Wiley Cash and the Gastonia Novels: The Ties that Bind and the Prominence of Place

By Sylvia Bailey Shurbutt

As one reads the stories of Wiley Cash, looks at his evolution as a writer over the past decade, a singular characteristic over-shadows all the other excellent qualities of Cash’s writing: that is, his devotion to place, the quality that has most shaped him as a writer.  In a Bookbrowse interview with Lisa Guidarini, Cash said this about the prominence of place in his writing: “I think place is probably the strongest aspect of my writing, at least I hope it is anyway.  When I wrote Land I was trying to recreate western North Carolina because I missed it so much.  I was living in southwest Louisana, and I found myself homesick for those mountains, seasons, and fresh water.”  Cash continues, “When I wrote the novel, I got to go back there.”                                                                                                                                                                 

Wiley Cash was born September 7, 1977, in Fayetteville, North Carolina, in the sand-hills of the coastal plain, on the banks of Cape Fear River; but his family moved early on to Gastonia, North Carolina, where he grew up in the Piedmont area of southern Appalachia.  Gastonia was famous as a mill-town and the center of the textile mill culture of the early Twentieth Century.   It was the setting for the 1929 Loray Mill strike, and singularly important in propelling that segment of the labor movement to national prominence.  Many of the workers were share croppers or failed farmers who provided a work force during and after the first World War, which saw the piedmont area of Southern Appalachia come into economic prominence.  Today Crowder Mountain looms within the confines of Gastonia’s city limits, not far from famed Kings Mountain.  This historical prominence and natural beauty of the region captured the imagination of Wiley Cash, who comes from a long line of Appalachian storytellers, which is to say, as Cash clarifies: “I come from a long line of liars” (“Meet Wiley Cash” 2).
Cash’s grandfather Harry Eugene Wiggins, from a South Carolina mill town called Enoree, was one of the earliest storytellers or “liars” to make an impression on a young writer-in-waiting.  Cash shares the story of his grandfather’s telling his older sister that elves lived in a bush at the side of their house, and if she were quiet and patient she might get a glimpse some cool summer evening.  Cash recalls his sister “sitting for hours by that bush, waiting for those elves to come out.  She’s still regarded as the best-behaved of the three of us.”  His own father wasn’t above a tall-tale or two, once sharing with his son his version of how RC Cola got its name—that is, after his own name, Roger Cash.  When the eager boy went to school the next day and attempted to repeat the story during sharing time, his teacher reported to his mom that Wiley “had a shaky relationship with the truth.” Cash confesses, “She was right, and it wouldn’t get much steadier” (“Meet Wiley Cash” 2-3).
 
