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			While a great many folks lent their talents to this work, we want to take this opportunity to recognize four individuals for their many years of service to Foxfire. First, Ann Moore, who retired as Foxfire’s executive director after nearly twenty years in that role and forty years with the organization. This past year, two long-time board members, Janet Rechtman and Hunter Moorman, retired from their posts. Then, Hilton Smith, a long-time staff member, past interim executive director for Foxfire, and one of the educational innovators behind the Foxfire Approach to Teaching and Learning, retired from teaching.

			Janet Rechtman first came to Foxfire in 1998 as a consultant through the organization’s strategic planning process. Three years later, she joined the board of directors and was shortly thereafter appointed as board chair—a position in which she served for some seven years. All told, Janet served on the board for seventeen years.

			Hunter Moorman was invited to join the board of directors in 1999. Hunter was a former assistant secretary to the US Department of Education and brought an informed perspective on Foxfire’s educational programming, specifically teacher development through the Foxfire Approach. In 2009, Hunter was nominated to serve as Foxfire’s board chairman, a position he held until 2017. In that time, Hunter guided the organization through its strategic plan for 2009–2015 and helped the organization secure its first NEH (National Endowment for the Humanities) grant in some thirty years.

			Hilton Smith was an early adopter of the core practices that would become the Foxfire Approach to Teaching and Learning. He joined the Foxfire staff as an educator in the 1980s and played a pivotal role in developing and defining the approach. Later, Hilton was asked to serve as Foxfire’s interim executive director as it navigated a difficult transition in administrative leadership. Years later, Hilton was instrumental in coordinating Foxfire’s partnership with Piedmont College, through which many teachers were educated in the Foxfire Approach.

			Ann Moore joined Foxfire as its bookkeeper in 1976 and was named president and executive director in 1999. Ann retired from Foxfire in 2016, leaving behind a legacy of selfless, tireless work for this organization. In 2017, the Gate House, which houses Foxfire’s museum store and offices, was rededicated as the Ann Moore Gate House, to honor her selfless dedication to Foxfire.

			To these individuals and the countless others who have contributed to Foxfire over the years, we dedicate this volume to you.
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			When I fully retired as senior editor of Community Newspapers, Inc., in April 2015, I wasn’t ready to sit down and sort my socks or glue Popsicle sticks together. I wanted a project. I thought of the Foxfire program of Rabun County, Georgia, where I lived for five years while serving as publisher/editor of The Clayton Tribune, a weekly newspaper. I had served on Foxfire’s community board in the early 1990s and was impressed with the program. For fifty-plus years, hundreds of students in Rabun County have learned valuable skills through Foxfire, which has earned a worldwide reputation, thanks mainly to books and magazines produced by the students themselves.

			I visited the Foxfire office on Black Rock Mountain and presented my idea to Ann Moore, then president and executive director of the Foxfire Fund. My proposal was this: I would interview and write stories on people, passions, and practices and compile them for a book, one a bit different from the series Foxfire has published over the years. Ann liked the idea.

			In her absence at the next Foxfire board meeting, Barry Stiles, curator of the Foxfire Museum, presented the proposal to board members. The board gave a thumbs-up. Jessica Phillips, then a student at Rabun County High School, was chosen to work with me on the project. This bright young woman did as many interviews as she could work into her busy schedule. I did the rest, gathering stories from five states: Georgia, North and South Carolina, Tennessee, and Kentucky.

			You are holding the final product in your hands. It was a lot of work, but, if you’ll excuse the cliché, it was a labor of love. Jessica and I interviewed hunters, folk artists, herbs gatherers, musicians, songwriters, historians, farmers, former moonshiners, water dowsers, stock car racers, television executives, authors, storytellers, cooks, a genealogist, a professor, a mule collector, and even an expert on outhouses. And there were others. We met some interesting people, believe me.
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			All proceeds from book sales, by the way, go to Foxfire.

			Others deserving our thanks include: Johnny Vardeman, Ken Hudgins, Myles Godfrey, Emory Jones, Sharon Hall, cartoonist Jim Powell, Joy Phillips, Teddi Heck, Joseph “Doc” Johnson, Jack Ogle, Tommy Bowers, Jack Frost, Don Elrod, Barbara McRae, George Thompson, and The Times of Gainesville, Georgia.

			I’d also like to thank my wife, Shirley, for putting up with my obsession with this book.

		

	
		
		
			
			Introduction

			It’s a bit daunting, even for a native son, to sit down and try to define Southern Appalachia. Fortunately, that’s not the purpose of this book. The purpose is to capture and preserve as much as possible the culture, wit, and wisdom of the people of this region, people who cling tenaciously to traditions and stories and music and events and food and activities (legal and otherwise) and all those other things fading from reality and into reality TV.

			If there’s any defining in this book, most of it will come from the Southern Appalachian people themselves. And even they wouldn’t always agree.

			The fact is, says Glen Kyle, Southern Appalachia is not going to survive as what it was. “It’s going to survive in memory, perception, song, food, but it’s going to be mixed with more modern activities and lifestyle.”

			Kyle should know. He grew up in a house at the end of a dirt road in mountainous Fannin County, Georgia, the shinbone of Appalachia. He also studied this region as a history major in college and now serves as executive director of the Northeast Georgia History Center in Gainesville, Georgia.

