
that determination, the wasp nest scored a direct hit on the pulpit in front of him and 
wasps boiled out like a steaming witches’ cauldron!

Have you ever seen the seed pods from a maple tree spiral downward during autumn? 
Do you remember how they whirl and whirl around like a propeller? Well, that’s just 
about what happened with the wasp nest…with 40 wasps on board! That thing twirled 
straight down and landed on the pulpit just as the pastor was about to say that “hell 
is the abode of the lost,” but when the wasp nest landed smack right in his face and 
interrupted his train of thought so completely and rudely, all he could get out was, 
“hell…it’s a wasp nest!”

A set of actions was thrust into motion, and they spread like wildfire all over the 
church. Secondary to Walter and his broken chair, the burlesque performance on the 
third row, the tissue trailing lady, the wasp nest falling off the ceiling, and Ol’ Lady 
Bartlett getting bitten by an infant and just before the wasp nest hit ground zero, a rat 
ran out of the wall and crossed the foot of Aunt Lucy McFadden who looked down, saw 
the rodent, and screamed out a reference to blazing equine refuse at the top of her lungs 
just as the pastor said hell. She jumped up in the pew and started dancing and screaming 
bloody murder with both hands seemingly glued to the sides of her head. “Rat, rat, rat, 
John, there’s a rat on my foot!”

Seeing the rat, John jumped up and started stomping while his wife continued 
dancing in the pew and making further references to flaming horse dung. She was 
screaming so loudly like a banshee that the little flapper in the back of her throat was 

At that point, Sister Bertha threw a haymaker at the good-intentioned brother, 
thinking that he had overstepped proper social protocol and invaded her personal space 
and decency. However, she relinquished her aggressiveness when he pointed out the 
piece of tissue stalking her down the church aisle. Sister Bertha was now as embarrassed 
as Sister Fanny, and she reached down, grabbed the trailing tissue, and fled the church 
as well, with the trailing cob bouncing along behind her like a fisherman’s cork floater.

In less than five minutes, the congregation had suffered four casualties – one 
demolished chair, poor old Walter’s pride, and two female congregants who were not 
seen again for the next six months. But it wasn’t over yet.

On this particular evening, two little twelve-year-old demons were sitting about 
halfway back in the congregation trying to appear as though they were behaving when 
in actuality, they were plotting some devious type of devilment. As the pastor got into 
his sermon, one of the boys espied an interesting phenomenon on the ceiling. There was 
a wasp nest right above the pastor’s pulpit, and it was a big one. That was one of the 
most enormous wasp nests that the boys had ever seen in their lives. It was crawling 
with wasps…must have been at least 35-40 of them on that nest, and those little insect 
imps were moving around somethin’ another ferocious that day.

One of the boys made a second pertinent observation. Right beside the wasp nest 
was a knothole in the ceiling planks. That meant access to the wasp nest from the 
church’s attic. Their devious plan of action now began to take shape. One boy was 
tasked with staying on-site to file a report on the proceedings when their prank came to 
fruition, while the second one took the role of a meddler in stirring up the wasps from 
the safety of the attic.

The second boy slipped out of the church and re-entered through the back window 
in the pastor’s study to do the actual deed. From there, he climbed the ladder going 
up into the church’s attic. It was stifling hot up there, so he knew that he had to move 
fast. As luck would have it, the light shining through the knothole from down below 
came through like a lighthouse beacon. He quickly made his way across the rafters to 
the light beam and took a look. Yep, there the demonic beings were, just a handbreadth 
away on the other side of the ceiling plank. The stage was set for one of the most 
outlandish events that ever took place in that church.

The boy took a small stick he had carried up into the attic with him, poked it through 
the knothole, and began aggravating the wasps. This would be funny when those wasps 
started boiling off that nest and buzzing the crowd below. Oops! The stick did just a 
little bit too good a job of rousing the wasps, and it tragically clipped the link holding 
the nest to the ceiling. Down she went!
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ceiling, and she was one of the first victims of the wasp attack. One of them lit in her 
hair, and Uncle Frank, trying to be helpful, took a hymn book and walloped her in the 
side of the head in an attempt to squash it. She reeled sideways and yelled out, “What 
are you doing, Frank, trying to kill me!” Then it stung her on the side of the head.

OK, by this time, any semblance of church decorum was gone completely. The pastor 
had given up because he was fighting off a horde of wasps right there in the pulpit and 
had more than enough worries of his own.

Sister Margaret Perkins, seated beside Sarah Sorenson, was the next victim when a 
wasp buzzed around her and then dive-bombed right down the bosom of her dress. She 
jumped up and started screaming, “Help me, help me! Save me!” Two deacons thought 
she was confessing to sins and trespasses and desired to go to the altar, so they asked 
her if they could pray with her. 

“No, for crying out loud, you fools, I’ve got a wasp in my bosom! Help me!”

Well, here was a situation for the two deacons to ponder. They had to do something 
but what? One of them wanted to hit her in the chest with his open hand but was afraid 
he might be accused of groping if he hit her forehanded instead of backhanded because 
he could be charged with the rude and lascivious charge of cupping his hand around 
her…well, you know…her chest area. Her bosom! Do I have to spell it out for you, for 
crying out loud! 

Suddenly, the idea of hitting her in the chest with an inanimate object presented 
itself. A hymn book came to mind, so one of them whomped her several hard licks 
in the middle of the chest with Weldon’s Congregational Singing Hymn Book. By 
lucky happenstance, one of the blows squashed the wasp somewhere deep in her 
unmentionable thorax area.

Net result: the wasp was killed stone dead somewhere in Margaret’s intimate abode, 
the lady’s dignity and personal space had been justifiably violated, the wind had been 
knocked clear out of the poor sufferer, and two deacons were afraid that one of them 
was going to have to divorce his wife and marry Margaret for defiling her dignity and 
person in public.

So now we have three women laid plumb out on the floor with two of them locked 
in death throes, punching, gouging, pulling hair, and still insulting each other’s mother 
under a church pew, one lady dancing and screaming in a pew and speaking profane 
babblings, one lady staggering around semi-conscious after getting hit in the head with 
a songbook, one lady who had been defiled publicly because of a bee down her dress, 
and one woman limping and holding the back of her knee as she made a run for the 
back of the church. Two men were punching each other’s faces, one man stomping 
around in circles after a half-dazed church rat, one husband doing penance for nearly 

protruding horizontally toward the front of her mouth like a windsock in a hurricane. It 
was one long, uninterrupted scream coming out of her mouth. John continued to stomp. 
Observers to her continuous screaming surmised that she must have had the ability to 
breathe through her ears because there was no possible way under the sun that air was 
getting into those lungs from her mouth or nose.

Aunt Myra Thibodeaux from her second-row seat saw things heading south quite 
precipitously now with scores of wasps zipping through the church, so she looked over 
at her husband, Fred, who was asleep in the pew. She punched him excitedly and said, 
“Fred, Fred, there are wasps everywhere. Wake up!”

Here’s the thing about Fred. You did not want to startle Fred when he was dozing 
because he was apt to viciously and blindly throw punches, and whatever was on his 
mind when he got surprised was what came out of his mouth. In his sleep state before 
being jolted by Myra, he had been dreaming that he was in the process of shoveling 
out his horse stall at home. So, when he was rudely awakened, he stood bolt upright, 
fully extended his right arm, stuck his finger out, pointed at the ceiling, and yelled at 
the top of his lungs, “horse manure!” Only, he didn’t say manure. Any other time this 
would have brought about severe repercussions and swift retribution from the pastor, 
deacons, and congregants; however, things were in such an unholy mess by now that a 
four-letter word yelled out in the sanctuary was small potatoes compared to everything 
else going on. Besides, that foursome had already teed off with Aunt Lucy screaming it 
to the rooftops from her perch on the third-row pew.

Everyone was now standing up in the church and contemplating a complete 
withdrawal from the sanctuary. Wasps were buzzing unhindered throughout the church, 
and the service had become a complete shambles. Flora and Lige Henning were standing 
toward the back of the church with Bill and Mary Jones behind them. One of the wasps 
lit on the derriere of Flora, so Mary, trying to be helpful, quickly flipped it off Flora’s 
rear with her finger before it could sting her, but in the process, she flicked her hiney as 
well. When Flora turned around in surprise, all she saw was Bill’s hand positioned as if 
it had done the deed, so she quickly boxed his ears. At that point, Lige asked Bill, “Did 
you just touch my wife’s rear end?”

Things quickly tanked in that pew. Flora and Mary started having words over Flora’s 
attack on Bill while the two men continued arguing and neared fisticuffs. Things rapidly 
escalated into hair pulling and derogatory comments about each other’s mother’s 
moral turpitude and familial genealogy on the part of the two lady worshippers, and 
the two men squared off in a physical altercation. Punches began flying, and then more 
screaming broke out between Flora and Mary as they locked up in a fierce embrace and 
engaged in a full-fledged catfight wrestling match right there in the floor under the pew.

Aunt Sarah Sorenson had been sitting on the second row when the nest fell off the 
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a homemade, wooden fan that resembled a ping pong paddle. He cut down on it with the 
improvised weapon when it got within range. The homemade device separated, leaving 
the handle in his hand while the paddle end whirred through the assemblage and cracked 
Ol’ Granny Jackson five rows away right in the back of the head.

“Somebidy’s th’owin’ wood in here! Sombidy’s th’owin’ stove wood in this church! 
Somebidy just hit me in the back of the head with a piece of stove wood!” she yelled. 

When the wasps made subsequent passes through the congregation, some worshippers 
regrouped, grabbed hymnals, and spread them open. A loud pa-toom was heard when the 
hymnbook slammed shut every time a wasp came by the pugilist. Most of the pew-sitters 
started the quickest exit from the church that they could find, and their massed hurried 
movements sideways out of the pews resembled giant worms slithering along. When they 
got to the end of the row, they scattered like quail out the doors of the church.

Slowly the tide of battle turned. Between wasps getting squashed upside the heads 
of congregants with hymn books, parasols, or the flat of hands, stomped in the floor 
when they lit, beat to death by hymn book toting deacons, shot off the light fixtures 
with rubber bands, gunned down by antiaircraft fire in the form of thrown hymn books 
or other readily accessible projectiles, and knocked out of the air by broom wielding 
worshippers, their numbers began to dwindle.

The pastor, at this point, knew that church etiquette for the day had been blown to 
flinders and that matters were entirely out of control. He also realized that there was 
not much he could do about it except hope to channel it all outside. As he surveyed the 
damage in the sanctuary, he saw the following: one woman was still standing, dancing 
and screaming references to equine refuse in a third-row pew while her husband tried 
to coax her down by telling her that the rat was dead (which it was by this time from 
multiple stompings and being mercifully stung to death). One lady parishioner was still 
laid out flat on the floor trying to recover from a wasp sting under her clothes as well as 
a vicious chest-beating from a deacon with a hymn book, two deacons were on bended 
knees (not praying but seeking forgiveness for crossing the line of decency), two women 
were getting up from a catfight below a bench, two men with black eyes were making 
up for mistaken identity, a father was still begging forgiveness from Ol’ Lady Bartlett 
for being directly under her seating space, a rubber-band caused, half-blinded man was 
trying to get out of the arms of Gertie Wilbanks, and people all over the church were still 
screaming and trying to gather up hymn books for another throw at the airborne devils. 
Besides the human element, there were three broken windows from direct hits from 
thrown hymn books, broom straw was all over the place, and hymn books were lying 
throughout the building, plus six had escaped the sanctuary and had flown out into the 
yard. Contents of the ladies’ purses were strewn from Dan to Beersheba throughout the 
church as a result of the women using them to ward off and attack the hordes of wasps.

knocking his wife unconscious with a hymn book, James trying to defend his honor 
and convince Ol’ Lady Bartlett that he was not some common pervert and attempting 
to look up her dress from under a pew, and two deacons who were now in fear of losing 
their marriages as well as their standing in the community for whomping a woman 
multiple times in the…well…you know, chest area with a hymn book!

By this time, seventeen-year-old Mirna Simpson had retreated over to the side of 
the sanctuary where the reserve store of hymn books was stacked. It is incredible how 
certain stimuli can tend to loosen a person’s tongue – extreme fear, illicit spirits, and 
anesthetic. Well, Mirna had gotten a supercharged dose of fear right then with all those 
red wasps flying around, and her tongue got exceedingly loose as a result. Therefore, 
she started swearing as she violently threw hymnbooks with a vengeance at the wasps 
and cursed them to the four winds. She was throwing books and yelling at the top of 
her lungs until her hair completely hid her face, and sweat ran from armpit to fingertip. 
From shoulder to waistband, her whole right body quadrant was one big sweat stain 
from throwing hymnbooks. Among other things, she called the wasps low down, good 
for nothing, snake feeding, boot licking, illegitimate sons of a brainless, layabout, 
shiftless cur and a street walking, booze drinking, wanton, she-devil. Her shrieking 
voice and resultant thrown objects caused a cone of exclusion to appear around her in 
a twelve-foot radius.

Wilbert Standridge saw what was going on and reached in his pocket, pulled out a 
long, thick rubber band, attached it to his left index finger, drew it back with his right 
hand, and let fly, peeling one of the airborne devils off a low hanging light. More shots 
rang out until his count reached five. On the sixth try, he drew a bead on a long-distance 
wasp on the ceiling. The added stress on the band caused it to snap, fly back, and hit him 
in the eye, causing him to reel backward right into Gertie Wilbanks’ arms. He yelled, 
“I’m hit!” Old lady Wilbanks then rebuffed him, “Git off of me. Don’t you grab me! 
You don’t know me that well! You did it to yourself, you fool! You shot your eye out!”

