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first places them, tenuously, on the fringes of this 

rich territory. With the influence of James Still's use 

of Grundy, Virginia, starting to emerge, Smith begins 

this new approach toward place with her fourth novel, 

Black Mountain Breakdown (1980). 

It is, in fact, a place much like Smith's own 

hometown of Grundy that she creates as a backdrop for 

the characters in Black Mountain Breakdown. Early in 

the novel, the omniscient narrator describes the area 

where Crystal Spangler, the protagonist, lives. In this 

illustration, Crystal and her best friend Agnes are 

sitting in the swing on Agnes's front porch: 

If they [Crystal and Agnes] want to talk 

they have to talk loud, over the noise of the 

traffic, because the road is not far from the 

front of the houses although the back yards 

are sizable, big enough for gardens, vast for 

children. And there is a lot of traffic: 460

is the only real road that runs through these 

mountains, going from Richlands, Virginia, up 

into the Black Rock area, following first the 

Dismal River and then the Levisa, winding and 

climbing up and then back down into Pik vill 

Kentucky. Th r ar oth r ro goin up h 

hollers, om p v d nd om n 

how many p-opl liv u h m. 

ev rywh r ar clo to h 

11 Ufl • 

n n n 



anything resembling flat land is so hard to 

come by, must be bulldozed out and created. 
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Crystal sees the map of this country in her 

mind; she has studied it in school. A ragged 

diamond shape. Heavily inhabited where it is 

inhabited, with people piled up all along the 

creeks while whole mountains and mountainsides 

go empty and wild. Crystal rocks and thinks 

about the wild places, how it would be there. 

They say that the first man who ever settled 

this country was a trapper named Stigner who 

lived in a big hollow tree up near the bend of 

Slate Creek. (Smith 9) 

Like the fictitious hometown that Smith creates for 

her heroine Crystal, Grundy also hugs Highway 460, with 

the rugged Appalachian mountains rising sharply above 

Smith's family home as well as the rest of the town. 

Perhaps Smith is comfortable with her first attempt at 

using her native Appalachia as the setting in Black 

Mountain Breakdown because it is a close mirror image of 

her own youthful niche, wedged between the hills and the 

hollers of the mountains. However, Smith i not yet 

ready to let her charact rs inh bit tho 

hollers, but, inste d, llow th m only to 

about the people who 1·v th r y 

the time Smith tarts h n xt nov 

hill nd 

z 

n. By

�,, 

last ready to pl�c h r  ch ra t r� n i u�ly in h 

T 
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hills and hollers of Appalachia. James Still's 

influence on Smith regarding place finally manifests 

itself in a prominent manner in Oral History, Smith's 

fifth novel. 

By the time Oral History (1983) is published, over 

a decade has passed since the publication of Smith's 

first novel, The Last Day the Dogbushes Bloomed (1968), 

a book void of any identity with a specific geographical 

place. The epitome of Smith's imaginary landscape in 

this novel is seen through the eyes of Susan, the child 

protagonist, as she shares with the reader the 

description of her secret hiding place: 

The wading house was not a real house. It was 

a soft, light green tree, a willow, that grew 

by the bank of the stream. The way the 

branches came down, they made a little house 

inside them. The land and the tiny river were 

both inside the house, and it was the only 

wading house in the world, and I was the only 

one that knew about it. 

place. (12) 

It was a very special 

In contrast with The Last .Qgy the Do bushes Bloomed, in 

Oral History Smith masterfully w av a rich land c pe 

tapestry by threading numerous Appalachi n p n m 

such as Hurricane Mount in, Gra y r k, Bl k R k 

Mountain, Indian Gr V Gap, nowm n M un· in, II w1 

Mountain, Hoot Owl Holl r, oi�mal I 'v n 'l'U 

throughout the pages of the nov 1, b innin wi h h 
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first page of chapter one and continuing to the very 

last page of the book. Regarding place Oral History is, 

indeed, the antithesis of The Last Day the Dogbushes 

Bloomed. With her fifth novel, Smith has finally 

developed her own style of writing--reporting 

nonfiction, while simultaneously creating fiction--based 

on her astute sensitivity to her Appalachian heritage. 