			“I would argue,” he says, “that it’s geography that made the Southern Appalachian culture. Now the geography is no longer an issue.” We are no longer farmers who try to grow turnips in rock and corn on a mountainside. Most of us buy our milk in a carton at the store. We don’t have to plan our trips to the neighbors’ or to church. We now have good roads, so we jump in the car and go.

			The land and the people here were interconnected more than in other regions of this country. That’s what defined the concept of Southern Appalachia, Kyle says. And now we don’t have that. However, many of us still like to think of ourselves as rugged, individualistic mountain folks who cling to tradition like bark to a tree. And you’ll meet some in this book who fit that description nicely. You’ll also meet people who are serious about preserving family stories and histories, along with others who understand folk art and music, hunting and food, and the nature of this region.

			
			Used to be, if the people of Southern Appalachia wanted to hear music, they learned how to play instruments and entertained themselves. Folk songs and ancient Scotch-Irish ballads that told stories of joy and woe once wafted across the mountains. And then radio came along and changed music everywhere, including, eventually, here. Radio opened up music, says Wayde Powell, Jr., of Dahlonega, Georgia, “but diluted it at the same time, because it was more composite and the various strains [of mountain music] began to disappear.”

			Southern Appalachian people also entertained themselves by telling stories, but now, with texting, Facebook, and other social media at their fingertips, personal interaction has suffered. Fortunately, though, great storytellers are still around, and you’ll read about some of them here.

			This is not a travel book, but it is a journey around the Appalachian region. It’s called Travels with Foxfire because former Foxfire student Jessica Phillips and I traveled a good bit to capture these tales. I found stories in five states—Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee, and Kentucky—that showcase the people, passions, and practices of this colorful region.

			You’ll meet four men who still dig wild ginseng the right way, refusing to harvest it out of season or when the plant is not old enough. (Digging wild ginseng is one of those mountain traditions that found its way to reality television on the History Channel.)

			We’ll also explore other vanishing practices: doctoring with herbs, watching movies at the local drive-in theater, making moonshine whiskey, finding underground water by dowsing, and even answering nature’s call at the privy. Have you ever heard of a priviologist? We interviewed one.

			You’ll read about moonshine trippers racing cars in a cornfield in the Etowah River bottoms of Dawson County, Georgia. Those races, some say, led to the first organized stock car races and the formation of NASCAR.

			We’ll introduce you to people of faith. After all, Southern Appalachia has always been the buckle of the Bible Belt. We’ll look at Southern gospel singing, funny things that happen at gospel concerts, and at a man who has collected eighteen thousand long-play record albums featuring all kinds of music, including gospel. You’ll learn how a lifelong friendship between two country music songwriters developed into concerts of praise for several charities.

			
			If you’re interested in the mouthwatering cuisine of Southern Appalachia—and who isn’t?—you’ll enjoy interviews with some of this region’s best cooks. For example, Jessica Phillips interviewed her grandmother, Lazell Vinson, who cooked at the Best Western and the Dillard House in Dillard, Georgia, for twenty-one years. Her and others’ recipes are included.

			And then there’s Dori Sanders, a cook, a novelist, a speaker, a food writer, a peach farmer, a book award winner, a philosopher—all the characteristics of a person who requires two essays to tell her story. You’ll enjoy getting to know this outspoken lady from South Carolina farm country.

			This introduction, like our stories about food, is just to whet your appetite, urging you to read on. Yes, Southern Appalachia has changed, but change is not all bad. Who wants to return to middle-of-the-night trips to the outhouse? Hardly anyone wants to live the hard, hungry lives of our ancestors, barely eking out a living on an isolated land often too rough to plow.

			But much of that old-world honor of the Scotch-Irish lives on. “They will do everything they can to help somebody if they like them,” Kyle says. “But if they’ve been slighted in any way, or they feel like they’ve been slighted, that’s it. It’s an all-or-nothing thing.”

			Seven or eight decades ago, there wasn’t much formal education in these parts. For those who could read, there was little to read. Even the Sears, Roebuck catalog found a more useful purpose in the little building at the end of the path. But our ancestors not only survived, they thrived. They thrived by making do, and when change came, they drew on their basic wit and common sense to adapt rather than simply surrender to it.

			That’s why the Southern Appalachia of old not only offered a culture and lifestyle worth remembering and celebrating but is still the best starting point for exploring what makes the region tick today. We invite you to join us in both the celebration and the exploration.

			—Phil Hudgins

		

	
		
		
			
			THE WAY IT WAS

			 

		

	
		
		
			
			 

			The Family Farm

			 

			The story of Mama & Papa Hudgins

			BELMONT SEEMED like another world to me. It’s a little community near the Jackson County line, only about ten miles south of Gainesville, Georgia. Belmont was the home of my grandparents Mama and Papa Hudgins, officially Hattie and Barto.

