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In these photographs and interviews , five women tell us,
straightforwardly and candidly , about growing up, loving, and working in the mountains of eastern Kentucky.
Bertha, Rena, Luveena, Wanda, and Kay are related to
one another by ties of blood and community. They have
lived some part of their lives on or near Ingram's Creek, a
Letcher County hollow seventeen miles south west of
Whitesburg. Together, they represent three generations
of mountain women: Bertha, born near the turn of the
century and Rena, born in the 1920's, can recall the traditions and rhythms of mountain society before the impact of industrialization; Luveena grew up in the 1930's
and 1940's; Wanda has come to maturity and Kay is
growing up in the Appalachia of today.
Although each woman emerges in these photographs
and interviews as a strong, unique individual, their stories, taken together, tell us much about women's lives in
Appalachia-about changes that have taken place over
the course of the twentieth century and about themes that
run continuously to the present. Their words and pictures also tell us about the ways in which personal histories and social and economic developments are linked.
Nancy Schrom Dye

Bertha Fields

It always feels like your parents are nigh to you-no matter how old you are. My mother had fourteen children
and raised ten. They all outlived her. She was happy anywhere she was at. Everybody picked her out. I was the
middle child. Mattie and Minnie, that's the two dead, then
Arthur, Marion, Ervin, then me, then Rachel, Edgar,
John, Cove, Arley, and Velma. Back in those days there
wasn't any money and nobody got government checks.
We all started working when we were big enough to pack
a hoe.
We cut weeds, we hoed beans and we hoed corn and
hoed potatoes. My brothers just hoed right in front of us
girls. We raised all that we had. There wasn't nothing in
the stores. Mommy would card and spin wool. She would
get out in the mountains and hunt ginseng. That's the
only money we had until we got to selling timber when
this railroad come u·p through here.
They started us working out at an early age, along
about twelve to fifteen, so that we could buy our clothes.
The boys worked in the mines, they worked in logging
jobs, and would go to the fields and work when they
didn't have no other place to work. The young girls
worked out for people. If someone had a little young baby
and needed somebody to help them, one of us would go.
Some places I would stay as much as six months before
I'd go home. People never saw a woman wear britches
then . It was against the Bible, so I still don't wear
britches in public-just when I go to milk, to pick berries,
or in dangerous places about snakes, and then I always
wear my dress over top of them.
I've always lived a plain life. I am just what I am. My
sister, Velma, and I have lived here for years. We have
our own money. In the summertime she does the housework and I do the out work . It'd take all day to tell you all
the different jobs I do here on the place. I go out into the

You see many mistakes you've made after they're done
and gone, and you can't pick the pieces out. My husbands
were with other women when we were married. I worked
my daylights out and not even had clothes to change
with. I had some money when I married Chester, my second man. I hid it in my mother's house. I plied a plank up
from the floor upstairs and put it there in a match box in
a tobacco can. I've seen many people who've lived their
whole lives like slaves and never seen any peace. A big
gang of children around their knees, and nothing they

field about six-thirty or seven in the morning and come

can do for them. What do people want to do that for? It

back at six. My biggest and most aggravating job is milking the cow. She kicks, and when I'm done, I'm tickled to
death. I've been making out for seventy-one years, and I
don't guess I'll be here for another seventy-one.

hurt me that my children had to live without a father, but
we didn't make it. I don't know if I'd stay here now, if I
didn't take care ofmy sister, but my sister and my children are the pick of the world to me.

I married twice. I didn't live with either of my husbands long, but I had a child by each one . When I married, I wanted to be with my husband. I wanted to go
places with him. When he was working around the
house, I wanted to be out with him. I wanted to have his
meals on the table at meal time, and have his clothes
clean, and his house cleaned up. I didn't get to go anywhere with either of them . Nothing I did pleased them.
I'd rather live as a single woman. A free life is the life for
anybody. I can't stand to be under anybody's hold.

