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The Express Appalachia: Journey and Identity 
study guide provides teachers with pre-show 
information about Appalachia’s geography and 
migration history, Urban Appalachian heritage 
in the Greater Cincinnati area and a range of 
resources related to Appalachian arts and culture. 
The guide also provides teachers with ideas for 
post-show classroom activities that 1) explore 
Appalachian art forms; and 2) examine the 
complex intersections of personal and cultural 
identity. This compilation of educational material 
was co-developed by Express Appalachia artists/
organizers. You are welcome to share these 
resources with others and to contact us with 
specific questions or interests. 

ExprEssivE Arts pErformAncE
Express Appalachia: Journey and Identity 

brings the audience into a dynamic experience 
featuring Appalachian musicians, storytellers, 
authors, dancers and more. The show features 
Appalachia’s diverse racial and cultural identities 
using expressive folk traditions that continue to 
shape Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky heritage. 
Artists actively engage viewers with dramatic 
performances related to Appalachian migration, 
group identity, generational values and the healing 
power of creativity. 

KEy topics And thEmEs
 � Appalachian people reflect diverse cultural 

backgrounds
 � Appalachian values include home, family, 

survival and creativity 
 � Appalachian outmigration history represents 

various forms of social struggle
 � Urban Appalachians define a large part of our 

local culture 
 � Local Appalachians express themselves in 

creative, community-centered ways
 � Appalachian experiences connect to the 

experiences of other cultural groups 

thE vAluE of ExprEssivE Art 
forms

Some of the expressive arts embraced by 
Appalachian people include oral storytelling, music 
and dance. Appalachian literature also shimmers 
with traditional elements, using a strong narrative 
voice and powerful images to draw people into 
the center of lived experience. These art forms 
reflect individual talent of the artist and emerge 
from a genuine spirit of community. Appalachians 
typically resist the idea of passive observation 
– they “stir” us to empathize, identify, wonder, 
question and imagine our way into the subject 
matter contained in oral stories, shared writing, 
songs and dance. 

Artists’ Bios
Pauletta Hansel is 

Cincinnati’s first Poet 
Laureate. Born and 
raised in Appalachian 
Kentucky, she has lived 
in Cincinnati since 1979. 
She leads community 
writing programs, often 
working with those whose 
voices are least likely 
to be listened to, and most need to be heard. 
Her poems and prose have been featured in 
many journals and on The Writer’s Almanac and 
American Life in Poetry. Her fifth poetry collection 
is Tangle (Dos Madres Press, 2015); a sixth, 
Palindrome is forthcoming from Dos Madres 
Press. Pauletta has served as Writer in Residence 
at Thomas More College and at WordPlay 
Cincinnati. Pauletta is a Core Member of the 
Urban Appalachian Community Coalition (http://
uacvoice.org) and leads their Urban Appalachian 
Literary Salon Series. She is an editor of Pine 
Mountain Sand & Gravel, the literary publication of 
Southern Appalachian Writers Cooperative. Read 
more at https://paulettahansel.wordpress.com

ExprEss AppAlAchiA: JournEy And idEntity

http://uacvoice.org
http://uacvoice.org
https://paulettahansel.wordpress.com
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Richard Hague is author 
of eighteen collections of 
prose and poetry, including 
Studied Days: Poems Early 
& Late in Appalachia (Dos 
Madres Press, 2017), During 
The Recent Extinctions: 
New & Selected Poems 
1984-2012 (Dos Madres 
Press, 2012) winner of 
the Weatherford Award in Poetry, Alive in Hard 
Country (Bottom Dog Press, 2003), winner of 
the Appalachian Poetry Book of the Year from 
the Appalachian Writers Association, Learning 
How: Stories Yarns & Tales (Bottom Dog Press), 
and Ripening (The Ohio State University Press, 
1984) for which he was named Co-Poet of the 
Year in Ohio in 1985. His Lives of the Poem: 
Community & Connection In A Writing Life, (Wind 
Publications, 2005) gathers his own poems, 
prize-winning poems by students, and thoughts 
on teaching creative writing, has been adopted 
by several schools, colleges, and universities. As 
the Thomas More College writer-in-residence, he 
engages school and community groups in diverse 
creative writing activities and dynamic literary 
readings. Contact Richard Hague at  
haguekort@fuse.net.

Omope Carter Daboiku 
hails from the small river town of 
Ironton, where Ohio, Kentucky and 
West Virginia meet; she migrated 
to Cincinnati in 1972, seeking 
refuge from her large, extended, 
seeing-eye family. Now an award-
winning teller of tales, Omope has been affiliated 
with the Ohio Arts Council as a Master Teaching 
Artist since 1990. Among the first artists chosen 
for the Cincinnati Arts Association’s “Artists on 
Tour” program, she has performed for hundreds 
of libraries, museums, schools and other cultural 
organizations across the US. In 2008, she “woke 
up on the other side of the world,” chosen by the 
U.S. State Department for a 14-day, seven-city 
tour of Turkey, performing as part of the Adana 

Consulate’s English Proficiency Program. Her 
company, Homeside Cultural Programming, 
specializes in writing arts-based, multicultural 
academic curriculum. 

Radio, stage and TV credits include the 
children’s show Dooley and Friends (PBS, 
WCET), the video Mountain Shadow: Four 
Appalachian Women Artists (TV Image, Inc), 
WMMR: “Place, Race and Identity” and Seedtime 
on the Cumberland: Memorial Day – Appalachian 
Ancestor Reverence Traditions (AppalShop), 
Bessie Coleman, Aviatrix (Contemporary Dance 
Theater). As a member of the Appalachian 
Women’s Alliance, Omope was part of the 
ensemble performance, “Mountain Women 
Rising,” that toured college campuses and 
performed at the first US Social Forum, Atlanta, 
in 2005. Omope and her children are featured 
in the UAC exhibit, Perceptions of Home. She 
starred as Mamzelle in Cincinnati’s 2012 Fringe 
Festival’s Critic’s Pick The Sweet Burning Yonder 
by John Ray, directed by Michael Burnham. She’s 
been a featured teller with ACDA’s Appalachian 
Festival for over 20 years. She narrates the 
National Underground Railroad Museum Center’s 
exhibit on Native American Removal and several 
PBS specials produced locally by Voyageur 
Productions. 

Childhood dreams nurtured by the Southern 
Appalachian Writers Cooperative have resulted 
with her work appearing in several volumes of 
their journal Pine Mountain Sand & Gravel; and, 
her writing also is found in both the Frank X 
Walker and Nikki Giovanni editions of Shepherd 
University’s Anthology of Appalachian Writers, 
where her first published short-story, “The 
Power of Water Baptism” was nominated for the 
prestigious small-press Pushcart Prize in 2014. 
Currently, Omope is a UACC Core+ Steward, a 
volunteer for the National Park Service and the 
poet Paul Laurence Dunbar’s historic home, and a 
member of the Ohio Storytelling Network. Contact 
her at daboiku3@gmail.com.

mailto:haguekort@fuse.net
mailto:daboiku3@gmail.com
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Bear Foot (Russ & Barb Childers) like 
to put traditional Appalachian dancing back 
into the hands and feet of the young. The 
artists demonstrate fiddle, banjo, dulcimer 
and limberjacks (wooden dancing toys). They 
engage audiences in storytelling and old-time 
songs familiar to early residents. The Childers 
live in Batavia on the edge of Appalachia in 
southwestern Ohio. Russ is a master artist 
with the Ohio Arts Council and works with 
Creative Aging, Cincinnati Arts Association, 
the Urban Appalachian Community Coalition 
and the Appalachian Community Development 
Association. His wife Barb is a retired children’s 
librarian and a past dancer. They have been 
performing together over thirty years as Bear Foot, 
and also perform in an old-time band called The 
Rabbit Hash String Band. For more information, 
see their website at russchilders.com.

Tellico Family Band is a 3-generation 
Appalachian family band that includes Nancy and 
Jim Cook, their daughter, Sherry Cook Stanforth, 
and her children—Olivia, Corinne, Aubrey and 
Elias. On occasion, they are joined by other 
kin as well as “adopted” young friends who are 
exploring Appalachian heritage. The band’s name 
honors Jim’s Tellico Plains Cherokee heritage. 
The music often reflects his family’s migration 
from the southern Appalachian mountains to 
both urban and rural areas in Cincinnati, Ohio. 
Using guitar, mountain dulcimer, autoharp, tin 
whistle, flute, harmonica and vocals, Tellico 
performs regionally to share the rich heritage of 

Appalachian folk music, including mountain and 
Isles ballads, Carter tunes, fiddle tunes, country, 
waltzes, gospels, sing-a-longs and originals. The 
songs tell stories of land and family, love and loss, 
changed ways of living and working. Children and 
adults alike love the high-energy music, which is 
with (not simply “for”) people. Programs can also 
be adapted for an ecological or creative writing 
focus. Tellico brings Appalachian music and 
culture to school and college assemblies, libraries, 
community organizations, festivals, camps, 
historical events, parks, churches, and educational 
workshops. Sherry Cook Stanforth is the founder 
and director of Thomas More College’s Creative 
Writing Vision program, which devotes much of its 
mission to involving the community in Appalachian 
arts and literature. Sherry is a steward member 
of the Urban Appalachian Community Coalition 
and serves as an editor for Pine Mountain Sand 
& Gravel, the literary journal of the Southern 
Appalachian Writers Cooperative. She wrote 
her poetry collection Drone String (Bottom Dog 
Press) to inspire creative contemplations of family 
heritage through handed-down stories, cultural 
beliefs, work experiences, traditional folklore and 
music. For more information, contact Sherry Cook 
Stanforth – stanfos@thomasmore.edu or  
(513) 236-1992.

http://russchilders.com
mailto:stanfos%40thomasmore.edu?subject=
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The Appalachian Mountains were first home to 
the Native Americans. Among those First Nations 
people were the Iroquois, Shawnee, Wyandot, 
Delaware, Lumbee, Mingo and Cherokee. Some 
of the first European settlers in Appalachia were 
the Scotch-Irish who came from the British Isles 
as merchants, exiles or indentured servants 
who agreed to work for a farmer or merchant in 
exchange for passage to the American British 
Colonies. When their indentured period was 
completed, many moved west into the mountains 
where they could be free from the English in 
the coastal regions, and live as they wished. 
They were joined by free people of color and 
escaped African slaves. To this mix were added 
the English, Germans, Dutch, Welsh and French 
Huguenots. Many newcomers were men who 
often married Native or African women, creating 
a truly blended, multi-racial culture that can 
be traced in our language, worship styles, and 
foodways(see “Melungeon” and “Affrilachian”).

