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In memory of Jamie Bishop
and all the faculty and students
who lost their lives at Virginia Tech
on April 16th, 2007.

In gratitude to survivor Derek O’Dell.
When some resisted being defined by the event,
he countered: “Let your response define you.”

In kinship with all of us haunted in ways
recognized, unnamed, and unknown.



For what is knowable is not only a function of objects—
of what is there to be known. It is also a function of subjects,
of observers—of what is desired and what needs to be known.
—Raymond Williams, The Country and the City

Everywhere has to be somewhere.
—Chris Offutt, Kentucky Straight
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Introduction

Best-Selling Appalachia

Appalachia—read-about Appalachia, personally experienced Appalachia, laughed-at Appalachia, inspired-by Appalachia—is just as much a social construction as is the Cowboy or, for that matter, the Indian.

—Allen Batteau, The Invention of Appalachia

Most of contemporary life is presented as acultural; the real “culture” must be represented as belonging to the past, something that isn’t quite dead yet but exists only in scraps and traces.

—Benjamin Feinberg, The Devil’s Book of Culture

For many Americans, Appalachia conjures up toothless hillbillies in overalls on sagging front porches. Coal mining. Poverty. Moonshining. Incest. And of course, the strains of “Dueling Banjos” from the film Deliverance. For other Americans, however, a far less grim set of associations overtakes these impressions. Scenic mountains and close ties to nature. The Appalachian Trail. Bluegrass music. Quilts. The simple life. Salt-of-the-earth country people. Pioneer fortitude and self-sufficiency. As novelist Silas House has aptly put it, “People have one of two stereotypes about this place: they think it’s either ‘beautiful and simple’ or ‘stupid and simple.’”1 In mass media’s visual representations of the region, the negative images (“stupid and simple”) have predominated. Movies in particular, from silent films through the opening of the twenty-first century, used Appalachia as a cautionary tale. Recent manifestations of this trend include horror movies that warn young white viewers against venturing into dead zones for cell phone service. In popular fiction, however, wretchedness and gothic barbarism have almost always been outweighed by the “beautiful and simple”—a hefty dose of pastoralism and even utopianism. Both sets of images—the wretched and the redemptive—presume the region’s rurality and lack of refinement. But in popular fiction these qualities have suggested Appalachia’s welcome difference from the perils of metropolitan America. Stories and novels have proffered readers an invitation to a more communal, interconnected, and vibrant way of life—sustained in Appalachia, purportedly, thanks to its isolation from the vagaries of consumer capitalist society.2

Dear Appalachia examines fan mail written in response to best-selling fiction set in Appalachia to understand how readers imagined the region and what purposes these imagined geographies served for them. Fan mail shows us that, from 1878 to 2003, readers who embraced best-selling fiction set in Appalachia conceived the region as a rooted, rural place populated by simple whites with a rich and colorful heritage protected from mass culture. Despite vast historical changes affecting each generation of readers (and the nation, the world, and the region itself), over the course of a century and more, readers embraced a surprisingly static view of Appalachia. While different sets of readers made best sellers out of different kinds of Appalachian stories under very different historical circumstances, every generation produced an American audience hungry for a romantic version of Appalachia and eager to consume it in the form of popular stories and novels.3

The precise reasons for readers’ embrace of what might be called “Authentic Appalachia” have varied over time, but in most instances the ideal is wielded, at least in part, as a means to criticize “business as usual” in modern industrial or postmodern postindustrial U.S. society.4 Some best sellers emphasize rough-and-tumble life in a primitive near wilderness, and others emphasize peaceful if arduous agrarianism, but fans found in each a promise of the persistence of Appalachia as a place sheltered from both the ills and the advantages of “civilization.” Central to the motivations for, and the representations of, recurring images of romanticized Appalachia was its appeal as a place and a culture deemed “authentic but not threatening in its difference.”5 The notion of authenticity itself rested upon what David Hsiung has noted as the twin pillars of enduring images of the region: associations of Appalachia with isolation and community.6 Although Authentic Appalachia figured at times as a rough place littered with elements of the wretched or barbaric (violent feuding, nauseating filth, murderous rapists), it simultaneously offered readers a glimpse of or a visit to a more vibrant way of life in tightly knit communities.

Authentic Appalachia dates at least to the years immediately following the Civil War. Indeed, according to Henry Shapiro’s landmark Appalachia on Our Mind, Appalachia would not exist as a concept at all were it not for the region’s starring role in popular fiction during what is known as the local-color movement.7 During the Gilded Age (circa 1865–1890s), local-color writing reigned as a fashionable literary mode in national periodicals. Magazine publishers, in their thirst for new material, welcomed stories about all the “little corners” of a reuniting post–Civil War United States and thereby kindled the national imagination of region. This imagination of region promised to preserve in fiction rural ways of life that, supposedly, would soon be superseded by industrialization, urbanization, and corporatization.8 Although local-color writing featured various places across the United States (for example, New England, the West, the South, the Midwest, and the Louisiana bayou), the genre’s legacy has been more powerful for Appalachia than perhaps any other region. Appalachian stereotypes ranging from violent primitivism to picturesque beauty coalesced during this period.

Since the invention of Appalachia in the late 1800s, any number of attempts have been made to define the region and mark its boundaries.9 The most agreed-upon geographic definition of “core Appalachia” includes West Virginia and the upland counties of Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Georgia.10 Beyond that, there is surprisingly little agreement among scholars regarding what makes something “Appalachian.” Increasingly, regional scholarship recognizes that Appalachia is not all white or native-born, not entirely rural or agrarian, not completely poor or unworldly, nor even uniformly mountainous. Appalachia in the national geographic imaginary, however, has largely remained an essentialist vision of the region—white, rural, poor or working-class mountain people with highly specific cultural traditions that range from quilts and handmade crafts to moonshining and snake handling.11 Appalachia, like other regions, is a concept as much as a place.

While the image of Authentic Appalachia in best-selling fiction has remained a remarkably consistent contrast to “mainstream” America, the popularity of regional fiction, including that set in Appalachia, has waxed and waned. I speculate that readers’ interest in region as a site of authentic culture rose and fell in part in relation to the rise and fall of U.S. imperialism and neo-imperialism and attendant concerns about racial difference, anxieties about geographic and upward mobility, and fears about the alienating effects of modernity and postmodernity. The local-color movement occurred during the Gilded Age, an era that provoked anxieties about urbanization and homogenization and witnessed a masculinist, nationalistic, and racialized drive for empire, exemplified in part by the war against Spain that resulted in territorial acquisitions in the Philippines, Guam, Puerto Rico, and (briefly) Cuba. A resurgence in the popularity of local-color fiction occurred during what commentators have called the Neo–Gilded Age, the years from about 1985 to 2008 when once again the gap between rich and poor widened, concerns about immigration fueled nativist movements, imperialistic projects expanded overseas, and Americans expressed dizzied alarm over their sense of distance from “real life.”12 In the 1990s and early 2000s, the presence of a steady and growing base of upper-middle-class enthusiasts for Appalachia was evident not only in best-selling fiction but also in the revival of bluegrass music; the wild popularity of Charles Frazier’s best-selling novel Cold Mountain and its film adaptation; and the embrace of roots music festivals, independent films like The Songcatcher (2000), and televised documentaries such as PBS’s Appalachia: A History of Mountains and People (2009), narrated by actress Sissy Spacek; Diane Sawyer’s A Hidden America: Children of the Mountains (2009); and the History Channel’s Hillbilly: The Real Story (2008), narrated by country singer Billy Ray Cyrus. Chapters 1 and 5 examine the role of Appalachian-set fiction in ameliorating the concerns of the Gilded Age and the Neo–Gilded Age.

The Appalachian-set best sellers that emerged between the two Gilded Ages may signal moments of heightened need for reassurance regarding the consequences of modernization and the propriety of nationalism and imperialism that dominated the Gilded Ages themselves. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 examine best sellers that spoke to readers’ needs during the Progressive Era, the post–World War II era, and the Vietnam War era, respectively. Appalachia, imagined since at least 1873 as folksy and isolated, seems at first glance to have little to do with the glitz of the Gilded Ages or the reach of American imperialism. Yet, I suggest, it is precisely because Appalachia has been associated with simple innocent white Americans that it has soothed white readers’ concerns about conspicuous wealth and global ambitions.

The Functions of Popular Regional Fiction

Fiction that extols rather than mocks mountain whites is understandably a breath of fresh air for Appalachia’s advocates. Those of us weary of tired old negative stereotypes about mountain residents are often tempted to react by investing in an ideal of Appalachia that highlights its most progressive, admirable, and underappreciated aspects. But in my research for Dear Appalachia, I have had to confront the fact that the places I care about are sometimes appropriated for personal and political projects with which I cannot sympathize.

My examination of fan mail indicates that best-selling Appalachian-set fiction met white readers’ needs and eased their cultural anxieties in at least three ways: it produced Appalachia as an authentic place, offered readers a means of establishing a sense of identity and belonging, and facilitated the circulation of power across geographic scales. Viewed as a case study, my research suggests that all popular regional fiction, regardless of where set, may serve to satisfy readerly cravings for a sense of place, identity, and power. As I discuss below and in the conclusion, however, assumptions about race, ethnicity, and class that are particular to Appalachia allowed it to function, uniquely, as a touchstone for purportedly prowhite but nonracist Americanness.

First and foremost, best-selling Appalachia produced the region as an authentic place.13 It fed what Jeff Karem calls readers’ “fascination with and desire for texts and authors” that readers “believed distilled the exotic essences of the nation’s cultural margins.”14 The stories offered solace to readers who hoped for the persistence of a place characterized by unalienated relations among people, between people and the land, and between people and the vibrancy of “real life” purportedly missing from modern and postmodern life. Readers found in best-selling fiction locales where a sense of place was seemingly preserved from standardization and homogenization. In Foote’s formulation, readers were drawn to fiction’s “presentation of people and places that seemed to have ‘escaped’ the dubious improvements of a stronger and more integrated urban economy.”15 Key to readers’ faith in the region’s authenticity was the books’ representation of Appalachian residents as simple country denizens: people classed as peasants/farmers and/or laborers whom middle- or upper-middle-class readers found appealing for their presumptively “honest industry … independence … frank spirit of equality, and … ability to produce and enjoy a simple abundance.”16 As Brodhead notes, the “paradox” of local-color writing “is that it purports to value a culture for being intactly other at the very time that it is offering outsiders the chance to inhabit it and enjoy its special ‘life.’” Perversely, in their longing for the colorful vitality of an imagined Appalachia, readers sometimes saw their own middle- and upper-middle-class geographies and identities as somehow impoverished, as if their class status were an impediment to wholeness, liveliness, and happiness.17

The second way in which best-selling Appalachian-set fiction eased the concerns of white readers was by providing them with a means to carve out a sense of identity and belonging. Appalachia’s ability to assuage readers’ concerns regarding identity and belonging has been wholly dependent upon the aforementioned notion of its authenticity.18 First, as an authentic place, Appalachia was endowed with a unique cultural identity purportedly missing from “mainstream” white America. Appalachianness therefore offered some readers, especially in later eras, the promise of ethnic belonging in the face of disquietude about generic whiteness. Second, as an authentic place, Appalachia was supposedly home to community in the old-fashioned sense of a neighborly face-to-face way of life rooted in place. Readers of best-selling Appalachian-set fiction exhibit what Gunnar Almgren describes as a “nostalgic attachment to the idealized notion that the existence of community is embodied in the village or small town where human associations are characterized” by relations “that are intimate, familiar, sympathetic, mutually interdependent, and reflective of a shared social consciousness.”19 Readers felt a connection to a fictional community that served as an imagined home place replete with “salt-of-the-earth” characters whom readers claimed as friends or even kin. Imagining themselves as kin to culturally distinct mountain whites in turn allowed some middle- and upper-middle-class white readers to experience vicariously the sense of community that they presumed common among localities populated by the lower classes. Especially for descendents of relatively recent out-migrants from the region, regional fictions operated as fables of identity grounded upon the assumption that we are where we came from.

