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Introduction

Two Walnuts, a Piece of Quartz, a Pencil, Dad’s 

Pocketknife, and a Quarter: Things I Carry

Elizabeth S. D. Engelhardt

THE WRITER Ursula k. Le Guin did not live in Appalachia. I don’t 

know if she ever visited mount mitchell in North Carolina or 

mount Le Conte in Tennessee. I don’t know if she ever rested at the 

Peaks of Otter in Virginia or passed through the high country of 

West Virginia. I do know she lived in Portland, Oregon, within the 

large footprint of mount Saint Helens, the volcano she called her 

neighbor in the Cascade mountain range of Washington. When 

mount Saint Helens erupted in 1980, Le Guin was at the forefront 

of writers connecting ecology to literature to resilience and nature’s 

power in mountain communities. She passed away in January 

2018, so we cannot ask her about the relation between eastern and 
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western mountains and the cultures living with them. But we can 

say Le Guin defined herself with her mountains.

 Le Guin also knew storytelling. In 1986, Le Guin wrote an essay 

entitled “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction.”1 I’ve been thinking 

about her piece during quiet moments this winter and spring. It’s 

an essay meditating on the shapes of the stories we tell. She invites 

us to picture the arc of the flight of an arrow, with all its straight-

ness, hardness, rise, fall, and penetration. That hunting arrow 

describes a dominant western popular culture definition of what 

a great story needs: vigorous action, a sharpened point, and the 

ability to wound, penetrate, or even kill. Its flight—rising high into 

the air, climaxing, falling back to earth—traces classic advice for 

action, climax, denouement from countless writing manuals and 

high school English class textbooks.

 That’s not the storytelling Le Guin finds compelling. She calls 

instead for stories that take the shape of the humble carrier bag. 

A bag is useful and practical; things in a bag brush up against each 

other and are always in relation to each other and to the container 

itself. Bags, with the things we carry in them, give us context and 

histories and possibility for futures. Novels, she argues, work best 

as containers. The novels she likes have beginnings without defined 

endings; the characters don’t see everything clearly always; and 

they have space to avoid “linear, progressive, Time’s-(killing)-arrow.”2 

They have people wandering around, bumping against each other, 

doing deeply human things in them. To Le Guin, this is the power of 

a novel and of storytelling; this is the version that can reveal us to 

ourselves.

 I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Le Guin discussed in the circles of 

food studies to which I belong and with which the authors included 

in this volume are in conversation.3 But “The Carrier Bag Theory 

of Fiction” lists in its opening paragraph “the vegetable,” as well 

as “seeds, roots, sprouts, shoots, leaves, nuts, berries, fruits, and 

grains” as the items which kept early humans alive—and the things 

put into actual carrier bags over time. She notes that we might be 

tempted to overemphasize the protein on a plate, whether from 
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hunting or fishing, because its path to the meal might have been a 

more action-packed dynamic one, involving those arrows both lit-

eral and metaphorical. But, she argues, the foods that actually sus-

tain and maintain humans on a daily basis are the ones gathered, 

collected, held in the carrier bags of communities. The final lines 

of the essay, after Le Guin has mapped her own vision of a more 

expansive, realistic, and deeply human version of fiction, remind 

us that “still the story isn’t over. Still there are seeds to be gathered, 

and room in the bag of stars.”4

APPALACHIAN food and the people who grow, cook, preserve, 

sell, reject, transform, eat, and write about it exist in relation to 

mountains. Those mountains are physical—they shape the ecolo-

gies of weather, water, soil, and life. mountains are also cultural 

and metaphorical, constructed by social communities talking about 

them. What can be grown, what can be raised, what can be pre-

served and how, all is determined in some relation to mountains 

and hills. What tastes good, what is emblematic, what is avoided, 

and who gets a voice in deciding, all too develop with mountains in 

the discussion. Even in our stories of how people in Appalachia or 

connected to Appalachia try to avoid those mountains—whether 

by building transportation systems to ship foods from elsewhere, 

by reshaping the earth itself, by leaving or being pushed out, or by 

leveraging our identities in other racial, ethnic, or national cul-

tures that bridge highlands and lowlands—those people are doing 

so because of the stubbornly powerful presence of the mountains 

themselves.

