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Introduction

The old-timers are all gone. This is a little of what I know about them. They were our people, rising as untamed and beautiful as June’s rhododendrons from hard soil. They worked tirelessly, played old-timey music, and told lies. They lived back in the good old days, which you and I will know only through the stories we inherit, like eye color and hairlines.

When they left, the old-timers took with them all the old ways: honor, faith, and work ethic; self-sufficiency and decency. Not to mention drunkenness and fornication; fighting and killing. Folks don’t talk about those latter traits as much. Sentimental stories about the innocent soft-hair days spent swimming in the creek and helping Grandma string beans on summer Sundays are deemed more appropriate by us. Yet the mean old ways were undeniably as much a part of our proud mountain legacy as mules and country doctors. I wouldn’t want it any other way.

Those are the good old days I want you to know about. Lord, lord, an old man once told me, the good old days were anything but. The unholy communion of desperation, poverty, hunger, and violence wrought abounding unpleasantness upon the hills of old Virginia, those Blue Ridge hills where I am from. The old-timers were complex, much deeper and harder to peg than the dog-eared picture of the illiterate hillbilly sittin’ on a locust stump, whittlin’.

True, they were from a time as unknowable to us as craters of the moon. In the old days, people drank homemade potions to kill worms and washed newborn babies in dishpans. Old-timers made liquor, shot their own kin in blind-drunk rage, and fathered and mothered generations of children who knew the face of only one parent. That our people could claim any upstanding qualities in such a time is a testament to their true character and perseverance. They were good folks, mostly, trying to survive in a world they didn’t create but wanted desperately to change.

I never knew captains of industry or passed time in the company of political leaders, yet I lived my whole life in the presence of greatness. I knew the last of the old-timers. In their honor, I offer this meager tribute.

Do not expect a tale of sorry old men reminiscing about the good old days. This is the adventure of young men, two brothers born pitiful and raised hard, who made beautiful things out of raw God-given talents. I think of them today not as I knew them: aged, crippled, silly, weak. I think of them as they appeared in their own stories: vibrant, happy, strong. Theirs is a story of brotherly love, war, and country music. What else do you need?

This is how I heard it.


THE
HOLLOW
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Clayton and Saford, circa 1922


 

Saford was born first. That much I know. Clayton followed either ten or fifteen minutes later, depending on who was telling the story and when they told it. The twins fell from Mamo’s loins into the bony, waiting hands of Granny Hall on May 4, 1919, just as the dogwoods bloomed and peaches sprouted fuzz and young men came home from the War to End All Wars. They were the last of Judie Hall’s bastards born in The Hollow, a rough section of red dirt wedged hard between the Virginia mountains and the North Carolina line.

Clayton died last. I saw him the day he died. He had trouble staying awake—because of sickness or maybe the company—but when he was alert he talked about the birthday party Uncle Asey was going to throw in two weeks. He told me to bring my fiddle and we’d play music like we used to. Of course, he wasn’t strong enough to hold a guitar, but I told him I’d bring the fiddle, the one Saford left me, and we’d play all day and night. I’d show him how I’d learned “Florida Blues” and “Natural Bridge Blues” just the way Saford had played them. But it didn’t happen. Instead, Papa Clayton dropped dead in the living room that night after asking my grandmother to make him a tomato sandwich.

I returned to the house after I got the news to find family and neighbors standing glumly around the small, cramped kitchen, telling me how sorry they were about Papa Clayton. He was a good man, can’t believe he’s gone, he’ll be missed. I wasn’t that sad, to be honest. I was certainly going to miss Papa Clayton, but how could I be sad? The man helped MacArthur return to the Philippines and he sang with Roy Rogers, for heaven’s sake. He lived enough adventure to fill two lives, so it’s a good thing he had a twin.

I would have known my great-uncle Saford better had he not run off to North Carolina when I was a kid, but you can’t do much with a rambler except let him go and hope he finds his way back. Clayton figured that out a long time ago.

Just a few hours before Papa Clayton died, he sent Grandma to Tilley’s store to get some tomatoes. He also asked Grandma, since she was going that way anyway, if she would stop by the Mount Bethel Moravian Church cemetery to see who was being buried there. He’d heard it was a Smith. Clayton had a keen interest in Smiths, especially the ones he was related to. Grandma reported back that, yes, a Smith had been buried and, yes, she got the tomatoes.

Papa Clayton died of some kind of pulmonary fibrosis, scar tissue in the lungs, just like Saford and Mamo. The twins had smoked and worked in the bad air of furniture factories most of their lives, but the fibrosis was probably genetic. The twins died the same way, but they didn’t always live the same way. Clayton was more laid-back and dependable than the wandering Saford, although he, too, had a short fuse. I saw his temper in action only one time, when I was seven, and it was a doozy. My younger brother Ricky and I were staying at Papa and Grandma’s house one afternoon while my mom was working at the beauty shop. I was in the living room when Ricky, about four, charged like a loose beagle from the kitchen and fell smack-dab in front of the fireplace hearth. Papa Clayton raced in right on his tail and grabbed Ricky by the arm and commenced whipping him with a rolled-up magazine. Papa had told Ricky not to run so close to the hearth, because he could fall and hit his head. Ricky sassed Papa, which was not the thing to do to a former army sergeant who had fought the Japanese; then came the whipping. The story lived forever after Ricky cried to our mother later, “Papa whipped me with a paper switch!”

We laughed and told stories about Clayton the night he died. After everybody left, I helped Grandma stack up the plastic plates and cups. That’s when I saw it on the table: the tomato-sandwich-in-progress, open-faced with a smear of mayonnaise. It looked lonely. Papa Clayton never got to eat it. He really liked those tomatoes from Tilley’s store. Or maybe this time they were just an excuse to get Grandma to run by Mount Bethel and see if it was a Smith who was being buried. I picked up the bread and threw it away.