Finally, popular regional fiction promoted U.S. readers’ sense of power and status vis-à-vis their locales, regions, nation, and the globe. This dynamic worked in multiple ways. Reading itself enhanced prestige, especially when the reading material was associated with highbrow or high middlebrow outlets (for example, periodicals like the Atlantic Monthly and trade fiction formats popular from the 1990s).20 Readers also established status by claiming association with, and projecting themselves into, a translocal assemblage of literati.21 Some regional elite readers appropriated a distinguished role within national print culture by asserting an intimate familiarity with, yet sophisticated appreciation of, quaint rural denizens whom they held themselves above. In some cases, regional fiction trained readers to imagine supposedly primitive peoples (foreign as well as domestic) as in need of guidance. It promoted readers’ confidence in their knowledge about, superiority over, and obligation toward supposedly place-bound subjects raced as nonwhite or not-quite-white and classed as lower class or “primitive.”22

Appalachian-set fiction’s ability to address these three sets of readerly needs depended first and foremost upon readers’ deep-set belief in the region as a static and rooted place buffered from the currents of globalism that they felt destabilized their own lives. Indeed, fan mail suggests that readers’ physical mobility may have been fundamental to the success of all literary regionalism. Certainly in the case of Appalachian-set best sellers, highly mobile and cosmopolitan readers—out-migrants and in-migrants, tourists and missionaries, and regional elites, all of whom feared the costs of upward and geographic mobility—played a critical role in constructing an idealized version of Appalachia.

From the 1870s to the 2000s, metropolitan readers outside Appalachia sought to imagine it as a rural place free of the problems of urban heterogeneity and as an antidote to their anxieties about geographic mobility. Henry Shapiro observed that Mary Noailles Murfree’s literary success during the local-color movement arose in part from her affirmation of the existence of Appalachia “independent of” tourists’ observations of it.23 The evidence I found in fan mail confirms Shapiro’s speculation that while regionalism imagines rural places as rooted, its appeal in various eras was dependent upon the movement of readers. In the twentieth century, the popularity of Appalachian-set fiction remained linked to touristic desire but also to migrations into and out of the region.24 Metropolitan consumers turned to Appalachian-set novels as travel guides for escape, adventure, or personal mission or quest. Onetime residents of Appalachia consumed comforting constructions of “home” even (or especially) when they had little desire for an actual return. When newcomers to the region were members of what Wendy Griswold calls “the reading class,” such “educated, mobile people” paradoxically “work[ed] hard at putting down cultural roots” and “demonstrate[d] their cosmopolitanism through an intense localism” that included reading regional fiction.25

Cosmopolitan readers from Appalachia participated equally in consuming romantic depictions of the region. Some expressed patronization toward Appalachian characters and places while others expressed a powerful identification with them, but all sought affirmation in mass-mediated representations of familiar places. Just as Hsiung found that cosmopolitan residents of Upper East Tennessee contributed to constructions of their neighbors as backwards in the revolutionary and antebellum eras, I find that physically and upwardly mobile residents of the region from the first Gilded Age to the second lent crucial credibility to the essentialist notions of Authentic Appalachia in national best sellers.26

All the readers examined in this book, from professional reviewers to working-class out-migrants from the South, shared a need for an imagined geography of Authentic Appalachia in order to bolster their own status, appease fears of placelessness, and confirm a vision of the nation and the world as one wherein whites of a certain class should appreciate but must manage cultural difference. Sadly, the Authentic Appalachia embraced by fans of best sellers may help reinforce simplistic versions of the region that celebrate whiteness, glorify Americanness, and figure primitive peoples the world over as in need of the expert guidance of well-to-do Americans. In the conclusion, I discuss the role of regional fiction in creating regional identity, and I share my concern that a region I hold dear may be commodified in ways that have the potential to undermine Appalachia as a tool to critique dominant assumptions.

Dear “Appalachian” Author

To return to Jeff Karem’s quote, readers desired not only “texts” but also or especially “authors” whom readers supposed “distilled the exotic essences of the nation’s cultural margins.” Fans of best sellers believed in the authentic nature of Appalachia in part because they believed in the authenticity of the authors. Not all fictional genres demand that authors have a personal relationship to the story they tell; indeed, inherent in the idea of literature is the notion that authors exercise their artistic imagination to create places, characters, and plots. Yet fans, critics, and scholars of regional and ethnic literatures have demanded that authors write from personal experience. Fans of Appalachian-set fiction wanted to believe that it was “true to life.” The authorial persona therefore became key to the success of the fiction. The best-selling authors examined here successfully produced Appalachia as an authentic place partially because their readers were convinced—by authorial voice, by promotion and marketing, and/or by reviews—that they had an inside scoop.

The title Dear Appalachia, then, refers not only to the fact that the region was dear to its readers. It also implies that when fans addressed letters to regional authors, they believed that they were in some way writing to the region itself. (As nineteenth-century author and literary critic Hamlin Garland describes it, in local-color fiction the land expresses itself: “the cotton-boll has broken into speech.”)27 Fans demanded that authors act as regional representatives who stood for, and stood in for, the region. Fans frequently engaged with the authors as characters from their works of fiction, and were sometimes surprised (particularly in the cases of Mary Noailles Murfree and Harriette Simpson Arnow) that the authors did not resemble their earthy protagonists. In the chapters that follow, I attend to the disjunctions between authors’ romanticized reputations among critics and fans and their actual biographies in order to track the ways in which those authors came to personify Appalachia for their readers.

Despite the fact that best sellers’ success depended in part upon readers’ belief in the author’s authentic relationship to the place fictionalized, the very acts of writing and publishing fundamentally require some degree of “outsiderness.” As Lee Smith, a well-loved author of Appalachian-set novels, observed in 2006, “The position of a writer is always that of an outsider.” Smith noted that the “act of writing requires us to distance ourselves, to get the necessary distance to write…. The people who write are always the ones who feel a little different. You’re outsiders because you’re interested in looking at your community.”28 While familiarity or affiliation with a place perceived as “peripheral” may have enabled a writer to produce local-color fiction, even so-called insiders necessarily engaged highbrow literary traditions and anticipated national audiences. Conceptualizing authorship required above all a sophisticated acquaintance with nonlocal audiences and their perspectives on the local. The act of publishing one’s work inevitably inserted a writer into a translocal, cosmopolitan network that included editors, publishers, journalists, and readers. To paraphrase Ross Posnock, it is naive to believe that the necessary distance that constitutes writers as writers can be erased.29 As Jennifer Rae Greeson notes about southern literature, its authors “always work within the preconceptions and demands of a national audience and the centralized publishing industry that creates and serves it.” She argues that “representations of ‘the South’ in United States culture are always, in some measure, not about the southeastern United States at all but, rather, about the needs and expectations of a broader American imaginary.”30

Dear Appalachia contends that it makes little sense to consider any author an “insider” or an “outsider” to what is, after all, a fictional world of his or her own creation. With Catherine Jurca, I am concerned with the ways best-selling novels “enter into the popular consciousness [and] construct imaginative and yet influential worlds to which they frequently claim to be referring” as though they were real places populated with accurately documented people.31 The popular local-color texts that I examine were all released by publishing companies with national or international audiences. Even authors with the closest relationships to the places they fictionalized had intervening experiences—for example, Harriette Arnow’s years in Louisville and Cincinnati—that surely shaped their perspectives on the local. All were exposed to, and in conversation with, constructions of Appalachia available in the national imagination.

Dear Appalachia therefore argues for a different understanding of the relationship between regional writing and reality. Following Raymond Williams, this book demonstrates that fiction does not simply and accurately reflect the world around it (if and when it is crafted by an appropriately authentic representative reporting upon real-life experiences). Fiction constructs the realms it represents. It actively shapes readers’ desires, attitudes, and lenses for interpreting and acting upon the world. Even as it shapes readers, published fiction also necessarily anticipates and responds to readers’ needs and desires. Understanding the relationship between fiction and reality in this way reminds us that the medium is always already shaped by capitalist production and marketing. This approach helps demystify all literature, sometimes pedestaled as supposedly “universal,” as if it is above or outside economic considerations. At the same time, this approach affirms the prominence that literary studies accords literature by attending to fiction’s broad social significance beyond the classroom and library. Once we recognize more fully the ways in which fiction shapes and is shaped by the institutions and values surrounding it, we can see more clearly how literary production and reception are central to the study of social history.

Critics’ and readers’ assumptions about the mimetic accuracy of regional fiction written by authentic insiders notwithstanding, local-color fiction—then and now—tells us less about rural people and places than it does about the tastes and anxieties of well-to-do readers, about “what is desired and needs to be known,” to reference the Williams quote in one of the epigraphs to this book. Fans, in the words of reception scholar Amy Blair, responded “in highly personal ways that say more about reader needs than about the text itself or [the] authorial project.”32 Best-selling fiction about Appalachia offers less a transparent window onto the region than it does a means for understanding the political, economic, and social needs of its consumers and the economic imperatives of national publishing firms. For this reason, I avoid the label “Appalachian literature,” which encourages the assumption that fiction about the region is also fiction of the region (or even somehow by the region, as Hamlin Garland proposed). Instead, I prefer to use the more unwieldy phrase “Appalachian-set fiction” to describe the popular texts I discuss.

All of this is to say that this book is about readers from within and beyond the Appalachian region more than it is about the region itself. You will find in it few judgments as to what authors got “right” or “wrong” in their depictions of Appalachia. Such an undertaking would require a book in its own right. Furthermore, such determinations are ultimately beside the point I want to make, which is that readers of best sellers set in Appalachia sought out essentialized notions of the region that they could consume as accurate.

On Methodologies and Anachronisms

Fan mail is a heretofore untapped source for ascertaining how and why certain representations of Appalachia appealed to readers during different historical moments, and with what consequences. My approach draws on the work of Steven Mailloux, who advocates constructing the “reception histories” of texts. I reconstruct reception histories in order to determine what “cultural work” (in Brodhead’s formulation, what “emotional and conceptual service”) they performed for their audiences. As Janice Radway observes, “Interpretation and textual meaning … are as dependent on who the reader is, on how she understands the process of reading, and on the cultural context within which she operates, as they are on the text’s verbal structure itself.”33

I chose to concentrate on the cultural work performed by popular works of fiction. I was interested not in books that best captured Appalachian realities necessarily, nor necessarily in books of high literary repute, but in books embraced by relatively large numbers of readers and there fore likely influential in the construction of the nation’s imagined geography of Appalachia. One of the most convenient ways of assessing the popularity of books published after the turn of the twentieth century is their presence on best-seller lists based upon sales figures reported by bookstores or distributors. Despite the manifest problems with the accuracy of best-seller lists (which I discuss in the appendix), they provide a starting point for generating a body of popular Appalachian-set fiction. Throughout the majority of the book I refer to the texts that I include as best sellers, though this term is anachronistic to the first Gilded Age, for which period popularity is established by the number of editions printed. While my arguments are based on best sellers, I sometimes generalize to “popular” fiction for the sake of variation.

Conventions for the scholarship of reception are not well established. Despite the fact that neither the label fan nor fan mail was common until the 1930s, I chose to use both terms throughout the book. The term fans allows me to distinguish between those correspondents who wrote in response to a given text and those correspondents who had additional reasons to write, whom I cite in the notes as fan-acquaintances or acquaintances. Frequently I invoke “readers,” though technically my findings are based only upon critics, readers who wrote letters to authors who archived them, and readers who wrote customer reviews. (See “Appendix: Methodological Essay” for a discussion of these terms.) When citing fan mail or customer reviews, I reproduce the writer’s words and punctuation just as I found them, even when this means replicating errors or nonstandard uses. I avoid marking such places with sic, which is distracting and, arguably, patronizing, though on occasion I have added text in brackets where the meaning might not otherwise be clear.

I use the terms local color and regionalism interchangeably to refer to fiction “about the representation of difference,” fiction that “culturalizes” difference, to borrow from Stephanie Foote. This decision involves the anachronistic use of each term, since the concept of “local color” dates to the Gilded Age and is generally reserved for fiction published during that era, while “regionalism” was adopted in the early twentieth century, largely to refer to fiction set in rural places and oppositional in its stance toward centralization and nationalization. I understand “local color” to refer not to a work’s content, its quality, or its political valence, but to its tools for representation and its attitudes about the value of the local. Local color’s formal qualities include representation of dialect, representation of characters as somehow unassimilated or nonstandard (Foote’s terms), and an ambition to reach middle-class and upper-class audiences across the nation.34

I frequently refer to highbrow readers or high middlebrow readers. The fans I study read best sellers targeted to readers with upper-middle-class and elite interests, but they were not always of the middling or elite classes. I define high middlebrow cultural products as those that do not meet the standards of “high art” but that aim for respect exceeding that ascribed to middlebrow products.35 For the earliest works by Mary Murfree and John Fox, the stories’ appearances in highly regarded “quality” journals prior to their publication in book form suggest the types of audiences that authors and editors imagined Appalachian-set fiction would find. All the best sellers I examine were pitched as high middlebrow or highbrow.

