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Southern Mountain Time 
by Jeff Whetstone

My uncle Tim comes from an unsentimental 
family. One of the pictures I ever saw of him 
as a young man was saved because it was on 
the front page of the Morgan County Times,  
a weekly paper that was mostly car-wreck  
descriptions and lawyer ads. The picture was 
taken about the time I was born. Tim was  
fifteen years old; he wore a threadbare T-shirt 
and loose jeans with a belt cinched around  
the waist. His goose-egg biceps and rippled  
forearms held up the longest canebrake  
rattlesnake that has ever been killed in  
Wartburg, Tennesee. Fourteen rattles.  
Almost six feet long. 

The picture is front on and plainly composed —pure documentary. In black and white, against a stark 
background, the figure stands in full length with a trophy, proof of the snake’s size. There are details 
about the young man that any stranger could decipher. His clothes are modest, at best. His body is able. 
His expression is somewhere between a smile and a sneer. I know this look intimately. It spans  
generations of our family. Movei-star teeth with something sweet, secret, and lurid behind them. His 
eyes were intimidating even then. The Look has caused Tim a world of trouble. 

I’ve made that picture over and over in different forms. I search for people who identify themselves 
through a place. When a person is owned by a place, they have a relationship with time and history that 
seems worth rendering. We meet, and they invariably take me on a tour and tell me the stories that reveal 
how they and the place intertwine. With the camera, I try to distil the experience into an expression, a 
gesture, something that can be seen in a picture, like the look of a powerful secret left unshared. The 
challenge is to compress so much history into one brief moment. The slow process of contriving a  
credible portrait hinges on the exact right time to make the exposure. 

Tim told me a while back that he wished he hadn’t killed that snake. Her youngins’ youngins still taunt 
him along the far side of the property, where the old house stood, where his brother’s trailer is now. 
Right where he killed her. 

“How did you know it was female?” I asked. 
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He looked surprised, as if it was all lost on me. He 
never said anything more about the snake. 

Tim has been afflicted with addiction his whole life. He 
avoids most things legal. Although he is skilled at about 
every task he has ever laid his hands on, he has never, 
to my knowledge, punched a time clock or managed 
anything steady. He is not mad for this economy. He is 
not an anarchist, nor a nihilist, just a type of person that 
the modern world sees as a problem. He is not willing 
to be fixed. 

You will never find white suckerfish on the menu of any 
restaurant or on any table of any home besides Tim’s. 
The white sucker is one of the few native fish left in the 
streams of the Cumberland Plateau. It’s been around for 
about thiry-six million years. It is considered a trash fish 
or, at best, a bait fish—commonly caught in traps along 
the creeks that lace Appalachia and then promptly 

taken in bait buckets to one of the TVA lakes to lure trophy bass. Tim has a suckerfish recipe that  
involves cleaning them, putting them through a meat grinder to crush their star-shaped bones, and  
making them into patties. Like all bottom-feeders, they are strangely sweet. Delicious. They don’t take 
bait. The only way to catch them is in traps, but Tim has a method and a site for catching the ones too 
big to swim into a trap. He snags them with a heavy, homemade double hook on a braided line. 

I had to photograph this scene, and told him so. He responded, “Well,  you can only snare suckers when 
they run, and they only run for about a week out of the year.”

The species, like salmon, swims upstream from the larger, warmer bodies of water to spawn. To get to 
Tim’s snaring site, you park off the side of Highway 27, where a hole has been teased from a chain link 
fence, scramble across a chert pit, and enter the woods where a stream runs fast through the floored 
forest. Upstream you’ll find a waterfall that in low water is too steep for the  
suckerfish to climb. At the bottom of the fall is a pool where the fish swim,  
frantically. Tim’s well-worn tracks line the edge of the pool where he has  
deliberated about the precise angle from which to pitch the snare. 

Timing is everything. “When the first dogwood petal hits the ground, that’s when 
they know. They start running up the creeks, and they come in droves. You could 
walk across their backs at the right spot,” Tim said. 

Dogwood petals fall at different times every year, right around the beginning of 
May, when the dew is so thick in the morning that you aren’t quite sure if you 
missed a silent storm in the night. The fall right before the vines wake up, and  
the woods still have some room to stretch. 

Dogwood petals in bloom usher in a brief new winter to remind us of what we 
have come through. Jesus was crucified on a cross of dogwood, and dogwood 
flowers are stained with his blood and remind us, when the sun is warm and the 
air is cool, that there is beauty after the darkness. The berries are poison and make
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dogs blind. Dogwood is like stone and will 
ruin your ax. The petals are the touch of the 
skin, and you will go straight to hell if you cut 
one. 

The sound of dogwood flowers wilting wakes 
up ticks and vipers; it marks the end of the 
resurrections. Mammals are punished for their 
heat, crows take the cardinals’ nests, spiders 
cultivate the air. 

The bottom-feeding hornyhead, the hog molly, 
the redhorse, and the white sucker, species 
from before birds, begin their magnetic pull up 
the rivers and creeks of the oldest plateau on  

Earth, past the Oak Ridge National Laboratory, past the twin smokestacks of the Kingston Fossil Plant 
into the tributaries. 

On the way home the streams get smaller and clearer. They school past the crippled town of Wartburg, 
past K’s store, the Trading Post, and the 27 Club. Finally, the white suckerfish stall at the waterfall where 
Tim lies in wait with a profound buzz, ready to harvest his heinous, delicious fruit of the ditch. What we 
have deemed inedible is Morgan County’s last delicacy. 

I like to think that ten centuries from now, Tim would find his moment. Free from the stigmas of his 
class, his accent, his addiction, when human knowledge comes around the bend of time, and we know 
again what we have always known: Snakes avenge their mothers and fish listen to trees. In that distant 
era, Tim hovers over a full, clear stream, weightless and slow, walking across rapids on the backs of  
silvery white suckerfish. He smiles sadly, forgiving but without pity, for those who can’t follow. He is 
the one who can hear the sound of dogwood petals, the one who knows when it is the exact right time. 
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