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“We are counted as sheep for the slaughter…”

On a Sunday in August, the snakeman came to town.

The two hundred and twelve inhabitants of the backwater

hollow of Pine Mountain flocked to the church to see for

themselves the man who could stare down poisonous snakes

and handle them unharmed.

He’d promised to deliver great and mighty wonders from

God, and although he stood just above five feet, there was

something about his light blue eyes and the conviction with

which he spoke, that made people stop and listen.

It was a strange day. Gray thunderclouds rolled across the

sky faster than usual, sending a hot swirling wind through the

empty streets, in a town cut off from the world on all four sides

by the ridges of the Cumberland Mountains at the eastern tip of

The Daniel Boone Nation Forest.

Unlike any other Sunday, the straight-backed pews of the

tiny church were packed shoulder-to-shoulder. The women, in

flowered cotton dresses that reached well below the knee,

fanned themselves with whatever they had on hand to serve that

purpose.

Men, in their high-topped shoes, stood at the back of the

church, their coal-dust stained hands clasped behind their

backs. There was not a necktie worn amongst them.

Children of all ages were sprinkled about, sitting on their

mother’s knees, in arms, or standing, shifting restlessly from

one foot to the other.

Praise and song were under way when George and Bonnie

Mosley came shuffling in with their three children. As they

stood at the back of the church, the two Mosley boys, twelve

year-old Arliss and eleven-year-old Buddy craned their necks

to have a look.

The daughter, Jolene, a coltish ten-year-old, held her father’s

hand and yawned. The excitement that arose from the citizens

of the sleepy mining town meant only one thing to the girl. Her

favorite book, Tess of the d’Urbervilles would have to wait.

Jolene was on page forty-three when her father poked his head

into her room, telling her to get ready for church.

She rolled on her back, put the book over her face and said,

“I don’t want to go! I want to stay here.”

“You’ll go to church, come hell or high water, and it may be

both!”

George wasn’t beyond taking the strap to his only daughter,

and he did, often. He was raised in a house where children were

seen and not heard. Jolene made herself heard, loud and clear.

“You be ready in ten minutes, or I’ll strap you good,” he

said as he turned away.

“You shouldn’t force someone to go to church,” she called

after him.

That stopped him dead in his tracks, bringing him back to

her door. “What did you say?”

“You shouldn’t force me,” she said flatly, thinking a

strapping was sure to come. She wasn’t afraid.

“This is a God-fearing house. You want to turn away from

the Lord, you do it when you is grown and gone. Now get up

and get ready or you’ll get the strapping of your life!”

Later, as the family walked together down Main Street, the

lanky George turned to his wife. “Bonnie, the girl spends too

much time readin’. She’s got all kinds of ideas put in ’er head

from them books. Doesn’t even wanna go to church no more.”

Jolene glanced at her mother with a frown. It wasn’t

something she liked to hear, but she did, often.

As his father before him, George had gone straight from his

mother’s apron strings into the mines, settling into a coal-camp

house alongside the railroad tracks. What was the use in book

learning if it didn’t put food on the table?

Dank underground tunnels, vertical shafts and steel augers

were all he knew or cared to know. He paid his rent to the

Hughs Coal Company, bought his goods from the company

store, and with that, he was satisfied. For him, nothing else

existed beyond the dense hardwood hollows of the county line.

“All that readin’ll get her to college someday,” Bonnie said,

trying to understand a daughter whose dreams reached beyond

their world.

Worn-looking at 29, Bonnie was a typical miner’s wife. She

too never ventured but a stone’s throw from Pine Mountain,

where all there was for a girl to do was to marry a miner, bear

him children and hope the “black lung” didn’t leave her

widowed too soon.

“My teacher says I’m the best reader she’s ever had in her

class.” Jolene left her mother’s side and walked beside her

father.

“I can read Thomas Hardy books, Pa. Thomas Hardy,” she

said.

It meant nothing to him.

“Thomas Hardy, smomas pardy, who gives a rat’s tail!”

Arliss walked backwards in front of Jolene.

“You’re just jealous.” Without taking her eyes from her

brother, she searched for her father’s hand with hers, but he was

still angry and brushed it away.

She expected at any time for Arliss to reach for a handful of

her hair, twist and pull as she struggled. The two siblings would

then call for Buddy to intervene.Naturally, he sided with Arliss every time, leaving the girl to fend for herself. Any other little girl would have been left in

tears, but not Jolene Mosley. She knew Arliss wanted to make

her cry, so she held back her tears in stubborn battle after

stubborn battle.

“You waste time readin’ when you ought be in the kitchen

helpin’ your ma,” George said, curling his fingers around his

daughter’s hand when she reached for him again. “Arliss, turn

’round and leave her be.”

She walked the rest of the way beside her father, who in

profile matched her gentle overbite and longish features.

Singing reached the family’s ears as the steeple came into

view at the bottom of the hill.