Bertha's mother's
funeral
(Bertha at far right)
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Rena Cornett

I was born right near the mouth of Ingram's Creek , October the t wenty-third in Nineteen and Nineteen . I spent
most of my childhood daydreaming. Many times when I
was young and walked to school alone , I felt my greatgrandmother was with me . She would tell me what the
name of this flower was and that flower was . I believe
that great-grandparents are the roots of our souls . We're
their offspring and I think that once we learn to love
them, we can reach out and touch them.
I don't think anyone had a better childhood than I did.
We were poor , but we were together and we loved each
other. That's the way I tried to raise my children . I didn't
have the money to dress them, but I always made them
wash before dark and then go to bed . I thought it would
be dreadful for a child to die dirty , but I do love to see
them get dirty . I think they're enjoying life right then.
I was seventeen when I had my first boyfriend, and I
never will forget it . A lot of girls ran away and got married , but I never did do that. When I got married, it was
like an everyday event . I was nineteen, and I just got
married and moved out of the house, but I was back everyday or so. But then after my son, Charles, was born ,
we separated. Just quit. Shortly after Charles started
walking, I married Oliver. He was a good man . I used to
bookkeep and cook where he worked. He was a lot older
than me , and I gradually grew to love him.
I didn't learn to be a woman all too soon. When I was
growing up, you were a woman before you knew it, and
when you knew it, you were ready to cope with it. If we
talked , it was discreet . It was like I was anticipating
something and I wanted to wait and keep it all to myself,
and let it bloom out . It was a happiness that was in my
child's chest, and I didn't want to share it with anybody. I
had been a child, and I lived a happy child's life. When I

become a woman and I became knowledgeable of sex , I
was really happy that I would step out into it . Then ,
when I became a mother, it was complete. If you became a
mother in the love of the child and the husband and of
God, why there's no problems. Not no problems
whatsoever.
I realized I had a responsibility first to my child and
then I had a responsibility to his Daddy . Men and women
fully understood each other's attitudes. If the woman
wanted to go out , she was liberated. From the time of Eve
we've been liberated. We've had our choice. I think during
my growing up days each woman wanted to go out there
and help her husband prove that they, not he or she , were
a couple, and I think there was a feminine love-a devoted love between the women I grew up with . It was a
love that we loved to share especially if one of us was
pregnant . Women share a great love for each others children. I pride that above everything else. Anybody that
loves my child will never be condemned for anything they
do . I believe and hope all women are like that.
It's somewhat lonely now not to have the children
around, but I keep myself occupied. I think as Oliver and
I grew older, we grew closer together. We had more time
with each other, and we had more to talk about . I think at
meal time we missed our children . I never eat without
thinking of the time when eighteen sat down at the table .
But then when we were alone , we could take our time and
talk as we liked and stay calm as we liked .
In some ways I'm getting used to Oliver's death and in
ways I'm expecting him to come back. I feel like it's my
responsibility to carry on from here , and I hope now that
Oliver's gone my life can be healthier . I took care of him
for eight years , and when he died I was exhausted. I
would like to get strong enough to do the work I'd like to do .
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Luveena Halcomb

I've never had any time to myself really not even now . For
a while I'd like to just sit here in the house by myself
until I get tired of that . Then I'd try to go out and meet
people and go see the things I'd like to see . Nothing in
particular. Men seem to have more time to relax and
think. I'd like to be able to sit and get my mind together . I
don't even know what it is yet . If I don't get too old ,
maybe sometime I can do that . When they all go off to bed
here, and I'm all alone and I get to thinking back , I think
if I had had time , how much more I would have enjoyed
my life I have lived .
I was born up on Big Branch , but we moved here to
Ingram's Creek when I was one year old. Ever since I can
remember we were all the time a working . I had to hoe
corn , hoe the garden, milk , wash dishes , and help cook . I
didn't mind it . I guess I would rather have grown up then
and do the work.
My mother had it harder than I did in some ways. I
worked outside, but she had to do a lot of it by herself before we got big enough to help. If Daddy worked anywhere , he had to be away from home , so she had to do it
all. I've seen her split rails just like a man , drive the
horse, plow. I thought I saw it rough, but her mother I
guess seen it a lot rougher than she did. It's different
again for my girls. They're ways now they won't have
their children so fast . It won't kill them like it did me.
They can space them. If they can't make it here, they can
go somewhere else . Back when I was married-up in
these mountains they was nobody going nowhere. Nobody got no education much because we never had no future to plan for . All we was looking for was to get
married and get us a home . Only way we knowed was to
let the man work and let the woman help him.
I just never considered nothing else-just that when I
married I'd have a rough time at it. I knew becoming a
woman and wife would be hard cause I seen what it was
like at home . By the time I got into my 20's I had lived
and done enough til I knew that I would have to work
and build over the years . Never did think about falling in
love. Really I would have been satisfied if I could have