A model of Smith's newly developed style of 

writing, initiated with Oral History, is found in the 

first chapter of the novel. Through the voice of Granny 

Younger, the first of many voices in the novel, the 

reader discovers Smith's new fictive country: 

But up on Hurricane, where I live, now 

that's as pretty a place as you please. 

Grassy Creek running down it, all them 

little falls, why it is music to your ears 

It is just walking up Grassy Creek. 

pussywillow and Indian Paint. It is 

swimming holes with water so clear you can 

see straight down to the bottom. They 

never was any water bettern Grassy Creek. 

Then you get on up, you'v got your o k, 

your chestnut, your tulip t Bi old 

trees 11 spr d d out h un 

shin throu h. Th rn 

is so good it' wh t h y c LI h 

up her on Ilurri an M un in. 

h v n 

N w 

n 
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I've got my own holler, mind. 

And Snowman, over on the other side of Hoot 

Owl Holler, why Snowman's the biggest of 

all. They's a rocky cliff the other side 

of Snowman, looking down into West 

Virginia, that's the spitting image of a 

man. If you want to go to West 

Virginia, you follow the trace over Indian 

Grave Gap and down Coon Branch and into 

Roseann where the lumber company's at. 

(24-25) 

By skillfully using place names and mountain dialect in 

her fifth novel Oral History, Smith depicts a vivid 

picture of Appalachia, thus, giving her the chance both 

to create fiction as well as document important 

information about Appalachia. 

After publishing Oral History in 1983, Smith 

quickly moves on with her writing career, publishing her 

sixth novel Family Linen (1985) two years later. Even 

though Smith has established the perceptive ability to 

place her fiction in the middle of Appalachia, she 

removes herself from the heart of this region and once 

again, as with Black Mountain Br kdown, plac h r  

characters on the margin of th Appala h' n Mount in 

In this novel Sybill H , th rn 'n f m l

lives in Roanoke, Virgini , wh r h h 

lifestyle. The r d r i bl to vl u llG ·y ll nct 

her surroundings through th background 'nf rn· ion h 



gives Bob Diamond, a hypnotist she has gone to see 

concerning her recurring headaches: 

I [Sybill] manage a condominium complex, 
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twenty units. The Oaks. I teach at the 

Roanoke Technical Institute, business English, 

high-school equivalency classes, basic skills. 

I'm the head of Language Arts. I have twenty-

six thousand two hundred dollars in my savings 

account and ten thousand dollars in my IRA. 

I go to church, Betty and I go bowling. 

I've been on a cruise before. I keep up with 

current events. (Smith 7) 

From this descriptive monologue, the reader might infer 

that the characters are more important than the setting 

in Family Linen. Just as the mountains are seen at a 

distance in the landscape of Family Linen, Smith seems 

to distance herself from the nucleus of the Appalachian 

territory to concentrate on other literary elements than 

place. Welty's influence regarding the use of ordinary 

characters is quite possibly at work here on Smith. 

However, Smith will turn her attention to placing her 

characters in the Appalachian heartl nd one again with 

her next novel Fair 

Fortun tely for her read r , mith' 

remains resolut ly plac din the h 

every novel after Famil n.

t 

(1988). 

i iv 1 n

l\ p 1 hi. n
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With the publication of her fifth novel Oral 

History, Smith's gift for bringing the Appalachian hills 

and hollers to life is revealed; with her seventh novel 

Fair and Tender Ladies, it is confirmed. Smith uses the 

epistolary form in Fair and Tender Ladies to trace the 

life of its heroine, Ivy Rowe. Through her letters to 

family and friends, spanning her lifetime, Ivy 

illustrates the novel's setting, evoked by her genuine 

love of the landscape. Early in the novel, speaking in 

her true Appalachian dialect, a young Ivy paints a 

picture of the natural surroundings on her beloved Sugar 

Fork; it is written to Hanneke, a potential pen pal from 

Europe: 

We live on a farm on the Sugar Fork of Home 

Creek on Blue Star Mountain the clostest town 

is Majestic, Virginia. It is so pretty up 

here but rigt now it is so cold. 