Many of these early settlers had received 
land grants as compensation for service in the 
Revolutionary War of 1776 and were seeking 
a space of their own, free from crowds or from 
government interference. They populated isolated 
valleys, separated from each other and from the 
changes that were taking place in early America. 
This isolation continued for a long time; roads 
were not built in the area except to get coal and 
timber out. Contact with the rest of the country 
was limited until radio became popular.

Because of this isolation, the mountain people 
maintained their old ways, language, music and 
folk tales. These old ways were gradually modified 
to suit their new surroundings and therefore did 
not include much of what was happening in the 
new states. For this reason, Appalachians who 
remain in the region still have customs, accents, 
and music that are different from other Americans.

Being isolated meant they had to be self-
sufficient. The settlers learned to make everything 
they used: food, tools, clothing, toys and even 
musical instruments. These life skills may now be 

perceived as the arts and crafts that come from 
the region, like quilting and woodworking. 

Some new things were developed in the 
Appalachian Mountains. The mountain dulcimer 
may have European ancestors but is really a 
uniquely American instrument, developed in the 
southern Appalachian Mountains. The banjo, 
which is often present in old time and bluegrass 
music, is a contribution from the African presence 
in colonial Appalachia. Bluegrass music also has 
its origins in the region, combining the African 
stride bass rhythm with close four-part harmonies 
of Celtic origin.

Coal mining was a major source of income 
for many Appalachians. When the mines were 
automated or began to shut down due to decline in 
coal production, Appalachians migrated to the big 
cities (like Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Dayton, Toledo, 
Detroit) to look for jobs in manufacturing and 
transportation, especially after World War II. They 
brought their mountain customs and values, as 
well as their arts, crafts and music with them; and, 
their descendants (known as Urban Appalachians) 
still cherish those traditions, customs and values. 
Now, the Greater Cincinnati area is about one-
third Appalachian descent. The people coming 
from the mountains have introduced their culture 
into that of the city. 

Appalachian Regional Commission Map –  
The Sub-regions of Appalachia

A BriEf history of AppAlAchiA

https://www.arc.gov/research/MapsofAppalachia.asp?MAP_ID=31
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undErstAnding urBAn 
AppAlAchiA

Cincinnati, Ohio, home of the Urban 
Appalachian Community Coalition (UACC), is 
not a place typically included in public discourse 
on Appalachia because it does not fall within 
the Appalachian Regional Commission’s 
defined borders of Appalachia. The Appalachian 
Mountain chain in the Eastern part of the United 
States include the Cumberlands of Kentucky 
and Tennessee, as well as the Black Mountains 
of Georgia, the Blue Ridge, the Alleghenies, 
Catskills, Poconos and other ranges of the 
northeast. Southeastern and Eastern Ohio are 
in the foothills of the Alleghenies. The federal 
government defines Appalachia as geographically 
consisting of 420 counties that extend from 
northern Mississippi to the southern tier of New 
York State (see map previous page).

However, Cincinnati is home to thousands of 
Appalachian migrants and descendants. In the 
last study of Appalachian census tract populations 
between 2005 and 2009, there were 35,637 
Cincinnati residents identified as Appalachian; in 
1970, around the time of the Urban Appalachian 
Council’s founding (predecessor to the UACC), 
there were 48,171. Cincinnati is located in 
Hamilton County, which is adjacent to the 
westernmost of the thirty-two Ohio counties 
designated Appalachian by the Appalachian 
Regional Commission. (Southeastern and Eastern 
Ohio are in the foothills of the Alleghenies.)

Migration had been occurring slowly from 
the mountains of Kentucky and Tennessee into 
Cincinnati since the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, but Appalachia suffered the greatest 
population decline during the Great Migration 
of the 1940s to 1960s, when it experienced a 
net loss of four million residents to Eastern and 
Midwestern industrial cities like Cincinnati to 
live in neighborhoods such as Over-the-Rhine, 
Camp Washington, East End, South Fairmount 
and Carthage. The cities of Norwood, Lockland, 

Elmwood Place and villages like South Lebanon 
became predominantly Appalachian. Hamilton, 
Middletown, Dayton, Covington, and Newport 
also saw the emergence of large Appalachian 
enclaves.

Many Appalachians were pushed out of the 
region before World War II by increased job 
competition arising from high birth rates and 
the overall low number of available jobs. At the 
same time they were pulled out of the region 
by the north where immigration laws limited the 
available workforce and encouraged industries 
to look to Appalachians to fill low-wage positions. 
Then after World War II, new postwar industries 
recruited Appalachians, pulling them away 
from their ancestral homes. Meanwhile, the 
extractive industries in Appalachia like mining, 
timber, and agriculture pushed residents out after 
mechanization that further reduced already sparse 
job opportunities in the region.

This push and pull model of migration left 
millions of Appalachians displaced from their 
homes and created a new Urban Appalachian 
diaspora. In fact, over the last fifty years, a 
majority of Appalachians have become urban 
dwellers, whether in migrant cities such as 
Cincinnati or in urban centers within the 
Appalachian region.

As Appalachian migrants formed substantial 
communities in urban areas like Cincinnati, 
the existing neighborhoods they moved into 
responded negatively to their presumed deficits, 
terming their presence the “SAM (southern 
Appalachian migrant) problem.” The repercussions 
of what Cincinnati residents perceived as the 
“SAM problem” were of greater magnitude than 
just derogatory nicknames; Appalachians in 
Cincinnati were the victims of active discrimination 
that negatively affected their job opportunities, 
education, health care, living conditions, and 
sense of identity and community. 
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thE urBAn AppAlAchiAn 
community coAlition (uAcc) 

This alliance of individuals and organizations 
is committed to the wellbeing of Appalachian 
people, communities and cultural expression in 
the greater Cincinnati area. UACC’s mission is to 
provide an organizational structure through which 
urban Appalachians in the Cincinnati region can 
build mutual support, promote awareness of urban 
Appalachian people’s contributions, and take 
action to address common concerns. 

UACC believes in the irrepressible spirit of the 
Appalachian people, and that the nurturing of that 
spirit benefits Greater Cincinnati through:

 � Wisdom informed by both our Appalachian 
heritage and our urban experiences;

 � Resistance to threats to individual, family, and 
community well-being;

 � Respect for community as both place and the 
people who live there;

 � Artistic and cultural expressions of  who 
we were and are;

 � Inclusiveness that recognizes how people 
are alike rather than different;

 � Advocacy on behalf of those whose voices 
have not been heard.
Explore http://uacvoice.org/ to learn more 

about UACC history, research and educational 
outreach. 

AppAlAchiAn studiEs AssociAtion
The Appalachian Studies Association (ASA) 

was founded in 1978 but drew from a broader 
movement that began as early as 1912. Since 
then the ASA has hosted an annual conference 
that brings together grassroots activists, teachers, 
organizers, artists, playwrights, musicians, 
poets, and scholars. This year, the 41st annual 
Appalachian Studies Association conference 
theme is “Re-stitching the Seams: Appalachia 
Beyond Its Borders” and the event will take place 
April 5-8, 2018 in downtown Cincinnati! ASA 
extends a special welcome to local K-12 teachers 
to attend. http://www.appalachianstudies.org

AppAlAchiAn fEstivAl
Plan a May 11-13th 2018 field trip to the 

Appalachian Festival, held along the banks of 
the Ohio River at Coney Island. The Appalachian 
Community Development Council (ACDA) 
Appalachian Festival offers a unique opportunity 
for cross-curricular learning. Ohio and Kentucky 
educators working with grades 4-12 will find 
academic content standards connected to the 
arts, humanities, and sciences. Strolling through 
the venue can provide hours of teachable 
moments through music style and instrumentation, 
artisan crafts, history and re-enactors, folklore, 
material culture/folkways, literary arts, and exhibits 
on cultural identity and the natural resources that 
make the Appalachian region so valuable to our 
country’s economy. For details, see  
www.appalachianfestival.org 

http://uacvoice.org/
http://www.appalachianstudies.org
http://www.appalachianfestival.org
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Adapted from “The Official Educational Guide for 
the Appalachian Festival” developed by Homeside 
Cultural Programming (Omope Carter Daboiku, 
Founder/Director):

The Kentucky Model is centered on The Big 
Idea in the Arts and Humanities: 

 � understanding structural components to 
enhance students’ ability to infer cause and 
effect,

 � understanding the past and present, and 
appreciating their own cultural heritage; 

 � recognizing the interrelations across 
cultures and historical periods;

 � recognizing the power of the arts to 
communicate on a basic human level 
portraying specific emotion, to tell stories in 
a narrative manner, to imitate nature and to 
persuade others; and,

 � understanding the power of ceremony, 
ritual, celebrations and commemorations 
and the role these events play in society.

The Ohio Model is divided into themes, 
strands, topics, and content statements with 
content elaborations that explain specific expected 
learning outcomes and instructional strategies 
for diverse learners. The following lessons are 
defined by Ohio Fourth Grade and Fifth Grade 
Social Studies and Language Arts curriculum.
Theme: Ohio in the United States
Strand: History
Topic: Historical thinking and skills

Content Statement: 
1. The order of significant events in Ohio and 

the US can be shown on a timeline.
2. Students and teachers can recall 

interactions with living history village 
demonstrators, craft artisans and 
contemporary artists to establish a timeline 
of technology linked with trade and natural 
resources.

