“Burning Bright”: The Language and Storytelling of Appalachia and the Poetry and Prose of Ron Rash
By Sylvia Bailey Shurbutt

 “I dream them shaking dirt off strange new forms / Gathered for the last harvest.”  “Good Friday, 1995, Driving Westward” from Among the Believers (2000)


The long ridge of adamantine that stretches from the foothills of Alabama to Nova Scotia and then under the sea to Scotland, Ireland, and Wales stands as a sentinel marking the Appalachians.  The Scots, Irish, and Welch who settled the area were unique in the culture and traditions they brought to the mountains of North America—from the music they played to the language spoken and the stories they told—and while those traditions are sadly dying, there are still artists and storytellers whose words attempt to keep them alive: Ron Rash is one of these artists.  If one could distill Rash’s rich and varied work—poetry, short stories, and novels—into a single common element, it would be his earnest desire to give voice to the people of the mountains in order to keep those traditions alive, at least in the pages of his works.  Matthew Boyleston has written in his essay “Wild Boar in these Woods” about the connection between Rash and Irish poet Seamus Heaney, who like Rash understands “that one’s speech is a marker of one’s identity and that to truly capture a people in verse, one must trace the very words they use and their patterns of pronunciation” (17).  Indeed, Rash’s books have given us an Appalachian voice that is what Boyleston calls “the bluegrass beyond the bagpipes—the bourbon born out of the peat and pot-stills” (17).

Ron Rash is fond of quoting Eudora Welty who said, “One place understood helps us understand all other places better” (“The Importance of Place” 1).  Great regional literature can be universal literature, as Rash has written: “The best regional writers are like farmers drilling for water; if they bore deep and true enough into that particular place, beyond the surface of local color, they tap into the universal correspondences, what Jung called the collective unconscious.”  Joyce once claimed, notes Rash, “that if Dublin were destroyed, it could be recreated by reading Ulysses” (“The Importance of Place” 1-2).  As the mountains are leveled to supply our energy needs, as the trees are cut to make way for new housing developments, as the language of mountain people becomes homogenized, as their art and music are incorporated into main-stream culture, as their history is relegated to the classroom and the library, there are still writers like Rash to make the stories of the past continue to live for us . . . and to blend those stories with our present time in order to give them greater relevance.  The Poetry Foundation webpage piece on Rash references Georgia Review writer Gilbert Allen, who commends Rash for giving us “memorable voices and a host of unforgettable images” that will keep the region alive long after we’ve dammed the rivers and locked our gated mountain communities (1).  Along with this accomplishment, however, Rash’s eloquent prose and exquisite poetry also help us to make sense of our own complex world, whether we are from these green valleys or another place on the blue planet.

What are those themes and ideas that mark Rash’s work, as he attempts to give voice to the characters that people the pages of his poetry and story collections?  His works tell us about redemption and judgment, about finding or reconciling with our fathers, about the connections between past and present and the importance of understanding ours and others’ histories in order to mitigate injustice, about our human tendency toward violence, including violence against the landscape and each other, a condition that always hovers beneath the surface of human action that makes possible a Rwanda or Nazi Germany, and most important about the complexity of good and evil and that awful and fearful symmetry that is likely at the heart of the Universe.  All of these ideas emanate from and yet transcend the region of the country that Rash writes about—Madison, Watauga, and Buncombe Counties in western North Carolina and Oconee County, South Carolina.  These places are immensely important in making Rash the writer that he is.  Rash has used the words of Sherwood Anderson to explain the prominence of place in his work—when Anderson told Faulkner: “All you’ve got is this little postage stamp of land in north Mississippi. . . . if you write about that well enough and true enough, you’ll never exhaust it” (Neufeld 8).   For example, Rash told Rob Neufeld in a 2006 interview that growing up Southern Baptist has helped to shape him as a writer: “I’m a Southern Baptist.  I’ve been immersed,” he says.  “Growing up Southern Baptist, and being brought up in that world, that contradiction that you get living in a fallen world, yet at the same time, people striving for redemption, certainly that’s marked me” (4).  Going to church twice each Sunday and most Wednesdays, going to revivals, “becoming familiar with the Bible has had a big influence in my work—interestingly enough, more the Old Testament than the New” (5).  Consequently, Rash’s stories and poems are filled with biblical allusions, names, and references.  However, his work is likewise influenced by Celtic spirituality and lore, coming from his Welsh heritage.  These two sources for Rash’s spirituality are unique to Appalachia, where deep religious faith, often fundamentalism, and the folklore of Scot-Irish traditions rest comfortably together.  Rash remembers as a child “going to decoration day, where you would go out to the cemetery and clean up the graveyard . . . and being told about your relatives, the ones that were in their graves, . . . stories about them” (7).  He writes in “Decoration Day” in Among the Believers about those extraordinary kinfolk who are brought back to life as relatives clean and trace their graves—long dead folk who                                                                                                    




see again, through our eyes,                                                                            
        


the dogwoods, ash trees, and oaks,           

                                          


swift flowing creeks, narrow skies,                                                                        


peaks and coves in memory mapped                                                                                            

so deep not even heaven                                                                                         


could wish them from looking back.  (lines 7-12)                                                     All their stories have planted themselves firmly in his imagination to unfold as narrative poems, short stories, and the novels that have brought Ron Rash to national and international prominence today.  

Rash’s awards include the General Electric Young Writers Award (1987), The Sherwood Anderson Prize (1996), the Appalachian Book of the Year and Novello Literary Award for One Foot in Eden (2002), the Southern Book Critics Circle Award, the Southeastern Booksellers Fiction Book of the Year, and the Weatherford Award for Best Novel for Saints at the River (2004), the O. Henry Prize for “Speckled Trout” (2005) which would be expanded into his third novel The World Made Straight, a PEN/Faulkner finalist for Serena (2009), the Frank O’Connor International Short Story Prize for “Burning Bright” (2010), the SIBA Book Award for the Burning Bright collection (2011), and the West Virginia Humanities Council and Shepherd University Foundation 2011 Appalachian Heritage Writer’s Award.  These honors have come neither suddenly nor serendipitously, as Rash, like fellow Appalachian writers Fred Chappell and Robert Morgan, has been a studied, carefully evolving poet and fiction writer.

Ron Rash was born in Chester, South Carolina in 1953, where his parents, James Hubert and Sue Holder Rash, as well as his grandparents, James Moody and Mary Lee Miller Rash, lived while working at the Eureka Textile Mill.  Both Rash’s mother and father went to school while working at the mill—his mother eventually becoming a public school teacher and his father,  who began his studies by getting his GED, eventually receiving his Master’s degree at Gardner-Webb University, where he taught art and where his son would later go to school as well.  Rash’s first published volume of poetry, Eureka Mill (1998) records what life was like in the first half of the Twentieth Century for his family and those like them who left their farms in the mountains for the vastly different world of mill life.  Though the epigram that opens the book makes clear the darker side of working at the mill, Rash typically portrays the workers’ lives without sentiment or social agenda.  While the mill offered his grandparents steady paychecks and freedom from “the hardscrabble farm / where a workday as long     bought no guarantee / of money come fall,” certainly here “was no place    for illumination / the cotton dust thick     window-strained light. /  . . . my grandfather thinking     This is my life” (lines 1-12, 1-2, 6).   Farmers like James Moody Rash gave up meager lives eked from the small tobacco and subsistence farms of the mountains to become part of the “out-migration” from Appalachia, in this case western North Carolina, where the Rash family had lived since the mid-1700s.  The speaker in Rash’s poem “Tobacco” says that when “the fence laws passed and taxes rose / We needed money crops to keep our farms” (lines 9-10).  So the lure of mill life, with the promise of a house and a regular paycheck, was strong—as “Hand-bill Distributed in Buncomb County, North Carolina: 1915” makes clear—and many an Appalachian farmer “left crop rows for rows of steel” (“In a Dry Time” line 19).  However, the mill village never lived up to the advertisement on the hand-bill, as the speaker of the dramatic monologue “Mill Village” laments:                                                     

Everytime your neighbors had a fight,                                                                        


then made up in bed as couples do,                                                                          


came home drunk, played the radio,                                                                            


you knew, whether or not you wanted to.


So I bought a dimestore picture, a country scene, 

                               


built a frame and nailed it on the wall, 

                                                              

no people in it, just a lot of land,                                                                                  

stretching out behind an empty barn.  (lines 5-12)                                                     

Indeed, when spring planting season came, men like Rash’s grandfather “would get more careless on the job / and have that far-away look in their eyes. / You’d know they were behind a mule and plow” (“Spring Fever” lines 2-4).   While there was brown lung disease (“Brown Lung”) and the traditional friction between the union’s attempting to establish a foothold at the mill and the “strikebreakers,” even occasional violence (“The Ballad of Ella Mae Wiggnis”)—more often than not worker frustration was sublimated, as in “Fighting Gamecocks,” or even mischievously benign, as in “Breaking the Whistle,” where Eureka workers disengaged the whistle blowing them to work, necessitating “supervisors going door to door” (line 26).  The “heroes” who broke the whistle were called “linthead Robin Hoods, / who stole time from the rich to give the poor” (31-32).  Yet the mill owner, Colonel Springs, notes that “when the union leaders came / and promised everything they could, then more, / my workers stuck with me” and “Eureka ran / when other mills shut down” (lines 12-16)—a true detail that Rash’s grandmother recalled and her grandson remembered (Asfoxseesit Interview 3).  Rash’s portrayal of the mill-time in South Carolina is rich, multi-sided and multi-voiced, and captures what he calls the “mystery” of good writing.  He explains in a 2010 interview: “We always want things to be black and white.  But it is the role of the artist to deepen the mystery, to explore the lack of certainties in character no matter the station, high or low” (Asfoxseesit 4).

