


“This region has changed drastically. First of all, 
a lot of the things we have in this area were 
paid for by coal severance tax that we don’t 
have anymore. Unless you’re in healthcare or 
education, it’s very difficult to make a living 
here. Fortunately, we still have schools, and we 
still have hospitals.”
Susan Sanders, Big Stone Gap, Virginia







“Somehow, we lost that ability to garden 
here in the mountains. I’m sure if my 
grandmother had had the opportunity to 
order pizza and feed all the children, she 
would have. Those choices just weren’t 
available then. We have to reeducate 
folks.”
Valerie Ison Horn, Little Dry Fork, Ky







“I think the culture here, it’s changed but back then 
like in the community of Eolia, everybody knew 
everybody and neighbors helped each other out. 
You don’t even know your neighbors now. The 
values I grew up with haven’t been instilled in the 
younger people.”
Barbara Church, Eoila, Ky







“I experimented with drug use. It’s so prevalent in the area. It 
touches everyone in the area. I fell into that circle. In this area you 
feel like there is nothing to do and that gave me something to do. 
That was a very dark time in my life, a low point. I saw the error of 
my ways though. Luckily I now see things from the other side of 
drug addiction. I just hope that kids can understand that there is 
really nothing good that comes out of drug addiction. You are just 
wasting your life away. When I look back I wonder why I thought it 
was fun. There is nothing fun about it. It encompasses your whole 
life. That was a very, very bad part of my life.”
Earl Moore, Hindman, Ky







"My mama is 79 years old; never been to a 
doctor until last week…
This week they told her she has about 
four weeks to live.“
Jimmy R.







“My mom went to jail, when I was seven months. So when she 
went to jail, they put me in foster care, up for adoption. Well, my 
mammaw got us, all eight. My mammaw is seventy, and my 
papaw is seventy-nine. My mammaw can hardly walk and papaw 
has one leg. The blood circulation wasn’t going to it, so it 
started to rot, and they had to cut it off. she’s kind of loud, on 
occasion, when him and my brother are fussing. And she gets 
loud, and then she’s quiet. She’s sick. She gets sick a lot. She 
takes medicine, medication for her heart, and the medication for 
her heart is making her hurt in her stomach. It’s bad.”





“To help the economy around here, we got to get some people in 
our cities and in our county government offices that actually want 
to do something. Because, until these mountain regions around 
here change, and they want to change, it ain’t going to change. 
We’ve depended on coal for so long and now that we can’t depend 
on it as much as we used to, we’ve got nothing to fall back on.

If you’re not from here, you’re not going to understand us. And if 
you understand us, you better stay here.”
Rick Crawford, Civil War Reenactor, Middlesboro, KY







“Appalachians are extremely proud, and not in a bad, false way. 
Appalachian people are very proud in their culture, their heritage, 
their past. A lot of that was stripped somewhere along the way 
though. If you look back in history, a lot of people in the Appalachian 
area were poor, but they didn’t know they were poor, until somebody 
came in and told them they were poor and said, “Hey, you should 
have more stuff. You should have more shoes, you should have more 
clothes, you should have better cars.” When people started telling 
them that they didn’t have all this stuff, I think people started 
wondering, started to think, “Oh, well maybe they are right, maybe I 
should have more stuff.” I think that has had a negative impact on 
the culture around here.”
Tia Thomas







“Today, we have problems with prescription medications and 
synthetic drugs.

Some things that you would never dream would ever cause a 
problem in the future. These people make methamphetamines 
out of Drano and different types of chemicals that you would 
think, if they ever got into your body that you would 
immediately die. If these people would get an education, 
obviously they have very good intelligence, they probably could 
become scientists and maybe find some cures for these illnesses 
in the world. If they would put forth an effort and do that 
instead of in the life of drugs.”
Beldon Mullins, Wise, VA







“Being in school systems I see people, or children being raised 
to follow in the footsteps of parents who have been lifelong 
recipients of state aid. That’s what they know, that’s what 
they’re raised with, you know it becomes the thing to do. 
Where I was raised education was put on the top shelf. My old 
man wanted me to have a good education and to be able to 
provide for myself and that’s what happened.”
Jody Hall, Langley, Ky







“(Coal mines closing) It’s hitting Harlan pretty hard right 
now. I always say if they close down the last couple of 
mines we got you might as well go ahead and turn Harlan 
into a lake. That’s all it’s gonna be good for. There’s 
nothing unless they come up with some kinda something 
then Harlan ain’t gonna be nothing. It’s just gonna be a 
memory. Cumberland, Kentucky is way worse. You go up 
there and the stores are all empty, everything looks 
abandoned.”
Rebecca Brock. Chiropractic Office Manager; Evarts, Kentucky







“I don’t know how to do anything anymore, but my 
mother, she could cook, can, whatever it was, she 
knew how to do it. Some of that’s been lost 
generation to generation. “
Pam Howell







“I really hide it, but the drug epidemic in our area. I was a part of that; I got 
addicted for about five years. I’ve been clean now for eight years. My little 
girl [turned me around]. Kytalynn, she’s eight. She’s my world. I’ve got a little 
boy now too; he just turned one in May. He’s a handful now. That set me 
straight. I was wanting to [be set straight]. That’s what a lot of people don’t 
understand. They look at these people and [say] ah, ‘That’s a dopehead.’

