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Tnterview with George £11a Lyon F;;JQ «<
December 3, 1990
At the hame of Ms. Lyon, Lexington Kentucky
Interviewer: Chris Green

Green: I read one of your essays on "Titerature as a heaiing force” and it
says that poetry "as a healing art, brings to life the connection betwesn

“body and spirit, concrete and abstract, individuai and universai. This is

what good poetry does, no matter what its mood or message. Througn metaphor,
it shows the wholeness of creation and offers us, at lTeast temporariiy, a way
back“. So, what I want to discuss are the externai structurss which aiiow the
poetry to be communicated, and specifically, I want to focus on Pine Mountain
Sand and Gravei. I want to talk about your part and your storv and the struc-

- tures which surround it and surround 1its process. So hopefuily what I'17 do

is set you rambling.
Lyon: Was.that from the CGood Foods’® Co-op News Letters?

Green: No, it was from the UK Archives 1n the Grass Roots postry projsct.

Lyon: Is that the probosal?

Green: No, it ﬁas Jjust this Tittle piece of torn up type paper stuck in
there.

Lyon: I can’t balieve somebody is Tooking at this, that's
hilarious.

Green: Oh, it’s entirely wonderful to look at this. Things you never thought
that you would ever see again.

Lyon: No, I never thought anvbody else would ever sse. I couldn’t belisve
that they wanted it; I was just glad, as you see I need saomething to do with
all this stuff. I’m not very good at matter management. And I keep producing
more and more and more and more. You know, I think abhout getiting cone of those
huge out buildings 1in the backyard and just wheelbarrow aii this stuff out
there. Okay, so where do you want me to start?

Green: We can start with a b1t of personal history, 1 guess. Sociwething so
we can fit your Tife into this, where you went to school and what vou were
doing. Just a real brief outiine.

Lyon: I grew up in Harlan, in the coaifields of the state, and went to Harian
High School and started writing when I was just a Kid, vou know, second grade
and had a couplie of yood teachers and friends in high schocl who encouraged my

-

writing, and I started submitting things then. In fact, the first thing I
had published was a poem in the Sunday schoot magazine that was botohed, bun I
published an articie when I was in high school in $ing Out. the folik song
magazine, becausa I was really interested ih music. I went to Cenhire College

and from there to the University of Arkansas and from there to Indiana Univer-
sity.

I wanted to go to graduate schoai in creative writing and appiied ali
over the country, but I didn’t get accepted. Except IU, but IU wouidn’t give
you a teaching Fellowship unless you had an MA, so I went to Arkansas and oot



an MA, then I could get a teaching Fellowship at IU but I coutdn’t get in the
writing program because they wouidn’t Tlet me gel another MA becauss then it
would say MAMA after my name. So I got a PhD, but 1 did a minor in creative
writing and I studied there with Sam Yellen and Ruth Stone. FRuth was real
important to me as a writer because she helped me see that it was both in her
teaching and her inner writing, that it wasn’t only possible, but it was
crucial for me to write as a woman and that I had experiences that I had net
read about when majoring in English. :
So that was really important for me, but also important for me was
meeting a guy named Michael Allen in the writing program there. He and I have

" Jjust gotten back in touch with each other these many years, He was an Chio

poet and who wrote about everyday things and rurai, Chio things and yel was &
very sophisticated and well-read person; but he was writing about his roots,
and I didn’t feel 1 could do this. Having grown up in Eastern Kentucky, I was
trying to sound 1ike I was from someplace else. I had the notion and I
think, I think a Tot of kids growing up there today stiii have the noction,
that culture is somepiace else and that if vou’re from ithe mountaing that’s
something to overcome.

In some ways the war on poverty reinforced this notion because the eves
of the nation were directed on Eastern Kentucky, and we saw imagges of our-
selves on TV and in the news as a culturally deprived as well as economically
depressed area., On one Tevel I knew that there were many wavs 1in which that
wasn't true, but it still took me a long time to come back to that as my own
center. And what happened was, when I met Michael ,he and Ruth both infiu-
enced my writing; and then when we left Indiana at the baginning of 1975 we
moved to Nashville so Steve started writing country music and I bagan to read
writing from the Appalachian region. I Tound a inagazing called The Smali Farm,
edited by Je7f Daniel Marion. He was living at that. time 1in New Market,
Tennessea, Dandridge.

Anyway, I sent Danny some poems and wrote him a letter ana he wrote me
this wonderful letter back which I stiil have which was the first reai connec—
tion I had with a writer who thought of himself as Appaiachian and who was a
part of all this writing that I didn’t even know existed. Now I knew about
James StilTl, I knew about Jesse Stewart, I khew of Hareriet Arnow. I didnt
connect them with each other, and 1 didn’t know that they were not alone and I
didn't know that there were Appalachian writers before them and that there
were Appaiachian writers since them and that there was a live iiterary tradi-
tion. I didn’t know that. I°’d never been faught and I hadn’t khown how to go
look for it. And magazines such as Appalachian Journal and Anpa1ach1an Herit-
age were getting started at this time, they hadn’t been there. -