• • •

A year earlier, I had pushed Papa Clayton around the VA in a wheelchair, which hardly seemed fair. He had won the war just so he could live long enough to require the likes of me to push him past the carcasses of old soldiers? Other old guys at the VA glanced his way as I wheeled him down the hall, looking for some insignia on a cap or jacket that identified his military outfit. But Papa Clayton never wore anything like that. He wore a Braves cap.

I knew many of his war stories, like the one about how he got busted for eating the navy’s apples on a troop ship after a crate busted on the deck and the one about getting shot in the head, and, of course, the one about falling into the tank trap. They were great tales, but they weren’t everything. When his health failed him for the last time, I knew I didn’t have much time to ask for more information.

I decided to interview him, really interview him, about the war. I went to Papa and Grandma’s house and set up a tape recorder in the cozy living room decorated with photo albums and National Enquirers. Grandma brought us instant coffee and sandwiches. Papa Clayton sat in the recliner and repeated the same well-rehearsed anecdotes I’d heard since I was a boy. But I had the goods on him. I had discovered a brief history of his army outfit that one of his buddies, long since dead, had written, so I read him some of the accounts to see if they sparked a memory.

“And on October 26, it says you were at Tay-bon-tay-bon,” I said, attempting to pronounce the name of the village where Company F of the 382nd Regiment of the Ninety-sixth Infantry Division, the fearless Deadeyes, had been baptized in combat.

Clayton’s eyes widened and he grinned, like he had been waiting years for somebody to mention that place.

“Tah-bon-tah-bon,” he corrected.

We had a couple of good interviews. He told me about Tabontabon and Mecham Ridge, about the escarpments of Okinawa and the final battle at Aragachi. The old guy from the hollows of the Blue Ridge couldn’t pronounce “Michigan” correctly but sixty years later he could still say “Aragachi.” I have the tapes. You can hear his oxygen machine in the background. A month after our last interview, he got up from the recliner, walked toward the bedroom, and died, just a few feet from where we had sipped instant coffee and talked about the war, where we had played music all those afternoons and where he had whipped Ricky with a paper switch.


 


Saford and Clayton were born May 4, 1919, in Patrick County, Virginia, to Judie Elizabeth Hall.

—INTRO TO A BIOGRAPHY WRITTEN BY MY MOTHER
FOR A BIRTHDAY PARTY INVITATION, 1994
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In 1994, the Hall twins, Saford and Clayton, celebrated their “150th birthday”—their way of describing turning seventy-five. They liked to tell other jokes about birthdays and ages. When they turned seventy, they were playing lots of show dates with their band, the impeccably named Hall Twins and the Westerners, and Saford would take the mike and announce to the crowd, “I turned seventy years old this year.” Right on cue, his twin brother would reply, “And I’m seventy, too!” This gag surely dated back to 1939, the year the twins turned twenty (except for Clayton, who was “twenty, too!”) and probably resurfaced every ten years from then on. Seventy was the last birthday they got to use it. Their big brother Asey—who actually was seventy-two at the time—never got the joke. He heard them do it on radio station WPAQ out of Mount Airy, North Carolina, when the band played the Autumn Leaves Festival in ’89 and he cried for days, “Oh, poor little Clayton! He doesn’t know his own age anymore!”

Mom made a big deal of that seventy-fifth birthday. She rented out the Cana Rescue Squad building for a huge bash and printed tri-folded invitations on beige paper with pictures and a mini-biography that she wrote herself. The old photographs showed the twins as young musicians (there’s Clayton with Roy Rogers!) and as old men in their satin shirts and cowboy hats. She included a family photo of Clayton’s descendents (there’s Clayton with me!) but nothing from Saford’s family. Saford had strained most of his family relations beyond all recognition, so there was no family to have a picture of. Mom even found sheet music from a song the twins wrote when they played with Roy Hall (“no relation,” Mom noted in the bio). The song was called “Little Sweetheart, Come and Kiss Me” and was included in one of Roy Hall’s songbooks from the 1940s.

The rescue squad building was packed. Family was there, grandsons, great-granddaughters, nieces, nephews, cousins, in-laws, neighbors, friends, and Asey, the last of their older brothers. The twins and the rest of the Westerners performed their trademark Western songs, such as “Cool Water” and “Tumbling Tumbleweeds.” Saford fiddled “Orange Blossom Special” at a hundred miles an hour. The boys told stories, laughed, drank coffee by the potful, and ate sugary stuff that wasn’t good for them. Everybody had a great time. Everybody except me. I wasn’t there.

That very week, I had started a new job as a sports copy editor at the venerable Roanoke Times & World-News. I was scheduled to work the night of the party and was too timid to ask off, so I missed the fun. Ruth, my wife, went without me and shot dozens of photographs.

I saw them all a month later at a cookout, June 5, 1994, two days before my twenty-eighth birthday. Ruth and I went to my parents’ house for a late-afternoon cookout. The first apples in the family orchard—the “June apples,” sour Lodis and Yellow Transparents—would be ready for picking in a week, so this was one of the last lazy weekends my dad would know until winter. It wasn’t as big a bash as the twins’ sesquicentennial, but it was a day I’ll never forget. That’s the day we videotaped Saford talking about the war, and I got a fiddle.

Ruth bought the fiddle for $150, case and all, from our friend Karen Ziegler, who showed Ruth how to play a simple version of “Happy Birthday.” Ruth practiced for several weeks unbeknownst to me, since I worked five nights a week on the sports desk, and on the day of the cookout, she stood on the front porch of my parents’ log home in her long hippie-chick dress and sleeveless top and scratched her way through “Happy Birthday” on my present. We still have the videotape.

“Now play ‘Orange Blossom Special’!” Ricky requested.

When they passed the fiddle to me, I held it in both hands as awkwardly as a new father cradling his baby the first time. What do I do with this thing? How do I hold it? Will it break if I drop it? Does it need changing? I set the fiddle under my jaw and dragged the bow across the strings, extracting a scratchy, shrill noise that sounded like a family of sick cats trapped inside a wall. “I sound like Jack Benny,” I said. No, not that good.