 mountains are here, in the pieces that follow. many of the 

authors or their families come from mountain communities of 

North Carolina, kentucky, West Virginia, Tennessee, Virginia, 

and the ongoing Cherokee and other indigenous groups’ lands 

created before and lasting after those state lines were drawn—or 

they find themselves working in or with communities of people 

who once lived in Appalachia. Some of the authors trace family 
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and personal global migrations to and from towns and cities in 

Spain, South korea, mexico, and Switzerland. Detroit, Alabama, 

and New york, among other US origins and destinations, make 

appearances. New home communities that are queer, multiracial, 

and marked by shared creative practice bring mountains to life in 

memory and daily life even for contributors who live in places that 

feel unconnected from their Appalachia. Of course, your personal 

most important mountain or idea of mountains may not be in this 

list of places. Perhaps you are reading this in South Carolina or 

western maryland. Perhaps you belong to a kentucky social club in 

Los Angeles. Perhaps your mountains contain stories of Brazil or a 

religious community or a newspaper’s voice. It is the accumulation 

of mountains that matters, not the comprehensive definitions.

EFFORTS to make single definitions—to outline the Appalachian 

region or the Appalachian story—historically have looked much 

more like the hunter’s odyssey that Le Guin decried. Stories about 

Appalachia, if they take the shape of that arrow’s flight, become 

stereotyped tragedies of the region’s fall or of an individual’s quest 

to rise or escape. yet there is a different version of telling stories in 

Appalachia, one that allows many mountains, many objects to be 

carried around.

 Even so, we ought to stay clear-eyed and brutally honest about 

the objects in Appalachian carrier bags. A pocketknife might cut an 

apple to share—but it equally can be a weapon to wound or kill. Appa-

lachian rocks, minerals, water, and land have been stolen, reclaimed, 

and stolen again. Technologies, including humble pencils, have the 

power to shape and erase people, places, and knowledge, even as they 

can be tools for creation and unsilencing. Guessing wrong can kill us 

and the ones we love. Few human actions have higher stakes than the 

decision to trust, to find partnership; trust and alliance require contin-

ual renewal as we brush up against each other, objects, and ideas.

 For some of us, weighing the safe and the dangerous might be 

what is said between the words shared in a story well told. Ronni 
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Lundy describes the wooden table around which her family sat 

when she was a child. The stories told there narrated what her 

father saw on a given day. They had a shape, but that shape was 

not a straight line. They had a teller, but he invited others—cousins, 

visitors, Ronni herself—to participate as well. Ronni’s description has 

also been on my mind this spring, as I just returned from a family fu-

neral. I found myself replying to friends who wanted to know how I 

was doing by saying, “We are a porch-sitting people.” I meant: The fu-

neral service was short and kind but also awkward for us as a group 

to fit what we needed into its form. The memories and the reshaping 

and reforming of our extended family took place in the hours after 

the service, when we sat on my cousin’s screened-in porch, nestled 

into the side of a mountain, and just told stories. Stories without 

beginnings and without ends; stories that included the person now 

gone and stories that she would have enjoyed hearing. Both Ronni’s 

and my experiences sound a lot like Le Guin’s novel-as-carrier bag. 

The stories about and in Appalachia that begin with the carrier bag 

are the stories to tell, the stories that make communities and futures.

 The pieces here start at different moments in time. Erica Abrams 

Locklear and Lora E. Smith write about the 1940s and 1950s. michael 

Croley, Robert Gipe, and Emily Wallace write about the 1970s and 

1980s. Jessie Blackburn and William Schumann, Courtney Balestier, 

Annette Saunooke Clapsaddle, and Daniel S. margolies begin their 

stories after 2000. Pieces from Rebecca Gayle Howell and Emily Hil-

liard stand outside a strict chronology and instead look to memory and 

moment. They certainly do not end in the same place—or at all. The 

gardens and their produce that feature in entries by karida L. Brown, 

Abigail Huggins, and Danille Elise Christensen are still evolving 

and being discussed. Crystal Wilkinson, Suronda Gonzalez, and Jeff 

mann dwell in the in-between spaces of possibility. many mountains, 

then, are joined here by many stories.