Cash attended the University of North Carolina, Asheville, for his BA degree in English, and then went on to UNC, Greensboro, to finish his MA, with the idea of becoming a fiction writer.  But like so many Appalachian writers who achieve success, he had to leave the region to find a way to capture it.  In 2003, he decided to attend the University of Louisiana at Lafayette in order to get a Ph.D. in English and creative writing, but his immediate goal was to study fiction writing with Ernest J. Gaines, the university’s writer-in-residence.  Gaines showed him that his stories were “placeless,” that they could have been written about anywhere in the country, in the world for that matter, but they achieved no evocation of place.  Cash found that living in Cajun country, “where the accents, music, and food struck [him] as strange and foreign,” he was suddenly able to “see and hear all the things” he’d left behind.  So he re-read Look Homeward, Angel and just about everything else he could get his hands on that featured home and mountains, and the words allowed him to visualize place: “I couldn’t go to the top of Beaucatcher Mountain and look down through October leaves to see the city of Asheville at sunset. But, when I opened the pages of Look Homeward, Angel, I could.”  Cash talked about his quest for place and home with his teacher Gaines, who shared his own story of leaving the plantation west of Baton Rouge, where his parents were sharecroppers, and moving to California to go to school and grow up away from Jim Crow—always with the rural South present in his mind, however.  Gaines too found that when he read about home, it became suddenly real, visible, audible, and a place to write about and allow his characters to live and experience as he remembered (“Why I Write About North Carolina” 5-8).  
While in Dr. Reggie Young’s African American literature class at the University, the idea for his first novel came to Cash.  The class was reading James Baldwin’s Go Tell It on the Mountain, when Dr. Young shared a news clipping about an autistic African American boy who was smothered at a church service on Chicago’s South Side during a healing service. This story began to settle in Cash’s imagination.  Then Gaines, who had been suggesting to Cash that “place” be a familiar landscape in his stories, invited a group of students to spend the weekend at his own family home, a home built on land next to where the farm had stood where his parents had worked and where he had spent his childhood.  Visiting an old cemetery nearby, Gaines pointed out to Cash a grave marker and told him, “You remember Snookum from A Gathering of Old Men?  He’s buried right over there” (Guidarini 4).  After that weekend as he was driving back to the University, across that endless flat land in the fading light of dusk, Cash found that when he squinted his eyes and stared at the cloud bank on the horizon, he could almost see the mountains near Asheville.  Thinking again of the news clipping of the child smothered in the healing service, he conjured a story unfolding back home, with a local sheriff and a troubling past, a mother who would be torn between following a charismatic preacher and protecting her developmentally impaired son, and a protective little brother who would imbue the story with a deeper level of empathy and sympathy—a timeless tale that explores the dangers of following a leader whose charisma exceeds his moral fiber.  Cash understood that he could indeed “go home again,” when words and storytelling took him there; but his first Appalachian novel was written in a land of flat fields and bayous, a world far away from Asheville or Gastonia.
During the five years he was in Louisiana and writing about home, Cash began to find tangible and profound solace in his memories and recollections: “From my desk in Louisiana I pondered the silence of snow covered fields.  While living in a place that experiences only summer and fall, I watched the green buds sprout on the red maples, and I was there when their leaves began to shrivel before giving way to the wind.  I lived in two places at once, and it was wonderful” (Guidarini 4).  Cash told Lisa Guidarini that he “became a southern writer because [he] wanted to recreate the South” he knew, but also because he wanted to learn from those writers he admired: Toni Morrison, Russell Banks, Charles W. Chesnutt, Kaye Gibbons, Flannery O’Connor, and Bobbie Ann Mason.  He told Lisa Guidarini how important the voices of his own characters are to him, their speech, dialect—but significant as well is the Southern style of storytelling: “Rarely are these stories told in a linear fashion; very often the storytelling is circular or digressive” (1).  He points to the example of Kaye Gibbon’s  Ellen Foster, “and the way Ellen, as the novel’s narrator, moves chronologically with long stream-of-consciousness digressions.  The novel reads as if Ellen is telling the reader her story as it comes to her” (1).
A Land More Kind Than Home was not an easy novel to write, even after Cash began to hear the narrative voices and see the places associated with home, Gastonia, North Carolina.  When Cash drafted the first version of the book in 2004, as a short story, he told the tale from the point of view of the boy’s grandfather, who narrated the story of his autistic grandson who was asphyxiated during a church healing service.  Cash understood later, however, that the story was much larger than this one character’s perception.  So he determined to make Christopher “Stump” Hall’s death the center of several different narratives, specifically the stories of three individuals: the autistic boy’s younger brother Jess Hall; the wise “granny” woman Adelaide Lyle, who had brought several generations of mountain children into the world; and Sheriff Clem Barefield, a man with his own complex connection to the Hall family and carrying emotional baggage that would give the tale tragic dimensions at the story’s end.   Each narrator would be able to shed light on different aspects of the tragedy of Christopher’s untimely death and represent different levels of profundity.  Adelaide in some degree represents the community and understands the history of the church and the dark duality and nature of its leader Carson Chambliss.  Jess humanizes his autistic brother for the reader and is the link between what went on behind the shrouded windows of the church and the hypocrisy and utter evil of Chambliss.  Sheriff Clem Barefield provides the resolution for a story whose center hangs on the themes of guilt and forgiveness, and reveals the human side of sin as it contrasts with the inhumanity of a sinful character like Chambliss.  Clem tries to make sense of his neighbors who fall deeply under the spell of a religious hypocrite: “People out in these parts can take hold of religion like it’s a drug, and they don’t want to give it up once they’ve got hold of it.”  Clem continues, “It’s like it feeds them, and when they’re on it they’re likely to do anything these little backwoods churches tell them to do. Then they’ll turn right around and kill each other over that faith, throw out their kids, cheat on husbands and wives, break up families” (97-98).
