
CRACKER MULE 

 

“SEVENTY-FIVE DOLLARS GOING ONCE.” 

“Seventy-five dollars going twice.” 

Some seconds last longer than others. And the one between going twice and sold was one of the 

longest of the eleven years of my life up to that point.  

It had all begun with the polio epidemic. Everyone, even President Eisenhower, was talking 

about the polio cases all across the United States and children living in iron lungs. There was a big 

to-do about the new vaccine. It was made from monkey blood, or some such, and lots of folks were 

scared of it. My parents decided not to have me vaccinated with the monkey blood shots. Instead, 

they shipped me to my grandparents’ farm outside of Opp, Alabama, figuring I was safer up there 

away from other kids. 

I didn’t want the monkey blood shot, and I didn’t want to have a picture of me laying in an iron 

lung on the front page of the DeFuniak Springs, Florida, Herald-Breeze. But as much as I loved 

staying on Papa and Bigmother’s farm, I was disappointed at missing the last few weeks of the 

Little League baseball season.  

Papa didn’t take me to the livestock auction in Opp Wednesday afternoon to cheer me up. He 

went to the Wednesday afternoon sale come hail, high water, life or death. But few things did more 

for my mood than the sales — Tuesday in Andalusia, Wednesday in Opp, Thursday in Elba. 

Before the selling of hogs ended and the selling of cows began, Papa and I always walked 

through the area where cattle were held until it was time for them to be run through the sale ring.  

“Bad cow!” someone hollered. “Bad cow!” Papa and I scrambled up several boards of the wall 

along the lane between the holding pens to get out of reach of a scrawny-looking, line-backed 

range cow with long, keen horns and a fresh splash of green paint on its hip. The paint was to 

announce that it was Florida stock, warning that a buyer would have to pay three dollars for a test 

for bangs, a cow disease, before taking it from the sale barn. I figured this was a waste of paint, 

since anyone in the sale barn would have recognized that the knotty range cow was from Florida 

just by its looks.  

We scrambled up a couple more boards as the cow came closer. Just as she got beneath us, she 

whirled back toward the man driving her, lowered her head, and shook her horns like a rattler 

sounding its warning. Dirt and peanut hulls showered Papa and me as she pawed the ground. The 

driver whacked her across the top of her skull with his walking stick then scrambled up the fence 

beside me. The range cow bellowed, made a quick charge after the man, then turned and raced 

down the lane into the open gate of the holding pen. I laughed at the dirt her hooves slung on us. 

It was good fun since it hadn’t been fresh cow pattie splattered on me. 

But all Papa’s attention was on the other side of the fence we were hanging to. I climbed a 

couple more boards to look over at what held his attention. It had come as a surprise to hear 

someone describe Papa as a small man. He was taller than me, and I was a right good-sized eleven-

year-old, so I thought of him as a tall, lean man. I had to climb a couple of boards higher to see 

what he saw. 

I might have known it would be a mule attracting his attention. Papa made most of his money 

buying and selling cows, but he lived to swap mules. I never knew him to make a crop all the way 

from planting to harvest with the same mule.  

“What you think?” he asked me. 

I paused for several seconds. I wanted to be thought well of by Papa, my great-uncles, and other 

adults. Good judgment about livestock was important to them.  



It was a small horse mule. Horse mule sounded funny to me, but that was what everyone called 

male mules. His color was unusual, a deep red like you see right often in horses but not in so many 

mules. A sight of folks were cautious about off-colored horses and mules, but Papa and I figured 

you shouldn’t chunk off on a mule just because it was off-colored. This mule was on the short side, 

but thick-bodied. I knew Papa felt that smaller mules were easier to handle in the truck crops he 

grew now instead of cotton. 

I clucked at the mule and he started forward. “Haw!” I ordered him. The mule turned sharp left. 

“Gee!” I said, and he turned back to his right. “Whoa!” I told him. He stopped and stood stock 

still.  