Because I found that the cultural work a local-color story performed often depended upon readers’ geographic affiliations, I mapped the places from which fan letters were mailed. To revise Mailloux’s term, my work reconstructs the “reception geographies” of popular fictions in order to show how they meant different things for readers of different social positions living in different places at different historical moments. Whereas scholars of the late nineteenth century suggest that pastoral regionalism appealed primarily to metropolitan elites, the maps provide empirical evidence that fans of regionalism lived in and near the region being represented and in a wide range of rural and metropolitan locales. Appalachia, the maps tell us, is not solely “a creature of the urban imagination.”36 The introduction of a regional readership demonstrates how reception history can reveal the status aspirations of readers who recognized that to be identified with a region was to be placed low in a hierarchy of place value that somehow everyone understood.37 Furthermore, it advances David Hsiung’s argument regarding the role played by regional “insiders” in the creation of Appalachian stereotypes. Conversely, the maps help demonstrate the broad distribution of admirers of Appalachian-set stories, repudiating some observers’ assumption that regionalism has been of mere provincial interest and draws almost solely upon a region’s inhabitants for its audiences. It should be self-evident that best sellers necessarily must have appealed to wider national audiences in order to become best sellers.

Additionally, a second set of maps illustrates the migration narratives provided by fans in their letters to demonstrate the extent to which regionalism that imagined Appalachia as rooted and static appealed to mobile readers’ felt senses of dislocation and uprootedness. These maps indicate that Authentic Appalachia captivated not only geographically mobile consumers everywhere but especially charmed readers who felt themselves once removed from the region—sometimes by virtue of their upward class mobility and usually by virtue, too, of their own or their family’s physical migration away from it.

Each era and each book generated its own sets of readers with their own sets of concerns. Mary Murfree’s admiring correspondents, for example, fall into two groups: metropolitan elites and regional (or rural) elites. John Fox’s readers are more usefully understood as nationally identified, locally identified, or transitional readers with loyalties to both home and highbrow ambition. Harriette Arnow’s best sellers appealed in distinctive ways to metropolitan-identified readers, midwestern professionals, regional and rural elites (from Kentucky and elsewhere), and out-migrants from the upland South. Catherine Marshall and James Dickey drew largely nationally identified metropolitan readers but also southerners and out-migrants. For best sellers published after 1985, the three largest sets of fans were “touristic cosmopolitans,” “nostalgic cosmopolitans,” and “charmed Appalachians.” The most important commonality across the eras is the extent to which familiarity with the region and movement into, within, or away from it heightened fans’ emotional attachments to their vision of an Authentic Appalachia.

Scholars have argued long and hard about the consequences of literary regionalism’s emphasis upon the peculiarities of regional places and people. Richard Brodhead argues that local-color writing allowed elite readers of highbrow periodicals to shore up power by using their common highbrow culture to project themselves into a “translocally incorporated social elite” supposedly superior to rural places and regionalized people.38 Meanwhile, Nancy Glazener claims, based on reviews in populist journals, that “less privileged” rural readers drew on local-color writing to resist the dominant hierarchies found in highbrow culture.39 Feminist revisionist scholars contend that although some writing of this era reinforced elites’ power, other writing sided with the marginalized. Judith Fetterley and Marjorie Pryse recommend distinguishing between “local color fiction,” which denigrates or mocks regional people, and “regional fiction,” which invokes readers’ “empathy and respect”—the latter, they claim, is written by authors marginalized by, for example, their sex, race, or region of origin.40

Fetterley and Pryse’s distinction rightly acknowledges that not all fiction has the same consequences. But how do we know whether a particular story prompts mirth or empathy? For most literary scholars, the answer lies in a close reading of the story itself (which will reveal the author’s sympathies and/or the best interpretation) or in an assessment of whether the author was an “insider” or an “outsider” to the culture depicted. The problem is that scholars using these strategies have argued opposite conclusions. Mary Murfree’s stories, for example, have been denounced as insulting by Appalachian studies scholars and praised as empathetic by feminist revisionists.

In Dear Appalachia, I demonstrate that readers’ reactions are a crucial additional resource for assessing the consequences of any given story. I argue that texts cannot be considered inherently hegemonic simply because they were written by “outsiders” or by authors astutely engaged in the literary marketplace. Because a creative product is financially profitable doesn’t mean it will have a hegemonic effect. Nor are texts intrinsically counter-hegemonic merely because they are written by “insiders” of one stripe or another. As I show through my analysis of archival sources, the documented reactions to a text by contemporary readers can show us whether readers mobilized that text to underwrite impulses and projects that bolstered or challenged dominant ideologies. Furthermore, my findings challenge regionalist scholarship that too readily correlates “elite” with “urban” (like Brodhead’s) or “rural” with “less privileged populations” (like Glazener’s), particularly through my discovery of the major role played by regional elites in the construction of regional imaginaries.

I do not envision the fans I study as pawns crassly manipulated by the hegemonic forces of capitalist authors, publishers, and booksellers. Nor do I imagine them, in the vein of much “fan studies” scholarship, as entirely proactive agents and resistant readers who make their own counter-hegemonic readings of the materials before them. Instead, I interpret the admiring readers of best sellers as embedded within particular historical moments that helped shape individual needs, desires, and interpretive possibilities. Reception studies offers an avenue out of the impasse between arguments regarding the resistant or dominant valences of popular representations in the mass media by showing how a single reader or set of readers might embrace both revolutionary and counterrevolutionary meanings within the same texts. Furthermore, reception methodologies admit to always incomplete and revisable assessments depending upon the sources uncovered and analyzed.41

Appalachia offers particularly fertile ground for the study of fans’ attachments to regionality. The region is distinct in that it has operated as both an ancestral homeland for white Americans and, unlike the “cradle” of New England, as an “arrested civilisation,” whose white inhabitants somehow seem not quite white. As Dunaway points out, Americans since Frederick Jackson Turner have viewed Appalachia as having pioneer conditions long after the frontier had marched past in its westward journey. Belief in a persistent frontier in turn permitted widespread faith that the region sustained a populace of Jefferson’s beloved yeoman farmers shunted from more “civilized” quarters of the nation.42 Though the Appalachian region competes for “Americanness” with the “heartland” of the Midwest and the Yankees of New England, its association with pioneers lends it the aura of “home” and “homeland” in opposition not only to large U.S. cities but also to foreign places that seem to threaten “home.”43 Representations of southern Appalachia also differ from those of other U.S. regions in class inflection, including a misleading identification of Appalachia as the primary site of U.S. poverty. (The Black Belt, Tex-Mex border, and Native American reservations, among other areas, have persistent rural poverty rates as high as the poorest sections of Appalachia, which include the coal fields of eastern Kentucky, southern West Virginia, Southwest Virginia, and East Tennessee.) In the early 2000s, commentators described Appalachia as a safe haven for the perpetuation of cultural practices ranging from traditional music and handicrafts to subsistence farming and moonshining, all famously featured in the 1970s in the Foxfire series and persistently promoted by tourism officials and folk festivals. The region looms large in readers’ imaginations in part because it seems relatively nearby and accessible, the “backyard” of the metropolitan eastern seaboard.44

Appalachia has held an appeal for readers that is distinct from the appeal of “the South,” though the two places are often conflated in the popular imagination. This distinctive appeal is partly due to Americans’ belief in Appalachians as “racially innocent” by virtue of their presumed isolation from slavery and therefore presumptively free from either hating or being influenced by African Americans—despite decades of scholarship demonstrating the pervasive influence of slaveholding, pro-Confederacy sentiment, and racial violence in parts of the Appalachian South. Readers caught up in a romance of Appalachia, then, frequently imagined it as whiter than the South, and imagined mountain whites as simple, working-class, “down-home,” salt-of-the-earth, small-farm, and woodland people, in contrast to either “white trash” or greedy, pompous, and slave-exploiting plantation aristocrats of the tropical Deep South.45

Appalachia, Locally Colored, 1865–2003

The pastoral impulse in literature can be traced to as early as the ninth century BCE, and the nineteenth-century shift into industrial and urban work intensified the romanticization of rural landscapes. According to Raymond Williams, pastoral novels provided British readers with “knowable communities” they found less intimidating than the atomistic cities they experienced as too complex, too opaque, too chaotic, too materialistic, and too threatening. The countryside promised to alleviate modern suffering by providing readers a much-anticipated, even if rarely actual, return to rural green landscapes.46

The earliest representations of mountain settlers in the American backcountry contained little of the romanticization of rural places; in the late 1700s, travelers depicted backwoods people in the mountains as poor, savage, and primitive people. By the early 1800s, however, Americans considered the countryside the repository of the moral worth of the agrarian Republic. The white mountaineer stereotype emerged slowly as a distinct type from the more generalized figures of frontiersmen, hunters, settlers, and “ruffians” dominant in early Republic travelogues.47

The popularity of Appalachian-set fiction reached its height during the local-color literary movement, which featured regions across the United States. From 1865 to 1895, publishers of periodicals like Harper’s Weekly and the Atlantic Monthly reached beyond the literary establishment to debut authors outside the metropolitan Northeast.48 Such authors provided new settings populated by characters whose nonnormative speech, dress, and manners were attributed to their presumed geographic or chronological distance from northeastern, urban, middle-class readers.

Readers gave local-color stories a warm reception. Debates about literary regionalism during the past decade have emerged from attempts to understand its tremendous appeal, particularly for metropolitan elites.49 For elites confronted with massive urbanization, industrialization, and foreign immigration, local-color fiction seemed to ensure the “preservation” and “memorialization” of regional and local cultures whose passing readers mourned. As Richard Brodhead argues, local-color writing served not only to sacralize supposedly dying rural lifeways but to make their eclipse by the modern order seem inevitable and justifiable. Local-color fiction provided urban elites proof of the victory of homogenization and nationalization, proof of “the pastness of the past,” and proof of the impossibility of viable alternatives to dominant development patterns.50 Furthermore, according to some accounts, middling Americans’ fears of social instability, including labor strife and perceived threats to traditional patriarchal authority, family structure, and sexual mores, heightened their need to shore up white middle-class respectability through reassuring depictions of less respectable others.51

Scholars also attribute the appeal of local-color fiction to a sense of “weightlessness” or alienation among Americans anxious about the rapid pace of change, who then sought to ameliorate their self-estranged condition by seeking “some experience or place that seemed more real or more ‘authentic’ than the conditions of modern life.” Foote revises this thesis by suggesting that fiction serves not as a simple “antidote” to alienation and self-estrangement but a means for wrestling with and negotiating the anxieties that arise from such sensations. She argues that local-color sketches in highbrow magazines met the needs of Gilded Age readers “whose freedom from the constraints of provincial communities made them vulnerable to the isolation and alienation of urban life at the turn of the century.” As Foote observes, narrators like Sarah Orne Jewett’s in The Country of the Pointed Firs express longing to be incorporated as authentic residents of the quaint places they visit, demonstrating an urban impulse to project onto “regional” people the potential for an intact, unitary identity compared to the fragmented self experienced in the metropolis. Brodhead argues that readers of local-color fiction presumed that people who live in “backward” locales are “more fully alive” and that their lives could be appropriated for highbrow readers’ psychic well-being. Indeed, Brodhead offers as the very definition of regionalism “literature that posits that someone else’s way of living and talking is more ‘colorful’ than one’s own (culturally superior) way, … [and] that a primary vitality absent from the refined is present in the backward and that this other life can be annexed for the cultivated class’s leisured recreation, made pleasurably inhabitable in print.” As Lucinda MacKethan speculates (and as the cover image captures so beautifully), local-color readers wanted to see “something of themselves, or at least something of their own roads not taken, in characters whose lives had remained more deeply rooted in place and community than their own.”52

Numerous authors achieved literary success thanks to the popularity of local color. The names of a few are illustrative. Some scholars date the advent of local color to Brett Harte’s 1868 “Luck of the Roaring Camp,” set in the gold rush West. Jewett’s stories feature New England, and Joel Chandler Harris became famous for his “Uncle Remus” stories romanticizing southern plantation life. George Washington Cable’s stories deliver New Orleans to national audiences, while Hamlin Garland’s stories feature the Midwest. The number of fiction authors who benefited from the popularity of the southern mountains is impressive, including Rebecca Harding Davis, Frances Hodgson Burnett, John Esten Cooke, and Constance Fenimore Woolson, to name just a few of the early short story authors. According to Henry Shapiro, between 1870 and 1890, dozens of writers had published at least ninety sketches and 125 short stories that portrayed the southern mountain region as a discrete and homogenous cultural entity.53

Even before 1878, the year Mary Noailles Murfree’s first mountain story was published (and hence the start date of this study), most of the conventions of mountain fiction were already in place, including beautiful, half-wild, illiterate, and quick-learning young mountain girls in homemade dresses; exhausted mountain women old before their time; swarthy and taciturn mountain men carrying guns; and drunken ne’er-do-wells, moonshiners, and revenuers. While local-color fiction promoted simplified images of rural people everywhere, its consequences have been, arguably, more reductive, more profound, and longer lasting for Appalachia than for any other region. Audiences came to view Appalachia as whiter than the South but more questionably white than New England or the Midwest, less foreign and more rural than “Cajun” New Orleans, and poorer and more downtrodden than the West. Readers seem to accept that, in most regions, “standard,” “normal” Americans coexisted side by side with the quainter citizens featured in local-color writing. National readers imagined southern mountain folk, on the other hand, as anachronistic anomalies, locals bypassed by (or locals who had resisted) the natural progression from pioneer to civilized citizen. Appalachia was increasingly seen as uniformly populated with unruly denizens living out of time, out of step with national norms, and out of the bounds of standard behavior and blood lines—although the exact dimensions of the national imagination of Appalachia varied over time, depending upon the needs of the nation’s high middlebrow publishers, authors, and readers.