made it on my own and not had to marry , but at that time
you couldn't do that. Wasn't no way a woman could have
made it .
I met my husband Ellis , when I was 20. He'd just come
out of the Service. We went together about a year and a
half before we got married . We moved into a house with
just two little rooms , but right there were the happiest
days of my life . I didn't have anything but an old cookstove, a bed and a table . I didn't care what it was as long
as it was mine . I was starting my own life.
We had Wanda , our first baby, as fast as we could . After a couple of years we went to Cincinnati. Ellis didn't
have any work here . Up there I worked in a dry cleaner .
Ellis worked in a piano factory . I guess it depends on how
you are raised up , but I couldn't get used to the city.
There was nothing to pass the time there . Here I can get
out in the yard or garden and do something . We stayed
there about a year and a half. Wanda got sick on us and
we brought her back . Ellis went to work in the mines and
we bought this place.
I had to work hard when Ellis was working. He'd
leave before daylight and it was dark when he was coming home . He'd plow the gardens every evening and I'd
hoe them out in the mornings . I always had stock to feed
and I'd take my little ones and put them in the corn crib
while I was milking and feeding. I had to carry all my
wash water in. In the mornings I'd make breakfast , clean
the house and cook and wash the dishes again . That's
about all I had time to do .
About twelve years ago Ellis had a mining accident. A
guy who was driving the miner backed up to where he
was working and pinned his leg to the face of the coal. It
cut the meat right off the bone . He stayed in the hospital
forty-two days. That happened in January and he walked
on crutches all that summer. Ellis has never been able to
work since then . I always figured something could happen. I guess if he hadn't gotten hurt , we'd be in better
shape than we are now. I never did regret marrying Ellis.
He's been good to me and I don't regret having a big family though it's been tough raising them.

When I was young I thought my life would be a lot
different than it is now . I always thought growing up, I'd
go off and get a job. Be on my own awhile, but I never did
get a chance to leave the house . They wouldn't let girls go
off then to get a job, so I married and had a big family . I
reckon people are afraid that girls will go bad , but about
all people can do is talk to them and tell them to take care
of themselves. My mother was afraid to speak something
nasty and she considered sex nasty . They was just raised
strict and some things was not to be knowed.
I've lived my young days, and I've got them over with.
I can't expect my children to live my life the way I'm living now . To sit down here and never go nowhere .
Mommy expected that out of us . I know young people are
going to have fun. My girls come and tell me what all
they do. We laugh about it . That's the way I want it. I
don't want them afraid. I wouldn't have told Mommy that
I took a drink of liquor. I would rather have walked up
and told her that I'd killed a man than to walk up and tell
her that . I think children ought to get out and learn a little something about the ways of the world. It's come a
time you might not know where you will have to go.
I was growed up to love Jesus, to believe in him. My

parents and us children walked to the little church up the
holler every Sunday. I love to go. I would pray and sing
in church . I kept on praying before I got married , after I
got married , and I promised the Lord I was going to do
better, but something always come along and I put it off
until it was in sixty-six that I got under such a burden . I
got my hair cut and a permanent put in it, and I knew I
was condemned for cutting my hair. I got down and
prayed, Lord don't let me die with my hair short . Wait til
it grows back , but my burden grew . It got so bad that I
had to come willing to forsake everything in the world
even my children. I'd been begging to keep them, and
they wasn't mine to keep , and when I knew that, I was
saved . I was home in my bed. It was in the night . I would
pray at night because I didn?t want to disturb the children. ·They would want to know, 'Mommy , what's the
matter. Are you sick? Something hurting you?' That
night the spirit of the Lord come over me, and I felt whole
again. I feel like now I couldn't go on without the Lord. I
go through the day a working and begging the Lord to
help me , to bless my children, and not take them before he
lets them see the light, and it's a great help. I feel like if I
let him down now, he would take everything away from me.
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Wanda Hall

