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been its force in 1930, for a young man from the Alabama hills 
who, as a student at Vanderbilt, participated in the excited 
discussion of agrarian matters? An immense force, one may infer. 
"Pioneer," Still calls it , and "seminal''-both terms are charged and 
will serve to reinforce this thesis: of all the Vanderbilt writers, 
including those who have been students and teachers there in the 
past six decades and have gone on to careers as writers, James Still 
is the central exemplar of the agrarian tradition. 

If agrarianism is the text here, then regionalism is the subtext, 
for more often than not the literary issue of agrarianism is one 
form or another of regionalism. It is the quality of this latter 
"-ism" which makes all the difference. If one deployed as paving 
stones all the books which have exploited ostensibly quaint and 
curious folks in isolated places, which have mishandled dialect and 
folk speech, which have awkwardly praised and patronized their 
"local color" subjects, we might have a broad new road from 
Nashville to the heart of the Kentucky hills . There is no space here 
to deal with this long-standing problem in American (and world) 
literature; perhaps a pedagogical anecdote will suffice. In the 
course of teaching seminars in regionalism, in Southern and 
Appalachian literature (or even Catskills and Adirondack lore and 
literature), one discovers how badly this novelist or that poet 
handles this or that problem of literary regionalism. These 
deficiencies should be examined against two touchstones. The first 
is Robert Penn Warren's essay, "Some Don'ts for Literary 
Regionalists": 

Regionalism is not quaintness and local color and folklore, 
for those things when separated from a functional idea are 
merely a titillation of the reader's sentimentality or 
snobbishness .. . . Regionalism based on the literary 
exploitation of a race or society that has no cultural 
continuity with our own tends to be false and precious. 
Regionalism does not mean that literature is tied to its region 
for application . .. , does not imply in any way a relaxing of 
critical standards.11 

The successful regional writer is never insistently self-conscious 
regarding his regionalism. He writes out of, not about, a profound 
sense of place. He sees in and through and because of intense 
localism, a way of seeing, a vision that is purged by a kind of 
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ongoing sacramental relationship with the near and common things 
of his place and community. James Still's River of Earth represents 
one precise formal embodiment of these principles; it incarnates all 
of the best notions concerning how to write "regional" fiction. The 
second touchstone, and of similar significance, is Kentuckian Allen 
Tate's rumination, in a 1929 letter to Donald Davidson: "Our true 
Southern novelist at present is Elizabeth Roberts, who does not 
write as a Southerner or as anything else. " She is not a purveyor 
of sociological theses. Like Hemingway, she "sticks to concrete 
experience"; she has "that sense of a stable world, of a total 
sufficiency of character, which we miss in modern life."12 The 
characterization of Roberts's fiction exactly fits the work of her 
friend, James Still; indeed, had Still's work been available a decade 
earlier, at the time of the agrarian deliberations concerning 
regional fiction , River of Earth would have served them well as a 
touchstone. Decades later, they had discovered this. (See, for 
example, Cleanth Brooks's praise of Still's mastery, in the 
foreword to The Run for the Elbertas.) In 1971, Tate wrote to 
Still : 

I have just read it [River of Earth]-one of the few novels I 
have read in a decade. I regret that I didn't see it years ago . 
It is a brilliant and moving novel. Moreover, in my opinion, 
it is a masterpiece of style. The subtle modulation between 
the mountain speech of the dialogue and the formal, yet 
simple, diction of the narrative is masterly .13 

That was their way . Lonely folk, but a blessing 
to each other, for the beasts, and for the earth . 

Knut Hamsun14 

At the heart of Still's fiction and poetry is a master motif, a 
core image, based on the rivers and creeks which "glean the 
valleys."15 Four of his books have titles which draw on this 
reservoir of river-creek imagery: River of Earth, On Troublesome 
Creek, Way Down Yonder on Troublesome Creek, and Sporty 
Creek: A Novel About an Appalachian Boyhood. Moreover, at 
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least eighteen poems and seven short stories take th.eir titles from 
creeks, and as many more draw key images from rivers or creeks . 
Consider some of the rivers and creeks, the prongs and forks and 
branches in Still's fiction: 

Big Ballard, Biggety, Big Greasy, Big Leatherwood, Big John 
Riggins Creek, Boone's Fork, Broad Creek, Buckeye Branch, 
Cain Creek, Crazy Creek, Cutshin, Dead Mare Branch, 
Defeated Creek, Dry Creek, Fern Branch, Fight Creek, Goose 
Creek, Grassy Creek, He Creek (which joins She Creek), Keg 
Branch, Kentucky River, Lairds Creek, Lean Neck, Left Hand 
Fork, Left Troublesome, Letts Creek, Little Angus, Little 
Carr, Lower Flat Creek, Pigeon Roost, Quicksand Creek, 
Redbird River, Red Fox Creek, Roaring Fork, Rockhouse 
Creek, Salt Lick, Sand Lick, Shepherd's Creek, Shikepoke 
Creek, Shoal Creek, Short Fork, Slick Branch, Smacky 
Creek, Snag Fork, Snaggy Creek, Sporty Creek, Surrey 
Creek, Tight Hollow Branch, Troublesome Creek, Upper 
Logan Creek, Willow Branch, Wolfpen. 

These are just some of the waters which flow through some of 
Still's fiction (River of Earth, Run for the Elbertas, and Pattern of 
a Man). Indeed, since more than fifty streams flow through one 
novel and less than two dozen short stories, one might state thi? 
premise: it's a mighty dry Still story that does not have a creek or 
two shaping it in some way. 

What conclusions might be drawn from this riparian inventory? 
First, the student of place-names will observe that the Appalachian 
flair for naming is manifested amply here. Then, the scholar 
considering Still's career will note his enduring concern with the 
actual places of his chosen earth, a preoccupation going back to 
Still's earliest publications, such as his scholarly note, "Place 
Names in the Cumberland Mountains," published while he was a 
graduate student at Vanderbilt. 16 There, Still writes: "Names given 
to creeks, ridges, hollows, and villages in the Cumberland 
Mountains have a peculiarity all their own. They often represent 
some characteristic of the thing named which is overlooked by the 
outsider." Noting the difficulty of citing reasons for some of the 
designations, he concludes: "They seem to have sprung out of the 
fertile imagination of the mountaineer ." It seems much to the point 
of Still's career as "Appalachian artist" to pay heed to his early 
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