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Introduction

by Kathy Kahn

This book tells what it means to be a woman! when you
are poor, when you are proud,? and when you are a hillbilly.
The women in this book come from all over the Southern moun-
tains. Some of them were born and brought up® in coal camps*
(the small coal-mining towns in the USA are called coal camps);
others have lived all their lives® in cotton mill and factory towns
or on farms. All of them were brought up in poverty in a rich
and prosperous land. They are all daughters of coal miners,
factory workers or farmers.

The women in this book have many things in common.
Their families all go back to” the British people who first settled
in this Southern mountain land more than a hundred and fifty
years ago. These first settlers came to America from England,
Scotland and Ireland to escape persecution by the reactionary
British government. They were proud and independent. They
became small farmers and passed down to their children their
traditions of hard work and struggle and their love for family
and music. The hillbillies of teday are proud of their family
histories and traditions. But while they are proﬁd, they are
also angry with a country that makes their life one of hardship

1. what it means to be a woman: what L F 2 %5 M4, Mghay it 2
LRI, LR ER to be a woman. 2. prond: 7 [ .00 (AR R FECI%
5%, 3. be brought up: Kk, 4. a coal camp: (ZEDFEEERFTH
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and misery.?

How mountain people came to be called? “hillbillies” is
not very clear. Some people think it is because Bill is a very
common British name, and many of the old songs that the
people sing are about boys and men called Bill. So the people
living near the mountains began calling all boys from the moun-
tains Bill or Billy. And because they lived in the mountains
they came to be called Hill-billies. Soon everyone who lived
in the Southern mountains began to be called hillbillies. The
mountain people themselves used the name and were proud
of it; but outsiders looked down on? the mountain people and
they used the name as a bad name.

Life in the mountains was always hard. The soil was
poor and stony and there were often droughts and floods. Travel
was difficult in the mountains, too, and most people there lived
on their small farms all their lives and didn’t know much about
the rest of the country. And the rest of the country knew very
little about the mountain people. They were “forgotten”
people.4

But around 1900 the greedy northern capitalists discovered
the riches of this mountain region. First they discovered the
forests and began cutting down the trees to sell and make huge
profits. Then they discovered coal in the hills, and finally
the northern factory owners began to exploit the people them-
selves. They found that here was a big resource of cheap
labour.5

1. a country that makes their life one of nardship and misery: — /4
ERTIAERSSREELEHER, one ZZXBERI, #&k a life, one of
hardship and misery 2515 life %h%. 2. How mountain people came
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Capitalists sent agents there to buy from the farmers the
right to cut down the trees and mine any coal found on the
farmers” land.! They paid as little as fifty cents an acre? (an
acre is about 6 mu) for the land. Then they moved in, dug
deep mines and hired mountain men off the farms to mine
their coal and cut down their trees.

Hoping for a better life, people left their poor farms and
moved to the coal camps. The coal companies (the capitalist
organizations that owned the coal) paid low wages and built
very poor houses for the coal miners and their families. And
they made the miners pay very high rents for these houses. It
was not long before® the miners found that instead of a better
life they had got nothing but* hard work and poverty. They
also found they had lost their freedom. The company bosses
controlled their whole lives. Accidents happened daily in the
mines. The coal camps brought poverty, illness and death to
the coal mining families, and riches for the coal bosses.

The textile industry followed the coal companies to the
Southern mountains. Before this nearly all the textile industry
in the U.S. was in the northeast. But here the workers had got
organized and the unions were strong. The textile capitalists
were looking for a place to set up new textile factories; a place
where there were no unions and where they could pay their
workers very low wages. They did not set up their new fac-
tories in the coal mining towns but on the edge of the moun-
tains. They got their workers from the mountain farms, prom-
ising to pay them good wages.?

1. the right to cut down the trees and mine any coal found on the
farmers’ fand: 457 mine f1 cut FEHIAFEX, found ... Bit&siNE
4,11 coal. 2. They paid as little as fifty cents an acre ...: 1%
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Whole families left their farms to work in the textile mills.
The conditions in the mills were terrible. The air was full of
cotton dust and very unhealthy. The machines were very noisy.
The working day was from ten to twelve hours, yet wages were
so low that! families could not live on? the income of even two
parents. Many families were forced to send their young children
to work in the mills. The bosses welcomed the child laborers
into the mills, thinking nothing of?® taking them out of school
and working them as hard* as they worked their parents.

The mill villages and factory towns were the same as® the
coal company towns. The company owned everything in the
town; the houses, the store (shop), the schools and churches.
The workers got very little money for themselves. Usually
the company took out of the worker’s wages the rent for his
house, and money to pay things he bought in the store. If
the worker earned more than that the company gave him some
pieces of paper called “scrip”® which he could only use to buy
things at the company store.

Hillbillies were no longer” independent. They had become
the slaves of the coal and textile companies. And they began
to fight back. In the early 1900’s# the United Mine Workers’
of America began to organize coal miners in the Southern moun-
tains. One of the Union’s strongest organizers was an old
grey-haired woman. Her name was Mother Jones. She came
from another part of the U.S. to organize coal miners to fight
for higher wages and better working conditions. Mother

1. so .. that .2 k.. DARK.... BIBREMTRISHHE, BEEHA
FIEHXBMIER, 2. liveom: L. 004, .45, 3. think nothing of:
WA BHFHATIE, BN, £FE.. . K&FELE, 4. work them hard:
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Jones believed in the dignity of working people and she urged
other women to join in the fight for working people’s rights.
She often told mountain women, “No strike was ever won
without the support of the women.”?

The struggle to organize the union in the coal camps was
fierce and bloody. The coal companies hired gunmen to at-
tack the strikers, and many miners and their wives and children
were killed. These company gunmen were called “thugs.”
All over the Southern mountains, miners were hunted dowh,
beaten and murdered because they fought to bring? the union
into the company towns.

The 1920°s® were particularly violent years in the coal
fields.# Although the union was slowly winning the struggle
over the coal bosses, men were often out of work and they and
their families were suffering from® hunger and disease. Aunt
Molly Jackson was a midwife in a coal town during the twenties.
She also gave some medical treatment to the miners’ families.
One day, after seeing very many small children die because they
didn’t have enough to eat, Aunt Molly went into a company
store with a gun and made the storekeeper give her enough
food for a few families of starving children.® She and her
sister wrote some of this country’s finest labor songs. In the
end they were run? out of the district by the coal bosses because
of their organizing activities.

Florence Reece, who tells the story of early union organiz-
ing® in the first chapter of this book, was another strong union

1. “No strike was ever won ... wemen”: “YPE kBT AREH LN
KHTHREN,” ever HXEFEXMAES, 2. fought to bring ...: to
bring ... RFAEREIE, RFHM, 3. the 1920°s: =L+ 4R, 4.
in the coal fields: fE# ¥ X, 5. suffer from (hunger and disease): W3
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