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           APPALACHIA SINGS A NEW high-lonesom� tun�  
 FOR THE artists and artisans GIVING 

             fresh lif� TO OLD MOUNTAIN WAYS

Revival
Mountain

BY  D OUG L A S  RO G E R S

Appalachia, largely settled by the Scottish and Irish, stretches from the North Georgia foothills clear up through Pennsylvania.  
The mountainous terrain created isolated communities, promoting fierce self-reliance and ingenuity.
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Bands like Old Crow 
Medicine Show, The Avett 
Brothers, and Red June (front 
man John Cloyd Miller 
pictured here) have recently 
put the sounds of Appalachia 
back on the map. Fiddles and 
banjos are all over modern 
American rock. Get a greater 
understanding of the region’s 
rich musical heritage through 
these five essential albums.

1 Foggy Mountain Jamboree 
by Lester Flatt and  
Earl Scruggs 
Scruggs pioneered the 
modern bluegrass sound 
with mid-century songs that 
serve as a bona fide blueprint 
for the genre.

2 Songs of a Freeborn Man 
by Jimmy Martin
Live recordings capture 
Bluegrass Hall of Fame 
inductee Jimmy Martin’s high 
lonesome sound.

3 Folk Songs of the Hills 
(Back Home/Songs of the 
Coalmines) by Merle Travis
Coal miner ballads like 
“Sixteen Tons” translated 
social problems of the day  
to music.

4 20th Century Masters: 
The Millenium Collection: 
The Best of the Carter Family
Embodies the old-time 
tradition of playing as a 
community, rather than 
showcasing individual talent.

5 Genuine Negro Jig 
by Carolina Chocolate Drops
2010 Grammy award-winning 
album puts a contemporary 
spin on Southern turn-of-the-
century string techniques.

 Music
A P P A L A C H I A N  P R I M E R

John Cloyd Miller  
of Red June, an  

Asheville-based 
bluegrass band

believe on a drive through the area that this is the true 

heartland—a still-intact petri dish of the independence, 

ingenuity, and authenticity of the American spirit.

THE MUSIC
If anything makes Appalachia truly distinct, it is music: 

that means old-time and its delinquent offspring, blue-

grass. These true American art forms originated in the 

mountains when the banjo of the African slave met the  

fiddle of the Scots-Irish settler. Music has been in the  

bloodstream of the moun-

tain people ever since, passed 

down to generations, like the 

words of a distinct language. 

It’s rare to meet someone 

who doesn’t play an instru-

ment, sing a tune, or dance 

the flatfoot. 

Asheville, the Aspen of 

the South, now a hip cul-

tural hub, is the center of  

a booming music scene  

that incorporates both old-

time and bluegrass. The 

former is dance music for 

traditionalists; the latter 

(Alison Krauss and Gillian 

Welch notwithstanding) is 

a newer, more frenetic and 

masculine genre, known for 

long vocal and instrumen-

tal solos. For all the differ-

ences, though, local resident 

John Cloyd Miller, 39, spans 

both genres—and genera-

tions. Lead singer, guitarist, 

and mandolin player for 

Red June, he is the grand-

son of the great bluegrass 

fiddler Jim Shumate. Miller grew up in Appalachia and 

couldn’t wait to leave, heading off to work the ski slopes in 

Utah. But the mountains of his youth, it turns out, have a 

pull: “I found I was missing home so I started playing blue-

grass in bars out West. Then of course, I moved back.” Now 

he’s a young star and Red June has a large following on the 

festival circuit. 

For old-time backwoods music one must head to The 

Crooked Road. Initiated 10 years ago by musician and folk-

lorist Joe Wilson, it refers to a 300-mile trail of byways and 

back roads in the southwestern corner of Virginia. Joe calls 

this area the “pickle barrel” of American music, for this is 

where old-time music, the foundation of country music, was 

born. The Crooked Road incorporates the Carter Family 

 A
ppalachia is having a moment. Despite  

stereotypes trafficked by movies such as  

Deliverance (released 40 years ago this year), 

its craftspeople—carpenters, instrument 

makers, pork curers, even moonshiners—

are inspiration for the new artisanal movement. James 

Beard Foundation Award-winning chefs nationwide  

clamor for pork products from Allan Benton, the Appala-

chian bacon baron. Hipster mixologists from New Orleans 

to Brooklyn venerate the late hillbilly moonshiner Popcorn 

Sutton. Scenic mountain towns such as Asheville and Boone 

(home of the Center for Appalachian Studies) resonate as 

cultural hubs for tourists 

and academics alike. And 

along The Crooked Road in 

southwest Virginia, fiddle 

shops and old-time porch 

jams attract international 

visitors paying tribute to the 

roots of American music.