Rash’s grandparents were extraordinary influences on him as a young child, both when growing up in Chester and later when his parents had moved back to North Carolina.  His grandfather Rash was illiterate, yet he had an unusual gift for language and storytelling.  Rash credits his grandfather with making him want to be a storyteller.  In “The Importance of Place,” Rash recalls a summer evening as a child when he asked his grandfather, still dressed in his mill clothes and smoking a Camel, to read his Cat in the Hat book.  He “did not offer any excuse,” Rash remembers, “not even the most obvious one.  Instead, he laid the open book on the table before us, peering over my shoulder as he turned the pages with his work-and-nicotine stained fingers.”  In lieu of the catchy poetic phrases of the text, his grandfather settled into a narrative that sounded familiar and did more to capture the boy’s attention and imagination than the Seuss text.  “The effectiveness of my grandfather’s performance was verified by my begging him to read The Cat and the Hat again the following Sunday.  His story was different this time, the cat got into more trouble, and out of it less easily.  It was as if the words on the page had scrambled around and rearranged themselves” (1).  Thereafter, whenever he had the opportunity, young Rash asked his grandfather to “read” his Appalachian version of the tale, infinitely more interesting and always different.  “How could I not grow up believing words were magical?” Rash writes.  “How could I not want to be a writer?” (1)  Even when Ron went to school and learned the joy of reading for himself, he longed for another version of Dick and Jane: “In my version Dick and Jane said ‘you all,’ and ‘pecan,’ and’ yes’m.’  They ate fried okra, grits, red-eye gravy and cat-head biscuits and drank sweetened ice tea and ‘co-colas.’  I changed Jane’s name to Sarah Jane, and (since my father would not allow me to have one) gave Dick a Marlin .22 rifle” (1).  His version of those iconic school books of the 1950’s were set in the “place” that Rash knew best and that he loved. 

Rash tells of two other circumstances of growing up that helped shape him as a writer.  When he was about four or five years old, his family noticed that he had a speech impediment; this resulted in his spending more time listening than talking.  The listening made him cognizant of language and the power of words.  This quiet, pensive child seldom spoke but was acutely alive to language.  Rash remembers: “I think that was a real advantage to me because it made me pay attention to the way language was used, and maybe that wouldn’t have happened otherwise” (Neufeld 9).  Thus it is not surprising that the “voice” provided for his characters is so central to his writing.  The other central issue in his work is the “prominence of place.”   When Ron Rash was eight years old, his father and mother left Chester, SC, and the mill to return to North Carolina, where they lived in Boiling Springs, near Shelby.  There Rash’s father finished his degree at Gardner Webb and began teaching, at the same university where his son would graduate with an English degree fifteen years later.  Rash says of these years, “I grew up in the foothills [Boiling Springs], but I actually spent so much of my time at my grandmother’s [Ethel Mae Holder’s] farm, . . . in the mountains” near Boone (Neufeld 7).  Rash recalls that his maternal grandmother at this time was a widow, and while all her children had grown up and moved away, older relatives and her own contemporaries would congregate at her home to visit and share their lives and stories with her.  Rash recalls this time in his life: “. . . this is a cliché, but it’s true, I grew up listening to people tell stories on the front porch” (qtd. in Baldwin).  His grandmother’s 20-acre farm bordered the Smoky Mountain Parkway, so there were miles to wander and explore when he visited.  Rash says, “I can remember being twelve and waking up, eating a big breakfast.  My grandmother would fix me a sandwich to take with me—I’d put it in my fishing vest—and a coke or something.  I would leave eight o’clock in the morning and come back about six and, essentially, I wouldn’t see another human being” (Neufeld 8).  At the farm, there was no television, no car or truck; he was often with older relatives, who, he recalls, “were all great story tellers.  I grew up hearing an Appalachian dialect that you don’t often hear today” (Zacharias 3).  Rash was in a world where he could think, fish, explore, and wander wherever he wished.  “It was,” he says, “a wonderful experience because I got to know the landscape so well” (Neufeld 7).  Once he remembers finding a lone grave in the middle of the forest, no signs of a homestead or connection to anyone, just a lonely grave.  This kind of solitude and the potential to conjure a story or to hear family legends were like grist in the mill of young Ron Rash’s imagination, and today such experiences are clearly important in having shaped him as a writer.  Learning to appreciate and listen to the natural world and to language itself are apparent in Rash’s work in the extraordinary way he utilizes language in his poetry and prose.  Rash says: “That is one thing I really try to work hard at . . . to make the language as vivid, striking, and resonant as possible—so that people would read the descriptions of a natural world and say, ‘Well, yeah, I’ve seen that.  He got that right’” (Neufeld 11).

Rash’s father died when Ron was still a young man, and the void in his life was filled by uncles and cousins, most of whom he would see at his grandmother’s farm near Boone.  The male members of his family initiated him into hunting and other woods sports, though he confessed that fishing was his favorite outdoor activity.  After graduation from Gardner Webb, Rash taught in a small rural Oconee Country high school “in the Southern Carolina mountains, near where One Foot in Eden is set” (Birnbaum 9).  Rash also taught in the South Carolina Governor’s School for the Arts.   At Clemson University, he worked on his Masters degree in English, eschewing the traditional MFA degree to study English literature.  For seventeen years Rash taught at the Tri-County Technical College, with teaching stints at schools such as Clemson and Queens College.  Particularly beneficial, he says, was his teaching at the technical college. “A lot of my students,” he says, “were lower middle class, middle class first generation [college students]” (Birnbaum 9).  He taught every type of student—from welders to nurses—and he taught everything from freshman composition to British literature surveys, from Beowulf to Seamus Heaney.  Such models were perhaps far more beneficial than learning to write in that rarified environment provided in MFA programs.  Along the way he married, and he and his wife Ann, who live in Clemson, South Carolina, have two children Caroline and James.  When Karen Zacharias asked Rash if he ever worried about living the writer’s life and becoming “too self-absorbed” as writers often are, he replied: “That’s why we have families and children. . . . They won’t allow us to do that, at least too much” (2).  Today, Rash divides his time between his home in Clemson and his work at Western Carolina University in Cullowee, North Carolina, serving as John A. and Dorothy Luxton Parris Distinguished Professor of Appalachian Cultural Studies.  “I spend half the week at Clemson,” he told Robert Birnbaum, “and half the week in North Carolina” (9).  

Despite the heavy teaching load of past years and his responsibilities today at Western Carolina, Rash continues to manage a regular routine of writing, even when he is on book tours after the publication of a new novel, fiction collection, or poetry volume.  Taking time to write each day is important for a writer, as he has told interviewer Pam Kingsbury: “I worry about the danger of getting away from writing.  I travel with a laptop and try to work two to three hours every morning because I don’t want to get out of the rhythm of writing” (2).  Asked how he balances work, family, and a steady stream of publication, Rash responds modestly that one must “read as much as possible and read widely.”  Also, he talks about the importance of perseverance in honing the writing craft.  “Too many good writers,” he says, “give up too quickly.  Perseverance is underrated in Creative Writing.  For most of us, who are not Shakespeare or Keats, it takes work” (Kingsbury 3).  Asked what writers he teaches today and who his mentors are, Rash is quick to say: “Lee Smith and Robert Morgan have been supportive and their work important to me.  They are both exceptional writers and exceptional human beings” (Kingsbury 3).  In his work as an Appalachian Studies director at Western Carolina, Rash teaches both Smith and Morgan, as well as Fred Chappell, Silas House, Pam Duncan, James Still, Harriet Arnow, and Jeff Daniel Marion.  Other writers who have influenced him, whom he admires, or whose work is apparent in his writing are Seamus Heaney, Geoffrey Hill, and Derek Walcott, and one can also see in his work echoes of Gerard Manley Hopkins, Dylan Thomas, Robert Frost, Robert Browning, Flannery O’Connor, Faulkner, and Joyce; however, perhaps the strongest influence, particularly on his poetry, comes from Celtic and Anglo Saxon verse.
“My older kin always believed / in looking backward to explain / the here and now . . . And so I learned to see the world.” –“Signs” from Among the Believers (2000)


One of the more perceptive essays on Rash’s work, “’Incredible Eloquence’: How Ron Rash’s Novels Keep the Celtic Literary Tradition Alive,” by Kara Baldwin, explores the Celtic influence on his fiction.  Baldwin talks about Rash’s work as a “modern example of how far the Celtic literary tradition has spread,” using specifically the work of Seamus Heaney and Patrick Kavanaugh as examples of authors exerting an influence on Rash.  “Both Heaney and Kavanaugh represent,” according to Baldwin, “what Rash calls an ‘incredible eloquence’: a beauty of the language they choose to use to describe elements of place and its sacredness” (37).  Baldwin notes that the “landscape” and “mythology” associated with such eloquence “play a major role in both the oral and literary Celtic traditions” as well as those traditions of Rash’s “southern Appalachia” (37).  She details the historic connection between 19th-century Ulster Irish, Welsh, and Scottish immigrants and their Appalachian cousins, who carried with them into the mountains of Appalachia their folk tales (the “Jack” tales, for example), their songs and ballads, even their clachans, or kindred farms that would dot the coves in family clusters in the highlands of southern Appalachia (37-39).  Likewise, Anthony Hecht, whose essay “A Gift Matched” introduces Rash’s 2000 poetry volume Among the Believers, has commented specifically on the Celtic influence on Rash’s verse.  Hecht writes: “His family has lived in the southern Appalachian mountains since the mid-1700’s, and a knowledge and feel for this region, its folklore, faiths, superstitions, loyalties and culture, is an abiding presence in his poems” (xiii).  While Hecht, as well as Rash himself, notes the source for Rash’s poetics, a medieval Welsh manuscript dated from 1060 to 1200, which draws on a collection of eleven prose stories called The Mabinogion, he goes on to praise the “rich density of language and dignity of utterance” that are unveiled in Rash’s dramatic monologues and exquisite seven-syllable lines (xv).  Certainly, anyone familiar with the poetry of Welch poet Dylan Thomas or the “sprung rhythm” of Gerard Manley Hopkins will recognize the unique metrical form and rich imagery that Rash employs in his poetry.
While Rash’s poetry, like Robert Morgan’s, relies teleologically on this use of imagery, with its Hopkinesque potential for “instress” and “inscape” (which connect the world of things to the spiritual world), Rash employs to an even greater extent than Morgan many of the sound and music devices of Hopkins’ “sprung rhythm,” which derives its dynamic musical invention from Hopkins’ study of medieval English verse before the French introduction of end rhyme to Middle English poetics.  Rash’s poetry is characterized by its clever internal rhymes, alliteration, assonance and consonance, and deliberate use of enjambment and caesura.  Both the striking images and rich music of Rash’s poetry provide the reader’s pleasure, with the focus being on the poetic line itself, usually a 7-syllable line with a fairly regular use of accents on either side of a caesura or rest, either specifically delineated or suggested in the line.  The effect is similar to, though not precisely the same as, the Welch Cynghanedd, a poetic form that employs a fundamental sound arrangement within each line, using stressed syllables, alliteration and internal rhyme.  The Poet’s Graves Workshops explain the four forms of Cynghanedd as follows: 1) Cynghanedd groes and 2) Cynghanedd draws (cross harmonies) with the consonants around the stressed syllable repeated after the caesura—“Of the Yore-flood,     of the year’s fall” and “Warm-laid grave    of a womb-life grey; 3) Cynhanedd sain (sound harmony), with two caesuras to the line—“The down-dugged  /  ground-hugged   /   grey”; and 4) Cynghanedd lusg (drag harmony), with the final syllable of the first half of the line rhyming with the penultimate syllable of the stressed symbol of the second half—“And frightful a nightfall   folded rueful a day” (all examples come from Hopkins’ “Wreck of the Deutschland”) (2-3).  A lovely example of Rash’s use of this complex style is found in “The Language of Canaan” in the Among the Believers volume.  Note the juxtaposition of stressed syllables in each line (mostly in 7-syllable segments) and the enjambment which re-focuses our expectation of end rhyme.