In chapter 1, I examine the reception of Mary Noailles Murfree, one of the most influential writers in the early construction of the idea of Appalachia. Murfree’s Atlantic Monthly stories, published under the pseudonym Charles Egbert Craddock and reprinted in book form as In the Tennessee Mountains in 1884, are widely regarded as having solidified and popularized an image of the southern mountaineer that remained dominant for a century or more.54 As Lorise Boger notes, Murfree’s collection triggered “a flood of novels using and misusing the southern mountaineer.”55 By analyzing reviews, articles, and archived correspondence, I show that readers imagined “Craddock” as an author from the mountains who traded on his rugged Appalachian background to build his career—until Craddock revealed “himself” to be the genteel Miss Murfree. I argue that the national reaction to the revelation of Murfree’s true identity renders tangible the ways in which her writing served the needs of multiple readerships. Print reviews indicate that metropolitan elites used Murfree’s persona and stories to negotiate their anxieties about perceived threats to their power, including immigration and the feminizing effects of overcivilization; their worries over the supposed urbanization and homogenization of the United States; and their investments in nativism, nationalism, and imperialism. I use archived correspondence from Murfree’s admirers to demonstrate that, unlike metropolitan readers, local elites throughout North America rightly intuited the class and social status of the unknown Craddock, even though they, too, had been fooled into believing “him” to be a man. Local elites saw Murfree’s fiction as a resource for promoting the prominence of their domains and believed the author’s acceptance into highbrow circles boded well for their own advantageous incorporation into a national highbrow network.

Literary regionalism’s popularity waned somewhat during the Progressive Era (1900–1920), though a number of local-color novels set in Appalachia emphasized possibilities for uplift.56 The Little Shepherd of Kingdom Come (1903), set partly in the mountains, and the Appalachianset The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (1908), by Kentuckian John Fox Jr., were among the first American books to make the new “best-seller” lists at a time when reformers were eager to promote modern civilization yet avoid the twinned pitfalls of urban materialism and poverty. Fox shared the spotlight with novelists like Harold Bell Wright, whose 1907 Ozarksset Shepherd of the Hills has echoed into the twenty-first century in the form of an outdoor play cum tourist attraction (as has Fox’s The Trail of the Lonesome Pine). Chapter 2 contributes to our understanding of the Progressive Era by illuminating the anxieties of a swath of middle-class Americans whose pursuit of schooling and professional work compelled their social and geographical movement away from the people and places of their childhood. The exponential growth in literacy rates and new mechanisms for production and distribution at this time allowed the novels of John Fox Jr. to become “almost synonymous with the words ‘best seller’” and thereby participate in the solidification of imagined community fortified by an expanding print culture.57

According to Appalachian scholar Dwight Billings, “No literary figure more widely influenced national perceptions” of the southern mountain region than did Fox, who “set into play many of the most enduring and pejorative images of the Appalachian mountaineer.”58 In particular, Fox’s Lonesome Pine and the many films it inspired fueled a caricature of hillbilly feuding that persists today. Appalachian studies scholars have argued that Fox’s fiction justified industrial exploitation and affirmed readers’ nationalism, racism, and imperialism. Yet for over a century, boosters hoping to increase the prominence of Kentucky and Virginia venerated Fox’s “sympathy” for mountaineers and his promotion of mountain locales. My reader-centered approach acknowledges the ways the novel served the needs of nationally identified readers while offending locals who objected to Fox’s fictional treatment of their lives. But archived letters also uncover the presence of readers transitioning between the local and the national who deeply identified with what Fox depicted as his characters’ wrenching ambivalence regarding the relative benefits of the supposedly savage mountain world versus the apparently refined but environmentally and emotionally costly industrial world.

Around the time of the First World War, demand for Appalachian local-color fiction had dwindled somewhat—perhaps dampened first by preoccupation with wartime concerns and later, in the 1920s, by a degree of acceptance of the metropolitan character of the nation.59 The development in the 1920s and 1930s of a fully self-conscious regionalist movement informed a number of influential literary works set in Appalachia but did not produce best sellers.60 Lorise Boger notes that mysteries set in the region were popular in the 1920s and early 1930s, though these apparently did not capture large enough audiences to make the best-seller lists. In the 1940s and 1950s, humorous fiction set in the mountains was popular, though only Jesse Stuart’s Taps for Private Tussie (1943) was on the New York Times best-seller list and only for three weeks.61

Indeed, just five Appalachian-set best sellers, including Stuart’s, appeared between John Fox’s last (Heart of the Hills in 1913) and the resurgence of local-color fiction beginning in the 1980s. The Great Depression witnessed a wave of consumer interest in media representations of the mountain “hillbilly” as either a threatening or a welcome dissident from modernity. Throughout the economic and social distress of the Great Depression, the hillbilly image pervaded country music, cartoons, and motion pictures. Other visual representations of the region emphasized the noble rather than the comedic mountaineer, including Works Progress Administration (WPA) photography, WPA documentary writing, and regional material productions such as crafts.62 Yet, the iconic figure was largely absent from popular fiction.

As Tom Lutz notes, “Local color literature fared quite badly” by the 1950s, when “the fate of farmers was not a key concern for the general culture, and suburbia became the milieu that seemed richest for displaying the culture’s fault lines.”63 Fan responses to the second and third of the five midcentury best sellers, Harriette Arnow’s agrarian Hunter’s Horn (1949) and her migration-themed The Dollmaker (1954), illustrate white American concerns about mobility and “roots” that stemmed from mass suburbanization and the Southern Diaspora. In chapter 3, I argue that readers’ post–World War II era experiences of the dislocations of suburbanization and rural-to-urban migration instilled in them a profound nostalgia for a lost sense of place, roots, and home. Migrants expressed anguish over their constrained choices between staying home and pursuing economic opportunity. Meanwhile, midwestern social workers, journalists, and commentators insisted that the rural poor would be better off if they could be kept from flooding midwesterners’ hometowns. Arnow’s depictions of communal life in Kentucky in Hunter’s Horn appealed predictably to readers on the eastern seaboard and West Coast. The Dollmaker succeeded spectacularly where other regional fiction did not, perhaps because it represented movement between country and city in ways that vast numbers of white readers were experiencing or witnessing between the 1920s and 1950s. I argue that the long-term future of Appalachian-set fiction was secured in part by white out-migrants of the Southern Diaspora, thanks to their descendants’ sense of nostalgia regarding white rural worlds lost. By examining Arnow’s readers, we see the formation of a pattern of readership for Appalachian-set fiction that would become endemic to the 1990s and early 2000s.

The “media hillbilly” returned in the 1960s and 1970s but was still generally absent from best-selling fiction. The Beverly Hillbillies, The Andy Griffith Show, and The Waltons provided Appalachian foils to the excesses of civilization. The Appalachian poor also received a flood of attention in the national press and in social commentaries like Michael Harrington’s The Other America (1962) and Harry Caudill’s Night Comes to the Cumberlands (1963). As Anthony Harkins observes, the hillbilly figure “reemerged in the 1960s at a time of widespread questioning of the price of ‘progress’ and the social equity of the ‘affluent society.’” According to Harkins, the hillbilly became a means for whites to appropriate the language of identity politics but in reaction against the achievements of the civil rights movement, the countercultural movement, and the women’s movement of the era.64

At the close of the decade, with the intensification of the conflict in Vietnam, two more midcentury Appalachian-set novels made the national best-seller lists. In chapter 4, I demonstrate the ways that regional fiction of this era affirmed and compelled touristic and missionary perspectives, each of which relied upon an assumption of interchangeability among authentic rural primitives nationally and globally. I compare fans of Catherine Marshall’s pastoral novel Christy (1967), which features a missionary to the mountaineers in 1912, to fans of James Dickey’s gothic novel Deliverance (1970), whose 1972 movie adaptation continues to be the single most prominent pop cultural reference to Appalachia. Christy sold almost 8 million copies in ten years. Deliverance sold 1.8 million copies in just three years.65 The reception of both novels illuminates white high middlebrow readers’ reinvocation of home, place, and innocence during U.S. imperialist militarism and civil rights activism. I examine two dominant strains among Marshall’s readers as found in her fan mail: those who found affirmation for their missionary outlook toward rural people everywhere and those whose reading of Christy compelled them to vacation in the novel’s East Tennessee setting. A surprising number of Dickey’s readers were either outdoor enthusiasts who saw in Appalachia “a geography of hope” (a phrase Wallace Stegner used to describe the American West) or out-migrants from the South whose homesickness was soothed by Dickey’s depiction of what one fan referred to as “grass roots” people.66 Both Marshall’s and Dickey’s novels address a local-color fascination with a passing or lost order and reinforce local-color strategies for imagining place, self, and empire via projections of Appalachia as both a romantic and a nightmarish departure from the normative.

Shortly after the successes of Marshall and Dickey, the United States began to enter a Neo–Gilded Age, or Second Gilded Age (circa 1985–2008), as observers have dubbed it.67 The Neo–Gilded Age had its origins in the presidency of Ronald Reagan (1981–1989). Like its earlier counterpart, the Neo–Gilded Age witnessed burgeoning wealth disparities, the reinvigorated power of corporations, and the escalation of U.S. empire. As Stephanie Foote argues, the “global ambition of the late-twentieth-century United States [bore] a striking resemblance to its late-nineteenth-century incarnation.”68

Dear Appalachia argues that the resurgence in popular local-color fiction, which I date from the 1985 publication of Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon, occurred when it did because of social and economic dislocations and anxieties parallel to those of the Gilded Age. After the initiation of Keillor’s A Prairie Home Companion franchise, local-color representations of supposedly backward or simple people and places gained in numerical preponderance and popularity, organized under rubrics like Barnes and Noble’s “Settings and Atmosphere” category on its Internet site.69 Partly as an outgrowth of multiculturalism of the 1960s and 1970s, “marginal texts and authors” became, in Jeff Karem’s words, “objects of desire for American reading publics.”70 Just as the late-1800s demand for highbrow periodicals promoted an unprecedented surge in regional authorship, the market expansion of contemporary trade paperback novels beginning in the mid-1980s and 1990s opened up a new venue for regional writing by marketable newcomers.71 The resurgence of popular literary regionalism highlighted settings across the United States, from the healing power of African American women in the South in The Secret Life of Bees (2002) to the healing power of cowboys in the West in The Horse Whisperer (1995), but the concentration of popular novels set in Appalachia since the 1980s is striking.72 I examine the resurgence through 2002–2003—the year designated by the U.S. Congress as the “Year of Appalachia”—though at that juncture it showed no signs of slowing.73 It may be that time will show that the close of the Second Gilded Age arrived with the “great recession” that began in December 2007.

