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Appalachia, Where Tradition and Technology Thrive

JEAN HASKELL

Someone once said that more is known that is untrue about Appalachia
than about any other region of the country. For many people, Appalachia
is the homeland of the bumbling “Beverly Hillbillies,” the crazed
Deliverance hillbillies, or the cartoon hillbillies of Snuffy Smith and Li’l
Abner. It’s a strange place with peculiar people who talk funny, in which
none-too-smart, lazy men wear battered hats, tote guns, and make and
drink moonshine whiskey, and women are either blonde, buxom, and
dumb, or gaunt, toothless grannies with lots of home remedies and
recipes for cooking roadkill. These images, created by generations of
writers, journalists, filmmakers, comedians, and cartoonists, have shaped
popular opinion of Appalachia as home to a
culture that is homogeneous, white, poor,
ignorant, violent, and unproductive. In truth,
Appalachia is not a monolithic culture—and
not the one depicted in the stereotypes—but
a patchwork quilt of rich traditions that form
the vivid patterns of Appalachian experience.

‘Where and what is Appalachia? Most people
would agree that the Appalachian mountain
chain that stretches along the eastern quarter
of North America forms the core of the
region. As one observer says, the mountains
are the heart of the region, but the edges get
blurry. Definitions of the region have varied
over time according to the needs and motives
of those doing the defining. Sometimes the
region’s geographical boundaries have been
limited to “the Southern highlands,” the
“Upland South,” or the coal fields of the
central part of the mountains; at other times, the definition has been
expansive enough to include the mountain chain from Canada through
north Georgia and north Alabama. In 1965, when the U.S. Congress
created the Appalachian Regional Commission to address economic
development and quality-of-life issues in the region, the federal
definition of the region came to include the mountainous portions of 13
states, stretching from southern New York to north Mississippi, with 410
counties and a population of over 22 million people.

With so vast an area and so many people, defining the traditional
culture of the region becomes as difficult as determining its boundaries.
Native Americans, especially the prevalent Cherokee, are indigenous
Appalachian people. Their agricultural traditions such as the cultivation
of corn and squash, architectural traditions of log construction, and craft
traditions such as basketry helped early European settlers adapt to
mountain living. Those Anglo-European settlers, largely from England,

Scotland, Ireland, and Germany, brought to the mountains a heritage of



subsistence farming, house styles,

foods such as pork and potatoes, a
knowledge of distilling, and a
repertoire of stories, fiddle tunes,
and ballads. Africans came to the
region initially as an enslaved pop-
ulation, bringing with them the
memory of what became the
banjo and a taste for foods such as
okra and many types of greens.
Even on the frontier, Appalachia
had a diverse culture in which
various groups borrowed tradi-
tional knowledge from one
another to carve out a shared life
in the mountain wilderness.

In the 19th and early 20th
centuries, industrialization came
to the mountains in the form of
railroads, coal mining, steel mills,
textile plants, and large-scale
timbering operations. Each industry
developed a work lore of tech-
niques, customs, beliefs, food,
stories, and songs that added to
the cultural mix. The labor force
needed for these industries brought
newly arrived immigrants from
Italy, Poland, Hungary, and else-
where in Europe and African
Americans from the deep South
to mix with white mountaineers,
all of them living and working in
the same communities and learning
from one another’s cultures. Ad-
vances in mass communication
such as phonograph records, radio,
photography, and film exposed
mountain folk to new cultural
influences and brought mountain
culture to the attention of a na-
tional audience.

Contemporary Appalachian
life has been enlivened by an influx
of refugees such as the Hmong of
Southeast Asia, doctors and other
professionals from India, and

Hispanic agricultural and manu-

facturing workers from Mexico
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and Latin America. They are adding their languages, crafts, customs,
musics, and foods to the Appalachian landscape today. At the beginning
of the new millennium, electronic communications of all kinds,
including the Internet, continue to bring diverse cultures into contact
with life in the Appalachian Mountains.

Although Appalachia is not homogeneous, there do seem to be some
common traits in the region’s expressive culture. Living in hilly and
mountainous terrain has led to ingenious resourcefulness, especially in
the use of the region’s rich natural bounty, reliance on close-knit kin and
community in a region more rural than urban,
powerful and tenacious religious traditions, an ethic
of hard work, and an economic history that has
produced a fascinating cultural diversity.

While most forms of expressive culture are
found throughout the region, some traditions have
developed more fully in certain pockets of
mountain society. Handmade craft, for example,
though widespread in the Appalachian region, has
become a hallmark of the western North Carolina
mountains. Traditional dance thrives in Cherokee,
North Carolina, and in communities of southwest
Virginia. Old-time, bluegrass, and traditional
country music that are the focus of this Festival
program reach all parts of the mountains but seem
most vigorous in an area that forms the heart of the
Appalachian region in east Tennessee, southwest
Virginia, southern West Virginia, eastern Kentucky,
western North Carolina, and north Georgia.

Appalachia is a region of cultural contrasts. In its bustling cities such
as Pittsburgh, Chattanooga, Asheville, and Charleston, you can listen to
the symphony and to an old-time string band; you can watch ballet or
flatfoot dancing. Local folks may commute into urban areas to work, but
come home to farm a small plot of land. The old, white, family
farmhouse may stand empty or be filled with hay beside the modern
brick ranch house on the side of the road. Traditional storytellers may
gather in a rustic home on the side of a mountain or at the gleaming
new International Storytelling Center in Jonesborough, Tennessee.
Quilting groups in Appalachia stitch traditional patterns yet also create
striking contemporary art pieces. Traditional ballad themes and forms
show up in the repertoire of an Appalachian reggae band. Jams and jellies
for home use sit side by side with gourmet goodies made from
traditional recipes for high-end corporate gifts.

In Appalachia, the region’s rich heritage is not something relegated
to books about the past or old recordings or museum displays. Tradition
informs everyday life, and innovations on tradition keep heritage alive
and dynamic. Heritage provides beautiful harmony for the song of

everyday life in Appalachia. i



