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                                              Old Doc's Hinny Jennie  

 

 My shirt was already wet with sweat, but I took off running full speed anyway, 

bearing to my right to keep the pecan leaf outlined against the sky.  The dried leaf 

whirled around and around as it drifted sideways across the front yard, until the wind 

stilled and the leaf began to settle toward the ground. 

   My hands cupped to take it in softly, like Yogi Berra would wait for a soft pop 

foul behind home plate in Yankee Stadium.  But when the leaf was a couple of inches 

above my hands, the wind gusted and drove it straight across the yard again.  It seemed 

forever before my feet minded me and took off in chase; I flashed across the yard like 

Mickey Mantle streaking to catch up with a sinking line drive in deep center field.   

 The leaf sank toward the ground, dropping rapidly now that it was too low to 

catch much of the hot breeze.  I stretched forward, hands lower than my knees, but 

remembered to keep running.  Just before the leaf came to the hard, red clay, my fingers 

closed and snagged the liner, robbing Duke Snider of extra bases in the seventh game of 

the World Series. 

 I started to swing the leaf up and hold it aloft as I coasted gracefully to a stop, but 

my feet forgot to keep running.  I felt myself falling forward, tried to run again, but only 

managed to tangle my feet.  My nose plowed into a pocket of white sand right next to the 

big chinaberry stump.  I gagged as my mouth filled with the sand then rolled until my 

back slapped hard and flat onto the packed clay beyond the pocket of sand. 

 All the air in my lungs gushed out.  I tried to refill my lungs but that just sucked 

sand into my windpipe.  I tried to cough up the sand, but there wasn't enough air left for a 

cough.  I gasped desperately trying to get air down to my lungs, but that just dragged the 
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dirt even deeper.  I panicked.  Then a hand clamped over my nose and mouth, and strong 

arms locked me tight.   

"Stop!" Papa ordered me.  He held his hand there for a few more seconds.  "Now 

breathe in just a smidgen when I turn loose."  His thumb and fingers loosened.   

I held my breath for a moment, and tried to breathe again.  I managed a bit of air 

but not nearly enough. 

Papa grabbed hold of the front of my dungarees and belt and lifted my middle 

several inches off the ground, and sat me back down.  This drew some air into my lungs.  

He lifted and let me back down again.  The air that made it to my lungs was as welcome 

as an ice-cold Coca Cola in an August cotton field, but there was precious little of it.

 Soon as I had gotten a few more breaths, Papa turned me loose, and I got to my 

feet.  My forehead felt like a good bit of my skin was missing, but my fingers were dry 

when I touched the area with my hand.  

I expected Papa to say something throwing off on my leaf catching, but instead he 

watched a couple more leaves blowing across the yard.  "It's powerful dry when a pecan 

tree sheds this many leaves in June," Papa said as he studied the tree.  "Mighty dry."

 His eyes kind of squinched up like they did when he was worried about 

something.  My eyes followed his. Patches of leaves were yellow.  I'd never seen the 

pecan trees look like this in June.  Papa and Bigmother counted on the money from 

selling pecans from the half dozen big trees around the house to pay for Christmas gifts 

every winter.  If drought hurt pecan trees, what would it do to crops and pastures?  

Yesterday, I’d seen the same look in his eyes as he stood on a block and stared down into 

the well in the back yard.  The look in his eyes made me remember that leaf catching was 

something I usually did in October.   

The sound of hard hooves clippity-clopping on the packed red clay of the road 

caused both of us to turn away from the pecan leaves.  I walked to the ditch that separated 

the yard from the road to see better.  From the sound, I knew it was Old Doc Woodham's 
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pided hinny trotting up the road. I couldn't see a whole lot of difference between Old 

Doc’s hinny and a mule, although the hinny’s head did seem to look more like a horse’s 

and her body a little more than a donkey’s than was usual with a mule.  I knew that a 

mule was the offspring of a male donkey and a female horse, and what folks called a 

hinny was the offspring of a horse stallion and a female donkey - - a jinny.  It confused 

matters for me that Old Doc Woodham named his hinny Jennie and called her "Hinny 

Jennie."  

Mule or hinny, Jennie looked right peculiar because she was pided - - white with 

big brindle spots.  Most mules were brown or black, and I had never seen another spotted 

mule.  Hinny Jennie was the offspring of lawyer Edward Stanley's spotted race horse 

stallion and a long legged jinny. 

 Lots of folks thought Old Doc, as everyone called him, got pure and tee skint 

when he traded a right good saddle horse to C.C. Coleman for an off-colored hinny.  

