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    Grandmother. Lunatic. Merciless. Formidable. Jemima Smallwood fit many descriptions. This book highlights nearly 100 years of my maternal grandmother's life. Her zest for life was only exceeded by her orneriness and downright meanness. Her stories are forever entrenched in family lore and are worthy of telling. An enigma as a larger-than-life personality, she taught her offspring well. She was profane, hilarious, and brutal. "She called me TETCHED" is her story and a description put on me.  Read if you dare.
 
 
Gus Stefanow
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1909 

Chapter 1
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The United States grew into a fledgling superpower in the early 1900s. The Industrial Age ushered in the mass production of anything one could imagine. Goods flew out of factories, with personnel working at max capacity six days per week, year in and year out. Life expectancy for Americans born in 1909 stood at 50.5 years overall. Jemima's long life nearly doubled that, by the grace of God. Air travel expanded across the country in its infancy. Admiral Perry reached the North Pole on his sixth try.

Meanwhile, in rural southeastern Kentucky, an expanding family welcomed a new baby girl, whom they named Jemima. Although uncommon, it represented the name of the Biblical Job's second daughter after the trials he endured. It seems a more fitting name now amongst the family when one considers the difficulties of the woman many learned to call "Mamaw" over her chaotic, violent life. She hated her legal name all her days. She preferred Jaybird, Jay, or Bunt instead.

One of five children born to Franklin and Emily Smith, she chased siblings John (Also known as Hoss), William (Dick), and Eva (Ev) as soon as she could walk. She said she was born in a log cabin like old Abe Lincoln, but nobody verified it. Never to be outdone by man or beast, her tomboy ways started in her from the get-go. Later, she chased her little sister, Ada (Odie or Ode), her lifelong partner in crime!

Jemima became a defiant child at a young age. She could not be swayed easily by anyone or anything. Put her up at the gates of Hell, and she'd spit on the rails, daring the Prince of Darkness to get her. A strong-willed spitfire, her attitude guided her pursuit of happiness with the sharpness of a heat-seeking missile. Intimidation? It must have been for others because Jemima feared nothing.

Farm life continued, pausing briefly for World War I. Most folks in the Kentucky hills saw it as an annoyance more than anything. Some brethren served in the Great War, as named. Many returned to coal-mining jobs and equated them to the trench warfare they'd survived. Life proved challenging for this crowd.

Jemima never mentioned much of her early years to any of us, her offspring. Were there things she didn't want us to know? One glance from her accusing eyes silenced most inquiries, including mine. She peered deep into one's soul to make mere mortals uncomfortable. That discomfort kept us from prying any further. What little we do know has to come forward to properly honor a woman a light-year ahead of her peers, if any such peers existed.

The woman grew up fearless from birth. Farm living required the physical stamina of men, or so conventional wisdom of the times advocated. With just two sons and three daughters, the Smith clan took an alternate route. Their girls were treated as males, like it or not! No pretty playthings, dolls, or anything feminine were allowed because they only took away from the independent mindset the family lived by.

Jemima loved her family's team of horses. While her older brothers insisted that she clean the stalls because of her age and gender, Jemima also groomed and exercised them regularly. Considering her youth and inexperience, her brothers were alarmed at how fast she'd ride, but Pa let her do it her way. She supplied the horses with plenty of drinking water while inspecting bridles and saddles. Her rapport with the magnificent beasts was better than with any humans, with Pa and Ma being notable exceptions. Animals became her trademark interest, and she loved every one of them. People, not so much!

Chores before sunrise occurred daily. Animals needed tending, hay needed baling, and crops required attention, all adding to the grind of farm life. Everyone worked because everyone wanted to eat. If anyone slacked off, the whole family suffered. Survival for all only happened when all pulled their weight. Slackers were dealt with immediately and harshly.

What today's language calls a "side hustle" began in earnest for the Smith family before World War I and continued into the 1950s. Farming faced harsh weather, pests, drought, and fluctuating prices. Illegal liquor filled a void that regular farming could not. A perfect pick-me-up when needed, but also medicinal. Its revenue stream came in handy, particularly in the winter months.

Ma Smith stood adamantly opposed to alcohol. A tonic for the sick, it took away many folks by its charms when overdone. She showed nothing but contempt for its existence. A devout Christian, she allowed no single drop to be stored in her home. That said, she did learn to cap the concoction Pa made in the barn, smokehouse, henhouse, or root cellar to keep the law from finding out. With each batch, she wore a scarf over her face because of the "demon rum"; she could not tolerate the smell. With starvation a threat, she compromised on liquor to see her children grow.