If dawn caught and dazzled on




dew beads strung to spider’s web,




sweep of shadow crossed meadow




like calming hand, it might come —




luxuriant bloom of assurance




graced with cadence so pure




ears deaf a lifetime now heard,




and for decades afterward




whole settlements would visit




streamside, meadow, that place one




world bled into another.

The poem is about that magical moment when dawn-light catches “dew beads” clinging to a spider’s web.  This instant of epiphany, like Eliot’s “sunlight on a broken column” (“The Hollow Men”), makes the reader acutely aware of the connection between earth and spirit—the inscape, which is the individual uniqueness of matter or each thing in nature, and its instress or connection to Universal Substance or what Wordsworth would have called the Spiritus Mundi.  This idea of spirit and earth as one is a central motif in Rash’s work, particularly in a novel such as Saints at the River.  Stylistically, in terms of the music Rash achieves in the poem above, however, the first line is a fine example of the Cynghanedd groes, with the alliterative dawn and dazzled complementing each other on either end of the line.  The internal rhyme works with the alliteration and accented syllables throughout the poem to create a lovely “springing” effect to the lines, while the Wordsworthian “spot of time” suggested in the final lines of the poem means that this special moment will offer fodder for future spiritual insight merely in remembering the image of the spider’s web having caught the waterbead in morning sunlight.

Rash is very clear in the Among the Believers volume to let his readers know the source for the music and imagery of his verse, by including the meditation, “From The Mabinogion,” which for all intents and purposes is a gentle dirge for Dyfed (Wales) and quiet lament for home, as well as tribute to the land and myth of his Welsh ancestors.  The poem references all the many battle-weary adventures of the heroes and heroines of The Mabinogi, rendered in the verse form of Cynghanedd:  


Having twice traveled the sea,



Battle-bloodied, swords bone-dulled, 



Branwen buried inside her



Square-sided grave, having heard



The three birds of Rhiannon,



They came into the great hall—



. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 



All they had seen and suffered



Melted away.  No sorrow



Could harbor inside that hall 



. . . they were finally home. (1-6, 10-12, 24)
The four tales that constitute the heart of the fantastic Mabinogi, translated in the Nineteenth Century by Lady Charlotte Guest who first published the stories, tell the story of the life and times of Pryderi, son of Pwyll and Rhiannon who rule Dyfed (Wales) and all the Celtic lords and ladies that lived in that dark, dour, and misty period when legend and history were one.  The tales predate Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae as well as Chretien de Troyes, both of which draw upon the fuller cast of characters that make up The Mabinogian, including King Arthur who figures into the tales.  The first tale that makes up the Mabinogi narrates Pryderi’s birth, when he is carried away by a monster and his mother Rhiannon is blamed for his death and imprisoned, only to be set free years later when the golden-haired boy is returned to King Pwyll.  The second book deals with all the trials associated with Branwen (blessed raven), sister of British King Bendigeidfran, after she is given in marriage to Irish King Matholwch, who is insulted by her roguish and hot-tempered half-brother Efnisien.  This insult sets in motion a long series of “troubles” between the Welsh, Irish and English.  Insults breed insults and finally war rages, which wipes out almost the whole of the Irish and Welch people.  In the third tale, Pryderi, one of the few warriors to survive, returns to Wales and to home, only to find a curse on the land.  The last tale details the death of Pryderi.  The stories are filled with strife and a longing for peace and home, which Wales provides; and it is easy to see how the family loyalties and kinships that run through these stories would harbor both ancestral nostalgia and appeal for Rash, not to mention the extraordinary poetry that comes from the pages of The Mabinogi.  The other appealing aspect of the work is that it helps a writer such as Rash to understand the wonderful complexity of the culture and heritage of the Appalachian region, with its fundamentalist faith, its superstition, its familial loyalty and love of the land, and at times its violence.  These qualities fill the pages of Eureka Mill and Among the Believers—these volumes inspired by that undercurrent of “family history” and the complexity of human nature that Rash discovered in Welsh literature, both in the past and present.  Likewise, it is through the dramatic monologue format and narrative poetic structure that Rash is best able to give voice to the individual men and women who make up his imaginative world and who represent an Appalachia that is no longer with us.  Rash posits the idea that if our human world is impermanent and transient, Nature counters that temporality with its universality and intransience.  One can see these ideas working throughout the poems of these volumes.  For example, Rash shows us the potential for Appalachian violence in “On the Border,” where he says, “Here / men argued map lines with blood / [and] raised death like a seed crop” (3-5).  Conversely, in “Plowing on Moonlight,” Rash gives us a lovely metaphor or image for richly fulfilling sexual love, while “The Corpse Bird,” with its double entendres and puns, rendered also in the seven-line Cynghanedd verse style, shows us the superstitions of the region.  

Like Eureka Mill (1998) and Among the Believers (2000), Raising the Dead (2002) continues to record a way of life that has passed away, while at the same time positing a kind of permanence found in Nature, which as Hopkins writes, “is never spent” (“God’s Grandeur” line 9).  The volume ostensibly is about those whose homes and old ways of life were obliterated in 1974, when the Duke Power Company built a dam to create the Jocasee Reservoir.  At that time, as Rash says, “both the living and the dead were evicted,” as hundreds of original gravesites and homesteads were removed or effaced by the rising waters of the reservoir (75).  In many ways, this volume is like an Appalachian Spoon River Anthology (Edgar Lee Masters) or Tilbury Town (E. A. Robinson), and its Welch-inspired verse style and strong sense of place make it unique if no less beloved by those who appreciate good narrative poetry.  The book is dedicated to the memory of Rash’s cousin Jeffrey Charles Critcher, who died in 1974, the year the Jocassee Reservoir was finished.  Throughout the volume Rash appreciates the irony associated with those who have loved and lost the land: Cherokees first and then the Scot-Irish settlers who supplanted them.   In “The Vanquished” Rash writes:  “no field plowed / without bringing to surface / bone-shards that spilled across rows / like kindling, a once-presence / keen as the light of dead stars” (lines 5-10).  Rash’s pun on the Scot-Irish word keen is fitting for this poetic lamentation.  

Within the volume, Rash references such historic figures as Andre Michaux, who explored the region and named the plant that Native Americans called “Shee-Show,” which augured the end of drought, and Horace Kephart who left his family to live alone in the North Carolina mountains and helped to establish the Smoky Mountain National Park (and who figures in Rash’s novel Serena).  Rash captures the superstitions of the people in such poems as “Whipporwill” and “The Release.”  He details dramatic episodes from the past, as in “Wolf Laurel,” which tells of sons who must leave a dead father locked away from wolves under the frozen ice of the creek.  Many poems deal with the preface and aftermath of Rash’s cousin’s death (“Work, for the Night Is Coming,”“The Debt,” “Watauga County: 1974,” “At Reid Hartley’s Junkyard,” “Burning the Field”), while others capture the lives and passing of neighbors and settlers along the Jocassee (“Black-Eyed Susans”).  There are celebrations of endearing nostalgia as in “Coke Box” and “Speckled Trout,” or Rash’s donneés for longer stories or tales, as in “Shelton Laurel” and “The Dowry,” which are transformed to prose in The World Made Straight.  However, the most interesting poems, and perhaps the point of this volume, cataloguing as it does the impermanence of our lives, are those like “Above Goshen Creek” which tells of Rash and his cousin perched precariously above the creek after a heavy rain, daring one another to brave the dangerous swollen water.  Rash writes of his cousin:  “. . . although he is the one / who can’t swim I lose our dare, / watch from solid ground as he / stands there between earth and sky / when water crests, oak slats slip / and shudder beneath his feet” (lines 12-15).  This poem, as do others in this and the Among the Believers volume, portrays the image of water as the boundary “between earth and sky,” which is Rash’s metaphor for the Celtic passageway between earth and heaven.  

Rash said in a 2010 interview: “A good story is like an iceberg, it is the tip of the story that reveals all that’s underneath . . . [and] the key moment of a good story is when we learn about the world in a way not imagined before (Asfoxseesit 6).  All of Rash’s stories begin with an image.  “With an image,” he says, “you enter the mystery from the beginning. . . . Joyce used the term epiphany; sudden illumination, a moment of grace. . . . Frost called it a momentary state of mystery . . . a work of art is nothing but a moment of clarity, insight” (Asfoxseesit 4-5).   Sometimes, the image finds its way into a poem; then it may be translated into a short story, and later become a novel, though Rash has asserted that he doesn’t purposefully compose in this way.  Still, one can often see a certain progression of these images, fleshed out from poem to short story to novel.  In an interview with Pam Kingsbury, Rash talks about beginning with an image when he wrote his first collection of poetry Eureka Mill (1998), as well as his first volume of fiction The Night Jesus Fell to Earth and Other Stories from Cliffside, North Carolina (1994), a collection of tales that explores the nature of orthodox religion and moments of being.  Rash says, “I’m a narrative poet, which makes the transition to fiction easier” (Kingsbury 1-2).  Joyce Compton Brown describes the stories in The Night Jesus Fell to Earth and their collection of characters, whom she calls “eccentrics, outsiders, ‘losers,’ sensitive souls, all seemingly on the quest for redemption begun by all human beings as soon as they understand their own loss of innocence” (18).  The stories unfold as three friends—a chicken farmer, a carpenter, and a man who has returned home to Cliffside, North Carolina—watch a local eatery burn, remembering and sharing together the tales and legends of the town.  Rash’s next fiction collection, Casualties (2000), which came out in the same year as Among the Believers, again tackles the conflicts between past and present and the human casualties in the messy business of life, while his two latest collections of stories, Chemistry and Other Stories (2007) and Burning Bright (2010) follow many of the same themes as earlier volumes—particularly those dealing with transitions and change, individual self-discovery, and the complexity of good and evil in a fallen, imperfect world. 
 