Theme: Ohio in the United States
Strand: History
Topic: Heritage

Content Statements: 
1. Various groups of people have lived in 

Ohio over time, including prehistoric and 
historic American Indians, migrating settler 
and immigrants (forced and voluntary).  
[Interactions among these groups have 
resulted in both cooperation and conflict, 
creating shared culture in the Appalachian 
Mountains (Teaching Appalachia, OC 
Daboiku, 2011).]

2. The 13 Original British American Colonies 
came together around a common cause 
of liberty and justice, uniting to fight 
for independence during the American 
Revolution and to form a new nation.

Content Elaboration: 
1. The Proclamation of 1763 prohibited 

the colonists from settling west of the 
Appalachian Mountains.

2. Nevertheless, a multi-dimensional culture 
was established by those who ignored 
the proclamation and created free 
settlements in the mountains and valleys 
of the Appalachian region. During the 
American Revolution, many battles were 
won because of the involvement of “The 
Over-the-Mountain Men,” famed for their 
sharpshooting long barrel rifles. Sectional 
issues divided the United States after the 
War of 1812. Ohio played a key role in 
these issues, particularly with the anti-
slavery movement and the Underground 
Railroad.

curriculum connEctions
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3. Read true and historically fictional stories 
about slavery and abolition. Study 
prominent abolitionists Rev. John Rankin 
and Mr. John P. Parker of Ripley, Ohio. 
Locate place names that indicate freedom 
towns – Aid, Getaway, etc. Visit the 
Cincinnati home of Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Examine 
the quilt patterns and determine which 
ones could have been used as mnemonic 
devices to remember routes and clues for 
survival. 

Additional opportunities for Fourth Grade 
engagement include Places and Regions, 
Human Systems, and Heritage with strands in

 � Geography: latitude/longitude; assimilation, 
acculturation, migration (forced/voluntary), 
immigration, landforms, climate, agriculture; 
map reading;

 � Literature: draft and structure, integration 
of knowledge and ideas, range of reading 
and complexity of text, text types and 
purposes, comprehension and collaboration, 
presentation of knowledge and ideas, and 
knowledge of language

 � Students will be exposed to figurative 
language, richness of expressed language 
and genre-specific vocabulary; the role of “the 
trickster” in Appalachian folklore, recurrent 
themes and patterns common to traditional 
literature, narratives of real and imagined 
events, and the opportunity to differentiate 
between contexts that call for formal English 
and situations where informal discourse and 
dialect are appropriate.
Additional opportunities for Fifth Grade 

engagement include Regions and People of the 
Western Hemisphere, with strands in

 � History: Historical Thinking, Early Civilizations 
(First Nations Peoples of the Appalachian 
region), Heritage; 

 � Geography: Spatial Thinking and Skills (sun 
shadow and time; compass use) 

Extended Activities:
1. Design a timeline of technology comparing 

colonial, frontier, and modern processes 
(hunting, metallurgy, cooking, fiber arts, etc.).

2. Locate the boundaries of Appalachia using 
latitude and longitude to determine the 
region’s relative size and comparing that data 
with the relative size of Japan, using the same 
variables of latitude and longitude.

3. Explore how our Founding Fathers used 
the Iroquois Confederacy’s compact as a 
model for the U.S. Constitution.

4. Examine the different Native American 
styles of housing in Living History – canvas 
‘teepee’ and willow wood ‘wikiup’.

suggEstEd tEAchEr rEfErEncE 
mAtEriAl
Biggers, Jeff. The United States of Appalachia. 

A chronology of the region’s significance to US 
westward expansion and Industrial Revolution.

The Appalachians. This PBS documentary video 
was produced by Mari-Lynn Evans and written 
by Phylis Geller. A free study guide can be 
downloaded; the three-disc DVD set is also 
available for purchase from  
www.sierraclub.org/appalachia

Encyclopedia of Appalachia. Available from the 
University of Tennessee Press:  
http://utpress.org/Appalachia/

Frank Foster Library archived by the Urban 
Appalachian Council (UAC). Now located at 
Community Matters West Annex; some of the 
collection was transferred to Berea College 
and is accessible there. UAC has reorganized 
as The Urban Appalachian Community 
Coalition, which has a Facebook page and a 
website: www.uacvoice.org

Public Library of Cincinnati and Hamilton 
County, Children’s Department. The library 
publishes a suggested reading material list, 
by and about Appalachia and its diverse 
populations.

http://www.sierraclub.org/appalachia
http://utpress.org/Appalachia/
http://www.uacvoice.org/
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Adapted from Barb & Russ Childers’ “The Story 
Quilt” (Cincinnati Arts Association)

historicAl BAcKground
Since quilting first appeared in Mongolia in 100 

B.C., many cultural groups around the world have 
engaged in similar piecework—patching together 
small scraps of fabric to create an artistic whole. 
Russ’ grandmother in Eastern Kentucky and 
Barb’s mother and grandmother in Ohio created 
quilts that are still in use by their families. Barb 
remembers hearing family stories associated with 
each scrap of material making up the Ohio Star 
quilt of her childhood. That quilt now hangs on a 
wall of the Childers’ home in Batavia. At one time 
quilts were made for necessity, to provide warmth 
in the days when wood stoves and fireplaces 
inadequately heated small cabins. In those 
days, a cold winter’s night might be determined 
to be a “three quilt night” – or worse! – causing 
quilts to be stacked high on the beds. But quilts 
were more than just practical objects. They also 
reflected the maker’s eye for beauty as scraps 
of leftover fabrics were lovingly rescued, reused 
and recycled, combined in pleasing designs 
and patterns. Quilting was sometimes a solitary 
activity in isolated mountain dwellings, but the 
task became a welcome social activity when 
groups of quilters gathered to complete the quilts 
at community “quilting bees.” As the English 
playwright and poet John Heywood (1497-1580) 
said, “Many hands make light work!” It is not very 
hard at all to imagine how scraps of music and 
stories along with treasured family traditions were 
also passed along to the children underfoot at 
such events.

Quilt ActivitiEs
These activities are based on patterns of quilt 

block squares.
Pinwheel

 � Create a paper pinwheel based 
on the quilt pattern Pinwheel. 
Directions are available from 
Pinwheels for Peace http://
www.pinwheelsforpeace.com/
pinwheeltemplate.html. 

Fish Block
 � A “fish tale” is a tall tale, or a 

story with a nugget of truth buried 
in a lot of comic exaggeration. 
Research some tall tales, also 
known as “windies” and whoppers. 
For some good examples, see Whopper, tall 
tales, and other lies by Alvin Schwartz.

 � Write a “fish tale” using some true events from 
your life.

Shoo Fly
 � Sing the “Shoo Fly” song in a 

call-and-answer style (e.g., 1st line 
– girls, 2nd line – boys, 3rd line 
– both). Visit Songs for Teaching 
web site to listen and learn the 
lyrics. http://www.songsforteaching.com/folk/
shooflydontbothermeml.php 

 � Dance “Shoo Fly” as a folk dance. Arrange 
students in a circle. All face center with 
hands joined. For the chorus (“shoo fly don’t 
bother me”), all raise arms as they move 
forward 4 beats. All lower arms as they move 
backward 4 beats. Repeat. For the first half 
of the verse (“I feel, I feel, I feel, I feel like a 
morning star”), slide clockwise for 8 beats, 
facing center of circle with hands joined. Slide 
counterclockwise second half of the verse for 
8 beats. Repeat from the beginning.

 � Make an Amish Shoo Fly pie. Find a recipe 
from NPR’s Splendid Table. Don’t forget to 
shoo the flies away! http://www.splendidtable.
org/recipes/shoofly-pie

AppAlAchiAn Quilts

http://www.pinwheelsforpeace.com/pinwheeltemplate.html
http://www.pinwheelsforpeace.com/pinwheeltemplate.html
http://www.pinwheelsforpeace.com/pinwheeltemplate.html
http://www.songsforteaching.com/folk/shooflydontbothermeml.php
http://www.songsforteaching.com/folk/shooflydontbothermeml.php
http://www.splendidtable.org/recipes/shoofly-pie
http://www.splendidtable.org/recipes/shoofly-pie
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Nine Patch
 � Use construction paper to make 

nine 2” square patches. With 
another color, make nine more of 
the same size. Draw a 6” square 
block on a piece of paper. Staying 
inside the border of the larger block, use 
nine of the same color smaller patches to 
form letters. Fill in any empty spaces with the 
background color. Rearrange the patches to 
make C, H, I, J, L, O, T, and U. How many are 
vowels? Consonants? How many words can 
you spell with those letters? Design a quilt 
using one letter turned all four directions. Here 
is an example using the letter H: http://quilting.
about.com/od/quiltpatternsprojects/ss/H-Quilt-
Pattern.htm 

 � Nine Patch gets its name from the nine 
small patches (squares) of the design. Use 
graph paper to help you “see” this. If the quilt 
square measures 9” on each side, what is the 
measurement of each “patch?” What does 
each side of the smaller squares measure if 
the large square measures 12”? 15”? Design 
a whole quilt on graph paper using the Nine 
Patch design. Decide whether to make a twin, 
double, queen, or king size quilt. You will have 
to research those sizes and decide how many 
Nine Patch blocks will fit in each direction. You 
will also want to play with the colors you want 
to use in your collection of Nine Patches!

Ohio Star
 � How many points are in an Ohio 

star? Draw a 6-pointed star by 
using 2 triangles.

