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Disclaimer:
 
Information used in these articles was acquired by this author over a lifetime spent in the field of journalism. After these many years, it is difficult to recall where some of the information originated. There has been no intention to pilfer, purloin, claim or take credit for any material woven into this text from another source. I appreciate the influence that other authors have had on my writing during my career. Know that you have left footprints for me to follow.
 
–John Blankenship
 

Dedication:
 
This book is dedicated to my wife Linda Lee, the love of my life and best friend, my soulmate and confidante, the spirit that rescued me from all my worldly demons, and forgave me for the many debacles of my youth. She was there when I needed her, and I owe her more than I can ever repay. Linda Lee encouraged me to follow my heart and stood by me when I needed love most; at times when I couldn't find my own way, she was there to guide me. For that and much more, I am eternally grateful.
On our first date while on our way home from a Beckley theatre in a blinding snowstorm in December 1966, Linda Lee chastised me for not having snow tires. She politely informed me that her father always equipped his vehicles with snow tires in winter and she believed that is what any respectable person should do. I stopped at a local service station on the way to her house and had the attendants put chains on my 1953 Cadillac. I guess it must have made a favorable impression, although I was embarrassed that my brown-eyed beauty had to sit in the vehicle while atop the service station lift. I probably should have offered her an orange soda!
During the following week, Linda Lee's mother called and invited me to dinner at the family's home. Two years later, her parents would offer me their daughter's hand in marriage. That was nearly 50 years ago; we now live in a 19th century, two-story residence (with our cat Miss Kitty) just a short distance from my wife's birthplace in Daniels, where we remain very happy together.
We often laugh about that memorable ride home in the ice and snow on our first date many years ago. Neither of us can recall the name of the movie or whether we kissed good night (which I seriously doubt, given her frame of mind). I do recall, however, that Linda Lee sprinted into her house and left me standing in the driveway, in the falling snow, without bothering to wish me a safe trip home. But when I showed up at her house for dinner a week later with the chains still on my old Cadillac, Linda Lee laughed hysterically. “Can you believe this idiot?” she exclaimed to her mom, and we've been inseparable ever since.
 
With much affection and devotion, Johnnie B.  
 
 

Foreword:
 
It’s a privilege to write the foreword for John Blankenship’s book, Songs of the Whippoorwill: An Appalachian Odyssey. As an educator, journalist and award-winning high school newspaper and yearbook adviser, I have used his advice on writing and teaching techniques for many years. Blankenship is a scholar-artist and the wisest Appalachian writer that I know. For writers and would-be writers, the author of Songs provides a lovely mixture of simple style and subtle insights about the attitudes and feelings of the humble folk living throughout Southern West Virginia (and Appalachia for that matter).
Blankenship has a strong presence on the page; his literary voice, a distinctive cadence. I feel confident that he will win your trust—as he has mine—and make you willing to journey with him on a memorable trek through the winding mountain thoroughfares and lush valleys of the Mountain State. His writing strategy is all about trust—a trust in the inherent talents of the ordinary citizens he encounters on his odyssey through the hills of his native West Virginia, and trust in the power of the written word. His book is about moonshiners and knife makers, coon hunters and snake hunters, quick-draw artists and sure-shot grannies, muleskinners and cloggers—all realms that intertwine like threads through a narrative quilt stitched snugly with words, images and songs from the personal experience of life in the hills.
I can offer a sense of the roots for this important book by identifying some of the themes that guide Blankenship’s devotion to writing and the affirmations that guide his craft. Always the indefatigable journalist and master photographer, he believes everyone has a strong, unique spirit; everyone is born with a creative intellect; writing as an art form belongs to all people, regardless of economic class or educational level; story-telling can be done without damage to the speaker’s artistic temperament and authentic voice; and story must echo a universal longing for all people.
This book is particularly eloquent and insightful about the common—I want to say collective—experience of a proud people struggling to reclaim their shared identity. I have met few people as dedicated to their craft as the author of this book. I admire Blankenship’s remarkable wisdom because he was responsible for getting me interested in writing in the first place. As a former journalism and English teacher, Blankenship proved to be an invaluable link for students seeking their own identity in print, their own distinctive persona. He understands the fears that arise for most people as they strive to establish their relationship to the outside world. For those whom this book was written, they could not have found a more disciplined and honest journalist.
 