“Come here!” I said and was surprised that he turned and walked toward me, his ears tilted 

forward. I held my hand through the fence toward his nose but stood ready to jerk back. I’d rather 

be dog-bit than horse- or mule-bit any day. But he stopped just short of my hand and sniffed. He 

made no attempt to bite, even when I pulled his lips back to look at his teeth. 

His eyes were clear. “Easy,” I told him as I laid my fingers on the skin around the outside of his 

eye and mashed gently. They were nice and firm. He didn’t pull away from my hands at all. 

“Seems like a pretty good little plug mule to me,” I told Papa, trying to sound more casual than 

I really felt. Papa’s mule, Joe, had a bad sand crack in his hoof that wasn’t healing up as quick as 

we thought it should. He couldn’t be worked hard every day, and this was the time for laying by 

the corn as well as the last plowing of the watermelon and cantaloupe crops. Papa was talking 

about getting another mule and said that on days Joe could work, I could work the new mule. I 

could plow pretty good with a gentle mule, but Papa wouldn’t let me plow for any length of time. 

That meant that while he plowed, I didn’t have much useful to do except tote water. If I was given 

a mule of my own to plow, it would be about the same as naming me a grown up. 

“Mighty gentle,” I added. 

Papa took off his straw hat and brushed his hand through his thin brown hair with light streaks 

of gray. A few longer strands stretched across the bald spot in the back of his head. Stretching his 

arm caused his rolled-up sleeve to fall away from the forearm, baring the line where his deep 

brown hands and forearms met the skin which was as white as the lime wash people painted on 

the trunks of peach trees. I’d never seen Papa wear a short-sleeved shirt in my life. Veins that 

looked as thick as well rope stood out from his forearms. His hands were callused so thick that I 

had seen him strike matches on them. He wore Duckbill brand khaki pants and khaki shirt, dressier 

than the everyday overalls he wore working but less dress-up than his go-to-meeting Sunday pants 

and shirt. His picture with Bigmother on the wall was the only time I’d ever seen him wearing a 

tie. 

We made our way back to the sale ring and took our usual seats in the middle of the front row 

on the south side of the ring. They sold the odd stuff — horses, mules, goats, and such — between 

the hogs and cows. About the time a bunch of goats came into the sale ring, Papa went out with 

Uncle Charlie to talk about getting the grass cut and church cleaned before the weekend. Second 

Sunday was meeting weekend at Hopewell Primitive Baptist Church. One of the things I liked 

about staying at Opp was that Papa and Bigmother’s church only had services one weekend a 

month instead of every Sunday morning and every Sunday night like the First Methodist in 

DeFuniak Springs. 

I liked watching goats in the sale ring. They were always jumping over each other and almost 

climbing over the wall and pipe rails that surrounded the sale ring, cutting a buck and making me 

laugh.  



Something poked me so hard in the ribs that I came about half way off the bench and onto the 

rails by the ring. It was Sam Ray poking me in the ribs with his finger, as big and hard as a hickory 

walking stick. It seemed like everybody in south Alabama knew how ticklish I was. 

“Hey, Cracker,” he said to me. They called me Cracker because I was from Florida and liked 

fooling with cattle. In Florida cowboys, or cow hunters as they were called there, were often called 

“crackers,” from the sound of the whips they used to move and work cattle. “You buying for Mr. 

Newman today?” 

I was never quite sure when grown-ups were serious and when they were picking at me, but I 

figured Mr. Sam knew I wouldn’t be buying. Mr. Sam was a heavy-set man with a long face, a 

little bit of a beard no matter what time of day you saw him, and eyes that looked like he might 

fall asleep any minute, even when he was standing up. He was the manager of the sale. He always 

looked like he was a little slow to me, but I knew Papa and others thought him a canny trader. 

Mighty canny. 

