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“We make a living

By what we get

But we make a life

By what we give”

Winston Churchill

Dedication:

To my lifelong friend Hank 'Sloppy' Floyd. Sloppy passed away in 2014, but the character in this story reminds me of him.
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Foreword:

Sloppy’s Secrets takes you into the life and secrecy of a man whose true desire was to live his life high up in the rugged terrain of the Appalachian Mountains in a little cabin. His love of the mountains brought him happiness, difficulties and sorrow at times over the next forty-five years. 

A long-lasting friendship was forged with the Adams’ family and their lives became intertwined. A strong bond of trust and love developed and with no family of his own, he became a beloved member of their family. Sloppy’s bond with young Yano Adams plays a pivotal role in his future.

The author, in this compelling story, shines a spotlight on the mysterious life of a true mountain man, the lessons he taught, the treasures he collected, the many secrets he kept and the heart wrenching gift he gave so freely to a young girl.

Sloppy had many untold secrets until...
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On a warm sunny day in the Appalachian Mountains, Sloppy was planning on leaving the Adams’ homestead and going back to his place in the mountains for a couple of weeks. He stays with the Adams every time he comes out of the mountains for supplies he needs in town and to sell his pelts or any gold he had prospected. After seventeen years of friendship, the Adams consider him kin folks and love it when he stays with them for months at a time. 

It’s July 3, 1865, and it’s the twins, Ayita and Koda’s birthday. Sloppy wanted to stay and celebrate their birthday before leaving. Ayita and Koda were twelve years old and Sloppy had secretly prepared a gift for each of them. He made each one of them a small wooden box with their names carved on top of the lid. Inside each box, he put a cloth tobacco bag inside with gemstones. Along with the gemstones of turquoise, emeralds and rubies, he also put five gold nuggets of equal size in each bag. Ayita and Koda were very grateful for their gifts from Sloppy. At twelve years old, they may not know the true value of such a gift, but to them, it was priceless. It pleased Sloppy’s heart to see the smile on their faces.

Tehya Bolin had baked two birthday cakes for Ayita and Koda and her daughter Nova delivered them for them to enjoy. Alan and Odina were all smiles watching the twins celebrate their twelfth birthday, always remembering how Ayita almost didn’t make it past her seventh. Yano and Nokomis were also enjoying a piece of the cake Tehya had baked for the twins.

At approximately seventy-three years old, Sloppy could not stay at his place in the mountains for too long at a time now because of his health, but he still loved it and he had more secret things he needed to get in order. More secrets to be found after he was gone. 

The Adams loved having Sloppy stay with them in the shanty they called his place and wished he would stay all the time, so they could look after him. They worried about him when he went back to the mountains because it was so far with no one around for miles if he should need help, but they completely understood his love for that kind of life.

Alan was still working at the Stockburn Coal Mining Company in Rockford and had stayed three years longer than he had promised he would. He still loved the coal mining business, but the weekly long trips had taken a toll on him. Alan had spoken to Mr. Stockburn about leaving the coal mining business and starting to live off his land for a while. He had been dealing with buying and selling beef cattle for a few years on a small scale with Yano and Koda doing most of the work, but he was thinking about growing that a little larger and expanding his pastureland to hold more cattle. He, also, would like to work part time at the sawmill. Sawmill lumber was in big demand with all the building that was taking place in Shepherd Springs, and Alan loved building things. Alan told Mr. Stockburn how much he had enjoyed his job and how thankful he was to him for hiring him seventeen years ago, but thought it was time to move on now. Mr. Stockburn understood and appreciated the good job he had done for the company, but, most of all, he was honored to call him friend and told Alan if he ever needed anything to let him know. Alan told Mr. Stockburn he planned to stay until the end of August to help John Thomas and Jacob Bolin get the new section opened and operating. That was great news for Mr. Stockburn because he needed Alan’s help, and he could not thank him enough for his willingness to oversee the mine to make sure it was up and operating as normal without any problems. He knew he could offer Alan more money to stay on with him, but he, also, understood Alan and knew he would not accept the offer. That was not Alan’s character and that was another thing he admired about him. They shook hands and agreed to stay in touch. Mr. Stockburn told him not to be surprised if he called on him from time to time for advice. Alan assured him that he could call him anytime and he would do anything he could to help him.

Yano was sixteen now and no longer in school. He spent a lot of his time tending to their cattle with the twins’ help when they were not in school. He still goes on his adventures by himself, when he can and sometimes takes Nokomis, Ayita and Koda with him to the cabin at the lake. He would always listen and watch on every trip to the cabin, but he had never heard the howling of the Wolf or seen any Wolf pups when his siblings were with him. Yano knew now that, so far, he had only seen the Spirit of the Wolf when he was by himself.

