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Abstract 

 

Rednecks, Revivalists, and Roadkill: The Construction of Whiteness in 

an Appalachian Town  

 

 

 

Hannah Rose Pilkington Baker, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  John Hartigan, Jr. 

 
 This report examines the construction of whiteness in Appalachia through a close 

study of two New Year’s Eve celebrations in a small community in Brasstown, North 

Carolina. By examining these two celebrations, I draw out questions of race and 

racialization that have been largely overlooked in the study of Appalachia and illustrate 

the connections between the construction of a whitewashed Appalachian identity and the 

construction of an equally pale national identity. This report challenges the idea that 

Appalachia as a region is “racially innocent” and therefore does not play a role in 

discussions of race in America. On the contrary, I show that Appalachia’s position as a 

site of production of a national culture and identity means that in the context of 

Appalachia, race and racialization demand scrutiny as a means for understanding what 

“whiteness” is.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

The image of Appalachia throughout the twentieth century has been one of 

conflicting and contradictory stereotypes. On the one hand, the people of Appalachia 

have been depicted as impoverished, uncivilized and lazy, prone to both feuding and 

moonshine making, and in many ways “foreign” to the rest of the United States (Batteau 

1990:57). On the other hand, the region has also been portrayed   as a “living fossil,” a 

place where English traditions of old have been preserved, untouched by the outside 

world (Batteau 1990:59).    

The conception of Appalachia as a region of impoverished and primitive people is 

part of a literary tradition of travelogues and local color writing that stretches back to the 

1830s, in particular to a book by Charles Fenno Hoffman, editor of the Knickerbocker 

and American Monthly magazines, published after a trip through Pennsylvania, the Great 

Lakes region, Illinois, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia (Batteau 1990: 31). He 

describes the people of eastern Kentucky, saying, “[They] are miserably poor among 

these wild hills, and the small snatches of soil which they cultivate on the banks of the 

streams are hardly enough to produce the necessaries of life... These primitive people live 

altogether in log-huts, and you may form some idea of their extreme poverty, from our 

being unable in our last day's ride to procure grain of any sort for our horses, or even a 

mouthfull of food for ourselves (Batteau 1990: 31).” 

 This image of Appalachia as impoverished and primitive endured, and was further 

refined, by novelists such as Mary N. Murfree and John Fox Jr. who wrote of the 

superstitions, drunkenness, feuding and general lawlessness of the mountain people 
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throughout the second half of the nineteenth century (Batteau 1990: 43, 46, 57) in books 

like The Star in the Valley (Murfree) and The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (Fox). 

 In the early twentieth century, the images of Appalachia that had been created by 

this literary tradition were reinforced by the “scientific” research of the new disciplines of 

anthropology and sociology, which confirmed stereotypes of Appalachian people as 

“degenerate.” A major work in this area was a text entitled The Hollow Folk, written by 

Mandel Sherman and Thomas Henry in 1933 and based on two years of fieldwork in five 

different communities in Appalachia. Each community that was studied was placed along 

a linear evolutionary scale from primitive to civilized. Consider this description of Colvin 

Hollow, the community situated on the lowest end of the evolutionary scale by the 

researchers: 

 

Once safely in the world, the Colvin Hollow baby's lot would cause the 
physician to hold up his hands in horror . . . It may have been bathed by 
the midwife shortly after birth, if the weather is warm and there was 
enough water. Its odor is quite offensive-- as that of the bed and the 
room. The strong stench of urine rises from the bedding, and mingles 
with other body smells and the odors of cooking. Hardly a breath of fresh 
air comes into the room . . . During the warm days of spring hosts of 
flies, fresh from their feasts on human excrement deposited in the woods, 
pour into the cabin and settle on the infant (Sherman and Henry 1933: 
27) 

  

 Not only do the people of Colvin Hollow live in squalor, according to the 

researchers they are lazy and in fact somewhat inhuman, lacking the ability to express 

appropriate emotions at all:  
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The hollow dweller has no ordered routine of toil. He is unaffflicted 
by the weariness of those doing the work of the world; he has no 
need of a paradise of rest. His affections are much closer to the 
animal level than in the population at large. Death of loved ones 
does not plunge him into the depths and darkness of grief which 
humanity has evolved in the refinement of its emotions (Sherman 
and Henry 1933:65). 

  

 In this quotation, the double meaning of the title of the text is made clear; Not 

only are the subjects of the text the “hollow folk” because they are geographically located 

in the hollows or “hollers” of Appalachia, they are also the hollow folk because they are 

seen by the researchers as somehow empty, devoid of a drive for self-improvement, and 

lacking in normal human emotions. This text, published in 1933, was considered one of 

the important works of sociology throughout the 1930s and 1940s  (Batteau 1990: 96). 

 Negative images of Appalachia linger in popular culture, in films like Deliverance 

and television shows like the Dukes of Hazzard and the Beverly Hillbillies. Everyday 

discussions of Appalachia frequently include a reference to the film Deliverance, perhaps 

to “Dueling Banjos,” or the expression of a desire for some kind of confirmation that the 

people of Appalachia really are as “backward” and “inbred” as they are portrayed in the 

film. This film, based on the novel by James Dickey and released in 1972 portrays the 

people of Appalachia as mentally deficient, near mute, violent, prone to homosexual rape, 

not to mention unclean and with poor dental hygiene (a crucial part of the film hinges on 

one “hillbilly” character's distinctive lack of teeth). And yet, it is one of the most 

prominent popular culture icons of Appalachia today. 
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Stop. 

 The previous brief history of the representation of Appalachian stereotypes in 

broader popular culture most likely reads as somewhat familiar, especially to those who 

are sensitive to issues of cultural representation in a North American context. The 

narrative of poverty, degeneracy, and primitivism presented above is a story that has been 

told over and over again, with increasingly complex theoretical concepts attached, such 

as the idea that Appalachia is the internal Other, or a representation of the subaltern 

within, both of these accompanying the idea that anticolonial theory can be applied to the 

mass of social, economic, cultural and representational issues that ooze out of 

Appalachia’s positionality in the United States.   