LE GUIN’S loving description of a plate of vegetables and foods 

from seeds saved and ingredients gathered could just as easily come 
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from the menu of one of Appalachia’s most thoughtful restaurants 

today. Heritage beans and other vegetables, apples and other fruits 

and nuts, all carefully grown and preserved from seeds, saplings, 

roots, and cuttings by people who know the differences between 

and among hybrids, figure strongly in the Appalachian foodways of 

these pages. Difficult conversations about foraging and gathering in 

public forests or of endangered and picky plants stand behind the 

quieter emphasis here on gardens or grocery stores. Seasonal ingre-

dients, which downplay a star entrée and elevate the multitude of 

sides, play important roles in the vivid descriptions of actual tables 

and daily eating. But Le Guin’s words also work as a metaphorical 

description of the mixtures of old and new, local and global, practi-

cal and fanciful, cheap and expensive, fraught and accepted, hardly 

noticed and intentional that mark how actual communities in the 

United States navigate the foods we eat—with all the intersecting 

layers of identity, power, injustice, and privilege that make up life 

today, including lives in Appalachia.

 The definition of Appalachian foodways across these stories 

and mountains may surprise. It includes Taco Bell, very expensive 

wines from French varietals, and frozen foods from the national 

grocery chain down the road. It features yellow eye and shucky 

beans carefully saved by loving gardeners, but it also values pinto 

beans from the local Costco in michigan. It celebrates 150-year-old 

recipes but welcomes cooks who have scribbled Crisco substitutions 

in the margins. It invites us to really see what is on a table—and in 

a car and in a care package shipped from afar. It invites us to keep 

exploring the Appalachianness of foods, the stories of mountains, 

and the global foods of Appalachian eaters.

THIS book is a carrier bag. Each essay is an object knocking around 

within it. The objects include a Searchlight Cookbook produced in 

the midwest but used in kentucky; a door frame to a mother’s 

house; the cardboard box designed to survive the modern grocery 

store’s frozen food section without destroying the fried chicken 
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it held; the salt shaker carried in a back pocket because the whole 

community’s tomatoes are coming in; the tortillas folding around 

the region’s tacos; the dish on the table for a family’s chowchow; 

the packets holding seeds ready to be planted in one’s own and oth-

ers’ gardens; the long-handled spoon perched at ready on the buffet 

line; the cup and dipper for a cold sip of water; the Cool Whip 

container holding precious leftovers five hundred miles from home; 

the fast-food architecture of Taco Bell; hot dog signs and buildings; 

a pickled Band-Aid; a glass jar; a pan carried from Spain; the label 

on a bottle of Appalachian wine; a rosette iron; a feather and blade.

 This may be an unsettling introduction. I am not giving you 

the sight line along which to aim your arrow or tracing the arc it 

will follow. I am not putting myself in the works that unfold so you 

can walk the same path. We have not self-divided the pieces into 

discrete thematic sections that artificially separate some pieces 

from others. In her afterword, Ronni does not describe her journey 

through the pages for you to retrace in her wake. Instead, I invite 

you to brush up against the essays, the creative pieces, their au-

thors, and their objects. I encourage you to wander around in here, 

reading forward, around, backward, or repeatedly. I ask you to look 

in your own bag to see what you are carrying today. I invite you to 

take out the stories and objects here one at a time or by the hand-

ful. I invite you to tuck them away into your own carrier bag and 

take them into your own story. Appalachian food, Appalachian sto-

ries, Appalachian objects—mountain food, stories, and objects that 

are also national and global food, stories, and objects—might just 

brush up against each other in ways that help us imagine futures 

in which it is possible to survive and thrive with resilience, in a 

robustly diverse ecology of nature, people, with a couple of recycled 

plastic containers, and even a few stars.
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