Salvation on Sand Mountain

Dennis Covington

There are snakes, and there are
‘snakes. Some are literal, some not. While
I was handling common water snakes in 2
sewer at the end of our street in East
Lake, people were taking up rattlesnakes
in a church a few blocks away. We didn't
know them. They didn't know us. We
might as well have occupied parallel uni-
verses, except for one thing: we had come
from the same place. We were border
dwellers. We had sailed for the promised
jand. We had entered the mountains and
come down from them again. We were
the same people. And all of us were han-
dling one kind of snake or another.

The literal snakes are the easiest to iden-
tify: my water snakes, their rattlesnakes.
" The metaphorical snakes are another mat-
ter. One of them, 1 see now, must have
been our uncertain past. When I was grow-
ing up in East Lake, among families reach-
ing for the middle class, the past was
problematic and embarrassing because it
contained poverty, ignorance, racism, and
defeat. This legacy of Southern history was
as dangerous as any rattlesnake. No one
wanted to claim it. No one wanted to take it
out of the box. No one, of course, except
the Klansmen who paraded past our house
on Eightieth Street in the 1950s, their lead
car bearing a cross made of light bulbs.
How strange those processions at twilight
seem to me now, how out of place on the
quiet streets of East Lake. I wonder why
my father didn't sound the alarm. During
World War 11, he had been a civil defense
warden for our neighborhood. My older
brothers said that during air raid drills, he

would stand on the darkened street corner
in his white pith helmet with the civil de-
fense insignia on the front and smoke a
cigarette as he looked for low-flying -
enemy planes. Where was he when the
Klan motorcades came down Eightieth
Street? -
Dad had no use for the Klan. He was a
gentle, principled man. But he must have
sensed even then that the past he seemed
bent on avoiding was bound to be claimed

- by someone, somewhere along the line.

He was, in theory if not in practice, a seg-
regationist. Some of his arguments seem
tamer now in retrospect, tempered as
they are by time. But he was still a segre-
gationist, in an era when legal segregation
was our greatest shame. The bombing of
the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in
Birmingham in 1963 broke my father’s
resistance, and his heart. The girls who
died in the bombing were about my age.
We bheard the news on a small brown
radio in the kitchen after church that
Sunday. It was the first time I ever saw
my father cry. The bombing seemed to
seal a permanent judgment on the city.
“The shame will be ours forever,” editori-
alized a local newspaper at the time. But
Martin Luther King, Jr., foresaw ultimate
salvation in the tragedy. At the funeral
for three of the girls, he said, “The deaths
may well serve as the redemptive force
that brings light to this dark city.” And it
did. What happened in Birmingham in
1963 not only redeemed the oppressed. It
also redeemed my people, although we
haven’t been able to accept that yet. We
haven't yet taken that particular snake out
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and lifted it aloft in the light—the dan-
gerous, unloved thing about us: where we
came from, what we did, who we are.

1 don’t know exactly when it hap-
pened, but sometime during the spring of
1993, the idea must have started taking

‘shape that in order to conquer the
~metaphorical snake that was my cultural
legacy, I'd have to take up the thing itself.

That spring, Charles McGlocklin told me
that Glenn Summerford’s cousins, Billy
and Jimmy, had started a new church on
top of Sand Mountain, near a place called
Macedonia. Charles didn’t worship with
them, though.

“Why not?” I asked. . . .

“I know enough about some of those
people 0 know I ought not to worship
anymore with them,” Charles said. As a
snake-handler, he had.set himself apart
from the world, and sometimes he even
set himself apart from other snake-han-
dlers. It was part of the Southern charac-
ter, 1 thought, to be always turning away
like that toward some secret part of one-
self.

“You know how much I love you,”
Charles said. He put one of his big hands
on my shoulder and shook it. “You're my
brother. But anytime you go up there on
Sand Mountain, you be careful.”

We could hear the sound of the wind
through trees, a soughing, dry and hesi-
tant, and then Dixie Honeydew neighed.

“You might be anointed when you take
up a serpent,” Charles continued, “but if
there’s a witcheraft spirit in the church, it
could zap your anointing and you'd be
left cold turkey with a serpent in your
hand and the spirit of God gone off of
you. That's when you’ll get bit.”

We walked around the corner of the
trailer, where Jim Neel was waiting for
me in a truck that had belonged to his
brother. | :

“So you really watch and remember
what Brother Charles tells you,” Charles
whispered. “Always be careful who you
take a rattlesnake from.”

