Report on “Joe King” from Mama Makes Up Her Mind by Bailey White

In her book, Mama Makes Up Her Mind and Other Dangers of Southern Living, Bailey White tells the story of Joe King, the man who allowed her to ride an old horse named Tony. The story tells of the song she and Joe King used to sing as she rode Tony, while Joe King rode a younger, more spirited Kentucky mare.

William Matrimatoes

He’s a good fisherman

Catches hens

Puts ‘em in pens

Wire bright

Clock fell down

Little mice run around

Old dirty dishrag

You spell out and go.

She and Joe didn’t understand the song. “Something wrong with that song,” Joe King would say. “Sure is something wrong with that song.” They couldn’t figure out what was wrong, but Bailey liked it anyway, especially the “tap-tap-tapping part in the chorus.”

One day Tony the horse got so old that he dwindled away and died. As they dragged his carcass away,

The mare stood up high on her feet and stared down the road where they had dragged Tony. She was trembling and shaking. Then she lifted her head and gave out a high, blowing whistle. It was almost like a cry. Joe King slapped her on the shoulder. “He’s gone,” Joe King said. “He ain’t never coming back.” The horse whistled again and Joe King gave her another comforting slap. “He’s dead and gone, and you ain’t never gon’ see him no more.”

Joe King died soon after. Bailey White went to his funeral, her first. She was more surprised at Joe’s being dressed in clothes she had never seen before than by the spectacle of the funeral, with his relatives and their sorrowful grief.

When spring came again, Ms. White missed Joe King for the first time. He didn’t come driving up in his “powdery blue pickup truck smelling like horses and saddles and axle grease and Prince Albert.” Ms. White concludes:

And I still miss him…. I think about Joe King. I remember the elegant grieving of the Kentucky mare, and the eerie, high, blowing whistle she gave. That’s how I would like to mourn. But I don’t have that much style. Instead, I like to take a little walk in the spring sunshine, and I say to myself:
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