I handed off the fiddle to Uncle Saford for testing. He pulled the bow across the G string and remarked what a terrific bass tone it had. He could be enthusiastic over the littlest things, sometimes sincerely. He fiddled a simple version of “Happy Birthday,” complete with a bluegrassy sounding slide or two, and just as he played the last note Ruth chirped in his ear, “Show off!”

Saford, wearing a blue cap and short-sleeved checked shirt, held the instrument in front of me and plucked the strings with his fingers. That’s your G string … D, A, E, he said, plucking each one for effect. He bowed two strings at once and told me it was a G chord. That was my first fiddle lesson. Like I said, we still have the videotape.

I like to believe that I inherited a love of music, if not necessarily the talent for it. We hillbillies do love that mountain music. You can’t swing a banjo in Carroll County without hitting someone my family has played music with—and you can’t swing a ukulele without hitting someone I’m related to. The phrase “tight as kin” takes on a whole new meaning where I’m from. That’s why I married a Maryland girl. Clean up the gene pool a little bit.

Carroll and Patrick counties lie side by side like sleeping babies, with the Berriers from Carroll and the Halls from just across the line in Patrick. Papa Clayton and Uncle Saford—the Hall side, naturally—were raised in The Hollow by two remarkable women, their mama and their grandmother Susan, whom everybody called Granny Hall whether she was their granny or not. The boys grew up in Granny Hall’s cabin, where they knew no father and where they heard their first music.

Mamo taught the boys those old mountain songs, ballads with so many verses you could hoe a row of corn before the song was over. Mamo knew them all—“Barbara Allen,” “Down Among the Budded Roses,” “Poor Ellen Smith” to name very few—and she sang as she worked in the fields or washed other people’s clothes. Those unaccompanied melodies were the first music the twins heard. In the hills and hollers of Virginia, love of music isn’t taught so much as bequeathed, like a precious brooch. You absorb it like vitamin D from the sun. It gets in your bones and becomes a part of your Blue Ridge DNA.

Just as Mamo passed on her love of music to her children, my own mother inherited her musical talents from her daddy, then passed those musical genes to her own three sons. All three of us—me, the oldest, and Ricky and Billy—can carry a tune for a fur piece. Ricky and I pick a little, but not like Papa Clayton and Saford.

I had wanted to get into traditional music for a couple of years, but then again, in my youth I had wanted to be a baseball player, a rock star, or a movie director. I never lost the dream, I simply never possessed the initiative to go out and become any of those things. I kept waiting for greatness to fall upon me, but, strangely, it never did. I wanted to learn my grandfather’s music, but I was too busy or lazy to buy a fiddle, mandolin, or banjo. I played guitar, poorly. But that fiddle changed everything.

I grew up with my grandfather’s music and even knew the words to “Cool Water” and some of his other favorite cowboy tunes, but I didn’t fully appreciate or even understand his and Saford’s musical legacy until I was older. I made the long, strange trip through the young hipster musical odyssey that every college-radio-loving loser went through: You start with the Top 40 phase in your early teens, writing down every song that Casey Kasem counts down, then discover the Beatles in high school and realize that all contemporary pop music is swill, so you enroll in the Classic Rock Immersion Program for two years, even staying home on Saturday nights to catch an oldies show from Charlotte while cool teenagers are out on dates, then you hear U2 for the first time and you descend into the rabbit hole of the American underground. Paul Westerberg caterwauling “Hold my life until I’m ready to use it” is far more relevant to you than “La la, how the life goes on,” and just when you think you’ve got it all figured out, the ’80s crumble spectacularly like the Berlin Wall, and you’ve used up your college eligibility and you become instantly nostalgic, not only for your own youth, which is ridiculous since you’re only twenty-three, but for your roots, too, probably because you feel guilty about not knowing more about your family than you do, so you tumble back generations way before your own birth and go completely native. That’s what happened to me, anyway.

I am embarrassed by how little I knew about mountain music, in general, and my grandfather’s music, specifically, when I was in my early twenties. I knew just enough to prove I was an idiot when I tried to speak intelligently on the topic. I knew that Saford and Clayton had almost made it big with Roy “No Relation” Hall and His Blue Ridge Entertainers in the ’40s. I knew they loved songs by the Sons of the Pioneers. I knew Bill Monroe was the undisputed “father of bluegrass,” although I couldn’t have sung you a verse of “Blue Moon of Kentucky.” So, when I distilled all that information, it came spilling out of my mouth as “In the ’40s when the war hit, the three biggest bluegrass bands were Bill Monroe, the Sons of the Pioneers, and Roy Hall and His Blue Ridge Entertainers.” I don’t remember who I told that to, but I am pretty sure I bragged about it to multiple people multiple times. I was very proud—of my grandfather, sure, but mostly of myself for knowing so much about my roots.

Without slogging through the nuances of bluegrass and “pre-bluegrass” or pointing out that the Sons of the Pioneers were a Western cowboy band from California, let’s just say that since I now consider myself somewhat of a regional music historian, if I ever heard anybody say anything as foolish as “In the ’40s when the war hit, the three biggest bluegrass bands were Bill Monroe, the Sons of the Pioneers, and Roy Hall and His Blue Ridge Entertainers,” I would call the police and have that person arrested.

I would have definitely made a citizen’s arrest on myself that June day Ruth gave me the fiddle for my birthday. How little I knew about old-timey music or fiddles. When Saford and Clayton inspected the fiddle and saw a Stradivarius label inside, I thought it was the real thing. “A Stradivarius!” I exclaimed like a goofball, thinking I held one of the five hundred or so violins made by the master instrument maker, Antonio Stradivari. I did not. (It’s all on the videotape.)

• • •

That was the day Saford talked about the war. The next day was the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day. He knew all about it.

I had heard some of the twins’ war stories before. Papa Clayton and Uncle Saford were never shy about sharing their experiences. That’s what they did, told tales. Neither was the stereotypical Stoic WWII Veteran Who Never Talked About THE WAR. To them, falling into a Jap tank trap or getting shot in the helmet were merely the parts of their lives between the time they recorded with Roy Hall in Atlanta and the night Tommy Magness showed up drunk at the American Theater in Roanoke. It’s part of the story.

