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Appalachian
summer
Dare to be square…
square dancers at Clifftop,
West Virginia

In America’s remote mountain communities,
old-time dance survives. Writer and photographer
Rose Skelton discovers how a tradition clings to life.
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‘I’m actually
playing the music
with my feet’
Ridge and holler… (from left)
New River Gorge, West Virginia;
banjo-picker Kevin Howard
at Carcassonne; Lee Sexton;
Randy Wilson directs dancers at
Carcassonne

It was one winter in the 1970s when Randy Wilson’s friend Joe said
they should go up to the Carcassonne square dance in the mountains of
eastern Kentucky. It had been snowing heavily, Randy says. ‘I said, “Joe,
it’s snowing, I don’t think there’ll be anyone up there.” And he said,
“oh no, when it’s snowing there’ll be more people there.”’ So Randy
and Joe set off for the dance, winding through the deep mountain
passes – known as ‘hollers’ (from ‘hollows’) in these parts – through the
township of Blackey and up the steep mountain road to Carcassonne,
which in those days had a population of 400.
‘The whole experience was good as a community,’ says Randy,
who now ‘calls’ the dance, shouting out instructions to the men, women
and children who come on the second Saturday of every month to
this, the United States’ longest running square dance. ‘The community
started on the way up there. We were all pushing each others’ cars over
these snowy hills, so we was getting to know each other before we
even got there, and helping each other, and it really impressed me, the
community feel to it. Everybody was there, young and old people, and
they were all dancing.’
The small town of Carcassonne is on the way to exactly nowhere.
Its handful of homes and the white clapboard community centre, built
in 1931 as part of a residential school serving the remote population, sit
on top of a high peak overlooking dense green forests which cover the
steep ridges of the Appalachian mountains, some of the oldest in the
world. Climbing up the single track road to the top, you pass places with
names such as Civil War Gap, Lower Lick Fork and Hemlock Ridge. A
strip mine – the devastating process by which the top of the mountain
is blown off to expose the rich deposits of coal underneath – backs onto

the community centre, but shuttered shops and dilapidated trailer homes
suggest that mining has not brought prosperity to the mountains.
But still, this community dance survives. Inside the hall, on a
small wooden stage, a banjo-picker, guitarist and fiddle-player are
practising some tunes for the dance. It’s the first time these musicians,
some of the mountains’ finest, have played together but, without a note
written down, they quickly work out a repertoire. Carcassonne’s usual
banjo-picker, Lee Sexton, 86, who has been one of the most influential
musicians in these mountains, has been ordered not to play by his
doctor for fear that the two-hour set might induce a heart attack.
On the floor, Wilson rallies people into pairs and directs them into
a large circle to hold hands. Jon Henrikson, who has been running the
dance since its second beginning in 1967 (the dance started in 1934
but went on hiatus during the Second World War), takes money at the
door: $5 for adults, $3 for children. In the back room, kids sell sweets
and hotdogs. While torrential rain pours down overhead, the dancers
move to the floor and the band gets ready to play. The Carcassonne
square dance, never close from shutting up shop for lack of funds and
dwindling interest, gets under way.
The Appalachian mountains (pronounced with the third syllable
sounding like ‘latch’) are a ridge of peaks which run from the northern
state of New York to its southern end in Alabama. The largely rural area
is a fascinating crossroads of deep mountain tradition, modern cultural
innovation and the politics of today: the proliferation of coal mines
and dirty energy plants, of high-security prisons dumped here in the
name of creating local jobs, and the deeply-held prejudice that this is a
backward region. Public funds are lacking even for education and clean

running water. One banjo player, pouring a glass of imported mineral
water, stated that 80% of the wells in his area have been poisoned by
the coal industry.
Appalachia’s temperate climate has spawned dense forests that
thrum with cicadas, but it’s easy to imagine how the first settlers,
making their way from Ireland, England and Scotland in the 1600s,
saw these blue-hued ridges and felt that this was a place they could
make home. With those settlers, moving westwards across the US as
they planted tobacco and exported salt and swine, came their music
and their dance – dizzying fiddle tunes, social dances like ceildhs and
set dances, and hard-shoe folk dances. And with the Europeans came
their African slaves with their own style of music and dance. The banjo,
for example, is derived from the ngoni, or ekontine, gourd instruments
which came on the slave ships from west Africa. When those cultural
forces collided, along with that of the native Americans whose land
was invaded, a unique style of mountain music and dance – known in
general as ‘old-time’ – was spawned.
Passed orally from one generation to the next, the dances and
tunes heard today at community square dances like Carcassonne, at
old-time gatherings, and in venues, bars and on porches across the