 � Did you know that Betsy Ross 
recommended a 5-pointed star for our nation’s 
flag over the 6-pointed star that George 
Washington preferred? Go to the U. S. History 
website for directions on folding and cutting 
a 5-pointed star: http://www.ushistory.org/
BETSY/flagstar.html 

 � Some stars have even more points. What 
are the names of all 16 points of a Compass 
Rose? Here is a simplified version with only 8 
points from Enchanted Learning: http://www.
enchantedlearning.com/geography/printouts/
compassrose.shtml 

Nonesuch
 � Nonesuch, Kentucky, is on 

the Kentucky River between 
Harrodsburg and Lexington and 
is one of the creative names given to early 
Kentucky settlements, such as Hell-Fer-Sartin, 
Kingdom Come, Mousie, Marrowbone, Red 
Hot and Monkey’s Eyebrow. Make up your own 
story about the origins of one of these unusual 
names – or the name of a town in your 
locale. See Kentucky Place Names by Robert 
Rennick.

Jacob’s Ladder
 � This quilt square design comforts 

us with a story from the Bible, 
which was frequently the only 
book in pioneer homes. It was 
not unusual that no one in the household 
could read the stories within, but the settlers 
knew them by heart. The story of Jacob’s 
Ladder was a favorite and even retold in song 
form! Slaves sang the hymn in 19th century 
America; Pete Seeger rewrote the chorus and 
sang “Workers of the South” during a textile 
workers protest in the ‘40s. Find the lyrics on 
the Traditional & Folk Songs web site at http://
www.traditionalmusic.co.uk/song-midis/We_
Are_Climbing_Jacobs_Ladder.htm. Sing along 
with the audio clip! 

Keep Your Own Patchwork Memory!
Collect a scrap of fabric from each family 

member (ask permission first!) to put together as a 
patchwork cover on a small journal. Make a pocket 
inside the book to hold old photographs of the 
family members (wearing the clothing from which 
the scrap of fabric came, if possible). Write a story 
based on what might be the result “if this fabric 
could talk.”

http://quilting.about.com/od/quiltpatternsprojects/ss/H-Quilt-Pattern.htm
http://quilting.about.com/od/quiltpatternsprojects/ss/H-Quilt-Pattern.htm
http://quilting.about.com/od/quiltpatternsprojects/ss/H-Quilt-Pattern.htm
http://www.ushistory.org/BETSY/flagstar.html
http://www.ushistory.org/BETSY/flagstar.html
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/geography/printouts/compassrose.shtml
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/geography/printouts/compassrose.shtml
http://www.enchantedlearning.com/geography/printouts/compassrose.shtml
http://www.traditionalmusic.co.uk/song-midis/We_Are_Climbing_Jacobs_Ladder.htm
http://www.traditionalmusic.co.uk/song-midis/We_Are_Climbing_Jacobs_Ladder.htm
http://www.traditionalmusic.co.uk/song-midis/We_Are_Climbing_Jacobs_Ladder.htm
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rEsourcE list

Ask your librarian for books about quilting. Here 
are a few of our favorite children’s books.

Basket by George Ella Lyon (1990). A story with a 
song based on a true event in the author’s life.

The Bone Talker by Shelley A. Leedahl (2000). 
An old woman’s neighbors are unable to find a 
pastime she enjoys until a small child gives her 
two pieces of cloth, a needle, and thread.

The Elephant Quilt: Stitch by Stitch to California! 
by Susan Lowell (2008). Lily Rose and 
Grandma stitch a quilt that tells the story 
of their family’s journey from Missouri to 
California by covered wagon in 1859.

Papa and the Pioneer Quilt by Jean Van Leeuwen 
(2007). As her family travels by wagon train to 
Oregon, a young girl gathers scraps of cloth so 
that she can make a quilt.

The Quilt-Block History of Pioneer Days by Mary 
Cobb (1995). Projects kids can make.

Stitchin’ and Pullin’: A Gee’s Bend Quilt by 
Pat McKissack (2008). As a young African 
American girl pieces her first quilt together, 
the history of her family, community, and the 
struggle for justice and freedom in Gee’s 
Bend, Alabama, unfolds.

Sweet Clara and the Freedom Quilt by Deborah 
Hopkinson (1993). A young slave stitches a 
quilt with a map pattern which guides her to 
freedom in the North.

That Summer by Tony Johnston (2002). A family, 
including a child who is dying, sews together a 
quilt of its memories and love.

WEB rEsourcEs
The Internet is filled with websites about 

quilting! Here are three of our favorites:
Blockcrazy.com – the online quilt block pattern 

library
Quiltindex.org – images and historical information 

on hundreds of quilts from several major 
collections developed by the American Quilt 
Alliance.

Quilterscache.com – find quilt block designs and 
instructions while listening to music!

Barb & Russ Childers in front of a family quilt
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Appalachian music is likely as diverse as that 
of any cultural group. We may be inclined to think 
of banjos, fiddles, dulcimers, well-picked guitars, 
lonesome ballads and the high-harmonied pulse 
of bluegrass, but the circle of Appalachian music 
expands far beyond these familiar expressions. 
For example, innovative Appalachian punk and 
rap bands exist all over the region, and traditional 
Native American and African American musical 
influences were “raised in Appalachia” just like 
the people who practiced them. (In discussions 
about the study of cultural groups, this can be 
a very revealing point about how we categorize 
information.) 

Short list of Appalachian music concepts that 
teachers may wish to explore with students:

Child ballads
fiddle tunes
play-party songs
Carter family songs
old time music
bluegrass music
African-American blues
gospel tunes
festivals
running sets
jam sessions
“take a break”
foot-in-the-air
mountain dulcimer
fiddle
banjo
guitar
mandolin
The “song catching” of British folklorists Cecil 

Sharp and Maud Karpeles, along with the front 
porch collecting of the Carter family, revealed the 
staying power of Appalachian mountain music 
for the rest of America. The Scots-Irish musical 
tradition of Jean Ritchie (1922-2015), who was 
known as “The Mother of Folk,” also brought the 

mountain dulcimer and Appalachian ballads into 
the spotlight. Unlike the banjo, which came from 
Africa, the mountain dulcimer is indigenous to 
Appalachia – it was crafted from the imaginations 
of the people who settled the region. Several 
languages carry the root of the instrument’s name, 
dulce, which means “sweet.” Largely due to Jean 
Ritchie, the sweet sound of the dulcimer can be 
heard all over the world. We also have dulcimer 
clubs in our own back yard—their members 
perform all over the Greater Cincinnati area 
and frequently share their music in K-12 school 
settings. 

Two non-profit organizations that provide 
school resources include The Cincinnati Dulcimer 
Society founded in 1979 (www.cincinnatidulcimers.
com) and Hills of Kentucky Dulcimers (https://
www.hokdulcimer.com).

Musical resources abound. Online, see 
Appalachian Music Library of Congress https://
www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200152683/ and the 
TED Talk “David Holt: The Joyful Tradition 
of Mountain Music” to explore the basics 
of Appalachian folk music tradition. For an 
unforgettable literary experience, read Singing 
Family of the Cumberlands by Jean Ritchie. The 
book expresses Appalachian music traditions, 
dialect customs, family legends and local culture 
memorably. Read excerpts of Ritchie’s book aloud 
to inspire rich classroom discussions.

thE WhAt & Why of AppAlAchiAn music 

Jean Ritchie playing a mountain dulcimer

http://www.cincinnatidulcimers.com
http://www.cincinnatidulcimers.com
https://www.hokdulcimer.com
https://www.hokdulcimer.com
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200152683/
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200152683/
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ActivitiEs for musicAl 
instrumEnts

Adapted from Russ Childers’ “Banjo from Africa to 
America” (Cincinnati Arts Association)

1. Make Musical Instruments
 � Make a tin canjo. Visit Russ Childers’ 

website at russchilders.com for directions.
 � Make an oatmeal box banjo. See the DVD 

Making and Playing Homemade Musical 
Instruments by Cathy Fink and Marcy 
Marxer from Homespun Video.

 � Make a bleach bottle banjo. Find 
instructions in You Can Teach Yourself to 
Make Music with Homemade Instruments 
by Mark Nelson, Mel Bay, 1995.

2. Try One of These Gourd Projects
 � Grow long-handled dipper gourds from 

seed. Check with a local organic gardener 
or order old-fashioned long-necked gourd 
seeds online from one of the websites 
current at time of printing:
1) Landreth Seeds – The African 

American Heritage Collection http://
www.landrethseeds.com/catalog/
african_american.php 

2) Sustainable Seeds - http://
sustainableseedco.com/Dipper-Gourd-
Seeds.html 

 � Learn a code song from Underground 
Railroad days: “Follow the Drinking Gourd.” 
Slaves found their way to freedom by 
following landmarks and stars given as 
directions in the song. Jean Winters’ book 
Follow the Drinking Gourd gives a brief 
history along with the music for the song.

 � Folk Songs of the Southern Appalachians 
by Jean Ritchie describes “The Old 
Soap-Gourd” as a play-party dance and 
song. Learn to dance the play-party from 
directions in Jean Ritchie’s Swapping Song 
Book.

3. Experiment with Musical/Rhythmic Exercises; 
Demonstrate the Banjo’s Percussive Heritage

 � Practice Celtic droning. One half of 
class sings tune while other half drones 
a sympathetic note, e.g., like bagpipes. 
This imitates the droning effect that the 
short fifth string on the banjo has from the 
influence of its Irish-Scots players.

 � Work on some body percussions from 
African tradition (see Bessie Jones’ 
Step It Down; Making Musical Things 
by Ann Wiseman; Traditional American 
Dance Book by Rick Meyers) in order to 
understand the banjo’s syncopation:
(a) Juba
(b) Hambone

 � Teach the “Indian,” a mountain clog dance 
step inspired by Eastern Cherokee dance 
tradition. Traditional American Dance Book 
by Rick Meyers and Clog Dance in the 
Appalachians by Jerry Duke both describe 
the Eastern Cherokee/African tie-in to 
Appalachian music. 