As if any more drama was needed in a fast-deteriorating church service, two of the 
young boys ran out of the cloak closet with brooms and started swinging at the wasps. 
Before older people could intervene and take control of their wildly swinging brooms, 
there were several instances of friendly fire and fragging of parishioners caused by the 
boys’ well-intentioned but seriously misguided and inaccurate efforts with the brooms.

By this time, hymnbooks were flying all over the church as parishioners tried to ward 
off the insects. One wasp dropped down to eye level and took off straight back through 
the crowd. Everyone saw him coming, and several parishioners got off some shots with 
hymn books, but the ultimate recipients of the thrown songbooks turned out to be other 
parishioners who took licks to the back of their heads. The rest of the crowd parted left 
and right to allow the wasp to pass; however, Uncle Matt Matthias stood his ground with 
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As the pugilists filed out of the church after the last wasp had been dispatched to a 
hotter place than the church attic, the condition of the combatants was quite evident. 
The ladies’ talcum powder was in streaks down their faces. Snatches of their hair had 
worked out of their buns and out from under their dainty hats and had drooped in sprigs 
in front of their eyes with tiny drops of sweat dripping off. Their clothes looked like 
they had all been down under that pew fighting one another. The men came out wholly 
soaked in sweat; some were dragging suit coats on the ground behind them from the 
exhaustion of flailing blindly at the marauding insects for the last twenty minutes, their 
hair was all over the place on their heads. It was all summed up when one of the 
pugilists remarked, “We won. We killed every durn last one of ‘em devils, by gar!” The 
injury report counted eighteen parishioners stung a total of twenty-seven times with the 
associated red lumpy faces to prove it.

Needless to say, there was no hope of regrouping or settling this bunch down for 
church service to continue. In all of the melee, some unintended inappropriate language 
had broken out all over the church from the women and men alike as they had furiously 
battled the wasps. The pastor decided at that point that it would be best to clear the 
church, try to regroup, and for everyone to do penance before going back into the 
sanctuary the following week.

The twelve-year-old boy recording the event never spoke of his involvement in the 
whole wasp episode, nor did his accomplice, but their account of the wasp fight has 
passed down through the ages for the benefit and entertainment of posterity.
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 CHAPTER 13

It Happened in the Church Pulpit

The following story is told about a Sale Creek boy that was born in 1870 and lived 
his entire life here. Later in life, he became a leading citizen and a faithful churchgoer 
as an adult; however, it’s a thousand wonders that he ever reached the age of twenty-
one, let alone lived to old age. As a youngster growing up, he and his brother and 
partner in crime were two of the most vexing and mischievous little dickens that ever 
walked the face of the earth. They were constantly into something, playing pranks on 
people and the like, and one of their favorite targets was their father, who happened to 
be one of the ministers in town. Arthur could best be described the same way that Mark 
Twain described Tom Sawyer – he could become president if they didn’t hang him fi rst. 

Some people might doubt that the following incidents actually took place since the 
setting was around 1880 and the actions were so, well, nuts, but I have it on good 
authority that it did, and if I used the person’s real name or at least the handle he went by, 
then people would think that this was small potatoes to some of the other shenanigans 
he pulled. Therefore, the names have been changed to protect the guilty. His daughter 
told me in person that these two pranks really happened; however, by the time the story 
was dragged kicking and screaming through Happy Sam Gentry’s Tavern, Ott Davis’s 
Blacksmith Shop, Dolph Lane’s Store (AKA The Crow’s Nest), and several shade-
tree gathering places, there is no telling if the details of these accounts are actually 
according to chapter and verse.

So, gather round while I tell it because…this…is the way I heard it.

Can someone please tell me why strange happenings are always funnier while a 
person is sitting in a church pew? I’ll wait for your answers. It’s the truth. All it takes 
is some bizarre or aberrant sight or sound to take place in a church, and the snickering 
and busting of the proverbial gut take place, things like an errant burp that slips out, 
or someone’s insides growling loudly (yoy-yoy-yoy-yoy), or someone passing gas that 
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his sermon and then feel the need after a few minutes to take off his coat and loosen his 
tie or even roll up the sleeves of his white shirt after his blood got to pumping. Also, 
invariably the pastor would reach into his right hip pocket, pull out his handkerchief, 
and wipe the sweat from his cheeks and forehead. The two little boys observed all of 
this intensely one day and came up with a plan of action for another prank to play on 
their father. 

On the following Sunday morning, before Reverend Davis got dressed, Arthur went 
back to the chimney and got another palm-full of soot, unfolded his father’s neatly 
folded dark-colored handkerchief from his hip pocket, and smeared the residue on the 
inside of the folded rag. The trap was set.

When Reverend Davis got up to preach that morning, the two boys positioned 
themselves in a pew as close to the front of the church as possible because when this 
thing hit the fan, they wanted to be close enough for a good look when things got real, 
and the handkerchief came out. Well, they didn’t have long to wait. Reverend Davis 
launched into one of his most fiery and flamboyant sermons ever, and eventually, the 
coat came off. That was the first step. The boys were watching with bated breath for the 
sweat to pop out on his face, and sure enough, in about five minutes, there was heavy 
sweat rolling down the preacher’s face and standing out on his forehead.

Here it came! He reached for his back pocket! “Holy smoke, he’s going to do it!” 
the boys thought. Reverend Davis took the handkerchief from his pocket and wiped 
off the top of his head first, followed by a tour of the forehead, and that was the first 
sign to the boys and the congregation that the mother lode had been breached. Black 
smears appeared across the top of the preacher’s head and forehead. He even came 
down across the corner of the left eye. At that point, he looked like Pirate Pete! All he 
needed now was a pegleg and a parrot on his shoulder for the total effect. He still didn’t 
know what he had just done.

The congregation almost gasped out loud in unison when they saw the smears appear 
on the pastor’s head, but when the shock wore off a little bit, it became crushingly 
amusing to everyone. Immediately, tears began welling up in people’s eyes and quickly 
overflowed the dikes. By now, everyone’s mouths were drawn as tight as banjo strings 
to keep unholy laughter from spilling forth. From the preacher’s viewpoint, it looked 
like the entire congregation had drunk vinegar juice or gotten a taste of alum on their 
tongues because nearly everyone’s lips were drawn up to the point that they looked like 
a tiny wart on a green apple. You could not have driven a green pea through those little 
ovals with a ten-pound sledgehammer. Tears ran unsuppressed at this moment, flowing 
freely down communicants’ faces because the assemblage wanted forevermore upon 
the life of their deceased mother’s grave to explode at the scene unfolding in the pulpit. 
Tears were streaming down the ladies’ faces and carrying their facial powder so heavily 

sounds like a moose snort or a mouse squeak, or a loud motor in a car winding out 
on the highway past the church all the way to the crack of doom, or the sound of 
an auto crashing into a power pole, or a hub cap flying off a car wheel and rolling 
around and around and around before stopping. Or a bird that flies full speed through a 
raised church window, transits the stage where the pulpit resides, and exits the building 
heading south…or heaven forbid, wasps that drop out of the ceiling and part the crowd 
by flying at eye level through the congregation. Those things can immediately interrupt 
any service with loud guffaws of laughter. 

Even at a tender age, Arthur was a master at interpreting these comical stimuli into 
ways that he could play practical jokes. As I said, his favorite target for this foolishness 
was his father, a Methodist preacher. Like many preachers’ kids, the Davis children 
learned to live with their restraints pretty well until they got big enough to take drastic 
action to enliven the Sunday sermons. Reverend Davis regularly conducted foot 
washing services as taught in John 13:8. For those services, everyone washed their feet 
and put on clean socks before going to service, where the congregants washed each 
other’s already-clean feet.

Arthur and his brother came up with the idea of spiking the reverend’s socks with 
black soot out of the chimney, so on the day of the next foot washing, Arthur sneaked 
into the parlor while no one was watching and ran his cupped hand up the chimney and 
got a handful of dirty, black soot. Then, while his brother held the sock open, Arthur 
ran his hand down into the toe of both socks and smeared soot from the toe to the ankle. 
Then, they carefully folded the sock and placed it on top of the pastor’s drawer so that 
he did not get wind of tampering.

When the time came for Reverend Davis to dress for church, he slipped his socks on, 
put on his suit and shoes, and off he went to church. After singing a few songs at the 
beginning of the service, the time came for the foot washing. The other parishioners’ 
feet got washed first, and then when it was the preacher’s turn, he sat down on a bench 
and slipped his shoes off.

Arthur and his accomplice were front and center to watch the next move. When the 
preacher pulled down the first sock, his badly in need of a washed foot projected itself 
for the entire assemblage to behold, but there it was…a darkened foot covered in coal 
soot. The foot-washing that took place at that moment was not ceremonial in any sense. 
It was a badly needed cleansing, and when the preacher got two boys home, there was 
undoubtedly a cleansing of their backsides as well.

But see, Arthur never got past that same mindset. It only fed his appetite. 

Reverend Davis was a fire-breathing, hellfire, and damnation preaching pastor who 
worked up a sweat when he preached. He would often throw himself full-bodied into 
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By now, the church service had devolved into complete disaster and mayhem as 
standard church decorum flew right out the window. The pastor finally looked at the 
palm of his hand and then the front of his shirt. Then two plus two equaled four, and he 
stepped over to the window and checked his appearance by his reflection in the window 
glass. Stroke city! In his own words, he confessed that it was no wonder everyone 
laughed because he looked like Rocky Raccoon!

There is no record of what happened to the boys after church. No record…none 
whatsoever! Your guess is as good as mine; however, after several weeks prior, 
everyone knew who the guilty parties were after the soot in the sock issue. Unconfirmed 
reports stated that the parental retribution was relatively mild since the whole fiasco 
brought about such an outpouring of confessions at the altar to all kinds of sins and 
local ordinance violations among the congregation that bad behavior, marital infidelity, 
whiskey consumption, moonshine production, and illegal transportation of booze 
plummeted for the next six months. The two boys brought about an unintentional 
community revival of epic proportions for their father.

And that, my friends, is the way I heard it!

Next: The Empire Strikes Back – Arthur’s Kids Bring His Chickens Home to Roost

in blobs down the creases in their skin that the streaks looked like a satellite image of 
the Mississippi River Delta emptying into the Gulf of Mexico.

Seeing all the tears flowing, the preacher assumed that he was striking home with 
his sermon. If that was the case, he reasoned that the altar would soon be covered with 
repentant sinners at the end of the sermon, so he bore down even more intensely with 
his delivery. More sweat popped out.

The preacher had not looked at the palm of his right hand yet, which was indelibly 
smudged with soot. So, he reached for the handkerchief again. Oh, no, everyone 
thought, for the love of all that’s holy, not that again…no more…please!

At this fateful moment, the preacher got that defiled vagrant of a rag out of his 
pocket again, and this time he came down both sides of his face and then from the left 
ear down under the chin and up to the right ear. Now, he looked like a meerkat from the 
southern Sahara. The top of his head, his forehead, both ears, cheeks, neck, and palm 
of his right hand were all now afflicted with soot stain.

He still had not looked at his hand, but in the meantime, his right hand touched his 
white shirt again and left sooty, black finger marks horizontally across the bottom of the 
shirt. Now, as he stood out away from the pulpit, the soot on his shirt made him look 
almost like a penguin with a black and white striped cummerbund.

The culmination of the whole soot in the handkerchief affair occurred when the preacher 
asked rhetorically, “Do you want to have a sinful life as dark as soot (and unknowingly 
held out his soot smeared right palm), or one of sinless purity (left-hand showing)?” That 
brought the house down! Six parishioners immediately got up out of their seats, staggered 
and weaved forward in a hunched over posture as if they were drunk from laughing, 
and cast, yea th’owed themselves penitently down on the altar, humbly confessing to 
laughing in church as well as a host of other spiritual and societal infractions, including 
five counts of imbibing in illicit spirits, innumerable counts of cursing, two counts of 
peeping tom, two counts of chicken thievery, one count of coveting a neighbor’s ass, six 
counts of carrying tales, one count of whiskey running, three counts of illegal possession, 
production, and transfer of corn liquor for resale, three counts of possession of moonshine 
paraphernalia, and four counts of dipping snuff…and that was just the women! The 
deacons had tears streaming down their faces and were coughing as if they had a bad 
case of whooping cough to cover outright uncontrollable laughter. Others surrendered to 
temptation and the threat of hellfire and eternal damnation and simply burst out and filled 
the church with screaming, unholy mirth. One congregant was even lying prostrate on 
his back in a pew with one leg over the back of the pew and was convulsing in laughter 
as though he was having a seizure. Two church members with weak bladders wet their 
pants from the strain of uncontrollable laughter! [A sand bucket, broom, and shovel were 
requested on their behalf.]
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The Empire Stri kes Back – Arthur’s 
Birds Come Home to Roost

Later in life, when Arthur fi nally gained manhood, by an absolute miracle after all his 
pranks, he remained a popular fi gure around Sale Creek and always had some mischief 
going on around his shop. He raised two boys, Bill and Rooster, and they learned at an 
early age about the soot in the sock and the soot in the handkerchief affair at church, so 
they continued the family tradition.