mountains, have roots centuries old. Encroached on all sides by the
homogenous culture of corporate America and modern technology, oldtime music, which formed the backbone for the more popular genres
of bluegrass and country, is a unique part of the country’s culture that
struggles to hold on. But, somehow, in these mountains, it does.
A signature event for the old-time community in the Appalachian
mountains is the fiddler’s convention, a huge sonic gathering of
old-time musicians who come for a week or more and set up camp
in a field or forest to play music and dance. These events take place
throughout the summer, a chance for musicians and dancers to learn
new skills, take part in competitions from fiddling to flatfooting, and to
hold large social square dances. Like any niche group, old-timers need
to get together every now and again, just to be with their own kind.
At Clifftop, a fiddler’s convention in West Virginia, Charlie Burton
is teaching a flatfooting class. On the wooden floor under a picnic
shelter, with an old-time band playing music to one side, kids and
adults tap their toes, bend their knees and shuffle across the floor
which has been scattered with cornmeal to help the feet move quickly.
Burton, now in his seventies, learned to dance before he could walk, in
the mountains of eastern Kentucky. ‘I learned from watching my father
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Flatfooting… (from left) dancers
at Clifftop, West Virginia and
Moorehead, Kentucky; the Local
Honeys in Virginia

‘If somebody’s making
good music, them feet’ll go’
and other old-timers in the area,’ he says. ‘We’d all play music and go
out to square dances and flatfoot dances every weekend.’
Flatfooting is part of the repertoire of dances from the mountains
which include clogging – where the feet rise high off the ground – contradancing and buck dancing. Flatfooting is a quick-footed dance which is
performed solo with the feet low to the ground, where both the toe and
heel touch the ground to make a rhythmic sound. ‘I’m actually playing the
music with my feet,’ says Burton. ‘I do play instruments but my feet was
always something I could never keep still. When I hear a fiddle or a banjo,
I gotta dance. It’s a rhythm; you’re the percussionist with the band.’
The distinctive rhythm of old-time music is the legacy that
Africans brought to these mountains. Two hundred miles away in
North Carolina, on a wooden porch overlooking a creek and a ridge
of mountains, Rodney Sutton, a prominent mountain dancer, sits
on a swing chair next to his dance mentor, Robert Dotson, now in
his nineties. As a hot summer storm darkens the mountains, Sutton

explains the root of the flatfoot dance.
‘When they took the traditional English, Irish and Scottish fiddle
tunes and added the sound of the five-string banjo,’ he says, referring
to the ‘drone’ string on the banjo which provides its highly rhythmic
sound, ‘it had a distinctive downbeat. Most people think that’s why
dancers got down off their toes and started dancing on the flats of their
feet and using their heels as much as their toes to make the rhythms.’
Carcassonne’s Randy Wilson agrees that African culture influenced
the dance. ‘A lot of those European and British Isles dances are pretty
straight up and down, very stiff and straight. I think the African
tradition really loosened up the styles of dance. It’s incalculable what
they passed on.’
While today’s rural Appalachia is largely white, there are some
prominent black musicians, most notably the Carolina Chocolate Drops
and the Ebony Hillbillies, as well as some older black fiddle players
such as Earl White and the recently-passed legendary fiddler Joe

Thompson. But they are few and far between. As demographics shift
and politics change, it is just another reminder that old-time culture,
like anything else, is a living, breathing entity.
Just as the ‘revivalists’ of the 1960s and 70s brought old-time
mountain music and dance back from the brink after World War Two,
now movements across the US are pushing old-time culture back into
popularity. The ‘Dare to be Square’ movement holds square dances and
calling classes for all kinds of people across the country and, thanks
to popular bands such as Mumford & Sons, the humble banjo (once
referred to in Kentucky as an ‘ignorance stick’) is getting its moment of
glory. Widespread appropriation of old-time culture is taking the music
far from the mountain hollers it calls home.
Susan Spalding, a longtime dancer and Appalachian dance
researcher, says that in places like eastern Kentucky, which have
suffered extreme damage from the coal mining industry, there is a
deliberate support for local cultures. But in the cities too, square
dancing is back in fashion. ‘This sort of dancing keeps on coming back,’
she says. ‘It emerged in the 1800s as a popular dance form like hip-hop
or the twist. It faded out as the jazz era came in, then people chose it
again in the 1960s and 70s, and now it’s being chosen again. There’s
something about that kind of dancing which feels interactive and
conversational. It’s not about being a fancy dancer, but rather about
hanging out in that square or that circle.’
Whether it’s because Appalachians feel a deep need to see the
traditions of their ancestors continue, or because outsiders have taken
a shine to the beauty of the music and dance, Appalachian culture lives
and breathes. Others, like old-time dancer Robert Dotson, do it because
they’ve always done it, and because they can’t help it. As thunder
cracks above his wooden house in his North Carolina holler, he flashes
a crooked smile. ‘If I get around somebody making good music,’ he
says, his feet twitching, ‘them feet’ll go. They just won’t stay back.’

