
Strangers in the Same Land


Readings:  Hillbilly Elegy by J.D. Vance
What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia by Elizabeth Catte
Place: Canton, North Carolina 2019

For reasons that still seem rash and ill founded, my husband and I moved from San Francisco to an old farmhouse in rural North Carolina in the summer of 2018. 
We left the city, our home of  40 years, partly because our landlord made life so difficult, but more accurately because the city no longer felt worth our struggles to stay.  My step-daughter and her family live in Asheville, which drew us to this area.  The house we found was big and affordable in a way that doesn’t exist in California, and is only 20 minutes away from downtown.  In our minds we were moving to the outskirts of this cool little liberal hippie town, but as it turns out time and distance work differently here, and without expecting it we’ve moved deep into Appalachia. 
	Our house is a few miles from the village of Canton; famous in Western North Carolina for its paper mill, a steam punk extravaganza of chutes and ladders that stretches over half a mile. Before it closed in 2023 its tell-tale white plume of steam streaked the sky here at all hours. The mill, known locally as Champion, had been there since 1900, through the Depression, through organized labor, and back out. 
The Smoky Mountains here are dense with hardwood forests, run through with rivers; it’s still a good place to make paper. Everyone knows someone who used to worked at the mill, or still wants to. Canton, as the Chamber of Commerce will tell you, is, “a living breathing manufacturing town with unmatched authenticity and pride.”  Authenticity is a key word here. Downtown Canton, is at the foot of a hill, with an old red brick style favored as “rustic retro” in the trendy cafes of Valencia street in San Francisco, except here, it’s not retro, it’s just what things look like.  
You can watch farmers in their blue overalls pulling their trucks up to the cafe downtown for a burger, or going down to the feed store to buy one of the mini-goats that live in a pen out back.  At the local park along the Pigeon River you see teenagers with old cars, leaning against the door, smoking and slowly making out. Barefoot kids ride their bikes to the park to fish. The kids seem so unselfconscious compared to the kids I know in California, they’re not on the screen. Everything seems a little earlier in history here; the Ingles grocery store even, with its broad aisles of white bread and Twinkies,  a whole bacon department, foods I’d forgotten all about.  Pieces of information about health seem to be missing. 
I keep trying not to compare the Bay Area with Appalachia, but here I am. And it’s not like I’ve never been to the hinterlands before. I grew up poor in the working class Mid-West, and in my twenties worked as a travel-book writer criss-crossing America multiple times. I’ve lived in rural Oregon and “in the developing world.” But still, this feels different in a deeper way. Just before moving I was teaching in Tokyo and even though I couldn’t speak the language, it felt more familiar than this does. Lives are lived here in ways that people (myself) in San Francisco don’t often bother to imagine, but maybe we should start to. 
I’ve come to feel that the ignorance we have of each other’s lives is part of the great divide in America, a deep unknowing at the heart of our current malaise.

Canton is just off Interstate 40. The route we drove to arrive here from the West Coast. Often after driving all day we ended up at the Mexican restaurant that was always open late, they were all over, in Steamboat Springs, Colorado, or in a thunderstorm deluge in Concordia, Missouri.  Inside, Spanish speaking families and white families shared taco birthday parties.  People smiled. Driving across America it’s clear that whatever immigrant onslaught people like Trump  would like us to fear, most of the locals in small towns embraced it a long time ago.  But of course Donald Trump has never driven across America. Never left the freeway crossroad where Bojangles, and Waffle House hold sway. The places where if you keep driving down that frontage road you’ll come to the places people call home; places that exist as sketches in our minds in San Francisco, or New York, but are totally full and detailed to the people who live there. Here. 

When the rain falls here in the middle of the afternoon, all the light is exhaled from the sky, an ominous gloom settles, like the opening of a gothic novel. I am not accustomed to such rain. How it falls anytime, not confined to its season as it is in the West. How the leaves of the lush green creepers cover over everything, trees, fences, barns, in a general, tangle of hungry foliage that blurs the outlines of anything it touches. Sometimes everything here seems weighted down, the sky, the hills, the people. 
From our back deck, a lush green field slopes down to a tree line of black walnut and pine. In the breaks between the trees, the layered emerald velvet of the mountains line the horizon like the wrinkles of an old blanket.  Just out the back door are two towering white oaks, an arborist who came by thought they were about 150 years old. When I first arrived here, deep in mourning for all I left behind, I would lay under the oaks to cry.  The density and weight of their branches, vaulting into a mysterious tangled world high overhead, seemed to defy the forces of gravity, to rise like that,  to give such shelter. The trees coaxed me from my melancholy. Their branches felt like arms, maternal, wise. Somehow if they could remain, then so could I. One of the great oaks was taken out in Hurricane Helene, but others remain. 