What makes all of Rash’s story collections interesting within the scope of his complete oeuvre are the interconnections and intersections between his novels and poems.  These intersections are never redundant, even when he is telling the same story, but often clarify either the poem, short story, or novel.  A good example is “Hard Times,” a powerful story in Burning Bright from the Great Depression that reveals the depth of hunger that some had to face.  In the poem “Madison County: 1934” in Raising the Dead, Rash gives us the same story of a farmer’s attempting to catch the chicken snake that he imagines is stealing his eggs, by placing a hook inside the egg—only to catch instead a neighbor child “hunched in a corner, her cheek / opened like a mouth, the barb / unrelenting as hunger” (lines 14-16).  The short story creates a slightly different portrait of Depression-era hunger, by fleshing out characters who reveal the stark and unrelenting pride of Appalachians.  Another interesting intersection between Rash’s poetry and short fiction appears in “The Corpse Bird,” found in both The Burning Bright stories and the Among the Believers poems.  In both volumes, the image recalls the power of signs among Celtic mountain people.  The short poem, however, rendered in seven-syllable Cynghanedd lines, with their puns and double entendres, recalls the primeval sources for these dark omens, while the short story brings the moment to modernity, as a modern-day Appalachian Boyd Candler, a well-educated and successful Appalachian clashes with the community when he becomes obsessed with cutting down a tree in which a corpse bird has perched portending the death of a neighbor child.  Even his wife has little understanding of the deep-rooted ways of knowing of mountain people; and, like the old mountain man Jesse who clashes with the Park Rangers in “Into the Gorge” in Burning Bright, the cultural divide and misunderstanding has the potential for tragedy.  While such familiarity between poetry and prose is both interesting and enlightening and certainly enhances the understanding of the body of Rash’s writing, perhaps the most interesting intersections between Rash’s fiction and poetry occur in Rash’s award-winning novels.
“Nothing is solid and permanent.  Our lives are raised on the shakiest foundations.  You don’t need to read history books to know that.  You only have to know the history of your own life.”—One Foot in Eden (2002)

One Foot in Eden (2002), winner of the Novello Literary Award and a book Rash calls his Crime and Punishment (Birnbaum 16), is a novel that could have begun as an old Scottish ballad, for it is a story about indiscretion, murder, good intentions gone awry, and finally ultimate judgment.  Rash himself tells us that the story began with the image of a “farmer standing in his field, crops dying around him” (Kingsbury 2).  In her book-jacket review, Lee Smith has called the book a “classic tale of passion and tragedy,” where each “voice rings as true as the sound of an ax in the cold early morning air.”  One Foot in Eden—a title suggesting the post-lapsarian condition we all face in a fallen world where nothing is permanent and good and evil are often intertwined—is also a coming-of-age story for young Isaac Holcombe, who learns the truth about his family, his roots, and a murder that is much too close to both.  However, this novel is far more than an Appalachian murder story: it is also a story about the displacement of mountain families, their farms and traditions, by progress deemed beneficial for a greater good—the “Carolina Power Company’s” taking the land of mountain residents for a reservoir that will provide electricity to the cities below.  Isaac’s mother Amy’s indiscretion for what she thinks is a greater good, the event that forms a center for the narrative, is merely a metaphor for the drama seen on a larger stage, as the land is wrested from its owners for a perceived greater good.


The multiple-focus narrative is told from the point of view of five characters—three intimately involved in the affair, Amy, Billy, and their son Isaac Holcombe, with their stories bookended by Sheriff Alexander’s and his deputy’s perception of events.  Sheriff Alexander is called out to investigate a reported missing person, a local “tough” and trouble-maker Holland Winchester.  His mother is certain that her neighbor Billy Holcombe has killed her son.  One of the first tasks for the sheriff, however, is to climb across the hills to visit Widow Glendower, the local wise woman or Cailleach, thought by some a witch, whom Rash introduces into the story from Celtic myth as a kind of seer, someone both venerated and feared in the community.  Widow Glendower is also associated with the Irish story of Fuin Mac Cumhal, who has the good fortune to capture the much sought Salmon of Knowledge that portends his future fame and glory.  In Rash’s story the Widow is associated with this mythic “knowledge.”  Amy Holcombe recalls a neighbor once seeing the Widow rise from a trout pool, “her body forming itself out of the water” (68).  Kara Baldwin references this Irish connection in Rash’s book and its association with Yeat’s poem “The Song of Wandering Aengus” (43).  The Widow Glendower knows all but tells the sheriff little, and Alexander reconciles himself to his cousin Billy Holcombe’s likely getting away with murdering a man that was more trouble for the community than the hard-working Billy.  Alexander is also haunted by his own past and failures, and at this point in his life, he wants to take stock and address some of those failures, chief of which is his disappointment to his father who wanted him to teach and work the family farm which is likely to be one of the casualties of Carolina Power’s future flooding of the valley.  “Right then I decided,” muses Alexander as he thinks about his father, “I wouldn’t run for re-election.  I’d serve out my term and then come back here and live with him.  I’d farm this land until Carolina Power ran us all out and drowned these fields and creeks and the river itself” (40).  Like most of us, Alexander doesn’t follow through with his good intentions, but this feeling of belonging to the land and to family, which Sheriff Alexander thinks he has betrayed, is “something deep inside us,” writes Rash.  “We had never said it, but we’d always believed no matter who else came into our lives—wives, children—we would always be that close” (19).  Alexander thinks about the irony of loss to folks in the valley:  “I thought of how the descendants of settlers from Scotland and Wales and Ireland and England—people poor and desperate enough to risk their lives to take the land, as the Cherokees had once taken it from other tribes—would soon vanish from Jocassee as well. . . . There would be no names left, because Alexander Springs and Boone Creek and Robertson’s Ford and Chapman’s Bridge would all disappear” (23).  However, Sheriff Alexander understands that nothing in this life “is solid and permanent.  Our lives are raised on the shakiest foundations.  You don’t need to read history books to know that.  You only have to know the history of your own life” (56).  

After she and Billy are not able to conceive, probably because of Billy’s bout with polio as a child, Amy Holcombe goes to see the Widow Glendower.   After trying other remedies with little positive effect, the Widow suggests that Amy “lie” with her neighbor Holland Winchester.  Though at first appalled by the idea, Amy does so for what she thinks is a greater good, and with a promise to Widow Glendower that she will ask for her help as “granny” when the child is born, Amy returns home to accomplish the deed.  She soon becomes pregnant, but when Holland unexpectedly comes to claim what he thinks is his—Amy and the child—he is shot by Billy.  Strangely, this traumatic event brings Billy and Amy closer as a couple, and they dispose of the body and cover their deed in a most remarkable way, thwarting Sheriff Alexander’s attempt to solve the mystery, though the deed is not without a cost to Billy’s conscience and health.  Shortly after Isaac is born, Amy goes back up the mountain to ask for Widow Glendower’s help for her husband who is gravely ill, but she is also worried that she will have to pay a price for reneging on her promise to allow the Widow to “granny” her son.  Billy’s health improves, and the years pass, their son Isaac growing into manhood and with each passing year resembling the Winchesters more and more.  As he grows up, Isaac becomes intrigued with his neighbor old Mrs. Winchester, who has silently watched him all these years . . . and he her, despite the admonitions of his mother.

The dénouement of the story occurs when Isaac is eighteen and Sherriff Alexander, who has been charged with clearing the few remaining residents from the valley, asks for Isaac’s help in getting Mrs. Winchester to leave her farm and go to a nursing home.  The old woman tells the sheriff that she will not go until she speaks with Isaac, who is helping his own family clear the last remaining personal items from their own farm.  Isaac thinks as he leaves his home, “I was learning that leaving a place wasn’t as easy as packing up and getting out.  You carried part of it with you, whether you wanted to or not” (170).  When Isaac follows the sheriff to Mrs. Winchester’s house, she tells the boy what others had suspected—that Billy is not his real father, but rather, her long-dead son Holland is Isaac’s father.  She doesn’t tell Isaac out of spite but because she knows that he is the only one who will bury his father: “If there was ever another way I’d have not told you . . . for you’ll have burdens enough in your life without this.  But you’re the only one that can do what’s got to be done. . . . You can’t let that lake cover up your daddy’s bones. . . . The dead can’t have no peace till they is proper buried.  You find your daddy, boy” (175-76).  Isaac is shocked and appalled and turns to run away, but not before his grandmother sets herself and her farmhouse on fire. As he and Sheriff Alexander fruitlessly attempt to save her, Alexander says to Isaac, “You did what you could. This is what she wanted, to die here where she lived her whole life.  I can understand that. . . . She’d have lasted a month at most in that nursing home” (178).  Isaac goes to Billy to ask for his help in accomplishing the charge Mrs. Winchester had given him, and without hesitation both Billy and Amy go with him through the road blocks, into the dangerous waters to retrieve the bones of Holland Winchester.  The finale of the tale, as is often the case with Rash’s novels, is both harrowing and vivid; and in the end there is not only destruction brought by the rising water but also atonement and perhaps redemption, a cosmological and theological complexity that interests Rash and for which he utilizes “water” as an emblem in both Raising the Dead and One Foot in Eden.  The fire and water that come together at the end of One Foot in Eden are echoed in “A Homestead on the Horsepasture” in Raising the Dead, where Rash writes:


Those last days he stayed to watch                                                                       


water tug his farm under                                                                                                                 

one row at a time, so slow                                                                                                                 

his eyes snagged no memory                                                                                                             

of what was lost, no moment                                                                                                            

he could say I saw it end.                                                                                                               

When little else showed but what                                                                                                      

his own hands had raised he soaked                                                                                              

house and barn with kerosene,                                                                                                   

shattered a lantern, and as                                                                                                                  

it burned the taste of ashes                                                                                                              

filled his mouth until nothing                                                                                                    

remained but what he cobbled                                                                                                        

out of creek stone he would leave                                                                                                    

for the water to reclaim.
“That the girl’s body is the Tamassee’s now, that the moment she stepped in the shallows she accepted the river on its own terms.  That’s what wilderness is—nature on its terms, not ours, and there’s no middle ground.” –Saints at the River (2004)

Rash tells us that the image which was impetus for his second novel, Saints at the River (2004), was “a child’s face looking up through water” (Kingsbury 2).  He also tells us that about six months before he began the book, “My son had been run over by a car.”  He recalls that, though his son wasn’t seriously hurt, he unconsciously found that he was writing about his “own fears as a parent . . . [and] just how tenuous and fraught those relationships are.”  Rash goes on to say that when he began the book, his own children were not much older than the child who becomes the center of the environmental debate that the book’s narrative is about.  Referencing his fears as a parent, Rash says: “It was almost—if I write about it, then it can’t ever happen” (Neufeld 12-13).  Though Saints at the River is certainly about the environmental issues that critics and reviewers have discussed, it is likewise a novel about family relationships, perceived failures, and guilt. Twelve-year-old Ruth Kowalsky has drowned in the Tamassee (Chattooga) River, her body trapped in an eddy.  A grieving mother and father vacationing from up North want to retrieve the body in order to bury their child.  What complicates the issue is the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act which forbids tampering with a protected river, so a debate begins in the community and in the state about what to do with the river.  On one side are land-developers and loggers like Harley Winchester, who are anxious for a road to be built into the wilderness in order to facilitate building a temporary dam that will allow the authorities to retrieve the body; once a road is built, this wild area could be opened up for development.  On the other side of the issue are people like Luke Miller, a river-rafter and conservationist, who knows that any incursion into the wilderness will only escalate to do damage to this area of extraordinary natural and scenic beauty.  Allen Hemphill and Maggie Glenn are sent by their editor in Columbia to cover the story, Allen to write the story and Maggie to take the photographs.  Maggie is narrator for the story and from whose point of view we generally see the narrative.  She has returned to the mountains after a ten-year absence, and like Allen carries plenty of baggage to this particular assignment—in his case, Allen lost a wife and child in an accident and his sympathies are clearly with the Kowalskys.  Maggie’s story is more complex, as she is grappling with her own estrangement from the mountains and from her father, whose negligence caused an accident and a disfiguring burn suffered by her brother. Her own guilt concerning the incident only complicates the issue with her father.  Maggie’s unforgiving nature, what one character calls her “emotionally frigidity,” is dealt with in the story, along with the debate over the destruction of the river.

In Saints at the River, Rash clearly portrays the spiritual, deific qualities of “water,” and that portrayal suggests again the “fearful symmetry” and moral complexity of the Universe and Nature.  When Luke Miller, Maggie’s mentor on the river ten years prior to the events of the book and a “John the Baptist” or saint figure, presents his arguments to protect the river even if it means that the Kolwalsky child will remain in its embrace for eternity, he tells Pete Brennon, who has argued for the plan to dam the river and who has challenged Luke to show some compassion for Ruth’s father: “I don’t have a daughter,” Luke says, “But if I did and she was dead and I knew there was nothing I could do to make her alive again, I can’t think of a place I’d rather her body be than in the Tamassee.  I’d want her where she’d be part of something pure and good and unchanging, the closest thing to Eden we’ve got left.  You tell me where there’s a more serene and beautiful place on this planet.  You tell me a more holy place, Mr. Brennon, because I don’t know one” (53).  Luke himself has wrestled with the river in the past, and Maggie recalls when the summer she worked with him, fresh out of Clemson and still idealistic, he had nearly drowned in the water.  As he kayaked through Bear Sluice after three days of rain, it was little wonder that he tumbled into a hydraulic, sucked into the water to the point that Maggie thought he would drown.  When he finally surfaced, she remembered: “The look on his face was more than just serene, it was beatific, like the faces of the raptured in Renaissance paintings.  I thought he might be in shock” (64).  Luke had told Maggie that he tucked his body only at the very last moment.  “Part of me,” he said, “wanted to stay. That hydraulic was like the still center of the universe. . . . It was like entering eternity. . . . That’s what the Celts believed—that water was a conduit to the next world.  Maybe they were right” (64).  Luke believes the river is the purest part of this world, the physical manifestation of God; he has drunk from the waters of the Tamassee, and when Maggie questions him about the wisdom of that, he responds, “This water’s from three springs, and everyone of them is on forest land.  It’s the purest water in the state. . . . Drink and be whole again . . .” (162).  Clearly, Rash associates water with baptism, with the spirit of the Universe, and with redemption.  On a weekend with Luke on the river, almost a decade before the events of the story—when Maggie has given herself to Luke and allowed herself to be absorbed by this extraordinary natural beauty around her—she recalls: “Everything, including Luke and me, shimmered in a golden light. . . . I was not just in the presence of something sacred and eternal but for a few seconds inside it.  ‘Spots of time’ was the phrase Wordsworth used for such moments’” (165).  So for Luke Miller, whose deep blue-green eyes were like the river, the “color of the Tamassee’s deepest pools on sunny days,” to commit Ruth Kolwalsky’s body to this water was about as holy a final resting place as one could wish.  

However, like any saint, Luke is an absolutist, with no room for compromise in his world, in his certainty; and while his summer with Maggie on the river ten years before was filled with wonder, he is not a man who can commit to others or share his life.  Luke, “son of a neurosurgeon and a University of Florida English professor” (51), Luke, who served a year in the Peace Corps in Biafra and who spent his life challenging the powerful and the spoilers of the Earth, is certainly a man that Maggie admires, man she once loved, but she also understands his limitations—an unwillingness to bend and a certain coldness, “emotional frigidity,” that Maggie has wrestled with herself.  Maggie says to Luke after they meet again over the Tamassee event, “Free to love or not love, care or not care. Free to find one good, pure thing in the world and save that thing.  That’s all you can do anyway.”  She says this to Luke as she looks across the river at a girl about her age when she had “read Luke’s books, slept in his bed.”  She says to Luke, “I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you. . . . Maybe you’ll have better luck with her.”  Luke blithely answers that perhaps he will: “Carolyn was majoring in chemical engineering when I met her, gearing up to spend the next thirty years as a lackey for Dow Chemical.  Now she is studying environmental law.”  Maggie retorts, “So you’ve saved her soul” (93).

Yet part of what Luke understands—that oneness with the Natural World and appreciation for both the land and the people of the Tamassee—Maggie has lost or at least become disconnected from in her years away from the mountains.  Her Aunt Margaret once suggested that she was “a wanderer”:  “It’s the way you look at the mountains; you want to know what’s on the other side.  And you’ll never come near being content till you do know” (67).  Maggie remembers her aunt’s telling her this when she was eight and blackberry picking on Sassafras Mountain.  And sure enough, her journey had taken her steadily eastward: “first to Clemson, then Laurens, and now Columbia. . . . a steady eastward migration toward Charleston [and] . . . the Atlantic Ocean” (68).  Maggie thinks about her anger at her father, the unsettled issues between them, and her attitude toward home: “I looked at the mountains and felt at ten what I should find a word for only years later—claustrophobic.  Because it felt as though the mountains had moved closer together . . . until they finally suffocated me” (130).  When she returns to the Tamassee to cover this story and stay with him after years of estrangement,  Maggie’s father is dying of cancer.  Her brother Ben has asked for her help in caring for him, and she has vacillated against coming back home.  She cannot forgive her father for leaving her brother and her alone with food cooking on the stove and the injury and years of suffering Ben endured because of the thoughtless accident, as well as what she believes is his willingness to allow her to assume the guilt for her brother’s accident.  On this journey back to the Tamassee, Maggie’s father has tried again and again to reconnect with her—“There’s things I got to say to you,” he says more than once, but Maggie doesn’t want to hear (175).  Finally, he confesses to her on the day after the final hearing about whether or not to dam the river: “There ain’t a day goes by I don’t think about me leaving you and Ben alone.  I forgot all about those beans on the stove.  I’d have never went to the store if I hadn’t. . . . Your Momma forgave me.  Your brother . . . forgave me.  But you ain’t and maybe God ain’t either” (175).

Reconciliation and redemption are thus as potent a part of Saints at the River as the environmental issues discussed in the book.  Despite her leaving the mountains, Maggie is a treasure trove of the lore and heritage of the region, whether she is talking about the Tamassee or about the tradition of “bonding fires” that were brought to Appalachia from Scotland, fires that traveled from village to village and across the Atlantic when the Scots emigrated to Charleston and to Philadelphia (111).  Slowly, Maggie begins to reconcile with her past and her family, and one night as she shares what a previous lover called her “character defects” with her colleague Allen Hemphill, in his own way as damaged as she from life’s disappointments and tragedies, a trout splashes to the surface of the river, snatching mayflies or caddis fly hatchling.  It is a good omen, and like the Celtic magic associated with fish, and it augers well for this moment of honesty between the Maggie and Allen.  Later, Maggie thinks after talking with her brother Ben about the “silence” that is characteristic of her family, about their inability to give “voice to the pain,” and her own need to leave home before she could find peace: “Maybe that was what happened when people grew up in a place where mountains shut them in, kept everything turned inward, buffered them form everything else.  How long did it take before that landscape became internalized” (149).   This sentiment echoes stories by Rash such as “Blackberries in June” in the Chemistry collection, where he explores some of those mountain characteristics that can be detrimental to individual growth and fulfillment.  This side of the mountain character, in the case of Maggie and her father that Celtic stoicism and silence,  is important to recognize, as Rash’s attempt not to over-romanticize Appalachian life and traditions.