George said, “You made us late, Jolene.”

Nudging their way inside, they saw him for the very first

time.

The Snakeman.

The Reverend Franklin B. Browning was at the alter, hands

raised in the air. His thin arms quivered. The tiny church was

alive with praise. Many in the congregation dropped to their

knees, voices rising to a shrill.

Jolene held tightly to her father’s hand, while her unruly

brother’s, tugging at their mother’s dress, begged to be taken up

front.

“Hush!” Bonnie said. “He ain’t got a snake just yet!”

Suddenly the room fell into a hush as Reverend Browning

opened the snake box that was next to the pulpit, producing two

large rattlers. He held the writhing serpents in his right hand,

high above his head, their rattler’s batting side to side, faster

and faster as they became more agitated, ready to strike.

With hands over mouths and hearts, eyes wide, the

congregation watched.

“‘Behold!’” he called out, “‘I give unto you power to tread

on serpents and scorpions and over all the power of the enemy;

and nothing shall by any means hurt you.’”

He then brought the snakes down, holding them close to his

face, closing his eyes, leading the worshippers in prayer.

When the people found their voices, their words came out

like gibberish, in wails, as a lost child would, crying for its

mother. And as they spoke in tongues, their bodies trembled.

The serpents’ heads swayed, their forked tongues darting.

Their tails shook in short movements, back and forth, shaking

into a deafening roar. They writhed and hissed in his hands,

rolling over one another like black ooze.

The temperature in the room rose, but the congregation

didn’t notice. Drenched in sweat, they rode the wave of

whatever possessed them to submit to the stranger who rode

into town two days prior, in a beat-up station wagon, with a

pinched-face wife, a crateful of snakes, and God’s word on his

tongue.

The serpent display ended and Reverend Browning placed

the snakes back in the box and descended the pulpit, stopping

halfway down the aisle.

The congregation waited in silence for his next act of faith,

his next utterance, his next movement. Their mouths salivated,

as if they’d been dying of hunger all their lives, and having just

been reminded how starved they’d been.

All eyes followed him.

“I feel,” he said, low and threatening, “that there is amongst

us a vessel of darkness! A tool of the devil! A child of God

who needs to be delivered from Satan’s grip!”

Placing his palm on his forehead, he slowly looked around

the room. Scripture poured from his mouth, mingled with

nonsensical words. In the momentary trance-like state, he

quivered, sweat soaking his clothes.

They stared, waited, mouths hung open in awe. Even the

smallest of children, who would have been squirming to be

released from their mothers’ laps, were silent.

Suddenly he stopped, froze perfectly still, took a step

forward and thrust his finger at Jolene Mosley.

A collective “Ahhhh” came from the crowd as he came

toward the girl, who clung to her father’s arm. Bonnie and

George stepped aside as Browning approached their daughter

and placed his hand on her forehead.

“Let him help you, Jolene,”George said as she looked up at

him in horror.

Standing alone, she attempted to back away, shaking her

head, but there was nowhere to go, except into a wall of bodies.

“I command ye Satan, in the name of our Lord Jesus, to

come out of her!” Browning shouted.

Jolene stood ridged, then began to tremble under his cold,

boney hand.

“The devil fights to remain in her! Can you feel it?” he said.

“Amen!” rose up in unison.

“Can you see it?”

“Un-huh, Lord Almighty!” they all cheered.

The church rocked with the chanting and weaving of the

crowd, some raising their hands to Heaven, some dropping

prostrate on the dirty wood planks.All praying for the tortured soul of Jolene Mosley.

The girl jerked away, darting through the crowd, throwing

elbows, dodging the prying hands that tried to keep her there.

She tried to scream, but nothing escaped her open mouth.

Halfway up Main Street, she turned around to see Arliss and

her father coming after her.

It was August 8th, 1944. The day the Snakeman came to

town. The day the congregation was divided.

Some went home mesmerized by the man of small stature,

who seemed to possess an enormous amount of faith and the

power of God.

Others, once removed from the frenzy of the moment, felt it

had the markings of a sideshow at the fair. How bizarre, for

George Mosley and his eldest boy to drag that poor little girl

back inside the church, digging her heels against the floor in

resistance.No amount of pleading on her part would move them to let

her go. Not even her mother came to her aid.

The child was delivered to the Snakeman’s feet, looking as

if she’d suddenly gone mad, with bruised knees, and frightened

eyes peering behind a veil of tangled hair. She cried to her

mother for help.

Bonnie turned away, towards the Reverend, who said, “It’s

a good thing I’ve come. There’s a devil amongst you in the

purest form; a little girl.”

One month later, forty-nine members of the Pine Hill Baptist

Church helped the Reverend Franklin B. Browning erect “The

True Believers Holiness Church”, three miles south of Pine

Mountain.

Cecile Hughes donated the land to the Reverend, finding

him to be a true man of God.