Vaughn Rhudy, Ed.D.
 
Dr. Rhudy is a former award-winning journalist and educator. He has worked for The Register-Herald newspaper in Beckley, West Virginia, and The Dallas Morning News in Dallas, Texas. He taught English and journalism for more than 20 years at Shady Spring High School in Raleigh County, West Virginia, and advised the school’s nationally recognized student newspaper and yearbook. He has won numerous awards for his writing and reporting, as well as his teaching, including Raleigh County Teacher of the Year in 1992, Ashland Oil Teacher Achievement Award Winner in 1994, and the Milken National Educator Award in 2003. For the past eight years, Rhudy has worked in the Office of Assessment at the West Virginia Department of Education and currently serves as the Executive Director of Assessment for the state.

Prologue: A Writer's Notebook
 
They are the original hillbillies. They live alongside the hills, in hollow after hollow. They are the Appalachian people, the mountain people, the hill people. And yet, their folk and families are found deeper and deeper in remote hollows, driven almost to extinction by the region's poverty and by a society that has little use for pioneers or the proud pioneer spirit.
To many people living in so-called mainstream America, the terms Appalachia and poverty are synonymous. But this is only one of many misconceptions about the region.
The confusion about the much-publicized region of Appalachia—often citing Southern West Virginia as its heart and soul—stems no doubt, from the stereotypes surrounding it. When most people, especially outsiders, think of Appalachia, they commonly think poverty, because that’s what they have seen portrayed in magazines and on TV.
But Appalachia is much larger than the region commonly recognized by outsiders. It extends from Maine to Mississippi. It’s bigger than the area of West Virginia, parts of Kentucky and Tennessee.
When others hear the word Appalachia, they think of the coalfields in Eastern Kentucky and Southern West Virginia, food stamps, strip mining and black lung. Their images of Appalachia include old mountain men with raggedy trousers and rope belts, bibbed overalls, felt hats and little brown jugs. They imagine people smoking corncob pipes and blurting double negatives.
As an Appalachian-American, I first became interested in the culture while studying at Marshall University. I discovered that instructors and fellow classmates had strange notions about Appalachia. So, trying to set the record straight, I was drawn into the study of the region myself, and I was quick to learn about its seemingly unique folkways and traditions. The study of Appalachian culture offers an entirely separate education in itself.
For generations, the blending of cultural influences in this mountain environment has produced a rich heritage of which Appalachians can be justly proud.
And as far as behavior is concerned, Appalachian folk generally are more welcoming and friendly toward strangers and outsiders than in the past. That’s positive, largely because people now are moving in here from all over the country, including those transferring to jobs with the prison system and other government agencies in the region.
In sum, the sprawling mountainous terrain commonly known today as Appalachia is steeped in heritage and tradition, according to those who continue to explore the legends and folklore of the region through research in music, theater, history and literature.
The result: We can all be proud of our indomitable mountaineer spirit, and we no longer have to consider the term “hillbilly” offensive. In fact, most people would probably say they are even proud of it; at least, they no longer consider it derogatory anymore.
