Uncle Festus’ Weddin’ Brandy
The dialogue in this story written in mountain dialect does not obey the rules of grammar or punctuation, and the narrative written in common talking grammar. Read at your own risk.
 Dad didn’t want to go to bed. He had that silly grin on his face. That meant he had a funny story to tell. “I jest gots to tell you’uns about the time I had to throw Mamas out the window at as weddin’ over in Buncombe County.”

 But before Dad could start telling us his story, Mama spoke up.

“Oh, Dad, don’t tell them abouts that crazy weddin’. And yo didn’t throw me out a window. Anyways, I stepped out that window very ladylike. However, before you gets started on another tale I wants to say something about this here weddin. Lord knows we ain’t never gonna get to bed.” She paused for a light. “One thing is fer sure. I thinks’ we should decide if we wants to let Uncle Festus bring a keg of that weddin brandy like the brandy he brought to Uncle Agnashus’ daughter’s weddin. That stuff had ’um all stove up for a week. Damn’ist liquor I ever seen! Well go on Dad, tell’um about Uncle Festus’ special experimental weddin liquor first. That’s the story you’uns wants to tell’um anyway. Then we’ll decide.”

Dad, with that smile on his face, took out his deerskin tobacco pouch and filled his corncob pipe. “Laus Jallus, Mama! I thought you would of forgot all about that there weddin’ and Uncle Festus’ brandy. All yo kids were jest young’uns’ then. But I’ll put the remembers back in you’un’s heads.”

Dad lit his pipe. “Hit were Christmas time, the day before, with about two foot of new snow on the ground. Mama and I weren’t looking forward to goin’ over Cove Creek Mountain. We took Big Mike ’cause it were steep and a horse would have a hard time. We had made that pull before.”

Dad took a couple of puffs. “It were a cold, wet Christmas Eve night when we started over to Cove Creek and Uncle Agnashus’ daughter’s weddin, Nicie Bethmae. She were marryin’ a man from Cosby, Tennessee, by the name of Nute Hull.

“With all that snow it took a while to get over there, about two hours. Willy was here keepin’ you’uns with your Aunt Arbie who had a busted leg.

“When we finally got there, we looked up jest in time to see your Uncle Elijah Markus walkin’ around in the snow in a circle shoutin’ to high heaven, ‘Hurray for the Democrats, down with the Republicans, hurrah for the Confederacy!’ He was drunk as a skunk, but he wouldn’t stop walkin and a shoutin’. Damn’ist thing you ever did see.”

Dad stopped long enough to blow smoke at the ceiling. “Well, when we’uns got Big Mike put in the barn, we went inside and started sayin’ hello to all them kin folks. Mama went into the kitchen to help out with the cookin’. I spotted Uncle Festus over by the chimney fire and slid over to put a hand on him. He were really laughin’ somethin’ fierce. I asks’ him what were funny? He told me hit were Uncle Elijah Markus; he had give him a drink of his new batch of weddin’ brandy. Said he hadn’t put the test on it yet and had forgots about makin’ hit till he found it in the tater cellar yesterday.”

Dad put his pipe down. “Uncle Festus was into one of his talkin’ sprees. But he stopped and pointed out the window. ‘Look at Elijah walk! He’s a plowin’ through that there deep snow like hit weren’t there. Look at him go! That there brandy has given Uncle Elijah a walkin’ attack. And I can say if you’uns don’t want to start walkin’ don’t drink none. Laus Jallus! I didn’t knows hit would do that.’”

Dad spit over in the fireplace. “After us both slowed up laughin’ along with the other fellows lookin’ out the windows, I asked Uncle Festus, what in the worlds did he make that walkin’ brandy out of.”

Dad picked up his pipe, but it had gone out. He tapped the ashes out in his hand, stood up, and walked over to the fireplace to dump the ashes. Then he walked back to sit in his chair. We were about to go nuts to find out how Uncle Festus made that brandy.

Dad took forever, and then started again. “Uncle Festus said, ‘Well, John A., hit be a secret, but I can tells yo. The lightning had hit a big Hemlock and knocked the top out of hit. That there top had the strangest lookin’, bluest berries I has ever seen. I says to myself, them there berries looks like a good berry to make some squeeze’um’ fer brandy.

‘So I done hit. I made that brandy out of them; put it in the root cellar and fergets about hit. Then, when this here hitchin’ comes along, I were lookin’ for sumthin’ to brings to the weddin’ and I founds this here homemade brandy liquor. But it hadn’t been tested yet. So, I brung it along to test hit.’”