Saints at the River reaches a climax with the release of a dramatic photograph that Maggie has taken of Mr. Kolwalsky’s silhouette against the river, under the headline: “Father Fights river and law to bring daughter home” (154)—though Maggie is not so sure that her work will serve the right cause once the photograph has been distributed.  Nonetheless, the image becomes almost iconic, working against the cause of the environmentalists.  Rash brings the novel to a dramatic end after Maggie’s father speaks eloquently against the damming of the river and the danger to the rescue volunteers that will still have to search for the child.  “We all make mistakes,” he says, “and sometimes we pay a high price for them. That girl made a mistake when she tried to cross that river, she paid the highest price of all” (168).  Mrs. Kowalsky speaks just as dramatically afterward, her words carrying the undercurrent of the kind of guilt and grieving only a parent might feel who thinks she has failed and thus lost her child: “. . . that vacation was my idea. . . . I thought a few days together would bring us closer as a family.  And it had. . . . I can only do one more thing for Ruth, and that is to get her out of the river, because it’s not just her body down there but her soul . . . a person is in purgatory until the body is given Last Rites” (172).   Mrs. Kowalsky is as sure of this assertion as is Luke that the river is the most appropriate tomb anyone could have.  The ruling that comes from the court to the community is in favor of a temporary dam, which as Luke knows is both a tenuous and faulty plan for a wild river during flood times.  The rains are too strong and at the very moment the diver slips into the water after the dam is constructed, the flimsy contraption breaks from the force of the water, and the diver, Randy Mosley, is drowned along with Ruth Kowalsky—both bodies now locked in the cold waters of the Tamassee.  

At the beginning of the novel Herb Kowalsky had complained about what he called the ineptitude of the rescuers of his daughter.  He says, “Maybe you hillbillies don’t know nearly as much about that river as you think” (56); and with that derogatory cut Maggie’s cousin Joel Lusk, Aunt Margaret’s youngest son, answers in a soft voice: “We know enough not to let a twelve-year-old girl wade out in the middle of [the river] during spring flooding” (57).  Later, Maggie’s father complains about the many hair-brained ideas suggested to get the child’s body out of the river, particularly by those folks from the outside always “coming up here to tell us how to do things.”  He says, “What they ought to do is what they done in the old days. . . . Throw a stick of dynamite in there and be done with it.”  At the end of the story, Randy Mosley, brother of the dead diver, wades into the river and heaves a stick of dynamite against the side of the falls, as Luke dives toward the spot, perhaps to sacrifice himself in order to save the river.  Maggie turns to look as the ground beneath her feet shakes and a “pool heaved upward like a geyser.”  As the onlookers stare from the river’s edge, Luke staggers to the opposite shore, “his face bloody,” while Preacher Tilson raises his hands to the sky . . . and the bodies of Randy Mosley and Ruth Kowalsky rise “from the pool’s depths into the light” (230).  As the pages of Rash’s novel come to a close, the river once again is left to sky and mountains, Luke goes on to other causes, and Maggie goes home to help her brother care for her dying father.
“Force is as pitiless to the man who possesses it, or thinks he does, as it is to its victims; the second it crushes, the first it intoxicates.  Those who use it and those who endure it are turned to stone.” –The World Made Straight (2006)
	
	

	
	



Invoking the grandeur of Handel’s Messiah and the moral rectitude of Dietrich Bonhoffer, The World Made Straight (2006) transcends the story of mountain drug culture that ostensibly provides its basic narrative, a subject that Rash has also explored in a variety of short stories including “Back of Beyond” and “Waiting for the End of the World” in the Burning Bright volume and  “Deep Gap” in the Chemistry collection. The first chapter of the novel was originally published in short story form as “Speckled Trout,” which won Rash an O. Henry Award.  The much expanded novel explores through the young protagonist in the short story many fundamental questions about good and evil and how good people can do unspeakable acts.  Rash has said that The World Made Straight “is really a book about Bosnia, Rwanda, what happened in Germany . . . [about] people who live in close proximity with each other for generations, and suddenly they turn on each other” (Neufeld 2).  Rash has also said that often when folks are talking about “the Holocaust,” they say they cannot understand how someone can “stand by and let that happen. . . . The truth is you don’t know what you would do until you are in that situation. . . .  It is in these moments of hopelessness that a Bonheoffer comes to mind.  He had to make a decision of courage for decency.  In the midst of a great darkness he stands as a powerful light” (Asfoxseesit 4).  As one turns the pages of Rash’s 2006 book, the words of Irish poet William Butler Yeats come to mind, from “The Second Coming”:  “The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere / The ceremony of innocence is drowned; / The best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity” (lines 5-8).

The donneé or seed for The World Made Straight came directly from Rash’s own family tree, with his great, great, great grandfather, a doctor named Joshua Candler, who served with Confederate troops and may have taken part in one of the darkest episodes of the war in North Carolina, known as the Shelton Laurel Massacre.  Like many Appalachians during the Civil War, Rash’s family was divided, with some Union and some Confederate sympathizers.  There were many bloody events that occurred throughout the region, but none rivaled what happened at Shelton Laurel on January 18, 1863.  A band of Unionist sympathizers in Madison County, denied food stores and salt by Confederate troops, raided supplies in Marshall and looted the home of Colonel Lawrence Allen, commander of the 64th Confederate North Carolina Regiment.  General William Davis assigned Lieutenant-Colonel James A. Keith to hunt down the looters.  Convinced that the insurgency was rampant in the county, Keith rounded up a number of the women in Shelton Laurel and attempted to torture them into identifying the hiding places of their husbands and sons.  Keith was able to turn up nothing more than a raggle-taggle group of old men and boys, whom he determined to march to East Tennessee.  When Governor Vance learned about the event, he sent orders that no harm should come to the Unionists, but after two of the captives escaped, Keith stopped the group in a field near Shelton Laurel and executed the remaining thirteen, including the three boys, one of whom was David Shelton.  Rash writes of the incident in his novel: 

The Shelton Laurel killings, especially the killing of David Shelton, could have been 


nothing more than a belief in Old Testament justice.  But the treatment of the dead 


implied something more than mere retribution.  A sergeant had danced on the 


bodies when they’d been dumped in a ditch, vowing to push them into hell.  By the 


time kin had gotten to the meadow, wild hogs had eaten one man’s head off.  The 


true object of war is the warrior’s soul, Simone Weil had claimed. (206)
The World Made Straight thus brings together time past and present  in Appalachia to create a riveting story about good people who “lack all conviction” and bad people “full of passionate intensity.”  Rash sets the story in the 1970s, a time when the mountain people were just beginning to fall victim to the drug culture that today ravages pockets of the region.  Rash says when he finished “Speckled Trout,” about Travis Shelton, who gets mixed up that drug culture of the region, he wasn’t ready to let go of the teenage protagonist: “I like[d] Travis,” he says after determining that the character would not survive in the short story; “I felt like I wanted him to live a little longer, see how things might turn out for him” (Neufeld 1).  Rash continues that at the time he “started thinking about the Shelton Laurel massacre” for his fiction, he had already published several poems about the event in Among the Believers (“Madison County, 1864” and “Allen’s Command”).  The massacre had long been in the back of his mind because of his own family connection.  Rash says, “I was always haunted by the idea . . . that [Dr. Joshua Candler, Rash’s relative and a Confederate soldier] very easily could have saved men that he later helped kill” (1).  Perhaps the most remarkable feature of the book, however, is the way Rash narrates the tale, moving backward and forward in time, and structuring the narrative around the poignant medical diary entries of Leonard’s great, great, great grandfather, whose words punctuate the story like the leitmotifs of a symphony.

When the book opens, Travis is a high school drop-out, disaffected from his father, basically a good-hearted kid, but, as his name suggests, he is at a cross-roads in his life and well on his way to veering away from the “straight and narrow.”  On a sultry summer afternoon of fishing on Caney Creek, he stumbles upon an illegal marijuana patch owned by Carlton Toomey, who turns out to be one of Rash’s most interesting villains, a man who has the voice of an angel and the violent and amoral potential of a Nazi thug.  Travis seizes his opportunity and steals some prime stalks to sell to Leonard Shuler, a small-time dealer who has taken up with a down-and-out, drug-addicted Dena.  Travis makes the mistake of trying to repeat his easy money adventure, revisiting the marijuana field where he is summarily caught in the bear-trap that has been set for him.  Toomey and his depraved son Hubert take the boy prisoner, but rather than kill him, they slice his Achilles tendon to scare him.  It appears that Travis’s daddy, now stern-faced and reformed, was once one of Toomey’s hooligan buddies.  The Toomeys drop the boy off at the hospital and tell him to learn well this lesson about paying debts.  Travis recovers to find himself more estranged from his father but closer to girlfriend Lori Triplett, a pretty, church-going girl from a poor family with her sights set on college and making something of herself . . . and, to Travis’ frequent irritation, making something of Travis as well.  Rash writes of girls like Lori, not unsympathetically:  “. . . they’d learned early on that any hope for a good life lay in a series of carefully planned steps, with no margin for error.  They always did their homework and kept themselves out of backseats on dates, knowing if they didn’t they’d end up with lives as tough and hopeless as their mothers, old women by age forty” (200).  When Travis leaves his angry father’s house and shows up at the doorstep of Leonard Shuler’s trailer, it is clear that he has reached a time in his life when he must make a choice about where he is headed and what he is to do with his life.  Leonard allows the boy to stay and is moved by Travis’s intelligence and potential, seeing much of himself in the boy, before he made the series of mistakes that put him into his situation today—where he has lost his job as a high school history teacher, his wife Kera, and his daughter Emily. 