8o, Danny was real encouraging to me. He wound up pubplishing some of
Michael’s poems, Michael Allen, and several people I was in school with at IU
sent poems to him and haa them put in The Smali Farm., I %tried to get Il to
Tet me do a creative dissertation, a booic of prvems and stories set in ins
mountains, but they wouidn’t do it. So I did my dissertaticn on E. M. Forster
and Virginia Woolf, which was a good experiehce: but I iknew by then that I
had these things that I wanted to write and I dian®t quite know how to do 1t.
I didn’t know how to find connections 1in a focus apd I didn’t have confidence
and how to make a Tiving and I was having & baby, so just a few things were
going on. The day I found out 1 was pregnant, Steve found out that he could
keep his job, but he wouidn’t get paid anymore so that was a big oay and
conseguently we moved Lexington. We moved here because we knew this area and
Steve was interested in opening a recording studio and it lookea like a good
place to do that,  and there were a Tot of teaching opportunities around hare.
So we moved in February of *'76 and Beh was born in August apd then the next




year I started teaching part-time at UK, teaching freshman comp, and I did
that and continued writing and taught alsc at Centre and taught at Transv. '

The next big jump for me, in terms of writing, was in 1880 when Gurhey
Norman came to town, and I can’t thank any of these peopls enocugh because
Gurney was a God send to me. He had Just come to teach at UK and he alony
with John Stephenson, then director of the Appalachian Center, applied to the
Witter Bynner Foundation for money to do the Appalaciian FPoetry Project and
Gurney needed somebody to be the Executive Director: that’s what I was., I
don’t know how Gurney found me, maybe through the English department. I was
publishing poems around and about, but he convinced me that I could do this.

Wnat I had to do, which was just the perfect thing for me to have to do,
was make contacts with writers throughout the five states of the southern
region as part off the SAWC network. I had not been a part of that eariy
Southern Appalachians Co-operative <SAWC>. But that network had sort of come
toose and it hadn’t reached into all these areas; it was more dormant, I
should say, than come Toose. But the hope with the Appalachian Foetry Projsct
was that through Bob Henry Baber coordinating the workshops in a1l the states
led by local writers and through my reading through the Appalachian coiiec-
tion, Tooking for writers, contacting them, telling them what we were doing,
making big mailing lists and beginning the anthology that we would find one
another and we would take what community was there and enrich and diversify
it. .

So that'’s what I did. I got to spend all this time reading and writing
to writers and I helped manage the Tinances and so forth, &ithough the Appdla~
chian Center, thank God, did the bookkeeping.

Throughout .that vear I went to a Tot ithe workshops, helped s1gn peopie up .
to do the workshops, and just met people. I had mv eyes open to what a iive
literature was going on right now and I began to reseairch. to read backwards,
to where all this is coming from. I met people who knew a lot more than I did
and peopie who knew even Tess than I did and so I was abie to ‘ftearn from and
share ali this excitement.

The anthology we put together out of that has not beenh published, but
it’s been used, it’'s been used in teaching, it’s been xeroxed and used.

Green: I’ve had parts of it in courses.

Lyon: Have you? It’s not bound but it’s not buried sither. We had some bad
experiences with pubiishers, but it’s hard to get a book that big published;
it’s hard when you have three editors and over time your concept .of what the
book might be changes, vou all change and the project changes., The antholiogy
~ was sort of onhe thing when it represented the spirit of that preject, bus

that’s ten years ago. Now, there’s another Appalachian anthalagy ch the wav.
I don’t know if vou know about that, edited by & woman named marita Garin.
She can tell you a Tot. '

And so Gurney and John Stephenscon ail at the Appalachian Cenier, we werse
wonderfuily in, just plugging me into this whole community. I went to the
Appalachian Studies Conference that yvear ang met Cratis Witiiams:; it was a2
homecoming.

A1l this time I was writing but writing mostly poetrv and some essavs,
and in 1983 1 had a book of poems accepied called "Mountain™; it's a chap
book. That was after eleven years 1 had been sending out pcems, snd what I
finaliy did was take the book which had three sections and Just teok the
sections apart and sent them out so that the first section calise “mMountain”
was published by itself. That was real important to me, aithough the book is
just stapiled and everything, to have a book is such a thing. Trhat confiried



to me in a real important way, and the next year 1 had a picture book accept-
ed. 8ince then Ive been able to write and seii books, but I‘ve gotten into
playwriting and working on this aduit novei that I read from that day, which
was just rejected yesterday. :

Green: Where are you trying to publish?

Lvon: I sent it to Algonguin Books out of Chapeil Hill; I don’t know if vou
know their boocks. They publish Kay Gibbons and Leon Drigkel!l and Clyde Edger-
ton, a number of reaily fine, new southern vaices. The editer, Shannon Rave-
nal, was interviewed on NPR back in the summer and the way she taiked about
voice and what she locks for in reading the script, I thought maybe she might
Tike this. 80 I sent the prolegue, Jjust about thirty pages and thsy kept it
for two months and sent it back.