Dad waited for us to stop laughing, then tamped his tobacco in his pipe, lit it, took another puff. “Festus was laughin’ so hard he had to take a breath right there or he would of strangled. And I thought I could get in a word there. You’uns knows how long-winded our Uncle Festus is, you’uns knows Festus.”

“So, while he were tryin’ to catch his breath, I takes a hard look at Festus, puts a smile on him, and chided him. Uncle Festus, we all loves yo. But one of these days you are’s gonna poison some of our kinfolks. What did you say them blueberries looked like, and what kind of tree did they falls off of?”

Dad waited again for us to stop laughing then and all the time sat puffing away. “But Uncle Festus wasn’t payin’ me no mind; he was lookin’ out the window at Uncle Elijah Markus goin’ round the corner of the house a shoutin’, Halulooer! I sees’ my dear old Mama’s face in the sky. Halulooer!”

Dad laughed, “Uncle Elijah Markus were walkin’ hard, makin’ a great big path around the house. Then somebody shouted, ‘Squire’s here! Let’s get on with the hitchin’.’

“So we did! But right in the middle of the sermon, when the Squire charged that young Nute Hull from Cosby did he take Nicie Bethmae as his wife, Uncle Elijah Markus were turnin’ a corner. Thinkin’ he were hollerin’ at his team, he let out a squall that would of scared the green off a watermelon. He hollered, ‘Hold her, Nute! She’s headed fer a ditch!’

“And everybody in that hot, crowded room thought Uncle Elijah Markus had hollered out, ‘Grab her, Nute! She’s a bitch!’

“Well, you can see what that did to the weddin’! All hell broke loose. Nicie’s old boyfriend, Puredus Palmer, ran in the room and hit the groom, Nute, in the head with his pistol. Where he come from, we didn’t know. Jest came out of nowhere.”

Dad stopped again to relight his pipe, and that threw all of us in a tizzy. Mama hadn’t said a word. She seemed to be waiting for something.

Frank leaned over and whispered to me, “I’m thinkin’ he’s about to run out of tobacco. Whar are’s we gonna do when he runs out of tobacco?”

“I don’t know. You’uns will have to give him some of your tobacco. I’m all out.”

“I ain’t got none either.”

Dad said, “Up till then nobody knew Nicie’s old boyfriend, Puredus Palmer, was hiddin’ around the corner of the house. It wouldn’t been so bad if he had’er shot that pistol in the air before he hit the groom on his head, but he knocked Nute down and Nute hit his head on the steel toe boot of that Canadian logger, Big Foot Cave Carder. Blood poured out of Nute’s head somethin’ furious. Bless Jesus! Nute was unconscious, and Nicie thought he was dead.

“So, Nicie, she took the time out to faint and fell on the floor next to Nute. Now with everybody screamin’, hollerin’, that Puredus had killed both of them, everybody starts jumpin’ out the windows. Festus, Elijah, Bayard Tucker, and me picked up Nute and hauled him out the front door feet first. Your Mama, Aunt Burdine, Aunt Avie, and Aunt Eudosia picked up Nicie and hauled her out the front door behind Nute. Nicie’s Aunt Gazzie and Uncle Zeb, late for the weddin’, come jest drivin’ up on their sled and sees Nute and Nicie comin’ out the front door feet first. Aunt Gazzie stands up in the sled and screams, ‘Oh lausy, lausy, they’re both dead!’”

Dad slowly blew smoke up toward the ceiling. We waited patiently to find out what happened next.

“Well, that’s about all I can tell you’uns now. Maybe I’ll tell some more tomorrow. Out of tobacco means let’s go to bed.”

No one said a word until Stella jumped straight up, shook her head, and screamed, “Oh, no! No! No! You’uns can’t stop now. I won’t sleep a wink tonight if you’uns don’t finish this tale. Oh, Dad, you can’t be that cruel. Tell us some more about the bride and the groom. Did they die?”

Frank groaned, “I’m gonna have to stay in the bed tomorrow all day long. My ribs are’s gonna be so sore I can’t breathe.”

Dad had caught us, got us right to the edge and stopped. He is, no doubt, the king when it comes to funnin’ somebody, and now he did it to the whole bunch. We pleaded for him to finish the tale. He said he couldn’t ’cause he didn’t have any more tobacco, but Mama knew what to do. She had been waiting.

Mama pulled out a tin of Prince Albert tobacco out of her apron. “Here, John A., here’s the tobacco. You ain’t got an excuse now. Tell the rest of it or I won’t get any sleep. Stella’s gonna cry all night.”