Each spring in the hills 

of northeast Georgia, doz-

ens of Appalachian artisans 

come to Rabun County for 

the Foxfire Living History 

Days. This two-day festival 

showcases many old-school 

mountain ways, those crafts 

and skills (blacksmithing, 

banjo-making, berry basket 

weaving) that still exist in 

these clannish mountains, 

but have largely died out in 

the rest of the country. 

Foxfire began as a high-

school education project 

founded here in 1966 when, 

as a substitute for standard 

English curriculum, local 

students started a magazine. 

They named it Foxfire, after a 

forest lichen that glows in the dark, and began interviewing 

their grandparents and other old-timers. In 1972, Doubleday 

published the stories in an anthology, and The Foxfire Book: 

Hog Dressing, Log Cabin Building, Mountain Crafts and Foods, 

Planting by the Signs, Snake Lore, Hunting Tales, Faith Healing, 

Moonshining, and Other Affairs of Plain Living became a  

multimillion-copy best-seller, inspiring a movie and Broad-

way play starring Jessica Tandy. Today, its staff and students 

run the annual festival and have printed 11 subsequent  

anthologies and 9 additional books. The royalties from those 

volumes purchased land which became the site of The  

Foxfire Museum and Heritage Center, a log cabin village. 

Appalachia is that rare part of the United States dedi-

cated to the study and celebration of itself. And it’s easy to 

I C O N S  O F  A P P A L A C H I A

T H E VOICE
~  June Carter Cash  ~

This Virginia-born star of the First Family of 

Country Music took the spirit of old time and 

gospel music from the hollers to the radio. 
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Dishes like these 
cider-sorghum 
baked beans are 
at the heart of the 
Appalachian diet. 

Many foods we consider  
emphatically Southern come 
from the heart of the moun-
tains: cornbread, country 
ham, apple stack cake. But 
perhaps nothing is more  
prolific on area menus than 
beans. “Appalachians have a 
love affair with beans,” says 
Rosann Kent of the Georgia 
Appalachian Studies Center. 
Here, one of our favorite 
bean recipes from the hills.

APPALACHIAN CIDER 
BAKED BEANS: Place 
3 cups dried pinto beans, 
rinsed and sorted, in a large 
bowl. Cover with cold water  
3 inches above beans; cover 
and let soak 12 hours. Drain 
beans, and transfer to a Dutch 
oven. Add 3 cups fresh apple 
cider; bring to a boil over  
medium heat. Gently boil,  
uncovered and stirring occa-
sionally, 30 minutes. Remove 
from heat; drain, reserving  
liquid. Layer 4 oz. thinly 
sliced salt pork in a 2-qt. 
Dutch oven. Spoon beans 

over salt pork; bury 2 small 
yellow onions, peeled, in 
beans. Cook 1 Tbsp. dry  
mustard, 6 Tbsp. sorghum 
syrup, and 1 tsp. salt over  
medium heat, stirring often, 3 
minutes or until mustard and 
salt dissolve. Pour mixture 
over beans; top with 4 oz. 
thinly sliced salt pork. Add  
reserved bean liquid and, if 
necessary, hot water to cover. 
Bake, covered, at 300° for 3 
hours, adding hot water as 
needed. Bake 2 more hours  
or until beans are tender.

Adapted from Cider Beans, 
Wild Greens, and Dandelion 
Jelly: Recipes from Southern 
Appalachia by Joan Aller

Fold in Hiltons, site of Johnny Cash’s last concert, and towns 

like Galax, old-time mountain music capital of the world 

and home to Barr’s Fiddle Shop. And on winding roads 

through lush green hills, past log-cabin farmhouses and  

river-crossed valleys, time stands still. Every second town 

advertises an old-time jam or bluegrass festival. 

The highlight is Floyd, a quiet town on the eastern end 

of the trail, where, every Friday night, the local country 

store hosts its Friday Night Jamboree. The lineup is usually 

the same: a gospel band followed by a bluegrass group and 

then an old-time band. By 8 p.m. the place is packed, grand-

parents doing the flatfoot with their grandkids, glam girls 

in for the weekend from Washington, D.C., two-stepping 

with bearded mountain men. On the pavement outside, 

the scene resembles a family-friendly mountain version of 

Bourbon Street—country singers pick guitars next to 

8-year-old fiddlers and teenage banjo players, the crowds 

of onlookers growing so large it spills out onto the street. 