Most folks I heard talk on the subject figured there was something queer about an off-

colored horse or mule.  Papa didn’t argue with them, but he laughed at the idea when it 

was just him and me.  He figured that if you skinned a spotted mule and a black mule, 

you wouldn’t be able to tell one from the other.  I didn’t understand just why anybody 

would want to skin a mule, but I laughed too and figured he was right.  After all, some 

folks considered Papa’s blind mule, Mr. Sam, off-colored because he was red, and I 

didn’t like anybody throwing off on him.  

It wasn't the unusual appearance, though, that caused me to watch Hinny Jennie 

every chance I got.  I watched her because she was the smoothest-gaited saddle animal I 

had ever seen.  And I had never thought of a mule or a hinny as fast, but Hinny Jennie 

could really cover some ground in a hurry.    

I pure hungered to ride Hinny Jennie.  It appeared to me that you could sit a glass 

plumb full of ice water on her back and never spill a drop the whole two miles from here 
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to Old Doc Woodham's barn.  I had watched Old Doc ride by at a fast trot, and his white 

beard and "walrus" mustaches didn't even quiver, much less bounce.  

Hinny Jennie trotted by at some time or other a good many days.  Old Doc's 

nephew, T.J. Bannister, wasn't considered quite right in his mind, but he farmed several 

acres of truck stuff near the edge of town - - tomatoes, peas, beans, cantaloupes, melons, 

and a good many peanuts.  He could always raise the best cantaloupes - - he called them 

musk melons - - of anybody around Opp.   

Lots of people asked T.J. silly questions, like they would a kid, and grinned like 

picking at him was real good fun.  Most kids called him T.J. as if he were no older than 

them, but Papa had me call him Mr. Bannister and act as respectful as I would toward any 

other adult.  That suited me fine, because T.J. was all right as far as I was concerned.  

Every Wednesday at the livestock sale in Opp, he let me have the boiled and parched 

peanuts he sold for half price.  

T.J. would use Hinny Jennie to plow and, when finished, unharness and turn her 

loose.  Since T.J. never fed Hinny Jennie, she would trot right home to Old Doc’s barn.  

"Remember what Old Doc told you about Hinny?" Papa asked me.  

He didn't have to remind me.  It was all I thought whenever I saw her.  It had been 

last fall, the weekend after Thanksgiving. 

 

 The day was much warmer than usual that late in the fall.  I’d heard a sight of 

folks say that 1955 was the warmest fall they ever remembered.  Old Doc and Judge 

Bullard were out bird hunting and stopped by Papa's to water Hinny Jennie, Judge 

Bullard's long-legged black Tennessee Walking horse named Jack and their three setter 

bird dogs.  The three setters lapped up all the water they wanted from the wash tub Papa 

had filled with well water and afterward lay with their legs aspraddle cooling their 

running gears in the mud where Bigmother had emptied her tubs of rinse water after 

finishing her clothes washing.  Wet clothes hung limp in the warm, still air.  Judge 
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Bullard had cleaned half a dozen Bobwhites to give Bigmother and was dipping a pan of 

water to wash away the blood and feathers stuck to his hands.  

Old Doc thanked Papa for the water, touched the brim of his wide-brimmed, gray 

felt hat - - the same kind Papa wore as his Sunday hat - - and mounted Hinny Jennie

 Most everybody I knew around Opp set considerable store by "Old Doc" 

Woodham, but Bigmother and Papa thought the most of him of anybody you ever saw.  

They credited him with saving my mother's life when she was a baby.  And my mother had 

named her first son Woodham.   

I didn't see Old Doc move the reins or press his knees or feet or give any kind of 

signal, but Hinny Jennie walked over to the edge of the porch where Bigmother stood 

wiping flour off her hands with her apron.  Old Doc tipped his hat. "Good morning, Miss 

Evie," he told her.  "Hope you enjoy these partridges."  He nodded toward the cleaned 

birds in the pan the Judge sat on the porch.  Lots of older folks and most black folks 

called quail partridges, although most said "pottages."  

"Yessir.  We like them right well," Bigmother told him politely.  "Won't you stay 

and eat them with us?"  

"No thank you, Miss Evie," he told Bigmother as he put his hat back on his head.  

"There's several more coveys need tending to."  

Hinny Jennie turned away, but stopped and turned back toward Bigmother.  "The 

birds with shot in them, I killed," Old Doc told us.  "The ones without shot are probably 

some of those the Judge scared into a plumb heart attack shooting so much and missing."  

His face had the dead serious look it had when he was joshing.  "Of course, that's just 

one country doctor's opinion."  