While Leonard has always marched to a slightly different drummer, often running at odds with his principal and the county school superintendent and admitting to a rocky relationship with Kera, he had at one time been a loving father, an imaginative teacher who could make history come alive for his students, and a fundamentally good person.  When two students to whom he has given a zero stash marijuana in his car and notify authorities, Superintendent Trevor seizes the opportunity to rid the school of the perceived trouble-maker.  Leonard is humiliated in front of his class, cuffed and carried off to jail, and in the aftermath and his fatigue while being interrogated he admits guilt in order to save himself from going to jail.  This confession puts the nail in the coffin of his marriage, as Kera demands to know why he did not fight the charge.  “Why,” she asks her husband, “are you unable to do anything you might be held accountable for?  Are you that weak, that afraid? . . . Is it that you like being able to blame other people when things go wrong . . . . Or is it just selfishness?” (156).  She ultimately leaves Leonard, taking their child Emily, in large part because  of Leonard’s inability to make a choice, because of his passivity.  It is this moral indictment that Leonard faces through his relationship with Travis . . . and from which he eventually redeems himself.

As Leonard becomes closer to Travis and attempts to help him, he also helps himself.  He tutors Travis, who is studying for his GED, and nurtures his fascination with history, particularly his  own family history as a Shelton.  The two search for artifacts at Shelton Laurel, and Travis reads about the war and his family, gradually discovering a deeper sense of his own roots and self—though he is unaware of Leonard’s connection with the family who massacred his own.  Lori says perceptively to Travis: “When you went to live with Leonard I almost decided not to see you anymore . . . . I thought he’d change you for the worse, have you doing what he does.  But he’s never tried to do that,  has he? . . . He’s doing bad things but he’s not a bad person.  I’ve never known anybody like that” (132).  Eventually, Leonard straightens out his own life, by giving up his drug-dealing business, getting a job at the local library, and starting a college course that will certify him as a librarian, since he cannot go back to teaching because of his drug record.  He even saves enough money to make the journey to see his daughter Emily, who now lives half-way round the world in Australia where Kera has moved after remarrying.  All, however, runs amuck on the night of Travis’s graduation, when Lori plans a dinner with his parents.  When Mr. Shelton, who is a severe and uncompromising judge of his son, refuses to attend, Travis is furious.  He takes some of Dana’s pills to get high, goes drinking with his ne’er-do-well buddies, and finds himself back at Carlton Toomey’s farm where his buddies have taken him for “a good time.”  When he is encouraged to enjoy the bliss provided by Toomey’s resident whore, he discovers Dana, who has gotten herself involved with the Toomeys; she is drugged and tied to the bed.  Travis determines to find a way to free her, as she too has had to “pay” a severe price for her own indiscretions and involvement with Toomey’s illegal business.  

The end of the book details Dana and Travis’s escape and Leonard’s involvement.  There is a showdown at Shelton Laurel, with the indecisive and passive ex-school teacher in a position to shoot the Toomeys because he fears turning them in or spending his life looking over his shoulder for one of them to shoot him.  The extraordinary and violent ending of the book allows Leonard to pay the debt his relatives had owed to the Sheltons and to vindicate himself with Travis and his own past.  When the truck in which Leonard, Hubert, and Carlton Toomey are riding skids off an embankment into the river, Hubert is killed instantly, but both Carlton and Leonard are seriously injured.  Leonard thinks: “ . . . in the meadow [Shelton Laurel] Toomey had said that killing a person wasn’t an easy thing to do.  But killing someone was easier than a whole lot of other things in life. . . . So easy you could do it with no more than one finger pressing a small curve of metal or the jerk of a wrist.  Or simply doing nothing at all . . . just being there and letting it happen.”  Suddenly, the image of Dr. Candler comes into Leonard’s mind: “Joshua Candler had made the choice to side with the shooters that January morning . . . but what of his feelings those moments after Colonel Keith slashed the air with his sword? (282)  Leonard makes a decision that will allow Travis to be free of the Toomeys, perhaps give Dana a new life in Asheville, and free himself as well.  He decides not to pull himself back to the road and get help for Toomey, but to just rest quietly in the river.  Once again, Rash uses water as the demarcation between the physical and spiritual worlds.  Leonard lies down in the water, the river fog seeming to roll over his mind.  “After a while water gathered beneath him, lifting the weight from his body, lifting him away from the pain as well.  The water made a smoothing sound as it moved around and under . . . he knew the water would . . . carry him all the way down to Marshall and not only there but then into the French Broad and on west to the Ohio and the Mississippi, all the way to the ocean and then across the ocean and to the beach where Emily waited and he would have her tell him every single thing that had happened [since they had been apart]” (283).
“The photograph was of a young Serena Pemberton astride a huge white horse, an eagle on her right arm.  Standing beside her was a tall, powerfully built man.  In the background lay a wasteland of stumps and downed limbs whose limits the frame could not encompass.” –Serena (2008)

Ron Rash’s 2008 novel Serena illustrates wonderfully the lesson he learned from his gifted and illiterate grandfather, who never failed to change The Cat in the Hat each time he “read” to his grandson.  Finalist for the PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction in 2009, Serena is, without doubt, the most ambitious and creative of all Rash’s books.  Rash first tells the tale in a five-chapter novella, “Pemberton’s Bride,” included in the Chemistry collection; however, the story has a radically different ending in the short piece to illustrate the consummate amorality and basic instincts of its “anti-heroine,” Serena Pemberton.  It does share in common with the novel, however, the epiphany at the end of the tale,  when the ruthless logging magnate Pemberton “for the first time in memory . . . felt vulnerable, almost afraid” (“Pemberton’s Bride” 205).  Rash has said of Serena, “My title character Serena has no accountability; she is outside the pale of humanity” (Asfoxseesit 6), and it is in the creation of this extraordinary villain that Rash has given us much more than another tale of Appalachian environmental disaster, though that is an important part of the story.  Many reviewers and critics have missed the point about Serena, calling her a “modern woman” who “wears men’s clothes, has trained an eagle to eat rattlesnakes, and rides an impressive stallion [sic].”  Much is likewise made of “Serena’s relationship with Pemberton” as “that of a strong woman,” equal to her man, “and in some instances Serena stands up and seems to be the more powerful member of the pair” (Gale 4).  Rash did not create Serena as an emblem for “the new woman,” a topic hotly debated in the 1920’s and 30’s but not by Rash in this book;  indeed, he created Serena quite deliberately in the mold of Lady Macbeth, a dramatic anti-heroine in the tradition of Classical Greek tragedy, which inspired Shakespeare—but not as a “Lady Macbeth” that expresses the Renaissance male fear of the strong, devouring female, that castigating femme forte.  Likewise, into the mix, Rash gives us a degree of Gothic romance in the book, with its mysterious murders and unsettlingly happenings—as he deconstructs Lady Macbeth in the guise of a twentieth-century robber baroness, who, when finished despoiling the landscape and willing her way to power in the North Carolina mountains, goes on to São Paolo, Brazil, to team up with the boys of a “like minded vision,” as Rash has said (Asfoxseesit 6).

From the opening pages of the book, Rash carves a portrait of an unforgettable character, describing Serena’s arrival as bride of Pemberton, to find waiting for them at the Waynesville Depot Rachel Harmon, pregnant with Pemberton’s child, and her irate father who intends to gut the villain who seduced his daughter and cannot even recall her name.  Unperturbed by the revelation, Serena tells Harmon, “You’re a lucky man . . . . You’ll not find a better sire to breed her with”;  and turning to a trembling Rachel, she adds, “But that’s the only one you’ll have of his.  I’m here now.  Any other children he has will be with me” (7).  When Pemberton eviscerates Harmon, carving his intestines from his body like an efficient caesarian delivery, Serena picks up Harmon’s expensive bowie knife and gives it to Rachel.  “Here,” she tells the young woman; “Sell it . . . . That money will help when the child is born.  It’s all you’ll ever get from my husband and me” (10), and so begins this dramatic and tragic tale of unbridled hubris and limitless ambition, set in Depression-era North Carolina, where one set of industrialists quest to establish a national park in the Great Smoky Mountains while another wishes to deface the landscape by cutting down the all the trees.  Referencing both his own personal failures and those of magnates like Rockefeller whose wealth had helped to purchase land for the park that Pemberton wants for his timber business, Serena tells Horace Kephart, one of the park’s founders: “My experience has been that altruism is invariably a means to conceal one’s personal failures” (136).  In another instance, Serena’s bluntness is directed toward the wealthy Cecils of Asheville as they display a Renoir from their prized art collection.  Nodding condescendingly toward the sweet pastels of the famed French Impressionist, Serena says: “He strikes me as a painter for those who know little about painting.  I find him timid and sentimental, not unlike the Currier & Ives print in the other room” (140).  Serena continues as someone defends the art collection as “an impressive way to leave one’s mark on the world”: “‘There are better ways,’ Serena said, lifting Pemberton’s hand in her hers to rub the varnished mahogany, ‘Right Pemberton?’” (140-41), and Serena’s obsession with expanding their timber dynasty to the mahogany jungles of Brazil is kindled.

Pemberton and his wife Serena are ruthless in their quest for power and expansion of their “empire,” and anyone or anything that stands in their way will be eliminated; foremost in her gun-sight is Rachel Harmon, who attempts to eke a living from the little farm left by her father.  Rash says of Rachel, who functions as a character antithesis to Serena: “Rachel for me is more interesting than Serena, in the way her character develops” (Asfoxseesit 6).  Rachel’s biblical name, suggesting purity and one who is deceived and outcast, is Old Testament, as is her son Jacob, referencing the child who must struggle for his birthright.  “Serena,” says Rash, “is very much a story about who has the birthright” (6).   Rachel changes from the shy, almost nondescript victim of Pemberton’s profligacy to a fully fleshed-out and immensely appealing character.  She struggles to keep the cabin repaired, farm going, and her child alive, but she must sell the livestock for a tombstone for her father, remembering to honor him despite his harshness and sternness.  It was he who cared for her when Rachel’s mother left their cove and the mountains that always seemed too cold and claustrophobic.  Rachel is helped and advised by Widow Jenkins, who tells her about her mother and her attempt to take Rachel with her when she left. “It would have been wrong to take you away from these mountains,” Widow Jenkins tells Rachel, “because if you’re born here they’re a part of you.  No other place will ever feel right” (197).  Widow Jenkins watches over Jacob when Rachel goes back to work for Pemberton.  Though doing so is an affront to Rachel’s sensibilities, it is the only decent job available, and she will do whatever is necessary to support her child and keep the two of them from starving.  Ill and fever-ridden herself, she treks into town at one point in the story, to carry her sick son to Dr. Harbin.  Harbin says to her, “You must love that child dear as life.”  Rachel’s answer marks the depth and growth of her character: “I tried not to . . . I just couldn’t find a way to stop myself” (97).   When Serena suspects that Rachel’s child has caught the attention and affection of her husband, she sets her henchman Galloway after Jacob and his mother with a vengeance, in what will become the most exciting and suspenseful conclusion of any of Rash’s trademark, virtuoso conclusions.  Rachel’s struggle and her goodness are set in juxtaposition and contrast to Serena’s slick villainy, and the two women function as polar symbols in the novel.