Green: When you were 1in graduate school, did vou have support from your
family and friends in your writing? Or was that something that you Tound
later on? )

Lyan: No, I had wonderful support in my family for whatever I wanted ic try
to do. It was not child prodigy kind of stuff. 1 remember once when I was
1ittle and got this notion that I wanted to paint and so for Chiristmas I got
all kinds of paint stuff, so I could try to paint. There was a waimah in Loval)
who taught art Tessons in the summer so I went to her house and just a few
kids were there, but I had art tessons. I took ptano Tessons and voice jes-
sons and I played the guitar and sang and piayed the duicimer and I wrote
songs, performed around, As I said, I had teachers in high schocl who en—
couraged my writing and my parents didn’t pry into it, out it was naver some-
thing I felt 1ike I should do. Botnh of my parents were readers and interested
in ideas and bocks, so it realiy was preity naturail. My daday iept a journal;
my grandaddy, at times, kept a journal.

Greenh: Have you ever, by chance, gone back and read jt?

Lyon: Well, 1 found my grandaddy’s journal recentiy and when my grandmothsr
died five years ago. I got her recipe books and I was going through them and
I found that the recipes had been pasted in an old yearbook, vou know day
book, and I thought what a strange thing for her to paste these in here and I
began to 1ift the recipes up, and my grandfather’s journal was under there,

She had pasted the recipes over what he had written, which is a whole
other story that she would do this; there wasn’t a whole let in there of the
ones that I coulid get off, he didn’t write every day. But the fact thait he
wrote really meant a lot to me. He went to maybe the fourth grade. .

And he had the impuise to set things down., I knew he wrote letters
because I have seen a few Jletters that he wrotse; bout to write a letter be-
cause the occasion called for it {is one thing, but to write a journal becausa
you want to keep a record is something else again. My father’s Jjournals I
haven’t seen. Well, I have seen into a lot of them and I know a 1ot of the
people. It was one place that he kept financial records and ideas he had or
his business interests, but I don’t know what else is in there. Sinca my
father died four years ago, I haven’t asked my mother if I could see them, I'm
waiting I don’t know when it will be O.K. to do that. But I knew one year for
Father’s Day I gave him the kind of Jjournal that I had been using at that
time. When I first got them they cosited $3.9%5, the last one I ioocked at was
$19.95,



Gresn: So what do you use now, then? Do you just use scrap paper?

Lyon: Mo, aithough I'm much less bound than I used to be. It used to be that
it was just wonderful to have everything ail bound together. 1 have a little
pocketbook journal now. This is my current journai. 1 just ordered iT out of
a catalog. Pier 1 has good journats.

I use those kinds of books both for journals and poems when I was writing

a lot of poetry; but now that I write oniy prose, I just write on Tegal pads.

And those are the worksheets that 1 get to The computer.
Green: The age of the computer has arrived everywhere.

Lyon: I don’t work directly on the computer, though. It's 30 much smarter
and faster than I am. I feel 1ike I putr on a faise voice to try and impress
it. I feel 1ike 1it’s huaming, Xeeps humming there and I just don’t know the
wards yet and it already knows the tune and I just put down anvthing so it
will be satisfied: it’11 have something to do. The computer is Tike chess
when it’s always your move.

Green: It’s waiting for you to begin.

Lvon: And hardly ever do I get ahead of {it. I don’t understand the

process. I mean, I’m the one that says processing. Down, the writer 1s down.
So I don’t get over there until I've got some paper to isan oh. But I know
writers who say they love the word processor because it’s as Tast as they
think. I must not think that fast. I 1ike it because it’s a 1itiie siower.

“You get a Tot more done. Okay, let’s see have I straved too far from it.

Green: OKay, no, this isn’t too far—-just vour rambiing-—is exactly what I'm
looking for. See, part of what I'm getting is thai the literature that wa’'re
Tooking at 1is much more than just the Titerature. That it's a person behind
the literature and Titerature is the tip of an iceberyg and it smbodiss, o mne,
an invitation to explare and look and connect and to think and 1t doesn’t

stand by itself, :

I want to get theoretical here now and engage your theoretical intellsct
and what I want to talk about is looking at one of these piaces where =11 of
these poems come together. Gurney wrote in the firat Mountain Review. he was
talking about mountain media, about how the new msdia was this great new
chance for pecople to get togsther and talk to each other, and I was wondering
how you think about things tike The 8mall Farm and Pine Mountain Sand and
Gravel as places where peopie have gotten together for & dialogue and the
poems and.stories inside of are talking to one another and forming a community
which is.representative also of these people, Uo you have that sort of sense
of it, and if not what sort of sense do you have?

Lyon: 1 have a sense of scme magazines that way, not aill. of them because not

all of them do I have that many lavered connections with. Pine mMountain 2and
and Gravel very often I would know the work of, 1f not actualiy The peopie, of
everybody 1in there. So there’s already a dialogue that this continues and
confirms. What I felt in reading The Smail Farm, which when I first read it
I didn’t know anybody in there, was that this was news Trom the home that I
was reading, not in the sense of what’s going on visikly, but news in terms of
fiow people are looking at things and what they are thinking and how they ars
remembering and what they are learning. Verv often the pisces in a magazine,




if it’s well put together, will say more togethar than they do by themselves

' because you can actually see things expanded on or things in counterpoint with

the magazine,

Green: Do you feel that happened to your piece "The Writer and the Communi-
ty"1 and Gurney and Lance’s interview theme juxtaposed together?

tyan: I think that made an interesting and surprising combination.
Green: Was 1t news to you when you saw it?

lyon: I knew about Gurney’s and lLance’s piece, I hadn’t read it. Gurnsy hadg
talked about it, but I didn’t know what it was going te bs Tike, knowing
Gurney I knew I couldn’t predict what it was going to be Tike. But I did
think it was real interesting and I think that the thing abour Pine Mountain
Sand and Gravel is that it’'s verv diverse and cone of its ains 18 to b sur-
prising and that keeps it lively and challanges our assumptions of what Appa-
lachian is, of what subject matter for a poem is, of what form is. That we
should have a mmagazine 1ike that in the region i1s real impartant.