That year we moved we arrived here a few weeks before Labor Day and the neighbors said we shouldn’t miss ‘the Festival.’ The neighbors are native to the county, with three children, all baseball players; they call me Ma’am, and mowed the lawn before we got here, just to be nice. The Canton Labor Day Festival has been going on for more than 113 years. There’s a carnival and a parade that winds up the hill through the old main street. There are marching bands, horses, tractors, trucks full of little league teams, football and baseball, all of them called “the Bears.”  Local politicians ride in old convertibles; there is a red-white and blue float for the Democratic Party, one for the Labor Union. The Republican float with, Make America Great Again signs, carries three middle aged women wearing bright pink t-shirts that say “Women for Trump” they wave to no-one in particular. 
In the evening the mill sponsored a free concert, and a crowd of hundreds had gathered at the local park to see the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band. Clouds had also gathered and when the thunder and lightning started an announcer on stage urged everyone to take shelter.  Through the downpour, my friend and I made it to the nearest building, the Bethel Christian Academy, a concrete building resembling a prison more than a school, but now boarded up, as if even Christ had left the area. Still their overhanging bus shelter out front offered a small crowd a dry refuge for waiting. 
Packed together under the awning was a good place to watch people.  There were a lot of barefoot children, their mouths stained purple or green from candy or popsicles. They smiled and rain in and out of the rain, their t-shirts soaked through. There was a longhaired man with a backpack and a dog on a leash of old rope, the man looked a little crazy or homeless or both. Everyone was smiling. 
The skinny man in front of us wore a jean jacket with the sleeves cut off, on the back it had a painting of a semi-truck with the words MIA/POW written across the grill. He was youngish, had a pack of cigarettes folded into the arm of his t-shirt the way Marlon Brando did in Streetcar.  He was starting up a conversation with the man sitting next to him, who had expensive looking cowboy boots, a dress shirt, clean-shaven. It seemed they knew each other from high-school, but had not until the rain storm brought them together, seen each other for a few years. 
“You still moving furniture,” cowboy boots asked.
“Yea, still delivering furniture, ten years with Merson’s.” 
“Merson’s huh. That son-of-a-bitch still going?”
“Yep, he is.” 
“Is that your youngest? Boots asks, looking at the one year old that has just climbed into the trucker’s arms. 
“Yea she is.” 
“How many you got.” 
“Six, he answers, breaking out in a huge proud smile, with a few teeth missing.  The smallest child, a girl puts her head on her father’s shoulder. He strokes her head gently, blows his cigarette smoke in the other direction so as not to get it near her. He holds her with a gentleness and care that seems devotional, intimate.  The contrast between his tough appearance and the delicate way he handles his children intrigues me.  
One of his older children is a girl of maybe eight or nine.  She has reddish hair and freckles, her eyes bursting with blue, and her thighs bursting from her cutoffs.  She has started up a conversation with the homeless man.  He is telling her about his dog, about travelling, the girl is listening, leaning toward him.  She asks him questions; as if he is the only source of information she might ever have about the world. Her questions are startling and clear. Why are you all alone? Where are you going? How did you get here? 
 I feel her hunger to know the world beyond here; her intelligence reaching out to whoever she can, whoever is present, what is out there? And he is trying to answer, he rambles, but she never wavers in her attention. The girls’ face is so expressive, listening raptly, nodding, frowning when his story is sad, following ever word, as if extracting some essential nutrients for her life. There is something mesmerizing, and deep in the way they are connecting. Something I hadn’t seen for a long time. 
 The rain keeps pouring down, we have time. I can’t quite hear him, but I can’t take my eyes off this child.  She is talking then, she seems to be comforting him, encouraging him. Her face radiates empathy and interest, far beyond her years. I sense her sitting in the midst of her family, being the one they go to, and how natural this is, her strength.  I imagine her face, her posture, is that of a kind of Madonna, an image of the virgin reaching out to the care worn traveler. I’m sensitive to the way this image might seem to caste the child in some romantic frame, but I want to do the opposite; to suggest how her presence was so uniquely her own, a gifted being in a world that didn’t remark on her, that humans of unsung wonders move amongst us. 
I also realized that this quality, of being simply present in an unguarded way to the human beings next to us, had become such a rarity for me in San Francisco, and how much I had missed it.  When we are all strangers, as we mostly are there, we look at each other first from a respectful distance, over the fence so to speak. We get good at bridging these distances, we ask questions, and negotiate differences with some sense of ease. We often experience variety as a richness, rather than a threat.  But here, for better and for worse, there is no distance. The people sitting next to me assume that we have most of the same experiences, they assume we are connected in the same struggles. 