One particular hurdle for Cash was how to convey the thoughts of a small boy and his perception of such tragic and complex “adult” events, events that would precipitate not only the loss of his brother, whom Jess feels very protective of, but also the disintegration of his family and everything that is dear to him, all in a matter of six days and right before his very eyes.  Cash tells interviewer Carla Whitley that he struggled with this challenge and the different narrative voices from 2004 until February 2010, when he gave the manuscript to an agent who submitted it in late October to an editor who purchased it outright with a two-book deal.  In between were a host of set-backs and challenges, revisions and re-revisions, all of which at any point could have led him to throw up his hands but, at the same time, turned Wiley Cash into the extraordinary writer that he has become.  For example, similar to Flannery O’Connor, he wanted to tell this story about religious fundamentalism without the caricature and stereotype that often goes with that territory.  He told Whitley, “I want readers to care about the characters I’ve spent time and energy . . . creating.  I want them to feel they have a stake in the characters’ lives because they see something of themselves in them, especially the worst characters.  It’s hard to be invested in the lives of caricatures; it’s almost impossible to care about what happens to stereotypes” (Whitley 2).
Another difficulty was to convey the story through such different and unique voices.  “The biggest challenge,” Cash told Whitley, “was staying clear on what each narrator knows at each point in the story, a problem amplified by the fact that the novel takes place over six days” (3).  Cash solved the difficulty by constructing calendars for his sequence of events.  “Toward the end of the revision process,” he recalled, “I made calendars to track the development of the story over those six days.  I really wish I’d done that earlier.  Structuring a novel is a lot like solving an equation, and it helps me to see all the values and integers in the visual equation instead of trying to keep them straight in my head” (3).  The planning, the persistence, the patience paid off, and A Land More Kind Than Home, Cash’s first novel, met with uncommon critical success.  It appeared on The NY Times bestsellers list in hardcover, paperback, and e-book format.  The Times also named A Land More Kind Than Home an Editor’s Choice and a Notable Book for 2012.  The book was included on the Library Journal, Kirkus Reviews, and Books-a-Million List of Best Books for 2012, as well as receiving the American Booksellers’ Association’ Debut Fiction nomination.  However, the singular honor of its being a finalist for the PEN/Robert W. Bingham Prize and receiving a nomination for the Weatherford Fiction Award convinced Cash, who was called “a liar” when he told stories as a child, that “if you can keep telling stories and wait . . . people will eventually call you a writer.” 
If ever there were reason to pay attention to the epigraph of a book, this is it.  Coming from Thomas Wolfe’s You Can’t Go Home Again, the quote points directly to the death of the autistic child, at the center of Cash’s book: “[Death is] to lose the earth you know, for greater knowing . . . to find a land more kind than home, more large than earth.”  Adelaide Lyle brought Christopher “Stump” Hall into this world, and she had been a pillar of the community and of the church, renamed from French Broad Church of Christ to River Road Church of Christ in Signs Following.  Certainly, Carson Chambliss, who changes the church’s name, has been a follower of signs, though his interpretations are often dependent upon his own self-interest.  Chambliss is a case study in the dangers of following a charismatic, but morally empty and corrupt leader; and Adelaide is wise enough to see through the sham preacher.  Chambliss found his way to the North Carolina community some ten years earlier when a meth explosion and the death of a 16-year-old runaway girl in Georgia sent him to jail for three years and left him with a badly burned body that he said had purified him “from the sins of the world” (107).  The North Carolina congregation he leads follows the signs and lives with Chambliss on the dangerous side of belief.  Sheriff Clem Barefield tries to understand the power that Chambliss holds over his followers—“there was nothing outside of solitary confinement that could keep those folks away from him” (108).  Clem ponders how truth is manipulated, stretched, and provided with convenient alternatives: “A bad burn from a meth house explosion in north Georgia becomes a sign of holiness and power in western North Carolina.  It was all in who told the story” (109).  Clem recalls the story of farmer Gillum’s barn, which Gillum sets afire when Chambliss tells him the devil expunged from the farmer’s troubled daughter has run into the barn; and it is clear that the devil is not only in the barn but in these hills as well.
When Adelaide takes Chambliss to task for the death of Sister Molly Jameson from a copperhead bite during a service some years before, he tolerates her hard words and her insistence on taking the children out of the service and away from the dangerous habits of the adults in his congregation; but the midwife is marked as an enemy and knows she must tread lightly as this congregation will not be shaken from their belief in the power of signs and of Preacher Chambliss.  By the time Chambliss comes between Julie and Ben Hall, Jess’s parents, the preacher is virtually impervious to criticism or censure, even when sinister events happen with increasing frequency behind the newspaper lined church windows that keep peering eyes out, though not necessarily those of little boys.  On a day that the Preacher has come to instruct Julie Hall in the power of his word and flesh, Stump and Jess return early from play to find their parents’ bedroom door shut.  Stump peers through the window to see and is caught by the preacher; and though the boy cannot speak, he too is marked to die, as is his father Ben, who encounters a rattler inside the barn door, just “waiting” for the unsuspecting farmer (77).  While Ben is unaware of the real snake that has entered his garden, Jess begins to fear for his autistic brother, particularly after he watches the attempt to cast out the “demon” that supposedly keeps Stump from speaking.  As Jess watches this event from a fissure in the window coverings, he calls out to Julie, “Mama,” but Julie thinks it is her oldest boy Christopher who speaks for the first time; and she is enthralled by the power of Chambliss and the church for her son.  When Stump is killed in the next attempt to cast out the demons from his body, Sheriff Barefield is called to investigate, and little by little he strips away the half truths that have deluded the loyal but misdirected congregation.