In chapter 5, I show how white readers during this Second Gilded Age turned to best-selling Appalachian-set novels as if they are reliable, true-to-life ethnographies of rural white mountain cultures. I examine online customer reviews of four best sellers—Jan Karon’s At Home in Mitford (1994), Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain (1997), Adriana Trigiani’s Big Stone Gap (2000), and Silas House’s Clay’s Quilt (2001)—to reveal the range of interpretations available to readers depending upon their geographic affiliations. Metropolitan readers found in the novels an “escape from our too hurried world” or access to the authentic roots of a wayward America or to their own peripatetic familial pasts.74 Appalachian residents participated in the romantic construction of the region for their own purposes of self-affirmation—either through pride in their own Appalachian identity or gratification that a nationally embraced conception of the region was so in keeping with their own sense of being charmed by their Appalachian neighbors. For readers who had migrated out of the region, memories of Appalachia recalled and shaped by best-selling Appalachian-set fiction served as a foil against which they measured their new homes. Appalachian-set best sellers borrowed multiculturalism’s emphasis on the value of difference in a way that offered white readers from each of these groups a means to participate in the era’s search for roots and heritage.

Dear Appalachia examines not only the way that authors and publishers produced and marketed an imagined geography of Appalachia but also the ways in which various readers in cities and towns across the United States consumed and relied upon a particular vision of Appalachia they found comforting for reasons that varied not only depending upon their social location (for example, their class, sex, and race) but also upon their physical location and geographic affiliations. For some white readers, Appalachia is eccentric, a site for negotiating difference that is not as threatening as the racial otherness they attribute to African Americans or the incommensurable religious difference they attribute to Muslims.75 For others, rural white Appalachia is “home quarters” in a dangerous world, offering the familiar and familial, the comforting and homey. Still others seek usable pasts, revolutionary nostalgia. Their belief in the existence of a simple quaint Appalachia is a means to critique the underside of American capitalism because readers project onto it their desires for a less commercial, less market-driven, less virtual, less manufactured, less falsified place. Dear Appalachia, then, acknowledges and illuminates the ways in which regions are socially constructed. Nonetheless, it also argues and demonstrates that we must take seriously the very real consequences of the ways people imagine place.


 

Chapter 1

Charm and Virility, circa 1884

A LITERARY SURPRISE
Feminine Author Discovered Under Male Pseudonym.
Charles Egbert Craddock is Miss Murfree.
Boston Literary Circles Greatly Astonished.

—Boston Herald, 5 March 1885

You see it had never occurred to any of us that “Craddock” was not a man, and I had often given free rein to my fancy in imagining how he would look and act.

—William Dean Howells, Literary News, April 1886

On 4 March 1885, Atlantic Monthly editor Thomas Bailey Aldrich was shocked to discover that longtime contributor “M. N. Murfree” was not, as he had assumed, a man, but the “delicate looking lady” standing before him in his Boston offices. The Boston Herald’s account of the meeting claimed that Aldrich “would have been better prepared” to learn that the popular local-color writer was “a Strapping Six-foot Tennessean” than Miss Mary Noailles Murfree (1850–1922), a young-looking woman who walked with a slight limp. The Herald reported that Aldrich “could hardly have been more astounded had the roof fallen in, and he turned and ran several steps under the pressure of the shock.”1

Readers had known Murfree as Charles Egbert Craddock, the nom de plume under which she had published her stories in the Atlantic Monthly and then, with Aldrich’s support, in the popular collection In the Tennessee Mountains (1884). “No one,” remarked the anonymous writer for the Herald, “can have suspected that the master of a style so strikingly masculine as that in these mountain tales was not a man.” Murfree had signed her correspondence to publishers and editors with the name M. N. Murfree, and they had taken it upon themselves to address the writer “as Mr. M. N. Murfree, or M. N. Murfree, Esq.”2

The “Literary Surprise,” as the Herald’s headline dubbed it, was purportedly the discovery that “Craddock” was a woman. Certainly, readers’ gender biases led them to believe that only a man would be capable of presenting an “inside” view of a Tennessee mountain world they assumed demanded rugged strength and manly fortitude to traverse. Yet when Murfree presented herself to Aldrich she unwittingly upset other, equally substantial, assumptions. While some editors had thought Murfree deserving of the honorific “Esquire,” the image of a “strapping six-foot Tennessean” suggests that a number of readers had pictured the author as an unrefined mountaineer akin to his lowly characters. Aldrich himself, the Herald reported, “used to muse considerably over the personality of the author, and he once wrote asking how the latter could have become so intimate with the strange, quaint life of the mountaineers.”3

The “intimacy” Aldrich perceived between “M. N. Murfree” and mountaineers in fact bordered on a mistaken conflation of the two; according to the Herald, “Mr. Aldrich told Miss Murfree that he used to suppose that she wrote with one of those ‘dip’ brushes, which the mountaineers use in their habit of ‘dipping snuff’!”4 In a letter to Murfree, Aldrich expressed curiosity as to “how you picked up so rich and varied a vocabulary,” perhaps indicating his bewilderment about the author’s means of obtaining an education if—as many readers assumed—the author had been raised in the place “he” had convinced readers was wholly absent of schools and uniformly populated by ignorant and illiterate residents.5 When the Herald article pronounced that “the development of this author is proof, not only of the wealth of the literary material that lies hidden throughout the United States, in obscure regions, but also that the conditions there existing may produce the genius to utilize them,” it allowed Murfree to retain the benefit of one of the most important and longest-lasting suppositions about her, that she was native to the “obscure region” that supposedly produced her genius.6 Given widespread assumptions about the documentary nature of local-color fiction, the author’s apparent familiarity with and, to use a phrase from a Houghton Mifflin letter to her, “apparent fidelity” to the lives of mountaineers suggested that “Craddock” was a product of an obscure region distant from nationally recognized centers of elite society. At the same time, the writer’s skill with language and refined sensibility seemed to indicate to highbrow readers like Aldrich that perhaps “he” was of their social station nonetheless.7

By some combination of conscious design and fortuitous accident, Murfree had successfully negotiated the contradictory demands placed on local-color writing in this era by projecting a masculine persona of ambiguous class and geographic status.8 Her appearance in Boston as a “fragile, pale-faced, lame girl” six years after the 1878 publication of her first mountain story disrupted readers’ illusions of Craddock as a rough-and-ready rambler of ambiguous social station.9 In this chapter, I examine reviews of Murfree’s stories and reactions to the “literary surprise” of Murfree’s unveiling to illuminate readers’ assumptions and desires regarding Charles Egbert Craddock. Metropolitan-based elite readers like Aldrich clearly had seen in Craddock a brawny “insider” to the region he depicted as homogenous and frontierlike. Like Aldrich, these readers traced literary authority to the author’s presumed authenticity, an authenticity that guaranteed, they thought, the documentary accuracy of local-color writing. Metropolitan readers used Murfree’s persona and stories to negotiate their anxieties about perceived threats to their power (including immigration, racial diversity, and overcivilization), their worries over the supposed urbanization and feminization of the United States, and their investments in nativism, nationalism, and global power at the close of the nineteenth century.10

While national periodicals dramatized metropolitan reviewers’ reactions to Murfree’s unveiling, archival research reveals that some readers assumed all along that Craddock was refined rather than a rough-and-tumble rogue. Letters and postcards written by members of a geographically dispersed local gentry point to an audience that wrought its own set of meanings from Craddock’s stories. Nonmetropolitan readers were far less likely than reviewers for New York–or Boston-based periodicals to confuse the Tennessee author with his characters. They might have been as dazzled as Aldrich to discover that Murfree was not a man, but they would not have shared in the metropolitan press’s wonder that Murfree was not a rugged mountaineer writing with a dip brush. For these readers, Murfree’s nationally embraced depictions of rural mountain places conveyed evidence not of her marginal class status but rather her literary stature—and hence the potential for her acceptance, and by extension their acceptance, into a national network of elites.

Nonmetropolitan highbrow readers may have shared metropolitan readers’ interest in maintaining their authority as elites, but they likely felt less threatened than their urban counterparts by urbanization, feminization, and immigration. They interpreted Craddock’s identity according to a distinct set of experiences, anxieties, and desires. With the consolidation of economic, social, and political power occurring in postbellum America, members of the local gentry in small towns and cities across the United States—despite their immense influence at home—registered the possibility that they might each be marked as a “person from ‘nowhere.’” It thus became increasingly urgent for local elites either to protect their domains from translocal incorporation or to strategically assert their locales as significant “somewheres” and themselves as cosmopolitan “someones.”11 I use fan mail to show how these particular needs and concerns played out in local elites’ investments in Charles Egbert Craddock.

Even today, readers assess the value of Murfree’s work based upon their understanding of her identity and biography. Revisionist scholarship in the feminist tradition argues that Murfree’s marginalization as a woman who walked with a limp allowed her to identify with the socially oppressed.12 Through a logic that grants Murfree “insider” status to the mountains because she holds “insider” status in terms of gender and disability, revisionists claim that Murfree’s stories invite readers to feel empathy for mountain characters. Appalachian studies scholars, on the other hand, rely on Murfree’s biography to count her as a privileged “outsider” who, despite having the perspective of a disabled female, wrote stereotypical and exploitive portrayals of marginalized mountain people whom she condescended to find enthralling.13 Though some recent scholars have attempted to convey a more nuanced view of Murfree’s relationship to the people represented in her fiction by calling her a respectful or “familiar outsider,” even these terms flatten the complexity of Murfree’s social position and authorial stance.14

We might attempt to resolve these differences by determining which set of scholars has a better understanding of the way Murfree’s biography shaped her intentions. But even if Murfree intended to rouse readers’ empathy rather than their prurient curiosity, as some scholars claim, her readers’ interpretations were not entirely within her control. Biographical research and close readings of fictional texts are necessary but not sufficient tools for uncovering the meanings local-color writing held for its contemporaries. The publication context also mattered, including the reputations of the journals or presses in which Murfree’s work appeared or was reviewed, but this also is not the whole story.15 To understand whether Murfree’s fiction had a positive or negative effect upon readers’ attitudes toward nonelite mountain residents and other marginalized people, we need a different approach. The meaning of her stories depended not just upon Murfree’s social position and geographic history, but on her readers’ as well. By contrasting metropolitan readers’ reactions in national periodicals with nonmetropolitan readers’ assumptions in archived fan mail, I offer a clearer sense of how these two audiences made use of Craddock’s mountain stories in their everyday lives. By paying attention to differences in interpretation according to where fans lived and what their relationships were to the mountains, I chart a geography of fan reception.

Various scholars have tried to take into account readers’ reception of local-color writing. As Susan Belasco observes, the Atlantic Monthly, where Craddock’s stories initially appeared, was an “elite magazine read by a small but loyal audience.” In Cultures of Letters, Richard Brodhead argues that elite readers of highbrow periodicals like the Atlantic read local-color writing in order to project themselves into a national highbrow culture and thereby bolster their sense of superiority over “locals” and transform themselves into a single translocal social elite. Nancy Glazener demonstrates that local-color stories had different meanings for readers whose interpretations were shaped by reviews in populist journals geared toward farmers, which saw local-color stories as resisting dominant hierarchies that placed metropolitan life and people above rural life and people.16 Where Brodhead sees local color as a tool of elites’ self-creation and self-preservation, Glazener sees potentially emancipatory purposes.

Reception studies offers a way out of the impasse between revisionist feminists’ celebratory assessments and others’ cynical interpretations of local-color writing’s ideological commitments. My research into the geographies of reader reception adds to Brodhead and Glazener by allowing a more nuanced and empirically based investigation of the ways in which fans’ class status and geographic affiliations affected their interpretations. Though the number of extant letters is quite small, they document a significant contrast in readers’ assumptions compared to those published in the print reviews and articles that circulated in highbrow periodicals and metropolitan newspapers. (For more on my methodological choices and sources, see “Appendix: Methodological Essay.”)

Although feminist revisionist interpretations focus on counter-hegemonic readings of Murfree’s texts, the ways in which metropolitan reviewers celebrated the author’s purported marginality indicate that her fiction tended to preserve rather than challenge metropolitan elites’ sense of their own power and privilege. Indeed, I would argue that it was precisely because so many local-color writers were, like Murfree, neither metropolitan nor entirely marginalized from highbrow culture that their works were able to appeal to multiple audiences that were in the process of coalescing into a single national elite. Ultimately, my investigation into the reception of Murfree’s stories questions the usefulness of “insider” and “outsider” labels as literary credentials and rejects the romance of “authenticity” from which those labels arise. As we shall see in chapter 5, notions of authenticity tied to marginalization according to social class and geography are still used to praise and market regional authors today. But as I argue in the conclusion to this chapter, authors published by national publishers should be understood as part of a translocal network of readers and writers. Regardless of whether they are native to the places they represent, they are almost always cosmopolitans attuned to audience, almost always engaged in literary conversation with other published fiction, and almost always savvy about the publishing industry.