			Their world was so different from mine. I lived on hustling, bustling West Broad Street in Gainesville. Yessir, I lived in a big city. Nearly twelve thousand people lived there in 1950. We got our milk in bottles, delivered to the front door. A cow had nothing to do with it. We bought our cotton in clean rolls. But in Belmont, cotton had to be picked from a little bush, and it had crummy seeds in the middle of it. Why, in Gainesville, you could go to the store and buy bacon and fatback and all those exotic meats. You didn’t have to wait till cold weather came, as they did in Belmont, so they could shoot an old hog and cut him up into hams and shoulders and ribs and then cook his fat in a big, black pot till it produced lard for cooking grease and shriveled-up pieces of crisp-fried meat—cracklin’s, they called them. They were perfect for giving cornbread a heavenly flavor.

			Belmont seemed like a thousand miles away back then. And just about every Sunday, we’d pile into Daddy’s 1941 black Ford, which he liked to say didn’t have a rattle in it, and drive that thousand miles to see Mama and Papa. And it was great.

			Practically every adult who grew up in Southern Appalachia back then had a Belmont in his or her childhood. It wasn’t that long ago, really. But now small family farms are disappearing every year, leaving only memories for most of us.
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					PLATE 1 Mama always cooked a big dinner on Sunday.

				
			
			I remember Belmont, Georgia, well. I remember when Belmont’s roads were paved with two different kinds of material: slick, red mud when it rained and dry, choking dust when it was dry. I liked the rainy-day material better because with it you could still breathe when a car passed as you walked along the road.

			I remember that Mama Hudgins cooked on a wood-burning stove, and pancakes seemed to taste better cooked over wood. Her chicken and biscuits would have won any cooking contest. Mama sometimes cooked beans in a black pot over the fire. Occasionally, she would use a Dutch oven, which she’d also use to bake bread on the hearth. The house was heated mainly by two fireplaces: one in the kitchen, where everyone stayed during visits, and the other in Mama and Papa’s bedroom. Besides these two fireplaces, there were little kerosene heaters for the other rooms.

			These were used when it got so cold, you couldn’t sleep. But I don’t remember seeing those little heaters lit. It never got that cold, apparently. Oh, it got cold, all right, but when you went to bed, your body literally sank into the feather mattress; you’d pull up eighty-two pounds of cover and you were warm. One thing you had to remember: You needed to get in a position you liked before pulling up the covers, because it took a lot of effort to turn over with all those quilts on top of you. The only thing that got cold was your nose. You had to keep your nose out to breathe. But only the nose.

			
			Mama and Papa always kept a drawer in the pie safe full of heavy, cast-iron toys to play with. There were also empty old cans of Colgate tooth powder and Woodbury talc. These were much more fun than the toys Gainesville had. There was also an Uncle Wiggily game. It must have been fifty years old. And for the little girls, there was a Raggedy Ann, made from some flour sack or something. After Mama and Papa were gone, Raggedy Ann was still there, but even more raggedy.

			Papa had mules. Sometimes he had one mule; sometimes he had two. But every mule he had, I remember, was named Bill. Or maybe it’s just that I couldn’t tell one from another. Anyway, I know that at least one of those mules, Bill, didn’t like to be ridden by little boys. He threw me off one day. Bill never did mind me when I hollered out “Gee” and “Haw,” but when Papa did it, old Bill would turn to the right or left just as pretty as you please.

			Mama’s cows wouldn’t mind me either. They’d give milk for her, but when I’d pull on those things, just a drop or two would come out. Sometimes Mama would squirt milk into my mouth straight from the cow. It was fun, but it wasn’t good. Warm milk was for babies, calves, and sissy kids who caught colds. It wasn’t for me.
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					PLATE 2 Mama Hudgins with some of her great-grandchildren

				
			
			
			Mama and Papa grew practically everything they needed. About the only things they bought were the essentials they couldn’t grow, stuff like salt, coffee, sugar, cloth, and maybe a few seeds. Papa grew cotton, too, and my brother Kenneth and I helped him pick it, sometimes bolls and all for me, for a quarter a bag. I would have done it for nothing.

			Hog-killing time was always fun. Well, the first part of it wasn’t. Somebody would shoot that poor thing in the head, and he’d squeal and bleed like crazy for what seemed like a long time. But soon as he quieted down, the rest was enjoyable. The men would cut up that old hog and lay the fat aside to be cooked out as lard and cracklin’s in a big, black pot with a fire under it.

			During hog-killing time, we kids would play games to keep warm. We’d take a straw or reed and blow up the hog’s bladder like a balloon, tie it off, and then kick it around like a soccer ball, although nobody had ever heard of soccer back then. You couldn’t do that on West Broad Street in Gainesville.

			Papa wanted to kill his hog on Thanksgiving Day, if the weather was cold enough. He and his sons would start early in the morning, about sunup, and by dinnertime, which in the big city is called lunch, Mama and her daughters-in-law would have enough food on the table to feed the whole neighborhood. Mama always killed a hen, cut it up, and cooked it inside the cornbread-and-sage dressing. The chicken and dressing would emerge golden brown and would sit out on the cupboard all day, along with everything else, until suppertime. No one knew until years later that even cooked food should be refrigerated between meals. Or so they say.

			Mama and Papa didn’t always have a dog, but they always had cats. I don’t know where so many cats came from. And there wasn’t a tame one in the bunch. They’d sneak out of the cat hole in the smokehouse, tip-paw up to the food Mama had left on a big, flat rock, and eat as fast as they could.