Mountain Dulcimer

http://russchilders.com
http://www.landrethseeds.com/catalog/african_american.php
http://www.landrethseeds.com/catalog/african_american.php
http://www.landrethseeds.com/catalog/african_american.php
http://sustainableseedco.com/Dipper-Gourd-Seeds.html
http://sustainableseedco.com/Dipper-Gourd-Seeds.html
http://sustainableseedco.com/Dipper-Gourd-Seeds.html
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tip of thE icEBErg: AppAlAchiAn 
musicAl rEsourcEs

 � The Carter Family: Biography and History, 
https://www.allmusic.com/artist/the-carter-
family-mn0000051910/biography

 � Berea College: Special Collections and 
Archives, https://berea.libraryhost.com/index.
php?p=collections/findingaid&id=143

 � The History of Bluegrass: The Pioneers and 
the Roots, www.blueridgemusicnc.com 

 � Jean Ritchie: Master of Traditional Arts  
www.mastersoftraditionalarts.org/
artists/277?selected_facets=year_exact:2002

 � Mountain Born: The Jean Ritchie Story 
https://www.ket.org/education/resources/
mountain-born-jean-ritchie-story/

 � Cecil Sharp in Appalachia, 
cecilsharpinappalachia.org

 � K-12 Resources — Appalachian Studies 
Association, http://appalachianstudies.org/
resources/k12-2.php 

 � K-12 Instructional Resources – Junior 
Appalachian Musicians, https://jamkids.org/
instruction/school-curricula-instruction 

Here are some useful sources for historical 
research on the gourd banjo. Since some are out 
of print, be sure to contact your public library.
Altamont: Black Stringband Music from the Library 

of Congress. CD. Rounder Records.
Black Banjo Songsters of North Carolina and 

Virginia. Produced and annotated by Cece 
Conway and Scott Odell. CD. Smithsonian 
Folkways Recordings, 1998.

Conway, Cecelia. African Banjo Echoes in 
Appalachia: A Study of Folk Traditions. 
University of Tennessee Press, 1995

Fink, Cathy, and Marcy Marxer. Making and 
Playing Homemade Instruments. DVD. 
Homespun Video.

Gura, Philip F. and James F. Bollman. America’s 
Instrument: The Banjo in the Nineteenth 
Century. University of North Carolina Press, 
1999.

Linn, Karen. That Half-Barbaric Twang: The Banjo 
in American Popular Culture. University of 
Illinois Press, 1994.

Thornburg, Robert. About Gourd Banjos. http://
www.gourdbanjo.com/GBhtml/intro.html 

Webb, Robert Lloyd. Ring the Banjar! The Banjo 
in America from Folklore to Factory. MIT 
Museum, 1984.

Wigginton, Eliot, ed. Foxfire 3. Anchor Books, 
1975.

Wigginton, Eliot, ed. Foxfire 6. Anchor Books, 
1975.

Russ Childers playing an African gourd banjo

https://www.allmusic.com/artist/the-carter-family-mn0000051910/biography
https://www.allmusic.com/artist/the-carter-family-mn0000051910/biography
https://berea.libraryhost.com/index.php?p=collections/findingaid&id=143
https://berea.libraryhost.com/index.php?p=collections/findingaid&id=143
http://www.blueridgemusicnc.com
http://www.mastersoftraditionalarts.org/artists/277?selected_facets=year_exact:2002
http://www.mastersoftraditionalarts.org/artists/277?selected_facets=year_exact:2002
https://www.ket.org/education/resources/mountain-born-jean-ritchie-story/
https://www.ket.org/education/resources/mountain-born-jean-ritchie-story/
http://appalachianstudies.org/resources/k12-2.php
http://appalachianstudies.org/resources/k12-2.php
https://jamkids.org/instruction/school-curricula-instruction
https://jamkids.org/instruction/school-curricula-instruction
http://www.gourdbanjo.com/GBhtml/intro.html
http://www.gourdbanjo.com/GBhtml/intro.html
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Traditionally, stories explain phenomena, 
often of a higher nature or they exist to orient 
oneself with the universe/creation, community, 
family, region, and environment. Stories also 
help humans make sense of the world around 
them, and are often composed with layers of 
philosophical thought. Maturity of the listener 
is judged by the person’s ability to sit and listen 
without interrupting, the depth of understanding of 
the story’s intent, and the ability to repeat as told 
with one’s own personal flourishes.

Within the Oral Tradition, a story is a 
compilation of characters, settings, and a central 
plot with a strategically placed dilemma and 
solution that informs the listener about social 
mores. Appalachian stories come in all kinds of 
shapes. 

 � What stories are “good” or interesting to hear 
and pass on? Why? 

 � Who is telling the story? In what manner and 
context? 

 � What questions or issues does the story raise?
 � What specific details seem to stand out or 

matter to people? 
Students may recognize and share some 

of the story forms listed below. They may also 
collect their own examples from friends and 
family members. A class story project invites 
conversations about primary research methods 
and promotes interest in cultural heritage, 
personal identity, literary aesthetics, history and 
expressive forms. 

Appalachian Jack Tales – a trickster-style tale 
that features a character, Jack, who appears 
to be lazy or foolish. In the end, Jack’s clever, 
deceptive or whimsical actions usually lead to 
a good outcome or a lesson learned. Rooted 
in European folktales and adapted by the 
Harmon-Hicks storytellers of North Carolina, 
Appalachian Jack Tales reflect the story’s 
power to stand the test of time. See www.
appalachianhistory.net/2008/08/ray-hicks-
keeper-of-jack-tales.html and https://www.
jerryharmonmusic.com/stories for examples.

African (Appalachian American) Trickster 
Tales – often humorous, these trickster 
stories present characters such as Brer 
Rabbit and Aunt Nancy, whose behaviors 
invite critique and reflection about social roles 
and the balance of power. Trickster figures 
shake up the boundaries of interpretation 
with surprising antics ranging from foolish 
to cunning, productive to destructive, kind to 
cruel. Tales of the mischievous or misguided 
trickster invite good dialogue about culture. 
Students can listen to an audio file of Uncle 
Remus: Trickster Rabbit at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=ZqGv0YoUYSM or see 
resources at Three African Trickster Myths/
Tales (teachersinstitute.yale.edu/curriculum/
units/1998/2/98.02.04.x.html).

Family Hero Legends – stories handed down 
among generations that feature an ancestor 
whose actions promote a cherished value, 
such as honesty, courage, wit, loyalty, 
wisdom, hard work. These tales certainly 
matter to family members who tell them, but 
the behaviors and situations within usually 
carry values embraced by the wider group or 
culture.

thE WhAt And Why of story

http://www.appalachianhistory.net/2008/08/ray-hicks-keeper-of-jack-tales.html
http://www.appalachianhistory.net/2008/08/ray-hicks-keeper-of-jack-tales.html
http://www.appalachianhistory.net/2008/08/ray-hicks-keeper-of-jack-tales.html
https://www.jerryharmonmusic.com/stories
https://www.jerryharmonmusic.com/stories
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqGv0YoUYSM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqGv0YoUYSM
http://teachersinstitute.yale.edu/curriculum/units/1998/2/98.02.04.x.html
http://teachersinstitute.yale.edu/curriculum/units/1998/2/98.02.04.x.html
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Supernatural Memorates and Legends – stories 
featuring firsthand (memorate) accounts 
of supernatural experiences or recurring, 
told-as-true supernatural stories shared by 
group members (legends) over time and 
geographical space. (The Vanishing Hitchhiker 
story spawns countless Appalachian variants, 
and, yet, is also told by Southwestern Pueblo 
Native Americans and people from other 
countries!) Supernatural stories are hard to 
ignore with their ghostly characters, uniquely 
haunted settings, impossible communications 
from the beyond and spiritual encounters 
with angels, saints and the Holy Spirit. 
Listen to tales from West Virginia at http://
wvpublic.org/post/spooky-scary-tales-
inside-haunted-appalachia#stream/0 or read 
some told-as-true examples from William 
Lynwood Montell’s book Ghosts Along the 
Cumberlands. Then, creep in closer with some 
ghostly tales appearing in the October 2017 
edition of Cincinnati Magazine — http://www.
cincinnatimagazine.com/citywiseblog/ghost-
stories-cincinnatis-haunted-past/

Myths – a traditional story, often sacred, that 
reflects the origin, historical experience or 
social phenomena associated with a cultural 
group. Told as true, myths usually contain 
supernatural characters and pose questions 
about the boundaries of human behavior. 
Myths explain the “why” behind cultural 
situations and often serve as guideposts 
for morality. The Cherokee, who factor 
significantly in Appalachian culture, share 
sacred stories about Kana’ti and Selu, the first 
fire, the daughter of the Sun, and the origin 
of strawberries (see http://www.sacred-texts.
com/nam/cher/motc/index.htm for examples). 
Though slaves were immersed in Christian 
mythology, many carried myths from Africa 
into the Appalachian experience.

Personal Experience Narratives – firsthand 
accounts of experiences that contain content 
valued by both tellers and listeners. Examples 
include stories about younger days, family 
situations, lessons learned, departed relatives, 
hard work, injuries, personal growth and 
adventure. Though not always sensational, 
these stories shape a sense of personal and 
family identity. Often, such narratives spark 
a session of “rounding,” where tellers swap 
stories around the same topic.

ElEmEnts of A story
Handed-down stories fall under the category 

of oral narrative folklore. The storykeeper’s 
content often reflects group-specific interests, 
concerns, roles and behaviors. A story’s 
elements reflect the values and materials in the 
storykeeper’s environment. The power of story 
spreads across academic boundaries.
Geography – mountains or plains, water or inland, 

desert or forest
Astronomy – latitude/longitude determines sky 

vision; constellation stories
Sociology – family relations, blood or non-kin; 

organizational interaction/roles/mores
Political Science – societal structures, spiritual 

and governmental hierarchy
Zoology – animal names, sounds, behaviors, 

adaptive characteristics
Anthropology – artifacts: clothing, building 

materials/styles, food gathering/preservation, 
group roles/occupations

http://wvpublic.org/post/spooky-scary-tales-inside-haunted-appalachia#stream/0
http://wvpublic.org/post/spooky-scary-tales-inside-haunted-appalachia#stream/0
http://wvpublic.org/post/spooky-scary-tales-inside-haunted-appalachia#stream/0
http://www.cincinnatimagazine.com/citywiseblog/ghost-stories-cincinnatis-haunted-past/
http://www.cincinnatimagazine.com/citywiseblog/ghost-stories-cincinnatis-haunted-past/
http://www.cincinnatimagazine.com/citywiseblog/ghost-stories-cincinnatis-haunted-past/
http://www.sacred-texts.com/nam/cher/motc/index.htm
http://www.sacred-texts.com/nam/cher/motc/index.htm
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ActivitiEs involving AppAlAchiAn 
litErAturE

Coal Town Photograph 

I am from a place divided
from itself, back stoop
from storefront window 
lit to hide the shadow
of the mountain. I am from 
the crack in the framed picture.
Which side
are you on—the gone
or the left behind? I am from 
a place that could not hold me,
never even tried. Come morning, 
mist of evening rain,
a ghost above a mirrored sun.