Dad took the tobacco, filled up his pipe, but didn’t light it. “Your Aunt Gazzie, after she screamed, had the nerve to take time out and faint right thar in the snow. She fainted, I tell you. Fell out of that sled and broke her leg. Aunt Gazzie said when she came to, that she’d had a nightmare two days before that both of them died. She said when she saw the two of ’um bein’ toted out the front door she jest knew both had died. You can’t say it weren’t no awful weddin’ . . . the greatest in the mountains. But hit shore was different! Mama and I got out of there as fast as Big Mike would carry us. That mule knew we all wanted to get out of that place. The sun was jest breakin’ through the mornin’ when we crossed the Pigeon in that sled. What a night!”

Mama smiled at Dad. “There you go again, changin’ up that story. Hit were you that walked all the way back home shoutin’ them crazy words, ‘Hold her, Nute,’ or somethin’ like that there. Tell’um what happen to Uncle Frank and the weddin’ brandy.”

We shouted, “Don’t stop now Dad, tell us what happen to Uncle Frank and the weddin’ brandy.”

I looked over at Stella, and Stella hadn’t moved. She was still and quiet like I had never ever seen her, a serious deadpan look on her face, staring, straight ahead.

I asked her, “Stella, don’t you feel good; are’s you’uns all right?”

Stella never heard me. She jumped up with a shout, “To hell with Uncle Frank! Tell me what happen to that bride and groom!” and we started laughing all over again.

After we settled back down, Dad slowly leaned back in his rocker, lit his pipe, rocked forward a little to Stella, took a puff, then looked Stella in both eyes, and slowly said, “Died. They both died.”

Stella looked like someone had shot her. And everyone held as still as a double dead frog with his jumper busted. Stella’s voice was like a whisper, like she just lost it, then her voice rose slowly to a scream, “I don’t believes hit, I jest don’t believe hit!”

Dad waited a minute, then he looked Stella straight in the eye and, very softly, said, “Stella, you are’s right. I lied. They both lived.”

That caught Stella again.

Dad puffed away on his pipe. “Now, I’ll tell you’uns the end of the story. Stella, listen close now.”

“I ran into Freeland Snook over at the feed store, and I asked him what happened after Mama and I left. Snooker said, ‘Come daylight, jest about gray day, we couldn’t find Frank till someone spotted his white cowboy hat stickin’ up out of the snow. Everybody had walked by it and thought he lost it. It looked like it were jest layin’ on top of the ground. Pinkie Smart went over to pick it up, but the wind blew hit first and there were Frank. Frank were under his hat. Pinkie hollered for someone to help him pull the sheriff out of the hole.’”

Dad took a long puff. “Your Uncle Frank had stepped in the middle of a deep hole, straight up with his arms down on his sides. The hole was jest about the size of Frank. When they got him out, he were about frozen stiff standin’ up in that hole. But he had a smile on his face. They figured out that there weddin’ brandy had saved him ’cause that there brandy won’t freeze. Your guts can’t freeze with that brandy inside you’uns.”

Dad had to stop and light his pipe again. “It took three fellows to lift him straight out of that hole, jest like yo’ would a stiff plank. They carried him in the house to thaw out. Your Aunt Mallie stood him up against the wall near the fireplace like a wooden Indian. One of the women, Dorotha Kate Diggs, hollered out, ‘Give that sheriff another drink of that there weddin’ brandy! Hit’ll wake up a ten-day dead cat!’”

Arleva looked amazed and doubtful. “You’uns means he weren’t dead, Dad?”

David snapped, “Aw, Arleva, we jest saw Uncle Frank yesterday. How could he be dead?”

Dad looked at David. “It’s okay, David. That there brandy brought him back alive again, Arleva. First thing he did were wave his arms and legs like he were walkin’. Then he hollered out, ‘Hold her, Nute! She’s headed fer a ditch!’”

Then he paused again and shook out his pipe. “In a minute, your Uncle Frank was as sober as Parson Pleas.”

Stella squirmed in her seat, “Well, to hell with Uncle Frank! Whar happened to the bride and groom? I still wants to knows.”

“Oh, they hauled both of them down to the Hitching Hut and locked them up for the night. They were okay the next mornin’.”

But David rubbed the top of his head like he was confused. “Dad, tell us what happen to Uncle Festus and his weddin’ brandy? We wants to know!”