"A doctor fit mainly to treat mules and dogs, if you ask me," the Judge answered 

as he swung easily up into the saddle of his tall walking horse, easier than I could have, 

and the Judge older than even Old Doc.  
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"Shah," Bigmother said and smiled a little.  She wasn't too keen on anybody 

throwing off on Old Doc, even when they were funning.  

Hinny Jennie moved around to his usual spot on the left side of the Judge's horse.  

"Hinny Jennie must be the best-mannered crittur I ever saw, Dr. Woodham," I 

told Old Doc.  

Doc Woodham took his short, double-barreled shotgun out of the holster on the 

side of Hinny Jennie's saddle, broke it open, slid two shells from the bag on the back of 

his saddle into the gun, snapped it closed and set the hammers down softly on either 

barrel.  "She's a right nice ride for an old man like me," Old Doc told me, a twinkle in his 

blue eyes.  "She'd probably be a mite too tame for a Florida Cracker like you," he added.

 I grinned at his words.  Folks around Opp and, it seemed, all of South Alabama 

called me Cracker since that was what Florida cowboys or cow hunters were called.  My 

parents and I lived in DeFuniak Springs, Florida, about fifty miles below Opp, but I spent 

as much time as I could with Papa and Bigmother.   Sometimes I wasn’t sure whether or 

not grownups were poking fun at me, but from Old Doc the words came across as mighty 

good-natured. 

 "Any time she comes by here, catch her up and ride as much as you like," Old 

Doc told me.  "Turn her loose when you're finished; she'll trot right home."  

"Much obliged for the water, Newman," he told Papa and touched his hat brim 

toward Bigmother.  

I didn't see him move a hand or knees as he turned Hinny Jennie toward the road, 

looked to see that the dogs were up and running along with him and set Hinny Jennie off 

in a trot.  

I couldn't hardly keep from wiggling all over like a dog wagging its tail too hard 

as I walked to the chicken house where we had fastened Ring, Papa’s bulldog, while the 

bird dogs were here.  In  my mind, I could already see and feel myself floating along on 

Hinny Jennie's back.           
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"Yessir," I told Papa and kicked at the dirt, as my mind came back to the present. 

Hinny Jennie and I had had some rounds since that day. Ever since Old Doc had told me 

to catch and ride Hinny Jennie, I'd been trying to do it.  The first day, I grabbed a bridle 

I'd left hanging handy on the front porch, walked out to the road and called for Hinny 

Jennie to stop.  She never slowed down or even looked at me - - just trotted on past me 

like I wasn't there.  

The second time, I had a rope with a loop built in it and waited in the middle of 

the road.  I figured that no matter which side she took past me, I would be close enough 

to toss the loop over her head.  After all, I had been doing well enough practicing 

lassoing the milking lot calves.  But when she got to me, she feinted to one side, and 

zipped past me on the other side.  She was every bit as slick as Bunny Bludworth 

sidestepping tacklers at the Walton High School football games down home in DeFuniak 

Springs.  

I tried that several more times with no better luck, so tried luring Hinny Jennie 

with chunks of a sweet potato.  I knew Papa’s mule, Mr. Sam, was a pure fool for sweet 

potatoes and figured Hinny Jennie would like them too.  Sure enough, when I stood by 

the road with a sweet potato chunk in my hand, Hinny Jennie didn't hesitate.  She came 

right up to me as pretty as you pleased.  She stretched her neck and reached for the sweet 

potato.  I held it real close up to my stomach with my left hand and eased the rope loop 

around with my right. Hinny Jennie snatched the potato and danced away so quick I 

didn't even touch her with the rope.  She raised her tail and made right rude noises at me 

as she trotted on toward Old Doc's barn.  

I used up so many sweet potatoes in different schemes to catch that consarned 

hinny that I overheard Papa tell Bigmother it looked like the only way we were going to 

get to eat any of the sweet potatoes this year was to catch Old Doc's Hinny Jennie and 

roast her in the oven.  That got off with me so bad that I gave up on the sweet potatoes.  
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"She might stop for sweet feed," Papa suggested to me one day.  

Papa and Bigmother milked six to eight cows a day and sold milk, butter, and 

buttermilk to people who came to the house to buy it.  When we milked every morning 

and afternoon, we fed each cow a gallon or so of mixed sweet feeds.  Papa and I would 

take a load of peanut hay or corn to the crusher.  Sometimes we added velvet beans to the 

mix if we had them.  At the crusher the hay or corn was pulverized to a fine meal and 

mixed with molasses.  The feed smelled so good that I felt like pushing the cows aside 

and eating some myself.  

