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GROWIN‘ UP—APPALACHIAN, FEMALE, AND FEMINIST 

Dr. Sharon Burmeister Lord 

Introduction: 
 
I think of myself as a contemporary mountain 
woman. I spent the first eighteen years of my life 
growing up in rural Appalachia. Today I am a  
professor at a state university in the Appalachian 
region. I am also a farmer, a writer, and a feminist. 
 
My work frequently takes me outside of the region, 
and I am always amused when my academic 
friends from the “elite,” liberal schools of the 
northeast express surprise that the southern moun-
tain states are producing active, independent, initi-
ating, feminist women. I appreciate those academic 
friends; however it seems that many of those 
“learned, intellectual liberals” believe that women 
south of the Mason-Dixon line are still running 
around in hoopskirts and Scarlet O’Hara tresses 
smiling sweetly as they utter honey-coated phrases 
like, “oh dah-lin', ya'll come agin soon now, 
y’heah.” 
 
I’m tolerant of their misconceptions and igno-
rance, though, because I realize the extreme cul-

tural deprivation that they have experienced in 
their upbringing. After all, when I encounter indi-
viduals who have been reared in such highly verbal 
environments that they can only intellectualize and 
talk about “being,” instead of simply being; and 
when I realize that due to a regional snobbery, they 
have never visited the Appalachian mountains or 
been exposed to any of the positive aspects of 
mountain life; and then when I find out that they 
don't even know who Wilma Dykeman, Harriet 
Arnow, or Jesse Stuart are, I have to forgive them, 
because I realize how disadvantaged they are. I 
explained it once to a disadvantaged friend who 
had spent his entire forty-six years of life teaching 
and writing books in Cambridge, Massachusetts, by 
pointing out that, “It's easy for us country folk to 
get more learned, but you’ll find it hard to get 
more ‘down home.’” 
 
I have come to feel very advantaged that, as a  
female, I had the opportunity to grow up in the 
mountains of Appalachia. If you’ll travel back with 
me to the 40s and 50s, perhaps I can give you a 
glimpse of that experience. 
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Growin’ up in Appalachia, for me, meant  
Williamson, West Virginia, which was the 
“Heart of the Billion Dollar Coal Field,” 
county seat of “Bloody Mingo County,” and 
the land of the famed Hatfield-McCoy feud. 
 
Growin’ up Appalachian style meant having 
lots of kin, including five uncles, two aunts, 
and twenty-four first cousins, just on my 
mother's side of the family, all of whom I 
knew and loved in a way most people today 
don’t even know their sisters and brothers.  
Sunday afternoons (after church, of course), 
we‘d all meet at my Granny’s boarding house 
for a chicken and dumplin’ dinner; and then if 
the kids had been good all week, we were al-
lowed to go down town to a show at either the 
Logan, the Mingo, or the Cinderella theatre. 
Course, the one thing all of us kids knew was 
that even it we hadn’t been good all week, 
we’d get to go anyway, ‘cause the grown-ups 
wanted to be rid of us. It cost twenty cents to 
get in the show until you turned eleven, but I 
got by for twenty cents until I was fourteen 
because I was small. 
 
On Sunday afternoons when nothing worth 
seeing was on at the show, we’d sit on 
Granny’s porch and watch the goings-on 
across the street at what the grown-ups called 
the “Holy Roller” church. I remember seeing 
folks come and go all day long at that church, 
and I always wondered how they knew when 
they were supposed to leave because at our 
church, we had a benediction and then every-
body talked to everybody else, and finally we’d 
all go home about the same time. But at the 
church across from Granny’s, people sang real 
loud, clapped their hands, danced, yelled 
“Amen,” and things like that, and, ever so of-
ten, somebody’d just come running out real 
fast. I never understood, but I remember 
thinking that they had a whole lot more fun at 
church than we did. 

Growin’ up in Appalachia meant being able to 
go up in the hills to play after school, learning 
to love watching the leaves change from buds 
to juicy lime green, to dusty forest green, to 
red and gold and bronze and yellow, and then 
hearing them crunch beneath my feet after I 
escaped from the school bus in the fall. 
 
I remember how depressed I felt when I real-
ized at age eight that I had to go to school for 
the rest of my life until I was grown up, and I 
didn't have a choice in the whole thing. I was 
depressed for days. But when I asked my Mom 
about it, she told me the same thing she had 
told me when I asked her why people kept 
working so hard all the time since they were 
just gonna die anyway, and why didn’t they 
have more fun. She told me I was too young 
to think about things like that. 
 