People don’t understand it’s a sickness. It really is and the people that are 
doing it don’t want to do it. They done something for fun or experimenting, 
it got them, and they can’t get away from it. “
Jeremy Brock, Coal Miner







[We need] to get somebody here to make better jobs. 
There ain’t no jobs here for young people. Everybody’s 
moving away to try to get jobs. They ain’t hardly no jobs 
around Virginia here. They need better jobs and stuff for 
young people to try to keep family and people here. It’s 
put a hurtin’ on our people; cause coalmines was mostly 
the roots here.”
Brilla Tate







“I live up on Cowan. I’m eighteen. Right now, I’m 
trying to get a job. I have a four-month-old baby. 
Her name is Chloe, and right now I’m just trying 
to find work around here to support her.”
Dakota Green







“I am 24 years old, a mother of a 16 month old child, currently 
unemployed, and looking for work. I grew up in Letcher County, 
southeastern Kentucky, where there’s a lot of poverty. It’s hard to 
survive. Growing up was honestly hard for me. I grew up in a family 
home where there was domestic violence, but growing up in the 
mountains, that wasn’t uncommon. My dad is currently in a nursing 
home. He’s about 45. I’m not exactly sure, but the drugs were a major 
part in his illness. I haven’t seen him since my son was born. I have 
received a phone call and my dad has tried to escape the nursing home 
to see my son. [My son is] Zane Willis. His name means ‘a blessing from 
God.’ His dad is currently incarcerated. Come to find out, he was wanted 
for possession.
Courtney Vaughn, 24, 







My dad was a coal miner. I can remember as a little boy him coming 
home black, couldn’t see nothing but your eyeballs, and saying ‘don’t 
ever go in the coal mines.’ So, I never had no desire [to go in the 
mines]. I see how the coalmines come in and bring billions and 
billions of dollars out of the mountain, and then leave the community 
raped and poor as all get out. It’s all coming out and going 
somewhere else and then they leave the community in poor shape. 

It’s horrible to even look at. You go to all of these smaller coal towns 
that once upon a time were thriving, and it’s falling apart. The houses 
are falling apart, the buildings are falling apart and there are no 
businesses there. Seems like when people fall into poverty, then they 
fall into the drug use to forget their problems. And the poverty is 
becoming more and more. It just really is.
I’d like to think that we’re still gonna be the same old place, but I 
won’t say that for sure.
Ray Pennington







I have four kids aged 16, 14, 11 and 10. I’m single now, thank 
goodness. It’s been hard. Even when we were together, I was pretty 
much raising the kids. He had a very bad drug problem and he put 
us through the wringer. It’s physically hard, but it’s also mentally 
hard. Everything falls on you. He’s been in and out of prison, which 
is where he is right now. 

I was working at AK Steel at the time and bought my first house. I 
lost the house. Everything was due to his drug problem. I had to 
take my purse in the bathroom with me so he wouldn’t steal my 
money. I could write a book about that. He was addicted to 
painkillers, which is so bad in this area.

-Rebekah Wallace, Nurse, Professional Case Management









The worst part of living here though, the worst part about it is all the 
drugs. Harlan used to be a good town until people started bringing 
drugs over here. Then it turned into something awful. This is why the 
population in Harlan is going down. That’s why all my family is 
moving to Florida and Indiana and it is almost my mom’s time to 
choose between Indiana and Florida.

-Harley Rayann Moses, Age 11; Harlan, Kentucky:







There are so many people in Harlan County that have done drugs 
that are just going to waste. There are so many people. I can walk 
down the street and I’ll see so many people that have done drugs 
and I can see ‘em and they were once people that my family knew. 
Once people that I even knew. And drugs have just somehow 
rooted themselves into Harlan County. When you come to it you're 
automatically gonna know at least four things: drugs, alcohol, 
coal mining and each other. 

-Cheyenne Coogle, Age 13







My step-dad Winston, he died. He was doing drugs and he just overdosed. I went to his 
funeral and I have a step-brother named Juwan and we both went there and we both 
cried.
Xavier McClendon, Age 13: Harlan, Kentucky
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