Something just comes to me about when I was little when
I hear the bees, and it's real warm and I'm by m y self. Me
and Mommy and Daddy slept in one bed together. I'd tell
Daddy I wanted a hundred brothers and sisters. He'd ask
me where I'd put them. I wanted to put them in the drawers . When I got older , Mommy would make me babysit because I was the oldest. I'd get mad and take it out on the
kids . I'd get Theresa and lock her up in the cellar by herself and scare Jerry. I never did get to go anywhere . I had
only been to Whitesburg one time when I got married .
I can remember everyday I went to school. I loved to
read and write . I'd read anything-my old English books
and history. Everyday I'd check a book out of the library,
and by the next day I'd have that book read. I got me a
boyfriend when I was in the first grade and I kept him
until I was in the eighth grade. He and I were the only
ones in our grade . We'd get up in trees and hide, and they
never could find us .
Daddy had the biggest influence over my life . He was
strict. The only thing I had against Mommy and Daddy is
that they let me get married at fifteen. I thought I was in
love and just had to get married, but I didn't know anything. Mommy and Daddy took me to buy a dress and
pair of shoes that day. Daddy went with us to get a license . Mommy wouldn't go because she said she wouldn't
give me away . She stayed home and cooked supper . I was
tickled to death. We stayed all night with Mommy and
Daddy that night, and the next night we went to his
house and stayed with his parents . They had a little
house in their yard that they fixed up and we moved in
there.
We got married in August. We went to Ohio in October and we came back in February. After that I wasn't
happy anymore . I was just sixteen years old when I had
Tracey, my first baby, and you know at sixteen I didn't
want to just sit there and cook and clean house all the
time . I always wanted to have a job and work at something where you could read and write , but then I was
tickled to death to be pregnant with Tracey . I didn't have
enough sense to worry about it. Bob would be gone to

work all the time and I didn't have any friends. Sometimes it'd be four o'clock in the morning befor e he got
home, and I'd have worried and worried . After I had
Tracey , I wasn't so lonesome. I'd lay on the bed and play
with him and kiss on him .

Wa nda a nd Bob

1969

I was married to Bob for seven years. He was nineteen
when we got married. Something caused him to drink. As
soon as he came home from work , he'd start drinking,
and he wouldn't quit until he got so drunk he'd have to
go to bed. It was the same thing the next day, and when
he wasn't working it was all day and all night . He'd say,
let's go here and yonder , and I'd be afraid to go while he
was drunk . He might wreck . It was just misery .
He might have knowed I didn't really love him. I loved
•him , but not like I did when we first married . I'd do anything for him, and he was good to me except when he was
drunk, but I believe that's what turned me against him.
He's knocked me over chairs, and he's throwed guns in
my face . He'd say he was going to kill the younguns , and
I guess that just turns a person away .
One night, about three or four weeks before, he was
drunk. He wanted to stay up all night and argue and go
on. I went to bed and left him there. The only gun we had

then was a 12 gauge shot gun , and it was broke. I had
throwed it in the creek. We fought a lot , and I would
throw the guns in the creek, when we did . I got up to use
the bathroom , and he had the gun out with a shell in it .
He was sitting on the couch with the gun between his
legs, pointed at his heart. He had it fixed with a lug
wrench on the trigger . He wouldn't hardly talk , and he
wouldn't take it down , so I just went back to t:>ed and left
him sitting there like that . About the time I got through
the bedroom door, he just knocked it down and lay back
on the couch and went to sleep.
It was the middle of the week on Wednesday. A snow
come. He didn't work that day. He sat here all day and
drank . We didn't have a shovel to shovel our ashes out of
the heating stove, so he got up and made a little shovel.
He made it out of a piece of tin and a badmitton handle.
He'd just got it made, and he cut his finger with it . You
could see the cut place when he was dead .
It was on the eighth of December. They had drawn
names for Christmas presents where he worked at the
mines. He got to wanting to go up to Isom to the Cowshed
to pick out a present for the guy who's name he had
drawn. I was scared to get out on the road with him. The
road was bad and he was drunk, but I knew if I said I
wouldn't go , he would get mad. I said , 'All right, but
don't drink no more, okay?' He said he wouldn't but when
I started washing Tina, he asked Tracey to get him another beer. I said, 'If you're going to drink that, I'm not
going.' He'd been polishing his gun . He'd just oiled it and
laid it on top of the television .
He said, 'All right you bitch, I'll just kill you right
now .' He reached over to get the gun . I had Tina and we
took off flying out of there . Tracey came behind me running. We run out there and stood. There were railroad
tracks and he come out on the porch and said, 'Come back
here, Wanda', but he still had that gun in his hand. I just
stood there . He turned and walked back in the house. He
never said a word . And I heared that gun go off. I took
off walking slow down the railroad tracks, and I heard
him moaning. It sounded like somebody's mouth full of
blood. I guess he meant for me to know he killed himself.
I never went back in there to see . I knew he was dead .
He'd shot himself through the heart, where he'd always
threatened to.
A state detective came down and tape recorded me. He
told me they might ask me to come in for a lie detector
test . They might and they might not, but they never did .
I guess they thought I might have killed him . That
hurt me.