When we got here someone said I had to read Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and a Culture in Crisis by J.D. Vance. I bought my copy at Malaprops Bookstore in Asheville in the Local Interest section. They also had What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia featured next to it, so I bought both.  There was a whole raft of local Southern regional writers there I had never heard of as well, but that’s another story. 
The noisy diesel-honking tone of Hillbilly Elegy put me off from the start and by the end the book just seemed shallow.  Vance is so confident that his coming of age story, with a messed up, violent, self-destructive Kentucky family in Southern Ohio is somehow the story of a whole region, but it didn’t seem to be about the people I saw here.  His story was about his particular family’s thoughtless violence and his own sense of  personal entitlement.  Many critics agreed,  but politicians, especially conservative ones, embraced Vance’s book as providing a clear explanation of the distressed state, and social decline of working class white voters. The book also (before we knew what we know now) appealed to many of my liberal Californian friends; it was always the first thing they mentioned if I spoke of North Carolina. “Have you read Hillbilly Elegy?”  It allowed them to imagine they were well informed about a world they had no other pictures for. It helped them, they thought, understand Trump. 
Elizabeth Catte’s book What You are Getting Wrong About Appalachia is a sort of rebuttal to J.D Vance’ s Hillbilly Elegy,  and his view of  Appalachia as “a place of alarming social declines, smoldering and misplaced resentment, and poor life choices.”  Catte focuses instead on the history of labor in the area, how extractive industries, including media portrayals (like Vance’s),  have created the conditions that we identify as Appalachian, (think photos of barefoot children), but are actually common to many rural and blue collar communities.
Political activism, solidarity, a love for the land, are among the real regional traditions that Catte outlines.  She writes with passion and a wonderful snarky tone as she takes down  “little Jimmie Vance” who made millions and got a movie deal, over insulting her people. 
Experience is more complicated than whatever we believe.   The books we read, the photos we view, the movies we’ve seen construct a lense that we look through, but what if we trusted images less and experience more. I always like to see things for myself. 
 In a way the bus shelter held the kind of people Catte talks about, but Vance’s people were waiting nearby. 
When election time came that fall, my husband and I decided to volunteer for a “Get out the Vote” effort at the local Democratic Party headquarters in Waynesville, just West of here. 
We were given a list of registered Democratic voters, asked to knock on their doors, handout literature about the candidates, make sure they have a ride to the polls. The usual. 
Somehow we had pictured walking the streets of the neighboring villages, but instead we were given a rough map of the area mountains and sent into the remote hollers of Haywood County.  
When the paved road, then the gravel roads, quickly gave way to dirt roads that turned and pitched down eroded ravines, we despaired of even finding the first house on the list, we tried for the third, the fifth. 
Whether or not they could be “found” on GPS, these places were lost in a deeper sense. Disconnected (apparently) from the communities around them. Each house seemed more remote than the next, each seemed to suffer from some new and unique form of decay, missing doors, a fallen in porch roof, a scum covered pond in the front yard, a tree across the driveway, dead cars like half eaten carrion scattered everywhere. 
It seemed that within this beautiful autumn day, leaves turning red and gold on the hillsides of the Great Smokey’s, there existed a hidden America;  an alternate mapping of roads and dead ends that revealed the network of the lost and bewildered. A land within this one, a land peopled with our neighbors. 
On one lonely road, we passed a house like many others, a dilapidated trailer, fences and a barking dog, and in the yard out back a little girl twirling in a circle, her hands stretched to the sky, alone in the ruins. I wondered what would, or could, happen to this little girl. 
Our first actual contact came at a trailer near the main road. This one was placed up on blocks about 6 feet up, but the stairs up to the doorway fallen in. I called out, “Hello anyone home.”
 “We use this door back here a voice answered.” 
It was a middle-aged woman, blond and well-coiffed, in a leopard skin blouse, both voice and make up highly redolent of Dolly Parton. 
“Hello, I said, we’re with the Democratic Party here to get out the vote.” 
“How can I help you?” 
I explained about the elections, offered the literature. I tried to sound relevant. “It’s important,” I said, “to get people healthcare and raise the minimum wage.” 
