Given Ground by Ann Pancake Reading Assignment
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Before you read any of the stories in the Given Ground collection, winner of the Bakeless Literary Prize at Middlebury (2000), take a moment explore the Ann Pancake Appalachian Heritage Writer-in- Residence website at https://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/pancake/; click on the critical essay about Pancake “Appalachia and the Natural World: Language and Art in the Writing of Ann Pancake,” located at the Teaching Resources link.  What were the events and happenings in Pancake’s life and her experiences that likely would affect style and ideas in her writing? To get a clear sense about mountaintop removal (MTR), peruse the Earth Justice website about WV activists Larry Gibson of Kayford Mountain and Julia “Judy” Bonds and her daughter who became the inspiration for Ann Pancake’s characters Lace and Bant See, protagonists of Strange as this Weather Has Been, the 2023 WV Common Read book. These images will give you a sense of verisimilitude and a more profound understanding of Pancake’s work: https://earthjustice.org/article/kayford-mountain-prettiest-lady-i-ve-ever-seen.  
Ann Pancake has what she calls an “intuitive” writing style, which is character driven, the stories in Given Ground being filled with a plethora of memorable characters. Pancake also uses poignant repetitions, unusual linguistic juxtapositions, and balanced lines like chiasmus (cross-balanced repetitions) and zeugma (yoking together the literal and figurative). These qualities make her writing a tour d’force in style and meaning, and they are all present in the strangely wonderful story “Jolo” (23), a story about a character who as a child survives a miraculous event, and nothing in life has ever quite measured up since. What is the horrific event that Jolo attempts to recapture a decade later with his friend Connie? Where all is said and done, what do you think characters like Jolo appear to be searching? “Redneck Boys” (99), a story written especially for this volume, is in a sense a preface to Strange as this Weather Has Been—that is,  confronting those who covet the land and the temptations that families face as a commodity for exploitation. The narrator in “Redneck Boys” has a profound longing to get away from the state and the region, “to get out of here” (96). Why do you think so many West Virginia youth cannot wait to leave and older West Virginians who have gotten away, cannot wait to return? What is it about Appalachia, about West Virginia, that affects young people to want to leave the state and the mountains, only to later return? “Sister” (65) is a story about a child who is “witched.” What do you think being “witched”? Road-wrecks are the focus of the story “Bait” (76). In what way do the “road-wrecks” that captivate characters in this story serve as an emblem for in the region? Many of the characters in the collection are landless (“Ghostless” 1) or eclipsed by outsiders who move from Eastern cities like Baltimore and DC to find a bucolic spot of green in the hills and mountains of Appalachia (“Crow Seasons” 111), often displacing Appalachians, whose story for the past century has been one of diaspora or displacement. Appalachians have often been seen as a “scapegoat” for the nation (note the results of the 2016 election blamed largely on Appalachians); and more often than fair, Appalachians have had to disproportionately fight the wars of America. How do these ideas work in the story “Dirt” (53)? Many of the stories in this award-winning collection evince a descriptive genius that is breath-taking. Notice the language in “Tall Grass” (61), reminiscent of Keats in terms of expression and imagery. This story is about a young girl who with her children breaks into one of the vacation homes that dot the mountain landscape, displacing families that have settled and lived in these hills for centuries. What does this story tell you about Appalachians and their history, as well as their love for and displacement from the land? What other stories in this volume give you insights about the region, its history, or its people?