I remember wishing every winter that I lived 
up one of the remote “hollers,” ‘cause the 
school bus didn’t run there when it snowed. 
 
Growin’ up Appalachian style meant learning 
not to complain about the specks of coal dirt 
that dropped on your face from the railroad 
engines as you walked down town because that 
meant prosperity; it meant knowing that 
strikes at Christmastime were the worst thing 
that could happen in the whole world, except 
for cave-ins; it meant believing that at the bot-
tom of every valley was a river, a train track and 
a winding, narrow road, and it meant never 
thinking that one occurred without the other. 
 
And, finally, growin’ up in Appalachia meant 
winning a scholarship and going away to col-
lege and having everybody tell you how disad-
vantaged you were, when all along you thought 
it was all great. 
 
It was only alter I’d been away for awhile that l 
began to see the exploitation and injustices  
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that had taken place in Appalachia during my 
lifetime. Once, while traveling home from  
college, l wrote a poem because my college 
English instructor had assigned the writing of 
a sonnet. Here are the thoughts that flowed 
from me at that time: 

The sun sets on the West Virginia hills: 
The valleys rest within the evening shade. 
And though man brought the poverty and stills 
Yet, I can see the beauty that God made. 
 
My heart lies heavy now within my breast 
To know mankind could mar earth’s beauty so, 
My spirit weak, my soul filled with unrest, 
I search for answers no one seems to know. 
 
Is greed the cause that stripped the hills of trees. 
And raked each mountain like a giant comb? 
What brought the unschooled miner to his knees 
And made welfare the father in each home? 
 
The saddest part—it gives my heart a chill— 
To near them say, “Oh well, it is God’s will.” 
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I really can’t say how growin’ up female in Ap-
palachia is different from growin’ up female in 
other parts of the United States, since I never 
grew up any place else. But growin’ up female, 
for me, meant spending hours playing Tarzan 
and Jane in the mountains and on the river-
bank with my best friend, Freddie, and won-
dering why I always had to be Jane. 
 
It meant learning to sneak away from the din-
ner table by saying, “’scuse me, please,” while 
Mama was busy talking to the other kids, so I 
could run and hide at the cinder block plant 
across the street, ‘cause it was my turn to do 
the dishes. 
 
It meant being born at just the right place in 
the birth order of six kids, so that it turned out 
I was the one who always had to drag a whole 
passel of little brothers and sisters and their 
friends to the cartoon and serial specials at the 
movie on Saturday morning, even though I felt 
l was too grown up to go. 
 
It also meant having the responsibility of tak-
ing that same rambunctious crew shopping for 
presents for everybody in the family at Christ-
mastime. It was a major task to keep them out 
of the road until the bus came, and I remem-
ber feeling successful if only one kid lost a bill-
fold, and we didn’t lose more than two of the 
packages we’d purchased. Seems funny to real-
ize that most times each child never had more 
than two or three dollars to spend—
altogether. 
 
Growin’ up female meant feeling it was unfair 
that my kid brother always got to ride 
shotgun in the car when the family went for 
Sunday afternoon rides. Somehow he’d 
learned early to expect his sisters to wait on 
him hand and foot, and growin’ up female 
meant fighting with words, and just fighting, 
to teach him that girls were people, too. 

When you‘re growin’ up female and all the 
kids your own age around your house are 
boys, you learn survival tactics fast. I remem-
ber, when it snowed, always offering to 
be last-sled-on-the-whip coming down the hill, 
and all the boys thought I was so brave; 
but what they didn't know was that I dropped 
off halfway down the hill and came sliding to 
the foot all alone, but they never noticed be-
cause there was always a big smashup at 
the bottom. I remember, too, when I always 
ran faster than anybody my age until I was 
about twelve or thirteen—and, then all of a 
sudden, the boys started running faster. I 
just couldn’t understand. 
 
It was about that time that I noticed a little 
swelling about the size of a corn kernel on 
the left-hand-side of my chest. I remember 
sitting in bed looking down at my chest and 
praying, “Dear God, I don't care how big they 
get, but please let me have two." 
 
From then on, things began to change. About 
that time was when Mama started saying that 
she didn’t think it was right for me and 
Freddie to play alone in the hills anymore; and 
all the girls in band class who had been real 
happy playing saxophones and oboes started 
carrying batons around and talking about be-
ing majorettes. And, worst of all, they started 
giggling and smiling about those boys who’d 
been my best friends. About that time, I fig-
ured out that it wasn't gonna be as easy being a 
tomboy as it had been in the past. 