THE FOOD (& DRINK)
Given the sheer size and inaccessibility of this terrain—the 

mountains rise to 6,684 feet at Mount Mitchell, northeast of 

Asheville—it’s easy to see how a culture could marinate here 

in isolation, and get lost in time. Legends grow. And there  

is no greater Appalachian legend than the moonshiner.  

Recently, moonshine has experienced something of a  

revival—thanks largely to a man regarded as, arguably, the 

greatest of them all: Marvin “Popcorn” Sutton. Popcorn, a 

stick-thin hillbilly with a sailor’s mouth, ran his hooch  

between Tennessee and Maggie Valley, North Carolina,  

continuing a tradition begun by his ancestors 200 years  

earlier. Tragically, in 2009, he committed suicide at the age 

of 62, rather than go to jail, after federal agents caught him 

with 850 gallons of ’shine stored in an old school bus. But 

Popcorn’s legend lives on. (Some dogged acolytes claim he 

faked his death and escaped to the hills to make his “likker.”) 

Country singer Hank Williams, Jr., now legally sells Popcorn 

Sutton’s Tennessee White Whiskey out of Nashville. Soak up 

some of the old-time bootlegger atmosphere by driving 

Moonshiner 28, a mountain road starting in Deals Gap, Ten-

nessee, that they used to race down, revenuers on their tail.

These days, though, folks are abuzz over a different  

liquid: raw milk. Family-owned dairies were once all over 

the mountains. Through the years most closed down,  

losing out to big dairy businesses or building develop-

ments. Some still exist, though, and a vibrant under-the-

counter raw milk market exists between farmers and locals. 

Of course, when many people think Appalachia they 

squirm “Squirrel! Possum!” And there are those who still 

eat critters. But more mainstream Appalachian edibles are 

on the rise. Pork curer Allan Benton, born and raised in a 

wood shack in Virginia, smokes ham and bacon products 

out of a cinder block building in Madisonville, Tennessee, 

using a recipe handed down by his hillbilly grandparents. 

Now, superstar chefs such as Sean Brock (a fellow hillbilly 

boy himself) of Husk and McCrady’s in Charleston, and 

David Chang at Momofuku in New York, beat a bacon-

scented path to his door. 

Black Oak Holler Farm in Fraziers Bottom, West Virginia, 

raises heritage breed pigs, feeding them locally grown 

barley and finishing them on a wooded plot for six weeks. 

Its dry-cured pork is sold under the Woodlands Pork  

label. The organization has a nonprofit arm that helps  

small-scale farmers find new markets (and higher profit  

margins) by raising livestock sustainably. There’s also a 

burgeoning seed saving and exchange movement in the 

mountains. Appalachian seeds—beans, peas, squash, and   

heirloom tomatoes—have remained largely untainted  

by commercial agriculture and genetic engineering.  

Ironically, the area’s very isolation, long thought to be its 

drawback, is turning out to have culinary advantages.

THE CRAFTSPEOPLE
At 83, Max Woody, a genial mountain man in a denim cap 

and bib overalls, is a sixth-generation chair-maker from 

Marion, North Carolina. You can usually find him in his 

Food

T H E B AC ON B A RON
~  Allan Benton  ~

Since 1973, nobody has done pigs prouder than this Tennessee gent known for his supremely smoky hickory hams and bacon.

I C O N S  O F  A P P A L A C H I A

A P P A L A C H I A N  P R I M E R
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rustic workshop, handcrafting gorgeous ladder-back 

rockers out of chestnut with the precision of a surgeon. 

Furniture lovers, tourists, and TV crews the world over 

come to marvel at his rockers and ask about his designs. 

But Max, the consummate storyteller, is just as likely to 

talk about old-time music, some craggy moonshiner he 

knows, or his beloved 

mountains as he is about 

his work. 

Max Woody exemplifies 

the spirit and ingenuity 

Foxfire set out to record and 

preserve. He started work-

ing with his father’s hand-

tools when he was just 4 

years old. By the time he was 

12 he was earning 65 cents 

an hour—enough money  

to save $850 to open his 

own chair-making business 

when he left high school. 

Sixty years later, his works 

are prized possessions in 

homes and museums in ev-

ery state. These are no ordi-

nary chairs. Max custom 

fits and handmakes each 

piece, never using so much 

as a nail or metal screw. Of 

course, such dedication 

takes time. The waiting list 

for a Max Woody original is 

four years, although, he 

grins, “pregnant women can 

get theirs sooner.” 

