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When faced with the task of trying to understand why 

other people think and act as they do, one is often asked to 

"put yourself in their shoes" or "try seeing things from their 

point of view." The explanation for such advice is that only 

through actually experiencing what others do may we begin 

to understand the reasonings, motivations, and "forces" 

that influence people's behavior. Thus, if we are, as many 

believe, "Creatues of our environment with our outlook on 

life affected by where we live, any objective understanding 

of other people must be evaluated and examined from wi.thin 

the environment of the people being studied; not from a place 

far removed from the "forces" influencing a people. The job 

of such an "examination" falls to the Anthropologist or, 

more specifically, the ethnographer who believe in the idea 

that one learns about others best by doing what they do. 

During the past four weeks I had such an oppor

tunity to learn about others by experiencing (as nearly as 

possible) what they experience. Though very far from 

being a qualified ethnographer, which requires years of 

study followed by extensive and intensive contact with 

a community for a year or two or more, I still was 

able to see to some extent what it is like to be a member 

of a farming family in Southwest Virginia. Thus, when I 
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"put myself into their shoes," I was often putting them 

into a pile of manure, a row of freshly tilled earth, or, 

as sometimes happened, into my mouth. The work with this 

family was fascinating: I learned new ways of doing 

things (I "assisted" the family one day in helping to deliver 

a calf) new terminology (ever know what the term is for a 

cow about to have a calf?), and, most importantly, I gained some 

insight into a people and way of life far reIOOved from that 

of my own. 

I did my field work with the Robinson family of 

Kerrs Creek, Virginia. (All names in this report have 

been changed.) For anyone reading this report, the pronun

ciation of Kerrs is similar to the word "car." The Robinson 

family lives at the end of a narrow and winding gravel covered 

road on a 700 acre farm. There is Mrs. Martha Robinson, her 

son John, his wife Sally, and their two children Peter 

and Mary. Also living on the farm is a Tom Williams who is 

one year out of a nearby college. 

Upon meeting the Robinsons, the first impression I 

got of them was their opinion of themselves. Whether the 

conversation dealt with the "material" things of life or 

if it concerned their practice of saving everything, the 

basic philosophy the Robinson's followed was that they 

were "plain people." Early in my work with them, Sally 
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told me that "we're plain people •.• trying to be something 

you're not is difficult and expensive." Sally, more than 

other members of the Robinsons, brought up this idea of "plain 

people." Because of this, I questioned her on just what she 

meant by such a term: "I was never much on material things; 

to some people that might be important but not to me." As 

a child growing up Sally said her family didn't have much 

and that this led later in life to her not desiring material 

things: "in some ways we don't have much but in others we 

have a lot." Conversation on this topic later in my field 

work brought this response from Sally: "Material things were 

never important to me. What I couldn't afford to buy I 

didn't want. It takes more than just material things to make 

you happy." She also sees an important relationship between 

God, plain living, and happiness. She told me on one occasion 

that a couple she knows have been trying to have a second 

child for 12 years now, but "as long as she is concerned with 

material things, they' 11 never have another child." She continued 

by explaining that God wouldn't reward them with a child because 

they were too worried about making money and acquiring material 

goods. 

Mrs. Robinson also noted more than once her belief 

that they were plain people: "We aren't afraid to let people 

know our opinions on things or people," she told me one time, 
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"we let it all hang out." Another time Mrs. Robinson declared, 

"Friends are more important than money. I'm just a plain 

person and people have to take me for what I am, and if 

they don't like it that is their problem. I'm not a stuck-up 

person and I don't like people who are." Mrs. Robinson has 

had to work hard her entire life and not always under the 

easiest of conditions. She was married at 15 and had all of 

her children before age 21. Her husband, who died 5 years 

ago of a stroke, was a rough character who apparently had a 

big temper. At a Moose Lodge Dance she took me to one night, 

Mrs. Robinson told me that while her husband was alive she 

used to go to sleep at night terrified she wouldn~t wake up 

fearing that her husband would shoot her. Both Mrs. Robinson 

and her son, John, told me that once he shot through a screen 

door at her 7 times. 

Thus, as a woman who has endured such hardships, Mrs. 

Robinson exhibits the concept of plain people in not just what 

she says but also in how she handles herself. For example, 

early in my field work, Mrs. Robinson was describing hassle 

she was getting from a man at one of the dances she was attending: 

"I told him that if he didn't stop pestering me, I'd smack 

him • • • a woman who can't handle herself is nothing." A fast 

talking salesman would get nowhere with Mrs. Robinson. 