From Murfree to Craddock and Craddock to Murfree

From the time that the American literary public was first introduced to Charles Egbert Craddock in the May 1878 Atlantic Monthly, admiring readers eagerly sought more information about the “habitat and habits” of the story’s author.17 Aldrich, after taking over the editorship of the Atlantic from William Dean Howells, himself wrote Murfree to express curiosity about her background. Closely guarding the biographical information that Aldrich tactfully sought to uncover, Murfree replied evasively: “I struck upon the mountaineers as a topic at hap-hazard…. I used to spend much time in the mountains long before I knew of the existence of such a thing as ‘literary material.’ … I have, however, passed most of my life, so far, in Middle Tennessee, where I was born and educated.” Aldrich, likely not aware of the distinction between the plantation-rich Middle Tennessee and mountainous East Tennessee, was left to imagine for himself the exact nature of the shadowy M. N. Murfree.18

In 1884, reporters mistakenly identified Murfree’s father as the author of the popular Tennessee Mountain stories, and by January 1885, when Murfree’s serial novel The Prophet of the Great Smoky Mountains began to appear in the Atlantic, newsmen and admirers had traced the Murfrees to their home in St. Louis. Murfree, her father, and her sister Fanny, deciding that the author should introduce herself to Aldrich, who could then reveal her identity to the public as he thought best, traveled to Boston.19

The precise manner of Charles Egbert Craddock’s unveiling was reported excitedly in literary periodicals and major newspapers around the country. Upon meeting Aldrich at the Atlantic Monthly offices, Murfree said, “Mr. Aldrich, I have had some correspondence with you, and being in Boston, I decided to come to see you.” “Beg pardon,” Aldrich responded politely. “What name is it?” When Murfree replied, “I am M. N. Murfree—Charles Egbert Craddock,” Aldrich exclaimed, “Why, what are you telling me? But this is impossible, impossible!” The shocked editor began to back out of the room, unconvinced until Murfree produced his letters to her as proof. When Aldrich recovered, he and his wife organized a dinner for Murfree the following evening at which they introduced her to several members of the Boston literati, including Howells and Oliver Wendell Holmes. Throughout the meal, Mrs. Aldrich referred to Murfree as “Miss Craddock” and the bewildered Annie Fields, wife of publisher James T. Fields, could never muster more than a vague “they” in Murfree’s direction.20

The extent of the literary circle’s astonishment, to paraphrase the Boston Herald’s headline, indicates the degree to which Murfree’s readers found their construction of Craddock necessary to their sense of themselves and the world. The Craddock persona heavily relied upon a particular construction of the Appalachian region just coming into being in the late 1800s. Although Murfree had become familiar with the Tennessee mountains during her stays at an establishment that depended upon traffic from urban places, her fiction represented the mountains as inaccessible wilderness whose mountain “settlements” had little to no contact with “valley towns.”21 Reviewers and readers who had not themselves lived in or near the mountains almost necessarily imagined Craddock as an adventurer in unknown territory. An anonymous reviewer for the Independent wrote, “In the Tennessee Mountains guides us suddenly into what must be to many a new, unexplored, secluded strip of territory…. Mr. Craddock will do well to continue in the wild track he has struck into.” Such emphasis upon the role of fiction as a “guide” into an “unexplored … territory” and a “wild track” conflated composing fiction about Appalachia with physical adventure. Reviews portrayed local-color writing as a sort of romanticized bushwhacking and painted Craddock as “an active fearless man accustomed to every phase of a wild out-of-door life” who had “a mountaineer’s familiarity” with the landscape.22 Believing as they did that Craddock was from the mountains, reviewers assumed that he was a self-taught and untrained writer whose natural “genius” was spontaneously and organically “produced” by the “obscure region” itself. A writer for the Critic, for example, wondered “in what secret hiding-place, what secure literary workshop, this artist has learned his trade and mastered his art, so that he can appear before us with perfection as his first public effort.”23

While the author may have seemed to appear out of nowhere, in reality Murfree did in fact have a “secure literary workshop.” When the Atlantic Monthly introduced Craddock in 1878, Murfree had already experimented with pseudonyms, shrewdly studied the literary market, learned how to pitch her writing to national publishers, and even, in two stories that had been accepted but not yet published by Appleton’s, practiced the mountain-story formula that would make her famous.24

A number of factors converged to make what might otherwise have been the unspectacular life of a southern belle into one of a literary celebrity. Mary Murfree was raised at her family’s plantation, Grantland, two miles outside of Murfreesboro, Tennessee, a town named for a grandfather who had fought in the Revolutionary War. Because Murfree’s parents were distantly related to one another, they inherited much of the extended family’s wealth accumulated over several generations, including property in Nashville and three plantations in Mississippi. Murfree spent her summers at Beersheba Springs, a fashionable resort at the far western fringe of the Cumberland Mountains, so she had met firsthand the types of locals who would soon become—thanks partly to her own success—darlings of the literary set who fictionalized and often sensationalized them.25 After the Civil War, Murfree lived at Grantland until she was thirty-one, when her father abandoned the no-longer-profitable plantation and moved the family to St. Louis, where he took up a law career.26 Murfree, then, like many local-color writers, was from a genteel background; she pursued authorship in part because of her commitment to highbrow culture and in part because of postbellum financial necessity.

Like other local-color writers, Murfree found entrée into literary circles through representations of “nonstandard” people and places, though this was not an element of her first literary endeavors: two satirical portrayals of elite social circles published in Lippincott’s magazine. These were perhaps inspired by her experiences in the late 1860s at boarding schools in Nashville and Philadelphia. Perhaps sensing that the nom de plume she had used for these first stories, R. Emmet Dembry, was too effete for her mountain tales, Murfree chose the name of a character from one of her unpublished mountain stories, prefixing “Charles” “to add a more masculine touch,” according to her sister.27 After she turned from the subject of high society to mountain society, she gained entrance into that hallowed organ of highbrow literature, the Atlantic Monthly, with William Dean Howells’s 1878 acceptance of “Dancin’ Party at Harrison’s Cove.” In the next five years, Craddock published seven more tales about rustic mountaineers in the prestigious highbrow periodical as well as six stories commissioned by Youth’s Companion. In 1884, the Atlantic Monthly’s parent firm, Houghton, Mifflin, published Murfree’s Atlantic stories as In the Tennessee Mountains.
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Mary Noailles Murfree at eleven, circa 1861. Courtesy of Special Collections Library, the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.

The stories are wide ranging in topic and character, from “Dancin’ Party’s” soldier cum preacher’s intervention in a love triangle to a lawyer’s “mésalliance” with a young girl after he is banished to the mountains in “The Romance of Sunrise Rock” (TM, 199). Many of the stories depend for drama on the question of whether a wrong will be righted. “Driftin’ Down Lost Creek,” for example, features a mountain lass who braves the “valley country” to petition for the pardon of her innocent lover, only to find upon his release from prison that he had chosen not to return to the mountains and her (TM, 57). Remarkably well received, the collection sold nine thousand copies in its first year alone and went through seventeen printings within two years.28 As local-color writing came into vogue, Murfree translated the charm she found in mountain people into a lucrative cottage industry: all told, from 1878 to 1899 she published almost thirty short stories (most also collected in volumes) and eight novels (in serial and book form) set in the Tennessee mountains.

Metropolitan Readers Imagine Craddock as Marginal, Other

Charles Egbert Craddock’s readers speculated enthusiastically and unrestrainedly about the nature of the unknown author. Happily unburdened by biographical facts, thanks to Murfree’s pseudonym, metropolitan-based elite readers constructed the author as a virile, self-taught adventurer in the rugged mountains. The intensity of their desire for a virile frontiersman who would nonetheless deserve the honorific “Esquire” underscored their anxieties. White middle- and upper-class Americans in the late 1800s were preoccupied with the supposed decline of masculinity and the rise of “overcivilization,” both of which were understood as problems resulting from urbanization and industrialization. Cities supposedly coddled men instead of demanding that they be tough, as the trials of frontier living were said to do. General Horace Porter, for example, warned that urban life could cause a boy to lead an “unambitious, namby-pamby life, surrounded by all the safeguards of civilization.”29 Furthermore, readers’ fabrication of Craddock as a manly gentleman mountaineer gestured toward their less explicit concerns about immigration, imperialism, and white racial superiority.

Highbrow readers’ reactions to Craddock’s stories indicate that they saw literature as part of the problem of overcivilization. A review in the New York Times the autumn after Murfree’s revelation praises her for writing in a masculine manner and mocks writers who provoke anguished handkerchief wringing. As if in reply to Porter, the article is emphatically titled “Not Namby-Pamby.” Unlike the male authors of romances who write in an “effeminate way,” the columnist asserts, Murfree writes with reassuring masculine energy: “She fires off a pistol in your face and never flinches herself over flash or report…. She, like her … ‘mounting’ [mountain] blacksmith, hammers away until her book clangs in your ears and the reader’s eyes see the sparks ‘hizz’ and scatter.” This review contains perhaps the most lengthy, explicit, and imaginative celebration of Murfree’s “masculine” style, but other reviews also remarked upon the “vigor,” “power,” and “virility” of her stories and characters. Even after Murfree revealed her identity, reviewers persisted in their preferred vocabulary, calling her writing replete with “force” and “masculinity,” describing her male characters as “virile creations.”30

Murfree’s efforts to convey a masculine persona had apparently worked, given one critic’s stunned amazement that the “writer whose name of the crushing consonants always suggested a nut-cracker” was “not Nutcracker after all, but Sugardolly.”31 A masculine name and mysterious identity likely benefited Murfree as the author of “mountaineer” stories, given the preoccupations of metropolitan-based readers. Such devices would not have provided the same help for a writer of local-color fiction set in a region like New England, imagined as a domestic space depleted of masculine energy. Appalachia, as the southern mountains would be termed by the turn of the century, served a highly gendered role as a masculine and masculinizing frontier in an urbanizing—and supposedly feminizing—nation. As one of Murfree’s contemporaries put it in a short story in 1888, the lives of the “peculiar people” in the mountains seemed to offer an “unconscious … Spartan protest against the enervating influences of our civilization.”32

Reviews that tied Murfree’s writing to a protest against civilization linked her to a particular version of “primitive masculinity” coming into vogue in the final decades of the century, when urban men increasingly pursued—and were urged to pursue—camping, hunting, and fishing.33 (In this regard, they credited her with anticipating the upcoming literary trend of naturalism, which would soon eclipse the seemingly more domestic local-color writing.) The primitive masculinity ideal, in turn, fit neatly with emerging imperialist ideals. When Theodore Roosevelt advocated the “strenuous life,” he meant that white people ought to be strong leaders for nonwhite nations—in other words, he meant that America (imagined as “white”) ought to be imperialist.34 But the “strenuous life” came to mean not just bearing the so-called white man’s burden around the world but being an active and strong white man in everyday life. American males tried to fall in step not only by spending time outdoors but also by reading adventure stories. The public’s eager embrace of such tales likely influenced Youth’s Companion to commission stories from Murfree, since the magazine promoted “boy culture” as one cure for the feminization Americans feared was overtaking U.S. society. Such stories of boyhood adventures were precisely the fare that “strenuous life” proponent Roosevelt devoured as a youth.35 As an adult, Roosevelt was a huge admirer of Murfree’s writing and wrote to her on more than one occasion to encourage her to visit him in the White House. Once, years after the author was widely known as “Miss Murfree,” President Roosevelt stopped at the railway station in her hometown and called out, “Where’s Craddock? She’s the person I want to see.”36

Murfree’s fiction, particularly her native white mountaineers living on family farmland “nigh on ter a hundred year,” appealed especially to readers like Roosevelt and Aldrich who were concerned with Anglo-Saxon supremacy and nativism in an era of intensive immigration from eastern Europe (TM, 111). Aldrich, the most vigorous promoter of Murfree’s work, expressed “alarm” at the seeming disappearance of a “relatively homogenous, small-town, socially stable America.” Aldrich’s infamous 1892 poem, “Unguarded Gates,” despairs of “the wild motley throng” that “presses” into the United States, bringing “accents of menace alien to our air.” For someone like Aldrich, a lifetime member of the Anti-immigration League, part of Murfree’s appeal lay in her portrayal of a more tractable, more naive, whiter, and less menacing lower order native to the United States. Plantation local color featured docile, loyal slaves or former slaves, but Murfree’s white mountaineers surely held particular potency for a poet who admonished the “white Goddess” of “Liberty” to guard her gates. The racist nativism of some Murfree readers is also suggested in the eager reporting of her “Brilliant Line of Ancestry” after her identity became known.37

Murfree’s characters promised readers not only mountain strongholds where native whites lived untouched by immigration but, paradoxically, a titillating sense of vitality that readers linked to authentic lives they associated with racial or ethnic minorities. As late as 1894, critic Henry Vedder described Murfree’s literary skills as being as natural and untrained as those of a “negro kalsominer,” or whitewasher, rather than those of an artist. Howells (reportedly prior to Murfree’s revelation) and later Vedder praised Murfree’s work as having a “raciness of the soil,” suggesting a process of racialization by which her earthy characters reinvigorate a nation perceived as threatened by standardization and ennui.38 Furthermore, readers’ enchantment with the earthiness of her characters suggests her stories participated in a kind of “blood and soil” nationalism that identified so-called pioneer blood as the one true indication of rightful citizenship. Gendered as male and classed as both ruffian and literary lawyer, Craddock was raced paradoxically as “colored” by a locale deemed safely white. His persona thereby injected American nationalism with a vigorousness simultaneously raced both Anglo-Saxon and authentically, nongenerically, not-quite-white. The idea of Appalachia—as replete with pure white pioneer stock but also energized by authenticity, rootedness, and vitality—offered highbrow metropolitan readers a perfect balance between fear of standardization and fear of racial difference.