I didn’t like Mr. Sam too much, because he was always trying to buy Ring, Papa’s bulldog. Just 

last week he’d offered fifty dollars, and fifty dollars was a passel of money. It bothered me that 

Papa never told him a flat no, just told him he would think about it. I thought about it, too, and I 

didn’t want Ring to go for any reason. But like I said, fifty dollars was considerable money. It was 

more than a good-sized yearling steer would bring some Thursdays in Elba, since the big-order 

buyers were likely to fill their lists on Tuesday in Andalusia and Wednesday in Opp and not bid 

on much at Elba on Thursday. And Papa and Bigmother were counting their money closer than I’d 

ever seen before. Dr. Cawthon, the heart doctor down in DeFuniak Springs, and the family had 

talked Papa into giving up growing cotton, figuring it was too much work for someone with heart 

problems. Cotton had always provided more cash money than any other crop or livestock trading. 

“No sir,” I told Mr. Sam and tried to ignore him, because I saw the red mule in the chute waiting 

to be brought into the ring after the goats sold. I didn’t really want to be bothered right then; Papa 

had told me to listen carefully to what they said about the mule if he wasn’t back before it came 

into the ring. 

“Tell us about this mule, Sam,” the auctioneer said.  

Mr. Sam turned and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear without Fred’s microphone, “This 

mule don’t look too good on either side, but he’s gentle and works hard. Not over six or eight years 

old.” He grabbed the mule’s muzzle and pulled the lips apart for everyone to see his teeth for 

themselves. They looked sound, but for the life of me, I couldn’t tell a horse or mule’s age by its 

teeth. But the mule was only a couple of feet in front of me, so I looked real earnest, trying to see 

the mule’s age in his teeth. 

“You heard Sam,” Fred began. “Let’s start this fine red mule off, boys. Who’ll give me a 

hundred?” His eyes swept the crowd as he went into his auctioneer spiel. I can’t do it like the 

auctioneer, but he started singing out over and over, “Hunnerd, hunnerd, one hundred. Who’ll give 

me a hundred?” 

No one bid.  

“Okay, then,” Fred started over, “seventy-five dollars. Who’ll give me seventy-five? Sevenny-

fi, sevenny-fi, seventy-five?” The sing-song slowed to a halt, his voice puzzled. “Now you heard 

what Sam said. This is a nice, young, easy-handled little mule, just right for gardening or truck 

crops.” 

He tried again. “Sixty dollars. Sixty?” 

There were still no takers. 



“What did Sam say about the mule?” Papa asked as he settled in beside me and handed me a 

bag of parched peanuts. 

“Sam said he wasn’t too pretty, but he was gentle and only six or eight years old,” I told him. 

“Fred started at a hundred and hasn’t got a bid yet at sixty.” I hulled peanuts and shucked the red 

husks from around the kernels onto the top of the two by twelve inch board that topped off the 

wooden part of the fence that blocked off the sale ring. I always liked to hull a bunch of the peanuts 

and chew a good mouthful at once instead of eating them one at a time. Right away I had a good-

sized little pile of red husks rubbed off the kernels. I leaned my head on the pipes that formed the 

top part of the wall of the sale ring and rested my forearms on the wooden part. 

The mule stood still. That was unusual. Most any animal — horse, cow, hog, goat — would 

circle the ring nervously even if nobody messed with it.  

“Come here,” I told the little mule in a low voice. The mule turned his head and reached his 

nose toward me. I laid a couple of husked peanuts in the midst of the red husks already lying there. 

The mule reached his nose toward the peanuts. Breath from his big nostrils blew husks away 

but didn’t roll the peanuts. He sniffed, then stretched his lips and picked up the peanuts. Lots of 

people don’t realize that a mule can use his lips most like fingers. Papa’s Joe would untie a rope 

fastening a gate unless you were right particular with the knot. Then Mr. Sam poked the mule in 

the side with his walking stick and moved him around the ring. He kept tapping him on his right 

side so he kept turning to the left, going in a circle. 