I had already thought about using sweet feed and was sure that Hinny Jennie 

would stop for it.  But I hadn't asked, because I had watched Papa count his money over 

and over before deciding how much feed to crush our last trip to the feed mill.  And I’d 

seen him and Bigmother count and recount money as they made a list of things to buy at 

the store.  I figured I shouldn't waste something we could hardly afford, just to catch a 

silly hinny.  But I knew Papa wouldn't mention it unless he wanted to see if it would 

work, too.  I got right excited at the idea.   

"Yessir," I told him.  I didn’t want to sound like some little kid, but it was hard to 

keep the excitement out of my voice.  

 After we milked out most of the milk every morning and afternoon, we turned the 

calves in to get the last of their momma’s milk.  Actually, Papa and Bigmother milked.  I 

fed cows and turned cows and calves in and out.  I used to milk a cow whenever I stayed 

with Papa and Bigmother, but I got out of heart with it when a cow stepped into the milk 

bucket while I was milking.    

 As I let the last calf in to its mama the next morning, I looked out and saw T.J. 

ride Hinny Jennie up the road toward his own field.  That meant Hinny Jennie would 

likely come by sometime around noon. I put a good double handful of crushed hay in a 

bucket, and hung it on a hook from a front porch rafter so that the ants wouldn't get into 

it.  
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Papa and I worked in the corn field all morning, plowing the corn for the last time 

and putting fertilizer to it.  Folks called that laying by the corn.  The corn was no taller 

than my knees and considerably yellowed by the drought.  If it didn't rain soon, the corn 

would twist up right bad and not make much.  Papa had held off laying by the corn for a 

while, because the fertilizer we put out might burn the corn if no rain came.  Papa and I 

had studied a good bit and looked at the almanac several times.  Finally, we decided it 

was better to lay it by and hope for at least a few showers.    

As Papa plowed, I toted buckets of duana - - that was what we called store-bought 

fertilizer - - to fill the hopper on his plow stock.  That meant a lot of walking while 

carrying heavy buckets of fertilizer on a right hot morning. Normally, I would have been 

ready to lie down in the shade and doze for an hour or so like Papa did after eating, but 

all I could think of was catching Hinny Jennie.  As soon as I finished my dinner, I went 

out and sat down in the swing under the pecan tree, kept the bucket of sweet feed at my 

side and watched for Hinny Jennie.  

I must have dozed a little, because I jerked straight up when I heard her hooves on 

the road.  I grabbed at the bucket, stumbled and nearly fell, then hurried out into the 

middle of the road.    

 The only sign that Hinny Jennie saw me when I stepped out in the road with the 

feed bucket was the way she flopped her old long ears about and flared her nostrils a bit.  

I made sure I was turned so that Hinny Jennie couldn’t see the rope stuck in my belt 

behind my back. 

 Hinny Jennie raised her head and stretched her eyes to where they showed more 

white than usual. I almost scrambled out of the road.  When a cow’s eyes suddenly show 

more white, she’s right near always going to try to hook you if she’s got horns or butt you 

if she doesn’t.  Then I realized that Hinny Jennie probably had smelled the sweet feed for 

the first time and stretched her eyes.  Most people wouldn’t allow its so, but a mule can 

smell right near as good as a dog.  Papa had watched Mr. Sam, his blind mule, find his 
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way about by smell and suggested that I see if I couldn’t train him to point quail.  He 

didn’t let on that he was joshing me, but I figured right strong that he was. 

 I set the bucket of sweet feed down and backed off some.  Hinny Jennie stepped 

right up to the bucket, rammed her head down in it, and started eating. 

 I seinted up real casual, like I wasn’t paying Hinny Jennie no mind atall.  She 

didn’t pay a whit of attention to me.  It was hard to act so unconcerned when my heart 

was racing away at the thought that I had ole Hinny Jennie as good as roped and saddled. 

 I reached toward Hinny Jennie, half expecting her to bolt and run, but she paid me 

no more mind than she did the clouds moving.  Easing a little closer, I scratched her 

along the base of her mane, which most every mule or horse likes.  Her ears flopped 

back, and she lifted her right fore hoof up and back. 

 I jumped backwards like she was a rattlesnake.  Everybody talks about something 

kicking like a mule, but a mule or a horse is a whole lot more likely to bad hurt you by 

pawing you,  kicking the front of its hoof straight out at you than kicking you.  She didn’t 

pay me any mind, just held that foot up like she was ready to paw. 

 I’d heard Old Doc Woodham laugh how Hinny Jennie bluffed a lot of people out 

of messing with her when, actually, she wouldn’t even bite a biscuit or swish her tail real 

hard at a horse fly.  That made me recollect .... 