This sounded like solid advice.

I got into Jim’s truck, and Charles mo-
tioned for us to roll a window down.
“Y'all come back any time,” he yelled.
“And, hey, it's not us that's messed up,
Brother Dennis. It’s the world.”

My journey had come back around to the
congregation on Sand Mountain, the
remnant of Glenn Summerford’s flock
that had left the converted service station
on Wood’s Cove Road in Scottshoro and
then met under a brush arbor in back of
J.L. Dyal’s house until the weather got too
cold. After worshiping for a while in the
basement of an old motel, they finally
found a church for sale on the mountain.
It was miles from nowhere, in the middle
of a hay field south of Section, Alabama,
home of Tammy Little, Miss Alabama
1984, The nearest dot on the map,
though, was Macedonia, a crossroads con-
sisting of a filling station, a country store,
and a junk emporium. It was not the kind
of place you'd visit of your own accord.
You'd have to be led there, In fact, Mace-
donia had gotten its name from the place
in the Bible that Paul had been called to
go to in a dream. Paul’s first European
converts to Christianity had been in
Macedonia. But that was, you know, a
long time ago and in another place.

Glenn Summerford’s cousins, Billy and
Jimmy, negotiated the deal for the
church. . ..

By the time the Summerford brothers
bought it in the winter of 1993, it had
fallen onto hard times. Didn’t even have a
back door. Paper wasps had built nests in
the eaves. The green shingles on the out-
side were cracked, and the paint on the
window sills had just about peeled off.
Billy Summerford and some of the other




" ysen from the congregation repaired and
vestored the church as best they could.
It'd be another year, though, before they
~ ould get around to putting in a bath-
room, In the meantime, there would be
an outhouse for the women and a bunch
of trees for the men. The church hap-
pened to be sited in the very center of a
grove of old oak trees. Fields of hay sur-
rounded the grove and stretched to the
horizon. As you approached the church
along a dirt road during summer heat,
the oak grove looked like a dark island in
the middle of a shimmering sea of gold
and green.

That’s the way it looked to me, anyway,
on a bright Sunday morning in late June,
six months after the Summerfords had
bought the church, when Jim and 1 drove
up from Birmingham for their first an-
nual homecoming. Brother Carl had in-
vited us by phone and given us directions.
He was scheduled to preach at the home-
coming. Other handlers were coming

South Georgia, from the mountains of
Kentucky and the scrublands of the
Florida panhandle. If we hadn’t had
Carl's directions, we’d never have found
the place. The right turn off the paved
road from Macedonia was unmarked. It
was one of several gravel roads that an-
gled off into the distance. Where it
crossed another paved road, there finally
was a sign, made of cardboard and
mounted at waist level on a wooden stake.
After that, the gravel turned to dirt. . ..

For once, Jim and I were early. We
stepped up on a cement block to get
through the back doorway of the church,
The door itself was off its hinges, and none
of the windows in the church had screens.
There were no cushions on the pews and
no ornaments of any kind, except a por-
trait of Jesus etched into a mirror behind
the pulpit and a vase of plastic flowers on
the edge of the piano bench, where a boy

from all over—from East Tennessee and
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with a withered hand sat staring at the
keys. We took our places on a back pew and
watched the handlers arrive. They greeted
each other with the holy kiss, women with
women, men with men, as prescribed by
Paul in Romans 16. Among them was the
legendary Punkin Brown, the evangelist
who I'd been told would wipe the sweat off
his brow with rattlesnakes. Jamie CGoots
from Kentucky and Allen Williams from
Tennessee were also there. They sat beside
Punkin on the deacons’ bench. All three
were young and heavyset, the sons of
preachers, and childhood friends. Punkin
and Jamie both wore scowls, as though
they were waiting for somebody to cross
their paths in an unhappy way. Allen
Williams, though, looked serene. Allen’s
father had died drinking strychnine in
1973, and his brother had died of
snakebite in 1991, Maybe he thought he
didn’t have anything more to lose. Or
maybe he was just reconciled to losing
everything he had. Within six months of
sitting together on the deacons’ bench at
the Old Rock House Church, Jamie, Allen,
and Punkin would all be bit.