—Pauletta Hansel © 2017

Prompt Ideas for “Coal Town Photograph”
 � The iconic “I Am From” prompt, first introduced 

by former Kentucky Poet Laureate George Ella 
Lyon several decades ago, is versatile enough 
to speak to both young and experienced 
writers. At its heart it is a list poem, with “I 
am from” serving as anaphora (deliberate 
repetition of the first part of a sentence for 
literary effect.) In this poem, the speaker is 
“from” a specific geographic place. In other “I 
am from” poems, speakers may be from food, 
memorized Bible verses, a first pair of shoes, 
even “the dirt under the back porch./ (Black, 
glistening,/ it tasted like beets.)”…(George Ella 
Lyon, “Where I’m From”)

 � There is now a National I Am From Project 
to which student and other poems may be 
sent. The Project aims to build a quilt, a 
scroll, a multimedia display, a swell of voices, 
a collection of poems “in celebration of the 
diversity and beauty of who we are.”  
https://www.facebook.com/iamfromproject/.

 � “Coal Town Photograph” was written in 
response to a photograph which reminded 
Pauletta of her home town. Thus, it is also an 
example of an “ekphrastic poem,” a poem 
inspired by a painting, photograph or other 
piece of visual art. With the right visual prompt, 
ekphrasis, a word from the Greek meaning 
“one art form commenting on another,” can 
be an effective tool to encourage place-based 
writing. 

Speech Lessons

When my daddy left 
the Bible Institute in Harlan
for Eastern Kentucky Teachers College 
100 miles or so up Highway 25,
he got sent to speech class 
same as the other mountain kids. 

My mother says
his vowels spread
thick as milk gravy—even she,
from just one county over,
and already a fine cook,
couldn’t always separate the lumps.

Daddy liked the class just fine
until they tried to make him change
how he said pie.
For years I’d beg, “Tell me the story 
again, and how you’d say it.” 

And he’d stretch that “i” from here
to Harlan, back again to hear me laugh
and teach me how 
to listen so that later when I’d headed 
north up 75 and on across the river
I’d always know the way 

to find my tribe. 

—Pauletta Hansel from Tangle (Dos Madres 
Press, 2015)

https://www.facebook.com/iamfromproject/
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Prompt Ideas for “Speech Lessons”
 � What is your tribe? 
 � Do you know this by speech, or other ways? 
 � Does your family speak differently than others 

around you? 
 � Have you ever changed the way you speak to 

fit in?
 � Write a poem or essay that explores these 

questions.

Granny
for Etta Mullins Lewis

Your hair, too, 
was old when I was born, 
impossibly long, 
down past your hips, the widest
part of you (the hips I carry 
with your name
from your time into mine).
Your Indian hair, 
straight streaked
with grey, let loose 
only at night 
and spread across 
the cane back of your chair, 
brushed till sparks 
flashed in the dim-lit room,
and braided, coiled again 
for sleep.
Never a time 
not knowing you 
and yet I am a stranger still 
in this memory house—
the smell of wood smoke, lard, 
faint sulphur
from the well, tobacco juice 
in the spit jar, 
a room lit by a single bulb 
hung bare from the wallpapered ceiling, 
everything sharp-edged, hard 
as the planes of your face, 

even the chair by the window 
where by day there was light 
enough to read the books 
I’d always bring.
Only in the bed 
where I lay with you at night, 
alone in the morning
could I burrow soft 
into the easy land of sleep. 
Sometimes now a place
will bring you near —a breath 
of coffee too long 
on the burner, 
crow of rooster 
as I wake.

—Pauletta Hansel from Tangle (Dos Madres 
Press, 2015)

Prompt Ideas for “Granny”
 � Write about a member of your family who feels 

both familiar and alien and/or a place where 
you are expected to feel at home, but don’t. 

 � Write about a place from your past. What 
sensory input (smells, tastes, etc.) reminds you 
of that place (and/or the persons associated 
with it)?

 � Do you have family members who stayed in 
one place, while you and your parents moved 
to another? Write about the differences among 
family members you observe as a result.
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Class Lessons

I have never forgotten the little boy named Elvis
who took the seat nearest the teacher 
on his first day of school, sometime in January,
after the pointy stars and Christmas trees 

came down, before cut doily Valentines 
and profiles of Presidential jowls. It was his 

birthday
and his mother knew six years means school; 
she wrapped her hair into its bun and put on

her best dress and came to town so Elvis,
with his hair slicked into place and last year’s 
trouser hem let down, could join us, 
me and all the Susies, Davids and Toms who’d 

long since seen Spot run across the printed page. 
All day the teacher’s frown descended;
she who’d threatened me with words 
like principal and paddle when in September

I had read the year’s allotment to the end. 
Even her bosom grimaced when she learned 
Elvis’s first day by her desk 
was his first at any.

Next day his seat was empty 
once again; our teacher shook her head, 
spoke far too sweetly of those country folk
who name their children Elvis and Loretta, 

bring them to school too early, or too late.
I hold nothing else of my first year, not
the teacher’s name or what I played at recess;
even my tears at being scolded for too much love

of reading are my mother’s memory, not my own.
But Elvis I remember, and his mother’s sin
of being country as the people 
from whom I’d also come.

—Pauletta Hansel from The Lives We Live in 
Houses (Wind Publications, 2011) 

Prompt Ideas for “Class Lessons”
Write about an experience of noticing class 

differences. Did this cause discomfort? Did you 
act or not act? Be specific and detailed about 
both the circumstances and your own internal (or 
external) response.

“WhErE i’m from” for thE vEry 
young

Contributed by Sherry Cook Stanforth

Students will learn to use imagery to create 
pictures in a reader’s mind. 
Lesson Plan Ideas 
1. Tell students that they are going to play a new 

game, not Show and Tell as they know it, but 
“Show, Don’t Tell.”

2. Share the following sentences with students:
 � The baseball player argued with the 

umpire.
 � The ace pitcher hurled his glove at the 

mound, then spit words at the man behind 
the plate.

 � The artist created a beautiful painting.
 � She swiped her brush in every direction 

and the canvas bloomed into a colorful 
garden scene.

 � My grandma is fun.
 � Granny Marie teaches me magic tricks, 

plays hide-and-go-seek in the house and 
brightens our kitchen with cherry pies.

3. Ask students to identify which sentence tells 
about the subject and which sentence brings 
the subject to life through interesting actions or 
descriptions. (The second sentences inspire 
images and offer specific details.)
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4. Explain that writers use precise words to paint 
pictures in the reader’s mind. This is how 
authors show the reader what is happening 
or help the reader understand the unique 
qualities of a place or person. It is much more 
exciting and interesting for readers to be 
able to “see” in their minds what the author is 
writing about.

5. Challenge pairs of students to turn the 
following sentences into showing sentences:

 � The yard was flooded. (How will you 
describe the water and the things inside 
the yard to show what this place is like?)

 � The toddler was angry. (How will you 
show the actions of this baby? What does 
the baby look like?)

 � The child wrecked the bike. (What 
happened, exactly? Where? How did it 
look or sound?)

 � I ate the delicious dessert. (What is the 
dessert look like? What words can you use 
to describe its taste or appearance? How 
did you eat the dessert?)

 � The tree was huge.  (How can you make 
this tree stand out from all of the other 
big trees? How does this tree look in its 
setting? What details can you create to 
“paint” the tree for people?) 

6. Allow students to share their showing 
sentences. Ask the class to point out specific 
words that helped paint a picture in their 
minds.

“WhErE i’m from” Writing 
prEpArAtion

Watch an inventive video featuring George 
Ella’s reading of “Where I’m From” on The United 
States of Poetry episode “The Land and the 
People” (www.georgeellalyon.com). Check out her 
book Where I’m From, Where Poems Come From.

Where I’m From 

I am from clothespins,
from Clorox and carbon-tetrachloride.
I am from the dirt under the back porch.
(Black, glistening,
it tasted like beets.)
I am from the forsythia bush
the Dutch elm
whose long-gone limbs I remember
as if they were my own.

I’m from fudge and eyeglasses, 
from Imogene and Alafair.

I’m from the know-it-alls 
and the pass-it-ons,

from Perk up! and Pipe down!
I’m from He restoreth my soul 

with a cottonball lamb 
and ten verses I can say myself.

I’m from Artemus and Billie’s Branch,
fried corn and strong coffee.
From the finger my grandfather lost 

to the auger,
the eye my father shut to keep his sight.

Under my bed was a dress box
spilling old pictures,
a sift of lost faces
to drift beneath my dreams.
I am from those moments—
snapped before I budded—
leaf-fall from the family tree

George Ella Lyon says about her poem 
and prompt: “The list form is simple and familiar, 
and the question of where you are from reaches 
deep. Since then, the poem as a writing prompt 
has traveled in amazing ways. People have used 
it at their family reunions, teachers have used it 
with kids all over the United States, in Ecuador 
and China; they have taken it to girls in juvenile 
detention, to men in prison for life, and to refugees 
in a camp in the Sudan.”

www.georgeellalyon.com
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stArt Writing – thE WhAt And 
Why of WhErE i’m from

Ask students to make a list of 5-10 specific 
people, experiences or things that they associate 
with home. Have students share these lists 
with one another and ask each other “camera” 
questions that will expand ideas. What details 
would appear in the picture or painting or video? 
How would the things on their lists look, sound, 
feel, smell, taste? What words or expressions can 
students use to make their lists special so that 
they hint at a story or unique qualities?