Cash might have written just any dark story about Appalachian snake-handlers and misguided congregants, but the addition of Clem Barefield adds to the tale a deeper level of profundity and an element of Shakespearean tragedy with all of the ironic undertones of the classical tragic ending and resulting carnage.  In some ways, A Land More Kind Than Home is a story about fathers and sons and the deep ties that bind them.  Clem Barfield lost his son when Jimmy Hall was boss of a rural electric lineman team which Clem’s son was part of on the day he was killed in a work-related accident.  To make matters worse, Hall left the scene and was found drunk by Barefield who had to investigate his own son’s death.  Clem’s boy and Ben Hall had been boyhood friends, and Clem felt an affection for young Ben who was fathered by the abusive Jimmy Hall; but when the elder Hall returns to his family after many years, right in the middle of the horrific tragedy of Stump’s death, he is repentant and determined to make amends.  Clem thinks about Jimmy Hall: “I’ve heard it said before that those who don’t learn from the past are bound to repeat it.”  But Clem also understands the paradox that the “past will just weigh on you if you spend too much time remembering it” (158).  When Jimmy Hall comes back into his son’s life to make amends, he tells young his grandson Jess, heart-broken over the death of his brother Stump and who feels a strong affinity with his grandfather, “You can keep his memory . . . that’s the best way to hold on to folks” (153). 
When Clem answers the call to the Hall farm to intervene in the ensuing tragedy, Jess has already told his father what he and Stump had seen through the bedroom window, and Julie Hall has already left with Chambliss whose child she now carries.  As Clem tries to stop the rage of Ben toward his wife and the preacher, he raises his gun to bring down Ben Hall, though he finds later that the barrel of Ben’s rifle was empty.  Jess watches his father fall to the ground, sees his mother and the preacher covered in their own blood; and Clem Barefield feels an irredeemable pain at finding he had no real need to shoot Ben Hall.  At last, as the tragedy comes to a close, the two fathers face each other, fate and circumstance having taken both their sons.  Adelaide Lyle has the final word: “These two men who’d hated each other for so long stood there side by side with nothing but their dead sons in common between them, both of them having believed, at least at one time or another, that the other man was to blame.  They hated each other until they were both broken, and I reckon that’s when they decided it was time to leave all that behind and get on with healing” (304-05).
The healing that comes at the end of A Land More Kind Than Home extends to the community as well as to the two fathers who lose their sons; and the old newspapers that covered the church windows are all torn away so that Adelaide can once again “see through the windows of [her] church” (305).  The children come back into the church, Jimmy Hall takes his place with his grandson as part of the congregation, and Adelaide says, “This is a good place now, without no snake boxes, no musty smells of shed skin, no noisy rattles kicking up from places you can’t see” (306).  To some degree, though Wiley Cash certainly concedes that human beings often make a royal mess of their lives, the role of circumstance, even happenstance, casts its shadow across the fate of his characters.  Like the tale of the Confederate boy strung up by the community that had once protected him, an innocent little boy such as Christopher “Stump” Hall is just “someplace he shouldn’t have been, and sometimes that’s enough” (213).
The donné or story seed for Cash’s second book evolved from several sources that blended in his imagination to create This Dark Road to Mercy.  In “On Writing This Dark Road to Mercy,” Cash tells the story of his wife who had been a talented softball player as a child but didn’t know how to slide into base; so accompanied by an encouraging and devoted father, she would practice on the field behind her school.  The image of the two, father and daughter, taking “turns sliding into third base” was “emotionally touching,” and Cash determined he wanted to write about that kind of relationship—between a father and a daughter.  He nursed an image in his mind of a little girl “out there playing ball with her friends one day after school, and when she slides into third base she stands up, dusts herself off, and spies her father sitting up in the stands, watching her” (4).  Yet, that image alone was not enough to sustain a page-turning best seller.  Cash also remembered two young girls he knew growing up in North Carolina who were foster children raised by an elderly, church-going couple.  At age 15 and 13, both were in the local news after being murdered by their boyfriends.  Cash writes: “Before I knew it, the story of the two sisters merged with the story my wife had told me, and I began to add my own fictive elements: two sisters are languishing in foster care; their missing father returns and kidnaps them, desperately hoping for another chance at raising his family. . . . Hot on the father’s trail are two very different men: a violent bounty hunter with a years-old vendetta and an ex-cop who’s the girls’ court-appointed guardian” (5).  The story seeds, emanating from both tales inspired in Cash what he calls “beauty and tragedy . . . innocence and evil, and these conflicting elements drive the novel” (5).  At its core, Cash continues, the story is about “mercy, and that’s what the two sisters in my novel are shown” (5).  In reality, the book gave him not only the opportunity to rewrite facts and to “lie” as only a talented novelist can but to tell a gripping story that captures readers from start to finish. 