We start out walking by the tulip tree and 

the little rocky-clift ther on Pilgrim Knob 

where the chickens runs but then we keep rigt 

on going follering Sugar Fork for a while, you 

get swallered up in ivy to where it is just 

like nigt, but dir ckly you com out in th 

clear. You will b 0 hi h th n it iv y u 

a �tit h in your id you h V t h n 

and re t, and drink om w t r k 

which iu littl n yly. 

grasu is ve ywh r l il< in h 
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spring but now in winter the grass is all 

froze and you can feel it crunch down when you 

step, you can hear it too. We was having a 

big time crunching it down. When the sun 

shined on it, it looked like diamond sticks, a 

million million strong. (Smith 14) 

Just as Ivy, as a young girl, writes passionately 

of her beloved Appalachia, she continues to do so 

throughout the novel. In fact, in the very last letter 

of the novel, an elderly, dying Ivy speaks dreamily 

about the landscape: "Right now I can see the forsythia 

blooming under the snow. The ice is melting . .

I thought once I would go to Boston and see the 

sights, instead I have lived here on this mountain I 

climbed it once, I went as high as you can go" 

(Smith 316). In Fair and Tender Ladies Smith's 

employment of Ivy's voice to portray the Appalachian 

landscape is especially effective because it is also 

Smith's voice, describing the place for which she has 

such an affinity. 

Smith's continuing commitment to place her novels 

in the Appalachian territory is m nifested in her mo t 

recently published novel, Th D (1992). 

However, nd nd n �I 

it is not set exclusiv ly in App h · h

prologue and the d nouement r h y

Hotel in Nashvill 
I 

'T nn n h,r C h



33 

chapters placed in both Louisiana and California. Even 

though Smith takes her characters away from Appalachia 

at times, it is still this mountainous landscape that 

embodies the importance of place in The Devil's Dream. 

A central theme in The Devil's Dream is the power 

of music. Much of the music that resounds throughout 

the pages of this novel is that of Appalachia: mountain 

songs, hymns and ballads. In this novel music is a 

principal part of the lives of the characters, who work 

hard all week. Some reward themselves by dancing to 

fiddling tunes in bars or barns on Saturday night while 

others repent on Sunday by singing the old hymns at 

church. Indeed, the music and the mountains are 

interconnected. Smith wanted to write a novel about 

mountain music. She also wanted to use many of the 

place names from her native Buchanan county, as she had 

done in Oral History and Fair and Tender Ladies. Smith 

talks about putting these Appalachian place names in her 

novels: 

I get my county paper, The Virginia 

Mountaineer, and read it religiously all the 

time, specifically when I started with Oral 

History and the other n] d 

Tender La and Th D am 

purpo.::, ly u ed all th nc.m C, m h 

county I'm from, Bu h nun un y. t y Ll 

hold of map of Bu h n n un y, h

just tone, of [plac ] . Al l h p opl I 
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names like . . Blankenship and Ramey . . .  I 

just wanted to put them all in a book. I said 

'I'll put all these names in a book. I'll put 

Raven [The Devil's Dream) in a book; I'll put 

everything in a book, and I did it.' 

(Interview) 

The Devil's Dream is certainly a testimony to Smith's 

words, for she includes numerous Appalachian place names 

in this novel. Of all these names, the one used most 

frequently is Grassy Branch. 

The Bailey family, the principal family in The 

Devil's Dream, lives on Grassy Branch. Lizzie Bailey, 

waiting to go to Europe with the Red Cross, fondly 

recalls her girlhood days on Grassy Branch: 

As if it were yesterday, I see our house set 

on the gentle hill, a large double cabin . . .

the wide porch overlooking the yard and the 

little road . which winds around that bend 

following Grassy Branch itself. 