This backs up a 1ittie bit to the first guestioen. One thing that came
out of the poetry project was the meeting at the Highlandsr Center, I don’t
know if you heard about that. There was one this fall, I didn’t get to- vo,
but we started an Appalachian Writer's meeting at the Highiander Cenitsr in
Newpart, Tennessee, I gusss the first one that must have been in the fal}l *BG
or the fall of ’81, I’'m not sure, but there came togethsr a iot of these
writers who had never met each other. That’s where 1 met Jo Carson who's a
wonderful person, who changed my 1ife and my writing. And many of the peopie
who were there that year or subsequent years have seen tneir work appear in
magazines together, 1ike Now and Then or Pine HMountain Sand and Gravel, have
aiso furthered cne another’s work. Like Jim Webb was at that first gathering

.80 he went on to do Pine Mountain Sand angd Gravel, Jo Carson is poetry sditor

for Now and Then. :

So when those people become 1in the position that they can publiish, They
know peopie to solicit work, or work To took for., Then out of those iiterary
gatherings comes a gathering of print that takes that circle and paginates it
and then sends it out and new circlies are tormed that way.

And 1 think that’s real impartant. The Highlander meeting was one of the
reincarnations of SAWC and then the continuation of it.

Green: Does it continue on through?

Lyon: Yeah, they haven®t been every vear. There was one this year, the fogus
was censorship, which is very timeiy.

Green: In your Grassroots Poetry Project vou were saying that vou went out
to the schools and to a completely different audience of poetry and 1iteraturs
than would be reading, say Pine Mountain Sand and Gravel and there’s a differ-
ent audience for Pine Mountain Sand and Gravel than for Now ang Then. I mean
because of the different sorts of material presented. And so, I guess I'm
interested in knowing your sense of the audience that you werre reashing to
when you’ve publiished pieces in Pine Mountain Sand and Gravel. .
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Lyan: I think of Pine Mountain Sand and Gravel as reaching more of a literary
audience say than Now and Then, which may reach a more general or sociologi-
cally interested audience in that it presents all kinds of non—=fiction arti-
cles about different issues depending on the focus of that number of the
magazine, So in a way, I think, about Pine Mountain Sand and Gravel as reach-
ing other writers around th2 region, keeping in touch 1n that way. I wish it
would be taken up and used in ithe ciassrcom. I mean that would be great in
high school English ciasses and college English classes.

Green: I had an interesting discussion with my old AP Engiish teacher in my
senior vear and I was approaching her ‘about using regional Titerature as part
of the study, ad she said it’s not good literature. And I thought, ‘oh, my
gosh, here it is, this is part of the problem to overcome.® Were vou able to
overcome that with the Grassroots poetry Project'?

Lyon: In some ways I think I was. I certainily ran into those very

barriers, immediately, the Tirst tiwme out. I knew I was trying to change
something, obviously, otherwise thers was nho need ito do it. I knew I was
trying to interest people in a newWw way of teaching amd giving the materials
and even lesson plans o exercises with which to do it. 8o | Kknéew that it was
new in that way. I knew that to, for the most pari, outsiders of the region,
this might be suspicious because if 1it's regionat literature, 1n & senhze
regional equais minor, squals not very good.

I didn’t know, I should have known, but I didn’%t know that i woufa run
into that same attitude in some of the teachers, and that in addition tc that,
I wouild run into a resistance because they Felt to teach postry. which was not
grammaticaliy corirect or which tried to capture the speech that they had heard
every day was going against their mission as teachers, which s to gat these
kids not to sound Tike this, 8o, 1 remember the first workshop I did where I
read some of Jo Carson's People Pieces. First of all, they said. it’s not
poetry. I was prepared for that one.

Green: How did you repiy to that?

