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( u lIILinued from "oge 82) which t he s isters, and the ir father and 

sisters, are outside in summer 's dew or grandfather before them, ga thered and 
winter's frost or snow, milking, feeding piled to make boeing a nd plowing a 
t he mule, sheep, and pigs. lit tle easier. Looking at the mounds 
Hetty. who had a " spell of rheumatiz oJ and noticing how m any are still under 
last winter and can't get aroWld so well, your feet as you walk across the fields, 
gets brea kfast, sweeps the house with it"s easy to understand a n age-old 
her homemade broomcorn sweeper, and mountain superstition : The devil plan ts 
makes beds. Louisa cuts wood or gets t hese rocks, a new batch every year, to 
ready for work in t he nelds, where she tempt mortal souls. Some fields here, 
is joined by Margaret and Martha. like those in N ew England, are inclosed 
And if fuel is low, the three sisters by rock fences, one manner of utilizing 
think nothing of cut ting down a t ree t he stones to advan tage, but the 
a nd dragging it off the mountain to be Walker place ma inly is fenced by r a ils 
chopped into proper lengths in t he their father cut decades ago. The s is· 
yard. ters' only objection to ra il fences is t hat 

Spring and early summer is berry- they need constant pa tching to keep 
picking time. Then a ll four of the sis- t he ir cows a nd the mule in. 
t ers, wearing sUJlbonneta and high shoes The real glory of this mountain cabin 
under t he ir a nkle-lengt h skirts, climb is t he profusion of flowers t ha t bloom 
to t he" balds" - natura l open clearings a round it from late J a nua ry , when first 
on top of surround ing mountains- to . wild varieties begin peeping up t hrough 
pick buckets of wild gooseberries or t he s now, un t il fa ll , when frost n ips 
huckleberries and, later in t he sum- chrysant hemums, late marigolds a nd 
mer, blackberries that grow in wild pro- cosmos. Through t he s ummer m ore 
fus ion up little va lleys and a long spring- t ha n t h ir ty va rieties o f roses, ma ny of 
fed strea ms 8S well as on mountain t hem brought t here by t he sisters' 
he igh ts. When berry -picking time is mothe r or grandmother ha lf a cent ury 
past, there are still other winter foods or more ago, climb in tangled confusion 
to be put up- beans, peas, corn, toma - over Cences a nd fill e very vacant corner. 
toes, beets a nd sauerkra ut to be packed And itl"t his old-ma ids ' ga rden one can­
down in s tone jars and stored in t he not ove rlook the red a nd whi te bache­
springhouse. The pinch of rationing lor buttons growing every where ... We 
was not Celt up Little Greenbriar Cove. keep hopin'," Louisa giggles, and stern 

T he sisters' vegetable garden , with Margaret shakes her head in d isap­
rows of flowers between more ut ili- prova! at such levity. 
tarian plantings, is exactly as y ou' ve The Walker sisters we re not always 
read your great-grea t -grandCather's as isolated as they a re today, for un t il 
was. There is a spot Cor sage, min t , ten years ago t hree oC t he ir brothers 
horehound, horse-radish and parsley; and a ma rried sister lived within one 
piepla nt grows in succulent proCusion, mile of t hem in t he same cove, on 
sweet Concord gra pes drape ove r t he strips of land the ir father had given 
fences. There are the same k ind of each of t hem when they married a nd 
he rbs and medjcinal plants used by started families of the ir, own. In those 
D avy C rockett's wife to doctor the old days, when t he sisters were ill or 
India n fighter , al though most folks wanted help, t hey.had only to step out · 
ha ve Corgotten how to use t hem. Then, s ide t he ir d oor a nd give a blast or two 
in the Call, when frost has put t he on the ir father's old hunt ing horn a nd 
proper sweetness to t hem, t he turn ips help would be t here wi thin a few m in­
are dug up and stored in great mounds utes. B ut a lmost wi thout warning a U 
of eart h for use all win ter. t hat was changed. 

Here and t here over t he fields you The people of T ennessee a nd N ort h 
see p iles of weather-smoothed rocks Carolina, seeing what lumber compa-
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nies had done to most t racts o( vir· 
gin timber in t his count ry, got Cal 
Coolidge to back them in establiahing 
the Great Smoky M ountains N ational 
Park. Conservation-minded citizens of 
both states raised money to buy still­
forested tracts of land, including peaks 
of this highest eastern ra nge. John D . 
Rockefe ller a nd other private owners 
gave land or money to purchase tim­
berlands. Then the state of T e nnessee, 
after t rying to buyout all small 
landowners and fa iling in m any in­
stances, started condemnation proceed­
ings. Most m ounta in farmers event u­
ally bowed to t he inevitable, accepted 
t he fa ir prices offered t hem a nd moved 
to more fertile regions. But the Wa lker 
sisters, bewildered and alone, were 
frightened by the prospect of facing life 
• m a stra nge communjty . The P ark 
Service, realizing t heir fear, bought t he 
farm, but gave them life r igh ts to t he 
property, along with permission to 'cut 
wood off what had been their own la nd 
to keep them warm during winter. Now 
pa rk rangers ha ve assumed a sort of 
guardianship over the four lone women, 
and a t ra il leading to t he ir cabin is 
~(ept open during a ll but the snowiest 
weath~r. 