Dad had to pack his pipe again. “Freeland Snook told me the next day what happened. He said, ‘Oh, they took care of that weddin’ brandy real quick, but what they done lead to another problem. It seems Festus took off up the road in the snow with Uncle Elijah chasin’ him with a big hickory stick of firewood.’”

Dad said, “I asked Freeland again, what were the problem? I still don’t knows what happen to that there weddin’ brandy?”

“Then he told me, ‘Oh! The problem then was still the brandy. Finis Kephart wound up his arm and threw that there keg of weddin’ brandy toward Calvin Post’s outhouse. It hit his outhouse. Hit were the biggest bang since Jud Smith set off that box of dynamite. It blew that outhouse into the next county. But that weren’t the real problem.’”

“I was still puzzled ’cause Freeland Snook stopped talking. After a few minutes, I had to ask him, ‘Well, is that all? Was there anybody in Post’s outhouse?’”

Dad looked over his glasses like he was caught, “I thought maybe I had been funned upon. Freeland Snook answered, ‘Sure was, one of you’uns kin, Lonesome Oueene Miller. Blew his hat and beard off as clean as a whistle, a windy clean shave, but not a scratch on him. Said that there were the best relief he had in a week except fer all that there cold wind.’”

Dad laughed. “That’s when I stepped in it again ’cause I asked, ‘Well, I guess everythin’ is all right now.’ But Snooker was waiting for me and said, with a big laugh, ‘Yep, ’cept they worked like the devil to build another outhouse. That’s a real problem, no outhouse.’”

The same man had caught Dad two times, and he admitted to it! We would never ever ever never let him forget that.

Frank bent over from laughing, “If Dad tells another tale my ribs will never be the same.”

Mama then stood up. “No more, Dad. These young’uns won’t never ever sleep now.”

But Becky wanted to hear more tales. “Mama, tell us again how Aunt Lizzy Becky and Uncle Jon Waldo got married. Leen hadn’t heard about that.” Then Becky turned to Leen, “You won’t believes how they gots married.”

Mama, smiled, pulled out her snuffbox from a pocket in her apron, took a pinch, put it under her lower lip, “Well, times have changed since we got married. We had to put up what’s called a Marriage Bond. I don’t know about now. But first, the boy had to ask and get permission to marry from the girl’s father. It were jest the proper thing to do in them days. The father of the bride would set a bond figure, so much money, and if the groom didn’t work out, her Daddy got the bond money back.”

Becky said, “What? You had to pay the daddy for his daughter?”

Mama’s snuff under her lip was leaking and she had to spit in the fireplace. “That’s right, but they don’t do that now, maybe. Another thing the couple did, but don’t do now, is to wait three days to gets a marriage license. Some would run off to South Carolina or Tennessee ’cause they didn’t have a three-day wait. I gots to thinkin’ that puttin’ a high bond on the daughter were a good way to keep a daughter from marryin’ a man that some parents didn’t approve of. And some of them couples couldn’t afford any bond. But Uncle R. G. Heinsel, you’uns kin over in Cataloochee, put a $1000 marriage bond on his daughter. I always thought R. G. went too far, that’s jest plain mean.”

Stella, dead serious, interrupted Mama when she spit her snuff over in the fireplace. “Sounds like a good idea to me. I wouldn’t wants a husband that couldn’t put up a bond fer me.”

Dad looked at Stella, a grin on his face. “I’m gonna remember that, Stella. How about five dollars?”

Stella smiled. “I’m worth more than that, Dad.”

Mama switched to her pipe and packed it while Dad and Stella kidded each other.

Then she started her story again, “My sister, Elizabeth Rebecca, and John A.’s brother, Jon Waldo, got married over in Tennessee without gettin’ out of their buggy.”

Leen looked confused and asked Mama, “How did they get married in a buggy?”

Mama reached in the fireplace with a long light stick, lit up her clay pipe, and took a puff to make sure it lit. “Our mother had a sister over in Cooke County that Becky and me used to go visit and stay awhile. Sometimes we stays the whole summer. Aunt Dulcie Belle had the Heinsel Walkin’ Curse in her legs and couldn’t get around too well, and we would go over and help her. She would do anythin’ for Becky and me. Mama knew Jon and Becky had been talkin’ ’cause he always sat by her on the women’s side in church.”

She lit her pipe again. “Jon had made some money playin’ that black fiddle and workin’ in the loggin’ camp over in the Smokies. So we hatched a plan. Becky and I would go to Aunt Dulcie Belle’s house. John A. and Jon would meet us over there. Then Jon and Becky could find a preacher and get married. We would be their witness. John A. and Jon showed up in a four-seater big buggy pulled by a team of two black horses. They never would tell where they got that there buggy. It was on a Sunday, I never forgets hit.”