The church continued-to fill with fa-
miliar faces, many from what used to be
The Church of Jesus with Signs Following
in Scottsboro, and the music began with-
out an introduction of any kind. James
Hatfield of Old Straight Creek, a Trini-
tarian church on the mountain, was on
drums. My red-haired friend Cecil Esslin-
der from Scottsboro was on guitar, grin-
ning and tapping his feet. Cecil’s wife,
Carolyn, stood in the very middle of the
congregation, facing backward, as was her
habit, to see who might come in the back
way. Also in the congregation were Bob-
bie Sue Thompson, twins Burma and
Erma, J.L. Dyal and his wife and in-laws,
and just about the whole Summerford
clan. The only ones missing were Charles
and Aline McGlocklin. Charles was still
recovering from neck surgery on an old
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injury, but I knew from the conversation
we’d had in New Hope that even if he'd
been well, he wouldn't have come.

One woman I didn’t recognize told me
she was from Detroit, Michigan. This
came as some surprise, and her story
seemed equally improbable. She said her
husband used to work in the casinos in
Las Vegas, and when he died she moved
to Alabama and started handling rat-
tlesnakes at the same church on Lookout
Mountain where the lead singer of the
group Alabama used to handle. “Didn’t
you see the photor” she asked. “It was in
the National Enquirer.”

I told her I'd missed that one.

Children were racing down the aisles.
High foreheads. Eyes far apart. Gaps be-
tween their front teeth. . ..

About that time, Brother Carl himself
walked in with a serpent box containing the
biggest rattlesnake I'd ever seen. Carl
smelled of Old Spice and rattlesnake and
something - else underneath: a pleasant
smell, like warm bread and apples. I associ-
ated it with the Holy Ghost. The handlers
had told me that the Holy Ghost had a
smell, a “sweet savor,” and 1 had begun
to think I could detect it on people and
in churches, even in staid, respectable
churches like the one I went to in Bir-
mingham. Anyway, that was what I smelled
on Brother Carl that day as he talked about
the snake in the box. “I just got him today,”
he said. “He’s never been in church be-
fore.” Carl looked over his glasses at me
and smiled. He held the serpent box up to
my face and tapped the screen until the
snake started rattling good.

“Got your name on him,” he said to me.

A shiver went up my spine, but I just
shook my head and grinned.

“Come on up to the front,” he said. I
followed him and sat on the first pew next
to J.L. Dyal, but I made a mental note to
avoid Carl's eyes during the service and to
stay away from that snake of his.

Billy Summerford’s wife, Joyce, led the
singing. She was a big woman with a voice
that wouldn’t quit. “Remember how it felt,
when you walked out of the wilderness, walked
out of the wilderness, walked out of the wilder-
ness. Remember how it felt, when you walked
out of the wilderness . . .” It was one of my
favorite songs because it had a double
meaning now. There was the actual
wilderness in the Old Testament that the
Israelites were led out of, and the spiri-
tual wilderness that was its referent, the
condition of being lost. But there was also
the wilderness that the New World be-
came for my father’s people. I don’t mean
the mountains. I mean the America that
grew up around them, that tangled
thicket of the heart.

“Remember how it felt, when you walked
out of the wilderness . ..” My throat tight-
ened as I sang. I remembered how it had
felt when I'd sobered up in 1983. It’s not
often you get a second chance at life like
that. And I remembered the births of
my girls, the children Vicki and I had
thought we’d never be able to have. Look-
ing around at the familiar faces in the
congregation, I figured they were think-
ing about their own wildernesses and how
they'd been delivered out of them. I was
still coming out of mine. It was a measure
of how far I'd come, that 'd be moved
nearly to tears in a rundown Holiness
church on Sand Mountain. But my rest-
less and stubborn intellect was still intact.
It didn'’t like what it saw, a crowd of men
dancing up to the serpent boxes, unclasp-
ing the lids, and taking out the poisonous
snakes. Reason told me it was too early
in the service. The snakes hadn’t been
prayed over enough. There hadn’t even
been any preaching vet, just Billy Sum-
merford screaming into a microphone
while the music swirled around us like a
fog. But the boys from Tennessee and
Kentucky had been hungry to get into the
boxes. Soon, Punkin Brown was shouting
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at his snake, a big black-phase timber
rattler that he had draped around his
neck. Allen Williams was offering his
copperhead up like a sacrifice, hands
outstretched. But Brother Carl had the
prize, and everyone seemed to know it. It
was a yellow-phase timber, thick and
melancholy, as big as timber rattlers
come. Carl glanced at me, but I wouldn't
make eye contact with him. I turned
away. I walked to the back of the church
and took a long drink of water from the
bright yellow cooler propped up against a
portrait of Jesus with his head on fire.