 
PART III:  GROWIN‘ UP FEMINIST 

Dr. Sharon Burmeister Lord 

I guess little girls from the mountains who 
grow up to be feminists do so for many of the 
same reasons other girls do. All I can say for 
certain, though, is that the first time I really 
got mad about it all was in the third grade 
when my teacher, Miss Brown, said that the 
girls had to wear dresses every day. How were 
we supposed to play on the monkey bars, slide 
down the playground hill on cardboard, and 
climb the trees out back—in dresses? What a 
silly rule! I remember getting around it by 
wearing the pants to my snowsuit under my 
dress almost every day during the winter, be-
cause snowpants were allowed. 
 
And, then, of course, there was the thing 
about “patrol boys.” I never really questioned 
that they should be called “patrol boys”—it 
was just that I wanted to be one—whatever 
they were called. It looked like such fun to be 
able to tell the big kids when they could and 
couldn’t cross the street. But the rule was hard 
and fast—no matter how smart you were—
girls couldn’t help patrol! 
 
Growin’ up feminist meant beginning to no-
tice more and more silly rules. And the rules 
were there, whether the grown-ups said ‘em 
out loud or not. Like the first day of band class 
when my favorite teacher, who was my band 
director, suggested that the girls shouldn't play 
trumpet, trombone, or bass horn because we’d 
get fat lips. None of the boy trumpet players 
seemed to have fat lips, but that didn't seem to 
matter. So I settled for saxophone—and that 
squawky oboe. 
 
But there was one advantage to playing saxo-
phone; the “first-chair” saxophone player was 
automatically a member of the jazz band. So, 
when I won “first chair,” I couldn’t wait for 
the first meeting of jazz band! What a disap-
pointment to walk into a roomful of boys who 
obviously didn't want a girl there. Why? I don't 

know. They gave silly reasons like, “Our trips 
won’t be as much fun,” and “Girls never have 
been in jazz band before,” and “We can't tell 
dirty jokes now.” It didn't seem to matter that 
I played a mean sax, and, besides that, I liked 
dirty jokes. Growin’ up feminist meant having 
to prove to them that female sax players were 
human, too. 
 
And, then, there were the times that really 
made me mad! 
 
Like one spring after I'd been junior class 
president all year, and the student government 
election was coming up, and I announced that 
I was running for student body president, and 
one of the teachers informed me that girls 
couldn't run for student body president. I re-
member crying out in desperation, “Well, 
you’ll have to show me in the United States 
Constitution where it says that!” I guess he 
knew as little about the Constitution as I did, 
because he backed down and allowed me to 
run. I ran, and I won. And that's when I began 
to get my first real understanding of politics. It 
hurt, of course, when I walked on the stage for 
our first assembly, and the boys yelled. “Who's 
gonna escort the Homecoming Queen?” And, 
“Sharon, where's your suit and tie?” 
 
But, all in all, l realize that it was a good train-
ing ground for the real world experiences 
which a woman encounters in our society. I 
guess that by growin’ up female in the moun-
tains, I learned survival tactics very early, and 
learning survival tactics is an important part of 
growin’ up feminist, no matter where you 
grow up. 
 
I’ve always felt that in one important way, 
growing up female in Appalachia meant grow-
ing up very advantaged, and, in this case, I’m 
referring to the marvelous female role models 
to whom I was exposed; women such as the 



 
 

Methodist preacher, the elementary school 
principal, the county sheriff, and the educa-
tional psychology professor at WVU—rare 
role models for young females at that time. 
Because of them, I actually grew up believing 
that girls could be anything they wanted when 
they grew up, if they were willing to work hard 
enough. And, even though the society at large 
has tried in many ways to teach me otherwise, 
it’s been a hard lesson to unlearn. 
 
After all, when you've got one granny who’s a 
farmer, one granny who runs her own board-
ing house, an aunt who started her own seed 
and hardware store, and a mom who, in addi-
tion to being a secretary, writes poetry and 
songs, and swims faster than any boy, you've 
been taught to be a feminist through behaviors 
and lifestyle. It doesn’t matter that they can’t 
explain the intellectual ideology or that they’re 
a little leery of “women’s lib.” When a little girl 
has had a chance to learn strength, survival 
tactics, a firm grasp of reality and an under-
standing of class oppression from the women 
around her, it doesn’t remove oppression from 
her life, but it does give her a fighting chance. 
And that’s an advantage! 
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