
Revisiting my mountain mentors 
Autumn road trip in the U.S. south – October 4 – 12, 2015 
 
One of the advantages of being liberated from full-time employment is that I can add 
days to any work-related trip, to visit friends and family, while enjoying new landscapes 
and cultural events. So, when I was invited to install an exhibit and give a keynote to a 
symposium on “Post Colonial Humanities: Crossing Borders, Making Connection” at 
Appalachian State University in Boone, North Carolina, I decided to extend my time in 
the region and make “reconnections” with special people who have been mentors in my 
life, in particular during my first 30 years in the U.S. 
 

   

 
After installing the exhibit, “Milagros for Migrants,” (co-produced with Min Sook Lee), I 
rented a car and drove to Salisbury, North Carolina, to reconnect with Carol Lancaster 
Meeks, my college roommate whom I had not seen in 48 years…! I found her with the 
same dry and satiric sense of humour that had helped us survive those years, and it 
was a delight to giggle a lot with her again. Raised in a sophisticated intellectual black 
family (her grandfather James Aggrey was a Ghanian immigrant and post colonial 
scholar honoured for his educational contributons with his house named a heritage site), 
Carol had to deal with the more subtle racism in the north, even at a small liberal arts 
college. We recalled sharing the role of morning caretakers for Jane, a quadriplegic 
whom we daily bathed, dressed, and raised from her bed with a hydraulic pump. After 
graduation, Carol (she was Cal, then, and I was Debbie) went on to pursue a PhD in 
English and taught in several regional colleges. Like me, she spent much of her 
parenting as a single mother, and is now retired and a doting grandmother. 



      
 
From Salisbury, I made my way to Asheville, a very cool progressive town (for arts, 
food, etc), where I stayed two days with my niece, Sarah Ruthenburg, a physiotherapist. 
We went out to eat with her boyfriend Jake at The Lex, styled after an old moonshine 
tavern, complete with live jazz, silent movies, and waiters in period costumes.  
 

     
 
I arrived in North Carolina at the peak of the autumn colours and was often awestruck 
as I drove along twisty mountain roads (clutching the steering wheel!). The Blue Ridge 
Parkway (constructed by unemployed professionals and workers of all classes during 
the New Deal period) offered endless lookouts where my camera and I feasted on spell-
binding vistas. This is definitely an area to return to – for longer hikes and even 
challenging uphill bike rides..! 
 



   

   
 
I found myself in tears at the beauty while driving north across the border into Virginia 
on a foggy morning; the tree trunks and brilliant leaves were accentuated by the water, 
and the mist rising from layers of hills offered a mystical experience.  
 
That morning I visited Helen Lewis, a friend I had met in the 1970s through the 
Participatory Research Group and from my connections at the Highlander Research 
and Education Center in Tennessee. I had just been reading her autobiography, Helen 
Matthews Lewis: Living Social Justice in Appalachia, learning more about her role in 
shaping the field of Appalachian studies. At 91, she remains feisty and funny; she was 
particularly happy to pose beside her bumper-sticker-plastered truck. And she sent me 
off down the road to have lunch at Barbara Kingsolver’s new restaurant, Harvest Table, 
all locally sourced healthy fare. 
 



 
 
Finally, I headed back to Atlanta, where I had landed, and met up with Jane and Hubert 
Sapp. Hubert had been the first black director of the Highlander Center and Jane was 
the cultural program director when I worked there in the early 1980s. Jane has been a 
major mentor for me in the area of culture and community development. Cindy Cohen at 
Brandeis is currently working on a book about her, and she is compiling a songbook of 
songs she has written in her work with children. I was thrilled to reconnect with them. 
 

 
 
Overall, the trip tapped important memories, rekindled special friendships, and made 
me appreciate more deeply the incredible riches of my life. 


