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Although never entirely ignored, the southern Ap-
palachian Mountains are drawing increasing attention
these days from historians, anthropologists, biologists,
writers, environmental activists, and, of course, mining
and timber companies and their politician allies. Long
portrayed as a region of “backwardness” with stagnant
economies, strange religious practices, primitive hous-
ing, and odd culinary tastes, the Appalachian region from
West Virginia to northern Alabama is finally being ap-
preciated for its cultural diversity and environmental his-
tory. The unique landscape of mountains, rivers, valleys,
fields, streams, and hollows has supported a wide range
of flora, fauna, and human populations for thousands of
years, while in more recent times the rich timber and
coal resources in the area have attracted individuals and
companies intent on extracting a profit.[1] Anyone who
has visited two of the National Park Service’s most fre-
quented parks in the Great Smoky Mountains and along
the Blue Ridge parkway in North Carolina, Tennessee,
and Virginia knows of the outstanding natural beauty to
be found in the southern Appalachians, but few know the

intricate history of howhumans have interactedwith and
altered that environment beyond the obvious destruction
of clear-cut logging and mountaintop removal caused by
surface mining for coal.

In her recent novel, Prodigal Summer, best-selling
author Barbara Kingsolver highlighted the intimate and
longstanding, though sometimes contradictory, relation-
ship between southern Appalachian people and their
land. She suggested that there was much environmen-
tal knowledge to be learned from folks native to the
area, while scientific expertise also had a role to play
in preserving and enhancing both the environment and
Appalachian cultures.[2] This new collection of essays
edited by Benita Howell makes a similar argument. How-
ell, a professor of anthropology at the University of Ten-
nessee and the author of Folklife along the Big South
Fork of the Cumberland River (2003), insists that “culture
is crucially important in environmental studies” (p. 1)
and that the “dynamic interplay between nature and cul-
ture has been central to the experiences whereby Ap-
palachian people have transformed physical space and
resources into place and lifeways” (p. 5). Howell’s in-
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troductory essay and most of the ten other chapters ex-
plicitly challenge the stereotype of southern Appalachia
as full of “hillbilly” despoilers of the environment. While
acknowledging that some Appalachian natives have con-
tributed significantly to environmental alteration, How-
ell points out that “many of them have behaved and
continue to behave as ’ecosystem people.’ They often
possess, hand down, and regularly use detailed, local-
ized knowledge of their surroundings. They value self-
sufficiency and resist capitalist values and consumerism
to a remarkable degree. Many Appalachians of all social
classes express a place attachment that encompasses his-
torical and spiritual connections to family land, to ances-
tors who have occupied that land, and to the heirs who
will follow” (p. 10). The important, and accurate, no-
tion that culture matters when trying to understand why
groups of people interact with nature the way that they
do permeates the ten case studies in this collection that
Howell labels a work of “environmental anthropology”
(p. 4).

In the book’s first of three sections, “Cultural History
and Environmental Change,” three chapters take a more
or less traditional environmental history approach to ex-
plore how humans utilized and impacted three specific
areas of southern Appalachia. In “Early Holocene Eco-
logical Adaptations in North Alabama,” Renee B. Walker
analyzes faunal remains from Dust Cave to illustrate hu-
man consumption of animal resources from 10,500 to
5,200 years ago. Claire Jantz describes Cherokee utiliza-
tion of the Cades Cove area in the Great Smoky Moun-
tains before Euro-American settlement. Michael M. Gre-
gory relates the Euro-American environmental history
of the Denmark community in Rockbridge County, Vir-
ginia. The next part of the book, “Sense of Place,” ex-
amines the relationship between twentieth-century res-
idents of southern Appalachia and the land that sup-
ports them economically and spiritually, and serves as
a source of family history. Michael Ann Williams com-
pellingly deciphers anti-environmental feelings among
families displaced by the formation of the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park in the early-twentieth century.
In “Reclaiming the Commons: Narratives of Progress,
Preservation, and Ginseng” Mary Hufford laments the
loss of “common” land that, though owned and increas-
ingly placed off limits bymining and timber corporations,
has long supported the collection of ginseng for sale by
local people. Melinda Bollar Wagner completes this sec-
tion with an enumeration of the ways that folks in west-
ern Virginia define their attachment to land as a “ge-
nealogical landscape.” The book’s final segment, “Con-

servation for the Future,” provides case studies of on-
going action to preserve Appalachian environments and
cultures. In “Defending the Community: Citizen Involve-
ment in Impact Assessment and Cultural Heritage Con-
servation,” Doris Lucas Link, David Brady, and Nancy
Kate Givens take up the material discussed byWagner as
residents of southwestern Virginia were interviewed to
determine their attachment to place as a newhigh voltage
electrical power line was being considered for the area.
Gerald F. Schroedl details the cooperation of the U.S. For-
est Service, academia, and public foundations to analyze
and preserve Chattooga, an important Cherokee village
archeological site. Benita J. Howell and Susan E. Neff ex-
pose the unique history of the nineteenth-century town
of Rugby, Tennessee by lauding its forward-looking con-
cern for environmental preservation. In the book’s last
essay, Annette Anderson reveals the efforts of Pittman
Center, Tennessee to retain its environmental quality
along the border of the Great SmokyMountains National
Park, through sustainable development.

Like most essay collections, this book is uneven in
topical coverage and in the depth and quality of themate-
rial presented. In some of the essays, for example, greater
use of applicable secondary published sources could have
resulted in more historiographically significant interpre-
tations. In part, this unevenness is because the contribu-
tors range from environmental activists, native to south-
ern Appalachia, to anthropologists, folklorists, geogra-
phers, and landscape architects. But from that diversity
of backgrounds and experiences emerges a truly inter-
disciplinary work that will inspire further study of the
southern Appalachian environment and its people. The
conscious effort to build bridges between academia, ac-
tivists, and the general public is a model worthy of emu-
lation. Culture, Environment, and Conservation in the Ap-
palachian South provides both a quality introduction into
Appalachian cultural and environmental studies, and a
significant step towards the maturation of southern Ap-
palachia as a field within environmental history. It will
be equally well received in college classrooms and among
the interested public.

Notes

[1]. Recent works that incorporate an environmen-
tal history focus on this region include Timothy Silver,
A New Face on the Countryside: Indians, Colonists, and
Slaves in South Atlantic Forests, 1500-1800 (New York and
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Wilma
A. Dunaway, The First American Frontier: Transition to
Capitalism in Southern Appalachia, 1700-1860 (Chapel
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Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Mar-
garet Lynn Brown, The Wild East: A Biography of the
Great Smoky Mountains (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 2000); Donald Edward Davis, Where There Are
Mountains: An Environmental History of the Southern Ap-
palachians (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000);
and Timothy Silver, Mount Mitchell and the Black Moun-
tains: An Environmental History of the Highest Peaks in
Eastern America (Chapel Hill: University of North Car-
olina Press, 2003).

[2]. Barbara Kingsolver, Prodigal Summer (New York:
HarperCollins, 2000).

Copyright (c) 2004 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-
Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work
for nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accu-
rate attribution to the author, web location, date of pub-
lication, originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social
Sciences Online. For other uses contact the Reviews edi-
torial staff: hbooks@mail.h-net.msu.edu.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

https://networks.h-net.org/h-environment

Citation: Greg O’Brien. Review of Howell, Benita J., ed., Culture, Environment, and Conservation in the Appalachian
South. H-Environment, H-Net Reviews. February, 2004.

URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=8845

Copyright © 2004 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews
editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.org.

3

https://networks.h-net.org/h-environment
http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=8845
mailto:hbooks@mail.h-net.org