This Dark Road to Mercy is also a story about the “hope” that comes with adversity.  Cash connects the story to a baseball event in 1998 between Sammy Sosa and Mark McGwire—a competition that captured the imagination of the country and offered one of these ball players the opportunity to break Roger Maris’s long-standing homerun record of the 1960s.  The whole country was brought together by the common interest in seeing which of the homerun hitters would break the Maris record.  As Easter, Ruby, and their delinquent dad Wade Chesterfield are wending their way across the Blue Ridge Parkway toward St. Louis to watch the record-breaking game (and, at the same time, trying to elude both the law and a dangerous killer seeking revenge), Wade and his girls reach Mount Pisgah, named for the mountain where Moses sees a vista of the Promised Land.  “Where are we,” asks Easter, Wade’s oldest daughter.  “Mount Pisgah,” Wade replies.  “Why?” Easter asks, and Wade replies: “Because we’re looking for the Promised Land. . . . And we’re almost there” (195).  Thus, This Dark Road to Mercy is not only a rousing road-trip story and the journey a father makes in re-discovering his daughters, but also the search for family and for “the ties that bind” one human being to another.  The story is likewise a “journey” in a larger sense, as it is Easter’s journey as well, cast in the paradigm of the monomythic journey of the hero, as articulated by Joseph Campbell; however, what makes this journey particularly interesting is that it is a little girl’s journey in the classic search for the father.  And like all great monomythic journeys, Easter is transformed at the end, as is her father Wade Chesterfield.
Easter and Ruby Quilby, or “Boston Terrier” and “Purple Journey” as the girls like to call themselves, have not had easy lives.  Their mother Corinne and father Wade have long been separated.  Their mother is victim of a drug overdose and her own bad choices—and when the novel opens Easter and Ruby find themselves alone, in foster care and left mostly to each other in terms of anyone genuinely caring about them.  While playing baseball in their hometown of Gastonia, Easter sees her errant father Wade, a fading ball-player whose negative image had been enshrined in the mind of his older daughter by her poor and disenfranchised mom before she died; so Easter is hardly enthralled at the idea of her and her sister hooking up with Wade, who whisks them away first to Myrtle Beach, then to Charleston, and finally half-way across the country to St. Louis to see the Sosa/McGwire game.  Wade is on the run having taken the stash of stolen money belonging to Tommy Broughton, who has hired Bobby Pruitt to find Wade.  Pruitt considers Wade his nemesis after a baseball injury Wade is responsible for; thus revenge and murder are on Pruitt’s mind.  Also on the trail of the run-away father and the girls is Bradley Weller, a failed ex-cop and court-appointed guardian charged with finding the girls.  The parallel between the two failed fathers, Bradley and Wade, is poignantly made clear when Bradley searches for clues the girls may have left after Wade has taken them.  Bradley finds an old baseball card of Wade with his face scratched out by an angry Easter, and he muses on his own short-comings as a divorced father of a daughter whom he has little relationship with.  He thinks of one of the few pictures he has of himself with his own daughter Jessica, now sixteen: “I imagined finding that photo with my own face scratched out.  Something turned in my chest” (72).  For Bradley, finding the girls becomes an obsession, a chance to make something right for two little girls when he couldn’t do that for his own daughter: “I thought about how no one else in this world had a picture of these two little girls displayed in their home, and that the only picture of either of them was on a dresser in a bedroom they’d disappeared from” (73).  Bradley’s guilt is deep and his failure as a father, a husband, and a police officer is palpable, having accidentally but carelessly some years before run-over a 15-year-old neighborhood boy, lost his job as a policeman, and his family as well as his self-esteem.  So recovering these two “kidnapped” girls becomes Bradley’s raison d’être. 
The “journey” is mostly narrated from the point of view of three characters: 12-year-old Easter, who is Wade and Corrine’s oldest daughter; Bradley Weller, who carries the baggage of failed fatherhood but, unlike Wade, will never have a “second chance”; and the brutal Pruitt, who is a person completely devoid of empathy or human sympathy.  We thus see the journey from very different perspectives—from the viewpoint of a child who is slowly won over by her childish but loving father; from a ruthless criminal who bludgeons Wade’s mother as he attempts to lay a plan that will implicate Wade for more than kidnapping his children; and finally from ex-cop Bradley, a father who uses the girls to lay a trap to capture Wade and the cache of stolen money that has gotten Wade into trouble.  When Wade and the girls arrive at Myrtle Beach, Wade is convinced that Easter has been hardened to the degree that he may never win her back, but he is hopeful that six-year-old Ruby may be a different story.  Wade asks Easter to lighten up and at least give him a chance: “I can’t change the past, even if I can’t make up for lost time or undo all the things I’ve done . . . I just want another chance to be y’all’s dad, but if you’ve already made up your mind that you don’t want me to be yours then I understand . . . [but] let Ruby make up her own mind about what she wants” (78).
Bradley wrestles with whether he is doing the right thing by pursuing Wade and the girls or whether he should just let them be.  On a day he meets his own daughter Jessica, he tells her about the case and asks: “So, what would you do: leave them alone or bring them home?”  Jessica sighs and says, “I don’t know . . . I’m not a dad” (147).  Jessica also makes clear that the missing part of this complex question and Bradley’s pursuit is that no one has cared to ask the girls what they want.  Cash structures the end of the story to achieve a gripping, nail-biting climax at the Sosa/McGwire game.  Wade again has to leave his girls in order to escape the police, and Easter and Ruby end up in Alaska with their mother’s parents.  However, Wade has watched them from afar, and Easter, who has gained the  knowledge on this journey that will help her overcome the tragedies and disappointment of her life, gets a message from a “friend,” from Wade,  that that lets her know second chances are always possible.