 Conspicuously absent from these critiques is an acknowledgement of the role that 

the invention of Appalachia has had to play in the creation and ongoing maintenance of a 

particular idea of what whiteness constitutes in the United States. While authors may 

acknowledge the manipulation of Appalachian culture for particular nationalistic 

propagandistic means, particularly in the context of a surge of jingoistic Anglo-Saxonism 

that accompanied early attempts at recording, promoting, and “preserving” Appalachian 

culture, little attention is paid to the lasting ways in which representations of Appalachia 

have been effectively “whitewashed,” with the roles of various immigrant groups 

subsumed and homogenized, and the significant history of African-Americans in the 

region marginalized, or discarded as somehow not representative. Moreover, it is not 

merely the hidden presence of non-white groups that renders Appalachia an important site 

for study in the production of American whiteness. In fact, the absence of non-whiteness 
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in Appalachia should be an indicator that strong racial forces are at work in the region. As 

Barbara Ellen Smith points out, “One would hardly assert that gender is irrelevant to the 

all-male locker room because now women are present, or that the expensive country club 

has nothing to do with class because no poor people are members (Smith 2004:41).” In a 

country with as significantly tense a racial history as the United States, the construction 

of Appalachia as a white space is an important place for an examination of race and 

racialization in general, not merely a deconstruction of whiteness without regard to non-

whiteness, or a simple critique of representational stereotypes of Appalachians as 

uneducated, impoverished, primitive, racist, fundamentalist mountaineers, hillbillies and 

rednecks.  

 

What do we mean when we say “Whiteness?”  

 

But what is “whiteness”? What is “white culture”? It is important to recognize 

that the majority of the time, whiteness is not opaque and identifiable, but rather 

translucent and invisible and it is in this invisibility that the power of whiteness and the 

privilege of whiteness resides. It is not the visibility of whiteness that gives it power, but 

its invisibility. As a result of this, it is only recently that those concerned with race have 

been able to state what should be an obvious fact, that white people are “racially 

interested and motivated (Hartigan  2005:1).” 

 As Hartigan puts it so well in a chapter entitled “What is Whiteness?” in his 

forthcoming text Race in the Twenty-First Century, whiteness is not defined so much by 
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a common creed or set of beliefs, but rather by a collective experience of race, one that 

paradoxically allows them to avoid “thinking about the racial dimensions of their lives 

and social circumstances (Hartigan in press:90).” In other words, the privilege of 

whiteness “is the privilege of not having to think much about race at all (Hartigan in 

press:86).” As a result of this, whites tend to not think of themselves as part of collective 

racial identity.  

 The question then, is how to begin to think of what constitutes a white racial 

identity with the added challenge of doing this in a way that does not reify the concept of 

race and negate its social constructedness. It could be argued that the Internet blog-

turned-book “Stuff White People Like,” created by Christian Lander, is an early attempt 

at pointing to constituent parts of white culture.  But an examination of the list of actual 

stuff white people like reveals much about what for Lander constitutes white people. A 

random sampling includes coffee (#1), yoga (#16) and microbreweries 

(#23)(www.stuffwhitepeoplelike.com). Number eight on the list is Obama, though a 

majority of whites have in fact voted Republican in every Presidential election since 1968 

(Sanneh 2010:69).  As Kelefa Sanneh points out, Lander’s white people are “wealthy, 

urban, youngish, and thoroughly blue,” in essence, a “white cultural elite (Sanneh 

2010:69).” 

 This raises an important point in the process of attempting to define whiteness: 

there are white people and there are the wrong kind of white people. In other words, there 

do exist marked categories of whiteness, and identifying these categories, and their 

relationships to unmarked categories of whiteness will be a central activity of this paper. 
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Terms such as redneck, white trash, hillbilly, honky, or the letters “WT” (short for white 

trash) which was the particular epithet thrown around my Atlanta high school, all indicate 

these marked categories of whiteness.  As John Hartigan states in Odd Tribes, “White 

trash, a lurid stereotype and debasing racial epithet, applies to poor whites whose 

subordination by class is extreme. This charged label is a reminder that there are 

important class distinctions to whiteness and that whites are not uniformly privileged and 

powerful (Hartigan 2005:1-2).” It is important to note however, that a designation of one 

of these marked categories of whiteness does not negate white privilege, either in general, 

or for those who live under these signs of the wrong kind of whiteness as will be seen 

later in this paper.  

 As part of the project of defining whiteness, Hartigan writes that “Whites need to 

be examined not just as shaped by ideological operations of whiteness as a hegemonic 

construct, but as racial subjects (Hartigan 2005:149).” Accordingly, this project delves 

into two particularly white spaces- two New Year’s Eve celebrations in Brasstown, North 

Carolina, in order to tease out the particular processes of the creation of whiteness in this 

Appalachian context. I first examine a New Year’s Eve celebration at Brasstown’s John 

C. Campbell Folk School, an institution that has been located in Brasstown since 1925. I 

situate the school, its founding and its history in the context of the town of Brasstown, 

and briefly discuss the relationship between the school and the town. I then provide a 

detailed description of the New Year’s event, in an attempt to provide as complete a 

picture of the celebration, at least from my own perspective. I intend to draw the reader 

into the atmosphere of the celebration in order to more fully contextualize my analysis. 
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This analysis scrutinizes the “hidden in plain sight” racial issues that are at play in the 

New Year’s Celebration and in the folk school’s general operating procedures throughout 

the year. Through this analysis I attempt to bring to light the particular construction of 

whiteness that the John C. Campbell Folk School is participating in. From this I draw 

connections between previous manipulations of Appalachian culture in the construction 

of a white identity and try to tease out the larger implications of Appalachia’s role in 

American conceptions of its own whiteness, particularly through the lens of the recent 

election of Barack Obama.  

 I then move on to examine a New Year’s Eve celebration that takes place 

concurrently with the John C. Campbell dance- the Possum Drop, an event that takes 

place literally down the road from the folk school, a short walk away at the local Citgo 

station. In parallel to my discussion of the folk school, I present a history of the Possum 

Drop, situating it particularly in an economic, touristic context. I again provide a detailed 

description of the event itself, to allow the reader to participate as fully as possible in the 

event. From this description I move towards a multi-faceted analysis of the event, trying 

to look at the ways in which a particular Southern identity of “redneckness” is performed 

at the Possum Drop, and the ways in which the Possum Drop is a way of addressing 

stereotypes of Appalachian life. From here I move into a critique of these strategies and 

narratives, which while being ostensibly anti-oppressive in a certain sense, nevertheless 

reproduce very particular ideas about whiteness, race, and racialization in an Appalachian 

context.  