Saford’s stories were amazing, even though I didn’t know the difference between a C ration and a Sherman tank. In fact, I couldn’t have told you then whether any of it was true. I’m not even sure I can now.

Papa Clayton didn’t say a word the whole time. He took a backseat to his gregarious, cackling older doppelganger. Clayton was a natural-born comedian, as good a musician and singer as Saford, but he was always the fop, the rhythm player, and the tenor harmonizer. Saford was the master of ceremonies, the lead singer, the star. Most country-music brother duos seem to possess these same characteristics. In the Monroe Brothers, Charlie was the gregarious one, and Bill hardly spoke to anybody, even as an old man. Carter Stanley shot the bull, talked to the crowd, and liked to have a good time, while little brother Ralph shunned the spotlight. But Bill Monroe and Ralph Stanley made the more lasting musical contributions long after their brothers had flamed out.

The Hall twins were two halves of the same whole, opposite sides of the same coin. They were small, Saford standing about five-foot-seven, an inch taller than Papa Clayton. The Hall Twins and the Westerners kept them busy in the 1990s. They played for our wedding party in 1992, as they had for Ricky’s the year before. When we married, Ruth thought it incredibly odd that her fella’s grandpa played in a band. Two years later, she bought me a fiddle.

Something about that fiftieth anniversary of D-Day turned the light on for a bunch of us in our twenties. Up until then, World War II veterans were salty old men who marched in their blue blazers and hats every Veterans Day. They were the crusty guys who ran the Boys State program every summer, when young men deemed the best and brightest that the mighty Commonwealth of Virginia had to offer gathered to spend a week learning the minutiae of state government. I attended Boys State in the summer of 1983, and I believe it still ranks among the longest, most boring weeks of my life. We had to wear the Boys State uniform of white T-shirts and white tennis shorts the whole week, and each morning, we were summoned for inspection, lined up in formation, and marched off to breakfast. We were all assigned to “communities” with names like MacArthur and Patton and instructed to vote for delegates and make our own laws and codes.

The communities were chaperoned by men in their fifties and sixties, real American Legion types, who’d holler at us to shut up, get back in line, and march in step. My fellow MacArthurians imitated our white-haired platoon leader’s Olde Virginia accent: “MAC-Ar-thuh! No tawkin’ in thuh RANKS!” We’d start every sentence with “Mac-ar-thuh” this and “Mac-ar-thuh” that. We were cool.

I know now that every damn one of those old guys probably fought in either World War II, Korea, or both. They had sailed on overcrowded troop ships, survived the jungles of the Philippines, fought Nazis in France, killed other men, and nearly been killed themselves, only to live long enough to waste their time babysitting a bunch of thankless brats who made fun of them behind their backs.

When the roll call of fiftieth anniversaries began in the 1990s, starting with Pearl Harbor in ’91, then on through D-Day and Hiroshima, a lot of us Gen X boys quit horsing around and finally started paying attention. Those doddering elderly men at Memorial Day ceremonies and Veterans Day flag raisings were no longer just cute, stooped old guys in blue hats. That guy over there, the short guy with liver spots and Coke-bottle glasses, might’ve slit a German’s throat in Belgium. The dude with the shock of white hair and leathery jowls who trembles a lot might have cut the ears off a dead Jap and now keeps them with his Purple Heart. The mayor, the high school janitor, the bus driver—they all could have committed acts so violent and murderous all those years ago on continents a world away, it’s no wonder they never told you about them. It was none of our damn business what they did.

The day Saford talked about North Africa, Patton, Mount Etna, Normandy, and hedgerows was a day when the boy in the white T-shirt and short-shorts stopped cuttin’ up in the ranks and started to listen.


 


They lived with their mother, their sisters … their brothers … in a small cabin in The Hollow community of Ararat.

—MOM’S PARTY INVITATION, 1994
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The Hollow is the perfect place to grow up a bastard, because Virginia doesn’t claim you and North Carolina doesn’t want you. The Hollow is actually in Virginia, tucked deep into Patrick County’s foothills like a penny in a pocket, but the Blue Ridge Mountains wall it off from the rest of the commonwealth. All the news, TV, and radio come from the flatlands of Piedmont North Carolina, which explains why there are so many Tar Heel basketball fans below the mountain today. That’s what they call it—“below the mountain.” You’re looked down upon both literally and figuratively.

The Hollow was a rough patch of weeds with a reputation so bad that the Moravians sent missionaries from Winston-Salem in the 1850s like it was a subtropical island of godless savages in desperate need of civilizing. The task proved so monumental the Moravians had to build three churches within five miles of one another. To this day, those churches—Mount Bethel, Willow Hill, and Crooked Oak—are still the only three Moravian congregations in the Commonwealth of Virginia. My family has longstanding ties with the Mount Bethel and Crooked Oak churches.

Clayton and Saford were the babies of the family, and they called their mother “Mamo.” I call her that, too, even though she died when I was two and I have no memories of her. She was small and sparrowlike, and was good at making things with her hands. She made a little ball for me out of wadded-up Christmas wrapping paper and string. Mom kept it for years. That ball and the intricate baskets she weaved from oak splits were the only vestiges of her that I ever knew. I learned a whole lot more about her as I got older. Like, for example, she had ten babies without availing herself of a husband, which apparently was not as scandalous back then as it sounds. Several women in The Hollow became mothers before wives, including a couple of Mamo’s sisters.

Back when the twins were little in the 1920s, the government either couldn’t or wouldn’t help poor families, unless they wanted to pack up and move to the county farm. Unmarried women like Mamo were on their own to feed, clothe, and house their growing broods. The poverty and illegitimacy that wracked the Hall household in the early twentieth century sounds a lot like the problems we associate with urban areas in the early twenty-first century, which is why I have always believed that poor whites and poor blacks have much more in common with one another than they do with higher economic classes of their own shades. We have been divided and conquered.

