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Writers of the region: We need to talk. (Readers are welcome to listen.)
Rather eagerly I had been awaiting the publication of the “Northern Appalachia Review” –the “First Publication Dedicated to the Literature of Northern Appalachia” – for its purpose is a noble one: to “convey the character of the people and places” of our homeland. (We live in the very heart of northern Appalachia, which takes in parts of five states.)
PJ Piccirillo, Founding Editor and Editor-in-Chief, is a long-time colleague who has campaigned tirelessly for decades to elevate this region’s literature, authors, writers and poets. With the successful launch of the NAR, those of us who write in or of this place find ourselves on a literary landscape that didn’t exist before. 

The book is divided into sections for short-form fiction and nonfiction, poetry, outdoor and environmental writing, and book review; editors of these sections also are given a voice; and there are biographical sketches for contributors, editorial staff and advisory board members.
An impressive team assembled this first volume of the NAR. Most have advanced degrees, including a few Doctors of Philosophy and several Masters of Fine Arts.
So it was with excitement that I obtained my copy and began reading how other writers and poets convey our character and places. That excitement soon ebbed.

One fiction piece tells a young boy’s experience at a funeral – after which all the attendees were killed by a crashing jet. Another describes the dehumanizing experience of a millworking woman at a 1980s unemployment office. The next relates the struggles of a woman working through the grief of a kidnapped child.
In the nonfiction section a first-person account rosily reminisces about childhood time spent at a coal-miners’ bar where his grandmother worked, then dissolves into adult expressions of disconnection with a rustbelt region he’d left behind. At least a couple of other pieces suggest similar expatriate perspectives.
Nothing’s wrong with any of these works, some are interesting reads, but their collective weight depresses. While not all of the prose pieces deal with death and economic depression, one must read to the Review’s end to find one that uplifts.
Much of the NAR is comprised of poetry and though never a fan of the genre (my mind’s too dull for it) I hoped for some literary leavening there …
… only to be assailed with more negative imagery: a daughter going through her departed mother’s things before returning to the flatlands, a man describing a creek in ways that seem suicidal.
Another poet sarcastically proposes a “Post-Industrial Wilderness designation” where we can “rejoice in rust” and laments the damage caused by the natural gas industry. Marcellus gets bashed a lot by the poets, with another describing a drilling rig as “the white-lighted finger.”
Now among nearly 80 poems, there are some bright themes and joyful moments – the simple pleasure of a family campfire, a moving tribute to a hard-working laborer who lived long enough to see the completion of the bridge he helped to build, a daughter proudly recalling her mother’s work in a plant to make a better life for her.

But the body of work in this first volume does not convey the character of the people and places of northern Appalachia very positively. And that’s not a knock on the NAR, which is just the vehicle.
Writers, this is on us. Northern Appalachia has far more to offer than death, economic depression and environmental degradation – easy topics that merely feed national stereotypes.
Our literary landscape needs more thoughtful, thorough exploration. Our homeland deserves a greater diversity of perspectives.

Now that we have the Northern Appalachia Review, we should write about all of what’s here.
*
*
*

Published by Sunbury Press, “Northern Appalachia Review” is available through SunburyPressStore.com, Bookshop.org, Amazon and Kindle. Soon, submissions will be accepted for Volume Two. For information, visit NorthernAppReview.com or email NorthernAppReview@gmail.com.
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