 9 

 Following the discussion of these two events, I look at the relationship between 

them and the ways they both work with and against each other in constructing a particular 

form of Appalachian whiteness, which is subsequently writ larger as American 

whiteness.  

 Fieldwork for this project was conducted over two consecutive years’ celebrations 

in Brasstown, North Carolina. Due to the concurrent nature of the two events, it was 

difficult to do comparative work in the same year. Thus, most material from the John C. 

Campbell Folk School is drawn from 2008, while the majority of material related to the 

Possum Drop is taken from 2009’s celebration.  
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Chapter Two: The John C. Campbell Folk School Gala New Year’s Eve 

Dance Party 

  

The John C. Campbell Folk School, a Brasstown institution since 1925, has its 

roots in the cultural work of husband and wife John C. and Olive Dame Campbell1. After 

receiving a large grant from the Russell Sage Foundation, John C. Campbell, an educator 

and seminarian, travelled to the Southern Appalachian region in 1908 in order to conduct 

research on such varied topics as population statistics, natural resources, education, 

churches and health and sanitation. He was accompanied by his second wife, Olive Dame 

Campbell, native of Massachusetts and graduate of Tufts College. While her husband 

conducted his research, Campbell began to take note of the particularities of expressive 

culture in the region- music, textiles, basketry, tools and how they were used (Whisnant 

1983:108).  

After John C. Campbell’s death in 1919, Dame Campbell, who had continued to 

conduct cultural observations in the region, in part through collecting ballads with well-

known English song collector Cecil Sharpe, travelled to Denmark to study various 

Danish folk school models, which had been developed as a means for educating the rural 

population, preserving and promoting aspects of traditional Danish culture, and in some 

cases, for the practice of radical politics (Whisnant 1983:130-134).   

                                                
1 This history of the John C. Campbell Folk School is drawn mainly from David Whisnant’s excellent early 
history of the school, presented in his text All That is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an 
American Region 
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Even before John Campbell’s death, Olive and he had put forth the possibility of 

developing a folk school model for the United States, and specifically for the 

Appalachian region (Whisnant 1983:129). Olive Dame Campbell returned from Denmark 

(as well as Sweden and Norway), convinced that a folk school in the Appalachian 

mountains could only be beneficial. After some deliberation about the location of the 

school, it was decided that the school would be built in Brasstown, North Carolina due in 

part to the gift of land from a local resident, Luce Scroggs and a campaign by Scroggs’ 

son, Fred O. Scroggs (www.folkschool.org). Preparations began on the school in 1925 

and it held its first courses in 1927 (Whisnant 1983:139). 

In its early years, the folk school was a site for community building, where local 

residents could take basic academic subjects as well as courses on handicrafts, singing, 

and domestic skills. The school also operated a model farm and taught agricultural 

courses. Eventually, the farm and school became a site of support for local farmers, 

operating a cooperative dairy and eventually opening a credit union. Alongside these 

activities the school also operated as site for the production and sale of various local 

crafts, from woodcarvings to weavings, the style of which was a union of local custom 

and influence from teachers outside the region at the folk school (Whisnant 1983:142-

151).  

Over the years, the John C. Campbell Folk School’s direct links to the community 

of Brasstown have faded somewhat, or at least become less visible. The school no longer 

offers academic courses or support to farmers in the region. The cooperative dairy closed 

in 1952 and the credit union is no longer in existence either. The school now mainly 
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operates in offering “short courses” a concept present from the founding of the school, in 

a wide variety of activities ranging from basketry to weaving. Some courses, such as 

quilting and woodcarving, may have links to some of the expressive culture that has been 

practiced in the region. Others, such as calligraphy and a class on making kaleidoscopes 

do not (John C. Campbell Folk School Catalogue 2010:16-34). The school is also a site 

for group events such as dances, concerts, shape note singing, and festivals and holiday 

events which mainly draw visitors from outside the area. 

The school’s demographic focus has shifted from mainly local residents to mainly 

visitors from outside of Brasstown, as evidenced by the various accommodations 

available at the school, from dormitory style rooms to private rooms, to an on-site 

campground. Furthermore, while the original function of the school was as a means for 

social work in the region, it is now mainly a site for heritage tourism. Evidence of the 

shift can be seen in the fees that one must now pay to participate in activities at the school 

Lodging in a dormitory-style room costs $414 for a week, which does not include the 

hefty price paid for the classes one attends while visiting the school, anywhere from $299 

for three days to $527 for a week (John C. Campbell Folk School Catalogue 2010: 2, 36-

37).  

One of the most popular events or “camps” held at the school is the Winter Dance 

Week, held from December 26th to January 1st. The entire week-long event features 

“American contras & squares, English country dancing, rapper sword dancing, couple 

dances, singing, jam sessions and more - all to glorious live music 

(www.folkschool.org).”As a part of this week, campers, as well as local residents of 



 13 

Brasstown, and one night visitors to the school ring in the year with a “Gala New Year’s 

Eve Dance Party.”  

On the night of New Year’s Eve, a crowd has gathered in the dance hall at the 

folk school. The majority of participants are from the region, though in this rural space, 

the concept of “the region” is diffuse. Even those participants coming from Atlanta could 

be considered to be “from the area” to a certain extent. However, there are a few 

participants from farther away- Ohio for example. For the most part, these participants 

lean to the left politically and tend to hold down jobs that might be described as 

alternative- jewelry makers, potters, midwives- or they work in computers and web 

design. They tend to be middle-aged—people who became interested in folk music and 

dance during the folk revival of the 1960s and 1970s. The crowd is also made up of a few 

college students from Warren Wilson, a college in Asheville, North Carolina that tends to 

attract a more alternative crowd.  A few local high-school students are also in attendance. 