Things were so tough for the Hall family that Saford and Clayton never wore a pair of britches until they were six years old, and only then because the teacher sent them home from school when they showed up in dresses. But, like unmarried mothers, boys in hand-sewn gowns were not an uncommon sight in The Hollow. Gowns were cheaper to make and patch than britches; they lasted longer and they provided easy access for little fellers to do their business without fumbling over buttons, zippers, and buckles and soiling themselves. For poor folks, gowns were a cheap, functional clothing alternative.

Even in The Hollow, however, most boys graduated to britches by the time they went to school. Saford and Clayton, though, marched bowlegged straight up the hill to Chestnut Grove School still draped in the little gowns a preacher’s wife had made for them, all flimsy and practically see-through from years of wear. The hemlines that had hung to the boys’ ankles when first made had risen about knee-high as the twins inched ever so slowly taller. When their teacher saw them, she scolded them for dressing like wild savages and told them they could not come to school without britches.

“But we ain’t got no britches,” Clayton shot back, defiant, proud, and, above all, honest.

Well then, the teacher said, you just go right back to Granny Hall’s and you tell her and your mama to make you some britches.

• • •

Expelled on their first day of school, the twins whined to Granny Hall about their problem. That night, she and Mamo made britches from the worn-out denims of older boys who had moved on to overalls. The next day, all trousered up, the twins began their public education in Patrick County, Virginia.

Papa Clayton loved telling that story. Times were hard in The Hollow in those years just before the Depression hit (and a few more before anybody in The Hollow knew it had). But it does make you wonder: What kind of a mother sends her sons to school without any pants? The same kind of woman who has ten children but no husband, I reckon. These questions were never asked when I was growing up, possibly because we didn’t want to know the answers, possibly because we didn’t think fatherless sons and pantsless boys were all that odd. You just accepted the situation for what it was. The sky is blue, country ham is salty and delicious, and your Papa Clayton grew up without a daddy and without pants.

Once Clayton and Saford learned to put their britches on like everybody else, they did very well at Chestnut Grove School. The schoolhouse was cuddled by cornfields and apple orchards on a hill just a few hundred yards above Granny Hall’s cabin, which was shoved down in the draw near a creek-fed pond. The white-frame school building boasted four rooms and seven grades, which meant young children learned alongside older classmates. Most years, the school was open until May or June, except for the year the county ran out of money and closed it in February. The building burned to the ground in the 1930s, set ablaze by a poor country boy who didn’t like school. The county never rebuilt it.

The twins enjoyed their time at Chestnut Grove. They were handsome boys, with high foreheads and dark hair. Even by twins’ minuscule standards, they were little. They were a bit bowlegged, probably from lack of proper nutrition, and their step pigeon-toed. They got by on their natural smarts and wits, especially Saford, who was quick to pick up on new subjects. They learned their ABC’s and many new words, like the one Clayton heard when he and another boy emptied coal ashes from the school’s woodstove.

“You a bastard,” the boy said to Clayton.

“I’ll kill you for saying that,” Clayton snapped, even though he didn’t know a bastard from a barn door. It sounded like a bad word, though, and it fired the hair trigger of Clayton’s temper. He socked the boy in the snoot and knocked him into the ash pile. The boy got up, spitting and literally ashen-faced. Clayton said, “Don’t call me that again,” and clocked the kid a second time.

That boy probably learned his lesson, but it didn’t matter. Plenty of other people knew the word, and there wasn’t an ash pile big enough for Clayton to knock ’em all into.

• • •

The bigger boys posed more of a threat. Saford couldn’t figure out why those beastly older fellows were in the same classroom as him and Clayton, marooned somewhere between third and seventh grades of the county educational system. A couple needed a shave, Clayton thought. They were mean, nasty boys, young men, really, who growled at the underprivileged and formerly dress-wearing twins and wagged their fingers as if to say, “Just you wait. You’re gonna get yours and I’m the man to give it to you.”

So the twins steered clear of the bullies. They aligned themselves with other boys, some of them cousins, some closer kin even than that. They were country boys running wild like Jersey cows that had broken down their fences. During recess, they roughhoused their way through baseball games and tag. They rolled down the hill behind Chestnut Grove School in old rubber tires and skidded down hillsides of dead leaves on tin signs as if sledding on packed snow.

But whenever Clayton and Saford strayed from the safety of the pack, the bullies were ready to pounce.

• • •

“Look, it’s Dan and Fitzhugh,” one of the fuzzy-faced beasts growled at the twins.

“Who you calling Dan and … Fiz-choo?” Saford demanded to know, running up to the hulking beast, his little fists balled up.

“Simmer down there, Dan,” the mean boy said. Two more circled Saford like a pack of orchard mongrels.

“Why you calling us names?” Saford demanded to know.

“Them’s your daddies.”

Now, what the twins knew about having a daddy could have fit into a shot glass. No man ever pitched a ball to them, took them fishing, or brought them pieces of hard candy. Plenty of women were available to whip them for various offenses—which included, but were not limited to, sassing, cussing, spitting, smoking, fighting, and dipping Granny Hall’s snuff—and their older brothers struck the fear of God into their hearts with basic orneriness and meanness, but otherwise the twins never had much to do with grown men. Despite the dearth of proper adult male supervision, Saford and Clayton knew this much: If they had a daddy, surely they had the same daddy. Right? After all, they were twins. So what’s this “Dan and Fitzhugh” business all about?

“We ain’t got no daddy!” Clayton shouted, defiant, proud, and honest as always.

The mean boys laughed. Well, somebody’s bound to be your daddy.

The twins’ brother Asey, two years older and a scrapper himself, ran up to the crowd and asked what the trouble was. Just then, the teacher rang the bell at the top of the hill and ordered the boys back inside. Confrontation avoided for now.

“See ya ’round, Dan,” one of the mean boys said. “See ya ’round Fitzhugh.”