Lyon: I talked about what I thought postry was and that poetry didn’t have to
rhyme and that, as all speech has rhythm and we naturally use 1mages, poatry
is just an intensification of that. I forget who it is who said that thare’s
not that much difference between walking and dancing: Wwhen are vou walking
. and when are you dancing? When are vou speaking and when iz it a poem? But
they just weren’t sure that something that close to home, that familiar could
- be art. And, of course, they had this notion of poetry as heing unapproacha-
ble and in many cases obscure and so there was a lot of work to do. But as I
say I was prepared for that, but I wasn’t prepared for fhem to say, "You can’t
have a poem with the word ain’t in it. You can’t have & poem where the verb
and subject don’t agree because if my students see that that’s a17 right in
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Iiterature, then how am I ever going to canvince them that it’s not right on
their English paper?” _ :
And I asked them, “Do you think vour s:tudents™, junior high and high

schocl students, "Do vou think they talk the same way to their Friends tnat
they tatk to vou?” And they didn’t know. 1 said, “Do vou think that they
talk about different things or do they use different ianguage?” They said
well, they talk about different things end they use different lahguage. i
said, "Ah, ha. How about when they talk to their parents? Do they faik
exactly the way to their parents that they talii to yout” well, probabiv not.
So you see, they’ve got different languages already. They already know abnut
that. They may not be conscious of 1%L, but they iknow different ways To use
fanguage and its possibie to teach what standard Englisn is without saying
the way you see it is wrong and without killing the pleasure of a lanjuags.
How are you going to enable a student to write f vou tell them they can’t
talk they way they talk? 1In other words, 17 vou cut off their voice, then you-
say now write it doesn’t work. And that was really my main point in the whole
thing.

Green: How did they respond to that?

Lvan: There were different responses. BUt not toc Jong ‘ago, § was back,
doing a teacher workshop at Hindman Settlement School and I ran inte & woman
who said, "You probabiy don’t remember me.” And I didn’t. She said she was
in my workshop in Leslie County in 1980 and that it realiy changea her teach-
ing and she’d been using and ‘Tooking for Appalachian materials ever since. It
seems to be a much diTferent approach and it made her feal much more seffective
as a teacher and she’d also started writing.

And suddenly she felt it was okay 1o wirite about what she wanted to write

_about, you know, ‘the way that she wanted to write about it. And thera were

good stories like that out of it. But I certainiy, I know thers were some
people who went away unconvinced and probabiy didn’t ever do anvthing tike
that. Also, I made the teachers write' in workshops and things 1ike that.

Green: Something they weran’t used to.

Lyorn: No, they weren't used to it and I remamber what che persen said when I

wanted them to share something. I said you don’t have to read what you wrote,

_but I do want everybody to say something about what thsy wrots--what it's

about or whether it surprised you. And this woman said, “Listen, you can’t
expect them to do that, Mot in front of our peers.” And I said. “How do vou
think your students feel?" And she said, “Ch.” So I felt that inat was a
good moment because it put her in that position: she was the student and Found
out about risking. And, of courses, you can’t mess up in front of.others if
you’re so cohcerned about every speiling of every word and writing in perfac:
grammar or standard grammar. Somebody said standard Englisin is a diatect with
an army and a navy.

So this fTear was exposed. I thought that was pretty importani To point
out. I mean, I mean it’s not & moral 1ssue, hut it's treated as & moral
issue.

It really is. 1 remember an argument in my c¢ivics ¢lass in bigh schooi
when a boy was giving an oral repoirt and he said something 1Tike “Attar the
Constitutionai Convention” and the teacher told him, “It’s not atier i{t’s
after.” And he said atter and she said after, he said it's atter and they wsni
on Tike this for a long time and he was standing up in the aisle and Tinaliy
she said, “You wiil not leave this clagsroom until yeou =say after.” And he



said, "My daddy said atter and my drandaddy said atter and I'm going to say

-atter.” And at the time I thought, °*This is so stupid, why doesn’t he say

after?’ But when I took back on it I think what z great fight.

Green: Yeah. He's standing up against the giant machine.

Lvon: Yeah. Against, against the whole cuiture there he sioocd.
And they were deadlocked untiil the bell rang and it tock up the
whoie rest of the class. But she wouldn’t gaive an inch and he

wouldn’t either and none of us reaily knew what was going dn. It

was years before I saw what was going on.

Green: Where did "The Writer and the Community" come ¥rom?

Lvan: Let’s see. I had a job with Kentucky Humanitiss Counssel on their
speaker’s bureau. I applied to be one of their speakers., Do vou kiiow how

that works?

Green: No, I don’t.

- Lyon: You get listed in their brochure as a speakar for the veer. You have to

propose two or three speeches that vou could give and then peopie all aver the
state can use this if they need a speaker. I once spoke in bowling ailevs.
I had to wait, try to make the line breaks coincide with the ball hitting the
pins.
"The Writer and the Community” was one of the things I proposed. I Just
knew that 1 wanted to write about that issue of artists as both seen as price-
less and seen as worthless and about the dilemma of the artist in & market
economy. I had a book which I guote a lot in there, it’s calied [he Gift by
Lewis Hyde, it’s a great book.

It’s a book that was important to me, I read it in i98% and 1I've been
reading it ever sinca. 1 Tirst saw an essay from 1t in Zo-evoluticn Quarter—
1¥. But I wanted to meditate on his ideas ai some lendath, andg deal with some
of my own experiences, such as the ane with which the essay begins where my
god-daughter says she wants to be an artist, but artists didn’t make enought
money; and such as the fact that people will ask vou to comeg and give a read-
ing or do a workshop for free. They call vou up and they say thay’d be sc
hornored to have you come and they have sixty-five people Tined up at this.
When they would never ask someons to come and cut hair for free. They woulo
never cail up the hair salon and say, We just Tove the way vou cut hair.
Would you please cut that many peopie’s hair? We have sixiv-five nesople.” Or
even, "Would you come and give us a demonstration?”