Examples: 
 � “Dinner table” becomes “the round wooden 

table stained by Gatorade” 
 � “My mom” becomes “a mom with crazy curls 

who sings in the kitchen” 
 � “Broken arm” becomes “falling off the silver 

slide and breaking my arm.” 
 � “My grandpa’s storytelling” becomes 

“Grandpa’s story about the bear in the 
campsite.”

 � “Mexican food” becomes “Aunt Lena’s 
homemade tortillas”

 � “Playing outside” becomes “creek walking with 
my sister” or “late night bonfires with s’mores.”

Encourage students to make creative “Where 
I’m From” lists that consider favorite foods, 
memories, special objects, family voices, family 
work, childhood games and activities, landmarks 
and geography, struggles and joys they’ve 
experienced, music or arts they appreciate, 
spiritual or cultural traditions, etc.  Writers can also 
consider the experiences of their ancestors or 
other family members. They can be from “crossing 
the ocean from Ireland,” or “the old farm where 
my dad grew up,” or “a candle in the window to 
remember my great-grandmother,” “a mother 
who survived cancer” or “that long highway from 
Cincinnati to Georgia where my cousins live.”

AnothEr ApproAch to Writing 
ABout homE plAcE

Consider the prompts below, modified from 
Richard Hague’s “Where Does the Poem Live?” as 
an activity for older students who may need to find 
their way home:

Many of us seem to have a kind of identity 
crisis. We think that success does not live in 
our province, that there is nothing poetic in 
our hometowns or native counties, that only 
people somewhere else are writing good 
poems, and that there must be some sort of 
secret to writing well that only other people 
have. Some of us think that we have to live 
in New York City or London or Beirut to have 
anything interesting to write about, or to have a 
local writing community.

 
Thoreau claimed:

A man is worth most to himself and to 
others, whether as an observer, or poet, or 
neighbor, or friend, where he is most himself, 
most contented and at home. There his life 
is the most intense and he loses the fewest 
moments...The poet has made the best roots 
in his native soil of any man, and is the hardest 
to transplant. The man who is often thinking 
that it is better to be somewhere else than 
where he is excommunicates himself.
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What do you think? Read the poems below 
and consider where you are “most yourself” in the 
world: 

Placed

Placed here,
gifted with senses,
I live to see tanager
and bunting
sing air into an artifact,
a thought,
of which I am a part.

I live to hear
the hornet charge
the hillside
with its yellow hum,
the chord of my spine,
music for my walking.

I live here to feel 
the full moon’s hymning
fill my skull,
to hear stars’ codas
richen my throat,
the musky press
of shadows
whisper my name. 

—Richard Hague

Write a poem that captures the details and the 
essential ‘feel’ of a place close to you, whether 
you live in it now or not. It does not have to be a 
country place, as in the example above; the city, 
too, provides lots of detail and atmosphere for a 
poem focusing on place, as does the following.

Catiary

In this neighborhood
of cars and chop-shops,
Glocks and ammo,
a hundred garages
and fly-by-night 
oil change joints,
cats the color of rust
or dumped engine oil
lurk and dart
through alleys 
of city wilderness,
hell’s menagerie.
Everywhere,
song sparrows die
the slow death, mauled
and flung by tabbies, calicos,
seal points gone feral as ocelots.
On porches, food arrayed in pet bowls
beside the bannisters,
Maine coon-scarred possums 
ascend to burgle kibbles and bits
and moldy flakes of tuna;
slugs thick as fingers
clench coughed-up hairballs;
nighthawks beep madly
across a Cheshire frown of moon.

—Richard Hague
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hoW do WE compArtmEntAlizE 
our World? 

Our use of language can promote habits 
of “splitting” ourselves from life’s design. Invite 
students to “Share experiences where you have 
felt separated or “split” from people, places, 
situations, activities or ideas.” Allow time 
for students to hear a variety of reflections and 
stories. Offer one of your own examples.

Exploring BinAry oppositions in 
culturE

Binary = “two-fold.”  With students, recall the 
binary code that allows us to use computers and 
other electronic devices – this coding system uses 
binary digits of 0 and 1 in combination to represent 
a letter, digit or other character. The letter “W” for 
example is 01010111 in binary code.

Binary 
oppositions in 
language: In human 
language and thought, 
this system contrasts 
two concepts that 
are defined against 
one another as being 
mutually exclusive 
or “not the same” in 
the fullest sense of 

meaning. Invite students to generate oppositional 
concepts together – on/off, day/night, open/closed, 
raw/cooked.

Are the binaries people use in their 
thinking and speech truly opposites? Explain 
to students that two opposing terms often imply 
each other. Speak only one term in a typical 
binary oppositional pairing and ask students as 
a group to speak the other term: evil/good, male/
female, lie/truth, city/country, black/white, wild/
domestic, sun/moon, math/English. 

Next, offer students the following – I 
say “cat,” you say ____. Most groups will 
immediately respond with “dog.” This invites a 
powerful discussion about whether cats and 
dogs are true opposites biologically, behaviorally, 
socially and in gender-based categorization. If 
you invite reflections from “cat people” and “dog 
people,” for example, you’ll likely hear arguments 

connEcting BinAry oppositions With AppAlAchiAn idEntity And 
culturE

Workshop material created and updated by Sherry Cook Stanforth, Director, Creative Writing Vision 
(Thomas More College) 

“Everywhere I turned I found a ‘squared world,’ a society so compartmentalized that life, 
including my own, had no room to move around, 

to breathe.”

“No more will I follow any rule that splits my soul.”

Share these above quotations offered by Cherokee-Appalachian author Marilou Awiakta on pages 
189-90 in Selu: Seeking the Corn Mother. Golden, Colorado: Fulcrum Publishing, 1993. 
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about which animal bears the qualities of 
independent/dependent, evil/good, male/female, 
loyal/disloyal, predator/prey, nature/culture,  
et cetera. 

Binary oppositions imply an imposition of 
order—they are not simply opposites. Instead, 
they reveal assumptions of power and 
the superiority of one term over another, 
often with profound intellectual and social 
consequences. 
Example for discussion: Create categories 

for male/female on the board in side-by-side 
columns. 

Ask students where they believe most people 
they know would place math/English, predator/
prey, objective/subjective, hunter/gatherer, 
aggressive/passive, destroyer/nurturer, wild/
domesticated, leader/follower, science/art, ruler/
servant, actions/words, explorer/homebody in the 
columns.  

Remember, the binary oppositions we 
use in our speech and our interpretations of 
culture are usually more complex than the 
idea of mere “opposites.” Binary oppositions 
have the potential to restrict meaning because 

 � they assume a fixed interpretation of reality 
through their familiar pairings

 � reinforce group-specific hierarchies, 
ideologies and institutions

 � frequently invite comfortable but narrow 
interpretations of experience 

Exercise Students’ Interpretive Reflexes 
Through Quick Activities
Express the idea to students that reading and 

interpreting meaning is a complex process that is 
informed by individual and cultural experiences. 
Hold up your first and middle finger in the 
“two” sign – ask students “What is this?” 

When encouraged to think of multiple 
examples, students may generate responses 
such as two, peace, letter V in sign language, 
V for Victory, bunny ears. (Holding the “V-sign” 
and turning the palm-side of your hand away 
from the viewer presents an obscene gesture 
recognized by some cultures, including South 
Africa, Australia, New Zealand, UK, Ireland.) What 
is the most likely first reading of this symbol for a 
mathematician? A World War II soldier? A child 
being photographed with friends? A so-called 
“hippie” from the 70s? 

Ask student groups to “read” an object 
as complexly as possible by generating as 
many familiar word associations, questions, 
observations, media references, sayings, uses or 
cultural connections as they can for the object. 
Consider using an apple, straw hat or overalls, 
tie or high-heeled shoe, dog, snake, eagle, cat, 
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spider, American flag, pick-up truck, glasses.  An 
apple (“Appal”) sitting on a desk works very well 
for providing varied connections and readings of 
an object. Examples: Snow White, applesauce, 
pie, GMO or varietal brands, worm inside, razor 
blade or poison on Halloween, teacher’s pet, 
education, “an apple a day keeps the doctor away” 
statement, “one bad apple can spoil the barrel” 
statement, shooting an apple off of someone’s 
head, Garden of Eden, original sin, country, 
farmer, crop, Apple of Discord and so on. 

Building Ideas: Inviting Students to Consider 
“Split” Interpretations of Appalachian People 
and Culture

 � Give students wallboard markers or mural 
paper and ask them to write words, short 
phrases, slang, symbols and sketches that 
they believe to be associated or connected 
with the concept of “Appalachia.” Study and 
discuss this wallboard graffiti as a group. 
Where do you think these references come 
from? Which references seem familiar to you 
and which ones surprise you? Ask several 
students to name group identities they claim 
or embrace. Group membership examples 
may be inspired by nationality, racial or 
ethnic heritage, religious affiliation, sports or 
activities, special group affiliations such as the 
Scouts, institutional stereotypes (jock, brain, 
artsy person) or local geography. Invite those 
individuals to generate as many associations 
as they can about their own named group, as 
above. Explore the tensions 
of “insider” and “outsider” 
interpretations together.

 � Write the binary oppositional 
pairing of country/city on 
the board. Ask students to 
generate associations that 
they believe most people 
may hold for each of these 
terms. 

Guide them to think of 
familiar objects, images 

and symbols; jokes people tell; movie 
scenes; locally named and nicknamed areas; 
categories of people and clothing; family 
structures, beliefs and practices; typical 
sounds and smells; commerce practices and 
product manufacturing; social behaviors; 
economic statistics; types of jobs; probable 
crimes; characteristics of slang and speech. 