			Belmont had all kinds of great games. All it took was imagination. The cellar, where Mama and Papa kept perishables (until the Rural Electrification Administration ran power to their house), was cold and spidery like a dungeon. Then there was a little log cabin way off in the middle of a field behind my grandparents’ house. I imagined some famous person grew up in that cabin and someday it’d be a museum. Or maybe a very brave outdoorsman lived there, I dreamed, and he could outfight, outrun, and outhunt any man alive. I was extremely disappointed in later years to learn that two nice little ladies, Sis and Sarah Fowler, sisters, lived in the cabin. There went the museum.

			
			Belmont Baptist Church was famous for its lemonade. I’m sure its members would like to be remembered for greater things, but I remember the lemonade. Belmont had homecomings, and people would bring food like they thought they were going to eat their last meal that Sunday afternoon. And, boy, somebody always brought lemonade, stirred up in a big, tin washtub with lots of ice in it. It was always a bit on the sour side. The first sip grabbed you and shook you all the way down to your shoe tops, which, incidentally, were freshly shined with Griffin liquid polish just for the occasion. The next sip was better, and from then on, it was great. Belmont Baptist Church made me believe in one thing, for sure: When you get thirsty in heaven, they serve ice-cold lemonade from a big, tin washtub.

			

			—

			Not all my visits to Belmont were fun. My brother and I were taken there in 1949, and it wasn’t to play kickball with a blown-up pig’s bladder. We were sentenced to two weeks at the farm just because we had come down with a bad case of the red measles.

			That’s right. When our daddy found out that we were breaking out, he gave us two options: You can go stay with Mama Stevens at her house in the city, or you can go stay with Mama and Papa Hudgins down on the farm.

			“Why can’t we stay home?” I asked pitifully. “You can’t stay here,” Daddy said firmly.

			My brother and I chose the farm. The downside was that the farmhouse didn’t have indoor plumbing. Relief normally was a good seventy yards away in a little house behind a fig bush. But each of us had a little pot under our bed for quicker access.

			Mama Hudgins put both of us in Aunt Gertie’s old bedroom, pulled the shades, turned the calendar toward the wall so we wouldn’t strain our eyes trying to figure out what day it was, switched out the lights, and shut the door.

			No one called the welfare department to report two little boys being held against their will in a cold, dark room down on a farm. If anyone called to check on us, our grandparents wouldn’t have answered. They didn’t have a telephone. They didn’t have a television. They’d had electricity only a couple of years. As usual, the bedrooms weren’t heated—this was in March—but it didn’t matter. We had enough quilts to survive a Siberian winter.

			
			Mama and Papa treated us well. Mama fed us homemade soups and other light fare, and as we got better, we graduated to country ham and gravy and biscuits and other delicacies Mama concocted on her wood-burning cookstove. When she decided our eyes were strong enough for the light, she taught us to embroider. And that’s all I’m going to say about that.

			If it hadn’t been for the measles, it might have been a pleasant stay. We weren’t forced to scrub floors like Cinderella; we weren’t beaten; we weren’t scolded. Like whitetail fawns, in our own good time, we simply shed our spots and were good as new. We were ready for civilization again.

			Back at home, I found out why Daddy wouldn’t let us recuperate at our own house. Snuggled inside a little bassinet in our living room was our baby sister, Elaine, all pink and pretty and without a spot of red measles.

			

			—

			Both the farm and the community had changed a lot when I visited in the summer of 1972 to take a few photographs. Mama was living by herself. Papa had been gone since June 24, 1965. He died about a month ahead of his eighty-fifth birthday. An electric stove had replaced the woodstove and Dutch oven Mama used to cook on.
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					PLATE 3 Old hand-turned washing machine sits upside down outside the smokehouse.

				
			
			
			The two fireplaces had been cemented up, and Warm Morning coal heaters stood in their places. The road had been paved. There were no hogs or cows or mules. The smokehouse was empty of meat, but the old salt box was still holding up. The outhouse was still there, though the fig bush in front had grown bigger over the years and completely hid the two-holer, which Daddy or one of his brothers nicknamed Hoschton, after a town not far away.

			The old garage was still there at the house—Daddy and his siblings called it a car house—but I don’t recall seeing a car anywhere around it. It was built for an A-Model Ford that belonged to Glen, the oldest boy. But the only evidence I saw that an automobile was once parked there was an old headlight. Papa never learned to drive. He didn’t need to.

			The old hand-cranked washing machine still rested behind the smokehouse, just as it had when I was a kid. The log cabin in the field where the Fowler sisters lived had collapsed a little more in the past twenty-five years. The old Gainesville Midland steam engines that once stopped in Belmont to take on water and passengers were gone.

			Mama was eighty-four in 1972. She hadn’t changed much in two decades. She was a little lady, maybe five foot two, and still wore her hair in a bun. I’d seen her let her hair down a couple of times, but only literally, never figuratively. Mama’s lace was straighter than a poker. She still worked in her garden, which son Herbert plowed for her, and she always wore a bonnet outside to protect her face from the sun. She still made the best tea cakes and apple pie this side of Appalachia, and she still stood and waved over the ferns and flowers that lined the end of her back porch until her visitors’ car pulled out of sight.
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					PLATE 4 Mama Hudgins always wore her bonnet when she was outside.