His people told a lot of tales about me and it had me
tore up. To this day , they say either he shot himself or
somebody else shot him. If they didn't think it was me ,
they thought I had somebody else do it . Or they say , if
she didn't do it, she caused him to. His family never came
to the funeral. Last year they did bring one bunch of
flowers to put on his grave on decoration day. This year
they didn't bring any.
After the funeral I moved back to Mommy and
Daddy's . It was awful. I felt like I wasn't wanted . They'd
get to talking about being short of food or money , and I
always felt like it was my fault . It just wasn't like home
anymore. I missed Bob. It was really hard to get used to
not having a husband , not having a home, having younguns in somebody else's home .
After six months I married Robert . I met him down
there at Blackey at his sister's house . He was just eighteen . I thought he was sweet. We get along good. He's
plumb different than Bob. I guess it helps me being older.
Whatever I want to do , I do it . This is my house and I
know if I had to, I'd tell Robert to go on.
A lot of people say you can't love but one person .
Mommy thought there was nothing to do but get married , raise a family and work. For Mommy there were
more important things than love-like just to live and
have a house and clothes . But that doesn't mean anything
to me , if I can't be happy. I don't see no point in living .
Mommy said it was just because I was petted, but I didn't
care about anything unless there was somebody to
love me .
I'm happier right now that I ever have been in my life .
I learned not to let things bother me. I finally made up
my mind . I told Daddy the other day people have been
telling me what to do for twenty-five years and if I live for
another twenty-five, there ain't nobody going to tell me
what to do .
Every morning I get up, cook breakfast . I work in the
garden when it's time. I love to do that. I like to get out in
the hills-to be outside where it's quiet . It's been a long
time since I have. I know these hills pretty well especially
them up the road where I grew up . We'd leave early in the
morning and wouldn't come back until suppertime . It
was so good and cool up in there . We'd go and pile up
leaves behind them rail fences and jump in them, or we'd
build us a play house . Bobby Ray and Marlene would act
like they was married , and me and Don would act like we
was. We'd catch crawfish out of the creek and fry them or
go down in the cellar and steal stuff to cook . I wish I
could live that part of my life over again .

Wanda and Robert
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Kay Fields

I live right near the head of a holler . Sometimes I sit by
myself outside and just listen . Listen at the little things
crawling in the grass , the trees , and the ground. I have
two sisters, my Mom, my Dad , and if anybody loves me,
it's my parents. Mom and Dad want me to grow up and be
a nurse. I want that too . They want me to have kids , and
be a nice person, look nice . Go clean. At home I get in the
coal , gather the wood , feed the chickens . I cook for my
Mom when she's sick. I know it's hard to be a mother .. .
washing , scrubbing the floors , getting kids off to school ,
paying bills, facing the problems of broken arms , broken
legs , or death . She's done a lot for me , and I need to repay her.
My Dad got hurt in the mines two years ago. I wish he
didn't work there. I think about the mud , and he could be
spattered all over the place or lying in a pile of ashes. It's
scary . Every piece of death scares me . It scares you to
think that the men in your family could die and leave
you , and nobody to care for you no more . Dad was working on one of the coal cars , and it got out of control somehow. He went to jump into it, but he went over the other
side. The man who carried him was afraid to tear his
britches because he thought his leg would fall off. Mom
come to me and woke me and said, 'Dad's been hurt' . I
knew he was killed . I was crying. I couldn't do nothing .
One day I sneaked up to Dad's hospital room. When I
walked in , he just looked at me and tears came rolling
out of his eyes. I just hurt to see him laying there. I
couldn't hold it in. It was smothering me , so we both
cried . He started reading the Bible then and changing,
but when he got out of the hospital he was his old self
again . We talk sometimes, and I told him that when he
come home, he went right into his old shoes again . I
know he's going to hell. I wish he would change, but I
love him .
This is my first year of high school , and I like it . You
just get into the groove and melt right in. I'm glad I'm