That Murfree’s fiction could—and did—serve the racist, sexist, nationalist, and imperialist interests of metropolitan elites might surprise readers familiar with Murfree solely through recent anthologies. Even though most of Murfree’s Tennessee Mountains stories take the region’s “local-color” eccentricity for granted and portray the region as hermetically sealed from all outsiders, local-color collections tend to republish those few Murfree stories that feature tourists or other “outsiders” who call attention to the nature of the local-color enterprise. “The Star in the Valley,” one of Murfree’s most frequently anthologized stories, offers an explicit critique of city tourists’ assumptions about mountain people. As recent anthologies note, “The Star in the Valley” resists dominant assumptions of metropolitan superiority through its city character Reginald Chevis, who admires the denigrated mountain girl Celia as the moral center of the story. But even in his recognition of Celia’s moral worth, Chevis responds to her bravery as if it were an aesthetic object like a play, a poem, or a painting. Despite (or because of) his repeated nostalgic remembrance of Celia as “that star in the valley,” the narrator suggests, Chevis fails to comprehend his and Celia’s “common humanity” or to realize that his departure has left her heartbroken and on her deathbed (TM, 154, 150). Chevis and the story’s sympathetic readers alike are implicated by their failure to recognize Celia’s action and experience as anything other than a moral lesson and by their failure to recognize the “suffer[ing] unheeded in those mountains.” In their very appreciation of rural mountain people, the story implies, readers are complicit in the aestheticization of mountain people’s lives that the story condemns (TM, 154).

Of all Murfree’s Tennessee Mountains stories, only “The Star in the Valley” is so overtly self-reflexive about the danger of being enthralled by and detached from the harsh realities of life in the mountains. The story closely resembles earlier mountain stories, including “Louisiana” by Frances Hodgson Burnett and “The Yares of Black Mountain” by Rebecca Harding Davis, in which tourists and the objectification of mountain people are central themes. Indeed, Murfree’s success may have been attributable largely to the fact that, consciously or not, she moved away from the sort of self-examination apparent in such earlier works. Five of eight stories in Tennessee Mountains contain no “cultivated” visitors at all. They give the appearance that the world of the mountains exists unseen by outsiders. Even in the three stories that do feature cultivated “outsiders,” the means of their coming and going to and from the mountains is not specified, including when the characters arrive or leave in the course of the story. No railroad, stagecoach, or other conveyance makes an appearance. As Henry Shapiro observes, Murfree’s stories likely helped persuade nineteenth-century readers that the “peculiarity” of mountain life existed “independent of its observation from a train window or a hotel’s veranda.”39

Reviewers seem to have drawn their assumptions about Craddock from characters featured in the stories that are largely forgotten in the recent recovery of Murfree’s work. “A-Playin’ of Old Sledge at the Settlemint,” for example, features a “roistering blade” whose depiction must have influenced readers’ images of Craddock. The roustabout rides “a wiry gray mare without a saddle, and carrie[s] a heavy rifle.” He is one of two local men who “rides thar horses … ter the Settlemint … ter play kyerds … jes’ a-drinkin’ of apple-jack [whisky], an’ a-bettin’ of thar money” (TM, 90, 80). The outline of “Craddock” ingrained in the metropolitan imagination derived from the assumption that regional authors write based on firsthand experience and from readers’ acceptance of Murfree’s depiction of the region as entirely cut off from the wider world. Given these conventions, Murfree left metropolitan readers with little choice but to imagine that the author must be an “authentic” product of the mountain world she constructed. An 1885 columnist remarked that it was little wonder that “reviewers and all the rest … thought for a while, at least, that Charles Egbert Craddock really wore … suspenders, played poker, and rode a horse—not with a sidesaddle.”40 As this review and Aldrich’s earlier observation that he thought Murfree wrote with a dip brush suggest, readers sometimes mistook Craddock for one of his own characters.

Metropolitan-based reviewers and editors were so keen on the idea of Craddock as a self-taught, rough-and-ready rambler akin to his male characters (even though this image did not quite fit with their assumption that he was deserving of the honorific “Esquire”) that they were bitterly disappointed by the author who appeared in Boston. Murfree was a genteel lady unlikely to be confused with a rough-hewn character. A New Orleans columnist sighed: “It is such a pity to be obliged to give up Craddock, he was such a charming man.” The journalist bemoaned the loss of the Craddock who had “roamed constantly … stopping in frequently for rest at the rude, isolated cabins” and had exhibited “comprehension of these strange, rough, honest mountaineers.”41 Despite the fact that Murfree wasn’t the rogue they’d imagined, most reviewers seemed reluctant to relinquish their faith in the mountain world Murfree had offered them. They continued to commend Craddock’s stories for their bracing and salutary effects on American civilization. For them, the revelation of Murfree’s gender changed little more than the pronouns in their prose.

Nonmetropolitan Readers Imagine Craddock as Prominent, Like Themselves

If readers in metropolitan cities seemed to confuse Murfree with her characters, other readers seem to have picked up on cues that “crude, ‘low down, no ’count,’” as one reviewer called Murfree’s characters, did not describe their author.42 Elites from small towns and cities easily identified Murfree as a member of their own social circle. Although such landed gentry, merchants, new professionals, and rising industrialists may have thought of Murfree as someone thoroughly familiar with rural mountain life, this did not suggest to them that she was somehow marginal or underprivileged. Nonmetropolitan elites themselves were neither natives (speaking or behaving in the manner of regionalized characters) nor tourists (mere visitors to the places regionalized in local-color fiction). They may have assumed the author was a visitor like her tourist characters. Or they may have assumed the author was someone like them. From fan mail written to Charles Egbert Craddock before and after the March 1885 revelation of Murfree’s identity, we get a picture of a geographically dispersed but ideologically and socially linked set of readers who imagined the unknown author as a familiar peer sharing their affection for and indulgent patronization of less privileged whites.

A February 1884 postcard to Craddock demonstrates that nonmetropolitan readers recognized the author as a peer rather than an uncouth mountaineer. The Reverend Hamilton Wilcox Pierson, considered an expert on the Cumberland Mountains of Kentucky and the author of In the Brush; or, Old-time Social, Political, and Religious Life in the Southwest (1881), wrote: “Dear Sir—I knew and was accustomed to visit Mr. Craddock near Louisville Ky. before the war? Are you of that family? I have just read with great interest ‘Drifting Down Lost Creek,’ and ‘reckon’ you must be to the ‘manner born’—yours, H. W. Pierson, Author of ‘In the Brush,’ Toledo, Ohio.” The original Shakespearean sense of the phrase “to the ‘manner born’”—to have been born into certain “native” customs—was still in use in 1884. Pierson’s speculation that Craddock was to the manner born may indicate that he assumed Craddock came by his knowledge of mountain people honestly, as one born into the area. Or perhaps Pierson found Craddock a “natural,” untrained writer, as a later meaning of the phrase might indicate.43 The homonyms manner and manor might also have been at play, with Pierson imagining Murfree to be genteel because born to the manor. In any case, Pierson clearly believed that he and the author occupied similar social positions, and perhaps were even former friends or acquaintances.
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Postcard from a Charles Egbert Craddock fan, 1884. H. W. Pierson imagined Craddock as a peer and credited “him” as being “to the ‘manner born.’” Courtesy of Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University, Atlanta, GA.

Other fan mail demonstrates the chord Murfree struck with readers who had known “mountaineers” but believed themselves to be part of a more elite set. Lucy D. Laighton, writing from Petersburg, Virginia, on the heels of Murfree’s unveiling, conveyed to “My dear Miss Murfree” her thanks for Murfree’s “having contributed to my mental pleasure, when I thought Emerson’s death had closed the world of books to me.” Laighton’s reference to the highbrow Emerson reveals the prestige she attributed to Murfree’s fiction as well as the status she accorded herself as a reader of literature. Laighton wrote admiringly, “I have lived in communities where some of the inhabitants spoke precisely the jargon that y[ou]r characters do, the wonder to me, is how you caught it, all that I c[oul]d do, was to comprehend it.” In 1886, William Glyndon assured Murfree of her popularity among “the cultured circles of Canadians”: “To me your portrayal of the grave, sombre, superstitious lives of the Cumberland Mountaineers is a reminiscence rather than a revelation. Years ago I was among them, and with them.” George K. Grant, writing decades later from Chattanooga, an industrial center in the southern Tennessee mountains, proudly attested that “it has been my privilege to live much among the mountains.” He had found “no fault” in her depictions of life there.44 Here were readers who had “lived in communities” of rural mountain people, had been “among them,” but did not dream of identifying themselves as being one of them or speaking their jargon. Glyndon’s comments “Your characters are so new. Their idiom so quaint” emphasize this distance he felt between himself and the mountaineers. Murfree’s observations meshed neatly with these genteel readers’ own perceptions of the “peculiar” people they had encountered. Her patronizing sympathy for her characters mirrored genteel readers’ sense of their higher class standing and their perceived detachment from unsophisticated mountaineers. These admirers saw themselves in Charles Egbert Craddock and registered Craddock’s mountaineers as types they recognized but did not themselves resemble.

As suggested by Pierson’s postcard, many of Craddock’s nonmetropolitan fans were writers or aspiring writers who shared her interest in translating local lifeways for national readerships. W. H. Peck wrote to Murfree’s publisher on letterhead from the the Spectator in St. Louis to express curiosity about the author of In the Tennessee Mountains, noting, “I am from Tennessee and have half written out a story located in the Apalachian range.” Perhaps with his own “half-written-out” story in mind, Peck inquired of Houghton “what success” the book had “met with in sale?” Like Murfree, Peck was a reader of national highbrow magazines and was conscious of the market value for stories set in “that part of the state.” His comment that he could “testify to the Exactness” of Mr. Craddock’s “portraitures” suggests that he shared Murfree’s desire to comprehend and represent rural mountain people while at the same time accentuating his own distinctive difference from them.45

Murfree also received friendly and congratulatory letters addressed to Charles Egbert Craddock from such esteemed authors as Sarah Orne Jewett and Celia Thaxter. The poet and nature writer Thaxter wrote to Craddock: “Did you get the photograph I sent, and the two notes, my dear Mr. Craddock? I am sure you would have replied and sent the picture of yourself you promised me, had you done so—Will you not let me know?” She was writing after Murfree’s unveiling, but if Thaxter had not yet learned Craddock’s identity, her coy tone (that of a would-be sweetheart?) might indicate that in addition to acknowledging Craddock as part of a fellowship of writers, Thaxter assumed that he was not so far removed from polite society that he wouldn’t be a potential suitor.46

Whereas metropolitan readers like Aldrich wondered how Murfree could have such a “rich and varied vocabulary,” coming as she did from a mountain world supposedly cut off from modern civilization, Murfree’s nonmetropolitan admirers apparently discerned that she shared the attitudes and cultural references of highbrow readers. Murfree’s stories emphasize the contrast between the narrator’s elevated diction and the mountain characters’ dialogue, which she represents in phonetically spelled dialect that exaggerates differences between standard and mountain pronunciations. In Murfree’s fiction, the narrator’s sophisticated perspective always carries more weight than an opinion expressed by a mountain character, especially when the mountain character offers a superstitious explanation. References to figures in classical and European culture and occasional French words or phrases imply the narrator’s genteel education, as in an “arrogant hauteur worthy of Coriolanus” (TM, 165). Readers who picked up on these cues to the author’s social station may have found their interpretation reinforced by the message her narrators frequently emphasize—that only a cultivated observer of mountain life had the appropriate tools to sufficiently appreciate it. Nonmetropolitan readers assumed the author was just such a refined interpreter, and envisioned themselves as similarly adept.
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All fan mail to Charles Egbert Craddock/Mary Noailles Murfree, 1883–1928. All are fans of In the Tennessee Mountains stories unless marked otherwise. All are fans unless marked fan-acquaintance.