Arthur became quite active in one of the local churches, and whenever there was a 
circuit-riding preacher in town, he always invited the reverend to stay and eat at his 
house until he was ready to leave for his next church stop.

On one such occasion when the preacher was supposed to spend the night with them, 
Arthur told Bill and Rooster that they would have a visitor in their bedroom that night 
and that they had prepared one of the beds especially for him and that both of the boys 
would have to sleep in the same bed.

Later that night, while the grown-ups were talking and discussing the events of 
the day, the two boys decided to take over the preacher’s bed for themselves. They 
proceeded to crawl into the bed and go fast asleep. When the preacher was ready to 
retire for the night, he noticed that one bed was already occupied, so he assumed that the 
other bed was his own; therefore, he put on his nightclothes and got into the empty bed.

All went well until the following day when Arthur came into the room to get the 
boys up from the bed where he assumed they were sleeping. In order not to disturb the 
preacher in the other bed (which contained the two mischievous boys), Arthur quietly 
told the lumps in the boys’ bed to get up and prepare for breakfast. Now, the preacher 
was a sound sleeper and paid no heed to Arthur’s wake-up call.
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of a small sprinkler, thus activating the starch. Then she ironed them very nicely. The 
finished product was a thing of beauty and was very stiff.

On this one particular day, Arthur’s neighbor had spent all day doing her wash. She 
had finished the rinse, hung her clothes on the line, was preparing to wash her starch 
clothes, and mixed up her starch when she realized that she was out of wash powders. 
Living not far from one of the grocery stores in Sale Creek, she set out walking to get 
the soap powders.

Everything was left in her yard - the clothes on the line, the wash pot, fire, and the 
tub of starch. Nobody worried in those days about a stranger going in and stealing or 
messing up their houses. They usually did not even lock up their homes at night if they 
even had a lock on the door. On this day, though, the neighbor lady might have been 
glad if a stranger had come by because he probably would not have caused near the 
uproar that the two little demons did. None of the proceedings around the wash pot had 
escaped the eyes of Bill and Rooster. As soon as the lady was out of sight, they ran over 
to her clothesline and began taking the wet clothes down and dipping them into the 
starch. Then they carefully rehung the wash on the line.

The boys were back on their property for thirty minutes before the lady returned 
home. When she came back to her washing pots, the boys quickly went into their house 
and peeped out through the window in the bedroom to watch the fun they had caused. 
She immediately finished her washing procedure, dipped the starch clothes, and hung 
them out to dry. Then she walked over to the dry clothes on the line and felt them to test 
for dryness before taking them down. Her heart nearly stopped when she touched a pair 
of silk bloomer drawers, and they were rough, rough as a corn cob. She felt the socks, 
long johns, boxer shorts. All of the clothes were afflicted in the same way. Her dismay 
quickly turned to rage, and her temperature and resolve rose to the boiling point as she 
stomped around checking all of the clothes.

Then she walked resolutely to the barn and got a four-foot length of coarse grass 
rope as a weapon. She knew who was to blame. It was those two boys next door, and 
she was prepared to settle the matter.

One of the accepted norms about life back then was that neighbors were not questioned 
if they administered a good, sound thrashing when children needed spanking. This was 
the case today.

When the two boys saw the lady check her clothes and fly into a rage, they got a 
real belly laugh out of the situation. When she got around the house out of sight, they 
figured that the matter was closed, so they went into the back of the house to start 
playing. Everything went smoothly for just about three minutes.

This had not gone unnoticed by Bill and Rooster in the other bed, so as they used to 
say, they laid low and stayed quiet to see what would happen next.

Well, it didn’t take long to see where this was heading. A visibly irritated parent was 
back in the room in just a few minutes, and he went straight to the boys’ bed containing 
the preacher. In a loud and agitated voice, he told the lumps under the blanket, “I told 
you once to get out of that bed, and I don’t intend to tell you again.” Bewilderment 
engulfed the preacher under the covers where the lumps were located. With his whole 
body, including his head, covered up with blankets, Arthur could not tell that he was 
addressing the preacher and not the two little scoundrels who had usurped his bed.

At this point, Arthur unbuckled his belt and ripped it loudly from the loops, wound up 
with his firm, blacksmith’s arms, and proceeded to larrup the dickens out of the lumps 
in the wrong bed. The preacher immediately began yelling, screaming, and writhing in 
pain as Arthur briefly performed on his back, rear, and legs. It did not take him long to 
realize that the shrieks of terror, surprise, and pain coming out from under the covers 
did not belong to his two sons but rather to the preacher.

Arthur immediately sheathed his weapon and went from a standing position of 
authority to a kneeling position of repentance to the preacher who was trying to regain 
a sense of consciousness from the beating he had just taken. The two boys were ecstatic 
that they had just pulled off a masterful coup on their father, who was known around 
town as the master prankster; however, they held their splitting sides from exploding in 
laughter until there were out of sight of Arthur. It was just too dangerous at the moment.

Shortly after Arthur’s first wife died, he married a second time. When the next 
adventure took place, he lived about a quarter of a mile north of the Rock Creek Bridge. 
His family had an elderly neighbor who lived almost next door to the family. Her 
clothesline was between her house and Arthur’s family’s house, and it was in plain 
view to the little tyrants living there.

One day Rooster and Bill noticed her getting ready to do her wash which was a very 
involved, day-long process. First, she had to get out the big black wash pot and fill it 
with water and two other tubs. Then the clothes were dumped in the wash pot with the 
detergent and allowed to soak. Then she sloshed them around with a big paddle that 
resembled a boat oar.

Clothes with heavy soil or stains had to be rubbed on the rub board. Next, the clothes 
were dipped in the tubs to rinse the soap out of them. Finally, they were hung on the 
lines to dry. One additional step was necessary for dresses and shirts - starching. A 
separate tub was set up for the starch. Water was heated, and then starch was poured 
in until there was a thick battery liquid. The clothes were then dipped in the starch 
and hung out to dry. After they dried, the housewife dampened them with water out 
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Bam! Bam! Bam! Someone was pounding on the front screen door. Unsuspecting 
that it was the lady from next door, the two little boys ran to answer the door and ran 
smack into a hornet’s nest in the form of the neighbor armed with the rope. She quickly 
reached inside the doorway, grabbed both, and pulled them outside. She then took the 
piece of rope and frailed the living daylights out of the boys right there on their front 
porch. For what seemed like an eternity to the two boys, she raised a cloud of dust and 
yelps from them. When she had finished, the boys’ rear ends were red and sore, the 
clothes were still stiff, but the lady was vindicated. What had started as a lark and joke 
to the two boys had backfired right in their faces.

So, what underlying, great spiritual truth is exemplified by this bunch of pranks? 
That family was dangerous to be around. 

And that’s the way I heard it!
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CHAPTER 15 

The Day the Town Stood Still...
 For a Goat!

I have always said that the writers for The Andy Griffi th Show must have come from 
a small town because whoever they were, they were familiar with small-town, rural life 
in places like Sale Creek, Dayton, Soddy, and Daisy. Otherwise, they could not have 
put that cast of characters together and come up with some of the seemingly bizarre 
plots which actually could have taken place (and did take place) in any of the towns 
mentioned above in the early to mid-twentieth century. 

I was raised in Sale Creek during the 1950s and early 1960s, and I know from 
personal experiences that some rather bizarre behavior by current standards went on 
then. You just had to experience it to actually believe that it was possible.

I don’t know precisely who our Barney Fife was, but I sure knew our Otis the Drunk 
because we had many of them. As I recall, there were many hard drinkers in our town, 
but two of them, in particular, stand out. They were two widely known drunks that were 
rarely seen driving during the daylight hours, and we all knew why. Their vehicles were 
either wrecked, getting repaired, or were in the impound yard at the Hamilton County 
or Rhea County Sheriff’s Departments. You’d see these two souls weaving up Leggett 
Road on foot, kind of like Otis weaving into Andy’s offi ce to put himself in the slammer. 
See, these two individuals had a problem with drinking, cars, and bridges. Rumor had 
it (Rumor, my foot!! Fact…not fi ction) that they had hit every bridge between Sale 
Creek and Chattanooga as well as points north to Dayton. They had piled their cars into 
a minimum of seven bridges, and that’s only the bridges that we knew about. The joke 
around Sale Creek was that they could not get through a bridge without hitting it. It was 
no wonder that they were always seen walking, weaving, or staggering!
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Tobe’s Sale Creek Café was located along Highway 27 (Dayton Pike then) just north 
of the intersection with Leggett Road and about 150 yards south of the Rock Creek 
Bridge. Grandmother Coulter’s house was about 250 yards north of the bridge, so he 
only had a little over a quarter-mile to find his way home. 

With no light to guide him, he decided to put one foot on the pavement and one foot 
on the gravel shoulder and scuff along like that until he got home. Problem solved…
he thought. Just as soon as he had gone a short distance, a screech owl cranked up out 
in the inky darkness. My father knew that sound just as plain as day, but its weirdness 
was unnerving in the total darkness anyway. Then the screeching stopped. He took a 
few more scuffing steps, and there it was again. Dad burned owl!

Luther made it almost to the bridge, and there was that sound again, screeching 
in the very close proximity of the road. He determined that it had to be coming from 
one of the trees that lined the roadway at that time. Another screech permeated the 
darkness. He had had just about enough of that eerie racket. He was one of the most 
prolific rock throwers that ever lived around town, so he reached down and found an 
excellent throwing rock or two and took a couple more steps. There that racket was 
again. He plotted the position of the screech owl as best he could and let fly a missile 
in the direction of the screech owl’s position in the tree.

When I was growing up, we didn’t have Floyd’s barbershop either, but Dolph Lane’s 
store doubled for one with all the foolishness and chicanery that went on around there. 
Before that, Ott Davis’s blacksmith shop had served as the foolishness capital of Sale 
Creek. The front porch at Dolph’s store was called The Crow’s Nest, and that was 
where all the old men gathered to whittle and tell tales. There was also a faded-out 
checkerboard on the porch bench where Frank Crawley defended his honor against all 
takers. He couldn’t stay on a carpenter job for long without coming to the post office 
and store to check for mail and see who his next victim would be at the checkerboard.

When Frank got someone to play the victim’s role, one older man always stood 
over his shoulder and watched. Just as soon as the other player made the first move, he 
would say, “Ah, Frank, I think he’s got you!” 

That usually precipitated Frank jumping up and saying, “How in the world can you 
say that? I haven’t even moved yet!”

But the thing about living around a small town like those mentioned above is that just 
like in Mayberry, anything could happen. And some of those things involved animals 
roaming around, flying around, or perching around. Case in point - during the 1920s, 
there was minimal electrical illumination: no street lights and very few inside lights. 
Paul “Tobe” Coulter’s restaurant in the middle of Sale Creek was one of the few places 
that had good lighting, and that caused it to be a very popular place to hang out at night, 
especially for the young boys and men who were out looking for something to do. The big 
draws were shooting pool, playing cards, eating hamburgers, and drinking Coca-Cola.

Even Tobe’s restaurant was not safe from practical jokes, mainly because of its 
proximity to Ott Davis’s blacksmith shop and Happy Sam Gentry’s family band of 
jokesters. While many boys were shooting pool one night, some of the local practical 
jokers got a cow out of Addison Downey’s pasture and brought it to the restaurant. One 
of them opened the door while two others smacked the cow on the rear end, causing 
it to stampede through the café, clearing out the pool players, patrons, and the owner 
himself as the bovine plunged headlong through the establishment and out the back 
door. I heard this from one of the guilty instigators.

Night flyers were other uninvited guests to nightlife in the center of town. My father, 
Luther G. Coulter, was Tobe’s nephew, and he liked to frequent Tobe’s place when he 
was growing up in the late 1920s. He stayed until around 9:00 before he exited the café 
and started his homeward trek on one particular night. When he stepped out the door, 
he was met with a serious consideration – it was totally, inky dark outside. There was 
not a single ray of light anywhere, and to beat it all, there was no moon or stars out. 
He was not afraid of the dark, but he faced the real challenge of seeing well enough to 
navigate the walk home. 

Rock Creek in Sale Creek, Tennessee is appropriately 
named. There are at least three bazillion th’owin’ rocks in 

the course of this waterway. (Photography by Jim Shelley)

In a 1944 attack that lasted 
for nearly two hours, a crazy 
goat terrorized the center of 
Sale Creek by getting out of 
its harness and throwing a fit 
that was unparalleled in all 
the annals of town history.
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Here is the situation as it unfolded. (1) The screech owl was not sitting in a tree. The 
screech owl was perched on top of a large sheet metal sign. (2) The screech owl was 
unaware of the incoming artillery shell hurtling his way at 100 miles an hour. (3) My 
father was unaware of the exact environment where the screech owl was perched. (4) 
The rock missed the owl. (5) The rock did not miss the sheet metal sign!

There was a resounding THWANG-G-G-G!!! that reverberated in the owl’s and my 
father’s ears. The screech owl took off, and so did the fifteen-year-old boy as ice water 
shot through his veins. His feet took off, scuffling as hard as they could up Dayton Pike 
the rest of the way home. He said that the self-inflicted scare from the rock hitting the 
sign was worse than the eerie racket that the screech owl was making.

Goats in town – ah, yes, goats! Many stories have surfaced about goats around town. 
It reminds me of the Loaded Goat episode from Mayberry, but neither of these two Sale 
Creek goats ate dynamite…other things, but not dynamite.