Pa Smith kept an open mind about liquor. His love of the sacred Scriptures and devotion to his faith led him to realize that if Jesus turned water into wine, then indeed humanity benefited. The only restrictions he saw came in the drunkenness, not the imbibing itself. The apostle Paul said, "To take a little wine for frequent stomach ailments." If the most prolific writer of the New Testament said it, then Pa approved its production. The United States government and the State of Kentucky begged to differ, but the Smith clan was survivors. These were the laws of men and not God. Hallelujah, some might say.

Keeping the secret recipe just proved more demanding than the family realized. Snooping eyes came around, wondering how the family got along in lean times. There were always tough times in this part of the state. One day, a sheriff came by on what today might be called a wellness visit. The Smith family believed that snitches got stitches, but went along with the lawman's ruse.

"Frank, we care so much about the county's citizens that we sometimes check on them unannounced. Doin' our Christian duty, you might say! The 'pox goes round up in these here mountains, just like tuberculosis and such, so since we ain't got many doctors 'round here, well, they send me for a look-see, you know?" the sheriff said.

"Oh yeah, I understand that, Harley, I do. Remember when the government started that draft and came around for our boys up here? Well, I don't recall you bein' here then! Christian duties are they now, huh?" Pa asked.

"Well, now, Frank, I know there ain't no dummies up in these parts with your kin! You know, anybody who'd try cheatin' Uncle Sam out of liquor money. Not one soul should even try." The sheriff answered.

"All I know is folks here just wanna be left alone. We pursue our own happiness and don't give a hoot in Hell for anyone tryin' to interfere. You get what I mean, Harley?" Pa spouted out.

The conversation got tense in a hurry. The sheriff stopped beating around the bush and produced the real reason for the visit.

"Frank, the word is someone out this way is makin', bottlin', and sellin' moonshine! Now you know I got my duties, bein' the peace officer in this county! I don't want any trouble, but...Can I take a quick gander at the house? I mean, the state bureau boys are comin' down hard on this stuff!"

"Sure, now Harley, we go back a far piece in our lives. I know you got your job, but I promise you'll find nothin' illegal here! We're God-fearin', Bible-totin' Christian people. You do what you must!" Pa replied.

The sheriff sheepishly walked into the house as Ma prepared the evening meal. Her eyes glared a hole through the man, causing grief this day. She nodded and went back to breading the chicken for dinner.

The man made his rounds and found nothing to alarm him. Little Jemima feigned sniffles and lay in bed with a bogus fever. The sheriff warned of something goin' round every season that could take people out. He quietly said goodbye, got back on his horse, and disappeared. His detection skills could have been better, but the man performed as required.

"Okay, Bunt, you can get up now! He's gone down the road and out of sight!" Ma yelled to her fourth of five children.

"Lord mercy, mommy, I thought that man would sit down on my bed! Then what would I have said, huh? I stayed still and played it up. Do you reckon they take ten-year-old girls to big people jail? I sure wouldn't want to be without my family!" Jemima asked innocently.

The family erupted with laughter, not so much at what Jemima said as at how she meant it. How might she have explained the liquor jars under her pillow, blankets, and headboard? Pa chuckled and explained.

"Little woman, Harley has a duty to find stills, moonshine, and such every once in a while. He's no fool, but this is his way of warnin' us. We gotta be careful with what we make for our kin! The truth is, he knew not to sit on that bed! Now we gotta move that 'shine so's yer Ma don't get riled up with it inside. You done a respectable job actin' sick, so you get the first piece of chicken for dinner tonight!"

The victory dinner made Pa feel like celebrating a little more than usual. His stash of 'shine sat under a loose board in the barn wall. After a great meal, dessert was an after-dinner swallow of "the great skull cracker." Pa felt so good after one that it led to two, and then...

Pa wandered out into the street, dancing and singing pieces of old hymns and Irish bar tunes. He went towards the town and was nearly run over multiple times by wagonloads of townsfolk, laughing at Pa's overindulgence.

Ma noticed how long he'd been gone. She wandered the property, screeching his name as she went. Without luck, she investigated the barn and went straight to Pa's stash of the hard stuff.

"Darn him! Darn him all to Hell and back!" Ma said under her breath so the children didn't hear.

Ma rounded up the kids and sent them in different directions to find their lost father. She stewed; her face red as the sun as they took off. The boys took horses while Eva and Jemima went off on foot.

"Ev, what are we going to do if we find Pa? What if he's hurt or somethin'?" Jemima questioned.