The encounter so unnerved little Clayton that he told Granny Hall about it. The boys at school call us Dan and Fitzhugh, he told her. They call us bastards. Clayton asked if that was a name they called a boy who didn’t have a daddy.

“Some of them other boys would be better off if they never had no daddies neither,” Granny Hall said.

• • •

When I was a kid, maybe five years old, I saw what was left of the log cabin where Clayton and Saford were “partly raised” (as Saford liked to say, which suited him perfectly since he never grew up). I remember being there with my mom and grandma and some other women, tramping around the woods like we had discovered Mayan ruins. All that was left of the cabin was the foundation, maybe some logs and a fallen roof, situated at the bottom of a hill in a copse of scrubby trees. I don’t remember much, except for a child’s leather shoe lying in the rubble, looking as lonely as an orphaned child. I wondered if the shoe had been my Papa’s. He and Saford wore shoes only in the cold of winter, hand-me-downs stuffed with brown paper in the toes so they’d fit. Maybe this had been one of those. Or maybe they had only one shoe and had to share it! No, they would’ve told me that.

I also recall how dark it was at the ruins. Honestly, fallen in like it was and with evening’s light retreating, the old home place was pretty scary to a kid. It looked like it had been haunted, maybe was still haunted.

Turns out that it was! Young’uns thought Granny Hall was a witch. She wore black from bonnet to boots even on the hottest July days, when you could boil a frog in Booger Branch. Her long black dress hid her tiny feet, making it look like she floated as she carried a basket of magic potions on her arm. She was old, her toothless face resembling an apple-head doll left in the sun. Her hair was black and always pulled back into a tight bun, and her eyes and skin were dark. She might have been part Cherokee, a heritage people claimed in order to explain their swarthiness to neighbors who boasted of Scots-Irish ancestry. Her black attire spooked the local kids, but Granny Hall was actually a respected medicine woman and midwife who brought five hundred babies into The Hollow despite her better judgment. When the call came that a woman had gone into labor, Granny Hall mounted the sidesaddle of her old broken-down bay horse with “U.S.” branded on its hindquarters and rode to the expectant mother’s house. If it was a particularly difficult delivery, like a breech baby, she might stay gone two or three days. Sometimes she’d return late at night and fall asleep right in the sidesaddle and trust the old horse to find his way back to the cabin.

Susan Montgomery Hall was Mamo’s mama, and she delivered the twins and all their siblings at her home. Granny Hall’s one-room log house was home to her, Judie, Judie’s young’uns, a great-grandbaby or three, and exactly zero daddies and grandpappies. The cabin’s main feature was a large stone fireplace and hearth that served as a heating source and oven for making ashcake, a delicacy baked right in the red embers of a dying fire. Young’uns peeled away the layer of ashes and devoured ashcake to fill their empty stomachs while they dreamed of suitable dinners. Most of the children slept in a loft reached by a wooden ladder. They huddled against the wind and snow flurries that squeezed through the chinks in the logs back when it used to snow a lot more.

Granny Hall was the mortar that held the household together. She cooked, cleaned, and sewed and took odd jobs to put meat on the table. The twins never thought to ask if she had a husband. Clayton and Saford just assumed that she didn’t, since men were as absent as food (and britches), but not nearly as necessary. The only menfolk the twins ever saw in those days were their tough older brothers, and they steered clear of them most of the time.

Granny Hall’s standing in The Hollow exceeded her physical stature. In addition to delivering babies, she treated The Hollow’s ill and infirm with cocktails of herbal remedies. She swore by peach bark tea for swimmy-headedness, mullen leaves for rheumatism, slippery elm for worms, and whiskey for everything. That last treatment made her quite popular in The Hollow.

Sometimes, it made her a little too popular with the no-good drunks, so she learned her way around a muzzle-loading shotgun. She could not control what her daughters did—a cabin full of fatherless children testified to that fact—but she was bound to chase off drunks the way you’d scare off a stray mutt, by filling their hindquarters full of birdshot if they didn’t hightail it out of there.

“If I had killed every man I wanted to kill,” she once said, “I could have laid them end to end and walked on them from here to Mount Airy.”

That would’ve made nine miles of dead men.

• • •

Those who truly suffered, she doctored. The sheriff showed up one night with a blinding toothache. His cheek was so swollen it appeared to be stuffed with a chaw of tobacco the size of an apple. He begged Granny Hall for some relief. She sat him down in a cane-bottom chair and poked her finger in his mouth and stretched his lips open. He had an abscess on his gum and a rotten tooth that needed to be pulled. Granny Hall brought out her “gum knife,” a slender, sharp blade that she used to slice boils on the grandbabies’ gums. The sheriff eyed that knife warily, but before he could quarrel with her, Granny Hall slipped it in his mouth and slit the poisonous abscess open. Blood, pus, and spit flew and the sheriff erupted from the chair like it was on fire, breaking the arms off with his bare hands.

“If you wasn’t a woman I’d knock the hell out you!” he shouted. To which Granny Hall replied, “Well, I am a woman so maybe you’d best sit back down and let me pull that tooth or find another dentist in The Hollow.”

The sheriff cooled off and asked Granny Hall if she had any whiskey. Granny Hall stuttered and stammered that, well, maybe she did, but you’s the sheriff so I ain’t gonna tell you if I got any or not. The sheriff said he wanted the whiskey for himself to numb the pain. He’d bring her a replacement batch tomorrow. So Granny Hall poured him a dram and he guzzled it down. Fully medicated, the patient sat back down as Granny Hall rooted in his mouth with a pair of black pliers. With one ferocious tug, she liberated the rotten tooth and the sheriff again flew from the chair in dizzying pain. She showed him the tooth and offered him a second swallow of whiskey. After the sheriff went on his way, Granny Hall cleaned the blood from her gum knife and called the children to her. Might as well check them all for gum boils, so she commenced running her finger along the babies’ gums.

