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A STUDY IN ANTHROPOGEOGRAPHY 

BY 

ELLEN CHURCHILL SEMPLE 

In one of the most progressive and productive countries of the 
world, and in that section of the country which has had its civilization 
and its wealth longest, we find a large area where the people are still 
living the frontier life of the backwoods, where the civilization is that 
of the eighteenth century, where the people speak the English of 
Shakespeare's time, where the large majority of the inhabitants have 
never seen a steamboat or a railroad, where money is as scarce as in 
colonial days, and all trade is barter. It is the great upheaved mass 
of the Southern Appalachians which, with the conserving power of 
the mountains, has caused these conditions to survive, carrying a bit 
of the eighteenth century intact over into this strongly contrasted 
twentieth century, and presenting an anachronism all the more 
marked because found in the heart of the bustling, money-making, 
novelty-loving United States. These conditions are to be found 
throughout the broad belt of the Southern Appalachians, but nowhere 
in such purity or covering so large an area as in the mountain region 
of Kentucky. 

A mountain system is usually marked by a central crest, but the 
* The above article appeared in The Geographica Journal for June, 190o, and now is repub- 

lished in America, by the kind permission of the Royal Geographical Society, in response to a repeated 
demand from students of geography and sociology for copies which could no longer be furnished.- 
E. C. S. 

561 



562 The Anglo-Saxons. of the Kentucky Motuntains 

Appalachians are distinguished by a central zone of depression, 
flanked on the east by the Appalachian Mountains proper, and on the 
west by the Allegheny and the Cumberland Plateaus. This central 
tro.ugh is generally designated as the Great Appalachian Valley. It 
is depressed several hundred feet below the highlands on either side, 
but its surface is relieved by intermittent series of even-crested ridges 
which rise Iooo feet or more above the general level, running parallel 
to each other, and conforming at the same time to the structural axis 
of the whole system. The valleys between them owe neither width 
nor form to the streams which drain them. The Cumberland Plateau 
forms the western highland of the Great Valley in Eastern Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Northern Alabama. This plateau belt reaches its 
greatest height in Kentucky, and slopes gradually from this section 
to the south and west. Its eastern escarpment rises abruptly 800 to 
I500 feet from the Great Valley, and shows everywhere an almost 
perfectly straight skyline. The western escarpment is very irregular, 
for the streams, flowing westward from the plateau, have carved 
out their valleys far back into the elevated district, leaving narrow 
spurs running out into the low plains beyond. The surface is highly 
dissected, presenting a maze of gorge-like valleys separating the 
steep, regular slopes of the sharp or rounded hills. The level of tht 
originally upheaved mass of the plateau is now represented by the 
altitude of the existing summits, which show a remarkable uniformity 
in the northeast-southwest line, and a slight rise in elevation from 
the western margin towards the interior. 

About Io,ooo square miles of the Cumberland Plateau fall within 
the confines of the State of Kentucky, and form the eastern section of 
the State. A glance at the topographical map of the region shows the 
country to be devoted by nature to isolation and poverty. The east- 
ern rim of the plateau is formed by Pine Mountain, which raises its 
solid wall with level top in silhouette against the sky, and shows only 
one water-gap in a distance of I50 miles. And just beyond is the 
twin range of the Cumberland. Hence no railroads have attempted 
to cross this double border-barrier, except at the northeast and 
southeast corners of the State, where the Big Sandy and Cumber- 
land Rivers have carved their way through mountains to the west. 
Railroads, therefore, skirt this upland region, but nowhere penetrate 
it. The whole area is a coalfield, the mineral being chiefly bitumin- 
ous, with several thousand square miles of superior cannel coal. The 
obstructions growing out of the topography of the country, and the 
cheap'river transportations afforded by the Ohio for the Kanawha 
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Note the very small development of railroads. 

and Monongahela River coal have tended to retard the construction 
of railroads within the mountains, and even those on the margin of 
this upland region have been built since i880. 

Man has done so little to render this district accessible because 
nature has done so little. There are here no large streams penetrat- 
ing the heart of the mountains, as in Tennessee, where the Tennessee 
River, drawing its tributaries from the easternmost ranges of the 
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Appalachians, cuts westward by flaring water-gaps through chain 
after chain and opens a highway from the interior of the system to 
the plains of the Mississippi. The Kentucky streams are navigable 
only to the margin of the plateau, and therefore leave this great area 
without natural means of communication with the outside world to 
the west, while to the east the mountain wall has acted as an effective 
barrier to communication with the Atlantic seaboard. Consequently, 
all commerce has been kept at arms' length, and the lack of a market 
has occasioned the poverty of the people, which, in turn, has pro- 
hibited the construction of highroads over the mountains of the 
Cumberland Plateau. 

It is what the mountaineers themselves call a rough country. The 

steep hills rise from 700 to I200 feet above their valleys. The valleys 
are nothing more than gorges. Level land there is none, and roads 
there are almost none. Valley and road and mountain stream coin- 
cide. In the summer the dry or half-dry beds of the streams serve 
as highways; and in the winter, when the torrents are pouring a full 
tide down the hollows, foot trails cut through the dense forest that 
mantles the slopes are the only means of communication. Then inter- 
course is practically cut off. Even in the best season transportation 
is in the main limited to what a horse can carry on its back beside its 
rider. In a trip of 350 miles through the mountains, we met only 
one wheel vehicle and a few trucks for hauling railroad ties, which 
were being gotten out of the forests. Our own camp waggons, 
though carrying only light loads, had to double their teams in climb- 

ing the ridges. All that had been done in most cases to make a road 
over a mountain was to clear an avenue through the dense growth of 
timber, so that it proved, as a rule, to be just short of impassable. 
For this reason the public of the mountains prefer to keep to the 

valleys with their streams, to which they have given many expressive 
and picturesque names, while the knobs and mountains are rarely 
honored with a name. We have Cutshin Creek, Hell-fer-Sartain, 
Bullskin Creek, Poor Fork, Stinking, Greasy, and Quicksand Creek. 
One trail leads from the waters of Kingdom-Come down Lost Creek 
and Troublesome, across the Upper Devil and Lower Devil to Hell 
Creek. Facilis descensus Averno, only no progress is easy in these 
mountains. The creek, therefore, points the highway, and is used 
to designate geographical locations. When we would inquire our 

way to a certain point, the answer was, "Go ahead to the fork of the 
creek, and turn up the left branch," not the fork of the road and the 

path to the left. A woman at whose cabin we lunched one day said, 
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