 

 I was standing around listening to Old Doc tell Papa and Uncle Charlie a big 

windy tale when I noticed something move beside my foot.  It seemed like I heard it 

before I saw it.  Snakes hiss in books and movies, but I’d never heard one hiss - - until 

then.  It lay right between my feet hissing at me, and me as barefoot as a jay bird! 

 I went straight up in the air and came down off to the side, but not nearly far 

enough away.  My heart jumped right up into my throat and beat faster than a sewing 

machine needle goes up and down.  I set in to get away, but my feet wouldn’t go 

anywhere except up and down in the same place. 
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 “Ring!”  My voice worked all right.  That made me feel a little better, until the 

snake started hissing at me again.  I could see real clear that it was a ground rattler - - 

what some fancy folks call a pygmy rattler - - hissing and thrashing around like it would 

strike any second.  And Ring didn’t come. 

 “Ring! Here!” I hollered again.  Then I remembered the bulldog, Ring, was 

closed up in the chicken house so he wouldn’t kill Old Doc’s setter bird dog that followed 

him off down here.  I tried to jump away again, got all balled up and come down right on 

that snake’s tail.  That was it.  I was standing barefooted on a bad deadly ground rattler!  

I was about to die and there wasn’t a thing anybody could do about it.  I didn’t see what 

Papa and Old Doc saw so funny about me being about to get snake-bit and die, but adults 

are right peculiar in a sight of ways.  I set in to pray, but couldn’t think of a thing except 

“I lay me down to sleep...” and that didn’t seem like the right thing.  Here I was really 

needing to pray for the first time in my life and couldn’t think of a one.  All those Sunday 

mornings hurting in Sunday shoes and tight collars and itchy coats - - mornings and 

mornings of torture - - were pure wasted! 

 I didn’t want to watch the snake bite me, but I couldn’t help looking.  The feel of 

that snake under my bare foot right near stopped my heart, even without the snake biting 

me. 

 Then ... I couldn’t believe it!  The snake rolled over, belly up, dead as a hammer.  

I finally managed to get a good ways away. 

 Papa and Old Doc thought this was funnier than Bugs Bunny and Porky Pig and 

The Three Stooges all rolled into one. Two or three times they quit braying like ole Aus 

Taylor’s jackass and tried to straighten up, but they’d bust out all over again.  Finally, 

Old Doc reached down, grabbed the snake and turned it back on its belly.  The snake 

wriggled for about three seconds, then rolled right back over, belly up.  Old Doc reached 

down and did the same thing again, and the snake rolled over dead again.  “Spread 

n’adder,” Papa told me. 
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 “Some people call them hog noses,” Old Doc told me.  “They look like ground 

rattlers and pretend to be, spreading their head and acting fierce.  If that doesn’t scare 

you off, they roll over and play dead like a possum - - as big a bluffer as old Hinny Jennie 

raising her foot like she’s going to paw somebody.” 

 I was about the worst got off with of anytime in my life. 

 

 I wasn’t gonna be spread naddered again.  I eased back over to Hinny Jennie.  She 

hiked her foot up and laid her ears back again like she was going to paw me, but I held 

my ground.  After a few seconds, she put her foot down and flopped her ears back and 

forth like those radar things you see in movies. 

 With my right hand, I worked out a loop in the rope hidden behind my back.  

With my left, I scratched her along the base of her mane.  It wouldn’t take her long to 

finish the feed, so I waited.  In my mind, I must have gone over slipping the rope over her 

head a half dozen times, but I couldn’t take a chance on actually reaching out with the 

loop.  Not so fast that I’d startle her, I kept reminding myself, as she licked the bottom of 

the feed bucket.   

Then she was gone.  

I stood there with my rope in my hand and didn’t even make a move, she was so 

quick.  She was there, and then she was gone, trotting off up the road.  I was real proud 

no one was there to see.  Papa must have forgot all about my getting feed for Hinny 

Jennie. He didn’t say the first thing about me and Hinny Jennie when we went back to the 

field. That afternoon I did some powerful figuring while I was toting duana.  I’d be ready 

the next day. 

 

 Hinny Jennie came trotting along just like clockwork the next day at noon.  She 

didn’t hesitate even a second.  She just plopped her head down into the bucket and went 

to eating.  This time I didn’t pay any account when she raised her foot up and laid her 
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ears back.  I let her eat a minute or so while I rubbed her chest and scratched her neck.  

Then, being right slick about it, I thought, I took the rope out from behind me.  This time 

I didn’t have a loop made.  Being real easy and nonchalant with her, I stuck the rope 

under her neck and reached to get it, so as to run the end of it through the loop.   