“This is a fine little mule,” he said, a bit of a pleading whine in his high-pitched voice. “Fat,” he 

said to Register. “Weighs a good eight hundred pounds.” 

My stomach went empty. Register sat directly across the ring from the auctioneer, his cowhide-

bottomed straight chair tilted back on two legs. Like always, he was dressed in faded overalls, a 

blue work shirt, brogans, a straw hat, always a yellow stub of a pencil behind his right ear, and had 

what looked like at least three days worth of whiskers. He looked like he couldn’t afford a bag of 

peanuts but was usually the biggest buyer at the sale. And I had seen him leave in his big Buick 

automobile after the sales. My stomach felt empty. He bought a lot of old hulls — cows past calf-

bearing age, so thin that they looked like the ribs and hip bones might cut through the skin any 

second. That always puzzled me until Papa told me he bought those as well as horses and mules 

for a dog food company. 

Register raised his eyelids to what looked half open and waved the tan card in his hand on which 

he marked down purchases. “Fifty dollars,” he drawled. Several people chuckled. 

“Not much for this animal,” Fred complained but started sing-songing, begging for bids. “I got 

fifty, who’ll go sixty. Sixty? Sixty?” 

“Fifty-five,” I heard Papa say. 

“Fifty-five, now sixty,” Fred started with new hope. 

I watched Register, and saw his card lift maybe a half-inch off the railing. 

“Sixty. Sixty. Now sixty-five,” he sang, question in his voice, as he looked at Papa. Papa tilted 

his can of Rooster brand snuff, half filled the lid, pulled out his lower lip and dumped the snuff 

underneath. He hesitated another second, then raised a finger. 

The bidding went on. Register bid seventy. Papa reluctantly bid seventy-five. I noticed several 

people grinning a little as they watched. “Eighty, eighty, who’ll give me eighty?” Fred pleaded. 

Register laid his card down and pulled his hat over his eyes.  

You could hear in Fred’s voice that he gave up. “Seventy-five once. Seventy-five twice. Seventy 

five dollars, O. N. Thompson,” the auctioneer sang.  



The longest second was over and I could breathe again. I was so excited I needed to go out to 

the pens and drain my lizard, but I didn’t want to leave. “Looks like you going to be a plowboy 

instead of a cowboy,” Papa told me and gigged me a little in the ribs. 

Before too long, we left, went to the house, fed and milked the cows, then came back to the sale. 

I could hardly sit still for the cattle sales and was happy when Papa punched me for us to go. “We 

need to settle up and get your mule,” Papa told me as we stepped from the sale barn to the parking 

lot. “Get him home before dark. Think you can lead him to the house?” he asked as we walked. 

“Yessir,” I told him, trying to make my voice sound calm and expressionless like grown men 

did. “I’ll get a rope from the truck,” I told him and headed off toward his truck. Papa went on to 

the business office of the sale barn to pick up his check for a couple of hogs he had sold and to pay 

for the mule. I walked although I wanted to run. I started to ask him if I could ride the mule instead 

of lead it, but I knew he wouldn’t let me ride a strange mule down the edge of the highway with 

cars and trucks whizzing by. 

I felt mighty grown up when I went all by myself to the pens behind the sale barn to get the little 

red mule. The fellows who moved stock between the holding pens and sale ring grinned at me like 

a mule eating briars, but I didn’t pay much attention to them. All in all, most grown-ups tended to 

act pretty peculiar anyway. 

Then even Mr. Sam stuck his head outside the sale ring when he saw me leading the mule out 

of the barn. “Hey, Cracker,” he drawled at me loud enough for bystanders to overhear. “What you 

think about Mr. Newman’s new mule?” 

Other fellows leaning around whittling and spitting seemed to think that was a funny question. 

They kept their eyes on their whittling, but their silence and the serious looks on their faces told 

me they were barely keeping from laughing.  