1. Mary Hannah Krout, fan-acquaintance, Saturday Evening Journal, Crawfordsville, Indiana

2. T. B. Aldrich, fan-acquaintance, Atlantic, Boston, Massachusetts

3. Hamilton Wilcox Pierson, author, Toledo, Ohio

4. Oscar Fay Adams, fan-acquaintance, author, Plainfield, New Jersey

5. W. M. D., Cambridge, Massachusetts

6. Sarah Orne Jewett, author, Boston, Massachusetts

7. W. H. Peck, Spectator, St. Louis, Missouri

8. Celia (Laighton) Thaxter, author, Kittery Point, Maine

9. Lucy D. Laighton, Petersburg, Virginia

10. Charles Sumner Gleed, author, Topeka, Kansas

11. William Glyndon, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada

12. Colin Lietch, Argyll, Scotland

13. Charles Cooper Nott, Chambers, Washington

14. G. H. Baskette, Banner, Nashville, Tennessee

15. Richard Henry Jesse, fan of Missouri-set fiction, Columbia, Missouri

16. Theodore Roosevelt, president of the United States, Washington, DC

17. George K. Grant, Chattanooga, Tennessee

18. John McLaren McBryde Jr., New Orleans, Louisiana, retired from the University of the South, Sewanee, Tennessee

19. Andrew Stevenson, London, Ontario, Canada

20. Ralph W. Barnette, fan of Despot of Broomsedge Cove, East Point, Georgia

21. Mabel Hatch, Washington, DC

Local elites must have found Murfree’s fiction so compelling partly due to their concern about their status relative to national power during an era of translocal consolidation and incorporation. For elites who faced a loss of local control, Murfree’s delight in local particularities may have helped justify their resistance to incorporation into a national network of railroads, faster communication, and increased trade. Many local elites must have accepted metropolitan elites’ assumption that modernity required the extinction of local cultures.47 At the same time, local elites may have been, like Murfree, genuinely saddened at the prospect of losing local folkways and dialect. Some local elites apparently felt patronizing pleasure in local qualities—perhaps because their own elite training and education were so different from local custom, and because they were trained by the Atlantic Monthly and other highbrow magazines to recognize locals as charming. In any case, seeing pieces of their own worlds in print generated in far-off places must have engendered great excitement and pride.

Despite the possibilities for resistance to national control that local gentry may have found in Murfree’s fiction, her stories also enabled them to fulfill needs and desires they shared with their metropolitan counterparts. The stories denied capitalism’s presence in the mountains, permitting mountain elites a willed ignorance of the incursion of industrialized labor and a view of local residents as a quaint and quiescent underclass. At the same time that they felt sincere pride in the attention paid to their homes, nonmetropolitan elites with national ambitions for their locales must have felt themselves advantageously integrated into a national highbrow network, their status enhanced, as “their” places were incorporated into highbrow fiction.

Certainly, the genteel elite were eager to claim Murfree as one of their own as a means to augment the national prominence of their own locales. Readers in St. Louis and Tennessee sent hundreds of excited telegrams to the Boston Herald in response to Murfree’s revelation. And upon Murfree’s return to St. Louis after her Boston tour, “a desperate effort was made by a number of society ladies to bring her out.” In 1885 some “prominent Knoxvillians” who had met Murfree at a resort in the Smokies adopted her title character in the novel The Prophet of the Great Smoky Mountains as the mascot for their carnival.48

Even when local elites had no opportunity to associate the celebrity author with themselves or their places, reading Murfree’s stories in the prestigious Atlantic Monthly undoubtedly enabled them to join a national circle of highbrow readers. Whether Murfree was herself a sympathetic “insider” or a condescending “outsider” to the mountains, her stories aided “an American upper class coming together as a social entity in the late nineteenth century.” In this sense, local-color writing permitted metropolitan and nonmetropolitan elite readers alike to partake in a kind of “literary tourism” that replicated the purpose of actual tourism in resorts where elites met one another and recognized each other as peers.49

As the attitudes and postures of Murfree’s correspondents show, her readers identified themselves as observers of quaintly primitive people from whom they thought themselves distant socially and culturally. When they found that geographically they were not distant from “primitive” peoples, these readers reached out to connect with others whom they felt were more nearly their social peers. Elite readers in places perceived as peripheral to the highbrow cultural life of the country—like Murfree’s correspondents in Toledo, Petersburg, and Chattanooga—were confident that the famed Charles Egbert Craddock was one of their own class. Like Murfree, they had learned to regard local people and places as good “literary material.”

Murfree was a central figure in highbrow literary circles largely because she was perceived as marginal—as the authentic voice of a rural mountain way of life peripheral to seats of elite culture and power.50 After the sensational revelation that Craddock was a refined lady rather than a rough-and-ready mountaineer, commentators continued to consider Murfree a mountain “insider”—even as her success allowed her to travel in refined circles with some of the biggest celebrities and socialites of her day. During the famed trip to Boston in March 1885, for example, the Murfree sisters were houseguests at the Aldriches’; spent time with William James, Mark Twain, and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s daughter; and visited Emerson’s grave with his son. Socialite Mrs. Royal E. Robbins opened her ocean-front house to the Murfree sisters and a dozen ladies from Boston.51

Yet although Murfree’s social success suggests her eminence among Boston elites and the most powerful literati of her time, her reception during the two months she spent in New England also bears a striking resemblance to that accorded to Zuni Indians in 1882 (accompanied by the Smithsonian anthropologist Frank H. Cushing). Bostonians proudly showed their Zuni visitors the ocean and invited them to visit with students at Wellesley College. Images of the incongruity of the traditionally garbed Zuni guests in these locations were circulated in Century Illustrated as curiosities of an “Aboriginal Pilgrimage.”52 Even—or especially—in the graciousness of her hosts’ gestures, then, Murfree was marked as a visitor from a place apart. Her prominence at home notwithstanding, metropolitan elites continued to make distinctions between their social set and hers.
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Mary Noailles Murfree among Boston literati, 1885. Standing: Edwin Booth, Fanny N. D. Murfree, James M. Bugbee; sitting: Mary Noailles Murfree, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, Lilian Woodman Aldrich, Miss Houghton. From Edd Winfield Parks, Charles Egbert Craddock (Mary Noailles Murfree) (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1941), 127.

Like readers in Murfree’s time, readers today often label regional writers as “insiders” or “outsiders” in order to decide whether their fiction is an “authentic” representation of a place. Most Appalachian scholars have labeled Murfree an outsider and dismissed her perspective as that of a tourist. Feminist revisionist scholars, on the other hand, insist on the value women writers from “marginal” places brought to their subject matter. They have argued that Murfree, who was “briefly paralyzed from a childhood illness that left her lame,” “appeared to understand people who were ‘t’other’ and differently abled.” They contend that Murfree’s stories demonstrate her “decentered” perspective and her sympathy for the oppressed, both of which they attribute to her sex and her visible difficulty in walking.53 Both Appalachian studies and feminist revisionist scholars rely on their textual interpretations of the stories (as either hopelessly stereotypical or subtly subversive) to support their claims about the ways authors’ social identities shape their fiction. For example, revisionist scholars read Murfree’s “The ‘Harnt’ That Walks Chilhowie” in such a way as to argue that Murfree’s stories elicit readers’ empathy for mountain people. Yet a contrarian close reading shows that textual interpretation can readily support the opposite conclusion.

“The ‘Harnt’” features a disabled character, a one-armed fugitive named Reuben Crabb, who is thought to have been shot and killed by the sheriff. The hungry “ghost” prevails upon the mountain girl Clarissa to bring him food. Simon Burney, an elderly widower enamored of Clarissa, fears the girl will be charged with abetting a criminal and so convinces Reuben to turn himself in by promising to feed and shelter him once he is acquitted of murder. Some revisionists note that Murfree gives her lead female character, Clarissa, “a voice to speak out … in defense of herself, the ‘harnt,’ and the principle of feeding those who are hungry.”54 But Clarissa feeds the starving Reuben just once. It is the unrewarded “Old Simon Burney,” whose interest in Clarissa provokes her mirth and disgust, who shelters Reuben for the rest of Reuben’s “no-’count” days (TM, 320). The “voice” that “speak[s] out” for the “harnt” and the “principle of feeding … the hungry” is not that of the female protagonist. Furthermore, the story privileges and legitimates Simon Burney as a virtuous caretaker through the crude stereotyping of a minor crippled character.55 Finally, the story’s pathos turns on the narration’s flattery of cultivated readers, its insistence that they can appreciate the nobility of Simon’s “prince[ly]” sacrifice, although none of the ignorant mountaineers can (TM, 321).

Does “The ‘Harnt’” empower disabled people and deserve admiration for its strong female character? Or does it flatter elite readers’ sense that their artistic sensibilities grant them authority over those for whom they condescend to feel sympathy? Does the story’s effect stem from the writer’s class, sex, race, or geographical affiliation—or the reader’s? Revisionist and Appalachian studies scholars want to answer these questions by close readings filtered through literary biography. This can be useful. As one contemporary of Murfree asserted in 1930, the fact that Murfree was a young girl who walked with a limp may have afforded her unusual access to mountain people’s kindness and to their homes.56 The consequences of Murfree’s ensuing observations of mountain people, however, are more complicated. Indeed, revisionist scholars themselves acknowledge that their students are not swayed by a text’s or an author’s attempt to arouse empathy for regionalized characters.57

Murfree was a woman, and lame. She was the well-educated daughter of a wealthy slave owner and considered Middle Tennessee home. These facts shaped her life immeasurably and influenced the content of her writing, but they did not determine either the substance or the reception of her fiction. Designating a writer as insider or outsider cannot take the place of assessing the ways different sets of actual readers (whose reactions are often guided by such labels) make meaning of a text. For a fuller picture of those consequences in Murfree’s own time, we have to perform the archival work and historical investigation embraced by methodological innovations in reception scholarship.

Through genius, luck, persistent practice, or some combination of these, Murfree’s fiction succeeded with two distinct but coalescing audiences. Her choice of pseudonym and her fusing of rough characters and cultivated narrators satisfied the readerly desires of both. As letters to Murfree demonstrate, local-color stories reinforced for nonmetropolitan elites their proud affiliation to places with considerable national cachet, places whose embrace by highbrow literary circles seemed to promise local elites a seat at the new national table. Even as the stories promoted local gentry’s pride in those places, they reinforced a sense of superiority over less privileged locals. Metropolitan elites, by contrast, appropriated local-color stories out of a sense of the superiority of the modern city over supposedly premodern rural places, and out of a sense of their superiority over rural people (including local gentry). Local-color writing reassured metropolitan elites of their self-preservation as elites through its delight in rural white Americans and its promise to promote the strenuous life at home and abroad. Local-color writing also served for both sets of elites as a kind of vicarious tourism that allowed them to feel connected to others with highbrow tastes. For metropolitan readers, literary tourism provided exotic habitats that offered relief from a seemingly sterile and mundane urban life.58

Murfree’s familiarity with a place perceived as peripheral may have enabled her to produce local-color fiction, but conceptualizing authorship required above all her familiarity with nonlocal audiences and their perspectives on the local. The point is not to dismiss Murfree as an “outsider” to the mountains or extol as virtuous her marginality arising from her being an “insider,” but to suggest that fiction always has more complex consequences than such binary labels imply.
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