Green: Or go to a movie theater and say, "We hearc that thig movie s s¢
wonderful.” '

Lyenh: “"We'd love to see it.” Joseph-Bein book selisrs asked me to come out
there and do three hour-and-a-half workshecps with school kids. Could you
come and do it? And when I wouldn’t do it, thev wouldn’t believe me. 1711
come do a book signing and I dan’t expect to gst paid for that, but I'm not
going to go work all day at Josebih Beth for fres. They're not going o ¢ive
away the books that they seli. Everybody out. there is getting paid., It Jjust
seems bizarre to me that they thought I was going te do this.

Green: I haven't reaiiy thought about it.

- ¥



Lyon: That's one reason 1 wrote the essay, bscause 1 think that’s go impor-
tant and ironically the last time I gave that talk, I was to give it and for a
book ciub and the woman in charge called mz up and said I hope you don’t mind
but we want you to come an hour and & half early because we've arranged for
yol to also speak to school children and do an autographing. And I =aid, "Who
will pay me for that?”. She said, "0Oh, weil, we can’t pay vou, we just set
that for you to do.” Weli, I did it because the school kias were all ready.
thay set up a writing contest or something and cthev were giving away four
copies of ong of. my pictures and so I didn't feel I could say no. I didn’t
want to disappoint the kids, but it reaily was not Tair, vou know. This was
also an hour cdrive back and forth so it wound up tzking most of tThe day as
~opposed to taking the afterncon, plus I had to prepare what I did for the

school kids. I must say that after the woman heard the talk of "The Writer and
the Community” she was most apologetic. She said, "I had no idea what I was
doing when I just made those other arrangements.” I was glad that she under—
stocd that. -

Green: It seems like the people go out for entertairment and where we go for
entertainment 18 our telsvision setis, to our radios: and it's fres, it’s there
for us. You don’t realize that it's being vaid for out of psopies’ pocokats.

Lyon: Yeah, it is so hard to get peopie to contribute teo Pubiic Radio, they
think, "I can get it, why should I --

Green: Why should I pay for it. And commerciais don’t support it. It's not
sucking money off of the population of America. .

Lyon: This is one reason that hoping about the grant app11c3t10n51 is o
confusing hecause I know how hard these people atre struggling to have a living
and I really support people who are choosing the economicaiiy hardest way,

which is to free-lance, in order to try to do some serious work. And so, in
part, 1 tend to say give it to this person because thay’re risking everything

rather than to someone who is say an attorney and wants six months off. But I

realize that that is also my bias,

Green: Was vour experience with vour artistic iife differsnt when vou wesren't
in school and teaching and i the last ten vears when you’ve been working as a
free lance writer and taking Jobs as you can find them? '
Lyon: I last taught at UK in '86, and I taught at Transy Tast fall, but that
was an exception. Most of my jebs are directly writing or speaking to scneo]
kids and teachers in iibraries now, things that grow cut of my bsing a chil-
dren’s writer. It's very different and I am grateful. I'm su gratefui. There
are things 1 miss about being on campus, but I donr’t miss having ay 1ife
pulied in so many directions. It’s pulied encugn direciions as it t1s, but i
just get to write a Tot more. And thats the thing I mest want to do.

I think more complicated things come to me because there's more room Tor
them to come and because I have gotten, over the past Tive vears, ¢ much
information as g writer that enables me to take on mors complex things., I
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miss the colleges, you khow, passing time in people’s offices and drinking
coffee with pecple in the morning. And I always Tearn from teaching, I aiwavs

. Tearn from my studenis; but then I do a 1ot of teaching all the time anyway. I

don’t even know how many schoois I’ve been in this Tail. I know there's
twenty-seven next spring. Which ig too many. I know it hagn’®t been that many
this fall. I have said "No".

Green: Did it take you a Tong time to J=zarn how to say no?

a sign that says Just Say No?

Lyon: Oh, did I tell you that on the receiver on the phone downstairs I have

Green: No.

Lyon: Yeah, to the drug of income. Which is especially -hard when vow’re, as

Steve and I are, free-lancing: it’s very hard not to take any job that comes
along. Especially since we are poth doing it and we have two children.

Green: Have you ever geone through a time when neither of you coulid find work?
Is that fear alwayvs underneath vou, the fear of that colilapsa?

Green: There is that, yeah, there is that fear. And there’s the fear of
mild, less extrems versions of that. Such as work will diminish samawhat and
then some crisis will came up, some tinahcial crisis, and we won't be abie do
it. We recentiy have gone through something iike that. My mother-in~law has
Alzhiemer’s and she was in Florida and the hcme she was in was not adequates
for her care. She needed more care, and we couldn’t get her to Kentucky fast
enough so that she had to go into a home that she couidn’t afford down there.
We had to borrow money 1in order just to keep her going because she was running
aut of money, and she couidn’t get Medicaid down there. The laws are differ—
ent in every state and it had just get into this huge thing. QOrdinariiy, we
don’t borrow money bhecause when you don’t have a regular income the last- thing
you want to do is borrow money. Bui we did and so there are those fears, but
at the same time it would be really stupid and seif-defeating to Tive with
this kind of ‘uncertainty and then take so many jobs that you can’t do any of
the work that you’re 1iving with this uncertainty in order to do. 8o, it's
always a balancing act and sometimes we co better at it than other Times.