Sometimes in winter deep snows iso­
late t.hem for weeks at a time. They 
don't worry part.iclllarly, for wi t h wood 
in t.he shed, t he ir mule, sheep a nd 
chickens snug in t he ir log barn, they 
shovel paths t2 t he springhouse, barn 
and wood::;hed';' and set their spinning 
wheels going whiJe winds sweep down 
of:fthe mo untains and smoke from t he ir 
big backlog sends up t he only sign of 
habitation for miles arowld. There are 
red find whi te ears of home-grown pop­
COTn to be popped, and sometimes they 
get out t he ir old square-note songbooks 
a nd sing t he old-fashioned "singin' 
convention" tunes t heir parents a nd 
gra ndparents sang in this same valley. 
The only discordant note t hat might 
jar their day would be an outburst of 
frigh tened cackling or bleating of sheep 
from the barn. Then Margaret or M ar­
t ha reaches for t he old twelve-gauge 
Shotgun hanging over the door and 
starts running. 

" This park may be savin' a lot oC 
trees a nd rhododendron and la urel for 
city folks to look at, but it sure is lettin' 
t hem bear and foxes and ha wks git 
mighty pesky," Martha says. Bears 
sometimes come down off the mqun­
ta in and grub up a few crops, but they 
have not yet become a real problem 
a round the cabin. But foxes a nd hawks 
are constantly getting away with t he 
chickens, and since no hunting is al­
lowed within t he 462,000 acres o f the 
park, both of these .. varmints," as well 
as wildcats a nd s maller a nimals of pre):", 
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Including eagles, a re fast mul tiply ing. 
But with their guns and Wimpy, their 
collie dog, to give alarms, t.he sisters ac­
tually fear nothing ba ck in these de­
serted bills except forest fires. This is a 
constant worry for everyone, including 
park rangers, especia lly during summer 
months when t housands of tourists 
drive through the reservation, t hrowing 
cigarettes into dry grass or leaves and 
failing to ext inguish ca mpfires. 

This is the only region in t he South­
east where native pheasants were not 
hunted to extinction years ago, a l­
t hough before the park was establiahed 
both pheasants a nd wild t urkeys were 
Oecoming rare. Domesticated Walker 
t urkeys formerly were belled to distin­
guish them from wild cousins, but even 
this did not aJways keep them from 
being shot by spor ting neigh bors. As 
a final resort they ra ised yellow aJJd 
white types, and no hWlter could use 
the old alibi I've beard in more level 

territory: "They looked wild enough 
to me! " 

Louisa, with fun-loving brown eyes 
and a perpetual smile, hears poetry in 
the wind and sees it in every moss­
covered rock or wild flower. Mountain 
people in many other valleys here know 
her poems and recite them at school or 
church, and some of t hem, despite the 
fact her construction a nd spelling may 
follo~ rules she personally inven ted , 
have a quaint and mystic appeal. When 
tbe park forced them to sell their la nd, 
she recorded the sisters' emotions and 
sorrow in rbyme: 

But now the park commissioners, 
Comes all dressed in clothes so gay, 
Saying this old mountain home of 

yours 
W e must TWW take away. 

Some of her poems ha ve been set to 
plaintive mountain music, but t his was 
without Louisa's approval. She doesn't 
hold. at a ll with anything but sacred 
musIc. 

Before the park necessitated removal 
of other cove families, community life 
centered around church services con­
ducted in a seventy-year-old school 
building constr ucted of poplar logs two 
feet wide by their father, uncle, two 
Primitive Ba ptist preachers a nd an ­
other ne ighbor or two. The Walker 
children all went to school he re within a 
mile of their home, but a term that 
lasted more tha n two months each 
year was rare . Years later, a cla p­
board church, complete with belfry, 
was erected near by. When the preacher 
felt like baving prayers, a preaching or 
just a song gathering, he would come 
across the mOWltain from his home on 
Fightin' Creek, r ing the bell a nd wait 
for his congregation to assemble. 

When the park was established , the 
more modern church was torn d own 
a nd its bell, which by t hat t ime had 
lost its tongue, was carried a way. But 
the log school, still as sturdy as when it 
was built, was left untouched in its 
lonely surroundings of oak and poplar 
bees. A Walker burying plot adjoins 
the building, and over one infant's 
grave I noticed the inscription : "Bud­
ded on earth to bloom in heaven." 
None of the sisters would accompany 
Photogra pher Robbins a nd me to see 
the old building. "Brings back too 
ma ny sad memories," one of t hem said , 
and t he others nodded agreement. 

I asked the sisters to tell me o f pa r­
ties they attended or he ld here in their 
home as girls, but they shook the ir 
beads . .. Pa never he ld with parties and 
such frivolities," M argaret said, "and 
SO we never went to ma ny." They had 
attended a few" apple peelin's" and a 
"corn buskin'" or two, but even t hese 
gatherings were frowned upo n by the ir 
parents. A summer visitor who once 
came to t.he ir cabin asked them i1 t hey 
believed heaven would condone danc­
ing. a nd t he ir opinion was freely given. 
" You can risk it i1 you wa nt to, " one o f 
them said, "but don't do it here." 

J ohn Walker also had unalterable 
ideas about how his da ughters should 
receive ca llers. 

tt P a always went to bed when dark 
come," Martha told me . .. Then we had 
to quit courtin' and come to bed too." 

J. P. Shelton, their only uving 
brother-in-law, who owns a home in 
near-by Wears Cove, has his ideas 
about why five of the Walker sisters 
never married ... R eckon I'm a bout the 
only man that had courage to bust in to 
that fa mily ," he says, "or else t he rest 
of t hem gals got discouraged when they 
couldn't git me and jus' quit ." 

THE END 


	page01
	page02
	page03
	page04
	page05

