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Chapter 1

Looking for Land
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Sharp tapping on the window of my Volkswagen camper startled me from sleep and I raised my head from the pillow. A muffled but gruff voice asked, "Do you know you're parked in the middle of an airstrip?”

I pulled back one corner of the yellow and brown plaid curtain far enough to see a bulldog face under a black fedora. Behind the man I could see mist hanging over grass heavy with dew. The sky was beginning to show a pink promise.

Shocked and without hesitation I replied, “No, I sure didn't. I'm sorry. I'll move right away.”

I watched him get into a big black car and drive away.

As I slipped behind the steering wheel and started the engine, I remembered that the night before, exhausted, I pulled off the road through an opening in a fence and drove into a field of tall grass. In the darkness I couldn't see the landing strip, which was now visible a few feet from the camper. My boyfriend, John, certainly hadn't noticed either. He had already gone to sleep. John's heart wasn't in this trip. In fact, his heart wasn't into anything except bitter disappointment that the University of Minnesota wanted him to take a break before going on for his Ph.D. A forced break from academe was the only thing that had persuaded John to come with me.

[image: ]

As I backed out onto the road, I thought about how tired I was. Even though I was only twenty- eight years old and not prone to fatigue, I was tired of this trip. I didn't mind the driving. It was the looking for land, the whole purpose of the trip, which was draining and discouraging. Day after day, mile after mile, four months had passed; most of the summer of 1972 was gone. And John's company didn't help. His depression only added to the burden. But our relationship had always been troubled. Why should now be any different?

My sister, who had moved to North Carolina, warned me that she had heard of people being arrested for cohabitation in the South. That was enough to scare us into posing as married, complete with dime store wedding bands. I'm sure that John's depression also played a part in his agreement to pretend marriage on the trip.

The map taped to the ceiling of the camper was becoming unreadable in places. As I crawled into bed every night I used a black marker to retrace the travels of the day and we were spending more and more time in the area where Kentucky, Virginia, and Tennessee converged. I was avoiding real estate agents altogether—one small part of my determination to do things for myself. We drove down roads that looked inviting and talked to people working outside or sitting on porches. We had located several parcels of real estate but only two remained under consideration. Both were in Kentucky, one in Rockcastle County and the other near Manchester.

Since we left Minneapolis, we had put 10,000 miles on my 1969 Volkswagen camper bus, and I was pushing myself to decide between the two pieces of land. In hindsight, I'm grateful that I didn't choose either. Both were at the ends of ten-mile gravel roads and far from any sign of civilization. At the time, however, I had no concerns about how any prospective site related to human beings or human activities—in fact, the farther away I could get from people, the better. My only criteria for land were southern exposure, year-round water and enough tillable ground to grow our food.

I found the energy for one last foray and discovered East Tennessee's Powell Valley, named for the Powell River, which ran into the backwaters of Norris Lake, formed by the first TVA dam. The valley encompassed the most beautiful countryside I had ever seen. Connecting Cove Lake State Park in LaFollette, Tennessee, and Cumberland Gap National Historical Park in Harrogate, Tennessee, two-lane Highway 63 traversed the valley with a musical run of twists and turns and ups and downs. Never before a fan of country music, I cranked up the radio. It felt right on this road. It was a late July day, and we were driving toward Cumberland Gap, which I remembered from grade school history as the place where Daniel Boone blazed a trail through the mountains for pioneers heading west.

The valley had an open feel to it. Coming from the prairies of the Midwest, I valued this feature. I didn't like the closed-in "hollers" (as my Southern friends would say), where the sun shone bright for only two or three hours a day. Powell Valley was bordered on the north by the Cumberland Mountain and on the south by gently rolling hills and was known to locals as "the Promised Land." If you owned land in Powell Valley, you had pretty much arrived. And I was about to arrive.

As I drove, I thought how wonderful it would be to find a place against the strong green mountain that ran the length of Powell Valley. Ten miles from Cumberland Gap, I turned off Highway 63 onto an unmarked, one-lane gravel road that was so narrow I wasn't sure if it was someone's driveway or a county road. The road ran straight for a mile to the base of the mountain and then turned right. We passed three small farmsteads before we came to a house where we saw people outside. The house was obviously owner-built, with white shiplap siding and blue trim. It looked rather small for the man and woman and five children who were sitting on the front porch taking a break from the oppressive heat. The support posts of the front porch hung loose, its roof propped up by two temporary poles. Rocks were piled around the base of the porch in a final step of renovation.

We pulled into the driveway, got out of the camper, and walked toward the house. Two barking but obviously friendly dogs bounded across the yard and up the driveway to meet us. The man followed the dogs. He was smiling as he reached us. I introduced myself and gestured toward John.

"And this is John," I added. Wanting the rings to be enough, I omitted the word "husband." I told the man we were looking for land.