It was plain they were having fun off me and my mule. What made me madder than anything 

else was not knowing what they found funny. At first I didn’t answer, but I wasn’t allowed to 

ignore adults when they spoke to me. “Seems like a right nice little plug to me,” I told Mr. Sam 

and stopped to open the gate. 

The mule walked right into my back. Mr. Sam and those whittling peckerwoods thought that 

was funnier than Minnie Pearl on the Grand Ole Opry. Mr. Sam reached over and swung the gate 

open for me. “Good luck, Cracker,” he told me. 

The deadbeats took to laughing even harder than before. They chapped my nerves as bad as heat 

rash chapped me between my legs sometimes. My ears felt like they would bust into flames as I 

walked away. I wished I was as tan as Papa instead of fair-skinned, so that I wouldn’t turn fire 

engine red every time something got off with me. 

Papa was waiting by the truck when I got there. “Right good looking little plug, Billy Boy,” 

Papa told me. It was the same thing I had said at the sale barn, and I still didn’t see what sounded 

so funny about it. 

I saw Papa look over the halter I had made by running a slide loop over the mule’s muzzle and 

then running the line behind his head and back down to the other side of the muzzle where I tied 

it off with the last eight or ten feet left for a lead line. His eyes told me I had done all right on it. 

That salved my feelings as much as when Bigmother gave me Cloverine Salve for the heat rash 

between my legs. 

Papa went through the directions I could have repeated by myself. “Keep him as far away from 

the pavement as you can until we get off the highway. Always turn him where he can see trucks 

and cars that are loud or running fast,” he instructed. 



“Yessir,” I told him. “And let him kick the pee out of any dogs that run after us.” If I watched 

my tone I could say things to Papa that would have been considered sassy if I said them to other 

adults. 

Papa would drive on the shoulder or the road in front of me where there was room and where 

there wasn’t enough shoulder he would drive to the next place wide enough for him to park the 

truck and wait for me. 

The little red mule led real fine as I headed across the parking lot. He had what Papa called 

“company” manners, referring to how we minded our p’s and q’s when company came for dinner 

or supper — things like Papa didn’t saucer his coffee or toss me a biscuit while Bigmother was 

looking away. 

Everything went fine until I started to cross over to get on the west side of the Florala Highway. 

Papa stopped to wait for a big transfer truck to get by. The little mule didn’t break stride, just 

walked square into the side of Papa’s truck. Then when the transfer truck roared by pushing a 

bunch of hot wind, the little mule came unwound. He yanked back so hard that he dragged me 

right off my feet. Then he started buck-jumping and braying like I thought mules did only in 

movies. His rump brushed against the fender well of Papa’s truck and he commenced to kicking 

with both hind legs at once, so fast it didn’t look like his feet were coming back to the ground to 

rest before he kicked again. Red glass from the tail light went flying off along with a few splinters 

from the oak planks that made up the cattle bodies on the back of Papa’s truck. 

He whipped around in a tight circle; I lost the rope and ate dirt. I wound up right behind his rear 

feet and figured I was about to have parts of me flying around in the air. I’d seen mules bust two-

by-sixes when they kicked, and I was right tender next to a two-by-six. 

“Whoa! Easy!” I told the mule without thinking. I was shocked when he stopped kicking as 

quick as he began. 

I felt myself being dragged to the side and saw the mule tense at the sound. “Easy,” I told him 

as Papa stood me up and checked me over real quick. It seemed that all of my parts were still there. 

The mule stood absolutely still, except for his lips and the skin on his shoulders quivering. His 

ears took to flopping one way and then another. He looked like the slightest touch or sound might 

set him off again. I saw Papa reach inside the window of his pickup and grab the hickory stick he 

carried there. As easygoing as Papa usually was, when he lost his temper he really lost it. 

I managed to catch the end of the stick and started talking real fast. “I’m all right! I’m all right.” 

Papa glared at me like he might use the stick on me instead of the mule, then his hands relaxed 

enough that some color came back into them where they wrapped around the stick. I turned it 

loose. “He was just scared,” I told Papa, anxious that he not hurt my mule. 