Happy Sam Gentry lived just north of the Sale Creek Café and the blacksmith shop, 
and during the late 1920s, he bought a goat and a goat cart for his children. At that time, 
Sears & Roebuck Company had an agricultural catalog, and you could buy chickens, 
geese, ducks, guineas, calves, and even goats and wagons from that catalog. They were 
delivered either to the post office or, in the case of this dad-burned goat, it came to the 
depot and was unloaded there. That is where the trouble started.

The goat was not crazy about being in harness and pulling the wagon. Usually, 
someone had to grab Ol’ Billy’s horns and hold them while the harness was added, 
but eventually, they harnessed the thing. When it was not in its harness, it just roamed 
around the yard and hung around the area of the blacksmith shop next door. 

At that time, companies would pay proprietors of businesses to let them put up 
billboard signs on the sides of their establishments. Jack Kenney operated a peach 
tree sprayer repair shop in the side room of Ott Davis’s smithy, and he had consented 
to allow a big Beechnut Chewing Tobacco paper sign to be glued to the side of the 
building. Happy Sam’s goat took a liking to the taste of the glue under the paper, and 
over the next several months, he stripped all the paper off the side of the building as far 
up as he could reach on his hind legs. As a result, Ol’ Billy reduced the billboard paper 
to shreds.

As I said in an earlier story, Happy Sam’s family household was always in the mood 
for practical jokes, but the tables got turned on Sam on this one occasion. In other 
words, Ol’ Billy got Happy Sam’s goat! The goat enjoyed free rein around the Gentry 
home, and he soon developed a habit of sleeping on their side porch. Whenever Sam or 
his wife, Delphia, saw that Ol’ Billy was lying on the porch, they came out of the house 
and ran him off, but Billy was right back on that porch as soon as they got back inside.

He not only lay on the porch, but sometimes he groomed himself by licking the 
fur on his legs, etc. Whenever he was laid up against the side of the house and was 
grooming, his large curly horns would rub against the side of the house. This sound 
was detected inside, and Delphia would say, “Sam, what’s that noise on the side of the 
house?” 

Sam always got up and went to the door to take a look. As soon as Ol’ Billy heard 
his footsteps, he jumped off the porch and hid in the shadows. When Sam came out…
nothing! Not a hair or a whisker. This went on for months with the Gentry family 
wondering what was causing the noise, until one night, Sam finally flashed a light into 
a darkened bush, and there were the culprit’s eyes looking at him.

The straightaway leading out of the north end of Sale Creek 
was the setting for the shenanigans of Happy Sam Gentry’s 
goat as well as the 1944 terror attack by Ray Davis’s crazy 

goat. It was also the site of the screech owl scare of 1928. 
(Photography by James Shelley)
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But the craziest goat tale ever told involved one that belonged to Ray Davis, a house 
painter in Sale Creek until he died in 1967. This story is true; at least I can attest to 
the central part from talking with one of the main characters. Still, by the time that 
it was run through the mill around the blacksmith shop crowd, Happy Sam’s place, 
Dolph Lane’s Crows’ Nest, and several other community sources, I cannot attest that 
all details are chapter and verse, but as I have said in the past, “This is the way I heard 
it.” I am just reporting the news as it was told to me.

During the 1940s, Ray did a painting job for a prominent family on Lookout 
Mountain. The Davenport family, like Sam Gentry, had purchased a goat and cart for 
their children through Sears & Roebuck. This goat, too, had gotten into trouble when 
it butted its way through a sliding plate glass door after it saw its reflection and tried to 
attack itself in the glass. Therefore, the Davenports made a free offer of the goat and 
cart to Ray, and he accepted it. Family members corroborate these facts.

This goat was just as cranky as Happy Sam’s goat, but for the most part, things went 
well for a month or so until a fateful day when Ray’s son, Al Ray, decided to go fishing 
at Patterson Lake with a couple of his friends. They hitched up the goat to the cart, and 
off they went. When Al and his friends arrived at Patterson Lake, they remembered that 
they had left something behind, so Al told one of his friends to drive the goat cart back 
to Sale Creek, go to the grocery store, and purchase the needed item. Taking the goat 
cart would be quicker than walking. Fact.

Al’s friend got into the cart, clucked to the goat, and they set out. The goat trotted 
at a rapid clip to Highway 27, and when they got there, the boy decided to get his 
purchase at the Home Store. That is where the ka-ka hit the fan.

At that time in the 1940s, there were several establishments through town – the 
Home Store, Ma Nelson’s Place (which was rough and tumble, to put it mildly), Charlie 
Gann’s Garage, Walter Shipley’s Gulf station, Happy Sam Gentry’s Tavern, J.H. 
Ledford’s Store, Tobe Coulter’s Sale Creek Café, Jack Kenney’s Pump and Sprayer 
Repair, and Ott Davis’s blacksmith shop.

When Al’s friend got out of the cart and started to tie up the goat, the crazy thing 
spooked and threw a fit that has been unequaled in the last eighty years of recorded town 
history. It started kicking, bleating, ramming, and squirming until it finally shucked off 
its harness, and then, boy, oh, boy, it was game on!

The goat’s first victim was Al’s friend, who got butted down on the spot. A shout 
was immediately heard from a bystander, “Run, run for your life. Goat on the loose!” 

When the goat wheeled around at the broadcasted warning to look for other victims, 
the boy beat a hot trail to the door of the nearby Home Store. When the goat saw 
the fleeing boy, he gave chase. A good Samaritan opened the door and allowed the 

youngster into the store right before the goat piled into the protective screen door with 
his head down. Bam! Bam! Bam! When his assault on the door ended, the writing on 
the door no longer said, “Colonial is Good Bread.” It said, “Co_l_ _am eets goom bd.” 
From their hiding place behind the drink cooler, the occupants saw the goat tear off 
toward Ott’s blacksmith shop.

When the goat left the scene of the Home Store attack, it pranced around in the 
middle of the highway, looking for more innocents. Seeing activity in Ott’s smithy, 
he lowered his head and charged. Observing him coming in full attack mode, the 
blacksmith ran into Jack Kenney’s shop and slammed the door. One waiting customer 
jumped up and grabbed hold of an overhead two-by-six support and frantically pulled 
himself to safety in the attic. Another patron ran up the ladder leading into the attic. By 
this time, the inflamed goat had entered the shop and was in the process of climbing the 
ladder as well.

“That d!#$% goat can climb ladders, you fool!” the rafter sitter yelled. “Pull that 
thang up!”

The instructee started pulling the ladder up, including the goat, and the added weight 
broke the ladder in two, trapping the two men in the attic and dumping Ol’ Billy in the 
shop floor, but at least the attic residents were safe from the crazed, wild-eyed devil on 
the ground.

Seeing no more innocents in the smithy to attack, the goat spun around in the shop 
floor and pranced back out to the middle of the highway, where it promptly stopped 
all traffic. Two men got out of cars to arrest the goat, but in the ensuing melee, both 
of them carried home a royal butt whoopin’ courtesy of the frenzied goat that was 
aggressively defending the centerline of the highway. Luckily, the two men were in 
front of Ma Nelson’s Place, and a helping hand pulled them in before the goat started 
work on Ma Nelson’s door just like it did the Home Store.

The screaming and yelling from the goat’s tirade brought people out of the Gulf station 
and Gann’s Garage. When the goat saw them standing out on the highway, it ducked its 
head and charged them full on as well. Two workers at the garage ran inside, jumped on 
the lift mechanism, and raised themselves above the reach of the rampaging goat. The gas 
station was locked down tight as a jug so that the goat could not get in there. 

Only the residents of Granny Standifer’s Boarding House opposite the Presbyterian 
Church seemed safe at this time, and they were all out in the middle of the highway 
squinting up the road to see the unfolding debacle. From Patterson Road north to the 
Rock Creek Bridge, that crazy goat had physically whipped three humans, terrorized all 
the homes and businesses along the way, and stopped traffic. It was the first traffic jam 
that Sale Creek had ever seen – five cars heading south and three cars heading north!
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By this time, Al’s friend had ducked out the back door of the Home Store and took 
off across the field, heading toward the schoolhouse property, fleeing just like people 
fled the great earthquake in the book of Amos. He ran the nearly one-mile distance 
back to Patterson Lake to get Al to come and subdue his crazy goat. Al’s friend started 
yelling long before he got to their fishing location. When he ran up to Al, all he could 
get out was, “Al! That goat… (huff puff)…out of the harness (huff puff)…attack…
(huff puff)…people hiding…(huff puff)…getting whipped…(puff puff) cars stopped…
need you!” He collapsed.

Al took off on a dead run and beat a hot trail to the highway to see if he could rein in 
that fool goat. When he arrived on the scene of the crime huffing and puffing, he came 
upon a sight that defied belief. The center of town was a barren wasteland except for that 
crazy billy goat standing triumphantly in the center of the highway. There were clothing 
items strewn around where people had shed them as they fled willy nilly from Satan as if 
a great struggle had taken place…a couple of tools lay in the middle of the highway where 
they had been thrown out of the smithy at the insane goat, someone’s hat, a purse, an iron 
skillet from Ma Nelson’s, and some apples. There was no human activity whatsoever, and 
cars sat motionless in the middle of Dayton Pike. One would have thought that the rapture 
of the church had taken place, and everyone had been yanked out of there.

Starting from the first house near the creek, there were five captives inside looking 
out, Happy Sam’s tavern was closed and the door barricaded with chairs and a cast 
iron monkey heater, two people were captive in the side room of the smithy, two men 
were trapped in the smithy attic because of the broken ladder, three customers and J.H. 
Ledford were hiding behind a drink cooler in Ledford’s store, the attendant at the Gulf 
station was hiding behind some oil cans and a drum of gear lube, three people were 
incarcerated in johnny houses along that stretch of highway, two men were standing on 
the car lift in the garage, the owner was under a desk, the Home Store patrons had all 
armed themselves with cans of green beans and sardines in case the goat broke in, Ma 
Nelson had a churn dasher in her hand and three patrons were armed with cue balls and 
pool sticks in her establishment, and not a single one of them wanted to take on that dad 
blamed goat that was still prancing in the middle of the highway.

By divine providence, Al Ray Davis was able to corral the goat meekly and harness 
the little, devilish imp, and away they trotted back to Patterson Lake. The traffic jam 
(now ten cars – five going each way) cleared up in one minute and thirty-eight seconds.

So ended another day in the life of a small town circa 1944!

This scrimmage’s final time of possession: Goat – two hours, humans – 15 minutes. 
Score 6-1, Goat!

And that, my friends, is the way I heard it.
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CHAPTER 16 

The Education of the Social Worker

I don’t know what it is about some families that comedy follows them around 
so closely, but there was one family in Sale Creek that constantly had some humor, 
laughter, and wit going on all the time. In addition, they were never at a loss for words 
in any situation. That family was the Happy Sam Gentry family. From one end to the 
other, they were always ready for anything that presented itself.

Happy Sam (George Samuel Gentry) was the leader of this band and always had a 
wisecrack or a joke or a prank going on. He claimed that his house was the fi rst in Sale 
Creek to have running water, among other quips. “It ran through my house fi rst every 
spring when Rock Creek fl ooded.”

When the State of Tennessee raised the level of Highway 27 following the disastrous 
January fl ood of 1946, the workers also jacked up the level of existing businesses. 
They placed additional rounds of block foundation under them as they went. As Sam 
inspected the work of the state workers on his beer joint and saw that it had now been 
raised by a level or more than eight feet, he quipped, “If they keep raising that beer 
joint, it will be the fi rst one in Heaven.”

Happy Sam lived right beside the biggest prankster and practical joker that ever 
lived in Sale Creek, the town blacksmith H. Arthur (Ott) Davis. Between the home of 
Sam Gentry and the blacksmith shop of Ott Davis, there was probably more foolishness 
per square foot went on than all the rest of Sale Creek combined. Sam and Ott fed off 
one another in their pranks and jokes.

Happy Sam married Delphia Gothard, also known for some of her zingers. On 
one occasion, all of the Gentry family met for Christmas dinner at daughter Nevada 
Coppinger’s house on Leggett Road. Unbeknownst to Aunt Delph, Nevada had sent 
word to two local county deputies instructing them to stop at her house for a plate of 



131THIS IS THE WAY I HEARD IT... CURTIS N. COULTER130

food for their dinner as they patrolled that day. Deputy Jim Swafford and his partner 
appeared at the Coppingers’ front door and were admitted so they could eat their 
evening meal at the appointed time. Upon seeing the two deputies enter the room and 
not knowing that they had been invited to come, Aunt Delph eased over to her daughter 
Bobby, punched her, and said, “What are they doing here? Are they going to arrest us 
for eating too fast?”

During the 1960s, daughter Margaret suffered a stroke and could not drive anymore, 
so she had to park her old 1953 Chevrolet in their yard along Highway 27. As a result 
of it sitting there and not getting moved, weeds began growing up around it. One day, 
my brother Roger went to Aunt Delph’s house to mow her yard. Margaret came out 
and said, “Now, Roger, after you get all the rest of the yard mowed, I want you to mow 
around that old car good, and then I’ll get Tony and Mike to come out (they were too 
small to push lawn mowers at that time), and I’ll get in the car and knock it out of gear 
and steer it while you boys push it out of the way so that you can mow under it as well.”

