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APPALACHIAN FOLK TALES  

OF RUGBY AND SCOTT COUNTY  

BY ESTHER WALTON KEEN (Mrs. Willard Keen of Scott County)  

HOW UNCLE DEMPSEY PLAYED PANTHER 

April 30, 1897 

Some years ago, it was my fortune to make the acquaintance of a very old mountaineer, Uncle 

Dempsey Massengale, who never tired of spinning yarns for my delectation, especially since, 

with youthful credulity, I received his most remarkable exploits with implicit faith. The old 

gentleman was one of that number now almost passed away, who could remember days when the 

surrounding country was altogether a wilderness, with houses scattered miles apart, and the 

forest inhabited only by bears, deer, panthers, and other wild animals seldom seen there in our 

day. His woodsman’s life had taught Uncle Dempsey to know and imitate the cry of every bird 

and animal in the forest, and he used to tell with great pride of various instances of his successful 

ventriloquism.  

I recall one anecdote which he especially enjoyed relating. He had been hunting all day, and was 

on his way home, when he saw in the distance an old man and an old woman toiling along with 

two great sacks of ginseng, an herb much used as a medicine in those parts. Now Uncle 

Dempsey wanted some ginseng himself, and quickly bethought himself of a scheme by which he 

might obtain in a few minutes, what the old folk had spent a whole day in gathering. Quietly 

concealing himself behind a large rock, he made ready, and as his intended victims slowly 

approached, already a little nervous in the falling twilight, Uncle Dempsey began to utter a low, 

peculiar cry, something like the wail of a child. The old people started in alarm, and drew near 

with timid steps. Again the cry, this time very close at hand; and they stood terrified. Suddenly 

the cry came a third time, a yell as of an animal about to spring on them, and the old folk, 

dropping their sacks, turned, screaming, “The painter! The painter!” and fled through the woods 

as if pursued by demons.  

Uncle Dempsey thereupon, gathered up the “sang” and took it calmly home to his wife, but, to 

her credit be it told, that good woman made him return the whole to the rightful owners.  

UNCLE DEMPSEY’S WONDERFUL SHOT 

April 30, 1897 

Another story which Uncle Dempsey was wont to tell with great pride and seriousness was about 

the time when he killed a deer, a jack fish, and a wild turkey at one shot. According to his own 

account, he had been in his day, a marvelous hunter, but on this occasion, he used to 

acknowledge, luck, as well as good marksmanship, had been in his favor.  

He had been hunting one afternoon, but, after tramping for several miles, had seen only two or 
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three squirrels, and was consequently in a very bad humor. As he was walking down a path 

leading to a mountain stream, he suddenly saw something at the foot of the path, something 

which dispelled his vexation like magic. It was a noble deer, drinking in fancied security at the 

brink of the creek. An instant for steady aim, and the report of Uncle Dempsey’s rifle went -

crack! through the woods. But at this same moment, an immense jack, leaping out of the water to 

catch a fly, came in direct line with the deer’s head, while a fine wild turkey, startled by the 

sound, stood still just opposite both, on the other bank of the stream. And the bullet, passing 

through the deer, dispatched the jack, and killed the turkey on the other side. “It was a master 

shot,” Uncle Dempsey used to say, and so impressive was his gravity that no one ever dared 

doubt the authenticity of his narrative.  

Uncle Riley’s Law Suits 

Friday, October 9, 1896 

Among the mountaineers, to have a law suit is to have great glory. Consequently, Uncle Riley 

Long, on account of the numerous suits in which he has figured, is regarded with respect by all. 

The old man’s hobby has always been, “goinʼ to law”, and it is his favorite boast that since the 

establishment of the Scott County Court, some forty years ago, there has been only one meeting 

of the Court in which he has not appeared as plaintiff, defendant, or witness. And upon that 

occasion, he “felt mighty lonesome”.  

I recall one case in which Uncle Riley was the defendant. It seems that he had bought a 

grindstone, but that another man had then claimed a prior ownership, declaring that it had never 

passed out of his possession. Uncle Riley replied that he had paid for the stone, and that it was 

his. The other man accordingly entered suit to regain its possession, and at the next meeting of 

the court the case was called. Uncle Riley had engaged the services of an able lawyer, who had 

no difficulty in proving his client the lawful owner of the grindstone, and the old man left the 

room in triumph. He had accomplished his purpose, and, although the case had cost him twenty 

dollars, he was happy. The amusing part is that he never took the grindstone home at all, saying 

that it was too much trouble to go for it. The last I heard of Uncle Riley was in the conversation 

of two of his friends, who were discussing his prospects of winning a suit about a pig. They both 

came to the conclusion that he would be engaged in law suits until he died.  