Virgil Needham looked to be in his late forties and was dressed in bib overalls and a short- sleeved blue plaid shirt. There was an unmistakable vulnerability to him. He spoke with hesitancy and shyness, and his face radiated a spirit of good intention. I sensed that he was someone I could completely trust. I could also tell that his wife, now following Virgil up the driveway, was cut from the same trustworthy cloth. Nettie, also in her forties, was quick to speak, quick to laugh, and completely open. I felt immediately guilty for the deception we wore on our fingers.

In response to my question about land, to my total amazement and delight, Virgil said, "No, we don't know of any land for sale, but we might be interested in talking to you about our place."

I later learned it was virtually on the spur of the moment, with no forethought, that they talked to us about the possibility of selling their farm. They explained that they were getting too old to keep up with the place, and none of their children was interested in staying on the farm.

I told them that we wanted to find some land where we could grow our own food and be as independent as possible. Nettie and Virgil had known no other life than subsistence farming, and I felt kinship with them in a remarkably short time. And for whatever unknown but welcome reason, Nettie seemed to really like me. She talked to me so openly that I felt like a lost family member who had finally come home.

Both Nettie and Virgil had long family histories in "Mud Holler," the name by which locals knew the Needham farm and its immediate surroundings. The Needhams were raising five children on Virgil's small Social Security pension. Nettie told me later that the pension was because Virgil was "nervous." They supplemented the pension with what they earned from the sale of burley tobacco, the cash crop of most farmers in the area. The U.S. Department of Agriculture allowed each farm, depending on its size, to sell a given number of pounds of tobacco each year, known as an allotment. Virgil farmed with mules.

Nettie could read and write; Virgil could not. Although they did have an old car and an even older truck, neither of them knew how to drive. Bobby, their eldest, a junior in high school, had a driver's license and drove them on the infrequent occasions when they needed to go somewhere.

Trips for grocery shopping weren't necessary because once a week Shelby's rolling store made its appointed rounds through the back county roads. The oversize blue panel truck was a grocery store on wheels. It reminded me of one of those traveling wagons you'd see in an old movie, and I always half expected the driver to open the back door of the truck and try to sell me a miracle liniment. The driver was a congenial fellow who would remain parked in front of the house as long as the conversation kept going.

We talked to Virgil and Nettie for a long time that first afternoon and met with them several times during the following week. They set a price of fourteen thousand dollars for their farm, but before they could finalize the deal, they needed time to find a house in town. And I needed time to think.

The Needham farm was far more expensive than the two Kentucky properties under consideration. I had only thirteen thousand dollars saved for land, but I reassured myself that I could get a loan for a thousand dollars and then find a job to pay off the loan. After all, the Needham place already had a house, a smokehouse, an outhouse, and all the usual outbuildings that went along with a mountain farm—not to mention the large tobacco barn and tobacco allotment, a small cabin and three other small barns in various states of disrepair. And 150 acres! That was more than twice the land of the two unimproved properties in Kentucky.

The farm was a rectangle of land bordered by Old Town Creek at the bottom and rising to the top of Cumberland Mountain, the range of the Appalachians that stretches 130 miles southwest to northeast and forms the boundary between Kentucky and Virginia.  An old wagon trail ran through the middle of the property, up the mountainside to Cup Gap, a low-slung saddle at the top. Small foothills in front of the mountain formed a corridor that led to the farm. Each time I drove through that magical passageway to the Needham property, leaving the troubled world behind, I felt welcomed into my own separate and peaceful place, an invitation too good to be refused. I told Virgil and Nettie that I wanted to buy their farm.

During the following weeks, between the Needhams' house-hunting trips, I walked the land with· Virgil several times. He and the children knew the contours of the mountain intimately. They told me about an unexplored cave on the property, and one afternoon they led me at a relentless pace through the confusing topography, directly to the cave two-thirds of the way up the mountain. The mouth of the cave was a hole in the ground, about a yard wide, which exhaled a cool earthy breath and the sound of water dripping deep in the dark.

On our second exploratory walk, I saw the spot where I knew I would someday build my house—the house I had wanted to build for as long as I could remember. There were several springs on the property, but only one ran reliably year-round. I wanted to build beside that spring, behind a cleared field where Virgil grew corn for his livestock. The spot was high enough to be scenic, low enough that you couldn't see houses or roads, and located in the middle of the property a quarter mile behind Needhams’ house.

Then one afternoon, during one of our meetings, I knew there was a problem. Virgil seemed troubled and uncomfortable. Concerned, I listened as he told me that he and Nettie had located a house in Middlesboro, Kentucky, fifteen miles away:  a two-story brick house with hot and cold running water, an indoor bathroom, and enough land for a big garden. After a long pause, he added that they had to have eighteen thousand dollars for their farm. My heart sank, but only for a moment. I had fallen in love with the Needham farm and had made a committed decision to buy, and I knew they were completely sincere and not playing money games. When Virgil and Nettie made the spur-of-the-moment decision to sell, they had no idea of real estate values. I told them that I understood and still wanted to buy their place.