That sounded like a good plan, so Roger went to work. He mowed all around the 
house, the bank in front of the house, the area along the sidewalk, the back yard, the 
side yard, if there was a blade of grass to get mowed…brother, it got cut. Then, he 
trimmed all around that old ’53 Chevrolet. At that point, he went to the front door and 
told Margaret that he was ready to move the car. Margaret got Tony and Mike to come 
out in the yard. That old car had sat there long enough that not only would the motor 
not work, but the tires were not fully inflated as well, making it even more difficult for 
three boys under the age of twelve to push, but they were giving it their best shot.

Margaret got halfway in the car (one leg on the ground and the other in the car)  
and knocked it out of gear, and then she took hold of the steering wheel. “Okay, boys, 
start pushing.”

At this point, the three boys started pushing with might and foremost, and they finally 
got the old tires broken loose from the grass that had matted around them. Their faces 
were red and contorted from the effort, and they were stretched out almost parallel to 
the ground as they pushed the car to the limit of their abilities. Sweat had popped out 
on their foreheads, and their cheeks looked like balloons.

Just then, Aunt Delph stepped out on the porch and caught a glimpse of the situation 
on the ground. Here is what she saw. Margaret was sitting in the car looking like nothing 
was out of the ordinary, holding the steering wheel just like usual, but three little boys 
were pushing on the car as hard as they could to get it to move. Without knowing what 
Margaret had instructed the boys to do about moving the inoperable vehicle, she yelled 
out, “Give it a little gas, Margaret.”

When Aunt Delph said that, there was a total collapse inside the car and at the rear 
bumper as Margaret fell over in the seat rolling in laughter, and all three boys fell to the 
ground in painful agony of guffaws. When the four of them got a look at the expression 
on Aunt Delph’s face, they broke down once again.

But it was Nevada that brought me to laughter more than anyone else, probably 
because I was around her a lot more since we were both on the faculty at Sale Creek for 
several years and because she went to my church for a long time.

Nevada played the organ at our church, and as she played, she kept an eye out 
for bad behavior amongst the youngsters, including her son, Tyrus. If something 
behaviorally needed to be addressed to any one of them, she bore down on the swell of 
the organ. That usually was enough to correct the matter. But one of the funniest things 
that happened took place one Sunday morning during the closing prayer following the 
sermon. When the pastor finished his sermon and started to pray, Nevada would get up 
silently and move toward the organ to play the postlude. She always tiptoed with her 
hands out in front of her with her fingertips touching as she took careful steps in order 
not to draw attention.

On this particular morning, as she got to the front of the church from her third pew 
seat, she happened to glance across to the south side of the church, and there sat Uncle 
Addison Downey asleep in his pew. Of especial concern was a wasp crawling around 
in the sparse hairs on the top of his bald head. As Nevada started to take a step forward, 
she wheeled in mid-air and stepped toward Uncle Addison to knock the wasp off his 
head to prevent his getting stung.

Hearing a swishing of clothing right in front of him, the pastor opened one eye and 
espied Nevada stealthily tiptoeing right in front of him. When Nevada saw that she 
had been observed, she blurted out, “Oh, Dr. Jensen, the Bible says to watch and pray, 
and while you were praying, I was watching that wasp over there about to sting Uncle 
Addison on the head!”

Nevada was never at a loss for words, as evidenced by the above episode as well 
as the next one. Nevada’s husband, Tyrus, Sr., always loved to fox hunt, and he kept 
several Walker foxhounds in a pen behind his house. On one occasion, one of the female 
hounds was in a, well, let’s just say, a motherly way and needed to be kept away from 
male suitors for twenty-one days. As a result of her confinement and worldly desires for 
male companionship, she set up a lugubrious howling and barking session that waxed 
quite lengthy. Nevada’s neighbor finally yelled over to the Coppingers’ home and said, 
“Nevada, what is wrong with that dog?”
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Nevada fired right back with no hesitation, “She’s in the Florence Crittenton Home 
for Unwed Mothers, and she doesn’t like it!”

That same neighbor, who we will refer to as J. C., was a big churchgoer around 
the community as well, and he envisioned himself as being a gifted singer…which he 
was not…but he promoted himself that way. He liked to sing in the different Baptist 
churches around town. But the thing about J. C. was that he could not follow the 
music. His singing just led off wherever he chose to go. There was no pianist anywhere 
around that knew J. C. and that would even attempt to play for him except Nevada 
Coppinger. Nevada told me that she just followed him and played whatever tune came 
out of his mouth.

On one Sunday evening at a church service, J. C. got up to sing. He was holding a 
hymnbook in front of him (which was about as useless as a screen door on a submarine.) 
He was wearing a set of spectacles that he never looked through (kind of like Mark 
Twain’s description of Aunt Polly’s eyeglasses in Tom Sawyer…about as practical as 
a pair of stove lids.) But there he was, and he launched into the song. He was all over 
the place with his singing, and Nevada was making an extra-strong effort to follow 
him when suddenly he stopped short at the end of a line of the song. It was just like he 
turned to stone, and nothing came out of his mouth. A look of stark terror came over his 
face, and he quietly turned toward Nevada and whispered (he thought), “I’ve lost my 
place!” Well, it wasn’t whispered low enough because the entire church heard it and 
broke down laughing.

Later, after the church service was over, Nevada approached J. C. and told him, 
“Jim, I have played on the white keys, and I have played on the black keys, and you 
were singing in the cracks!”

Nevada taught schools for many years, and she had hundreds of stories to tell about 
things that happened with students. Most teachers would agree that they could write 
books on something that happened at school. One of the funniest things that Nevada 
ever told involved a visit to a home by Nevada and a social worker.

On this particular occasion, one of the county’s social workers had to visit a home and 
was unfamiliar with the area, so she asked Nevada to accompany her to show her the way. 
When they arrived at the house, they observed chickens, guineas, geese, and a Shetland 
pony loose in the yard. When they went inside, they went to the kitchen so that the worker 
could spread out her papers so that they could all look on together. The kitchen was on 
the backside of the T-shaped house and had porches on either side. Each side had a door 
leading out to the porch. The visit was conducted in late May, so the temperature was 
already quite warm. Both doors were open, and there were no screen doors. You could 
have thrown a cat plumb through the kitchen from one porch to the next.

As the social worker adjusted her glasses down onto the lower part of her nose to 
peruse her papers, and with Nevada sitting across the table from her, the meeting got 
underway. After about five minutes of watching the proceedings, sharp-eyed Nevada 
just happened to catch a slight movement coming from the open doorway behind the 
social worker’s head. Nevada adjusted her seat just a smidge to get a better look, and 
sure enough, there it was. The Shetland pony had come on the porch, ambled to the 
open doorway, and was sticking its head around the side of the door facing. It blinked 
its eyes a few times as it took in the proceedings inside the kitchen.

Nevada observed all of this without letting on a single word because if this mess hit 
the fan, things could get real in a hurry, and she wanted to see what happened when 
things went south. Being completely engrossed in her proceedings, the social worker 
was oblivious to anything going on behind her. She was slinging social worker hash 
hither and thither when all of a sudden, the pony stepped full length inside the door, 
and galoopa-galoopa silently eased over behind the social worker. Its head was now no 
more than six inches from the back of the woman’s head. Nevada was about to explode 
from the gravity of the situation. Still, her face remained stoic and expressionless as a 
poker master in a grand national tournament because she wanted to see the ka-ka hit 
the proverbial fan.

So, the pony was positioned directly behind the social worker’s head and looked 
over her shoulder like it was reading her notes. All of a sudden, the pony nuzzled 
right up to the lady’s ear, bared its teeth like it was grinning, shook its head and mane 
forcefully, and said, “Wheee-eee-ee-eee-plbblblbehbbb!”

Moon…over…Miami! Nevada said she had never seen anyone lose themselves like 
the social worker lady. She said that both her eyes bulged wide open to the point that the 
entire eyeball was visible. Her mouth flew utterly open until the uvula in the back of her 
mouth was bouncing around like a punching bag getting pummeled by a boxer. The lady’s 
pen flew out of her hand, sailed across the room, ended up in a coal bucket, and she lost 
all composure. Her daintiness was cast entirely to the four winds in a flurry of screaming 
and a blue torrent of foul and profane verbiage and babblings that proceeded unabated 
from her dignified oral cavity. Even after Nevada helped her to her car and things had 
calmed down, the lady’s composure was about the same as that of a mashed cat!

The curtain closes with the dignified lady returning to Chattanooga – shaken but 
whole…eventually. Now and then, her car weaved a little from one side of the road to 
the other as she went home.

I don’t think there was ever a Gentry born that didn’t have a funny sense of humor or 
a quick wit for any verbal challenge; at least I never knew of one, and I was acquainted 
with the whole clan.
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The Real Boy Named Sue

What connection could there possibly be, even remotely, between Johnny Cash’s 
song A Boy Named Sue, the John T. Scopes Evolution Trial in Dayton, Tennessee in 
1925, and someone from the community of Sale Creek? Follow along and see.

In 1925 a group of Dayton businessmen and lawyers met in Robinson’s Drugstore 
on Market Street and hatched up an idea to bring national media attention to the town of 
Dayton. This group was led by George Rappleyea, a local engineer and geologist who 
worked for one of the coal companies in Dayton. Also among the conspirators were 
two brothers, Herbert E. Hicks and Sue K. Hicks, both from Madisonville, Tennessee, 
and lawyers in Dayton at the time. Herbert was two years older than Sue and had 
been recently hired as acting city attorney for Dayton. When Sue graduated from the 
University of Kentucky Law School, he came to Dayton to practice with Herbert, who 
had settled in the Dayton area and was engaged to a local twenty-year-old woman.

Sue Hicks was the ninth child of Charles and Susanna Hicks of Madisonville. He 
was born on December 12, 1895. His mother died shortly after he was born, and his 
father named him Sue Kerr Hicks in honor of his deceased wife, Sue’s mother.

Initially, the two Hicks brothers were supposed to present the prosecution’s case 
even though, in actuality, they were friends of John T. Scopes, the defendant. It was all 
a show to garner media and national attention to Dayton and test the Butler Act, which 
forbade the teaching of the Evolutionary Theory in Tennessee schools.

Things quickly got out of hand when famed criminal prosecutor Clarence Darrow 
was brought in to defend Scopes. William Jennings Bryan, a noted lawyer and former 
United States Secretary of State under Woodrow Wilson and three-time candidate for 
President, was brought in to prosecute the case against Scopes.
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The trial ended with a guilty verdict for John T. Scopes, and a fine of $100 was 
assessed against him. The American Civil Liberties Union paid the fine, which was one 
of the driving forces behind the test case.

Sue Hicks played a minor role in the trial and garnered very little credit or attention; 
however, later life events brought him fame or notoriety. Hicks served as a state 
circuit court judge from 1936 until 1958 and presided over 800 murder trials. He had a 
reputation of being a fair but tough judge.

In 1968, Shel Silverstein, a noted cartoonist, poet, songwriter, playwright of 
children’s stories, and a cartoonist for Playboy Magazine, attended a judicial conference 
in Gatlinburg, Tennessee, where he heard a speech given by Sue K. Hicks. Silverstein 
was taken with the idea of a man, and a prominent, educated man at that, being named 
a woman’s name. The idea became the inspiration to write a song about a boy named 
Sue even though the song’s story had nothing to do with Sue Hicks himself.

A Boy Named Sue was recorded by Johnny Cash on February 24, 1969, and released 
on July 2, 1969. The song won a Grammy Award in 1970. Johnny Cash stated that he 
was unaware that Silverstein had any particular person in mind as an inspiration for 
writing the music. Still, Cash sent two records and two autographed pictures to Sue 
Hicks in Madisonville, Tennessee, with the inscription, “To Sue, how do you do?”

So, what is the connection of all of this with anyone from Sale Creek? Six months 
after the John T. Scopes trial ended in July 1925, Sue Kerr Hicks’ brother, Herbert 
Hicks, married his twenty-year-old fiancée on December 30, 1925. His bride was Alyne 
List of Sale Creek.

Sue K. Hicks  
December 12, 1895 - June 17, 1980

Herbert Hicks 
February 6, 1893 - April 26, 1946

Alyne List  
October 31, 1905 - November 12, 2003
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They Called Him Ol’ Buddy

He was just an old black dog, and everybody called him Ol’ Buddy. No one knew his 
ancestry, nor did they know the owner. Buddy just appeared one day in the community 
and adopted several families. 

Shortly after Buddy fi rst appeared, he started staying around my parents’ home. 
Every morning he greeted my father at the back door as he went outside to meet the 
new day. Of course, my parents began putting food out for Buddy, which made him 
more faithful around their house. During the day, Buddy would leave and wander the 
community to visit other homes. As a result of his nomadic nature, he picked up several 
more acquaintances between my father’s house and his church.

On numerous occasions as 
I taught a class in my second-
fl oor classroom at Sale Creek 
High School, I looked out the 
window and saw Buddy and 
his compatriots trotting along 
Coppinger Road on their way 
around the community in search 
of adventure. As a result of his 
wandering nature, many people in 
Sale Creek came to know Buddy, 
and they always had a pat on the 
head or a doggy treat for him. 
He had an endearing nature that 
made many human friends for the 
friendly old dog.

Ol’ Buddy
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Shortly after he started staying at my father’s house, he began following his car 
when he went to the store, filling station, or church. Whenever my father came out of 
the house on Sunday morning, Sunday evening, or Wednesday evening, Buddy realized 
quickly that the car was going to the church. He instinctively fell into a jaunty gait 
behind the car as my father drove slowly to the church. With time, Buddy’s canine 
friends along the way started to recognize the sound of my father’s motor, and, seeing 
Buddy cantering along behind the car, they instinctively fell in behind the vehicle, too. 
As my father turned into the church parking lot, five church-going dogs arrived in the 
yard to the children’s delight in the youth program. 