				
			
			
			Belmont was then, as it still is today, a warm, friendly community that looks after its own. The town still holds some fine homecomings at the Baptist church and keeps farming in its blood with gardens and maybe a milk cow here and there.

			Changes had been made in Mama’s house, but she probably didn’t see much need for them. After she started fading with dementia, a nursing home in Winder, Georgia, became her new home. She left one day and started walking down the highway. Someone who knew her pulled his car up beside her and asked where she was going. “I’m going home,” she said. The man convinced her to let him take her back to the nursing home.

			Mama really wasn’t that unhappy, though. In fact, at the end, she thought all the other people at the home had come to serve her. “You know,” she said one day, “I don’t have to cook a thing these days. They bring me three meals a day.”

			Mama had always been an optimistic person. She taught Sunday school for Lord knows how many years and made real wine for communion but wouldn’t touch the stuff any other time. I never saw Papa at church, although he was a deacon. Someone said the doctor told him to stay out of crowds because he had a heart murmur, and he took him at his word. Papa didn’t say much, and he wasn’t warm and affectionate, by any means. I saw Mama kiss him only one time, and that was when he was lying in a casket in the front bedroom of his home. But Papa was an honest man, a good farmer who provided for his family, a trusted justice of the peace, and a grandfather whose surname I am honored to carry.

			Hattie Mangum Hudgins, our Mama Hudgins, died on Christmas Eve 1979. She was ninety-one. The family waited until the day after Christmas to hold her funeral. She is buried beside Papa in the cemetery of Belmont Baptist Church.

			The four sons and one daughter, Glen, Edwin (my daddy), Herbert, Alton, and Gertie, are gone. But I have some things at home to help me remember them, to remember Mama and Papa and their farm. I have Papa’s spectacles and his felt hat made by Etchison. I have his New Testament, printed in 1886. Daddy gave me the small glass-front cabinet and table that Papa crafted. I have a couple of churns Mama used for making butter and buttermilk. I have part of a harness the old Bills wore when Papa plowed. I have schoolbooks that Daddy used at Braselton High School and a banjolele, which is a banjo ukulele.
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					PLATE 5 Mama and Papa Hudgins with their offspring. From left, Glen, Gertie, Edwin (author’s father), Herbert, and Alton.

				
			
			After Daddy died, Mother said I could have as a keepsake either his mandolin or Papa’s shotgun. But before I could claim either one, someone broke into Mother’s home and stole them both. I hope the thief tripped on the way out, the shotgun went off, and blasted that mandolin all to pieces.

			The farmhouse that Papa built has been moved to a new location now. Another small family farm is gone. Nothing is left but memories. Memories of gathering eggs for Mama in her chicken house and watching her wring the neck of a nice, fat hen for Sunday dinner; memories of the pear tree in the yard that produced the knottiest but tastiest fruit known to man; memories of the nearby walnut tree from which neighbor Willard Baxter made bowls for us grandkids after it was cut down; memories of going blackberry picking with Mama in the summer, our pant legs and long-sleeve shirts tied off with string at the ankles and wrists and doused with kerosene to discourage chiggers, which usually found other entrances; memories of lying on hay in the loft of Papa’s barn, listening to the rain tap-dance on the tin roof; memories of Mama reading the Katzenjammer Kids comic strip to us grandkids; memories of sitting with Papa on the back porch and wondering when he would be moved to say something.

			
			It was a different time back then. I’m all for progress and technology, and I don’t want to return to the days of cold bedrooms and even colder bathrooms outside, but there was something I learned from my grandparents, something that seems to be missing in a lot of homes today. Mama and Papa were satisfied with what they had. They worked for what they owned, which wasn’t much, and they built much of it themselves. They were content. I never heard either of them complain about not having something. Owning stuff was not important. Family was important. There were some things about the good old days, the days of Mama and Papa Hudgins, that were very good. And I miss them.

		

	
		
		
			
			 

			Moonshining Days

			 

			Stories from James Speed’s life making illegal liquor

			THERE HE IS, early for the interview, sitting on a front-porch bench at Pleasant Hill Baptist Church, a simple white building with wings on each side, forming a perfect cross when seen from the air. “When they Life Flight somebody out of here, they land right here in this parking lot,” the man says. The pilot knows he’s in the right place when he sees the church shaped like a cross.

			Pleasant Hill is about six miles east of Clayton, Georgia, way down winding Warwoman Road in Rabun County, a mountainous place that hugs the borders of the Carolinas. “They say that the further you go down Warwoman, the meaner they are. And I live in the last house.” That’s James Speed speaking, the man on the porch. He’s chairman of the board of deacons. He’s here to tell his story about growing up in this neck of the woods and living in the county’s Persimmon Community, where he honed one of his greatest skills, making moonshine. “Good moonshine.”

			“You write it right,” Speed tells me before agreeing to be interviewed. “There’s been so much written about the people that ain’t right. We need to see the truth, whether it hurts or it’s good. The true story needs to be told.” To get away from ringing phones and other interruptions at home, he’d suggested meeting at the church, an appropriate place to bear one’s soul. So we sit down, face-to-face, in the church fellowship hall, and Speed, a bearded, barrel-chested bear of a man, begins to tell his story. But not all of it. That would take days.
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					PLATE 6 Speed packs heat in front of the former sanctuary of his church. He is a big proponent of the Second Amendment.

