A Parchment of Leaves
By Silas House




Before you begin this book by Kentucky writer Silas House, winner of the 2009 Appalachian Heritage Writer’s Award, explore the Appalachian Heritage Website created for House at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/house/; what resources and tools may be helpful as you read A Parchment of Leaves?  Read carefully the critical essay on House among the main links, particularly the introduction to his life and work at the beginning of the essay. 

A Parchment of Leaves is the first book in House’s Appalachian trilogy (The Coal Tattoo and Clay’s Quilt) about the Sizemore and Sullivan families, who live in the mountains of eastern Kentucky.  This is coal mining country.  If you haven’t already, take a look at this link about mining in eastern Kentucky and peruse the images and some of the informational links at this site in order to get an understanding for the life of the miners and this part of Appalachia: see http://www.coal-miners-in-kentucky.com/Index.html.

A Parchment of Leaves also traces the fortunes and misfortunes of the 
Cherokee people still remaining in Appalachia after the Trail of Tears in 1838/39. [image: image1.jpg]


Cherokee, NC, becomes a kind of Mecca for those Cherokees remaining in Appalachia, particularly as their land is taken from them  by the coal companies and others.  Check out this site that gives you some understanding of these Native American people in the 19th and 20th Centuries: http://www.cherokee-nc.com/index.php?page=56.
Other groups that figure prominently in the story 

are the Scot-Irish and Melungeons.  See what you can learn about the Malungeon people at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Melungeon and about early Kentucky and Appalachian settlers at  http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/countryboys/readings/appalachia.htm  l.
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A Parchment of Leaves is a brilliant book about cultural clashes, about family loyalty, about deception and betrayal, and finally about forgiveness.  It is a book also about building bridges to span the gaps that separate people, chasms made by race, difference, and cultural values.   The central symbol of the book is the redbud tree that grows prolifically in the mountains, the first tree to show its blossoms in spring, with leaves that are heart-shaped.  As you read, look for references to the redbud tree; what does it appear to represent throughout the story, particularly for the character Vine?  What other symbols do you find in the book?  Who is the narrator in the story?  Why does House choose to unfold the narrative in through this character; what is he trying to tell us through the narration of A Parchment of Leaves?

Shadowed by his little brother Aaron, Saul Sullivan, an Irish Appalachian whose family lives on God’s Creek in the eastern Kentucky coalfields, catches sight one day while passing through the Native American community of Redbud of a dark-eyed Cherokee beauty named Vine.  When Aaron is bitten by a copperhead, Vine’s quick thinking saves the young man, and Saul returns to Redbud with gifts of thanks for Vine’s family. Saul and Vine court, fall in love, and Saul brings Vine home to God’s Creek, where she will have to negotiate the complex relationships with Saul’s close-knit family—his mother Esme and troubled brother Aaron.  Vine has left the comfort and support of her own family to settle in the Irish community where her ethnic heritage distinguishes her at best as different; at worse, she must endure racial slurs.  What does Saul make of the connection between his own Irish ancestors and the Cherokees who still remain in the mountains?  How does Saul’s and Vine’s relationship become a metaphor for tolerance?
As time passes, Vine wins the love and affection of Esme; however, she is troubled by Aaron’s enthrallment which turns to obsession.  When Aaron eventually brings home his own wife, the dark-eyed Melungeon, Aidia, it is clear that his violent nature and his obsession for Vine will only bring tragedy to the family.  How does House explain or suggest a reason for Aaron’s violence and troubled nature?  What is Saul’s attitude about his family?  How do “secrets” in this family begin to wear away at its cohesiveness?  What is Esme’s secret?  What is Vine’s secret?  

How does Silas House connect the violence of world war with family and community violence?  What happens to Vine’s family at Redbud and why?  How does this episode relate to the violence of war?  
Who is Serena, and how does her relationship with Vine inform the meaning of the   book?  What might House be trying to say about the role of women as “keepers of tradition” and family values?  Utilizing the characters of Saul and Vine, what does House appear to be saying about the relationship between men and women, not only in the family but in society in general?  Explore this website about the importance of Cherokee women in the Native American society: http://www.firstpeople.us/FP-Html-Legends/Cherokee_Women-Cherokee.html.   
            What part does music play in the story?  How do you think House feels about music, food, the beauty of nature, and the pleasures that come from a sense of community?


  Why does Vine tell Saul her secret, and what does he do when he learns the truth?  What does this book tell us about tolerance, both on a world stage and within individuals and the family?