John exhibits the plain person philosophy not so 
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much in what he says but rather in how he does things. He 

is a very tough man with great physical strength and an extreme 

sense of self-reliance. He walks up and down the steep 

Virginia terrain with ease. For John (as with the rest of 

the family) his land is his life. Since none of the Robinsons 

hold an outside job, money is earned through resources and 

related products of the land. Specifically, John cuts fire 

wood, which he sells at a very low price, and also splits logs 

into 7 foot fence stakes by hand. The work is hard and I've 

been able to see this by accompanying him when he is cutting 

wood. John also showed fields that he cleared by hand. This 

work is not only hard, it is also dangerous. While clearing a 

new road into the mountains a few years ago, the bulldozer he 

was operating rolled over on top of him. He was lucky to 

escape with only a broken hand. Twenty-four years ago, his 

brother was not as lucky. As I understand it, he was operating 

a tractor on this land when it overturned and killed him. 

Despite the hard work that is involved with farming, 

John is happy with it. As he told me, "I can set my own hours, 

go fishing when I want, or go on a vacation when I want." 

He also told me that he wouldn't trade what he does for any 

other job. I think an explanation for his great love of farming 

can be found in something he told me towards the end of my 

work with them. We were in the garden pulling weeds when he 

said, "I love to work in the fields making things grow." 
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Conunents such as that one, I believe, are important in trying 

to understand what the Robinsons mean when they call themselves 

plain people. 

The Robinsons' self-sufficiency may be the most signi

ficant and informative aspect of these "plain people." They 

are very proud of the fact that they are the only family in 

the area whose livelihood comes solely from farming. At one 

of the finest meals I had with them, they took special pride in 

pointing that most everything except the bread, butter, and 

maccaroni was either grown (beans, peas, corn, etc.), raised 

(chickens), or was from an animal hunted on their property 

(deer). At the meals I had with them, Mrs. Robinson would 

tell me that, "We don't eat fancy, but we have a lot," another 

indication of the plain people idea. 

With the absence of outside jobs, the Robinsons earn 

money from three different areas. Mrs. Robinson described 

them as wood (including fire wood, stakes, and pulp), cattle 

(which they sell in the fall) and, to a lesser extent, crops 

(last year, potatoes). At present, they have 46 head of cattle 

and 50-70 chickens. Since the Robinsons do not have a steady 

outside income they must limit their spending and, as a 

result, they save everything. When we went on a picnic Sally 

tol me that the plastic forks and knives as well as some of 

the paper plates had been used before. They are also using 
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an old toilet as a flower pot in their garden. Nothing can be 

wasted or thrown out as it might be needed at a later date. 

The self-sufficiency of the Robinsons is exhibited in 

other ways. For example, John is an expert when working with 

wood. Rather than buy ax handles he makes his own by hand 

from hickory trees found on the farm. I also helped him build 

benches of locust posts and cedar boards. The cedar John cut 

by hand with a chain saw. The finished products were a lot 

cheaper than buying benches, better built, and much nicer 

looking. 

Their belief that they are "plain people" is also shown 

by the Robinsons' humor. Simply put, they love to laugh and 

joke. It took me awhile before I could become a part of their 

joking around and for a time they were reserved about kidding 

between themselves when I was around, something very natural 

when a newcomer is present. But once past that stage I was 

able to observe and participate in another part of their 

lifestyle. During this time of year, my allergies often act 

up and one particular day I was doing a lot of sniffling. I 

was asked if my "nose was running?" I replied, "Yes, it is." 

"Where is it running to?" was their question. Such kidding 

and joking is co11U11on to them and I always enjoyed just sitting 

around and talking with them. Because they like to enjoy 

themselves so much, they often told me that they "were crazy 
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people." 

Even before I started my work with the Robinsons, I 

have always wondered how farmers were treated by the government. 

In recent years, news reports have detailed various mass 

demonstrations by farmers on their tractors in Washington, D.C. 

demanding better treatment from the government. My contact 

with this family permitted me to find out what help, if any, 

the various government agencies were in dealing with the farm 

community. Mrs. Robinsons' answer to my question on this subject 

was direct and to the point with nothing left to the imagination: 

"What the government has done for us wouldn't fill my hollow 

tooth! They might do things for other people, but not for me.! 

She then told me of an incident that. happened after her husband 

had died. Apparently he left them in a real financial mess, 

thus any dealings with money had to be approved by a lawyer 

overseeing the estate. Mrs. Robinson sought and received 

approval to borrow a very large sum of money for the purchase 

of hay and in the end the government program that was supposed 

to help gave her only $70.00. 