The “Stir-Off” 

November 13, 1896 

Early in September the natives of the Cumberland Mountains have what they call “stir-offs”, 

when they make their cane into sorghum, cooking it to a thick syrup, which is then put away for 

winter use. These occasions are interesting events in the monotonous lives of the mountain 

people, who regard their sorghum stir-offs somewhat as the old New Englanders did their 

husking-bees, as annual festivals especially enjoyable to the young. The stiroff is always held at 

night, in an open field near some farmhouse, and, since several families usually make their 
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sorghum in partnership, there are three or four of these homely merry makings in succession.  

The cane, which has been ground in a cane-mill, is cooked in an iron pan, some four or five feet 

in length, placed over a similarly-shaped hole, in which burns a hot wood fire. The head cook, a 

tall, lanky mountaineer, armed with a long-handled spoon, walks around the pan, constantly 

stirring the boiling syrup; occasionally he pauses in this interesting occupation to remark that 

“these ainʼt-sorghum yet, but they will be pretty soon.” Attendant upon him is a multitude of 

small boys, who are by far the liveliest participants in the festivities, singing, scampering about 

the pan, tasting the sorghum, and exulting with wicked glee over the mishap of yonder youth, 

who, walking calmly towards them, suddenly steps up to his knees in a hole full of the thick, 

sticky (liquid). In the darkness over there, just out of the firelight, sits a young couple, who, 

although not so noisily demonstrative, are doubtless enjoying the affair as much as the small 

boys are. Evidently these two are sweethearts, for they have been sitting all evening on the 

tongue of that empty wagon, holding each other’s hands in blissful silence, after the manner of 

mountain courtship.  

The scene, viewed from a little distance, has a weird effect. The firelight, falling upon the group 

casts deeper shadows in the background, and brings into unnatural prominence the figures in the 

foreground of the cook and his little assistants. Above, the sky appears that perfect dome seen 

only in the country; around on every side, the hills roll away to meet the mountains, just visible 

in the clear moonlight; and the deep stillness of the night, pervading all, produces a peculiarly 

lonely feeling.  

An Irish Halloween 

Date Unknown 

In Ireland Halloween is one of the merriest times of all the year. The peasantry welcome it as the 

time for practical jokes, good-natured fun, and fortune telling; and for days beforehand they 

make plans for its celebration.  

As soon as night comes, the practical jokes begin; one of their time-honored customs is to take a 

donkey to some cottage door, and, having rapped, to hide, so that when the farmer opens the 

door, he finds nothing there but the sleepy donkey.  

Later in the evening, they all assemble in some cottage, young and old eager for the fun. 

“Ducking for apples” is always one of their favorite amusements, and when some joker pushes 

another’s head under the water, there is a roar of laughter. The “apple and the candle” trick 

likewise arouses great mirth, for some unfortunate is sure to bite the candle instead of the apple. 

By and by, the young people slip out to “pull kale” in the little garden patch, and, as the 

disposition of one’s future partner is tested by the sweetness of the stalk, many sly jests are 

passed about rosy-cheeked Kathleen or good looking Patrick.  

When the dancing begins, the festivities are at their height, for dancing is considered a great 
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accomplishment, in which each youth and maiden longs to excel. The fiddlers, entering into the 

fun, play merrily, while the young men vie with each other in the lively jigs and hornpipes, and 

the blushing country lasses, resplendent in their Sabbath gowns show their skill in some old-

fashioned quick-step.  

The old folk enjoy it all as much as the young people do, for as they watch their grandchildren, 

they recall the days when they themselves as gaily danced the same steps. And finally, when 

some couple have proved themselves the best dancers, all sit down again, to rest and refresh 

themselves with cider, and apples and potatoes roasted in the coals.  

As the evening wears on to the witching hour, they gather in a semi-circle about the bright peat-

fire, to listen with superstitious awe to tales of Finn MacDougal, the giant of old, of Tim the 

Piper, who was spirited away by the little people, of the hidden treasure chambers with their 

guardians, the two white cats that Denis OʼReillyʼs grandfather saw when he was coming home 

from his cousin’s wake, of the enchanted (white) cow that dwells in the sunken castle under the 

river Shandon, and to all the other legends and traditions of an imaginative people.  

NOTES ON SELECTED STORIES 

A Trip to Buffalo Cove and Cave 

The cave was also known as Cudjoʼs Cave, according to A History of Buffalo Cove, Fentress 

County, Tennessee, a 1969 booklet written by Wil C. Peavyhouse and his wife Merle (Tipton) 

Peavyhouse. Of course, any modern-day spelunker would recoil in horror at the cave 

desecrations Esther describes. Stalactites are meant to be left in place. Environmental respect had 

not matured for most by the 1890s.  

Dr. Nellie Schenck, a female physician among the party on Estherʼs trip, was a close friend of 

the Walton family, and particularly Esther. After serving various roles in the Rugby area, from 

delivering babies to even at one time managing the Tabard Inn hotel in Rugby, she moved to 

another frontier of the time – Los Angeles, California. She is later recorded as living in 

Louisville, Kentucky.  