The next day, the sheriff showed up with a jar of corn squeezings as payment for Granny Hall’s dentistry. He handed it to her on the porch, right in front of the grandbabies. The sheriff rode off and Granny Hall turned to see all the babies staring at her as she held that jar of illegal liquor.

“Well, the Lord sent it even if the devil brung it,” she told them.

• • •

Mamo wasn’t the only Hall girl to have children without partaking of a husband, but nobody had more illegitimate babies than she did. Mamo’s brood began with two girls, Roxie and Lee, then came the boys, Thamon, Mack, Romie, Sam, Simon (who died of an accidental gunshot when he was only seven years old); Asey, and finally the twins, Saford and Clayton, all delivered by Granny Hall. A couple of them might have had the same daddy (Saford and Clayton did, obviously, though they still had to figure out this “Dan and Fitzhugh” business), but Mamo never said so. She never said anything about any of their daddies or why she never got married.

My own mother always believed that Mamo was taken advantage of by the rowdy, often drunk, men of The Hollow, most of whom busied themselves ignoring their own families. Mom’s theory was that Mamo would take a job doing laundry or working on a farm for a household where the woman was sickly or overworked. After a few weeks on the job, Mamo would come home with a sack of meal, some middling hog meat, and a baby in her belly.

Despite the dalliances that left her with ten fatherless babies, Mamo never seemed to care for men. Then again, if dalliances with men kept leaving you with illegitimate babies, you might not like men very much, either. One time she carried a load of laundry into a neighbor’s house and was staggered to see the numerous pairs of men’s britches the poor wife had to iron. The living room was festooned with trousers hanging from curtain rods, light fixtures, and rusty nails. Mamo practically skipped out of the house, crowing, “I sure am glad I’ll never have to iron no man’s long-legged britches!”

Mamo was pushing forty and showing it when she had the twins. Her dark hair was threaded with gray, and she wore it in a tight bun, like Granny Hall. She wore long dresses that buttoned up the front, which made her look even older. She never shirked her responsibilities to her family, even if it meant working past sundown only to have to fry up hog jowl at midnight for a passel of hungry children.

She was also a true artist. She weaved exquisite baskets from oak splits and sold them to the orchard men in Patrick and Carroll counties for a few pennies a piece. Her baskets were the number one vessel for apples until modern picking buckets arrived with their cloth flaps that made it easy to dump apples into crates. Baskets were rendered obsolete, yet their value increased. Years later, long after she died in the Catawba Sanatorium, one of her baskets sold at an auction for fifty dollars. If only she had gotten that kind of money when she was raising all those babies.

As she worked, she sang those mountain ballads, the ones as old as eternity and about as long. Her version of “Barbara Allen” could last for days:


As she was walkin’ through the fields
She heard the death bells tolling
And every toll they seemed to say
“Hard-hearted Barbara Allen”

She looked east, she looked west
She saw his corpse a-comin’
“Lay down, lay down the corpse,” she said
“And let me gaze upon him”

“O mother, mother make my bed
O make it long and narrow
Sweet William died for me today
I’ll die for him tomorrow”



Many mountain ballads are about women in a mess of trouble, so it’s fitting that Mamo preferred them. “Knoxville Girl,” “Down in the Willow Garden,” “Pretty Polly,” and a slew of other songs all end badly for the female protagonist. “Poor Ellen Smith” was a true story about a gal from Mount Airy:


Poor Ellen Smith, how was she found
Shot through the heart lying cold on the ground

Her clothes were all scattered and thrown on the ground
The blood marks the spot where poor Ellen was found



Most of these morbid “murder ballads” were based on kernels of fact from real events. Some folk-music experts believe that many of the victims in these songs were killed because they were pregnant and refused either to marry or to have an abortion. Mamo could have been one of those girls. I wonder if she ever saw herself as such a character—a Polly begging for her life, an Ellen shot through the heart, or a Knoxville girl beaten to death and thrown into a river. Her own life was a murder ballad, minus the murder.

Born of a woman who had never married and delivered by a witch, the twins set out on their path to greatness.

• • •

“Clayton was the best,” Asey said. “He had a better heart.”

Asey is the last of Mamo’s children still living. His full name is Silas Asa Hall. Some people actually call him Silas, but the family always called him Asey. He still drives every day even though he’s ninety-two and doesn’t see very well. So if you see a boat-sized Buick coming your way on Wards Gap Road, you might want to give it a wide berth.

Asey grew up the same way the twins did—the same way they all did—poor, hungry, and fatherless. But even he knew that the twins were special, and he was eager to talk about them. They had God-given talents and abilities that separated them from others in The Hollow, even their own brothers. Asey learned to pick a little “Wildwood Flower,” the old song made famous by the great Carter Family of southwest Virginia, whose songs influenced Clayton and Saford immensely when they were boys, but he wasn’t in the twins’ league. He fought in the war, too, serving as a medic, and was grievously wounded and earned a Purple Heart. As a boy, he saw his seven-year-old brother Simon shot dead accidentally by a cousin who fired a loaded pistol discovered lying in a dresser drawer. The twins were only two when that happened, and they never had any memory of Simon, but eighty-five years later, Asey still dreamed about that boy and that tragic day.

Maybe that’s why he felt like he had to take care of the brothers he still called “The Babies,” even after they were both gone.

“Me, Saford, and Clayton were the youngest,” he reminded me. “We lived in a world of our own.”

Saford was the one always starting something. One spring afternoon when he and Clayton were boys, he swiped Granny Hall’s spring chicks from her coop and carried them down to the pond past the springhouse.

“Let’s make ’em swim,” Saford said. He pulled out a chick in each hand. They looked like yellow cotton bolls, fluffy and soft as rabbit fur, with stubby useless wings and bright orange feet. They cheep-cheep-cheeped when Saford set them in the water.

Clayton warned him that the birds couldn’t swim.

“Yes, they can,” Saford huffed. “Just watch ’em. I’ll learn ’em to swim.”

Clayton watched the first two chicks kick and flail in the shallow water. Their precious peeps sounded like panicked shrieks. Saford grabbed two more chicks and set them in the roiling water, then tossed the last two in with a splash.