				
			
			

			—

			
			James Earl Speed was born on July 24, 1952, at Rabun County Hospital. One of the six children—four boys and two girls—of J. P. “Pick” and Mary Grace Cobb Speed, he started working when he was no taller than a baseball bat. He dug worms to fill Prince Albert tobacco tins and got a nickel for each can. His grandmother, Amanda Norton Speed, kept his money in a drawstring tobacco bag. Later, he shucked corn and worked in the cornfields and then at a nearby sawmill. Money wasn’t easy to come by. “Life was hard, but happy,” he says.

			By the time he was in the sixth or seventh grade, Speed was helping his daddy at “the place,” where moonshine was manufactured and jugged. He and Donny Ray, one of his brothers, made thirty dollars each one summer, cutting up wood for the boiler with a bow saw and hiding the limbs so that spotter planes looking for stills wouldn’t see them. Sometimes, in the fall, they’d work all night and then go to school the next day.

			“We worked hard, like I’m doing today,” Speed says. “And contrary to belief, Daddy didn’t make moonshine all the time.” He made it certain times of the year: in the spring and the fall, when the temperature was right for working the beer, or mash. At other times, Speed’s father tilled the land, growing corn, potatoes, and other crops. He also worked for Burlington Industries in Clayton, drove a school bus, worked for Pontiac Motors, and did other jobs.
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					PLATE 7 Speed in younger days

				
			
			Everybody in the family was expected to do his or her part, and Pick Speed set the standard. If you’re going to do anything, he said often, do it right. As for making moonshine, he said this: “Boys, let me tell you something. You wouldn’t put off on another man what you wouldn’t drink yourself.” Daddy Speed wasn’t a drinking man, but he sold plenty. And it all went to one man: a taxi driver in Clayton.

			“He bought everything Daddy made,” James Speed says. “He bootlegged it out from the business in Clayton. Us boys would load stuff on his taxicab, and he’d pay us and he was gone.”

			When Speed got to high school, he wanted to play football. His daddy said that was okay as long as his chores were done. Many times, Speed followed football practice with milking two cows, feeding twenty-five hogs, and cutting wood for the cookstove. On Fridays, he would walk to the game, play four quarters as a noseguard—“we won, most of the time”—and then walk home to do his chores.

			
			Young people today are pampered, he says. “They got a Camaro, and Mama and Daddy are buying the gas, and they can’t make it,” he says, his piercing, dark eyes glaring out from under the bill of his camouflage cap. “I understand we’re living in a different age. But hard work got me in condition for playing.”

			After graduating from high school, Speed and his buddies liked to attend local football games, and sometimes they took along a little libation for halftime. For one game, he and his brother Johnny transported a gallon of peach brandy, fresh from the still. “I don’t know why we took a gallon, but we did,” Speed says. “Well, Johnny took him a drink, and then I said, ‘Now you watch out; I’m going to take me a drink.’ I got down there and about that time, I heard something go click, click.” There stood Chester York, the county sheriff, in uniform, with his sidearm, a .38, in his hand.

			“I caught you, didn’t I, boys?” the sheriff said. “Then he said, ‘Go ahead and take you a drink.’ So, I did. He said, ‘Now you hold the gun on me while I take a drink.’ ” The sheriff didn’t press charges; in fact, the boys poured him up a quart to take with him.

			James and Johnny eventually ventured out on their own, figuring they could make more money if they did the manufacturing and the selling. Word got around that their product was top quality; after all, they’d learned from the master, their daddy, who followed a family recipe religiously, and they received an offer to make for “other guys,” other moonshiners, for six hundred dollars a week. “That was good money back in them days,” the 1960s, Speed says. But before saying yes, the brothers sought advice from Daddy. “Boys,” he said, “if you’re going to take a chance in life, do it for yourself. Don’t do it for nobody else.” So, they did it for themselves.

			James Speed and petite Gail Patterson were married on August 12, 1972—he was nineteen, she was sixteen—and he went to work for her daddy, a moonshiner in the Persimmon Community. He did the making; daddy-in-law Richard Lamar “Pat” Patterson did the selling. “I stayed in the woods all the time,” Speed says. “I’d come in, throw a wad of money on the bed to Gail, she knew what to do with it, and I was back in the woods.”

			
			Did Gail Speed ever worry about James being off in the woods making moonshine? “No, but then I was raised in it. I didn’t see anything wrong with it. I thought they were just going to work.”

			Speed was arrested only once, while delivering, and charged with transporting nontax-paid liquor. He was sentenced to twelve months. He served only four and was fined five hundred dollars. He never had to pay.

			Getting caught making moonshine, or nearly getting caught, keeps a fellow on his toes, he says. “If a covey of quail ain’t shot into—and this is documented—if it ain’t shot into, they’ll all die because they get careless. If they’re not afflicted from time to time, the foxes and everything else will get them. Now, here’s the moral of the story: If you don’t get your tail feathers dusted from time to time, you’ll get careless.”