Ev, or Eva, became Jemima's confidante and older sister by more than seven years. She'd grown into a wisecracking, stoic young lady, wise beyond her age.

"Jaybird, you worry too damn much! And if you say I swore, know I will haunt your dreams, little lady, every night! Pa's got himself a snootful of the 'shine, and he's prolly in a ditch someplace!" Eva said.

The girls walked on, hoping they'd find their father before their know-it-all brothers. Indeed, Ma paid a nice bounty to the kids bringing Daddy home. As time passed, the sisters heard faint singing over a ridge.

"Oh, Danny boy...uh...the pipes, the pies, hahaha, the pipers are callin', fallin' down the mountainside! Hahaha! Oh, shall we gather at the river, the river, the river, Hehehehehe, that ol' man river! 'Cuz, she'll be comin' round the mountain when she comes, my Emily will be comin' round that mountain, hahaha!" Pa slurred, getting louder as the girls closed in. His revelry made him unaware that his girls heard him so clearly.

"Daddy, uh, you're drunk, and Ma sent us to fetch you!" Eva said sternly.

The man returned to singing, not caring that his children were there. Eva saw this behavior several times, but Jemima, the young one, did not.

"Eva, sister, he doesn't even know it's us! He's plain blind by that stuff he drank! Ma is going to skin him alive! I'm feared for his soul when he gets home, Eva!" Jemima squealed.

Eva witnessed enough. Their father stumbled and sang as they tried to steer him towards home. A lean, muscular farmer, Pa displayed the build of a welterweight boxer and fists to match.

"Who are you two? Huh? Why I'm just lettin' off a lil built up steam, young'uns! Your mommy sent you for me, didn't she? Well, you can tell her I am a full-growed man! A man with his own brain to think and think on things! You two are my young'uns, you say, right?" Pa asked.

Eva didn't bother to answer the questions anymore. Her patience measured in nanoseconds when the Good Lord produced her. She let go of her father as he leaned on Jemima momentarily. Once Eva latched back on, she didn't let go.

Eva pulled out a knife she kept hidden in her dress as a "just in case" some ignorant male tried anything with her. She cut off a hickory limb, ran her hands down it to remove the leaves, and then beat the backs of her drunken father's legs!

"Move, old man, I say, move! Darn your hide and the liquor you swilled down. Move, move I say!" Eva commanded.

"Hey now, you don't hit your pappy this way, you young'un's! I'll get home on my own!" Pa protested as Jemima struggled to keep up with him.

"No, you won't, Daddy. You're going to keep goin' the direction me and Jaybird send you. It'll be dark soon, and we ain't going to be out amongst the old haints! (Translation- ghost) We know those woods!" Eva insisted.

Pa complied, and his singing died out as he hustled, stumbling. He'd face the music soon enough when Emily, his wife, met him at the door. The kids scattered, and the horses were put away in their stalls for the night.

Ma did not intend to argue with a drunken male who'd surely forget the conversation by morning. She kept a close eye on her man, even telling him she'd found his hiding place. A new, more prosperous America awaited just around the corner, but how might southeastern Kentucky see it? The Smith clan roared into the 1920s.
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Roaring Twenties

Chapter 2
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With the short-term war behind them, the Smith clan and everyone else concentrated on the good life and prosperity of the 1920s. What that looked like was anyone's guess because so many newfangled inventions seemed like science fiction to families scraping by year in, year out.

Life mostly stayed the same in rural Kentucky in the Roaring Twenties. Life went on as it had for the decades beforehand. Coal mining and farming were the twin towers of society. A few lucky folks had radios, but most did not for decades. Outside-world access came only through travel or printed media.

Jemima became the consummate athletic child. No boy bested her in any physical contest, especially her smart-aleck brothers. She grew tall and ran swiftly over the hills of Kentucky. Fear? She showed zero tolerance for it! If that old emotion took hold, she quickly stomped and killed it altogether. The spirit of self-reliance rose in her from her first breath. She may have been born with chainmail as her superpower.

Throughout Jemima's lifetime, she consistently spoke of the supernatural as others might talk about the weather or politics. She told everyone that some folks are born with the gift of being sensitive to spiritual/mystical realms. Not merely conjecture or speculation, but part of the facts passed between generations. Witches, ghouls, and goons of all varieties walked "amongst 'em" in every holler in America, especially in Appalachia.

Ma and Pa Smith's growing family needed more space. With the birth of their youngest daughter, Odie, years beforehand, a local farm came up for sale, so they made an offer. A few weeks later, after negotiations and counteroffers, the deal came through. The dream came to fruition, and the family celebration took hold. Unfortunately, the cheer didn't last for the Smith clan.