Nettie and Virgil told us they needed to stay at the farm until they were able to sell their livestock and harvest their crops, and we could stay in the old cabin on their property until they were able to move to Middlesboro.

With the Needhams holding a five-thousand-dollar lien against the farm, we closed our deal in August 1972, in front of the Claiborne County judge. Years later, this seemingly insignificant fact would come back to haunt me. At the time, however, neither the Needhams nor I felt any need to hire a real estate broker or a lawyer. Trust was in good supply and money was not.

During our visits with the Needhams, I noticed a curious behavior. Each time anyone in the family heard a car coming down the county road—which wasn't very often—all seven inhabitants of the house would get up and go to the nearest window to look at the passing car. Discussion would follow about the identity of the car, the car owner and any other details of gossip that came to mind. I could not have guessed that before very long I would be engaging in the same curious behavior all by myself.

By myself indeed. Shortly after I bought the Needhams' farm, John and I parted, for good.
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Chapter 2

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly
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Needhams’ land was bisected by a one-lane gravel right-of-way road, which meandered up from the county road past their house and snaked its way to a neighbor’s house a quarter mile away, where it came to a dead end. The two pieces of the farm created by the road were vastly disparate in size. The small parcel included the Needhams' house and about three acres of land, and the big section included the tobacco barn, the old cabin and the remaining 147 acres. Although I wished the road weren’t there, dividing the farm in two, I knew it was only a temporary situation. In my mind I was already planning the house I would build beside the stream at the base of the mountain. After I built my house, I would sell the old house and the three acres.

The right-of-way road dead-ended at the home of Hiram and Elsie Witten, my soon-to-be neighbors. The only thing separating their place from the county road was a level, open field directly in front of their house. Puzzled, I asked Nettie and Virgil why Wittens’ driveway didn’t go straight down through the field in front of Wittens' house instead of making hairpin turns through the Needhams’ land. I learned that the McCowans, who owned the open field, didn’t get along with the Wittens. In fact, relations between the two families were as bisected as the Needham farm. The bad blood culminated in the McCowans refusing to grant the Wittens access through the field. The goodhearted and generous Needhams came to the rescue of the landlocked Wittens and deeded them a right-of-way. In the following months I would see more clearly the nature of the relationship between the Needhams and the Wittens. Nettie provided free babysitting services for the Wittens’ youngest son, and frequently gave Elsie baked goods and surplus garden produce. I never saw that generosity reciprocated; I never heard so much as a thank-you. Elsie accepted the gifts as though they were expected and due.

As the Needhams and I had agreed, I lived in the old cabin while they brought in their crops and sold their livestock. During that time, Nettie and I spent lots of time together. On one such afternoon while chatting in their kitchen, Nettie heard a car and went to the window to see who it was.

“Come on, Linda, I want you to meet the neighbors,” she said.

Nettie’s excitement was contagious, and we hurried to reach the end of their short driveway before the car passed. The car stopped and Nettie introduced me to Hiram and Elsie, who appeared to be in their late forties. As Mrs. Witten rolled down the passenger side window, her eyes squinted to avoid the smoke from the cigarette she held between her teeth. Her black hair was beginning to turn salt-and-pepper. She had narrow dark eyes, a sharp nose and a tight mouth, which offered no smile. Hiram Witten was a small man, smaller than his wife. He was thin and jittery, as if he had drunk too much coffee. Both their faces were expressionless as brief introductions were made. Following introductions, in a hoarse voice too deep for her medium frame, Elsie told me that her husband had only a few weeks to live. Nettie hadn’t mentioned anything about this to me, and I was surprised to hear the news.

Mrs. Witten coughed and continued, “He’s going into the hospital next week, and I don’t know how I’ll get to visit him.”

“Just let me know whenever you need a ride, and I’ll be glad to take you,” I responded.

Mrs. Witten’s face remained expressionless, but she seemed satisfied that I made the offer. They started the car and continued up the right-of-way road to their house. I felt puzzled and discomfited by this first meeting with my neighbors. So little emotion and so few words, and yet life and death issues were the substance of our very first interaction. Worse still, I got bad vibrations, to use the vernacular of the day. Their coolness and lack of expression stood in such stark contrast to Nettie’s and Virgil’s warmth and openness that I couldn’t help wondering if the Wittens didn’t like me for some reason. I shook off the feeling. After all, Mr. Witten was dying. How could I know the emotions they must be feeling?