Wiley Cash’s latest book, The Last Ballad, published in October 2017, tells the story of Ella May Wiggins, who led the union struggle for mill workers in North Carolina in the 1920s.  Again the place that propels the story is Gastonia, but the novel takes on almost epic proportions as Cash attempts to tell this story that shaped the American social and historical landscape.  Ron Rash captures the significance of Wiggins in his series of mill voices in the Eureka Mill collection:



It was the fourteenth of September



in nineteen hundred and twenty nine,



when she made her last stand in a cottonfield



a few miles from the South Caroline line.



We won’t forget the day



strikebreakers struck poor Ella [May] down.



They shot her in the chest and let her die,



then took her body into town.



she was just a linthead on this earth



but in heaven she’ll wear a crown.



We won’t forget the day



Strikebreakers struck poor Ella [May] down.



Oh mothers tell your children this sad tale 



so they will tell their children when they’re grown.



She sacrificed her life to save the unioln.



Erueka workers, she was one of your own.



So don’t forget the day



strikebreakers struck poor Ella [May] down.  

Cash humanizes this epic story of workers’ rights and class struggle by again telling the tale through a range of characters’ perceptions: Ella’s, her children’s, her union colleagues such as African American organizer Hampton Haywood, a mill owner and his family (Richard, Katherine, and Claire McAdam), and through the perception of white civic leaders who wish to seize the narrative or story of the Loray Mill strike in order to tell an “alternative truth” that better suits the racist and classist status quo that dominated North Carolina in 1929 when the strike took place.  For example, Cash quotes from the Gaston Transom-Times which seeks to portray the strike as a Bolshevist plot to overturn the racial system, even to advocate something as “dreadful” as “full racial, political and social equality for the negro race” (218).  Cash understands that he who controls the language, that he who determines the narrative can write the “truth” as he sees fit, illustrating the historical significance of the “power of storytelling.”  Even Lilly, Ella May’s daughter, laments the tenuousness of truth as she talks about the expensive stone monument that the AFL-CIO put up for her mother: “They spelled her last name incorrectly, Mae instead of May, which is ironic considering how much money they spent and how important they said she was to them” (59).  Ella May’s chief importance in the union’s struggle for the rights of the mill workers was for the purpose of controlling the narrative, as hers was an appealing story, told with both music as well as words.  Union leader Beal calls the game precisely for what it is when he tells Ella, “Word’s out about you, Miss May.”  Ella responds, “What word?”  Beal replies, “You made quite the impression last night . . . with the story you told and your song.  It all made quite the impression on Loray, on the newspapers too” (119).  Later Beal tells Ella, “You could become the face of this strike, Miss May.  Loray’s already scared of you.  Your story, your music. . . . You could be what turns the tide of these people” (121).