Being the senior dog in the group and having more social skills than the others, 
Buddy was not content to stay in the yard or parking lot during Sunday School, church, 
or prayer meetings. Eventually, he managed an invitation into the youth building and 
went into the classroom, where he lay on the floor during the classes. His behavior was 
impeccable, and his attendance became so regular that it was quipped that he was more 
frequent than many of the human members. One class roll of twelve or fifteen members 
had a new entry at the bottom of the list – Buddy and his X’s and O’s were filled in as 
meticulously as any of the children. Buddy had an excellent attendance record.

As soon as church let out for the evening, all the adults and children assembled in 
the back yard of the church as the usual chatting took place. All of the assembled dogs 
usually lay in the yard watching as the humans visited with one another. The moment 
that my father broke away from the group of parishioners and made a motion toward 
his car, Buddy instinctively stood up. On his cue, all of the other dogs rose and watched. 
As my father backed out of the driveway, all five dogs fell in behind his car and started 
their trip back to their appointed houses. As each one passed their homes, they fell out 
of the processional until only Old Buddy remained behind the yellow Oldsmobile. As 
my father turned into his driveway, Buddy took a shortcut to his back porch, where he 
waited until he got out of his car.

This process was repeated for several years, with more and more people coming 
to know and love Old Buddy as he expanded his travels. By this time, he was getting 
along in years, and his hearing or eyesight became less reliable along the roads because 
one Christmas Eve morning, my father received a phone call from one of the church 
neighbors that they thought Buddy had been killed by a car. Several human friends 
drove to the neighbor’s house and found Buddy lying in the yard. They wrapped him 
in a blanket and buried him in my father’s back yard in a place of conspicuous honor 
and with the typical and expected amounts of tears. All of Buddy’s friends were truly 
saddened to learn of his death, and everyone felt the loss of this old friendly dog.

 

I once heard a child ask an adult if her dog would be in heaven when he died. The 
wise parent answered that God had promised us that heaven will contain everything 
needed to make us happy and that if a person’s dog is required for that, there will be 
dogs. If that is true, then Old Buddy will be waiting at the gates of heaven, holding out 
his paw to welcome us in the same manner that he greeted my father coming home 
from church.
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The Life and Times of A. J. Basset

Over the last fi fty years, I have 
owned ten basset hounds. I have 
always liked that dog breed with 
their mournful looks, but the most 
endearing trait is the tremendous 
amount of love they exhibit to 
their human friends.

I have seen numerous articles 
on the internet that talk about the 
“Twenty-fi ve Dumbest Breeds of 
Dogs,” and invariably, the basset, 
beagle, and bloodhound are always 
in the top fi ve on the list. Well, I 
take exception and umbrage to 
that erroneous characterization as 
to the intelligence of these dogs 
after having owned both beagles

and bassets. See, here is where the writers of those articles show their ignorance. The 
breeds mentioned above belong to the hound family. If you have never been the owner 
of a hound dog, then you have missed out on a blessing in life and just do not have an 
understanding of how hounds work.

Hounds, specifi cally basset hounds, do not respond to the trappings of regular dog-
dom. The thing about bassets is that they have a completely different calling than most 
dogs. Their job is to use that magnifi cent nose that nature has given them to track 
things, to sniff, to trail, to examine carefully every imaginable thing under the sun with 

A. J. Basset 
(April 1, 2014 – December 6, 2021
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their olfactory senses, and they are good at it. Their overpowering reliance on their 
noses precludes them from the foolishness of responding to commands such as sit, 
come, fetch, and other mundane human babblings. Whereas humans have about five 
million olfactory receptors in their noses, the bloodhound has over 300 million, and the 
basset hound is second in all dog-dom with over 240 million. Is it any wonder that it 
is virtually impossible to call them off a scent? Where a human might smell a savory 
beef stew cooking on the stove, a hound smells all the ingredients individually and the 
spices and other components. Owners need to realize that no matter how much a basset 
loves you, that scent they are trailing has to be followed to its source. No exceptions.

Because of their olfactory characteristics, basset hounds do not have self-identity 
crises. If you were able to ask one of them who they were or what their purpose was, 
they would tell you that they were such and such a hound dog and that tomorrow they 
had to go out to the wood lot to chase that rabbit that’s been hanging around out there 
or that squirrel that’s been running across the yard, or there is a particular scent coming 
out of a log that needs to be sniffed, or there is an enterprising olfactory challenge 
along the railroad tracks in that honeysuckle thicket. If they do not have a scent on their 
agenda, they will quickly find one whenever they get loose. Bassets can quickly change 
the course of their daily schedule rapidly.

Such was the case when A. J. Basset came into our family with his brother Sam in 
May of 2014. He was at the tender age of four weeks and weighed six pounds. He and 
his brother Sam became my hard and fast companions from that time until A. J.’s death 
on December 6, 2021. He taught me or reminded me of things that all humans need to 
keep in mind throughout their lifetime. 

A. J.’s love was unconditional. He loved. That is what he did. It was exhibited every 
day in his interactions with me. A. J. demonstrated that by insisting on sitting on my 
foot while I worked in my woodshop or demanded treats or pats on the head in some 
way whenever we were together. He could not get close enough. When I let him out of 
his enclosure each morning, he had to come around to my left side, sit on my foot, and 
lean up against my leg for his morning petting. It had to be the left side.

Dogs have complete trust in their human owners. Don’t forget that. A. J. felt that 
there was nothing that I could not do or would not do for him. He would hold up 
his paw when it got hurt as if to say, “I know that you can help me, please.” He was 
never nervous in the vet’s office as long as I was by his side. It was a tremendous 
responsibility to be trusted so entirely by A. J. Basset.

Thank you was always in order. Although A. J. had never been to formal training, he 
knew that a thank you was needed in return for a kind deed. Every time I turned him 
out of his pen, he and his brother Sam took off like a shot; however, A. J. always ran 

about fifty feet, turned, looked back, and then came running, left the ground, and hit me 
waist-high as much as to say, “Thanks, Buddy!” and then took off like again. He never 
missed. He was a very grateful dog.

Punctuality was important. A. J. had a built-in clock that went off at 5:00 EDT, 
4:00 EST) every single day. At that appointed time, it was eating time, and he started 
boofing. At 78 pounds and with a barrel chest, A. J. could rattle windows with his bark, 
and he rattled them every single day to let me know that he was ready to eat.

Exuberance is a positive characteristic to possess – A. J. became exuberant whenever 
he saw food coming. Just as soon as he saw me coming with his food, he ran over to 
his brother and clobbered him with his chest or his shovel-like paws. Then the fun 
began with both dogs making wide turns around the backyard at full gallop, leaping 
over one another, and then both of them ran pell-mell into their enclosure and presented 
themselves in front of their food bowls for their evening meal. In A. J.’s whole life, 
he never knew what his daily chewy treat tasted like because he caught it midair and 
swallowed it whole – no chewing. He could catch a tossed treat from twelve feet 
away…on the fly…not once but every day.

Unpredictability is predictable. A. J. was unconventional at times, like the time that 
he climbed on top of our picnic table after heavy snow and then could not remember 
how to get down. His brother Sam got alarmed and barked so loudly that I had to go 
outside to quell the commotion and lift A. J.’s 78 pounds off the table.

Lastly, treat each day with your pet as if it is their last because it just might be. Enjoy 
every minute with them. Their lives are shorter than you think.

As time went on, A. J. Basset filled a larger and larger part of our lives. His daily 
antics only endeared him to us more until his death in December 2021. His jumping 
finally caused a common injury to basset hounds that have long backs and develop back 
problems. There was no way to keep him from jumping for his food or other excitements. 
It finally caused a severe injury to his hindquarters, resulting in complete paralysis and 
loss of control of his legs, bowels, kidneys, and bladder. There was no treatment to 
restore the functionality of those parts of his body. On Monday, December 6, he was 
euthanized. The last thing he saw in this life was my face; the last thing he heard was my 
voice, and the last thing he felt was the stroke of my hand on his velvety neck.

For people who do not have pets, one might ask a pet owner if the grief associated 
with losing a pet is worth it. Everyone I have talked with about the subject says that 
it is worth it. The love that pets return to their owners, the pleasure of association 
with them, the loyal companionship, and the entertainment they provide all make it 
worthwhile. Also, the feeling of loss indicates that a person’s heart is still capable of 
love and concern for God’s little creatures that work their ways so deeply into our 
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human lives. In A. J.’s case, the hurt of losing him was far outweighed by the almost 
eight years of memories of love and companionship that he provided.

A.J.’s love and trust in me as his human friend was a humbling responsibility to 
assume. It makes the old saying as true today as when it was coined. “I want to be the 
person that my dog thinks I am.”

A. J. Basset

Sadly Missed

April 1, 2014 – December 6, 2021
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Mis s Violet’s Funeral

My stories and books always involve things around Sale Creek, Tennessee. My six 
books are all on my website at coulterpublications.com, and all of them tell the story of 
the community of Sale Creek. Many of the stories are humorous, some are informative, 
and others are possibly sad. The following story can touch a person’s heart. It was 
told to me by an 80-year-old lady known as Maude Clendenen Cox, who got the story 
straight from one of the participants.

Two people with disparate backgrounds combined to form one of the most touching 
stories of love, concern, respect, and reverence that I have ever heard. The people 
involved were Robert Jerome (R.J.) Coulter and a former slave known affectionately to 
R.J.’s family as Miss Violet or Aunt Violet.

As he was most commonly called, R.J. Coulter was born shortly after the Civil War 
on August 1, 1868, and raised in Coulterville on the upper end of Sale Creek. R.J. 
was the son of Thomas Jefferson Coulter and his wife, Jane Providence McDonald 
Coulter. Jane was severely crippled with rheumatism when R.J. was born. Because of 
the painful crippling in her joints, she could not nurse her newborn infant. Her ailment 
was so debilitating that she could not give R.J. the proper mother’s care that he needed 
to survive. Therefore, Thomas Jefferson Coulter went to a former slave’s home, Miss 
Violet by name, and asked her if she would agree to nurse Robert and help take care of 
him because of Jane’s inability to do so. Miss Violet had just had a baby son herself and 
was nursing him simultaneously.

Miss Violet agreed to nurse Robert along with her son. In addition to nursing Robert, 
she also performed many of the duties of motherhood that Jane was unable to do. She 
dressed him, changed his diapers, fed him, rocked him to sleep, washed him, guided 
him, and helped him through many of his formative years. 
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People who remembered Miss Violet said that she was not physically attractive. She 
was skinny, her face had an almost drawn, gaunt appearance, and her hands and fingers 
looked almost like claws instead of hands, but she tenderly and lovingly attended to 
Robert and cared for him the same as she did for her son. As a result, R.J. Coulter 
developed a love for Miss Violet, second only to his mother. Her physical appearance 
was of no concern to R.J. Coulter because of the love that she bestowed upon him.

As Robert got older and did not need the care of Miss Violet, she no longer stayed at 
the Coulter home and returned to her modest house in Swafford Hollow along Swafford 
Road in Coulterville.

After starting the Coulter Mortuary Company in 1897, R.J. eventually left the area 
for a short time and moved to New Mexico for his wife’s health. When she died in 
1902, R.J. returned to Dayton, continued the Coulter Mortuary business, and became 
a very successful mortician. In 1922 he started another mortuary in Chattanooga and 
eventually settled there on Mississippi Avenue in North Chattanooga. In August of 
1925, just after the Scopes Evolution Trial ended in Dayton, William Jennings Bryan 
died in a local home, and R.J. Coulter was called upon to embalm and transport the 
body of Bryan to Arlington National Cemetery in Washington, D.C.

With two growing mortuary businesses in Dayton and Chattanooga, R.J. made 
frequent trips up and down Dayton Pike between the two cities. The main road followed 
the current day Coulterville Road and passed right beside the little country store at the 
corner of Swafford Road and the main road and barely a quarter of a mile from Miss 
Violet’s house. Invariably, R.J. stopped at the store and bought a load of groceries to 
send to her house for her and her family. Often, R.J. Coulter delivered the groceries 
himself to the woman who had done so much for him when he was a baby.

Maude Clendenen Cox worked at that little store when this story took place and 
related it to me in 1994, just a few years before she died in 2000. As she was working 
there one day, R.J. Coulter walked inside and presented her with a grocery list for 
Miss Violet because he intended to deliver it to her himself as he had done many times 
before. As Maude gathered the items and placed them in a box, R.J. started telling her 
about all the things that Miss Violet had done for him when he was growing up and 
about his love, respect, and reverence for her. He finished by saying that he intended to 
give her the best funeral money could buy when Miss Violet died.

Miss Violet died shortly after that visit from R.J. Coulter; however, he kept the promise 
that he had made to Maude in that store. He spared no expense on the funeral of the 
former slave lady that he loved, admired, and respected so much. Miss Violet’s was one 
of the most lavish funerals that R.J. Coulter ever conducted, and it was all because of 
what she had done for him as a child. Miss Violet had saved his life as an infant and given 
him the life he enjoyed by nursing him when his mother could not do so.