			James Speed wasn’t one to get careless, though he did get nervous a few times. But making moonshine in the woods was exhilarating. “You’re out there one frosty morning right after the crack of day, and all of a sudden, somebody jumps out of the bushes and says, ‘Hold it right there. ATF.’ It’s federal officers and their friends. You talk about a butt pucker,” he says. “Now you’ll get one.”

			Fortunately for the Speed boys, that didn’t happen at “the place.” But it could’ve. James Speed says only he and Donny Ray could do the proofing, getting the alcohol content to a proper level, often by cutting it down with water, preferably good, soft spring water. “You either got it or you don’t have it,” Speed says of proofing prowess. Brother Mike was never good at working the still, although he is a talented man who can repair anything,

			

			—

			If you pin him down, Speed will admit to making a full-time living from moonshine for about four years. Everything since that time was a “hobby, making something for friends.” Besides, making moonshine wouldn’t be fun anymore, now that you can get a license in Georgia and other states and make it legally. And pay taxes on it. Speed doesn’t think highly of government-sanctioned moonshine. “Anytime the government runs their hand in something, it’s not going to come out right.” The white lightning isn’t as good.

			Dwight Bearden of Dahlonega, Georgia, disagrees. An illegal distiller himself for many years, Bearden has been running moonshine legally at a distillery in Tennessee. “This is the highest quality of liquor that you’ll find,” he says. “When I was in the woods, I had to run more just to survive.” But legal moonshine is pulled from the middle of the run, he says, cutting down on the amount of liquor used and improving the overall quality.

			
			Whichever is better, legal moonshine or the backwoods variety, Cheryl Wood, owner of a legal distillery in Dawsonville, Georgia, agrees with James Speed’s father about quality. Her grandfather, the late Simmie Free, a moonshiner from Tiger, Georgia, wouldn’t sell anything that he wouldn’t drink himself, she says, and that’s how she wants to run her distillery. Much of the legal liquor, just like her grandfather’s, is made the old-timey way, just good corn with no sugar. Trouble is, it’s hard to find good corn nowadays, Speed says, because “it’s all crossed up.”

			Some of Speed’s customers of the past were a bit crossed up, too, after drinking too much of what looks like water but packs a punch like a heavyweight boxing champion. “It don’t take much,” he says. “It’s like Brylcreem, a little dab’ll do you.”

			He tells about some guys at the Highlands Country Club in Highlands, North Carolina, who wanted a few snorts to take with them on a round of golf. Being inexperienced drinkers of moonshine, they put the stuff on ice, a bad move because cold accelerates the potency, according to Speed. “They didn’t make eighteen holes that day,” he says.

			A man Speed calls Barry the Brit, a frequent visitor to the Blue Ridge Mountains, took a jug of Speed’s ’shine back to the mother country for his friends to try. Some of these fellows often took a break from work to enjoy a hunk of cheese and a glass of scrumpy, cider that originated in the West Country of England. But after a couple of drinks of Rabun County moonshine one day, they didn’t make it back to work. “Where did you get this stuff?” Speed says, mimicking Barry’s friend in his best British accent, punctuated with North Georgia twang. “I got it from this bearded guy over in America who hides in the forest over there, and he makes this stuff,” was Barry’s answer. “Wow,” one of the workers responded, “we’ve got to move to America.”

			The stories are funny, and there are many more of them, but Speed knows that heartache and trouble can be alcohol’s closest relatives. Speed himself abused the stuff at one time. He became a Christian—“I was saved,” in 1971, he says—but then he fell away from the church. He remained a Christian, but he was only ankle-deep in the faith. “I had an uncle I couldn’t stand,” he says. “I’d have to get drunk to stand him. But finally, the Lord showed me there ain’t no future in this, so He got me off the stuff.” His life has been changed ever since.

			
			“I was a binge drinker,” he says. “The longest drunk I was ever on was three days, and I drank myself sober, if you can believe that. I didn’t have no hangover or nothing, but I don’t want to think about them days.” That was in 1978 or ’79, and his son and daughter never knew him as a drinker. He’s thankful for that.

			Speed grew up in the Warwoman Community, and it was Warwoman people and members at Pleasant Hill Baptist Church who took him and his family in and forgave them. “I wasn’t a really bad person, I guess,” he says, “but I done my part. But I give these folks a lot of credit. A lot of them are laying up here in the cemetery. I wouldn’t be here today, as a deacon at church, if it wasn’t for them, more than thirty years as a deacon, and I’ve taught Sunday school even longer than that.

			“I’m not saying that there’s much wrong with moonshine. The old moonshiners were some of the finest people that you’ll ever meet in your life back in that day. They had their own recipes, but they always done it right.” Moonshining was both bad and good, he says. It was bad because the product sometimes was abused. “We wouldn’t sell to anyone we knew shouldn’t have the stuff.” It was good because it put food on the table.

			Speed doesn’t apologize for his moonshining days, although he’s not proud of everything that went on. “It’s not what goes in a man that defiles him,” he says, quoting scripture, “it’s what comes out.” He believes in moderation in all things. It’s all right to keep a little white lightning around for medicinal purposes, he says. “That was all my grandmother had for medicine. That and Bayer Aspirin. And you could throw the aspirin out the door if you had the other.”