A false narrative was what the mill owners used to seduce tenant farmers and poor laborers to leave their farms for the company mill towns that promised an economic panacea: “The piedmont mill barkers who stood atop stumps in the lumber camps and in knee-deep mud on the tenant farms had promised safe, sanitary housing in mill villages. Children would be educated at Mill-sponsored schools.  Souls saved at mill-sponsored churches.  Paychecks cashed for scrip at mill-owned stores” (96).  The truth, however, was subsistence living, endless debt, wages that no family could live on, and back-breaking work under intolerable conditions, was six days a week, twelve hours a day.  While the profits at mills like Loray “exploded” during and after the war because of the close proximity to cotton markets, rail transportation, and a cheap labor supply, what the mill workers found when they took these jobs and moved to the company town were “filth and disease and the kind of poverty they couldn’t get away from once it took hold of them.”  This scenario was certainly the case at American Mill No. 2 in Bessemer City, where Ella May and her African American neighbors in Stumptown lived and worked.  When the Council of Concerned Citizens of Gaston County and the upstanding mill owners of Gastonia eventually break the strike, they make no excuses for their violence, because theirs is a cause that resonates among the majority of the white citizens of North Carolina, certainly among those power brokers who rule the mills and civil government—their mantra being: “We need to take our city back” (196).

Cash begins his story of the Loray Mill strike with Ella May as a single mother struggling to feed and care for her family, her husband John Wiggins having left, saying he “wouldn’t live among niggers anymore” or work for nothing in the Bessemer mill.  Ella is reprimanded for missing her shift one night when she had to remain home to care for her three-year-old daughter Rose, who had whooping cough, having already lost her son Willie to the disease.  When her supervisor Dobbins ignores her request to be put on a day shift so that she can be with her children at night, she is called into the mill owner’s office.  Confronted with missing her shift because of her sick child, Ella is told by mill owner Goldberg’s brother: “What if all my employees had sick children, Mrs. May?  What about me?  What if I had a sick child at home and decided that I couldn’t come to work?  Who’d run this mill?” (18).  Ella sees the futility of trying to elicit any sympathy or empathy from the mill owner, and he tells her, “But I can assure you of this . . . : it’ll be much easier to find someone to operate your spinner than it will be to find someone to run this mill.  I expect you’ll keep that in mind next time you find yourself with the desire to stay home” (19).