Many people remembered R.J. Coulter for numerous generous things he did during his 
life, including giving away some free funerals to needy families and other philanthropic 
acts of kindness. He had an engaging and gregarious nature about him, and his standard 
greeting, “Hello, I am Bob Coulter from Coulterville, by guy!” endeared him to many 
strangers. He never forgot his humble raising, his family, his friends, his community, 
his church…and he never forgot Miss Violet.
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 Fred Varnell’s Pis tol

In 1993, I wrote Purple Hearts and Battle Stars as a tribute to the men and one 
woman of the communities of Sale Creek, Bakewell, and Coulterville who served in 
the armed forces during World War II. Over 350 men and one woman served in the 
Army, Navy, Marines, Army Air Forces, Coast Guard, and Merchant Marine. Eighteen 
died – fi fteen killed in combat, two drowned, and one died of spinal meningitis on a 
troop train.

I interviewed over 150 of those veterans and recorded some of their stories. Many of 
the stories were, naturally, about their combat experiences. Still, there were also many 
light-hearted moments as well including one chapter of chance meetings of soldiers 
from the area who knew each other, including a chance meeting of two next-door 
neighbors on a dusty road in China and three fi rst cousins walking upon each other on 
a pedestrian bridge in Honolulu, Hawaii. There was also one incident in which a Sale 
Creek boy crawled up to a foxhole in the dark of a French night to relieve a trooper of 
the 101st Airborne Division who also turned out to be a Sale Creek soldier. Everything 
from suicide attacks in the Aleutian Islands to the frigid antisubmarine war in the North 
Atlantic to the sweltering heat of the North African Campaign to the snowy Battle of 
the Bulge to Anzio, Italy to aerial battles in bombers high above Germany and the 
Pacifi c Ocean to the Battle of Midway Island to Normandy, to Saipan, Okinawa, the 
Philippines, Peleliu, and Iwo Jima is included in their stories. Stories of Sale Creek 
prisoners of war in Japanese and German hands are also told and the liberation of the 
Bad Ordruf concentration camp.

One of the most bizarre stories centered around the pistol on the cover picture. It 
is a Colt .45 caliber semi-automatic pistol originally from World War I. When I was 
teaching at Sale Creek School, I taught a young man named Louis Varnell whose father, 
Neil, owned the pistol. Neil and I had done some pistol shooting before that, and when I 
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needed a picture for the book cover, I asked Neil if he would allow me to use his pistol, 
and he concurred. Neil was not originally from Sale Creek, so it had nothing to do with 
the stories in the book, but it was a fascinating story, nevertheless, and I wanted to share 
it. At the time, Neil lived on Black Oak Ridge and ran a blueberry farm.

During World War I, Neil’s father, Fred Emerson Varnell, served in the 5th U.S. 
Marine Regiment of the U.S. Marine Corps in France. All the Marines in France were 
attached to the 2nd Infantry Division of the US Army because the Marine Corps was 
too small to have a division-sized element of its own in that theater.

Like many foot soldiers in World War I, he carried a pistol and a rifle as his weaponry. 
During the Battle of Belleau Wood, a mustard gas shell exploded nearby, and Fred was 
gassed. Neil explained that his father only remembered feeling his comrades pulling his 
equipment belt, helmet, and clothing away to get him on a stretcher so that he could be 
transported to the medical aid facility. Fred Varnell survived the gassing; however, his 
service in the war was over.

When Fred returned to the Chattanooga area, he eventually obtained a job at the 
Chattanooga Bus Company. According to Neil Varnell, one day about ten years after the 
war ended, a man came around the company’s garage area (now the site of the Sports 
Barn in Chattanooga), selling chances on a surplus 1911 Colt .45 caliber automatic 
pistol. Mr. Varnell bought one ticket for twenty-five cents, and in the end, won the raffle 
and the gun.

When Fred got home and had a chance to examine the old pistol, he got to thinking 
about the fact that it was exactly like the one that he had carried in France before he got 
gassed. Suddenly, a thought struck him. He remembered that he had taken the handles 
off his issued weapon in France and had carved his initials with his pocketknife on 
the inside of the handles. Taking a screwdriver in hand, he removed the screws of his 
newest acquisition. When he took the handles off and inspected them, there were his 
initials FEV where he had scratched them many years earlier in France. The pistol he 
won in the raffle was the same pistol he had used in France. His chance of getting the 
same gun was one in 700,000 since that was the number of that particular type of pistol 
produced up until the end of World War I.

The pistol that Fred Varnell won in a raffle at the Chattanooga Bus 
Company is shown on the cover of Purple Hearts and Battle Stars.
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Ernest Jones’ Day in Court

The meaning of terms or concepts is sometimes more adequately defi ned by actions 
than words. Those terms are citizenship, honesty, integrity, honor, and morality. An 
experience of a young Sale Creek man in the early 1930s illustrates this point.

In 2011, I was asked by Sale Creek High School to speak at the 100th anniversary of 
the school’s fi rst graduating class. I took the opportunity to tell a story about two of the 
original graduates from that class. It is a story that I always enjoy telling.

Ernest Jones was born in 1888 and attended the Rocky Creek Academy on the lower 
part of the existing school campus. He fi nished eighth grade around 1902 at the age of 
fourteen. At that time, there were no high school grades in the school. In 1907 the high 
school grades were added, and on January 20, 1908, the new Sale Creek High School 
opened for business. Ernest began high school as a ninth-grader at the age of nineteen. 
He was a member of the fi rst graduating class in May 1911, just a few months before 
his twenty-third birthday. That class had only four members – Ernest, Grover Jones, 
Charles Irwin, and Mona Irwin.

Ernest became a model citizen in the town of Sale Creek. He never married, but he 
was well respected as an honest, hard-working member of the Sale Creek community. 
He was a prominent member of the Sale Creek Methodist Church, but otherwise, he 
maintained a low profi le.

At some point around 1930, Ernest ran afoul of the law because of one of the town’s 
busybodies who reported Ernest to authorities for operating a business without a county 
license, in other words, not paying county business taxes which was a misdemeanor 
offense. A complaint was fi led, and a warrant and summons were issued for Ernest to 
appear in court in Chattanooga.



159THIS IS THE WAY I HEARD IT... CURTIS N. COULTER158

On the day of his trial, Ernest put on his best Sunday go-to meeting clothes and 
started his trip to the courthouse. Unbeknownst to Ernest, two Sale Creek men who 
knew him very well preceded him and got to the judge to tell him about the type 
of person that Ernest Jones was. Those two men were Grover Jones, his high school 
classmate, and Thomas Edward (Ed) Downey. By that time, Grover was a leader in the 
local Democratic Party and had established some connections and rapport with county 
officials. Ed Downey was a wealthy and influential community member, a successful 
strawberry and peach grower, and a cattle farmer. He was well known and respected in 
Sale Creek and among county officials, including judges. 

At the time of the trial, no one knew about the visits from Grover Jones and Ed 
Downey to the judge’s chambers. Still, some people got wind that someone just might 
have tipped off the judge as to the real story of the case and the type of man with whom 
the court was dealing because of the line of questioning that took place.

When Ernest arrived, he took a seat at the rear of the courtroom until his name 
was called. Eventually, the bailiff called out, “Ernest Jones.” Ernest rose and walked 
forward to face the judge.

When Ernest approached the bench, the judge looked up and asked, “Are you Ernest 
Jones?”

Ernest replied, “Yes, your honor, I am.”

The judge stated, “Mr. Jones, you are charged with operating a barbershop without 
a license which is a misdemeanor offense that is punishable by a fine or possible three 
days in jail. How do you plead?”

Without hesitation, Ernest replied, “I’m guilty, your honor.” He did not say innocent, 
and he did not say guilty. He said, “I’m guilty,” and accepted the blame for his actions.

Here is where the story gets good. The judge sat back in his chair and looked down 
at Ernest and said, “Well, Mr. Jones, this court would be interested to know how much 
you are charging for these haircuts you have been giving in your shop.”

Ernest replied, “Ten cents!” A wave of muffled tittering erupted around the courtroom 
because a ten-cent haircut was quite a bargain even at that time. The judge admonished 
everyone to be quiet.

The judge continued, “Well, Mr. Jones, will you tell me what you have been doing 
with all this money that you have been making with these haircuts?”

“I have been putting it in the church collection plate at the Methodist Church,” 
Ernest replied.

Another round of tittering ricocheted around the courtroom. Once again, the judge 
intervened and hushed the court.

“All of it,” he asked.

“All of it, your honor,” Ernest replied.

“Well, Mr. Jones, here is what I want you to do,” the judge started. “I want you to go 
back up there to Sale Creek…and I want you to keep on giving haircuts for ten cents…
and I want you to keep on putting every bit of it in the collection plate at the Methodist 
Church. Case dismissed!”

We need more citizens like Ernest Jones, who exhibit honesty, integrity, honor, and 
citizenship in today’s world. His appearance and attitude before the judge, coupled 
with the testimony of Grover Jones and Ed Downey, exonerated Ernest and showed that 
court the type of citizen that he was.

I was honored to know Ernest Jones and Grover Jones.
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Rememberi ng Mis s Annabel Aslinger 

Miss Annabel Aslinger was the meanest, hardest, most intransigent teacher hundreds 
of Sale Creek students and I ever had. However, we were all fortunate to have been her 
students and are better people today because of it. 

Miss Annabel was born in 1899 or 1900 and graduated from Sale Creek High School 
in 1917. She then worked her way through college. When she graduated with a degree 
in English, she started her teaching career at the Oakdale School on May Road in the 
little Oakdale (Possum Trot) part of Sale Creek. It was a one-room schoolhouse with 
grades 1-8. When Oakdale, Mayfl ower, and Coulterville schools closed in 1924, she 
transferred to Sale Creek High School, where she taught high school English until she 
retired in 1966. Anyone who took tenth, eleventh, or twelfth grade English from that 
time until 1966 had to sit under Miss Aslinger’s tutelage. Miss Annabel never married. 
She and her unmarried sister Martha lived in the big, two-story Aslinger family home 
at the end of Iles Road until they fi nally sold their homeplace shortly after 1970.

Annabel was tough, and she did not take prisoners. No excuses for failure to complete 
assignments were accepted. If a person was still drawing breath into their body, had 
blood coursing through their veins, and was still warm, they had darn well better have 
done their homework, or a browbeating ensued. She required book reports every two 
weeks. I remember vividly going into her classroom with fear and trepidation on THE 
DAY! Everyone sat down like they were taking a fi nal exam that determined life and 
death. It was white-knuckle time…two or three sharpened pencils, several sheets of 
paper, and your book. Prayers were allowed. As soon as she took roll, thirty-fi ve pencils 
went to scratching furiously.

Book reports were quite involved events. First, the student had to select a book and 
notify Miss Annabel of their decision. In her stoic countenance, she would then inform 
the student if it was (1) appropriate, (2) long enough, and (3) on a high enough grade level 
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for acceptance. In addition, if she had not read the book, you had to turn it over to her so 
that she could read it that night, and then she would allow you to use it. The books chosen 
had to be at least 200 pages in length because she required each student to read at least 
600 pages of books during each quarter of the year. If you had overage, then she would 
apply that to your final average if you needed it. Rarely would she give more than half a 
point or a point on the final grade. She had this novel idea that you had to earn everything.

Often, Miss Aslinger would discuss a book report with the student and ask them 
questions about the book they had just read. She knew the book and could ascertain if 
the student had read it or was trying to fake it. You could not fool this woman, and there 
was no amount of shooting the breeze in the report that could satisfy her. No BS. She 
could cut right through it and give an F with no remorse. Many students felt that she 
had read every book in the library.

Taking a test from Miss Annabel took everything out of a person. After leaving her 
room, one felt light-headed and staggering because the student’s entire being had been 
tested to the uttermost. It was like your brains had been sucked out of your head and 
left between the lines of the test paper.

Essay questions were like book reports. They were analyzed to the highest degree. 
After work, many people went home to relax or engage in a favorite activity. Miss 
Annabel’s favorite activity was grading papers. You could not get anything past her 
because she put an eagle eye on every written word.

I remember when I used the word “kid” on a paper referring to someone’s children. 
Miss Annabel caught it and marked it in red on my writing, saying that goats have kids. 
Humans have children, and it is not formal or polite English to use the word kids when 
referring to people.

I used a contraction in a book report one time. Red mark – formal English does not 
use contractions. I do not use contractions in formal writing for nearly sixty years hence.

I ended a sentence with a preposition…one time! Miss Annabel put an ugly red mark 
on my paper and corrected me. I have never done that again. It reminds me of what my 
supervising teacher told me when I was student teaching, “Placing prepositions at the 
end of sentences is something upon with which I will not put!”

I failed to put a comma after an introductory subordinate clause one time…red mark!

I put a comma after a single introductory prepositional phrase…one time…red mark, 
did not do that again. There must be at least two introductory prepositional phrases to 
qualify for using a comma.

I started a sentence with a conjunction…one time…just once—red mark. I never did 
that again.

Sentence fragment…red mark. Watched out for that infraction religiously after that.

Run-on sentence…red mark. Watched it.

Too much passive voice and use of the verb “to be.” Red mark. I started using active 
verbs.

Wordiness…red mark. Drat! Learned my lesson.

Wrong pronoun-antecedent use…red mark. Tried harder.

Incorrect subject/verb agreement…red mark! !@%@#!!@ Did not do that again.

Started too many sentences with the subject first…red mark. I started joining them 
together with more conjunctions and using introductory clauses and phrases.

Incomplete thought…red mark. Darn it!

Too many choppy sentences…red mark. For the love of…does she miss anything?!