The older people are variously dressed to the nines in slightly out of date cocktail 

and eveningwear or in high hippie fashion in flowing tunics and skirts in earth-toned 

prints. There are a few men in kilts, including one who is definitely wearing “the puffy 

shirt” from Seinfeld. They younger crew are dressed up in fairly typical high school 

styles for the occasion; a few are showing off their latest tacky eighties prom dress finds 

in a sort of parody of what some of the adults are wearing. The Warren Wilson kids have 

a reputation for having a sort of “freegan2” mentality towards clothing (and life) and are 

                                                
2 “Freegans” practice an anti-consumerist lifestyle in which they attempt to live as much as possible on 
discarded objects and food.  
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dressed in a mishmash of artfully torn and ragged items that fit the picture of a scavenger 

lifestyle. 

The main event of the evening is the group dancing, a mixture of various 

traditional styles, mainly New England contra dancing, Southern Appalachian square 

dances, and English country dancing. However, every few dances or so, the floor is 

cleared for exhibitions of various other kinds of dance, including rapper (short sword) 

dancing, long sword, garland dancing, clog morris and border morris, a type of dance that 

involves throwing sticks around in a predetermined pattern, banging them on the floor 

and against one another, and running around in a kind of controlled chaos, all the while 

dressed in fantastically gaudy costumes made of shirts covered in a thick layer of rags 

and ribbons. The entire event is accompanied by live music provided by various 

musicians.  

The New Year’s Eve celebration at the John C. Campbell Folk School is a joyous, 

raucously fun event, full of bodies crashing into one another, and a feeling of “flow” that 

permeates the room as these moving bodies move together in the dance. However, the 

event also presents a problematic construction of what traditional Appalachian culture 

has been in the past, and is today.  

Take for example the various exhibition dances- the sword dancing, morris and 

garland dancing. These are all forms of traditional English dancing, said to be remnants 

of pagan culture preserved in the small towns of the English countryside. In the 1880's 

folklorists made the discovery that some of the ballads and songs of Appalachia bore a 

striking resemblance to those that had previously been collected in England by people 
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like Frances James Child and Cecil Sharp (Whisnant 1983:8). A great deal of work was 

done by people such as Olive Dame Campbell and English folklorist Cecil Sharp to trace 

the ballads of Appalachia to a canon of English folksongs: those which had been 

collected by Frances James Child and were known as the “Child ballads (Whisnant 

1983:105).” The idea began to arise that Appalachian culture was in fact a remnant of 

English culture which had been preserved in the mountains of Appalachia, cut off from 

the rest of the world for several hundred years.  

The standard narrative of Appalachian culture and history is that Appalachia was 

populated by immigrants from Scotland, Ireland, and England in the early 1800s persists 

today. Secluded from the “rest of civilization” because of their remote location in the 

mountains, aspects of “traditional” English, Irish, and Scottish culture were “preserved” 

by these immigrants and their descendants, only to be discovered, unchanged, nearly a 

century later. Some researchers went so far as to say that the speech patterns of 

Appalachia were a preserved form of Elizabethan English, prompting one writer to claim 

that “when the mountaineer begins to read at all, he displays so marked a preference for 

Shakespeare that it is invariably [his] works [the works of Shakespeare] . . . that have to 

be rebound in any library to which he [the mountaineer] has access (Whisnant 1983: 

57).” This seems a dubious claim; one seven year-old who played the part of Puck in a 

settlement school's production of A Midsummer Night's Dream in 1914, complained that 

he could learn his part better if it “were only in our own language (Whisnant 1983: 57).” 

In a certain sense, the truth or falsity of this particular narrative would not 

necessarily be significant if it were a narrative that those in Appalachia told about their 
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own history. Or rather, it would signify differently. However, this narrative has been 

constructed and imposed by writers and researchers outside of the region in particular as 

a means for constructing a certain version of American identity as indexed through 

Appalachian identity.  

As turn-of-the century folklorists and historians rendered it, the isolation that has 

kept the mountain people from “advancing,” has also kept them pure, “as yet unchanged 

by immigration and uncontaminated by the modern civilization (Mooney 1889:97).” 

Nativists and Anglo-Saxonists who believed in racial “purity” and  sought to make 

“Anglo-Saxon” culture the de facto culture of the United States in the face of what they 

felt was a threat of cultural degeneration due to immigration (Whisnant 1983:242-243) 

seized on this idea of preserved ancient English culture in the mountains and sought to 

promote it as a national culture (Whisnant 1983:243) This  particular brand of nativism  

had its roots in the economic depression of the 1880s, which focused blame on 

immigrants for being a “glut on the labor market (Whisnant 1983: 237).” These nativist 

tensions eased as the depression lifted,  however, as a result of the economic upswing,  a 

new wave of immigration began, bringing more than eighteen million immigrants to the 

United States from 1891-1920 (Vecoli 1996:11); over one million people immigrated to 

the United States in the year 1907 alone (Whisnant 1983: 238).  

Nativists and Anglo-Saxonists of the first few decades of the twentieth century 

seized on the folkloric idea of Appalachia as a “living fossil” of Anglo-Saxon culture and 

sought to promote it in various ways. A 1911 article in the Journal of American Folklore 

illustrates the academic focus on cultural purity of the time when describing the subjects 
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from whom material is collected. The article describes the town of Hindman, Knott 

County, Kentucky, as “entirely English,” going on to say that “no negroes have ever lived 

there. A list before me of over two hundred family names common to this district reveals 

an almost purely Saxon stock... thus the following items are unaffected by foreign 

admixture or influence (Shearin 1911:319).” 

One of these attempts to promote this “Anglo-Saxon culture, and a successful one 

at that, was the White Top Folk Festival, founded in 1931 by Annabel Buchanan and John 

Powell, a founder of the Anglo-Saxon Club of America apparently so devout in his faith 

in Anglo-Saxonism that he and his wife would “read to each other Beowulf and Norse 

books in order to understand the Anglo-Saxons better (Whisnant 1983: 237).” The 

festival strictly regulated what types of music and dance could and could not be 

performed as well as the manner in which they were performed. No African-American 

performers or audience members were allowed to attend. The festival consisted of 

performances consisted of “traditional” Appalachian clogging, string band music, 

dulcimer and harmonica playing, and ballad singing as might be expected (Whisnant 

1983: 190), but also included various English traditions such as sword dancing and 

morris dancing which had been taught to the mountaineers expressly for the purpose of 

the festival as an attempt to illustrate the Anglo-Saxon nature of the mountaineers 

(Whisnant 1983:200).  