Ella knows that she must do something, and prophetically she muses: “She didn’t think for a minute that Goldberg’s brother or Dobbins or anybody else at American would ever murder her, but she knew for certain that working there might kill her just the same” (13).  In desperation she attends the workers rally at the Loray mill, the largest and most modern mill in North Carolina.  And there she meets Sophia who wants to use Ella to organize the African Americans at the Besemer mill.  Ella speaks and sings, and the power of her presence and words escapes no one, including herself.  When faced with not being able to return to her mill job having associated herself with the strikers, she begins a new job as union organizer and feels that destiny has found her: “She knew she belonged here in the midst of this shared experience, not just the rally but her whole life and all the poor men and women and children who had passed through it” (109).
Because all stories have such a variety of points of view and because truth is never found solely in a single narrative, Cash allows all the players to have a voice in telling Ella May’s story.  Some of the most poignant voices are from the wealthy McAdam family: the McAdam mill owner Richard, whose family has attempted to run their mill more humane by providing workers with brick homes and tolerable working conditions; Richard’s wife Katherine, who befriends Ella, identifies with her loss of a child, and attempts to offer her both monetary and tangible support during the strike; and their daughter Claire, whose engagement to Paul Lytle, son of a wealthy southern planter, causes some discomfort among the more liberal McAdam family and brings home the truth about Claire’s own family business.  Claire’s friend Donna points out the connection between the mill workers and the poor tenant farmers who have taken the place of slave labor in the old South.  When Claire objects, saying, “I told you, Donna, my father’s people aren’t like that.  He treats his people better than that”;  Donna replies, “Are you even listening to yourself? . . . You talk about your father’s employees as if he owns them. . . . And you and your parents live in the big house that looks down on the rest of the family, . . . just like on Paul’s parents’ plantation.  I bet they viewed their slaves as family too” (158-59).  Though Claire challenges her friend’s characterization of both her finance’s family and her own, she is troubled, and, like her mother, fears the role they will have to play in this struggle which the strike has brought to bear in Gaston County.  At her engagement party, Richard is approached by the Loray superintendent, Hugo Guyon, with a request to support the Council of Concerned Citizens of Gaston County, “a small committee,” Richard is told, “dedicated to ridding this county of the Bolshevists and getting our lives and the lives of our people back in order” (196).  The “civic” group that constitutes the council—the mill owners, thugs, Pinkerton detectives, and southern rednecks—will indeed bring a violent end to the strike.  Richard tells Hugo Guyon that he will give a donation and see about providing the men that Guyon has requested in order to “let the Reds know they’re outnumbered” (198).  He also listens with interest as Guyon tells him about Ella May, who “works at American in Bessemer City.”  “It’s a nigger mill,” Guyon says, “and she’s trying to organize them there . . . they want niggers working alongside whites” (199).  Guyon and Epps determine to “kill a snake . . . lop off its head,” if it threatens their way of life or the status quo; and Richard answers, “A snake with its head cut off can still bite you” (201).  So the line in the sand is drawn, and a somewhat more than passive consent is provided by Richard and those moderates like him that allow prejudice and persecution to prevail.  And Yeats’ words ring true in Cash’s portrayal of this epic labor struggle, when Yeats asserts in “The Second Coming” that in times of change or great social upheaval “the best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity” (lines 7-8). 
Another of the more fascinating voices who tells Ella’s story is that of Hampton Haywood, an African American organizer who comes from New York to help Ella organize the Bessemer mill workers.  Hampton has spent most of his life in New York, been a Pullman Porter, and carries the scars of American racism. Cash begins the chapter which Hampton narrates by writing: “His father had shot and killed a white man in Mississippi in 1910” (250).  No further details would be needed for the reader to understand the horror that Hampton endured as a six-year-old when his father’s and his own destiny was forged.  On the night that the strike goes awry and violence and racism run rampant on the roads of Gaston County, Ella saves Hampton, calling on both Katherine and Richard for help—Richard prodded to action by the conscience of his wife.  When the night of June 8, is over, the Chief of Police Aderholt is dead, warrants are out for the union leaders Beal, Sophia, and Ella, and the events are set into play that will make September 14, 1929, one of those moments in history that signals another American tragedy.  Ella’s daughter Lilly has the last word among the voices that Cash provides to tell the story of Ella May Wiggins and the Loray strikers, and Cash leaves us with something to ponder about historic truth and the truth of our individual lives: “There is an old saying that every story, even your own, is either happy or sad depending on where you stop telling it.  I believe I’ll stop telling this one here” (372).
Wiley Cash is doubtless one of the rising stars in Appalachian and American literature.  He has discovered what Ron Rash, Robert Morgan, and many of the most talented Appalachian writers have found—that in focusing on one place, he can tell a story that is both specific and universal.  Over the years as Cash has wended his way toward being called, as he says, “a writer,” he has received grants and fellowships from the Asheville Arts Council, the Thomas Wolfe Society, the MacDowell Colony, and Yaddo.  His stories and essays have appeared in The Carolina Quarterly, Story South, Appalachian Heritage (from whom he received a Pushcart nomination for fiction), and Roanoke Review, among others. Almost a decade ago, Cash attended one of the early series of Appalachian Heritage Writer-in-Residence programs at Shepherd University, and also participated in a reading at the University in 2009, after being published in the first volume of the Anthology of Appalachian Writers.  During the decade or so that has passed, he has sculpted himself into a first-rate writer.  Today, he is a teacher in the Mountainview Low-Residency MFA Program in Creative Writing at Southern New Hampshire University, and he currently serves as writer-in-residence at University of North Carolina, Asheville.  Both A Land More Kind Than Home and This Dark Road to Mercy have been national best-sellers, with The Dark Road to Mercy receiving Indie Next Pick and O Magazine Top Ten recognition.  Wiley Cash lives today with his wife and their two daughters in Wilmington, North Carolina.
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