When Sloppy was staying with them in the shanty, Yano tried to spend as much time as he could with him. He had much to learn from Sloppy about survival in the mountains for so many years. Sloppy, even up in years, helped with the chores, cutting firewood, tending livestock and riding into town for supplies. Although the Adams didn’t expect it, it was his way of doing his part while he stayed at the Adams’ homeplace. They knew Sloppy and he would not have it any other way. Alan had learned so much about him in the past seventeen years. He had some secrets that he had never told Sloppy, and he was absolutely sure that Sloppy had many secrets, also, that were unknown to him or anyone. They were good friends and would always be, with a bond of trust between them, but some secrets were not to be shared by either.
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There had been many changes from 1860 to 1865. Abraham Lincoln was elected the 16th President of the United States. A Civil War began April 12, 1861, when the Confederates bombarded Union Soldiers at Fort Sumter, South Carolina. The four reasons for the start of the war were the disagreements over slavery, States vs Federal rights, the election of President Abraham Lincoln and the economy. The war was known as the war between the states, the Union against the Confederates, the war between the Northern and Southern States, the Yankees against the Rebels, or the Blue-Gray War. In 1861, the State of Virginia was a Confederate State. The people in Virginia were considered to be in the Confederacy until 1863 when western Virginia became a separate state from Virginia and would be known as West Virginia and would be a Union State. January 1, 1863, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation. The proclamation declared that all persons held as slaves were to be freed. Alan had lived in that region of Virginia his whole life and even though it was considered a Confederate state, he remained neutral in that war, mostly because of his and his wife’s Indian ancestry. They had seen Union troops traveling on Three Bears Trail and Confederate troops traveling through Shepherd Springs. Sometimes they could hear the blast of the cannons as they did battle two miles away down on the Potomac River. The war ended April 9, 1865, when Robert E. Lee surrendered the last major Confederate Army to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Courthouse in Virginia. 

Alan Adams never understood the war or why so many soldiers had to die. April 15, 1865, President Abraham Lincoln was assassinated by John Wilkes Booth at the Ford Theater in Washington, D.C. Booth was twenty-six years old when he assassinated President Lincoln. Twelve days after the assassination, Booth was found hiding in a tobacco barn in Virginia and died in a gun battle. Andrew Johnson was Vice President at the time, and he became the 17th President of the United States.

Yano and Alan had spent time doing a little prospecting at the cabin at the lake for the last three years. They found enough gold to purchase more land. It was a dream come true, but before arranging a meeting with a land agent, Alan talked with Odina and filled her in on the two tracts of land he wanted to purchase. They both agreed it would be good for their family and future, so Alan made plans to contact the Federal Land Agent, Robert Perry. After talking with Mr. Perry, they set up a meeting to discuss the two tracts Alan wanted to buy. The six-hundred-acre tract joined his northern tract, and another four-hundred-acre tract joined his southern tract. Mr. Perry had the land surveyed; they agreed on the purchase price and the deal was complete, the Adams now owned a total of two thousand acres of land which had plenty of gold on it that nobody knew about.

Alan and Yano were enjoying exploring the new land they now owned and were excited to find another lake on the north end of it. There was a large creek that fed the lake that looked to be as deep as the lake at the cabin. It looked like it also had some good fishing holes. The creek ran southwest through the new property, eventually crossing Three Bears Trail close to their western property line. Yano was already thinking of building another cabin on the new land at the north end close to the creek and Three Bears Trail. On the south end, they had started adding more pasture by fencing in a large section for more grazing space for their cattle.
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It had now been two days since the twin’s birthday and Sloppy had his supplies loaded on his pack mule. Before leaving, he told Yano he had more clues he wanted to leave for him that would help him find his hidden treasures when the time came. This worried Yano because he felt that Sloppy was thinking more about his age and his upcoming death. Sloppy said his goodbyes to the Adams’ family and started on his two-day journey to his home in the Appalachian Mountains. Yano watched as he rode off thinking he looked healthy, but he also knew he could not do what he used to do and hoped to see him ride back to their home in two weeks as always.

Yano thought to himself, he should check on Sloppy before his normal stay of two weeks was up, but Sloppy loved the mountain life at his place and he would never want to intrude on his privacy. He knew Sloppy carried enough food supplies to last longer than two weeks, but if he did not see him riding up in two weeks, he would begin the trip to make sure he was okay. With Sloppy getting older, he only stayed gone now for two weeks at a time. He did not want to admit that he did not have the strength he once had to handle all the many dangers of the rugged mountains he called home.

As Sloppy headed north on Three Bears Trail, he crossed the creek that ran down through the north end of the new property the Adams had purchased. He could see four Confederate soldiers approaching and wondered if they knew the war was over. He sat still on his horse and as they got closer, he could tell they were tired, hungry, and heading home. “You soldiers know the war is over don’t you?” said Sloppy.

“Yes, we know,” one of the soldiers replied, “we are just trying to get home to North Carolina.” They told Sloppy they had been trying to get home for over a month, avoiding several Union troops they ran across along the way that may not know the war was over. One of the soldiers said they had not eaten in a few days and would like to water their horses and fill their canteens at the creek, if he didn’t mind. 

Without saying a word, while they were watering their horses and filling up their canteens, Sloppy got off his horse and started gathering up a bag of food for the soldiers from his pack mule. He could tell one of the soldiers was keeping an eye on him and finally got around to asking if he was from a Confederate State or Union State. 

Sloppy said, “I’m 73 years old and I’ve lived in this region of the Appalachian Mountains most of my life.” He went on to tell them, “until 1863 this area was known as the Confederate State of Virginia, then in 1863 the government cut a line through the northwestern section of Virginia and called it West Virginia, a Union State.” He said, “I’ve stayed completely neutral in this war, but I would have defended my friends and property against either side.” He then handed them enough food to last a few days. 

They were so thankful for the food and asked Sloppy how far it was to Shepherd Springs from where they were. They said they were hoping to be able to catch a train there and get home to North Carolina. 
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