I still hear Grassy Branch itself, running and 

gurgling along over the big rocks where I sit 

in the sun and dangle my f t in the cl ar, 

cold water. Ev n in th hou , w c n h r 

Gras y Brcnch--it n u to 

night. (. mith 0). 

Twenty-nine pag s lat r in th n v 1, Lu l 

Lizzie's sister-in-1 w, r info th imp 

h 

I J y,

n f 
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Grassy Branch as she thinks of Lizzie who is now dead: 

"Losing Lizzie was awful, too, but that was different 

because Lizzie was a grown woman and she'd been gone 

from home so long. In a way it was like they'd lost 

Lizzie when she first left Grassy Branch" (Smith 119). 

Besides Grassy Branch, some of the other Appalachian 

place names used in The Devil's Dream are Holly Springs, 

Indian Grave Gap, Dismal River, Cold Spring Holler, Lone 

Bald Mountain, and Cemetery Mountain. Once again Smith 

brings the Appalachian landscape to life for her readers 

by masterfully placing her characters in the heart of 

this region. 

In the process of moving from a barren ground in 

The Last Day the Dogbushes Bloomed to a fertile 

landscape in The Devil's Dream, Lee Smith develops her 

own fictive country, based on her native Appalachia. 

Place, which is of no importance in Smith's first novel, 

evolves by the eighth novel into the essence of the 

story. Smith's three Appalachian novels, Oral History, 

Fair and Tender Ladies, and The Devil's Dream, exemplify 

the wild yet beautiful Appalachian region. By reporting 

as well as creating, Smith breathes life into the hills 

and hollers of her homeland on the pag s of h r  novels. 

Indeed, Lee Smith has b com th moth r of th 

contemporary App lachian nov 1. In " h r Th 

results of an ext nsiv n ly L o· 

II 

landscape and its g ographi · 1 end hi 1 l l nt u n

h
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on the characters will validate the importance of place 

in Smith's three novels set in Appalachia. 



Chapter 3 

Smith's Fictive Territory: 

How It Affects Her Characters 

"The Appalachian mountaineer has a close 

relationship with his natural surroundings, his own 

piece of land, the home he lives in. This closeness 

cannot be measured by a map . . nor summarized on a 

deed or mortgage, nor translated into dollar value on a 

county tax list. The mountaineer's way of 'living with 

the land' is so intensely personal that it discourages 

interpretation by the norms of mass society. In 

Appalachia man and nature interact intimately. The 

mountaineer holds his st yle because it creates for him 

satisfactions and happiness not available elsewhere. 

The land for him is not an idea or abstraction but a 

sacred mystery with enormous power and durability. To 

change or transform it would be to destroy his sense of 

safety." (Opie 113-14). This description of the 

Appalachian mountaineer is not taken from the pages of 

one of Lee Smith's novels but, instead, is an excerpt 

from an essay presented by John Opie t th Appalachian 

Symposium in 1977. 

Like Opie, Le Smith bl' v that h n iv 

Appalachian is attach d t n ciou ly o th l nd: 

It [ plac ] do hav cu ·ll u m In in 

influence on th llv , of Ii p pl h)· llv

there [Appalachi�J. In om w�y ·h p pl 



that live there . particularly the ones

without formal education feel that they are

very limited. They don't leave. I think it
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has to do with the mountains--physically, the

geography with the enclosement. They [the

Appalachian mountaineers] feel both oppressed

and secure. 

would say it. 

I think secure is the way they

The fact is they don't go

despite the fact it has been a depressed area

for years and years and years except for a few

little brief flurries of prosperity here and

there. Basically, it is not a place to live

and make much of a living, but they don't

leave. There is an enormous attachment to the

land. (Interview)

using her intimate knowledge of the spirited

Appalachian people, smith emulates successfully their

resolute qualities in her characters, whom she locates

In her three 

in her fictive Appalachian territory.

works of fiction set in the heart of this territory,

oral History (1983), Fais and Tender Ladies (1988), and

The Devil's Q_ream (1992), Smith brings to life her 

characters, who are inevitably aff ct d by plac 

r. 

rn oral Histor _ (J.983), omi 11'�, flr~· , v 1 �':

==---

exclusively in Appalachic, th comp llin
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convey authenticity to Smith's fictive landscape, which

in turn has a powerful effect on them. Oral History is

divided into four books, each comprised of several

chapters. smith assigns a different narrator, either

first person or third person omniscient, to the

individual chapters. The voices of these narrators

reveal to the reader the undeniable effect the

Appalachian landscape produces on the characters.