“Who knows what this snake is think-
ing?” Carl shouted. “God knows! God un-
derstands the mind of this snake!” And
when I turned back around, Carl had laid
the snake down and was treading bare-
foot on it from tail to head, as though he
were walking a tightrope. Still, the snake
didn't bite. I had heard about this, but
‘never seen it before. The passage was
from Luke: Behold, 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. Then Carl picked the
snake back up and draped it around his
neck. The snake seemed to be looking for
a way out of its predicament. Carl let it
nuzzle into his shirt. Then the snake
pulled back and cocked its head, as if in
preparation to strike Carl’s chest. Its head
was as big as a child’s hand.

Help him, Jesus! someone yelled above
the din. Instead of striking, the snake
started to climb Carl’s sternum toward his
collarbone, It went up the side of his neck
and then lost interest and fell back against
his chest. _

The congregation was divided into two
camps now, the men to the left, with the
snakes, the women to the right, with each
other. In front of Carl, one of the men
suddenly began jumping straight up and
down, as though he were on a pogo stick.
Down the aisle he went and around the
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sanctuary. When he returned, he col-
lapsed at Carl's feet. One of the Summer-
ford brothers attended to -him there by
soaking his handkerchief with olive oil
and dabbing it against the man’s forehead
until he sat up and yelled, “Thank God!”
In the meantime, in the corner where
the women had gathered, Joyce Summer-
ford’s sister, Donna, an attractive young
woman in a lime green dress, was labor-
ing in the spirit with a cataleptic friend.

~ She circled the friend, eyeing her contor-

tions carefully, and then, as if fitting her
into an imaginary dress, she clothed her
in the spirit with her hands, an invisible
tuck here, an invisible pin there, making
sure the spirit draped well over the flail-
ing arms, It took her a while, Both of the
women were drenched in sweat and stut-
tering in tongues by the time they fin-
ished.

“They say we've gone crazy!” Brother
Carl shouted above the chaos. He was
pacing in front of the pulpit, the enor-
mous rattlesnake balanced now across his
shoulder. “Well, they’re right!” he cried.
“I've gone crazy! I've gone Bible crazy!
I've got the papers here to prove it!” And
he waved his worn Bible in the air. “Some
people say we're just a bunch of fanatics!”

Amen. Thank God.

“Well, we are! Hai-i-salemos-ah-cahn-ne-
hi-yee! Whew! That last one nearly took
me out of here!”

It's not true that you become used to
the noise and confusion of a snake-han-
dling Holiness service. On the contrary,
you become enmeshed in it. It is theater
at #s most intricate—improvisational,
spiritual jazz. The more you experience
it, the more attentive you are to the shifts
in the surface and the dark shoals under-
neath. For every outward sign, there is a
spiritual equivalent. When somebody falls
to his knees, a specific problem presents
itself, and the others know exactly what to
do, whether it’s oil for a healing, or a
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prayer cloth thrown over the shoulders,
or a devil that needs to be cast out. The
best, of course, the simplest and cleanest,
is when someone gets the Holy Ghost for
the first time. The younger the wor-
shiper, the easier it seems to be for the
Holy Ghost to descend and speak—lips
loosened, tongue flapping, eyes rolling
backward in the head. It transcends the
erotic when a thirteen-year-old girl gets
the Holy Ghost. The older ones often
take time. I once saw an old man whose
wife had gotten the Holy Ghost at a previ-
ous service, He wanted it bad for him-
self, he said. Brother Charles McGlocklin
started praying with him before the ser-
vice even started, and all through it, the
man was in one attitude or another at the
front of the church—now lying spread-
eagled on the floor, while a half dozen
men prayed over him and laid on hands,
now up and running from one end of the
sanctuary to the other, now twirling, now
swooning, now collapsing once again on
the floor, his eyes like the eyes of a horse
that smells smoke, the unknown tongue
spewing from his mouth. He got the Holy
Ghost at last! He got the Holy Ghost! you
think, until you see him after the service
eating a pimiento cheese sandwich down-
stairs. His legs are crossed. He’s brushing
the crumbs from his lap. He agrees it was
a good service all right, but it sure would
have been better if he’d only gotten the
Holy Ghost. You can never get enough of
the Holy Ghost. Maybe that’s what he
means. You can never exhaust the power
when the Spirit comes down, not even
when you take up a snake, not even when
you take up a dozen of them. The more
faith you expend, the more power is re-
leased. It's an inexhaustible, eternally re-
newable resource. It's the only power
some of these people have. '