I got hold of the lead line and talked to the mule real soft, telling him to stand easy. He calmed 

off as quick as a wink. 

“Haw,” I told the mule. He turned left. “Whoa.” He stood steady. “Gee.” He turned right as calm 

as any mule ever did in a garden patch. 

Papa was looking at the mule’s eyes and head from every whichaway. For a mule that was near 

crazy a minute earlier and still looked mighty tense, it sure didn’t pay much attention to Papa 

moving around. It never turned its head or seemed to cut his eyes at him. Only his ears followed 

Papa. 

After what seemed like a long time, but was probably not more than a few seconds, Papa swung 

his hand toward the mule like he was going to slap it all the way to its knees, then stopped his hand 

about a foot in front of the mule.  



I nearly swallowed my tongue, but the red mule didn’t bat an eye. My stomach felt like it did 

when you rode over the top of a steep ridge then down too fast — lost my stomach we called it. 

Then I saw Mr. Sam and all the whittling peckerwoods standing in a knot watching us.  

Papa looked from me to them and back. “Tell me again what Sam said about this mule.” 

I thought about it a little, trying to remember the exact words. “He said this wasn’t too good-

looking a mule, but was young and gentle . . .”  

“Tell me exactly what he said about the mule looking,” Papa told me, cutting his eyes from me 

to the peckerwoods and back. 

“He said . . .” I thought real hard. “He said this mule doesn’t look too good on either side,” I 

told him, finally remembering pretty near the exact words. 

Papa took out his snuff can, the one he refilled each day from the bigger jar of Rooster brand 

snuff that he kept on the top of his chifforobe and tapped on the can to shake out a dip. He put it 

in his mouth and took his time to settle the lid back exactly straight and tight onto the can. Papa 

didn’t get in a hurry about hardly anything. Then he pointed toward Mr. Sam, laughed and shook 

his fist at him in a way that you knew he didn’t really mean it like a threat. 

Mr. Sam and the peckerwoods seemed to think that was even funnier than the red mule walking 

into my back. I still didn’t see what was funny.  

Papa patted the mule on the neck and grinned at me. “Well, Cracker Boy, looks like you got you 

a blind mule.” 

“Blind?” I looked at the mule’s eyes again. They looked as clear and good as any I’d ever seen, 

and I’d looked at a lot of mules with Papa over the last several years. I felt my ears getting hot 

again. Papa laughing bothered me almost as bad as Mr. Sam and the peckerwoods. “But Mr. Sam 

said . . .” 

“Sam told everybody the mule was blind,” Papa told me.  

“He didn’t . . .” I started, but Papa interrupted. And he usually let even kids finish what they 

were saying. 

“He says a mule don’t look too good on the right side, that means the mule’s blind on the right 

side. He says a mule don’t look too good on the left side, that means he’s blind on the left side. If 

he says a mule don’t look too good on either side, it means the mule’s blind in both eyes,” he 

explained. 

Papa was grinning at me like the peckerwoods up at the barn. I guess he could see I didn’t like 

his grinning like a possum at me. He stopped grinning and coiled up the lead line, just as neat as 

Bigmother put starched shirts into the dresser drawers. “Yessiree. You got you a blind mule, Billy 

Boy.” He handed the lead line back to me. “What you going to name it?” 

The little red mule stretched its neck out and smelled of my hand. I rubbed the soft skin under 

its lip, then scratched it behind the ears. Mr. Sam stood outside with the whittlers like he didn’t 

have a sale to run. “Sam,” I told Papa.  

Papa looked at me a little sharp.  

“Mr. Sam,” I told him. “I’ll call him Mr. Sam.” 

“I never heard a mule called Mister, before,” Papa told me, then grinned a little. “But sounds 

like a pretty good name to me,” he said and turned toward the truck. “Now let’s see if we can get 

Mr. Sam home.” 
 