"Book one" of oral History: opens with the voice of

Granny Younger, rich in mountain dialect, introducing

the reader to Almarine Cantrell, the patriarch of the

novel: 

From his cabin door, Almarine Cantrell owns

all the land he sees. He's not but twenty-two

years old now. Young, then--you could call

him young for owning this much land and that's

a fact, but they's other ways Almarine is not

young now and never was young atall. He

growed up right here, right on this place.

Nobody ever knowed what he was up to.

Where's Almarine? they allus said, and who

told the answer to that? Not his mama, nor his

daddy, nor yet those sorry broth r� of hi n,

nor even me over h r  whor I l'v n th

south sid of Hurrican Moun ain . k w 

moren mo�t follfo am! h21 ' n C " , y n 

ask anybody. I know mer n r w n 11 y u, 

and moren you want to kn w. An if I n v 
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knowed exactly where Almarine was when he was 

little, I could give you a good idea. 

He'd be down on Grassy Creek all by hisself 

most likely, seeing how the water ran over the 

rocks and how cold it kept in summer, or he'd 

be up in the crook of the biggest sycamore 

there at the bend afore the trace starts down 

through the spruce-pines, a-setting up there 

still as a little old owl for hours and hours 

just waiting to see if anybody ever come up 

the trace, which nobody ever did. 

(Smith 17) 

Almarine grows up in Hoot Owl Holler, in the shadow 

of three mountains: Hurricane, Snowman, and Hoot Owl. 

Left on his own to explore this rugged landscape, 

Almarine Cantrell is so strongly influenced by his 

surroundings that he becomes the epitome of a mountain 

man, developing a strong affinity for wild creatures. 

Smith conveys her image of Almarine: "He [Almarine) is 

a quintessential kind of a type there [Smith's fictive 

Appalachian Mountain country). He is just the man who 

fits the setting so well. He's just th 

certain kind of mountain man, to my mind" 

Because of Almarin 's p op n i y · 

mbodiment of a 

(Int rvi w). 

h wil i 

brought about by hi nvironm-n h wn ·· n wm n 

Mountain's witch R d  Emmy, who C nny Y u y , 

11 
[ is] to be the ruination and h nd of Allln in 11 



(Smith 25). 
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Indeed, the Appalachian setting employed by 

Smith in Oral History determines Almarine's fate, 

consequently establishing a pattern of tragedy for this 

patriarchal character's posterity. Figuratively, the 

mountainous shadow that hangs over Almarine's beloved 

Hoot Owl Holler symbolizes the pall of death hanging 

over him and his progeny. 

In relation to Almarine, the ominous shadow cast by 

the three mountains falls next over an unsuspecting 

young gypsy Pricey Jane, who comes to Almarine's corner 

of the world and, in a whirlwind, marries him. Before 

the impending darkness violates these star-crossed 

lovers' happiness, however, they live for three years 

under benevolent skies, sheltered from the storm of Red 

Emmy's vengeance. During this peaceful time Almarine, 

Pricey Jane and their children, Eli and Dory, are out of 

harm's way in Hoot Owl Holler. Even the oracle Granny 

Younger, who knows that Red Emmy's retribution is 

imminent, tells the reader that life is good for 

Almarine and Pricey Jane in their holler: "It done my 

heart good just to pass by the mouth of the holler [Hoot 

Owl] and look up that way, see clothes out on the line 

and Almarine out a-working his land. I recall how once 

I passed there in the snow and it look d plumb like a 

picture, cabin closed agin the snow, ic'cl h nging 

from the shakes, cedar tr es full of now n 

a-rising from the chimley to the cky'' (. mi h ) . 

