











nies had done to most tracts of vir-
gin timber in this country, got Cal
Coolidge to back them in establishing
the Great Smoky Mountains National
Park. Conservation-minded citizens of
both states raised money to buy still-
forested tracts of land, including peaks
of this highest eastern range. John D.
Rockefeller and other private owners
gave land or money to purchase tim-
berlands. Then the state of Tennessee,
after trying to buy out all small
landowners and failing in many in-
stances, started condemnation proceed-
ings. Most mountain farmers eventu-
ally bowed to the inevitable, accepted
the fair prices offered them and moved
to more fertile regions. But the Walker
sisters, bewildered and alone, were
frightened by the prospect of facing life
in a strange community. The Park
Service, realizing their fear, bought the
farm, but gave them life rights to the
property, along with permission to cut
wood off what had been their own land
to keep them warm during winter. Now
park rangers have assumed a sort of
guardianship over the four lone women,
and a trail leading to their cabin is
- sept open during all but the snowiest
weather.

Sometimes in winter deep snows iso-
late them for weeks at a time. They
don’t worry particularly, for with wood
in the shed, their mule, sheep and
chickens snug in their log barn, they
shovel paths to the springhouse, barn
and woodshed® and set their spinning
wheels going while winds sweep down
off the mountains and smoke from their
big backlog sends up the only sign of
habitation for miles around. There are
red and white ears of home-grown pop-
corn to be popped, and sometimes they
get out their old square-note songbooks
and sing the old-fashioned “‘singin’
convention” tunes their parents and
grandparents sang in this same valley.
The only discordant note that might
Jar their day would be an outburst of
frightened cackling or bleating of sheep
from the barn. Then Margaret or Mar-
tha reaches for the old twelve-gauge
shotgun hanging over the door and
starts running.

“This park may be savin’ a lot of
trees and rhododendron and laurel for
city folks to look at, but it sure is lettin’
them bear and foxes and hawks git
mighty pesky,” Martha says. Bears
sometimes come down off the mqun-
tain and grub up a few crops, but they
have not yet become a real problem
around the cabin. But foxes and hawks
are constantly getting away with the
chickens, and since no hunting is al-
lowed within the 462,000 acres of the
park, both of these ** varmints,’” as well
as wildcats and smaller animals of prey,
including eagles, are fast multiplying.
But with their guns and Wimpy, their
collie dog, to give alarms, the sisters ac-
tually fear nothing back in these de-
serted hills except forest fires. This is a
constant worry for everyone, including
park rangers, especially during summer
months when thousands of tourists
drive through the reservation, throwing
cigarettes into dry grass or leaves and
failing to extinguish campfires.

This is the only region in the South-
east where native pheasants were not
hunted to extinction years ago, al-
though before the park was established
both pheasants and wild turkeys were
decoming rare. Domesticated Walker
turkeys formerly were belled to distin-
guish them from wild cousins, but even
this did not always keep them from
being shot by sporting neighbors. As
a final resort they raised yellow and
white types, and no hunter could use
the old alibi I've heard 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 them, despite the
fact her construction and spelling may
follow rules she personally invented,
have a quaint and mystic appeal. When
the park forced them to sell their land,
she recorded the sisters’ emotions and
sorrow in rhyme:

But now the park commissioners,

Comes all dressed in clothes so gay,

Saying this old mountain home of
yours

We must now take away.

Some of her poems have been set to
plaintive mountain music, but this was
without Louisa’s approval. She doesn’t
hold at all 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 constructed of poplar logs two
feet wide by their father, uncle, two
Primitive Baptist preachers and an-
other neighbor or two. The Walker
children all went to school here within a
mile of their home, but a term that
lasted more than two months each
year was rare. Years later, a clap-
board church, complete with belfry,
was erected near by. When the preacher
felt like having prayers, a preaching or
just a song gathering, he would come
across the mountain from his home on
Fightin’ Creek, ring the bell and wait
for his congregation to assemble.

When the park was established, the
more modern church was torn down
and its bell, which by that time had
lost its tongue, was carried away. But
the log school, still as sturdy as when it
was built, was left untouched in its
lonely surroundings of oak and poplar
trees. 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
Photographer Robbins and me to see
the old building. *Brings back too
many sad memories,”” one of them said,
and the others nodded agreement.

I asked the sisters to tell me of par-
ties they attended or held here in their
home as girls, but they shook their
heads. * Pa never held with parties and
such frivolities,” Margaret said, ""and
so we never went to many.” They had
attended a few ““apple peelin’s’” and a
“corn huskin’”’ or two, but even these
gatherings were frowned upon by their
parents. A summer visitor who once
came to their cabin asked them if they
believed heaven would condone danc-
ing, and their opinion was freely given.
“You can risk it if you want to,”” one of
them said, ““but don’t do it here.”

John Walker also had unalterable
ideas about how his daughters should
receive callers.

“Pa 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 living
brother-in-law, who owns a home in
near-by Wears Cove, has his ideas
about why five of the Walker sisters
never married. ““ Reckon I’'m about the
only man that had courage to bust into
that family,” he says, “or else the rest
of them gals got discouraged when they
couldn’t git me and jus’ quit.”

THE END
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