getting older and learning
things. I used to watch myself
in the mirror a lot and
Mommy would say, 'Are you
watching yourself blooming
again?' Sometimes I have
these feelings that every time
I walk down the school hall
that the boys are watching
me . I feel funny. I just want to
go somewhere and sit down .
Mom and Dad will let me go
:mt with boys when I'm six
teen, but now it seems like I'm
Kay's moth er -ag e 15
in a little cage and can't get
out . I want to tear it to pieces .
Where I really want to live is in Lancaster, Kentucky.
I went there two years ago to see my aunt . There's big
houses and trees-horses , pigs, anything you want .
There's little hollers going every which way. You meet so
many new people . I mean everyday it's not the same old
people. I'm going there when I get seventeen. I'm going
to find me a job and maybe find me a man . Find me a
pretty house and try to keep some money for myself.
Mom wants me to be a Christian, but I like life . I'm not
in shape right now to be a Christian. I want to have fun
before I get down and be a Baptist. I want to listen to my
rock and roll music. I know I hurt Mom because I do that,
but I can't help it . It's normal. She was in my shoes once .
It was different for her growing up . Girls weren't as
crazy over sex as they are now . The girls weren't in with
it the way we are, but they had love back then . The earth
is changing faster . The days now , they go by real fast.
Back then one day went by real slow. I guess Jesus
wanted it to be that way. Really, I'm not a scientist or
nothing ,
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Kay's House - Ingram's Creek