“You’re telling me there are things we have not done so well, don’t I know it. Are you a Christian?”
“Yes,” I lied.
“Well then you know, that all you got to do is pray to our Lord Jesus Christ. As you know the rapture is coming. I know it’s coming, I’m a preacher myself. Well he is going to take care of all this stuff darlin, so we aren’t gonna have to worry about votin or nothin. I know the rapture is coming because I listen. There are forty or fifty different radio stations all over the world talking about it. You just tune in. Then you’ll know. I’m a preacher to, if you want to come to my church, we’re a growing concern.” She was charming in a way, that almost made the rapture seem like fun, but I left the literature and drove on. 
There were signs of hope. At one house, with children’s toys scattered in the yard and a tree swing hanging from the black walnut, I knocked for a few minutes. A young man with a Latino name answered. “Sorry I didn’t hear you" he said, "I was just waking up, from working night shift.” I told him about getting out the vote. 
 “Definitely, I vote in every election, we always have.” His children looked on from behind him, smiling. 
The next day our list included Maggie Valley, further into the mountains. There we followed the map to our saddest encounter.  A dirt road, leading down to a patch of scrubby bottom land overgrown with ragweed, and brambles, a rusted and mildew covered trailer. It was hard to imagine anyone actually living there, but there was a dog barking inside. And near the doorway, was a jack-o-lantern bright orange and freshly carved. To think of the the joy of celebrating holidays, amidst such obvious difficulty seemed poignant somehow.  I rang the bell; it was a while before anyone answered. 
The woman who answered was in her 20 or 30s, dark hair, but had a haunted look of pain and suffering. There were dark circles under her eyes, but something fiercely intelligent in them, her skin pale as if she hadn’t been out. 
“What?” she asked at first, from behind the screen door. 
I explained about getting out the vote.
“I used to” she said. “I used to participate all the time. But now what they’ve done, she paused. “It’s just a travesty. I don’t want any part of it. It’s a travesty.”
And you felt she was right, felt how that injustice weighed on top of whatever other struggles she had. You felt the weight. 
	In January I took a job as an adjunct English teacher at the local community college.  The first day, a young man who was silent during class, waited until everyone had left so he could ask me. Was he going to need a computer, and the textbook? Was he going to really need it, because he didn’t have the money for it? Maybe he should just drop the class now? Several students after him asked me the same thing. I was startled that something so minor (like the possession of a book) would make the difference between students going to school or not, in America?  Most of them felt that not being able to afford the book was their own problem; they were ashamed to admit it and didn’t expect help. This was part of a more general sense of shame, a sense of being prepared to fail, that surfaced in class repeatedly. 
Shame is so rare in California that I had almost forgotten about it.  In the Bay Area, if you are poor and not given any opportunities it is assumed that you deserve some extra help. Around here it’s more common to feel guilty about it in an Old Testament sort of way. Often I thought how much it would help my students in North Carolina to feel just half the entitlement that my California students took for granted. 
Expectations matter. They are the intangible but powerful strands that pull us forward. In San Francisco a sense of the future was ever present.  There was a sense of global connections, that reached across borders, a sense of being part of something larger. Here there is a sense of other places being frightening. 
My student Polly Lou was a quick study and funny, a pretty blond with earholes, and tattoos.  She would have fit right into San Francisco, though has no plans on going anywhere soon.  
 “We are in my mama’s armpit, I mean it. She’d kill me if I tried to move away, and I don’t want to. Me and my sister are all she has. I know every road in this county, where each road starts and where it comes out. I am born and bred, and proud of it. You know what started last week right? Turkey hunting season. Any way Ms. Roether you need to understand, we do not leave.” 
My stepdaughter works as a family doctor in this county. She tells us about her patients, whom she loves deeply.  Opioid addiction is rampant of course, diabetes caused by obesity; but domestic abuse is also the norm. Generations of women here have accepted abuse as part of the way men are. They tell her things like “Well he ain’t near as bad as he used to be now that he’s older.”  She’s a Yale graduate and could practice medicine anywhere, but she loves her patients here. They bring her produce, and handicrafts, tell her stories, and say “God Bless You” when they leave. Kindness grows on you.