			The conversation returns to his daddy. “Nobody owes you anything in this life,” Pick Speed told his son. “ ‘Get off your hind end and go get it.’ Daddy said you use this head for something besides a place to hang your ears on. We always went to him for advice.”

			Daddy died in 2011, so now it’s the son handing out pretty much the same advice, plus a lot more. Memories and stories live on after a man dies, and they’re all important to James Earl Speed, a paradoxical fellow who broke the law but who preaches forgiveness and redemption as chairman of the board of deacons. “We can’t escape our past,” he says. “We’re forgiven for it. But we’ve been there and done that.”

			

			—

			
			On the night of June 8, 2017, the parking lot was full at Pleasant Hill Baptist Church. Folks had come to pay their respects to the family of James Earl Speed, Sunday school teacher for thirty-five years, deacon chairman, hunter, fisherman, humorist, family man, friend, former moonshiner, and victim of cancer. Among the last words he could mutter to his wife, Gail, were, “I appreciate the good times we had together.” “So did I,” she replied. James Speed was sixty-four years old.

		

	
		
		
			
			 

			How Stock Car Racing Started

			 

			Dawson County folks talk about the precursor to NASCAR

			GORDON PIRKLE knows stock car racing. “I have argued with the Frances [NASCAR leaders Bill France, Sr., and Bill, Jr.] and with Junior Johnson about where racing started,” he says while being interviewed in the conference room of the Georgia Racing Hall of Fame in Dawsonville, Georgia, where he reigns as president.

			He continues: “It started right down here in the river bottoms in the midthirties. A bunch of liquor guys would meet on Sunday evenings. They had a makeshift track in a cornfield. They were just betting on who had the best driver at the time. But word kind of sneaked out, and people started showing up to watch on Sunday evening.”

			No one who witnessed those races is still alive, Pirkle says, but he has talked to enough people to know the story is true: What eventually birthed NASCAR started in an old cornfield in the Etowah River bottoms of Dawson County. The makeshift track was located somewhere around what is now Rock Creek Park.

			Okay, doubters might ask, how could racing in a cornfield have led to organized stock car racing, which led to NASCAR? Gordon Pirkle has the answer: “Frank Christian of Atlanta could see dollar signs in that, and he went to Atlanta and rented the old horse track at the Lakewood fairgrounds.”

			
			The horse track was to become Lakewood Speedway. And right there on that flat dirt track with no banked corners was where the first organized stock car racing, as we know it, took place, Pirkle says. Those Lakewood races evolved into NASCAR races in 1948, after the organization was formed in late 1947.

			Robert Glenn “Junior” Johnson disagrees. Johnson, a NASCAR driver in the 1950s and 1960s, has argued with Pirkle that stock car racing started in his home state, North Carolina. “His argument was we didn’t have a racetrack here,” Pirkle says. “We had a makeshift racetrack. And I don’t argue with the Frances. I don’t say that this is where NASCAR started. I say this is where stock car racing started. We started ten years before there was a NASCAR. It went over into NASCAR.”

			On Armistice Day 1938, after the cornfield races went to town, Lloyd Seay of Dawsonville won the first race at Lakewood. Roy Hall of Dawsonville won the second. And then Gober Sosebee of Dawsonville came along, “and they dominated in the early days of racing,” Pirkle says.

			Racing was going strong on Florida’s Daytona Beach in the 1940s, and drivers from Dawsonville also dominated down there. “Five drivers from Dawson County won twelve times,” says Pirkle, certain of his facts. “They had three championships from Dawson before NASCAR was formed, and four since it was formed.”
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					PLATE 8 Gober Sosebee with his wife

				
			
			
			Many of the drivers honed their skills hauling moonshine from Dawsonville to Atlanta, often down Highway 9. Seay and Hall, who were cousins, were among them. They transported illegal liquor and then got into racing. Bernard Long of Dawsonville got into racing, won second at Lakewood, first at Daytona, quit racing, and got into illegal liquor. Driver Gober Sosebee was also a moonshine tripper, his son David says, although Gober wouldn’t ever admit it.

			Pirkle, however, does admit to hauling moonshine in the 1950s, after high school. He drove what trippers call a “slip-by.” That’s a regular family car, with its springs beefed up to withstand a heavy load. The slip-by driver would drive into Atlanta like any ordinary, law-abiding citizen, perhaps with his wife in the passenger’s seat. “You didn’t try to race with the law,” Pirkle says. “You just tried to slip by.”

			Raymond Parks of Dawsonville, later of Atlanta, ran away from home at the age of fourteen and soon started hauling liquor. But he eventually decided it was safer and more profitable to hire a crew of drivers to do it for him. Parks, incidentally, was the owner of the car that won the first Lakewood race, and he went on to form his own team: drivers, a mechanic, and himself, the man with the money. He was the first champion car owner in NASCAR’s premier series, now called the Sprint Cup.
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					PLATE 9 Raymond Parks’s wife, Violet (right), and friend, Linda Sharp. Officials didn’t want to recognize moonshine running as part of racing.

				
			
			
			When asked how many of the early drivers started out in the moonshine-hauling business, David Sosebee answers, “Why don’t you turn that around and say, ‘Who didn’t
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