Afterword

Berthie, Rena, Luveena, Wanda and Kay: there are strong
bonds between these women, bonds of kinship, place, values. It is tempting to say that we have, in their faces and
their words, a series oflenses through which to look at
women's life in the mountains of Eastern Kentucky over
the past seventy-one years, but from growing up in Appalachia myself, I know the peril of generalizations. Only a
fold of mountains separates the birthplaces of Loretta
Lynn and a woman of the same age who had an international opera career. Silver spoons and broken dolls, outhouses and elevators: that's growing up in the mountains
today, and I suspect that it has been so ever since the
mines took hold.
In certain lights, Bertha looks strong and furrowed as
a hickory tree and, like a tree, she warms the house in
winter and resurrects green in spring. At seventy-one she
plants, hoes, harvests, mends sheds. She has been working "eversince [she] was big enough to pack a hoe."
If Bertha is the tree, Rena Cornett is the nest. She
holds her treasures lightly with love . Rena's soft, wondering face stands out from the life around her, and the
words she would give her house speak equally well for
her, "I was made with love and I'm passing with love." She
tells us she would like her house to age with her, "to walk
on a cane a while." At forty-eight, Luveena Halcomb is
only twelve years younger than Rena, but those years are
crucial ones. Lu veena is still at the center of a family. "For
a while I'd like to just sit here in the house ... and get my
mind together. I don't even know what it is yet."
Wanda Hall, Luveena's "first baby", married at fifteen,
gave birth at sixteen, and was widowed by her husband's
suicide at twenty-two . The camera follows her life, we see
Wanda change like the moon. Her face, full of possibility
and humor in the childhood photograph, seems to wane in
the succeeding studies until, in the inscribed snapshot, we
see the thin crust of the moon about to disappear .
But she survives. The moon comes full again , and the
most recent shots remind us of the little girl. "I'm happier
right now than I ever have been in my life," Wanda tells
us. "People have been telling me what to do for 25 years
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and if I live for another 25 there aint nobody going to tell
me what to do."
If Wanda's is the most detailed portrait we have, Kay
Fields-step-granddaughter to Bertha-is the sketchiest.
The scarcity of images seems to emphasize the fact that at
fourteen she herself is still unformed, and her world is defined by settings: school, home, and a bit of free territory
outside. Her expression , aloof, at home and in school, becomes both dreamy and energized in the photograph with
her horse. Perhaps that represents her own world, where
she does not have to feel "like [she is] in a little cage and
can't get out." She has some measure of independence.
There are contradictions within these interviews just
as photographs taken of the same person reveal contrasting images. But the contradictions are not as striking as
the themes which contain them: the primacy of family, the
relationship oflove and work, the involvement with the
earth. For Bertha, Rena, and Luveena, the land has been a
central fact, the means of survival. And in their narratives
there are no romances: work is the love of life; it is what
sustains it. Love is not something set apart, not an individual fulfillment. Bertha, twice married and separated,
declares, "My sister and my children are the pick of the
world to me." Rena, says how she grew to love her second
husband after she married him. In the meantime, other
love sustained her: the love of God, of her great-grandparents ("the roots of our souls," she calls them), of her child,
and of women friends who also loved her child. "I pride
that above everything else," she tells us-the "great love"
women share "for each other's children." Luveena simply
says she never thought about love. She knew life would be
hard work and has found it worth it.
Wanda her daughter, disagrees. "For Mommy, there
were more important things than love," she explains, "like
just to live and have a house and clothes. I didn't care
about anything unless there was someone to love me ."
What Wanda describes is more than a difference between
her and her mother. It is the difference between present
and past. Freed from the necessity which kept the older
women on the path between garden, barn, and washtub,
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Wanda also lost a definition of life. If she had options, she
had no models for taking them.
How Kay will handle this dilemma of love and work remains to be seen. Like most people in the mountains, she
lives in the o ld world and the new . At home she brings in
the coal , gathers wood , and feeds the chickens , but she
also rides a school bus several hour s a day to get to the big
consolidated school. She is upset .
While she has seen
outside her holler and wan ts to see more, her goal is to
live in Lancaster , Kentuck y. "It's just a wonderful place ,"
she explains. "You meet so many new people."
The old assertion that a picture is worth a thousand
words is a false equation. Words are not line and shadow ,
light and form. They do not operate on the eye or the heart
in the same way a photogra ph does. So these images stand
beside their voices: spoken word firm in print , in the darkness of the camera, faces are reborn in light .
George Ella Lyon

George Ella Lyon, poet and teacher , was born and grew
up in Harlan County, Kentucky . Her poems have appeared in "Prairie Schooner ," "Appalachian Journal ,"
"California Quarterly," and "Southern Poetry Review. "

I met Rena Cornett, Luveena Halcomb , Wanda (Deaton
then) and Kay Fields six years ago soon after I moved to
Kentucky. Luveena was my nearest neighbor. Her
daughter Wanda is now. Later I met Bertha Fields , Kay's
stepgrandmother. All of them live within a few miles of
where I live and know each other. I began visiting Rena
and Luveena often and sometimes made portraits of them
and their families. We grew close , and I was taken by
their strength, openness , and self-awareness. Although
their lives as women are very traditional, they are self-reliant and well respected by men and women in their communities on Cowan and Ingram creeks. Three years ago I
started documenting their lives and the lives of the three
other women by collecting their family pictures and
words as well as taking my own photographs of them.
Their words are transcribed and edited from taped conversations we had.
As I grew up in a c ity with seemingly unlimited
choices of people, place and work , I was intrigued by each
of these women's lives. They tell stories of relationships
with men and children , of work , of desires and of
changes in their society which occur everywhere, but because they live within the conventions of life in their communities they seem to have fewer choices and each
decision or event seems more crucial.
Wendy Ewald

Wendy Ewald has received several National Endowment
for the Arts grants for her work in Appalachia. She edited "Appalachia: A Self-Portrait," which includes her
photographs of Rena Cornett and is now working on a
book of photographs by and conversations with elementary school children about their experiences growing up
in mountain communities.

[blank]

[blank]