 She scooted around to the other side of the bucket without ever lifting her head.  I 

slid around to where I could reach around her neck, and she scooted.  I moved, she 

moved - - over and over. She never lifted her head until she was finished with the feed. 

Then she was off in a flash, trotting off toward Old Doc’s.   

 I was getting mighty tired of looking at Hinny Jennie’s rear end. 

 

 “Why don’t you try leading her into the cow lot?” Papa asked me about the third 

time he stopped plowing long enough for me to fill the fertilizer hoppers with duana. 

 That perked me up a good bit.  That old chow hound of a hinny would follow a 

bucket of feed anywhere, I figured.   

 

 The next time I saw Hinny Jennie, she followed me, but not as easy as I had 

expected.  She wouldn’t follow unless I held the bucket where she could see the feed and 

almost get her nose into it.  There were several starts and stops where she like to have 

turned away. Finally, I was right up to the gate to the cow lot.  In that instant that I turned 

my head to unhook the chain that held the gate closed, Hinny Jennie rammed her nose 

into the bucket and yanked it to the ground.  I opened the gate, grabbed the handle of the 

feed bucket and pulled.  The bucket didn’t budge.  Hinny Jennie held it as tight to the 

ground as if it were nailed to railroad cross ties with spike nails.  I grabbed the rope from 

where I’d left it on the gate post.  She started walking off toward the road, faster and 

faster, sliding the bucket along and eating as she walked.  As usual, she gulped down the 

sweet feed and went trotting off up the hill toward Old Doc’s. 
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 When Papa came to the mule lot from his after-dinner nap, I told him I was tired 

of fooling with old Hinny Jennie.  I wasn’t going to pay her any more mind. 

  The next day I was sweeping the yards with one of the yard brooms we made by 

bundling the tallest gallberry bushes together and letting them dry until the leaves fell off 

and the limbs stiffened up considerably.  Like most people in the country, Papa and 

Bigmother kept dirt yards rather than lawns of grass.  I always thought their yards looked 

right pretty.  In most places, the hard clay was covered with a thin layer of white sand.  

Papa and Bigmother were mighty set on keeping every weed and sprig of grass chopped 

down as well as every leaf swept up.   

 I had stopped sweeping around the old chinaberry stump to follow a line of ants 

across the yard. A car drove into the yard.  If I’d been watching the road instead of the 

ants, I’d have been somewhere else before the car got there.  It was Cuddy Martin, my 

cousin, Sammy’s wife.  She was mighty smart alecky and know-it-all for someone that 

wasn’t even eighteen yet.  For some reason I couldn’t figure out, Sammy had married her 

when he was way off up North in Tennessee.   

 “You wanna help pick berries, Cracker?” she asked as she got out of the car.  She 

didn’t look dressed to pick berries to me.  She was wearing a dress fancier than most 

wore to church.  She was right uppity that way. 

 “Reckon I have to finish this,” I told her. The less she and I talked, the better we 

got along.  It was a fine time for berry picking, though.  Along the fence row on the road 

to town, was as fine a patch of blackberries as you ever saw.  Then an idea struck me.  I 

couldn’t hardly wait for Cuddy to come back out from the house.  I’d swept and swept 

the front yard until I was about to wear a hole out by the time she finally reappeared with 

two of Bigmother’s milk buckets. 

 “Bout the finest blackberries you ever saw on this fence row,” I told her and 

nodded toward those beside the road.   

 “Up there by that pecan tree?” she asked. 
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 “Right on this side,” I told her.  “But be careful.”  

 “You gonna tell me snake stories?” she asked.  Up north in Tennessee where she 

was from, they didn’t have as many snakes as we do.  She didn’t believe stories about 

hoop snakes grabbing their tail with their mouth to make a hoop and roll after people and 

coach whip snakes wrapping around people and whipping them to death. 

 “Nope, mad mule.” 

 “You made Mr. Sam angry?” she asked. 

 That flew all over me. She was always looking for a way to chunk off on me and 

Papa for getting stuck with a blind mule.  And Mr. Sam was turning out to be a first rate 

plow mule.  You didn’t even have to make any allowances for his being blind.  

 “Rabies,” I told her.  “There’s a hydrophoby mule running loose.  Can’t anybody 

catch it.  A pided white mule.”  I started sweeping mighty hard, so I didn’t have to look 

her too close in the eye.   

 “Fiddlesticks,” she snorted and walked down the road to where the big old pecan 

tree grew in the edge of the pasture.  The bank beside the road there was right steep and 

about six feet high.  That was rich dirt there and grew some of the biggest blackberry 

briars you ever saw.  And they seemed to have the most and sharpest thorns of any 

around.  I’d rather get tangled up in bob wire than those briars. 