As a feature writer and photographer in Appalachia, I have had the privilege of meeting, writing about, and photographing a myriad of individuals who proudly bear the title of Appalachians. This book is a collection of just some of the stories I have written over the years and originally published in the pages of Beckley Newspapers. Some are stories about the wonderful people who have lived in the region, some explore the rich history of the area, and some are my own recollections of life in the mountains of West Virginia. This book serves as an homage to the proud people who were the subjects of these stories and inspirations to my readers.
I have titled my book Songs of the Whippoorwill: An Appalachian Odyssey because the call of the whippoorwill, a nocturnal North American bird often heard—but not seen—in the area, has captivated, and, in many cases, guided the hill land folk of Southern Appalachia for generations. Now, though, the whippoorwills are becoming increasingly rare, reduced in number from hardwood forests almost as rapidly as their human counterparts, those pioneer spirits who settled in far-flung hills and hollows in an effort to tame the wilderness.
The birds today scarcely are heard in our surrounding woodlands, probably due in no small measure to civilization's encroachment with its housing developments, shopping malls and asphalt thoroughfares—the same elements that have driven many of the formerly steadfast mountaineers deeper and deeper into the remote Appalachian landscape.
There's little question, however, that our fiercely independent forebears enjoyed a unique kinship with the whippoorwills, whose late evening songs, usually just after dusk, often signaled a seasonal time for planting corn and other garden produce. As an acquaintance of the night, the mysterious whippoorwills personified a comforting choir for those who once braved the seemingly inhospitable spaces among the hemlock, poplar, pine, hickory and oak forests.
And though a winged creature—not earth-bound as man—the feathered vertebrate, in time, came to epitomize the hard-scrabble, dogged, determined, indefatigable spirit of the resourceful mountain folk, who have long been fascinated by the songs and calls of birds: their peaceful warbling perhaps suggesting perpetual happiness in popular myths and tales of the backwoods clans.
For more than a century, writers and songsters alike have identified the whippoorwill with the lonely and poor but vibrant lives of the mountain people, those who blended manifold cultural strains—Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, Germanic, Southern European, African and others—in their heavily-wooded, thinly-settled enclaves to produce a heritage of which every son and daughter can be justly proud.
And yet, with the inroads of mass media upon isolation in the mountains—with highways opening up the back hollows, spreading urbanizing influences, and in some instances even altering the living standards—our cultural heritage in many parts of 21st century Appalachia is rapidly fading into the past and in danger of being forever lost.
Perhaps it has much to say to the needs of the region, much to say to our attempts to gain understanding and recapture something of its love of life, wisdom, ingenuity and especially its independent spirit. It is for these very reasons that over the years I have traveled the winding mountain roads to capture the stories and images of the wonderful people of our region so that, like the songs of the whippoorwill that seem to have no ending, the odyssey of the rich cultural heritage of Central Appalachia is recorded in print to be shared with generations to come.
 