As Serena and Pemberton, both outsiders in the region, set about to create their logging empire, he at first appears to be her equal.  He is strong, capable, ruthless, and every inch the man to inherit his father’s rough business and to husband Serena.  Pemberton had traveled to Boston after his father’s death to settle his affairs when he meets Serena, or that is, when Serena asks to be introduced to him at one of their New England socialite gatherings.  Pemberton remembers this propitious introduction, at the beginning and again at the end of the novel—the first recalling is with some pride that Serena had chosen him and the latter remembered with some trepidation.  Mrs. Lowell, his hostess, had told him, “There’s a woman here who wishes to be introduced to you, Mr. Pemberton . . . .  She has frightened off every other bachelor in Boston.”   When Pemberton reminds Mrs. Lowell that he is not a man easily frightened by a woman, she proceeds to lead him in Serena’s direction, saying—“Let us go meet her then.  Just remember you were warned, just as I’ve warned her” (19).  Within a short time, the two are wed, Serena’s wedding ring “like his in every detail except width” (5).  Their relationship is egalitarian and remarkable, and Pemberton, who had been with many women, had never known a woman like Serena: “The women he’d known before Serena had been shy with their bodies, waiting for a room to darken . . . but that wasn’t Serena’s way.”  Their making love was like nothing he had ever experienced: “Pemberton would hear their quick breaths and not know which were Serena’s and which his.  A kind of annihilation, that was what Serena called their coupling” (20).  In a reference fitting for a scene from Shakespeare, Serena says of their two natures: “Fire found fire when Pemberton and I met, and that will be the humour of our child” (188).  When Serena almost bleeds to death after their son is still-born, it is Pemberton’s blood in a transfusion that saves his wife, and when he is mauled by a bear, it is her bullet than brings down the beast.  Serena proves herself every bit as competent in running their rugged and rough business as Pemberton, having been raised by her father, a Colorado lumber magnate, to look men in the eye and get on in a man’s world; and her knowledge of their business quickly wins the respect and then the fear of the common workers in the camp, as well as Pemberton’s business cronies.  When the men see her ride across the track on her enormous “Arabian gelding,” an appropriate animal for her service, they are in awe of her; when she rids the hills of the rattlesnakes by training an imported eagle for that purpose, they are grateful; and when she saves the life of one of Pemberton’s henchmen, Galloway, whose hand is hacked off by an ax, both Galloway and his mother become not only indebted but devoted to Serena and whatever dark deed she conjures—and conjure she does, as Rash’s Euripides-fashioned retelling of Shakespeare’s Macbeth unfolds itself as Appalachian Gothic.

If Pemberton has all the natural qualities to be the king of their empire—ambition, hubris, ruthlessness—how does Serena serve as his Lady Macbeth, as catalyst to bring forth their dark labors?  She is, like Lady Macbeth, barren, and after she almost dies giving birth to their still-born son, Serena accepts that fact stonily, saying to Pemberton: “Your blood merged with mine. . . . That’s all we ever hoped for anyway” (210).  Though she is hardly cast in the mold of “modern woman” (Serena is something primeval and beyond one sex or the other), she, like Lady Macbeth the ultimate femme forte, has “unsexed” herself so that she is capable of the work before her.  Rash stresses Serena’s ability to calculate the harvesting productivity of a stand of timber, and he notes her “rational” and cool demeanor in a disaster: she is the person Pemberton, or anyone, would want beside him if he were trapped in a foxhole with gunfire all around.  Serena is fearless, with almost a kind of purity in her Wille zur Macht; and she will let absolutely nothing get in the way of what she wants.  Rachel thinks about Serena on her Arabian gelding, heeding nothing or no one in her path: “She and that gelding would go right over whoever got in their way and not give the least notice they’d trampled someone into the dirt” (132).  Like Lady Macbeth, Serena “murders sleep,” as she is up night after night with her eagle, mastering it, teaching it to hunt down the rattlesnakes that plague the men, though it is not guilt that makes her sleepless.  She is both sleepless and monomaniacal in her pursuits, particularly as they begin to necessitate one murder after another to eliminate enemies and to enable her and her husband to buy up land slated to become part of the national park that she and Pemberton attempt to defeat: Campbell, Dr. Cheney, Buchanan, Harris and finally the Widow Jenkins, who had befriended Rachel—one by one they fall to the Pembertons’ dark ambition.  Serena raises a glass to toast her husband: “To partnerships,” she says, “and all that’s possible. . . . The world is ripe, and we’ll pluck it like an apple from a tree” (340).  

As long as Pemberton is her equal and her match, the blood of both running in Serena’s veins, Serena champions him; but toward the end of their dark tragedy, when she learns that he may have feelings for his son by Rachel, the only son who has lived, she no longer sees the two as one or he as worthy of her vision.  Serena begins to suspect that her husband has not the stomach for all that needs to be done on the night she determines that their business partner Harris, whom she feels has made them vulnerable, must be eliminated.  “It’s like an infection, Pemberton,” she tells him. “If you don’t cauterize it, then it spreads.  It won’t be that way in Brazil.  Our investors will be a continent away.”  When she cannot get her husband to respond, she asks him: “Isn’t that what we want?”  When Pemberton answers, “You’re right,” she looks at him with eyes of steel: “Whether it’s right wasn’t my question” (244).  Serena walks away to make arrangements with Galloway to kill Harris, and Pemberton is glad of the dark for he knew “if he could see Serena’s face it would be just as placid, no different than if she were sending Galloway to Waynesville to mail a letter” (244).  It is, however, Sheriff MacDowell, who has carefully gathered the evidence to prove that the Pembertons are murderers, who tells Serena that Pemberton has provided the money that Rachel used to evade Galloway and escape with her son to a place where she can never be found.  MacDowell, unlike Macduff who kills Macbeth, does not slay Pemberton directly but indirectly, knowing this information he tells her about Rachel and Jacob will enrage Serena.  Sheriff McDowell knows that the politically powerful Pembertons will be difficult to convict.  He tells Pemberton, “Do you people think you can do anything? . . . I can’t do anything about Campbell or Cheney or Harris, but I vow I’ll do something about the murder of an old woman, and I’ll not let a mother and her child be killed” (255).  MacDowell keeps his promise, as he is certain that Serena will accomplish the task for him—if he cannot bring them both down, at least he can kill Pemberton, which he manages to get Serena to do for him.


It has been argued that Serena, perhaps a better Medea than a Lady Macbeth, is a far more potent villain than Lady Macbeth, who at least suffers some guilt that she cannot “wash away.”  However this may be true, as long as Pemberton follows her “pure” vision of power, she reveals genuine affection for him.  Indeed, Serena even sheds a tear when she thinks she might have lost Pemberton in the bear mauling incident: “Pemberton watched tears well up in Serena’s eyes,” Rash writes. But in the seconds it takes for her to turn to wipe the tears with her coat sleeve, she looks again dry-eyed, with Pemberton wondering “if his muddledness had caused him to imagine the tears” (73).  Other elements from Shakespeare (and from his Greek antecedents) are present in the tragedy.  For example, the witches’ prophesy appears in the form of the old crone, Mrs. Galloway, who tells the fortunes of Serena’s guests at a dinner party. When Serena tells her husband to “ask her how you’ll die,” Mrs. Galloway responds by saying, “They ain’t one thing can kill a man like you” (344).  Indeed, this prophesy proves true when Serena arranges for no “one thing” to kill her husband, but a series of things (349-67).  Ross, Steward, Snipes, Henryson, and the whole motley cast of Scot-Irish who make-up and oversee the crew, man the skidders, wield the axes, and lay the train tracks, who talk and comment about the Pembertons and who observe their malevolent machinations, also function as a kind of Greek chorus in the tragedy—their comments and pronouncements important to help us digest the dark deeds themselves, sometimes to offer comic relief; but always they are necessary to our understanding of the actions and motivations that drive the Pembertons, who are larger than life as dramatic characters in the sense of Greek tragedy.

Rash has said many times that the biblical influence on him is mostly Old Testament, and this is certainly the case in Serena.  Like One Foot in Eden, Saints at the River, and The World Made Straight, Serena is about much more than the environmental and personal struggles at hand.  The character Serena has a personal code of conduct that is beyond the pale, with an almost purity in her villainy and vision of the world.  When she has accomplished her work in North Carolina, after the Smokey Mountain Park has been established and the land no longer up for raping and plundering, at least by timber magnates, she moves on just as planned, though without Pemberton, to create an even larger empire in South America.  Suggesting her new business partner in Brazil is the Nazi Joseph Mengele and the West German Tractor Company, which some suspected bankrolled his business interests in São Paulo after the war, Rash has said about the book and its amoral heroine, “My clear implication is Serena has found her own kind in a community of like minded vision” (Asfoxseesit 6).  The intriguing “coda” at the end of the book details a 1975 article in Life Magazine, written in an almost “elegiac tone” and over-brimming with admiration for a woman who had quietly created an empire of which the western world might well be proud.  Ever expanding her realm and business interests, the article details a new partnership that Mrs. Pemberton has planned with “a West German tractor company,” that will enable her to purchase vast tracks of “brazilwood in Pernambuco” (169).  The article is picked up and read by “a woman in Seattle,” whose only son sits with her each day as she as she awaits a heart operation and to whom she shows the article.  A month later, Mrs. Pemberton and her loyal body guard, a man with one hand who rarely leaves her side, are found murdered in her home by a dark stranger who looks remarkably like the handsome man in the picture, standing beside her as she sits on a the Arabian gelding in front of a vast wasteland of stumps and broken trees.  Old Testament judgment, Appalachian  revenge,  or necessary expediency . . . Ron Rash will not spell out the meaning, but there is power in the words.
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