It’s easy to overlook the simple power of people talking to each other. James was one of two African American students in my English class at AB Tech. He was always first to our 9am class, coming directly from the overnight security guard job he had at the mall in Asheville.  He wanted to be a physical therapist.  He didn’t have a laptop, so he typed on his phone. When students were assigned an oral presentation; he chose “how young black men are portrayed in the media” exploring the differences in language used. How a black youth was seen loitering, vs. a white kid “walking.” He used personal examples. His voice quavered at times, but he gained confidence as he went along and the class was riveted. No other presentation had garnered such intense interest. Alerted to the injustice, and having a living breathing recipient of it, in front of them was powerful. James was not an abstract news item, but a classmate, a face they had seen for months. When the bell rang everyone was still gathered talking, they were on his side, they wanted to understand. 
They wanted to not be afraid. Fear is a poison among us.

I thought back to one of the first weeks we were here, and took a drive up the Blue Ridge Parkway, to hike the trail at a place called Graveyard Fields. Anyway we were hiking; the skies were blue. It was hot, we were wading in the river by the trailhead. A couple that had been ahead of us on the trail was in the river too. Then I noticed that the man was wearing a holster, with a handgun. Which seemed a strange thing to need for a hike, and incongruous also with his almost childlike delight in being barefoot in the river. I pointed out the gun to my husband, a journalist, though I hesitated because I knew he’d ask the guy why. He’ll ask anybody anything, which can be interesting, or dangerous. I’m always torn between wanting to hear the answer and wanting to hide in the car. 
“Is there, a reason my husband asked, that you wear a gun here? Are you afraid of bears or something?
“I’m not worried about bears, I’m worried about people.” 
“Have you ever had trouble here?'
“No, I don’t have no trouble cuz I have a gun. I just always wear it every day.”
“We’re just asking because we’re from San Francisco and it’s pretty unusual for us to see.” 
“If I was in California I’d be wearing it 24/7 they got some crazy people there.”
“Have you ever been there?" 
“No.” 
Back on the parkway driving, I thought about how said it was to be so afraid that every morning you get up and put a gun on your body in order to feel safe. What has made him afraid, what messages or vision has he heard that is stronger than his actual experience of the world around him. What if in San Francisco anyone tried to understand his fear. 

Lake Junaluska is an old fashioned Methodist church camp near Waynesville. Our dog likes to swim and there’s a nice trail around the lake. There are giant colonial white church buildings with balconies and pillars overlooking the water, and some new facilities used to train missionaries, “Give them Jesus” is the motto on one building. Most of the missionaries appear to be from Asian countries, Hindi, and Tagalog; can be heard as groups sit on the benches by the rose garden. The Stuart Auditorium, an amazing white wooden rambling hexagon, built in the 1930’s on the shore of the lake, is one of the places they used for gatherings. I always wondered what it looked like on the inside, though I never imagined a funeral would be my opportunity to see.
When a gunman opened fire on a classroom of students at UNC Charlotte, on May 2, 2019, a 21-year-old named Riley Howell, rushed the gunmen and tried to stop him. He was killed in the process but credited with saving the lives of several others, who were given time to get away.  It turns out Riley grew up not far from where we live, worked at the diner where we sometimes go to breakfast.
His memorial was to be held at the auditorium and I wondered whether it was right to go or not. Are we connected, to those in our community by an invisible tie, or was I an interloper, attending out of curiosity, which was true, but also out of sympathy for the mother of a son, just a few years younger than my own. I wondered how this community would react to the violence, would they talk about guns? My husband and I decided to go. It was a beautiful spring day in May, mild and sweet and the blue waters of the lake stretched to the horizon without a wrinkle. 
We arrived as the coffin was being wheeled in. The auditorium which holds about 2000 people was filled to overflowing, a sea of dark clothes, with standing room only. Policemen stood at attention. There were old people, young kids, people in uniforms, white people, black people, focused and serious.  As we walked in, the plaintive chords of Amazing Grace played by a local bluegrass band filled the vast wooden room like a dirge. Even the fiddles seemed to mourn. 
A large screen in the front of the auditorium flashed pictures from the life of the dead son, a beautiful blonde boy with a huge smile.  
 Reverend Dr. Robert M. Blackburn a Methodist Preacher, led the service with grave candor.  I’d forgotten what a real Christian sounded like, but he was one. He began with a plea for forgiveness of enemies, and an acknowledgement of the pain, everyone felt.
 “We live in a house that has become a haunted house. This moment calls for us to steal our determination to try to build kinder communities.” 
 He spoke about what it meant to be fully human, not just human, but to embrace the full promise of being human. He quoted John Bunyan and Pilgrim’s Progress. How in the “slough of despond” we must reach deeper, deeper through the pain and muck, to something below that, which is free of pain. This community grieving felt deep and true, painful but beautiful at the same time. 
Riley’s brother talked about how he loved these hardwood forests, the mountains and this land. How he liked to hike in Black Balsam on top of the Blue Ridge and each year he would hike deeper and deeper into the forest. As they took out the coffin the musicians struck up the blue grass standard I’ll Fly Away .
Some glad morning when this life is over
I'll fly away
To a home on God's celestial shore
I'll fly away
I'll fly away, oh, Glory
I'll fly away
When I die, Hallelujah, by and by
 praise the Lord I’ll Fly away:”

Everyone sang through their tears. 

 [END]






