





























Introduction to Appalachia ——

Because of the isolation of the region and the independence of its people, the economy in
Appalachia remained relatively unchanged until the latter part of the nineteenth century, when the
industries in the flatlands began to demand large quantities of the area’s coal and timber.
Estrangement from the "outside world" had left many Appalachians uqaware of the great wealth in
natural resources that lay on and underneath their land. They were therefore extremely vulnerable
to the often unscrupulous agents for the growing energy corporations who purchased either land or
mineral rights for less than fair consideration. Many of the mountain people were further exploited
when they became the laborers for the coal companies, working under hazardous conditions that often
resulted in injury or even death. In addition, the miners and their families were frequently dependent

upon the coal companies for their housing and all their material goods.

The 1950s saw a decline not only in the coal mining industiy but also in the manufacturing
and steel industries in northern Appalachia and the textile industry in the south. By 1960, it was
estimated that one-third of all families in Appalachia were living in poverty; the lack of opportunity
caused massive outmigration from the region. The eﬁtire region lost over two million people frorh 1950
to 1960; the population of West Virginia, the only state to lie entirely within Appalachia, fell from a

peak of 2,005,552 in 1950 to 1,860,421 in 1960, more than a 7% decrease over the decade.

In response to the region’s economic decline, the governors of the Appalachian states formed

‘the Conference of Appalachian Governors in 1960. When John F. Kennedy ﬁsited West Virginia
during that year’s presidential campaign, witnessing firsthand the state’s devastating poverty, he
pledged to help the area if elected. Following his election, Kennedy met with the governors; a special

panel, the President’s Appalachian Regional Commission (PARC), was appointed in April 1961.



——= Chapter One

Because of the wide range and the severity of the problems facing Appalachia (transportation, health
care, housing, water and sewer systems, education, and job training), the panel recognized the need
for an entity able to work with and ensure cooperation among all levels of government, i.e., federal,
state, and local, as well as the private sector. The Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), enactéd
as part of the Appalachian Regional Development Act (ARDA) signed into law on March 9, 1965, by

President Johnson, was designed to do just that.

The ARC is made up of the governors of the Appalachian states, plus one federal co-chairman
appointed by the president and approved by the Senate. Each state sets up local development districts
(LDD) represented by boards that include local elected officials and private citizens who are
knowledgeable about district-specific problems. Congress allocates funding to the ARC annually,
which the commission then distribtftes to the member states for approved projects. Special assistance
is provided to 115 counties that are designated as "severely distressed” and do not qualify as growth

centers, those towns or small cities that are hubs for multicounty areas.

Over the years, Appalachia has been defined in various ways. In the early part of the century,

the term referred only to the sogthern highlands, i.e., those counties in the Great Smoky Mountains.
By mid-century, the definition had been expanded to include eleven states from Pennsylvania te
Alabama. The original ARC region included these eleven states, but New York and Mississippi were
later added for both geographical and political reasons, as well as contiguity. Presently, the region
as defined by the ARC contains 399 counties in 13 states: Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland,

Mississippi, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, West
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Virginia, and Virginia. (See Exhibit 1.) As noted, West Virginia is the only state that lies wholly

within Appalachia.

The Appalachian region is generally thought of as consisting of three distinct areas: northern,
central, and southern. The economy of northern Appalachia is primarily dependent on heavy
manufacturing and steel and coal, the area that was termed the Rust Belt in the 1980s. It was
Central Appalachia, with its coal mining economy, rural nature, and pockets of extreme poverty, that
so touched Kennedy during his presidential campaign and led to the formation of the ARC. Southern
Appalachia on the whole has enjoyed more economic growth in recent years than other parts of

Appalachia, having become identified as part of the nation’s Sun Belt.

Many studies have been done and books written on the culture of Appalachia. Most, however,

have concgntrated on the folkways of central Appalachia -- the most isolated, mountainous, and rural
part of the region. Appalachia as defined by the ARC covers a much wider territory, encompassing
not only the rural mountain communities, but also the towns and cities of the valleys and lowlands.
It is difficult to generalize about an area that includes such a wide range of economies, lifestyles,

nationalities, and ethnic backgrounds as well as topographies.

There is nonetheless a certain validity to some of the characteristics attributed to the
“mountaineer.” Rural Appalachian culture developed in a historical context of isolation and
exploitation that has left a distinct mark. The separation even from one’s own neighbors caused by
rugged terrain resulted in strong kinship ties rather than a commitment to a group or community.

The day-to-day hardships faced by many made the present an all-consuming concern, leaving little in