To encourage open sharing, you may want 
to emphasize that association and belief are 
not the same concepts. Invite students to draw 
on associative details, tell stories and share 
information about their own family histories 
in connection to country and city places 
representing their heritage. 

 � Ask students to quickly sketch out an 
imaginary Appalachian character or scene. 
Emphasize that this activity does not need 
to represent artistic ability or personal 
interpretations of the subject but should 
instead arise from the “blink” responses they 
have to the prompt. Encourage students to 
add captions or dialogue balloons. Next, show 
students excerpts you have selected from 
movies, commercials, news documentaries 
or reality television and ask them to write 
down observed images and ideas that they 
recognize as interesting or surprising, troubling 
or disturbing, strange or familiar. What are 
people wearing, doing, saying? What objects 
and images define the setting? What facts or 
behaviors are being emphasized? 
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Potential sources include The Wild and 
Wonderful Whites of West Virginia documentary, 
ABC’s Diane Sawyer in A Hidden America: 
Children of the Mountains series, The Muppet 
Show version of the song “I’m My Own Grandpa.” 
See Examples of Hillbilly Stereotypes in Videos 
site http://libraryguides.berea.edu/hillbillyvideos 
from Berea College. All of these sources can 
be found on YouTube. Ask individuals to share 
elements from their sketches and their observation 
lists, noting commonalities and individual reactions 
to the prompts. Terms to explore – vernacular/
slang, assumption, context, inference, stereotype, 
stock type. 

Here, students may explore the complexity 
of “truth” and “falsehood” in history and culture. 
Consider sharing maps related to the geography 
of Appalachia. Supply students with information 
or ask them to research competing definitions 
for what it means to be Appalachian, economic 
statistics related to urban and non-urban 
Appalachian groups, beneficial contributions by 
Appalachian scientists, artists, political leaders, 
educators, inventors. 

Students may also explore tensions and 
experiences related to defined historical, racial or 
ethnic groups that exist outside of Appalachia or 
groups not typically associated with Appalachia, 
despite their presence within that geographical 
and cultural realm. For example, what facts, 
historical experiences, common beliefs, 
stereotypes and culturally perpetuated images 

have existed in relation to Irish immigrants, Jews, 
African-Americans, Native Americans, accused 
witches in Puritan culture? 

 � Using the writing prompt below (p. 28), ask 
students to what they embrace and resist 
about their own identities. Finally, students 
may also want to try adopting a cultural or 
social identity in order to “speak back” about 
situations that seem to be “outside” of their 
experiences, perhaps using curricular material 
or learned cultural details – consider the 
possibilities of imagined voices that feature 
Rosa Parks, a polluted creek, a Cherokee 
mother walking the Trail of Tears, an American 
president, an article in the US Constitution, 
Anne Frank, Gatsby or Hester Prynne, an 
immigrant to the US, a bus driver, a principal, a 
bullied child, et cetera. 

http://libraryguides.berea.edu/hillbillyvideos
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Who i Am/Who i Am not
Writing prompt: Read Awiakta’s “An Indian Walks in Me” and the “App, Too” poem by Sherry Cook 

Stanforth. Consider how both of these Appalachian writers are embracing and resisting ideas about the self. 
How does each poem emphasize knowledge about the persona’s identity? Now, drawing inspiration from these 
poems, consider your own sense of self. Who or what walks in you? What images and characteristics guide 
your migration or unique sense of identity? Or, try “speaking back” to an audience who may be interpreting 
your identity in short-sighted ways. Educate them about who you are, or who you are not. When you write, use 
creative language and details. 

An Indian Walks in Me

An Indian walks in me.
She steps so firmly in my mind
that when I stand against the pine
I know we share the inner light
of the star that shines on me.
She taught me this, my Cherokee,
when I was a spindly child.
And rustling in dry forest leaves
I heard her say, “These speak.”
She said the same of sighing wind,
of hawk descending on the hare
and Mother’s care
to draw the cover snug around me,
of copperhead coiled on stone
and blackberries warming in the sun—
“These speak.”
I listened…
Long before I learned
the universal turn of atoms, I heard
the Spirit’s song that binds us
all as one. And no more
will I follow any rule
that splits my soul.
My Cherokee left me no sign
except in hair and cheek
and this firm step of mind
that seeks the whole
in strength and peace.

Awiakta, Marilou. Selu: Seeking the Corn-Mother’s 
Wisdom. Golden, Colorado: Fulcrum Publishing, 
1991.

Awiakta, Marilou. Abiding Appalachia: Where Mountain 
and Atom Meet. Memphis, TN. St. Luke’s Press, 
1990

App, Too
Don’t ask me why I didn’t grow up in a ram-shackle 

shack with red dirt floors and a front porch washing 
machine, and why my teeth are so shiny and straight 
from Coke in a baby bottle. My white fangs gleam, they 
are cut from Blue Ridge granite and they can scrape 
you down to bare bone with academically pruned, 
heteroglossic, hegemony-sensitive, specialized 
interdisciplinary discourse peppered with Appalachian 
spice. Go ahead and roll your eyes at the way I wrap 
my mountain identity around me like a crazy quilt 
forged stitch by stitch by some withered up sooth-
saying holler witch. My twang too educated for you? 
And my education just doesn’t jive at all with your 
portrait of Rocky Top You’ll Always Be a barefoot 
pregnant hilljack daughter, daddy don’t work, watch 
them verbs, corn-fed Mama got fat on Twinkies, porch 
twanging hoe-down in a tattered skirt princess? Well, 
my daddy worked hard when he was ten—his shadow 
stretched across the lines of white pine he cut down 
with his greatgranddaddy to feed a table full of kin. 
Where you been? Thirteen years of night school later, 
he took an engineering degree all for curly-headed 
me, his darling barefoot baby. My cow-milking, egg-
snatching, chickenchopping mama can pluck you like 
a drone string on a dulcimer and tune your judgment 
until it snaps in two like aging catgut. I’ll sing you down. 
I’ll spin a ballad around you so tight you can’t breathe 
your next question about my PhD, my tax bracket, 
my way with turning words into a philosophical mind 
racquet to beat away your death grip on my spirit. I am 
red dirt flecked with mica in your eye. I’m the Cherokee 
mountain girl guilt hope shooting down the Cherohala 
Skyway to surprise your low-slag stripped-down-to-
bedrock expectations of the folks. I will teach and teach 
and reach for your shadow. I’ll swallow it whole, and 
then I’ll eat up all your dirt and grow kudzu green until 
everything you refuse to see is covered, made gone.

Stanforth, Sherry. Drone String. Bottom Dog Press, 
2015.

Handout created by Sherry Cook Stanforth, Director, 
Creative Writing Vision (Thomas More College)
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 � Migration themes reach students on a 
personal level—we are always physically, 
mentally and spiritually journeying into new 
territory. Read versions of Aesop’s fable about 
the Town Mouse and the Country Mouse and 
an Appalachian Jack Tale such as “Jack and 
the Varmints” shared by Orville Hicks https://
www.ncpedia.org/culture/stories/jack-tales. 
(Other sites listed below.) 
This theme of migration emerges in popular 

film. Show the clip from the movie Elf, where 
buddy first arrives in New York City or when the 
rural family in Cheaper by the Dozen relocates to 
a big city. Show a clip from The Hunger Games, 
when Katniss first arrives from District 12 to 
experience the complexity of Panem, or The 
Capitol. View clips about city dwellers adjusting to 
rural areas in the movies such as Funny Farm or 
Footloose. 

Place students into small groups and ask them 
to design/improvise a one-minute skit that features 
the tensions of a character shifting from a familiar 
(home) setting into a new (away from home) 
setting that includes other characters. The skit—
which represents a moment in time rather than a 
complete story—should reflect a specific struggle 
or tension among characters. Encourage spoken 
dialogue from all characters. Remind students 
that we are always encountering new people, 
practices, roles, verbal expressions and behaviors 
in settings such as schools, playgrounds, travel 
destinations, work environments, places of 
worship, hospitals, public venues, sports.  Share 
scenes. Discuss who the characters might 
represent in a personal or historical situation and 
what problems of interpretation they encounter.

Assignment: Ask students to talk with 
older relatives in order to map the generational 
migration of their own families. Introduce the 
Appalachian migration story and the idea of 
“the hillbilly highway.” Listen to songs about 
migration, separation from family, and losing 
home places – some examples include “Hillbilly 
Highway” by Steve Earle, “The Leaving Train” by 
Robin and Linda Williams, “Last Night I Went to 

Sleep in Detroit City” by Bobby Bare, and Jean 
Ritchie’s historically inspired ballads, “Thousand 
Mile Blues,” “Dear Companion” and “Black 
Waters.” Listen to traditional ballad versions about 
migration – “Nine Hundred Miles,” the Carter 
family tune “My Native Home” and “The Storms 
Are On the Ocean.” Many residents of urban 
Appalachian communities in Greater Cincinnati, 
such as Over the Rhine, Norwood or Lower Price 
Hill represent families that out-migrated from 
Appalachian regions in order to find work and 
sustenance. 

See the following helpful sites for information 
related to Appalachian migration: 

 � “Bibliography of Appalachian Resources” - 
http://uacvoice.org/research/bibliography-of-
appalachian-resources/  

 � “Migration” – https://uacvoice.org/about-urban-
appalchians/migration/  

 � “King Records and the Appalachian Migration” 
https://uacvoice.org/2017/08/king-records-
appalachian-migration/ 

 � “Where the Hillbilly Highway Ends” – www.
appalachianhistory.net/2011/08/where-hillbilly-
highway-ends.html 

 � “Out-Migration Project: Urban Appalachian 
Women in Cincinnati, Ohio Oral History 
Project” – passtheword.ky.gov/collection/out-
migration-project-urban-appalachian-women-
cincinnati-ohio-oral-history-project-0 

 � “Journey Up Coal River” auroralights.org/
map_project/theme. php?theme=coal_
river_101&article=8
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