Mama cleared her throat, took a bigger puff, and blew smoke up to a corner of the ceiling. “We all got in that there buggy headed fer Cool Springs Baptist Church. Aunt Dulcie Belle went to church there, and we did too when we were visitin’. Aunt Dulcie Belle had got a’hold of Preacher-man McFalls. Preacher-man was his real first name, never met another.

“And lordy bees, on the way to the Cool Springs Church to find Preacher-man McFalls, we comes’ upon him at a crossroads. He was ridin’ a saddle horse and carryin’ his saddlebags. I shore would’ve likes to has knowed what he had in ’um. Well, we’all stopped him and told him we wanted to get married and we’all had a license.”

Mama stops again, checks her pipe to see if it’s lit and it was. “Preacher-man thought all of us was wantin’ to get married ’cause he said, ‘All four of you’uns?’ Then, I wondered if he had said hello first. I’ll bet he didn’t. In that time they’d never say hello if they don’t know you, not even a wave. They jest passed you by. But they don’t do that today, they are’s all politicians.”

Mama leans back, takes her pipe out of her mouth, then leans forward in her rocker and, almost in a whisper, said, “But Jon spoke up and asked, ‘Why do you’uns thinks all of us wants to get married, Preacher-man McFalls?’”

Mama waited a second as if waiting for someone to speak, put her pipe back in her mouth, and said, “We jest all set in that buggy for a minute lookin’ at each other. You could see Preacher-man were thinkin’, still sittin’ in his saddle.

“Finally he spoke up, ‘Well, I think you’uns said you had a license, so I jest thought you all wanted to get married.’”

Mama is just about to the end of her tobacco, and the girls are going to wear their dresses out from the inside with all that squirming in their chairs. I heard Stella whisper to Becky, “When is Mama gonna get to the end of the story? Leen will never ever know the endin.”

Mama tapped the ashes out of her pipe on the side of the fireplace and leaned back in her chair. I leaned over to Frank’s ear and whispered, “She’s not gonna make it. She’s ’bout out of tobacco.”

Frank whispered back to me as Mama put her pipe in her apron, “Leen will never know, but Stella has heard it before.”

Mama sat back down in her chair. “John A. seen he was confused. So he says, ‘Preacher-man McFalls, only them two right there wants to get married. We don’t have a license, but we are’s married.’”

“Preacher-man just sat there in his saddle and in a minute shook his head like he had a bug in his ear, but didn’t say a word. Finally, he said, ‘Now let’s see here. Four of you said you’uns had a license, but only two wants to get married. The other two, that is, if they wanted to get married, can’t ’cause now all of a sudden they lost their license. But they need to, ’cause they are’s livin’ together thinkin’ they is married. But they is livin’ in sin and don’t even has a license, right? Now say amen, brothers.’”

Mama stopped right there. “Well, that’s enuff fer tonight. I’m out of tobacco and Dad, he ain’t got none either.”

Stella jumped straight up again. “Oh no, not again! Does anybody in this here room gots any tobacco?”

Mama laughed as she sat back down. She reached in her apron to a secret location, and brought out some more tobacco. “Fooled you, didn’t I? Thought I didn’t have any more tobacco. Well, Jon didn’t have a dollar, only seventy-five cents. So John A. lent him a quarter. I don’t think John A. ever got his quarter back. Preacher-man never got off his horse and we didn’t get out of that there buggy. He hooked up Jon and Becky right there. That were the first weddin’ I ever been to where the bride and groom set the whole time in a four-seater buggy. Now, let’s all go to bed!”

She took off her apron, hung it on its peg, and lit out for the stairs.

I looked at Frank, “I jest knew we’s in for another funnin’.”

“I did too, but it were Stella who was sufferin’ the most. She jest knew Mama had stopped.”

George Henry said, “Thank god, Mama didn’t stop. Stella would have kept us up all night.”

William Gerald, on his pallet on the front porch, woke up and slowly eased through the screen door to his grandpa. He climbed up on Dad’s lap and asked, “What does love mean, Grandpa?”

His Grandpa gave the best answer I ever heard. “William Gerald, its when you don’t pay any attention to those things people call faults, that is, if you’uns wants to call them faults—yesterday’s, today’s, and all them of tomorrows. Them there faults is jest the ways people is. They really don’t matter or makes a hill of beans or any difference anyhow. That’s what love means. When two folks are in real honest love, folks never ever ever never see any faults.”
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