Though it would be quite a stretch to accuse the John C. Campbell Folk School 

and the participants in its various classes and dances of racist Anglo-Saxonist leanings, 

the description of the White Top Folk Festival is eerily similar in some regards to the 
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current New Year’s celebration at the folk school. The presentation of English traditional 

forms of dance as the predecessors or relatives of the kinds of dance in the mountains 

along with the fact that those forms of dance such as buck dancing, flatfooting, or buck 

and wing that are often seen as traditional Appalachian forms are not presented, is odd to 

the say the least. Those at the folk school compose a narrative in which the cultural 

practices of the English, Scottish and Irish were remnants of a pagan past that had not 

died out, but gone into hiding. In turn, the cultural practices of immigrants from these 

countries is “preserved” in the Appalachian Mountains, untouched and uncorrupted, only 

to be discovered by people like Olive Dame Campbell, founder of the folk school. This 

particular narrative helps to create a direct lineage from the original settlers in the 

mountains down to those who dance at the folk school. 

Moreover, there is a paucity of people of color at the event, and though this is not 

policed in the way that attendance at the White Top Folk Festival was, it is evidence of a 

further problem with the presentation of Appalachian culture as seen at the folk school. 

The standard narrative presents cultural life in the Appalachian Mountains as English, 

white, and homogenous. This narrative effectively erases the contributions of other 

cultural groups to the culture of the region, for example, Germans, Italians and Eastern 

Europeans who immigrated to Appalachia to work in its infamous coalmines. In the 

present, this narrative also leaves out the numbers of Hispanics who have moved to the 

region to work in textiles and chicken processing. 

This standard narrative and the vision of Appalachian culture presented by the 

folk school also leaves out the significant contributions of African-Americans to 
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Appalachian culture, despite the fact that African-Americans have lived with, worked 

with, and generally coexisted with Whites in Appalachia almost from the beginning. This 

is part of a larger “whitewashing” of Appalachia, a process that constructs a version of 

Appalachia that was anti-secessionist and non-slaveholding, where class conflict trumps 

racial conflict but also an Appalachia where oftentimes, African-Americans simply don’t 

exist. This absence of African-Americans is often given as an excuse for why race need 

not be confronted in Appalachia, and indeed the same argument could be made about 

Brasstown and the folk school- this history of African-Americans in Appalachia is not 

represented at the folk school simply because they were not active participants in the 

creation and ongoing activity at the school, or the production of culture in the region. 

In her article “De-Gradations of Whiteness: Appalachia and the Complexities of 

Race,” Barbara Ellen Smith roundly criticizes this “race relations” perspective “whereby 

race is viewed as operative only in settings where people of color are present. When they 

are absent, as is the case in many areas of contemporary Appalachia, race and racism are 

deemed irrelevant and the “racial innocence” of white Appalachians is preserved (Smith 

2004:38).” One cannot argue that the presentation of Appalachia as performed by the 

John C. Campbell Folk School does not need to grapple with race simply because no non-

whites are present.  

This racial restructuring and rewriting of both culture and history has larger 

implications than just the racial makeup of a small event at a not very well known rural 

site of cultural production. As evidenced by John Powell’s White Top Folk Festival, 

Appalachia has historically been a site for the construction of whiteness, but a 
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specifically American kind of whiteness- one that is often manipulated and used for 

political gain. This is evident in Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty, a political initiative 

aimed at reducing a national poverty level of nineteen percent. Though the legislation 

passed in 1964 was directed towards poverty in areas all over the country, the face of the 

war on poverty was white, and from Appalachia. Harry Caudill’s book Night Comes to 

the Cumberlands: A Biography of a Depressed Area was instrumental in the push both 

for the War on Poverty and for Appalachia as its representative. The tagline of the book 

even reads “The first frontier in the war on poverty (Caudill 1963).” 

 Evidence of this racially-motivated manipulation can be seen more recently in the 

discourses surrounding race in the 2008 presidential race between John McCain and 

Barack Obama where the relationship between the race of the two candidates and the race 

of voters stood out in ways that had never before been possible. At first glance, the 

question seemed to be, “Will White working-class voters with a regional history of 

racism vote for a black candidate?” As Matt Bai bluntly asked in an extended New York 

Times article, “Will Gun-Toting Churchgoing, White Guys Pull the Lever for Obama 

(Bai 2008)”?  Maureen Dowd certainly frames it this way when she comments that, “In 

grim times, a bitter Hillary clings to bitter voters who in grim times supposedly cling to 

guns, religion and antipathy to people who aren’t like them. Mining that antipathy, the 

New York senator has been working hard to get the hard-working white voters of 

hardscrabble Appalachia so she can show that a black man can’t yet be elected president 

(Dowd 2008).” 

 However, upon reexamination, the black-white opposition Dowd sets up between 
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Clinton and Obama in Appalachia turns ought not to be about blackness at all, but rather 

aligning oneself with one particular kind of Whiteness or another.  

Note the particular characterization of  “hard-working white voters of hardscrabble 

Appalachia.” Timothy Egan clearly outlines the two kinds of whiteness at play in the 

opposition between Clinton and Obama, defining different kinds of whiteness as 

represented by Clinton supporters versus Obama supporters: “She’s got her white voters. 

He’s got his. Her whites go to church every week. His whites are more secular. Her 

whites have dirt under their fingernails. His are more likely to be changing ink cartridges 

in the office. Her whites like the hard stuff. His whites will choose Oregon pinot (Egan 

2008).” Implicit in this is the idea that Obama is an unsuitable candidate to represent 

Appalachia not because of his race, but because he supports the wrong kind of Whiteness 

(for Appalachia at least), the kind that is not “hard-working” or “hardscrabble.” Timothy 

Egan further points out that “the media shorthand for both Kentucky and West 

Virginia…[is that] these are “hard-working, real Americans (Egan 2008),” further 

illustrating the connections between Appalachia’s particular kind of whiteness with 

construction of a national identity that is decidedly pale.  
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Chapter Three: The Possum Drop at Clay’s Corner 

 

Down the road from the Folk School, a very different kind of New Year’s Eve 

celebration is taking place.  For the past two years I have found myself at ten minutes to 

midnight on New Year’s Eve standing outside of a Citgo station in Brasstown, NC, 

waiting for a possum in a Plexiglas box to be lowered about twenty feet to the ground in 

lieu of a giant ball a la New York, or closer to home, a giant peach a la Atlanta. The event 

is called the Possum Drop and it is the major cultural event for the small mountain 

community in which it takes place. I want to begin by providing a healthy amount of 

background material- some details about the region, the history of the event, as well as a 

detailed description of the event itself, before teasing out some of the issues that I believe 

are at play in this particular celebration. My first year I attended as merely a spectator, 

while last year I returned with notebook in hand. Thus, the majority of material in this 

paper is taken from my observations this past year, New Year’s Eve 2009.  