John Blankenship
Songs of the Whippoorwill: An Appalachian Odyssey
 

The whippoorwill remains symbol of strength, freedom and unity in Appalachian forest
 
The whippoorwill sings as if its call had no ending; it sings as if its call embodied a thematic likeness to life's eternal song, whether it sings for joy or sorrow, whether it sings for birds, or gods or men. The mythical whippoorwill remains a symbol of strength, freedom and unity in the Appalachian forests of the night.
My grandfather, the late Albert J. Blankenship, who was born in 1894, would sit on the back porch in spring and listen for the first whippoorwill's call. He said it was safe to plant corn without fear of frost killing the seedlings after the whippoorwill started singing. And because their habits coincided with certain phases of the moon, the old-timer probably was correct.
Somehow, though, the call of the whippoorwill—despite its seeming blameless mystery and magic among the hills—makes us lonely, and has become a symbol for melancholy. For this reason, country singers often have shadowed the night birds for inspiration. Hank Williams mentioned the emotion-evoking whippoorwill in his hauntingly poignant song of the late 1940s: “Hear that lonesome whippoorwill? He sounds too blue to fly. The midnight train is whining low, I'm so lonely I could cry.”
Mountain folk are drawn to the birds’ seemingly misplaced music among the sycamores and pines, whenever the Sirens begin their beguiling songs after dusk.
“I listen for them now,” an old timer told me recently at his bucolic homestead near Camp Creek in Mercer County. “When I'm outside on my porch at night, I try to block the noise of Interstate traffic and airplanes. On some rare evenings, I'm blessed with being able to hear the bird's beautiful notes from the woods. Those times are precious to me.”
--
Since early times in America the whippoorwills were closely associated with nature (perhaps due to their spontaneous and joyous activity). The birds also seem to have a special relationship to man, who often perceived them as symbols of the life-essence itself.
The whippoorwill's kinship to Appalachian culture is definitively obvious—their eerie, ghostlike call sometimes allowing the hearer to transcend the moment and discover an uncanny sphere of the mind through contemplation—perhaps even helping man to more closely define his own role in the cosmos.
Unhampered by the burden of consciousness, the winged vocalists frequently have become the object of man's envy, an envy that encompasses a special reverence for the fowl's vitality and sense of being.
The mysterious musicians get their name because of their vocal appeal, which sounds like “whip-poor-Will... whip-poor-Will... whip-poor-Will,” and which by all accounts often represents an incessant concert of more than a hundred continuous calls in a single woodland session—singing so happily that man can imagine that the bird possesses some superior wisdom, which he, as a human, can never attain.
So it is with the whippoorwill and its full-hearted evening song, infinitely rich and touching, a kind of prayer for protection and quiet repose through the night, sometimes repeating what seems a somber melody, replete with grief and sorrow, before it fades into the darkness.
In truth, it may be that we yearn to free our spirits from the heaviness of human cares and immerse ourselves in the inner-world of our imagination, to enter a peaceful sphere without dread of imminent mortality, to enter a realm of fulfillment and perfect harmony—someplace where song has seduced man with all its power and elegance and imperviousness to time—urging him to throw off the burden of self-consciousness and merge with the infinite, without memories, without worry. Sadly, however, the birds seem to inhabit a world separated from humanity by a great chasm, a wide divergence to which suffering mortals can never traverse.
And yet, despite the whippoorwill's joyful nature and blessed hope of which so many poets sing, the bird seems virtually oblivious to nature's hidden enmity, a melancholy feature that often is interpreted by man as a kind of tragic alienation, an alienation in which man feels so ominously in his soul.
During my childhood, whippoorwills were often heard in late spring and early summer. Yes, often heard and rarely seen, but one of my favorites, and dear to those of us reared in Central Appalachia: the Eastern whippoorwill (Caprimulgus vociferous) left its mark on our collective psyche. We rapidly distinguish their lugubrious song, haunting in its melody and repetition, and made more splendid because it is heard only at night. It’s no wonder they’re a common symbol used in traditional folktales, their archetypal residue filtering down through the chain of meaning among those old clapboard shelters and tin-topped hovels dimly-lit with coal-oil lamps and fireplaces popping and whistling with sap exploding projectiles.  
Whippoorwills locally are rare in many places, but not globally rare because of their overall large range. The National Audubon Society estimates their population at 1.2 million in the U.S., with a decline of 57 percent in the past 40 years. Again, the whippoorwill is a bird that is often heard and rarely seen, but remains one of our favorites in Southern West Virginia, where we hold it so dear to our hearts. Its incessant call either is a soothing voice of the night or a grating hymn to insomnia, depending on the listener. No other bird has more folklore associated with it.
Some night-bird legends of Native American and early American folk believe the singing of the whippoorwill is a death omen. It sings its haunting, ethereal song by saying its name over and over, seemingly endlessly, at dusk and dawn. It is described by some naturalists as one of the most beautiful—yet lonely—cries of the nighttime forest.
And the camouflage of whippoorwills is near-perfect. The mottled browns are the exact pattern of leaves on the forest floor. The bird doesn’t build a nest and lays its two white eggs almost always on a dead leaf stretch in fairly open woods.
Their flight is soundless–like owls; they have soft, frayed feathering that makes no noise.
And though they are in trouble today, whippoorwills would have been common in the 19th and early 20th centuries. We think of them as birds of the wilderness, but you're more likely to hear them close to human habitation, in old-field woods or in forests that have been heavily cut over.
In the evening, when there is still enough light, you might see them gliding soundlessly among saplings and pole timber like a kite or like a toy on the end of a string. Their calling, their silence in the air, and their pattern of flight only add to the whippoorwills' alluring qualities.
Perhaps that is why they are prized so profoundly in Appalachia, where they seem to represent the universal longing of all noble and selfless men and women of the hills.
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