m k 
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Eventually, though, Red Emmy brings Almarine and

Pricey Jane 's delusive security to an end when she 

avenges Almarine for his betrayal three years earlier:

casting her and his unborn bastard child from his cabin

his life. Unfortunately, innocent, dreamy Pricey Jane

is the victim of Almarine's former recklessness,

precipitated by his lifestyle in the rugged mountain

landscape. Red Emmy strikes swiftly while Almarine is

away from Hoot owl Holler on a trading expedition. on

his way home Almarine stops, inopportunely, to play

poker with his friends and returns too late to save his

wife and young son Eli.

Pricey Jane, an easy target for Red Emmy, is

trapped in the place that has been her shelter until

now. smith uses a simile to reveal this entrapment to

the reader: 

Pricey Jane . sings a song without words

I 

as she nurses Dory [the coup le's infant

daughter]. The steady pull on her nipple is

like a chain somehow, linking her to Dory and

more than that to Almarine, gone off trading. 

It's like a chain that closes her in and holds

her here, a chain of her own choosing or 

dreaming. ( srni th 63)

Pricey Jane has become accustomed to taying put t

home, not venturing farther than a �ho t dl an 

"Since Almarine brought her to this t1oll h� y 



43 

back, she has never left it. There's not any reason to

leave, and noplace to go if she went. . Pricey Jane

stays home, and Almarine brings it all back" (Smith 63).

At the end of the fateful day on which Red Emmy

takes revenge, Pricey Jane milks the cow, Red Emmy's

vehicle for retaliation, as she waits for Almarine to

bring her back a piece of the world outside of their

holler. As she milks, 11 The long purple shadows are

slanting now from the cedars across the yard" (Smith

65). Smith's use of symbolic shadows is a foreshadowing

of the impending tragedy, unavoidable because Pricey

Jane cannot leave the holler. The premise that the 

Appalachian landscape in oral History is a significant

contributing factor to Pricey Jane's demise is supported

11 1 think the person that is most 

by Smith's words:

devastated by the setting is Pricey Jane, certainly,

She can't go

because she dies; because she can't leave .

to town· she can't leave the place " (Interview).

I 

Both Pricey Jane and Eli succumb to Red Emmy's

witchcraft when they drink poisoned milk from their

blighted cow that wandered from the sunny glen into the

shady cow-stomp where Granny Younger said it should not

go. once again smith uses darkness (shade ) as a sign of

death. Little oory, who drinks none of the milk because

she has already been nursed, is left b hin to inh rit 

II k On 11 

the curse placed on her family by Rd Emmy. 

concludes with Almarine and his family an n a 

gathered for Pricey Jane and Eli's ·uner l - vi
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the "burying ground and the grassy windswept bald on the 

top of Hoot Owl Mountain" (Smith 89). Clearly, 

landscape is important in Oral History because Smith 

begins as well as ends "Book One" with descriptions of 

the Appalachian scenery. 

The first part of Dory's tragic story is told in 

"Book Two" in the voice of Richard Burlage, who leaves 

his city lifestyle far behind and comes to the rural 

Appalachian Mountains to teach school and to find inner 

peace and purpose, inspired by the pastoral setting. In 

the second· book of Oral History, the only voice is 

Richard's--recorded in a journal, the vehicle Smith 

utilizes to reveal his and Dory's doomed romance. 

Through Richard's penned words the reader learns why he 

has left his high-society lifestyle in Richmond, 

Virginia, to come to the backward hills and hollers of 

Appalachia. In her article "City Folks in Hoot Owl 

Holler: Narrative Strategy in Lee Smith's Oral History," 

Suzanne Jones explicates this early part of Richard's 

journal: 

Having grown up in Richmond surrounded, as he 

[Richard] sees it, by the dead past of a 

decadent southern aristocracy, his lif is 

bereft of meaning, b li f, nd p rh p mo t 

importantly M lissa, th flni�hin -ch 1 

graduate who h s ti rown him v 

looks to App lachia a n x t· 

R h 

la 