Green: But you’re always tearning how to do better at it?

Lyon: Well, vyeah, 1 hope so. We're always learning something. You know,
sometimes things are falling apart, sometimes they’re failing together, some-
times they're just-.-falling.

Green: Hopefully they won’t hit the bottom foo fast.

Lyon: Hopefully there’s somaocne down thare tc senc it bask up. I rsaliy
can’t imagine doing it another way. I consider myself reai jucky. Because to
make it as an artist you have to have a lot of support. You have to have a
gift whicih is not in your control. You have to have a iot of support. You
have to nurture it and vou have to work really hard and vou aiso have to have
scne iuck, and I feel as though I have that.

Green: What I'd also iike to do is get you reading something cn tape.
And an appropriate piece would be something oui of the Tirst Pine Mountain




Sand and Gravel. I had it marked. My markers got away.
Lyon: So is that all of them together?

Green: This is a coliection of the first part of my research data,
this 1is gathering materials and surrounding dosuments and zo this
is two Pine Mountaih Sand and Gravels and tons of other magazines
and essays and interviews and alil Kinds of stuff.

Lyon: What a great resource.

Green: It was real fun putting it together but now [ kesp finding more stuff
that shouid be, shouid be in there. 0Okay., ckay. We'll find it. See page 33.
Here are this one. ’

Lyon: “A Visit". Oh, yes. I read this at the Womer: Writers Conference ohe
yvear. This really happened. Weli, not.exactiy like this, but it came out of
a real visit. Okay, shall I just iaunch into it? :
Green: Just ride on off that motorcycle.

Lyen: “A Visit”®

I was securing the pin in the diaper

whan someohe banged oh the door

and it was this guy

in an orange Tish-net Florida interstate

T-shirt .

holding his bike helmet and saying,

H1,'I’m the muse.

You?

Yeah, name’s Flovd.

Well, come on in, I'm in the middie
of a bunch of things.

Best place to begin. How.

No, I mean I'm fixing dinner,
my Tittle boy’s awake and.

Lady, Lady, Lady,

you’ 1l never get off the Fucking ground 1iks that.
What are you cooking?

Millet.

God, the Lady eats iike a bird.

Honey, you got to have meat to make poems,
takes blood to make biood sing.

Be that as it may. .



I can see you’re not serious.
You got anything o drink?

Beer.

That’11 do. .
% * &
Here vou go. You Know
7t came to me in the kitchen:
with you.here maybe I could
do some work. Dinner’s ready for the oven,
My 1ittie boy has been changed--
Could you watch him a while?

The MUSE? ‘
The MUSE a fucking baby-sittar?
Who do you think you are?

I'm sacred, remembher?

I'm hely shit. . .

Well, how are you going to helb ma
sucking on that bottle of beer?

Baby, I can take vou to Bliss City

in one spin of my machine.

When I'm finished, -vou’ll be so inspired
yvour tits will blow up halloans.

Great. What about my son?

Ditch the kid a while.
You can’t fool around
wiping asses

when I'm ready to fly.

Fly? What about writing?
Remember words,
those heavy things?

Jeez, she’s climbing on her scapbox.
Go on then, who cares?

Scrape (ife your from maychnaise jars.
You won’t see me again,

Promise?
Green: What'’s the story behind that onef

Lyon: There are a couplie of stories. One 1s that 1 went to a reading at UK.
Well, that baby was who came in here & few minutes age, g0 it’s been & while,
And I heard a poet, a male poet, taik about the muse. Talk about waiting on
the muse and when the muse comes to go Yor it, And I thought, Jeez, 1 have to
wait on the muse. I mean, I haven’t got the ifuxury of waiting on the muse ang
it seemed such a contrast between the male notion of the artist where things



are so pliant and quiet and peaceful. The writer ig taksn seriocusly and given
room and someone brings the tea or the wh1skey or whatever and the writer goes
off and lives an isolated iife.

And the woman trying to create something who is rigat in the miadle .of
everything going and coming. Basides, the woman is not supposed to be the
artist, the woman 1is supposed to be the muse; 17 she gets invoived in tiis
scenario at ali. And so I got to thinking about that so that got me started
working on this peem. I was thinking, Bay if I had a muse, with my juck, this
is the kind of muse that I would get. 1t would be Fioyd, and he’d be just as
egotistical as this peet haa seemeu to be. ‘What I need 1s hot a muse but
childcare’, was my notion.

The irony of it, too, was that when I was woerking on this poes 1 was
taking part in a writer’s group, we met maybe twice a2 month in the evening and
it invoived several people, some connecied with UK, some not, maie end female.
But the niaght I read this posm it was at my heuse and I was the 1ast person to
read and I read the poem and in the middle of the poem Ben woke up apd I had .
to leave the group to 4o take care ¢f him and when I came back oniy twe people
were Jleft because it was Tate, two of the men in the group, and thay hag
decided that the muse was just not sexy enough—-~that I really needed to devel-
op the muse in this poein. I thought that was hilaricus becsuse that wasn’t
the point and they hadn’t seen the irony that I had tc leave to do exactiy
what the poem was talking about. that I was in that situation at this moment,
They looked at it Kind of 1ike that. So anyway that’s wheare the poem vame
from. -

Green: The poem proves itself in action.