The cheeping, doomed chicks sank one by one. The water bubbled a few seconds, then calmed, save for the circular ripples that radiated outward like the soul leaving a body. One by one, the chicks floated to the surface, still and quiet.

“See, they can swim,” Saford hollered.

Asey ran down to the pond to see what was causing the commotion and got there in time to see a half-dozen dead chicks floating in the water.

“Saford, what did you do?” he said with alarm. “Granny Hall’s gonna kill you for drowning her chicks.”

Saford’s self-preservation instincts kicked in, and he panicked and ran off. Asey and Clayton watched the chicks for a minute or two, looking for signs of life. Asey didn’t stick around, though.

Left by himself, Clayton picked up a stick and held it out over the water and raked in a dead chick. He fished them out one by one and set their soggy, lifeless bodies on the red bank.

As he reached way out for the last one, a strong bony hand grabbed him by his shirt collar and jerked him to his feet. He looked up and saw the withered, reddened face of Granny Hall.

“You’ve drownded them chicks!”

She held him with her left hand and whipped him with her right, hard and swift.

She was as old as a Confederate veteran and no bigger than a bobwhite, but she was stout from a life of honest work. She whipped him good. Clayton did the best he could not to cry, but his eyes overflowed. Granny Hall demanded an explanation—“Why’d you do it? Why’s the devil in you like it is?”—but he never offered one. This was the kind of thing Saford would and was expected to do, but not good little Clayton.

Clayton never broke. He never told her that Saford drowned the chicks and that he was just cleaning up Saford’s mess. He accepted the beating as if it were a penance for the chicks, to be paid regardless of who did the deed.

Clayton sulked and sniffled as he sat on the edge of the pond where the last chick still floated lifelessly. He didn’t know if he felt bad for the chicks or if it was from the whipping. Saford shuffled up and sat beside him. He offered the best apology he knew.

“I thought they was ducks.”

• • •

People often got tongue-tied trying to say the twins’ names together. “Saford and Clayton” would come out “Clayford and Satan.” A preacher at Saford’s funeral even slipped up and called him Satan. Sometimes, though, people said “Clayton and Satan” and they meant it. Granny Hall was known to say Saford had the devil in him.

One summer day when he was about ten years old, Saford convinced Clayton and a gang of cousins that it would be a real hoot if they all rolled down a hill of tall grass on Uncle Alfred Dawson’s land. What’s the harm, he said. It’ll be fun. They rolled and rolled like runaway oxcarts, mashing the grass flat. Saford popped up like a prairie dog, looking for the others, then lay down and rolled away. Within minutes, they had flattened that field like it was biscuit dough.

When Uncle Alfred came along and saw his field of rye ruined, the stalks flattened, the buds squished, and a season’s wages vanished, he nearly lost his religion, and he was a Moravian preacher. He banished Saford from his property even though he was the son of his wife Emma’s sister.

When Granny Hall heard what the twins had done, she whipped them with a leather strop, Saford first.

“Why me?” Saford begged to know.

“You an old instigator!” Granny Hall hollered.

Clayton and Satan. Even their cousins called them that.

• • •

Despite Saford’s penchant for landing him in trouble, Clayton usually stuck by his older twin.

Saford and Asey were fighting one day at Booger Branch, a spooky, rippling creek spilling from the mountain. Old folks said it got its name because some poor fellow wandered up into the mountain near the headwaters and was never heard from again—except for the moans that wafted down from the dark hollows. Saford started the fight, probably by spitting on Asey, cussing him, or throwing a rock at him—it could have been anything, really; Granny Hall didn’t call Saford “the old instigator” for nothing—but Asey had him down and was really working him over when, from out of the blue, something cracked upside his head like a thunderbolt and sent him sprawling. Asey saw stars. He looked for the rock slide that had waylaid him. Clayton was standing over him holding a tree limb as thick as a baseball bat. Clayton! Good little Clayton with the good heart, why on earth did you cold-cock me like that, Asey begged to know.

“You were hurtin’ my brother!” Clayton said.

“But I’m your brother, too,” Asey said.

He wasn’t Clayton’s twin brother, though, and that made all the difference.

• • •

Fighting was nothing. They all did it. Saford fought Asey, Asey fought Clayton, and the twins fought each other. They even scrapped with older brothers who punished them not for playing hooky but for going to school. Their brothers Mack, Romie, Sam, and Thamon all quit school as boys and went to work as soon as they were old enough to labor in the fields and apple orchards. They had no choice. The ever-expanding family had to eat. As a consequence, some of the older Hall children never learned to read or write. As bad as the twins had it, their older siblings had it much worse. They were on the front line for all the name-calling and meanness The Hollow had to offer.

Mack was the fightingest of them all. In a few years, he’d grow up to beat a sheriff’s deputy to a bloody pulp after the deputy busted up his liquor still and smashed every jar, except for the ones he kept for himself. For now, though, Mack was just your normal, everyday whiskey-making illiterate teenager with a bad temper. He was ten years older than the twins, and everything about him, from his demeanor to his well-muscled limbs, was as hard as black walnut. He worked so the babies could eat and play. And he wasn’t the least bit happy about it.

Asey and the twins were spoiled, Mack believed. Granny Hall made treats for the babies by spooning sugar into handkerchiefs, twisting them into cones, and dipping the tips in water for the twins to suck on. Doesn’t sound like much of a treat, but it was the Depression, after all. The fact that the treats were called “sugar tits” should be reason alone to enshrine them in the confectioners’ hall of fame. The twins sucked on sugar tits for days, even weeks, until they were dirty, rock-hard, and nasty. But they still tasted sweet.

Except to Mack. After spending ten hours climbing Henry Woods’s apple trees picking Magnum Bonums, Mack couldn’t stand the sight of a pair of look-alike urchins gallivanting carefree and sucking on sugar tits.

“All y’all babies do is play,” Mack said scornfully, smacking the sugar tit out of
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