Miss Annabel used so much red ink and red pencil that it is a wonder that it did not 
run out the door and down the steps to the office.

Miss Annabel stressed proper English. That is a term that is never heard anymore. She 
stressed the correct use of the English language so that her students could communicate 
effectively, logically, and at the highest level of what was considered good manners and 
proper English. Her students learned that she had rigid, high communication standards 
in the written word or conversation. She would often stop a student mid-sentence and 
correct their grammar usage on the spot.

Her former students never had trouble with freshman English in college because 
they had already lived through the fire with Miss Annabel. Many of them never had 
to study at all to pass college English. As my brother, Byron Coulter, related, “When I 
took college English at Middle Tennessee State University, I never cracked a book and 
got A’s in the course because of Annabel Aslinger.”

She had a reputation with many colleges because they all knew what kind of teacher 
she was and what kind of academic performance could be expected of her former 
students in a college setting.

My fellow students were intrigued to look at the contents of Miss Annabel’s grade 
book. She guarded it with her life. Coca-Cola’s formula is not protected any better than 
her grade book was. She kept it in a locked drawer, or if it was out on her desk, she was 
never more than three or four feet away. She would often clasp it to her chest during 
class changes and put both arms around it. We tried everything…reflection off her 
glasses, reflection off the light fixture, trying to sneak up behind her…nothing worked. 
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To my knowledge, the student gaze never laid eyes on the contents of that book. We put 
our best men on the problem, and they all came up to abject failure!

There was no need to attempt to get her off subject so that you did not have a 
homework assignment. Tried that, done that…failed! She was not easily distracted. 
More work went into her classes than any other two combined. It reminds me of a joke 
about a headless torso found, and they were trying to identify it. It could very easily 
have turned out to have been one of Miss Annabel’s English students because the hind 
end had been chewed out, and the fingers had been worked to the bone!

Miss Annabel knew that students hated her class. Didn’t matter. She just bore down 
even more. Many students thought they hated her at the time and only referred to her 
as ANNABEL! Those opinions softened a lot when they graduated and applied for 
jobs or went to college. Invariably students would put Miss Annabel’s name down as a 
reference. When former students came back to the school to visit after being gone for 
a while, who was the first teacher they went to see? Miss Annabel. And she rejoiced 
with them on how well they were doing in college, on their job, or in the military. (Miss 
Annabel taught me never to start a sentence with a conjunction…I just did it right there 
for special effect.)

For the last couple of years that Miss Annabel taught school, she began having heart 
issues and had to take nitroglycerin pills even during class. Everyone knew that she was 
getting to the point physically that she would have to retire. Following the 1965-1966 
school year, she did retire, but she continued coming out to the school to help her sister 
Martha with her first graders. This went on for a while until she was no longer able to 
come. If the truth is known, Miss Annabel probably died from a broken heart because 
she could not perform her beloved English teacher duties. That had been the main 
driving force in her entire life.

One of the things that I remember most about Miss Annabel that has stuck with me 
for my entire life is a conversation that I had with her after making some corrections 
on a book report. She asked me whether I knew what had caused one of her students’ 
behaviors to change so much recently. I told her that I did not know because I was not 
close friends with that student. I’ll never forget what she said. “Curtis, I want to tell you 
something, and I want you to remember it. As you go through life, you will make many 
friends and acquaintances. Still, if you have just one good friend, one that is as close 
as a brother or sister or even closer, one who cares about you, one that you can confide 
your innermost thoughts to, one who cares enough about you to tell you when you are 
wrong, you will be a fortunate person.” She was right.

So, I am happy to have been a student of Miss Annabel Aslinger, English teacher 
extraordinaire. I admired, respected, revered, and loved Miss Annabel.
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Spotlight on Mis s Franki e Eldri dge

If there was ever a fascinating character in Sale Creek, it was Miss Frankie Eldridge 
(1895-1991). Frankie lived in the big, two-story white house with a white picket fence at 
Leggett Road and Railroad Street. It had previously been owned by Welshman William 
Griffi th (1857-1908) and later by Frankie’s mother, Eliza Eldridge (1873-1954), before 
passing into the ownership of Miss Frankie.

She was a 1915 graduate of Sale Creek High School. At an early age, she went to 
work for Hamilton County Government, where she remained all her life before retiring 
shortly after 1970 and moving to Clearwater, Florida, where her surviving family 
members lived at that time.

Miss Frankie always had a burning loyalty to her community and school, and the 
best way to get crossways with her was to impugn her friends, neighbors (except one), 
church, community, or school. Then it was game on. She was not averse to dressing 
down anyone, including county offi cials, especially in a 1962 dispute involving the 
future of Sale Creek High School.

In that dispute, the notion of closing the high school was discussed at the Hamilton 
County School Board meeting. When Frankie heard about the board’s possible intention 
of terminating the small high school, she went into action. She and Roy McDonald 
started working on county offi cials, and in the case of Frankie, I think the term button-
holing or getting in their face was more descriptive of her aggressive stance on the 
matter. At any rate, Frankie was more than prepared at the next board meeting.

Frankie worked in the tax offi ce for Hamilton County, so she had access to all tax 
records. When the board met the next time, Frankie got up to speak, and she read off a 
whole adding machine tape of tax totals for property owners in the Sale Creek area. If 
the reader should search the archives of the Times-Free Press, one will fi nd a picture of 



169THIS IS THE WAY I HEARD IT... CURTIS N. COULTER168

Frankie standing up, holding adding machine tape in hand, and a pile of paper around 
her. As a result of the combined efforts of Roy McDonald, Frankie Eldridge, and many 
others, Sale Creek High School remained at Sale Creek.

Miss Frank and her sister, Thelma, were instrumental in procuring jobs for numerous 
Sale Creek High School students after graduation. Suppose a person had good standing 
in the community, a good reputation, and completed their education. In that case, they 
could almost be assured of landing employment if they got the recommendation and 
assistance of Miss Frankie or Miss Theme (Thelma, 1902-1960). Miss Frankie, in 
particular, would work the phones after receiving a request for help for a job. She 
would twist arms, persuade, or call in favors from employers through whatever means 
necessary until an interview was duly arranged for the job seeker. If you were from Sale 
Creek, you were OK with her, and she would go to bat for you.

Frankie enjoyed giving “gah-den pahties, dahling!” She was the first in Sale Creek 
to have white carpet throughout her house, and she made everyone, including local and 
state-level politicians, take their shoes off at her door and walk around inside in sock 
feet. No exceptions.

She had an ongoing over-the-fence feud with a next-door neighbor at one time. It 
got so rancorous that the neighbor, Emma Kate by name, once plotted revenge against 
Frankie one day when she saw my brother mowing Frankie’s yard. She eased over 
against the fence separating the two properties and motioned to him to stop the mower 
so that she could ask him something. When he turned off the motor, she said, “Roger, 
how much is Frankie paying you to mow her yard?”

The answer was two dollars.

“Well, I’ll pay you five dollars not to mow it,” she offered.

In 1961 Miss Frankie bought a baby blue Lincoln Continental automobile. The thing 
looked like a river barge going down the highway. Just the bow wave off the front end 
of that monstrosity was enough to wash small children and dogs off the sidewalk when 
she passed. Frankie was only five feet two inches tall and could barely even see out the 
front windshield of that tank, so to navigate, she had to sit on top of two phone books in 
the seat to see out the front of it. People meeting her on the highway knew who it was 
because there was no head visible above the steering wheel. Her head and eyes were 
in the area below the arc of the steering wheel, and about the only thing you could see 
was two sets of knuckles clasping the steering apparatus.

Frankie drove no more than forty miles per hour, so you could always tell when 
she came up the old two-lane Highway 27 after work because she always had a line of 
traffic backed up for over a mile behind her. Those poor motorists didn’t get relief until 
she turned up Leggett Road and got out of the way.

Frankie maintained the white picket fence around her property, just like when the 
house was built around 1872. She had two six-foot gates forming a twelve-foot target 
to get her barge in the driveway. The gates were mounted on two massive gate posts; 
however, she had misfired on turning into the driveway with that river barge so often 
that after repeated crashes, both of them looked like they had received some attention 
from an artillery battery…shot at and hit!

One day Frankie swung Miss Minerva wide across Leggett Road and proceeded 
to lay a hurtin’ on one of the gate posts, so she backed up and took a mulligan shot 
at the gate, but she cut it too short the second time and hit the other post by mistake. 
Backup…pullup…bam…backup…pullup…bam. Those gate posts took a real beating 
that day, turn signal lights busted out, baby blue paint on the gates and gate posts alike. 
Finally, the forty-footer was ultimately crossways of Leggett Road and blocking traffic. 
Her path was now blocked by a telephone pole on her side of the street and one of 
Foster Pendergrass’s maple trees on the other side of the road. 

At this point, Frankie stormed out of her Sherman tank and went over to Foster’s 
house, and banged on the door. When Foster came to the door, she bellowed, “Fosta, 
would you be a dear and go over there and get that damned Lincoln in my driveway. I 
can’t get it to budge now!”

In any gathering, you could always pick out Miss Frankie because she was the one 
wearing the hat that looked like someone had dunked her head in a flower bed or a 
chicken house. There were feathers and flowers all around her head, and I mean those 
things stuck way up in the air and whistled when she walked.

And lastly, if one described Frankie, you would have to use the word unabashed 
because she was driven in purpose and cared not for what others thought or how she 
looked in pursuing her goal. Case in point involved an incident that happened to my 
father at the Sale Creek Post Office early one morning while working the mail.

He related the following episode to me soon after it took place that morning. As he 
stood at the mailboxes sorting the mail, he happened to look out the side window and 
saw Miss Frankie coming across the railroad in her thin nightgown. That was a little 
bit odd even for Miss Frankie, but he had seen so many bizarre things out of her that he 
just passed it off and continued working.

Shortly, he heard a noise behind him.

“Yoo-hoo, Pig Dahling, can you help me?” (My father had always been nicknamed 
Pig since he was two years old, and no one knew his real name around town.)

It was Miss Frankie standing just outside the back door of the post office. My father 
walked to the back door and asked how he could help her. She truly needed some 
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help because the thing she was wearing was wispy thin, and her, well, let’s call it her 
undergarment…her dainties…you know, her panties were visible through it.

She continued, “Now, lookie here, Pig Dahling, I have to go to Chattanooga later 
today with Gertie and Alyne List, and I have got my zipper hung and can’t get out of 
this nightgown.”

At that point, she turned backward for my father to get a good look at the situation, 
and there it was…Armageddon! She had tried to unzip the nightgown, and the zipper 
had hung in the top of her panties…and I mean, that thing was stuck.

My father thought, “Oh, merciful father, what am I going to do?” Therefore, he took 
his fingers and very gently but firmly tugged on the zipper to see if he could dislodge 
the hold it had on her panties. He was very aware that Sale Creek residents passing by 
were going to wonder what in the world the postmaster was doing fiddling around with 
a paper-thin nightgown and visible panties on a 60-year-old woman.

Sweating became profuse on my father’s face as he pulled on the zipper. After 
several failed attempts to dislodge the logjam, he said, “Miss Frankie, the problem is 
that your underwear….”

Frankie cut him off, “Yes, my panties are hung in this d#!@ed zipper. Now, look 
here, Piggy, I have to get out of these #$!@ things. Just get your knife out and cut the 
whole bloomin’ thing loose. I have to get out of these things to go to Chattanooga. 
(Miss Frankie was known to use some rather salty language whenever the occasion 
called for it, and in her mind, this occasion was calling for a lot of it.

My father took out his razor-sharp pocketknife and slit the back of the mortally 
wounded pair of panties until everything hung free, and then told her, “There, it’s done.”

Frankie thanked him and took off across the railroad back to her house to get ready to 
go with Gertie and Alyne. The back of her nightgown was now free-form and subject to 
the ways of the wind. She was clasping it together as she almost ran back to her house. 
So ended another eventful day at the post office and in the life of Frankie Eldridge.

Frankie was indeed one in a million, and everyone who knew her could attest to any 
of these shenanigans as being authentic to her character and probably a whole lot more
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“This Is the Way I Heard It” is a collection of stories, tales, and folklore. 
Some of the stories go back as far as 1880, while others took place in the 
past thirty or forty years. The common thread throughout all the stories is 
that they all took place, or supposedly took place, in the tiny community 
of Sale Creek in northern Hamilton County, Tennessee.

Stories are told just like they would be narrated by some of the best 
storytellers who ever lived in Sale Creek, such as a diary of the osprey 
activity around a power pole and the birds’ ongoing struggle with the local 
power company’s bucket trucks. Another 
describes the mayhem and outright comedy 
in a local church when a massive nest of wasps
falls out of the ceiling and lands on the 
preacher’s pulpit. Stories of funny 
happenings at church baptisms and a 
crazy goat that got loose in town in 1944 
and caused an uproar that shut down 
the town center for two hours. Also
 included are a couple of good old dog 
stories, an ex-slave who was given a 
no-expense-spared funeral by a local 
mortician, a tribute to a revered English 
teacher, and a story describing honesty, 
virtue, and character exemplifi ed by a 
virtuous resident falsely accused of a crime.

Many of the stories are entirely true; 
however, many are likewise suspected of a 
degree of embellishment, exaggeration, or 
outright, bald-faced lying, but that is the 
stuff from which folklore and tall tales are
 made. So, if the validity of any of these 
stories comes into question, then the answer 
is, “This  is  the way  heard it!”
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