So the longer you witness it, unless you
Jjust don’t get into the spontaneous and
unexpected, the more you become a part

of it, I did, and the handlers could tell.
‘They knew before I did what was going to
happen. They saw me angling in. The
were already making room for me in
front of the deacons’ bench. . . .

I got up there in the middle of the han-
dlers. J.L. Dyal, dark and wiry, was stand-
ing on my right; a clean-cut boy named
Steve Frazier on my left. Who was it going
to be? Carl's eyes were saying, you. And
yes, it was the big rattler, the one with my
name on it, acrid-smelling, carnal, alive.
And the look in Carl's eyes seemed to
change as he approached me. He was em-
barrassed. The snake was all he had, his
eyes seemed to say. But as low as it was, as
repulsive, if I took it, I'd be possessing the
sacred. Nothing was required except obe-
dience. Nothing had to be given up except
my own will. This was the moment. I didn’t
stop to think about it. I just gave in. I
stepped forward and took the snake with
both hands, Carl released it to me. I turned
to face the congregation and lifted the rat-
tlesnake up toward the light. It was moving
like it wanted to get up even higher, to
climb out of that church and into the air.
And it was exactly as the handlers had told
me. I felt no fear. The snake seemed to be
an extension of myself. And suddenly
there seemed to be nothing in the room but
me and the snake. Everything else had dis-
appeared. Carl, the congregation, Jim—all
gone, all faded to white. And I could not
hear the earsplitting music. The air was
silent and still and filled with that strong,
even light. And I realized that I, too, was
fading into the white. I was losing myself
by degrees, like the incredible shrinking
man. The snake would be the last to go,
and all I could see was the way its scales
shimmered one last time iS the light, and
the way its head moved from side to side,
searching for a way out. I knew then why
the handlers took up serpents. There is
power in the act of disappearing; there is
victory in the loss of self. It must be close to




.our conception of paradise, what it’s like
before you're born or after you die.

I came back in stages, first with the
recognition that the shouting I had begun
to hear was coming from my own mouth.
Then I realized I was holding a rattlesnake,
and the church rushed back with all its
damor, heat, and smell. I remembered
Carl and turned toward where I thought he
might be. Ilowered the snake to waist level.
It was an enormous animal, heavy and
firm. The scales on its side were as rough as
calluses. 1 could feel its muscles rippling be-
neath the skin. I was aware it was not a part
of me now and that I couldn’t predict what
it might do. I extended it toward Car). He
took it from me, stepped to the side, and
gaveitin turn to J.L.

“Jesus,” J.L. said. “Oh, Jesus.” His
knees bent, his head went back. I knew it
was happening to him too.

Then I looked around and saw that 1
was in a semicircle of handlers by the dea-
cons’ bench. Most had returned their
snakes to the boxes, but Billy Summer-
ford, Glenn’s buck-toothed cousin, still
had one, and he offered it to me, a
medium-sized canebrake that was rattling
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violently. I took the snake in one hand
without thinking. It was smaller than the
first, but angrier, and 1 realized circum-
stances were different now. I couldn’t
seem to steer it away from my belt line.
Fear had started to come back to me. I re-
membered with sudden clarity what
Brother Charles had said about being
careful who you took a snake from. I
studied the canebrake as if I were seeing
it for the first time and then gave it back
to Billy Summerford. He passed it to
Steve Frazier, the young man on my left.
I watched Steve cradle it, curled and rat-
tling furiously in his hands, and then T
walked out the side door of the church
and onto the steps, where Bobbie Sue
Thompson was clutching her throat and
leaning against the green shingles of the
church. '

“Jesus,” she said. “Jesus, Jesus.”

It was a sunny, fragrant day, with high-
blown clouds. I looked into Bobbie Sue’s
face. Her eyes were wide and her mouth
hooked at the corner. “Jesus,” she said.

I thought at first she was in terrible
pain, but then I realized she wasn’t. “Yes.
I know. Jesus,” I said. ...