Rumors flew through the county that one person, none too pleased about losing the sale of her dream home, simmered. The female proprietor of a local general store carried herself in Mafia fashion. Her words were law, and she didn't take the undercutting of real estate kindly. She breathed threats of retribution in certain circles, promising to exact revenge. Even in bright sunlight, the darkness around her made folks believe she dabbled in the black arts. One wild Christian with a temper didn't back down. Guess who? Yes, Jemima!

The Smiths settled into the new farm with extraordinary optimism, accompanying a victory over fellow suitors for a nice piece of ground. The fields surrounding the home were picture-perfect. Wells and streams provided fresh water for everyone, including livestock and fields. Multiple barns gave shelter to animals, wagons, and the tools required for such an operation.

One day, Ma Smith needed a few supplies from the nearby general store. Nearby is a relative term, as in several miles away. She made a compact list, handed Jemima the money, and told her to hurry. When Odie begged to go too, Ma Smith agreed if the two could stay out of trouble. The two sisters were known county-wide for mischief, a fact that persistently dogged them throughout their long lives.

The two pre-teens left for the store on a sunny day in southeastern Kentucky. They passed no neighbors as they slogged along, picking at each other for liking boys from the same family at church. The carefree day took a dark turn as the store came into view.

With few resources for commerce in the area, the shopping situation proved woefully inadequate for the community. The general store gave everyone all or nothing. Jemima and Odie walked into a hornet's nest.

The girls pushed open the screen door with enthusiasm as they arrived. People looked around at them as they entered, as many were prone to do. Jemima noticed the nicely kept, well-swept store, but an upstanding broom in the corner sent chills down her spine. She took Odie by the hand, and they trotted back outside, scurrying away from nosy patrons.

"Ode, Ode, I swear, that old woman in there must be a witch! My Lord, I believe it! I saw that broom standin' on its end, and it's for shore a sign!" Jemima said in excitement.

Less convinced, Odie became bug-eyed with fear at the forefront of her mind. She shook as she spoke.

"Bunt, are you for sure she's a witch, I mean, a real one? Mommy gave us this money for these supplies here, so we gotta get them!"

Jemima gathered her thoughts and plan. She told Odie neither should make direct eye contact so the woman couldn't steal their souls! They set about to get in and out quickly. They didn't want suspicions revealed that they held deep inside themselves.

Jemima opened the screen door again, looking around for the few items needed. Odie stuck like glue to Jemima's side while she stared at the floor, ceiling, or anything but the proprietor.

The old woman popped out from behind a display and scared the bejesus out of both of them! Jemima let out a war whoop as Odie ran in place, unable to breathe! Both collided while running away. Other shoppers in the store laughed their heads off. The old woman and the girls did not find it funny.

"What do young'uns want in here, huh? I come around the corner to help you, and you look like you've seen a ghost, I say!" the old lady bellowed.

Odie held out the list and shook like Don Knotts as she handed it over to the woman. Jemima stood erect, faced the woman with the quizzical look she'd become known for, and spoke out.

"Our mother sent us here to get these supplies and git back home before the day is gone! We just moved into our farm, and there's much work waitin'!"

The old woman's face turned an ashy grey; her slight smile turned itself upside down as if she'd imbibed in a vinegar-and-lemon juice cocktail. She stepped towards the girls militantly and spoke up.

"Well, well. You people stole my farm, did you? I ain't ever going to forget it! I placed that farm in my sights for years and just knew it as mine! So, you think you're going to enjoy it there, huh? You'd better think again! You tell your folks I said so, and when I promise something, believe you me, it comes to pass. You'll never get a minute's peace so long as you live in that stolen house!"

Odie slyly took the list back from the old woman's hand and searched for each item required. Jemima stood toe-to-toe with the old woman and made threats of her own.

"Look, my folks bought that farm fair and square! We needed the room, so we'll work the land and prosper. We, Smiths, don't do well with threats from anyone! We don't back down, you hear me?" Jemima replied with volume.

Odie gathered everything she needed and nudged Jemima for the money Ma had given her. The lady looked at them with disgust but rang up the purchases, bagged them, and gave the correct change. War drums hummed.

"You young'uns be sure to tell your folks what I said, you hear me? No peace as long as you live there. And you'll both see a sign and a wonder on your way home. I guarantee it!" He-he-he, she laughed as the girls made their way to the door. Jemima could not resist one last zinger.

"Listen here, you old bitch, you lost the farm since you
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