Buffalo Cove may have been named for the bison that roamed what was described in the 

Peavyhouse booklet as the valleyʼs “cane brake” around the time of the areaʼs first settlers. “Just 

how Buffalo cove got its name is uncertain. It remains to be guessed at,” the authors conclude.  

The cove – now private property – is still beautiful and largely unspoiled, a spot for glorious 

spring wildflowers.  

The Meeting of the Waters 

The spot Esther described is easily accessible today at Rugby on a trail maintained by the U.S. 

Park Service as part of the Big South Fork National River and Recreation Area.  

The first stop, only 4/10 mile from the trailhead that starts opposite Laurel Dale Cemetery, is the 



FNB Chronicle, Vol. 16, No. 4 Fall 2005 

First National Bank (page 5, 8) 

P.O. Box 4699 

Oneida, TN 37841 

 

Page 5 of 6 

Gentlemenʼs Swimming Hole on the Clear Fork River. The convergence of the White Oak River 

is a more strenuous hike, but worth the effort if only to see the huge boulders and rhododendron 

thickets on the riverʼs edge. The path generally follows close to the Clear Fork and allows good 

views of the water.  

Several photographs still exist in the Historic Rugby archives of Rugby colonists in their long 

dresses and derby hats picnicking below the towering bluffs at the Meeting of the Waters. 

Recollections of the Mother of Tom Hughes 

Margaret Hughes came to Rugby, Tennessee, from England at age 83, and died here in 1887 at 

age 90. She became the Hughes family’s anchor in her son’s American colony, and a very visible 

social presence for the colonists. Her son the author, judge, politician and statesman, was too 

busy to actually live in Rugby, but visited when he could.  

Dissipations at Uffington House, Dr. John R. DeBruynʼs 1976 book (now out of print) that is a 

collection of letters from Mrs. Hughesʼ granddaughter and companion Emily Hughes to a friend 

in England, provides a good picture of life in the household.  

Historic Rugby Inc. is making plans as of this writing to acquire Uffington House and restore it 

and the grounds to its former appearance as part of the on-going interpretation of Rugby for 

visitors. Educational tours, still in the future, will include interpreters portraying Mrs. Hughes 

and Emily to add an authentic flavor of the times.  

“Sir John” and The Mountaineers 

Sir John Boyle was not a bachelor, as Esther thought. Though he was in the colony often in its 

earliest days, he never brought his wife. In 1887 his son, Montgomery, oversaw the building of 

Roslyn on the Rugby townsite, an imposing building with floor to ceiling windows and a 

somewhat Georgian influence. The Boyles apparently never lived in the home, leasing it soon 

after construction to the Tyson family of Baltimore.  

The Rugby School-house 

The building Esther describes was on the site of the present Historic Rugby Visitor Centre, itself 

a successor school built in 1907. Estherʼs school-house burned in 1906 in a great conflagration 

which also burned Hill House to the rear and almost consumed Kingstone Lisle, but for the wet 

quilts spread on its roof by Rugby residents.  

The Masonic lodge Esther mentions was organized by her father, Robert Walton. A favorite 

family photograph of the man was taken in his Masonic regalia, including a sword and feathered 

hat. A few of the original schoolhouse/Masonic lodge chairs still exist in Rugby. Photographs of 

the buildingʼs interior are in the Historic Rugby collections, as well as displayed in the museum 

area of the Visitor Centre.  

Tomʼs Love Affairs 
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Tom Donkey belonged to Estherʼs sister, Edith Walton, who wrote her own article about his 

exploits that was published in the Cincinnati Enquirer. The sketch on the cover of this 

publication comes from the newspaperʼs illustration for that article of undetermined date.  

Edith Waltonʼs account recalls Tomʼs uncanny ability to open gates, and his dislike for getting 

his “feet” wet or muddy. She also notes his habit of entering stores in Rugby and braying until 

someone comes along to give him candy. Only at that point does he go away contented.  

The pet, seen in several old family photographs, was described as “getting old” with “a great 

many gray hairs dotting his brown coat.” His age was estimated in the article at “about 36.”  

The Cumberland Mountain Hermit 

Rugby founder Thomas Hughes wrote his own brief account of an 1887 visit at the hermitʼs 

shanty in Vacation Rambles, a book published in London in 1895, a year before Hughesʼ death. 

He reveals the hermitʼs name, Isaac Williams, and offers other tidbits about him.  

The eccentric Englishman attended Shrewsbury, a boys’ preparatory school in a town northwest 

of Birmingham, England, and later took courses in agriculture at Cornell University in Ithaca, 

N.Y. At Williamsʼ request, Hughes loaned him a book on geology. The author declined, 

however, a chance to help in Williamsʼ vigil to keep wild hogs from his garden. Esther Walton 

obviously had not seen Hughesʼ book before writing her hermit story three years later. Newly 

discovered letters in the Walton family papers offer a promise of more revelations yet to come 

about Williams ʼ clouded background. Estherʼs father apparently never shared the personal 

papers with her before he died in 1907.  