Each year since 1990, Brasstown has been home to this unique New Year’s 

celebration.  Yes, it is a live possum, captured several days before the event, fattened on 

cat food and released at its completion. That is it has been a live possum every year 

except for the one where PETA protested and the events’ organizers elected to use road 

kill instead.  

The event was founded by local gas station owner Clay Logan who has served as 

master of ceremonies every year, and functions as a general cultural ambassador and 

tourism generator for Brasstown through the means of his gas station, where one can 
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purchase such items as canned possum (actually dirt), Hillbilly Bubble Bath (actually a 

bag of beans that one is instructed to cook and eat an hour before bathing), and T-shirts 

with a possum superimposed on the Confederate flag reading, “It’s a Southern Thang.” 

Logan has worked to promote Brasstown as the Possum Capital of the World, not 

necessarily due to an abundance of possums, but rather because as he puts it, Brasstown 

“desperately needed something (Gettleman 2003).” Throughout the rest of the year the 

gas station serves as a kind of community center, as a host for occasional music jams, and 

also as a place where one can drop by nearly any time for conversation with Clay Logan 

and whoever else might be gathered there.  

The Possum Drop itself is not limited to just the dropping of the possum but is 

rather an entire evening of activities, beginning with a beauty pageant. But the 

contestants are not the prom queens and homecoming attendants from the area high 

school that you might expect to be competing for the title of Miss Possum or Possum 

Queen. Rather, the contestants are local men dressed to the nines in wigs, sparkly dresses 

and makeup. Down to the last one however, the outfit was completed with heavy work 

boots or cowboy boots. One man even wore his work gloves as an accessory to his 

glamorous dress. The men all have stage names, for example, Miss Rainbow Sprite, 

which are most likely made up by the announcer. Each contestant is required to perform a 

“talent” portion, which mainly consists of freely improvised dance to a snippet of a pop 

or country song chosen by the announcer.  

The beauty pageant is followed by a bull-riding contest complete with rodeo 

clowns- in which each contestant actually wears a costume that makes it appear as if he is 
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riding a bull. This is followed by an extended tribute to the troops. After this solemn 

portion of the event, it is finally time to lower the possum. Everyone counts down, the 

possum is lowered and at the shout of Happy New Year, fireworks are set off and songs 

such as Auld Lang Syne, Dixie, and the Battle Hymn of the Republic are played.  

Depictions of life in the rural South frequently fall back onto stereotypes of right 

wing, bible-beating, gun-toting rednecks, drawing from a representational history of 

mountain men, hillbillies, moonshiners, confederates, and poor white trash. Located 

squarely in the Appalachian Mountains the residents of the community of Brasstown 

have had to contend with the label of redneck and hillbilly, stereotypes that are deep- 

seated and often highly contradictory. Furthermore, Brasstown is home to the previously 

discussed John C. Campbell Folk School. Familiar representations of Appalachian life 

and culture such as the Dukes of Hazard, Deliverance, or the 1994 Jodie Foster film Nell 

are quite a bit to contend with in and of themselves, however, the Folk School presents a 

more immediate site for the construction of Appalachian identity that Brasstown residents 

must grapple with.  In doing so, the residents of Brasstown work to craft a particular 

Southern Appalachian identity that both performs and subverts these stereotypes in order 

to claim them. 

In Katie Stewart’s A Space on the Side of the Road, the eponymous “‘space on the 

side of the road’ is the site of an opening or reopening into the story of America…It 

stands as a kind of back talk to “America’s” mythic claims to realism, progress, and 

order… It opens a gap in the order of myth itself—the order of grand summarizing traits 

that claim to capture the “gist” of “things (Stewart 1996:1).” Both literally and 
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figuratively, the Clay’s Corner Citgo Station is a space on the side of the road in 

Brasstown, located at the nexus of the two main (only) roads that run through town, 

visible from the folk school, backed by a creek. It is a gas station cum video store, cum 

music venue, cum gas station, cum museum, cum tourist trap. It is a site where people 

gather to just talk, and even in the midst of the hubbub of preparation for the Possum 

Drop on December 30, and amidst the confusion of a documentarian filmmaker poking 

around the store, posing customers for photos and asking questions, that is what people 

were doing at the gas station, sitting around and talking. 

One of the ways in which this space on the side of the road is opened up is 

through back talk. Back talk is a mode by which “people reassert a social order of signs 

in which the “self” is not a fixed object… it is a space of unknown possibilities and 

unintended consequences—a space of desire in which anything can happen (Stewart 

1996:161).” The Possum Drop as an event, as a performance, is a means for back talking 

entrenched ideas about what it might mean to be Appalachian, whether those entrenched 

ideas involve “redneckness”, purity, preserved culture, primitivism, folk art, connections 

to the land, fundamentalist religion, or many more. “Assertive back talk turns a flat 

reading of signs into a performative space of claims and counterclaims, mutual 

misreadings, and momentary excesses that push things to the limit of the “ordinary” and 

draw attention to a space of unseen forces… Set social roles and fixed identities twist and 

turn in the shifting double entendres of claims that someone is lazy, crazy, mean, ornery, 

ignorant, or backward, and local ways reemerge as nothing but just talk (Stewart 

1996:161).” 



 26 

In parallel, Stam writes, “Carnival, in our sense, is more than a party or a festival; 

it is the oppositional culture of the oppressed, a countermodel of cultural production and 

desire. It offers a view of the official world as seen from below—not the mere disruption 

of etiquette but a symbolic, anticipatory overthrow of oppressive social structures (Stam 

in Highmore 2002:123).” 