Such sophisticated workmanship, the skills handed 

down over generations, is evident all across Appalachia, 

but particularly in North Carolina, the craft capital of the 

region. Born and bred in Appalachia, as rooted to the 

mountains as the trees, Sparta potter Robin Mangum 

heats his pieces with a blowtorch on the wheel, before col-

lapsing and twisting them into Dalí-esque pots and vases. 

From her home on a creek in a serene valley outside  

of Boone, designer Evenlight Eagles, a 41-year-old part-

Cherokee single mom, crafts frontier-style purses,  

handbags, and journals from elk and deer hide. The  

aesthetic may be familiar, but the quality is not:  

Evenlight’s work features in the Orvis catalog. 

John Huron, 64, a Civil  

War re-enactor and former 

engineer, fashions period-

perfect fretless banjos of 

the kind used by Civil  

War soldiers at his shop,  

Noteworthy Instruments, 

located in Bristol, Tennes-

see. “The secret is the heads 

have to be made from 

groundhog—the Kevlar of 

animal hides,” says John, 

who has been making the 

instruments since 1990. He 

also fashions Appalachian 

lap dulcimers in cherry and 

chestnut on display; moun-

tain larks with teardrop-

shaped sound boxes; and 

authentic four-string gourd 

banjars—perfect replicas of 

the 18th-century slave instru-

ment that evolved into the 

modern banjo. 

Forty years ago organiza-

tions such as Foxfire set out 

to preserve what appeared 

to be a dying way of moun-

tain life. Now, four decades 

on, not only has that way of life been preserved—from 

Rabun County to Asheville, the Smokies to The Crooked 

Road—but Appalachian culture is studied and celebrated, 

and is showing itself off to the world. 

Douglas Rogers, author of The Last Resort, was so consumed by 

the mountain spirit he moved his family from New York to Virginia.

Barr’s Fiddle Shop
Galax, VA; barrsfiddleshop.com  

or 276/601-2029

Benton’s Smoky  
Mountain Country Hams

Madisonville, TN; bentonscountry 
hams2.com or 423/442-5003

Black Oak Holler Farm
Fraziers Bottom, WV; 304/937-3243

Evenlight Eagles
Zionville, NC;  

evenlighteagles.com or 828/297-3056

Foxfire Museum and  
Heritage Center

Mountain City, GA; foxfire.org  
or 706/746-5828

Max Woody Chair Shop
Marion, NC; 828/724-4158

Noteworthy Instruments
Bristol, TN; noteworthyjohn.com  

or 423/764-3332

Mangum Pottery
Sparta, NC; mangumpottery.com  

or 336/372-5291

Floyd Country Store
Floyd, VA; floydcountrystore.com  

or 540/745-4563

T H E  P E O P L E  &  P L A C E S  O F  A P P A L A C H I A

I C O N S  O F  A P P A L A C H I A
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VIRGINIALay of the Land
Spanning from the North Georgia foothills up through 

West Virginia (and beyond), this region exemplifies  
audaciousness and authenticity. It’s the South’s South.

A P P A L A C H I A N  P R I M E R

MO ONSH I N E
Old-time bootleggers used to 
race down Moonshiner 28, a 

mountain road starting in 
Deals Gap, Tennessee, with 

revenuers on their tail.

M USIC
Music is one of the region’s 

greatest legacies, and 
Asheville is home base for 
the modern scene. Along 

The Crooked Road in 
southwestern Virginia, 

nearly every second town 
hosts a bluegrass festival 

or old-time jam.

L I V ING H ISTORY
At Foxfire each spring, 
artisans from all over 

Appalachia flock to 
Rabun County, in the 

North Georgia foothills, 
to demonstrate their 

crafts and skills,  
like blacksmithing and 

basket weaving.

A R T S & CR A F T S
With such a great density of 
furniture-makers, painters, 
and potters, North Carolina 

claims the title of crafts capital 
of Appalachia. In Marion, Max 
Woody handcrafts chairs with 

the precision of a surgeon.

FO ODWAY S
Curers like Benton’s  

Country Ham of Tennessee  
and Woodlands Pork in  

West Virginia spread the 
Appalachian pork gospel of 

country hams.

T H E MO ONSH I N E R
~  Marvin “Popcorn” Sutton  ~

This foremost ’shiner illegally distilled his 
“likker” in Cocke County, Tennessee, until 

2009, when he ended his life to avoid jail time.