Weeks went by without a request from Elsie for a ride to the hospital. In fact, there was no word from the Wittens about the state of Hiram’s health, or anything else for that matter. The weeks turned to months, and the months to years. To the best of my knowledge, Mr. Witten was never admitted to the hospital. I know for sure that he lived a good thirty years after that first puzzling meeting.

After Nettie and Virgil moved to their new home in Middlesboro and I moved into their vacated home, I began to notice a battered red pick-up truck making its way up the road to Wittens’ place every few weeks or so. The truck arrived like an electrical storm: I frequently heard thunder before I saw lightning. I grew to dread the sound and sight of that truck because the truck's driver was a looming figure with dark, deep-set eyes. His face was permanently fixed in a blank yet somehow menacing expression. Remember the movie “Deliverance?” That unfortunate stereotype seemed to be coming to life in my private paradise. After several of the red truck drive-bys, I got in touch with Needhams and described this intruder. They identified him immediately as Mrs. Witten's brother, Ordell Kilbert. Local gossip had it that he was an outlaw who went back and forth between Ohio and Tennessee. After he got out of jail in one place, he would head for the other. While in Tennessee, he made sure to stop and pick up his wife’s welfare check. Unfortunately for me, he also made a point of dropping in to visit his sister Elsie. Sometimes he stayed for several days and drove in and out many times. Each time he passed by on the right-of-way road, he slowed down to stare at my house, or at me if I was outside working. It could have been his bad reputation, or perhaps my imagination was compensating for its newfound lack of stimulation; whatever the reason, I felt uneasy when he was around. Each time he visited, I waited anxiously to hear and see his truck leave and not return.

The neighbors on the farm to the west were the McCowans. Dicey and Jess were congenial and hardworking, and followed in the general pattern of most of my new neighbors: the menfolk were quiet and shy, the womenfolk more outgoing and talkative. The contrast between Dicey and Jess was so astonishing it was almost comical. She was bombastic compared to her husband. I never asked or learned what started the feud between the Wittens and the McCowans.

Down the road in the other direction, Sam and Ruby Carter lived in the only house I passed on my way in to the farm after leaving the blacktop highway two miles away. Sam was extremely quiet and shy, with one shocking exception: when Sam worked his mules, he could holler louder than any human being I had ever heard. Although my house was a good half mile from theirs, I always knew when Sam was out working with his mules. Ruby became my long-term friend, always ready for conversation, trading flowers, and sharing garden produce. She was a precious jewel.
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Chapter 3

Biding My Time
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After the closing in August I moved into the cabin, my temporary home until the Needhams could harvest their crops, sell their livestock, and move to their place in Middlesboro. The cabin, a rough one-room board-and-batten structure with a rusted, battered tin roof extending over a front porch, occupied a knoll at the southeast corner of the property, overlooking a marsh and Old Town Creek. The cabin’s interior walls were covered with countless layers of newspaper, glued together to form an inexpensive combination insulation-wallpaper. In places the paper had worn off and shafts of light poured through cracks between the boards. The floor, made of planks originally cut at a nearby sawmill, was feeling the pull of gravity and threatened to give way in places. After cleaning the cabin, I put my sleeping bag on an old cot in one corner. I cooked on a camp stove and got my water from the spring that fed the marsh near the porch.

During my stay in the cabin, I walked daily to explore my new surroundings, and my very own mountain. As I trekked 3,000 feet to the top, I wondered what this mountain looked like when it was young, as the Appalachians are among the oldest mountains on Earth. After I reached the top, the view on the other side, looking north, was mountains and forest as far as the eye could see. I knew there was coal mining out there, but the only evidence from my farm, even from the top of the mountain, was the infrequent and distant boom of blasting in the late afternoon. When I turned around and looked south over my farm and Powell Valley, I could see Clinch Mountain near Morristown, some forty miles away. On a clear day, I could even see the peaks of the Great Smoky Mountains ninety miles away.

* * *
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Nettie and Virgil had told me about a nice spot nearby that I should be sure to see. So, on one walking adventure, I set out to find Cave Springs, two miles from the farm. Going northeast toward Cumberland Gap, I walked the gravel county road in front of the farm to its end, past two neighboring farms, and continued on a rutted wagon trail, bounded on each side by barbed wire fence. At intervals along the way, I noticed grasshoppers and other unfortunate insects impaled on the barbs. What on earth would explain this? Was this insect mass suicide?

The wagon trail came to an abrupt end at a closed gate, on which a sign was posted that read: “Beware Dangerous Cow.” Someone with primitive handwriting skills had a sense of humor. I passed through the gate and continued on a small foot trail. Mature southern forest lay ahead. Seductive gurgling of small streams gently beckoned, accompanied by a symphony of birdsong. The footpath, following Old Town Creek through the pleasant shade of the forest at the bottom of the mountain, was an enchanted trail.
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