The carnivalesque, or LeFebvre’s idea of “la fete,” the festival, is an event that is 

a mechanism for “the overturning of established differences: differences of gender and 

class that have fixed hierarchical determinations (Highmore 2002:122).”  It is a moment 

in which disorder becomes the norm, allowing for a restructuring of social values, 

positions and power. It is the carnivalesque nature of the event that I argue saves it from 

the danger of reinforcing hillbilly, white trash, and redneck stereotypes.  

The Possum Drop is an Appalachian incarnation of la fete. The Clay’s Corner 

Citgo Station on New Year’s Eve is a space of “world-turned-upside-down”- the cross-

dressing beauty pageant, the bull-riding contest complete with rodeo clowns, and the 

bluegrass band’s reworking of the traditional song “Little Maggie” into “Yonder Stands a 

Possum” all speak to this.  

The beauty pageant serves as a means for confusing gender, even if only in a 

superficial way, while the event overall is an example of a reversal of hierarchy, where 

“the dumbest animal in the world” is the most important. The possum is a debased 

animal, generally not viewed as good for much but road kill. As one organizer states, 

“They’re an animal everybody says is the dumbest animal in the world, and they 

probably are.” But for one night, the possum is king. It is literally lifted on high, in its 
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Plexiglas box adorned with a golden garland (most likely Christmas tree tinsel) and 

venerated in all of its despicable glory.  

There is a self-awareness at the Possum Drop that in some senses seems to try to 

counteract redneck stereotypes by taking them to the extreme as a strategy for 

reclamation. As one event organizer stated in a New York Times article profiling the 

Possum Drop, “We’re kind of poking fun at all the stereotypes of rednecks and hillbillies 

(Gettleman 2003).” There is a certain playfulness to the event that seems wholly sincere, 

brought about by the odd juxtapositions present throughout the event: A man in a sparkly 

dress and work boots, or costumed bull rider dancing to Shania Twain, though with the 

comment that “that bull must have come from Brokeback mountain,” both performing in 

front of an enormous stage backdrop of an eagle with the words In God We Trust, but 

next to a satellite dish that reads Possum Network.  

In this space, a generally disparaged and debased animal can be valorized, and by 

proxy, the culture that it is symbolic of, (one that is generally seen as disparaged and 

debased both outside and within the region) can be valorized as well. The festival 

atmosphere allows working class Appalachian culture its own golden garland, even if 

only for an evening.  

However, in his book Odd Tribes, John Hartigan challenges us to be wary of 

labeling presentations of white trash as carnivalesque, saying that this view “risks being 

either too celebratory or simplistically valorizing of counterhegemonic aspects to the 

name and the image, losing sight of how socially uninhabitable the space is that white 

trash designates (Hartigan 2005:122).” Hartigan’s text interrogates these labels of 
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hillbilly, redneck and white trash, describing them as terms that “emphatically inscribe a 

charged form of difference marked off from the privileges and powers of whiteness, each 

demarcating an inside and an outside to “mainstream” white society (Hartigan 

2005:148).” In seeking to deconstruct the racial and socioeconomic factors behind the 

redneck or hillbilly label and the ways in which white subjects become racialized, 

Hartigan also investigates the claiming of “redneck” status, and the strategies deployed 

from within the self-claimed identity to both enforce and counteract the stereotypes 

associated with it. As Hartigan says, “These forms of self-identification are distinctive in 

that they continually allude to the charged terms of difference between whites; they 

underscore rather than efface the distinctions that inform the severely sloped terrain of 

power and privilege of whiteness by animating and inhabiting the most extreme 

caricatures of white rural poverty and ignorance (Hartigan 2005:150).” Clay Logan’s 

hillbilly bubble bath and canned possum come to mind.  

Within this process of “animating and inhabiting” there are two main strategies at 

work in the claiming of redneck identity: “one approach seeks to actively counter the 

stereotyped connotations of this label, whereas an opposite tack asserts a stance squarely 

within these disparaged features (Hartigan 2005:150).” Hartigan examines the Redneck 

Games, held annually in Dublin, Georgia, and the American Redneck Society as 

contrasting examples of these two strategies. The American Redneck Society, whose 

annual newsletter is titled the “Mullet Wrapper,” actively performs a benign form of 

redneckness. Their creed is “Just because we talk slow doesn’t mean we think slow” and 

the aim of the society is to present the idea that just about anyone can be a redneck. The 
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American Redneck Society claims a positive valuation of redneckness that is 

geographically and socioeconomically inclusive. 

In contrast, the Annual Redneck Games features such caricaturistic events as 

bobbing for pigs’ feet, hubcap hurls, seed spitting, the armpit serenade, and dumpster 

diving (Hartigan 2005:151) that could be taken as a parodic performance of stereotypical 

redneck identity. As one organizer puts it, people “seem to think we are portraying 

Southern people as unintelligent, beer swilling hicks… we just like to have fun (Pappas 

in Hartigan 2005:151).” This comment is echoed in a statement made by one organizer of 

the Possum Drop, the man who runs the giant TV screen called the  “Possumtron” and 

does sound for the evening says, “See, some people think of rednecks as ignorant 

skinhead types, waving the Confederate flag and living barefoot in the mountains. We do 

live in the country. And we like to hunt. But besides that, we're just trying to have fun 

(Gettleman 2003).''  

This claim that “we’re just trying to have fun” is often used as a way of excusing 

controversial or inappropriate behavior. Hartigan questions the idea that this performance 

is mere parody, saying that “such public performances might start out critiquing the 

stereotypes but end up actively reproducing them—perhaps because, in the end, 

participants tangibly feel the weight of the social distinctions that animate the stereotype 

and recognize that these cannot be easily dispelled (Hartigan 2005:151).” 

Unquestionably, both of these strategies of claiming and rejecting redneck identity are at 

play here at the Possum Drop, and the event could easily be seen as a failed attempt at 

critique through parody like the Redneck Games.  
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However, what also merits examination in the forces at play in the Possum Drop 

is the way in which a particular kind of whiteness is being constructed through the 

staging of this event. While the aesthetics of the event at the John C. Campbell School 

and those of the Possum Drop may seem miles apart, in fact, many of the same racial 

issues at play at the John C. Campbell School are also in action at the Possum Drop. 

Perhaps the most immediate sign of the kind of racializing that is going on at the 

Possum Drop is that just as at the folk school, is that there are few if any people of color 

present at the Possum Drop. Smith’s previously mentioned point that one would not 

assert that gender is not at play in an all-male locker room, or that class is not at play at 

an expensive country club because there are no poor members, is relevant here as well. 