Lyon: Right,

Green: I’m not so sure it’s difficult to write a poswm Fiving out amongst the
imaginative ciouds as it 1s to write one that talks to your iife where it s

and, and moves it onh sone place else.

Lyon: And with that one I remember struggling net to make it didastic in a
way chat would kill the poem—-that it couid be Tighi~hearted in a way.

Green: Right.

Lyon: That the humor could be there. Trv1nu to Tind the voices, trving toc the

- pitch the voice was what I kept struggling with.

with and we are always having trouble balancing oui work and schooi and get-
ting everything done and 1 was reading and trving to fight out time to o some
reading through these Pine Mountain Sand and Gravelis and I ran across this.

Green: Well, 'T think it worked pretiy weli. I showed it %0 the woman I live

Lyon: This is real 1ife.

Green: Let’s see, is there anything eise thaL vou would like to say
or taik about?



Lyon: Have vou sean a piece I did calied "Literature In Its Place” 1+

Green: No, I haven’t.

Lyon: It came ouit in a magazine calied Mossy GCreek Jdournal, wivich I don’t
even myseif have a copy of, I don’t know what haopened o my copy of it. 1It’s
from Carson Newman CoTlege, but I did it asg part of a newspaper prozect hers
at UK and it was offered over the wire to newspapers throughout the state.
Only a few of them picked it up. The Troublesome Creek Times ran it. It was
intended as a heraid for this anthology, which was suppesed to come out that
spring, it’s besen in of danger of being publiished.

Green: I think I have seen this, actualiy, it was in with the anthology
backed material at the Appalachian Archives. -

Lyon: Abcout the anthology. It was Kind of an announcement of that. I said
some things there that I still haven’t foung a bpatter way to say aboul the
importance of regional writing, of a respect for that. It rzally gets me that
New York doesn’t see itself as a region, New yYork sees ijiself as the world,
but we’re a region, you know.

Green: Periphery.

Lyon: It showé who's got the power..
Green: A-COTOHY.

Lyon: The center as opposed to & periphery and it's part of a long
sequence.

Green: . Everything in our socisty feeds it to us, sven if you uo o Krogsr.
I have a theory of rice crispiness, that no matter where vou go in the United
States you can buy Rice Crispies and that it’s that homogenization that has a
tendency to ruie rather than the diversity. We always feei cuiity about going
to the diversity and reassured by going to the homogenization. Though, I have
hopes that it’s places like the co-op and, and things Tike the anthclogy which
aTmost cot out are 211 symptams of the {ight against that trend.

Lyon: Yeah, I think so. And the movement, it’s especially strona in Ohio,
but in some other states too, towards using whole ianguage in the schogls: thes
whole Tanguage criteria, I don’t know if vou know about that.

Green: No, no I haven’t.

Lyon: - The center of it is that vou don’t teach from onty text books and in
particular from basal readers to teach Engiish; but that you use books that
were wWiritten to be books, to be 1iterature, books written nei as a text books.
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Say if vou were teaching Appalachian studies and sociology vou woulidn't just
use a sociology text, vou would use Night Comes io the Cumberiands; you would
use Barbara Kingolver’s book about the copper mines in the scuthwest. You
take primary materials and you can teach history as well as reading that way.

Green: It brings together ail of these soirt of arbitrary, hacked up disci-
nlines. .

Lyon: Right and it deoesn’t give you thal nemogenized basai resder that nopody
wrota. Nobody wrote that bscause thev had some inner necessity fo write ¢,
they wrote 1t to make it it certain vocabulary and it has this homcgenized
feeTing. Whereas Tittle kids can read wondarful picture books and vou oan
read stories that are abcut Native Americans. vou <an read them stories that
deal with black kids complate with biack experience, you can read and deal

with Appalachians. You can bring a whole diversity of the cuiture inte the
cilassroom that way. And I think that you can also encourage kids to write
their own experience because whole language is real committed to the naotion of
Tearning to read and to write as part of the same process that will have the
kids writing, even writing their own texts to read; in other words, thesy all
read what the other kids write.

Green: That sounds Tike a wondertul, wonderful project. How iong has this
‘been going on?

Lyon: I don’t know because I'm not involved in education in a formal sense
and I don’t read educational journais and that kind of thing. I‘ve just
picked this up as I've gone to conferences and so forth where thare were
peopie there who were advocating it and practicing it. 8o by the time it had
gotten to me it must have been going for a good white, Hut I know that it
pretty much has a good hold in Ohio anyway, and 1 was recentiv in a conference
in North Carolina where that was a large pari of the subject thare was the
whole language approsach.

Green: That’s something I had to wait untii advanced study in colliede untii
you hit things 1ike that. Then i¥ you‘re interested in Greek history. here
read this, you just read a Greek historian.

tyon: Vvhat seems Tike the most obvious way toe go, but it just isn’t gons.

N