In this discussion of farming and government, the 

concept of plain people again reappeared. Mrs. Robinson told 

me that "the government never gave us anything and I would 

never ask for their help. We've worked hard for what we have 

and anything we do have came as a result of hard work." 
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I found the history of the farm and the area surrounding 

it to be very interesting. As noted above, Mrs. Robinson has 

lived there 35 years "before the house had a roof, electricity, 

water or steps," she often told me. But the history of the farm 

itself dates much farther back than that. She told me that 

the land they presently live on has been worked for well over 

200 years. One standing structure on their property (they 

call it a "patio" that is located behind the house) was built 

in 1790. They also told me the story of two families that lived 

up in the mountains long ago. They were killed, scalped, and 

left burning" in their rocking chairs" by indians who had attacked 

them. More recently, Mrs. Robinson told me of two homes in the 

area that held slaves. 

On a more up-to-date subject, I asked Sally what she felt 

about the educational system in the area for her children. She 

replied that, "they have too much too soon. The kinds aren't 

able to learn everything they should." She also leveled a 

criticism that many are lodging against education today: 

"Education is not what it was when I attended." She would like 

her son Peter to be a "Doctor or lawyer or whatever makes a lot 

of money," though he wants to be a truck driver. Her daughter 

Mary wants to be a singer and Sally would support her in such 

a career. As for the conditions of the local schools, Sally 

called them "pretty good," though she did complain of a 
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discipline problem. It seems that one of the little boys in 

Mary's class likes to pull up the little girl's dresses. Sally 

said that if he ever does that to Mary there would be hell to 

pay. I asked, what if Peter ever did that? "He'd be in a big 

trouble." 

Sally, as all the Robinsons are, is a very hard worker. 

She has always lived in Kerrs Creek except for brief stays in 

Texas and California. She has a lot of relatives in Kerrs 

Creek and neighboring Collierstown and feels more of a bond to 

this area than Lexington, "because all my family is here." 

As a child, she suffered a bout with scarlet fever and, in her 

words, "didn't do as well after the fever as I did before." 

(She was in fourth grade at the time.) She is a member of the 

Kerrs Creek Baptist Church and tries to be religious but her 

"temper sometimes get in the way." She reads the Bible often 

and believes that religious is good for the kids, especially 

Peter who "gets wild at times." 

During the course of our conversations we discussed the 

presentFalklandsconflict and war in general. On the Falklands, 

"it seems as if one country bit off more than it could handle." 

She continued by asking, "Why can't people just live together 

in peace .•• its terrible to think that someday our boys will 

go off and fight and die." 

Sally and her husband,, John, have lived with his mother 



11 


'' 

since they were married 10 years ago. John told me of the 

living arrangements: In exchange for a place to live and food, 

both Sally and John do much of the physical labor required to 

keep the farm running, such as working the garden or cutting 

wood. As a result, as John told me, any money he makes 

from the wood or collecting a root found in their property 

used in the making of medicine, is used to pay insurance bills, 

for clothes, etc. The roots, John said to me once, are profit 

able; he made a great deal of money from them last year and 

"the people pay in cash," he laughed. 

Towards the end of my work with the Robinsons, I en

countered two examples of what one could call, not negatively, 

supersitition or, better still, what constitutes good or bad 

luck. One day when I was helping John with the benches, I had 

to use his knife to clean out the plane I was using. He gave 

it to me open and after cleaning the plane, I handed it back 

to him closed. He told me I shouldn't do that, that if I get 

a knife that was already open I should return it that way, 

otherwise the owner will lose it. I looked a little surprised, 

but he said some people in the area get really upset if they 

get back their knife in any other condition than the one in 

which they lent it out. 

Another time I was talking with Mrs. Robinson and Sally 

about the upcoming flight of the Columbia Space Shuttle. 
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Mrs. Robinson told me that "every time that thing goes up it 

fools around with the weather; the wind picks up and the weather 

turns rough." I asked if they thought there was really a 

relationship between the two and they both said they believe 

there is. 

For entertainment, the Robinsons spend what little free 

time they have a local fire functions or Moose Lodge Dances. 

John is the member of the Kerrs Creek Volunteer Fire Company. 

He seems to enjoy being a member though recently he has been 

upset with the Company because he hasn't been notified of some 

meetings and decisions made by the members. The dances are 

what Mrs. Robinson really enjoys. I attended one with her and 

the woman has incredible energy. By the end of the night 

it was me not her who was dragging, as she spent the evening 

dancing, talking, and joking with her friends. She truly has 

fun partly because before she never had a chance to go out 

and have a good time: "I know it sounds terrible but I'm 

only starting to enjoy after my husband died." 

My work with the Robinsons was a great experience. They 

could not have been more open, friendly, hospitable, and tolerant 

of me. They took an outsider such as myself and permitted me 

to observe how they live and ask my many questions. I only 

wish it could have been longer, for I know there was much 

left for me to learn and experience with them. As it was, I 
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was able to understand first hand just what Sally meant 

when she told me, "You have to know how to do a little bit 

of everything on a farm in order to survive." 