 I finished sweeping the yard, laid down the yard broom and got the hedge snips.  

The hedge didn’t need trimming all that bad, but it was something I could do and watch 

Cuddy at the same time.  But time dragged on and Hinny Jennie didn’t show. I was about 

to get out of heart with trimming and watching and figure that T.J. hadn’t used Hinny 

Jennie this morning.  I could see that Cuddy had her buckets almost full of berries.  One 

was sitting beside her full all the way to the top, and she had picked a good many in the 

other. I was figuring right strong that it was time for me to disappear before she wanted 

me to help tote her berries to the house. 
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 Right before I did make up my mind to do something else, I saw ole Hinny Jennie 

trotting down the road from town.  I already had a spot picked where I could squat and 

watch through a hole in the hedge.   

 She must be deaf, I had about decided, because I could hear the clippity clop of 

hooves real clear, but she didn’t pay any notice to them.  It struck me that she might 

know all about Hinny Jennie, although she was right ignorant about important things like 

mules and hogs and cows and hoop snakes, and coach whips, and what have you.  Why, 

she wouldn’t have known the difference between a Brahma bull and a Jersey milk cow if 

you gave her a milk bucket and a stool! 

 I could feel my face turn red.  She might of heard about my attempts to catch 

Hinny Jennie.  She might be down there laughing at me right now.  I got mad enough to 

chew up nails and spit out fence staples. 

 All of a sudden, she heard it. The way she stiffened, it was as plain as if I’d been 

right there.  She looked at Hinny Jennie and started backing away. I was hoping she’d 

spill her berries, but she held on to her bucket. 

 Hinny Jennie looked like she was going to go right on about her business until she 

spotted that bucket in Cuddy’s hand.  Hinny Jennie had been fed out of a bucket too 

many times around here lately to ignore a bucket that might hold sweet potato chunks or 

sweet feed.  She veered sharp left toward Cuddy.   She slowed and stepped down the 

bank into the bar ditch, and pointed her ears toward Cuddy.  That was when Cuddy 

screamed for the first time. 

 Hinny Jennie found the full bucket of black berries Cuddy had left in the ditch.  

For a moment, Cuddy’s greed for her berries overrode her fear.  She stepped toward 

Hinny Jennie and stamped her foot angrily. 

 Hinny Jennie laid her ears back and raised her foot up like she was going to 

attack.  Cuddy retreated into the edge of the briars.  Blackberries weren’t what Hinny 

Jennie was expecting in a feed bucket, but she must of figured there was likely something 
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better in the bucket Cuddy still held in her hands.  Cuddy backed away. Hinny Jennie 

followed.  Cuddy backed faster.  Hinny Jennie walked faster.  Hinny Jennie knew that 

game. 

 “Uncle Newman!” I heard her call.  “Aunt Evie?”   

 I could see the briars grabbing and pulling her dress as she backed through them.  

They must be shredding her legs.  I wouldn’t have gone through them wearing the stiffest 

brand-new pair of dungarees.  I didn’t see how she was managing to get through at all.  

But she held on to that bucket.  Hinny Jennie followed closer and closer. 

 My sides hurt from laughing.  That silly girl kept on tearing through briars.  I 

could tell when she came up to the steep six foot bank on the edge of the ditch.  I 

wouldn’t have gone up that bank through those briars if Old Satan himself had been after 

me, but Cuddy did. 

 Hinny Jennie stopped at the bank.  She looked right sorely disappointed when she 

found the bucket Cuddy had finally surrendered.  Seems she didn’t care much for berries.  

She snuffled around in them a ways, then returned to the road and trotted off in the 

direction of Old Doc’s barn. 

 Cuddy was half way over the pasture fence by then.  I could hear her dress ripping 

on the bob wire.  By that time I was on the ground holding my sides.  I pure hurt from 

laughing, until I saw Bigmother and Aunt Zadie standing on the porch watching me.  

They kept looking from me to Cuddy.  She was coming across the pasture as fast as I 

could have if I’d had a whole covey of hoop snakes after me.  I knew I was most likely in 

trouble, but I couldn’t stop laughing, even when Cuddy saw me and took to beating me 

with my yard broom. 

 Like I figured, I was in trouble.  Bigmother told me she was ashamed of what I 

did.  Aunt Zadie told me I was going to hell if I didn’t straighten up.  Papa canceled our 

fishing trip that afternoon.  Instead, I had to pick blackberries to make up for the ones 
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Cuddy dropped.  He did make Cuddy quit yelling at me and took the yard broom away 

from her.  People from up North just don’t seem to have much of a sense of humor. 