The Possum Drop is a self-conscious presentation of Appalachian “culture,” joking 

though it may be, and that culture is white and male, clearly visible in the fact that  there 

were only two women present on stage at the Possum Drop, both performing as 

musicians.  

Spectators at the Possum Drop display forms of Confederate flag paraphernalia, 

and the song Dixie was played both times I attended the Possum Drop, one time 

containing the lyric “To arms, to arms, to arms, Dixieland.” These are markers of a 

certain view of the Civil War in which slavery is glossed over and the major issues of the 

war were states rights and independence.3 This speaks to perhaps another form of racial 

                                                
3 Historically speaking, it is not necessarily outrageous to claim that the issue of slavery as an ethical 
question was not the main cause for the Civil War, and that issues of economics and states rights (strongly 
connected to the institution of slavery) were in fact more significant. However, the cultural narrative that 
has developed surrounding the causes of the Civil War focuses mainly on the moral and ethical question of 
slavery.  



 31 

innocence, a perhaps more disingenuous one, where the experiences of enslaved African-

Americans is discounted in favor of a narrative of a victimized South that in some ways 

has yet to recover.  

In addition to this, there is a strong thread of performative patriotism running 

through the entire event. The backdrop of the stage is a massive sign featuring an 

American flag, an eagle, and the words In God We Trust. The event features an extended 

tribute to the troops, including a video made by one local soldier where he states that 

“Here at the Possum Drop we do it right, for God and country.” Later, Clay comments 

that soldiers “Bring us freedom so that we can have this Possum Drop. A lot of countries 

cain’t do this.” Both the soldier and Clay draw a strong connection between a particular 

form of Americanness- one that believes in God and is distinct from other countries for 

the freedoms available to it- and the local, the Possum Drop. By claiming strong ties to a 

certain form of nationalism, the Possum Drop makes explicit the connection between the 

construction of Whiteness in Appalachia and the construction of Whiteness more 

nationally as the default American identity. This hearkens back to the days of the Anglo-

Saxonists who sought to construct and create an American folk culture through the 

promotion of Appalachian culture as the true “native” culture of the United States. 
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Epilogue: Crossroads and Conclusions 

Much of my writing about the John C. Campbell Folk School New Year’s 

celebration and the Possum Drop has set the two up as separate entities, with little 

interaction, and little in common besides the particular inspiration for celebration- the 

new year. In part, this is due to the constraints of studying two concurrent events. It is 

impossible to be in two places at once, which is not very conducive to comparative 

research. However, careful thought and long-term research makes it possible to examine 

the two in relation to each other. Indeed, it is a disservice to my research, to the town, and 

to these two institutions to not engage with the ways the two interact and counteract one 

another.  

 I had initially separated the two institutions out of my own theories about who 

was participating in each event and what each event represented. I had thought that those 

dancing at the folk school were separated from those at the Possum Drop both by 

geography, in that they were from out of town, and socioeconomically. Furthermore, I 

had latched onto the idea that each event was performing a particular kind of Southern 

identity- at the folk school a sort of idyllic pastoral past, and at the Possum Drop a certain 

idealized Civil War based conception of the “Great South,” failing to realize that 

underneath, each of these performances of Southern identity are in fact performances and 

constructions of whiteness. This realization leads me to look more closely at the 

relationship between Clay’s Corner/the Possum Drop and the John C. Campbell Folk 

School/the New Year’s dance.  
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 Perhaps most obvious is the fact that the land on which the folk school was built 

was donated by a resident of Brasstown, Uncle Luce Scroggs, or possibly his son, Fred 

Scroggs (though Whisnant claims it was in fact his wife’s land that was donated). The 

folk school has maintained a certain acknowledgement of this gift, stating in the history 

section of their website that “Fred O. Scroggs donated the first 25 acres of land used to 

start the Folk School. Many community members filled out pledge cards, offering support 

in the form of labor, livestock – even day lilies for the grounds! (www.folkschool.org)” 

Moreover, the school has certain structures in place that acknowledge a certain kind of 

indebtedness to the town, and to Scroggs, stating on the “For Locals” section of the 

website that “Local people donated their resources, time and land to get the Folk School 

started - the local tuition policy is an attempt to give back to the communities that helped 

start the school (www.folkschool.org),” accompanied by a graphic of the original 

document signed by L. Scroggs that donated the original 25 acres. Under the local tuition 

policy, residents of certain counties are eligible for various restricted discounts on classes 

at the school. In addition to this there are opportunities to win free slots in various 

classes, exhortations to join the various dance teams based at the school, as well as a 

description of various volunteer opportunities.  

 In contrast, the Clay’s Corner website is less acknowledging of the presence of 

the folk school or any particular relationship to it. The only reference to the folk school is 

a comment that “The most exciting thing that we do in Brasstown, besides going to the 

John C. Campbell Folk School and dance with the pretty Danish girl, is "Lowering the 
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Opossum on New Year's Eve." (www.clayscorner.com),” which, if anything, is an 

interesting reference to the folk school’s particular model and history.  

 Geographically speaking, the gas station and the folk school are down the street 

from each other, and the road between the two is literally a two way street. Participants at 

the John C. Campbell School for the most part remain at the folk school for the bulk of 

the evening, however, at about ten minutes to midnight, the majority of the crowd leaves 

the building to trudge down the street to see the possum dropped. After this takes place, 

they quickly make their way back to the school for more dancing, and some musket 

shooting. Meanwhile, there are certainly local high school students dancing at the dance, 

some of whom seem even to be regular participants.  

 All of this points to a larger relationship between the two institutions as players in 

larger forces of the construction of Appalachian identity, Southern identity, and various 

forms of whiteness. Both sites and events participate in a “whitewashing” of the history 

and culture of the region, effectively writing out the roles that non-whites have had to 

play. Moreover, both events are sites for the creation of a particular kind of whiteness 

that subsequently gets writ larger as a form of national whiteness, which can be used and 

manipulated for various political ends and means. This emphasizes a need to pay closer 

attention to representations of Appalachia and Appalachian culture, both in the field of 

pop culture and politically, which could be a potentially rich field for future research.  
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