 I really didn’t mind picking berries, but I did hate missing our fishing trip.  

According to the Almanac, the fish were supposed to be biting this week. Papa was going 

to take me into a section of Yellow River he fished as a boy.  And I knew where three big 

wasp nests were that we could singe the wings of the wasps and use the grubs for bait. 

We most always caught some good bream when we had baby wasps for bait. 

 Picking berries, I could see Cuddy’s tracks, Hinny Jennie’s tracks and the path 

Cuddy had knocked through the briars.  Several barbs on the fence had blue cloth left on 

them from Cuddy’s dress.  After Bigmother and Aunt Zadie finished shelling butter beans 

in the shade under the pecan tree and watching me, Papa came down and started picking 

berries with me.  I kind of dreaded that.  It really bothered me if Papa told me how 

disappointed he was in me.  He had me tell him how the whole ruckus took place.  He 

never said anything about it, but he must have been right upset with me.  Several times he 

turned his back on me and looked away for some time.  Finally, he up and walked away 

without saying anything, his shoulders hunched forward; they even shook some.  Papa 

worked the hardest of just about anybody I knew, but I’d heard several people say he 

wasn’t in good health.  I hoped he wasn’t getting sick because I’d upset him.  Later, 

Uncle Grady, Papa’s youngest brother, stopped by the house.  I could tell Papa was 

telling him what happened, because I saw him pointing toward where I was picking 

berries. It seemed like Uncle Grady was shaking some, and then he sat down on the 

running board of his car.  As far as I knew, there was nothing wrong with his health. 

 I forgot all about them when Ring came busting out of the briars with a 

rattlesnake in his mouth.  He shook that shake so hard it was probably dead in no time; I 

could hear the bones in the snake popping as Ring chewed and shook him.  But Ring 

wasn’t one to quit on a snake until parts started coming loose.  I didn’t want to be too 

close to Ring if the rattler’s head popped off and came flying through the air.     
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 I didn’t run away, but I did walk off up that bank and over the fence right quick.  

It upset me when I realized that I should be grateful to Cuddy for clearing a path through 

those briars.  I didn’t want to be beholden to her.  But every time I thought about Hinny 

Jennie and Cuddy, I come right near to busting out laughing all over again. 

 It must have been about a week later that Old Doc stopped by the house.  It hadn’t 

been long since we ate dinner, so Papa and I were sitting out in the shade under the pecan 

trees.  Old Doc joined us.  Papa and I were telling Old Doc about my tries to catch Hinny 

Jennie, when I saw her about a half mile up the road trotting in our direction. 

 “Go get my bridle out of my turtleshell,” Old Doc told me.  I hustled over and got 

the bridle out of the trunk of his car.   

 Old Doc took the bridle. When Hinny Jennie was in front of the house, he 

whistled.  Hinny Jennie stopped and threw her head up.  “Come here, you old bucket 

head,” he told Hinny Jennie. 

 Hinny Jennie trotted right up to Old Doc and stopped.  Old Doc handed me the 

bridle.  “My saddle’s in there, too,” he told me, nodding to his car.  “T.J. just did some 

fixing for me.” 

 I raised the bridle up and Hinny Jennie actually leaned her head forward for me to 

put it on.  That beat a hen arooting. 

 “If you got the time, Cracker,” he told me, “I got some medicine parcels I need 

delivered in Opp.” 

 If I had time!  “Yessir,” I managed.  “If Papa says I can.” 

 Papa figured around on it for a minute or so, took out his can of Rooster brand 

snuff, took a dip and finally told Old Doc he reckoned he could spare me for the 

afternoon.  I hadn’t been more excited since I hit my first over-the-fence home run in the 

new Little League park down home. 

 “Fact is,” Old Doc added, “I could use you a couple of times a week to do this, if 

Newman doesn’t care.  Get ole flop ears here and deliver for me.” 
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 It only took me a couple of minutes to have Hinny Jennie saddled and the stirrups 

shortened for my legs.  One thing worried me a little.  It seems that when I want 

something real bad, it usually doesn’t turn out as good as I’d expected.  But Hinny Jennie 

turned out to be every bit as good as I hoped.  She was as smooth to ride as she looked 

like, as quick as any cat and always ready to move right along.  In fact I had to keep an 

eye open to not let her overheat, since it was summer. After that first ride, I could whistle 

at Hinny Jennie and she’d come stick her head out to be bridled.  Best of all, every time 

Cuddy saw me on Hinny Jennie, it made her fighting mad. 

 

                           The End 


