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This is a work of creative nonfiction. Some details have been gently shaped for clarity, but every story is rooted in real places, real people, and lived memory.

For Poppy

who showed me that tending the land and tending the soul

are the same work.

To the old timers who taught me what quiet work truly is. To the land that raised me.

To the hands that fed, sheltered, corrected, and loved me.

And to the generations before me, whose stories made this one possible.

If these pages do anything,

I hope they help someone else hear that same still, steady voice.

For The Hollow

The hollow was the first teacher I ever had.

Before I knew faith, before I knew loss, before I knew the shape of my own voice, the land taught me how to listen.

This book is a gathering-up of the stories that shaped me: the work that steadied my hands,

the men who taught me what it meant to keep a promise, the land that raised me honest,

and the quiet hours where God spoke softer than the creek.

If these pages do anything, I hope they help someone else hear that same still, steady voice.

Author’s Note

I wrote this book to hold on to what shaped me—the land, the work, and the people who taught me how to live right. The hollow where I was raised wasn’t just a place on a map. It was a teacher. It was a way of life. It was the quiet voice behind every lesson Poppy handed down, from how to swing a hammer true to how to carry yourself with humility and purpose.

I wanted these stories to show Appalachia the way I knew it—not as something backward or broken, but as something strong, generous, and steady. Folks here worked with their hands, their backbones, and their word. They didn’t waste anything, they didn’t quit easy, and they didn’t forget to take care of each other. That kind of life still matters. It deserves to be written down honest.

Most of all, I wanted my children and grandchildren, and anyone who finds this book long after I’m gone, to know the man who helped raise me. Poppy didn’t preach much, but he lived in a way that was a sermon all its own. What he said, he meant. What he started, he finished. And what he believed—in land, in family, in good work—he lived every day.

These pages are my way of keeping all that alive.

If you find something in them that reminds you of home, or makes you think different about the mountains and the people in them, then the stories have done their quiet work.

Robert Hamilton
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“Some work is loud and asks to be seen.

The work that matters most

is done quietly,

by hands that know what they’ve been given.”
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THE FARM

The farm wasn’t just land for us. It wasn’t just acres on a map or some property line you could point at from the road. It was a living thing—older than any of us—and tied to our family longer than anybody could rightly trace. Folks always said our people settled that hollow before there were towns, before roads, before Kentucky was anything but timber, creek water, and grit.

Coming in from the road, you wouldn’t see much at first—just the narrow lane, the bank, and the creek twisting along beside you. But once you eased past the slate dump, the whole place opened up like a world all its own.

The house sat on a small knoll to the left of the creek and road—high enough to stay clear of most floods, but close enough to keep watch over everything that mattered. To reach it, you dropped down a diagonal bank into the creek and drove up the creek bed, letting the water part around the Bronco’s tires. Then you climbed out of the creek into the yard, like crossing a threshold into a place that belonged to its own time.

From that knoll, the house could see everything:

the pole barn, the garden, the tool crib,

the pastures running up toward the Sunny Hollow,

and the deep woods that held the hollow on both sides.

The old chicken house and smokehouse had been gone for years, but their stories still hung in the air same as if the buildings were standing there.

Everything had a place, and everything mattered.

Poppy took pride in that land, but not the loud kind. His was a quiet pride you could see in the way he sharpened an axe, in the way he put a tool back on the wall just right, and especially in the way he walked the lines.

There weren’t fences up on those ridges.

You couldn’t have kept cattle up there—too steep, too rugged, too wild.

And a fence that is that far from the house wouldn’t have told you a thing anyway. If someone was on the property, a fence wouldn’t stop them, and it wouldn’t alert you.

Walking the lines was the only way to know your land. It was tradition.

It was respect.

It was stewardship.

Poppy walked those lines to keep the place in his head clear and true—where the boundaries ran, where old trails crossed, where storm winds had dropped limbs, where a new watercourse cut down the slope. And he walked them to teach me, so I’d know the farm as well as he did.

“Land will stay yours if you know it better than anybody else,” he told me. And he meant it.

When I was little, I’d climb into the Bronco beside him, and we’d drive slowly up the hollow, checking on the creek, checking on the pasture, checking on the timber. He called it “ginning around” or “doing the quiet work that keeps a homeplace standing.”

It wasn’t busywork.

It wasn’t show-off work.

It was the kind of steady, necessary care that ties a man to the ground he lives on.

I didn’t understand all that then. But every slow ride, every walk along a ridge, every glance he gave a hillside or tree line was teaching me something long before I realized I was learning it.

There was a rhythm to the place—quiet mornings with fog hanging low over the creek, days that would open up gentle and steady, work that filled the hour without hurry. Nothing rushed. Nothing wasted. Nothing too small to be done right.

The best mornings were the ones he’d say, “Let’s just see what the day’s got for us.”

That always meant something good: clearing brush, turning soil, splitting a rick of wood, or just walking the hollow to look things over.

With the sun coming slow over the ridge, I felt like the whole world was just me, Poppy, and the farm—working together the way it had for generations.

I didn’t know it then, not fully, but all those quiet days were laying a foundation under me... one I’d stand on the rest of my life.

The farm wasn’t just where I grew up. It was where I was made.

THE HOLLOW OPENS

The hollow didn’t open all at once. It opened a little at a time, the same way a day does when you’re still waking up. You had to ease into it, let your eyes settle, let the air feel familiar again. Most evenings or slow mornings, Poppy would say,

“Let’s ride up the hollow, little man. Make sure everything’s as it ought to be.” No rush. No reason except being good stewards of the place that had been ours longer than memory could name. I’d climb up into the Bronco beside him—the white-top, blue-body, four-wheel-drive one he bought for weather and work.

The seat was cracked in a few places and smelled faintly of old vinyl, creek water, and sawdust. He’d start her up gently, like he didn’t want to disturb her in the morning.

We headed up the narrow road, the creek keeping pace on our right. The farther we went, the more the walls of the hollow leaned in close, like they were listening.

He didn’t talk much at first. He never did.

Not because he didn’t have something to say, but just because he let the place speak for itself.

The first thing he always checked was the culverts. He’d idle the Bronco and lean forward on the wheel.

“Creek didn’t get under it this time,” he’d murmur, mostly to himself.

If branches jammed the mouth of the pipe, we both climbed out and pulled them free. If the creek had washed out around it, he took note, storing it for when we had the tools to fix it.

We continued up, easing along the stretch where the pasture fence ran close to the road. He didn’t like to let that go long without a look.

“You see anything pulled loose, you holler,” he’d say.

Sometimes I’d spot a staple bent out or a board leaning, and he’d nod like I’d done something important.

A little farther up, the hollow began to widen. The light changes first, brighter, easier. The air felt a little less tight. That’s where the old access road cut off the main road and wound up toward the mountain.

That road was where we found most of the fallen trees.

Not big timber usually, just enough windfall to make a mess or block the way.

The Bronco wasn’t big enough to haul firewood, and we never tried. She was for checking the place, not hauling heavy loads.

If a tree was down across the access road, Poppy would ease the Bronco off to the side, shut her down, and step out slow. “Well,” he’d say, studying it, “we’ll need to clear this.” We didn’t cut the firewood right then. Most times, we just got the limbs and the brush dragged off, so the road stayed open. Poppy handled the heavy ends, and I’d roll the smaller rounds or drag limbs off to the side. I wasn’t strong enough to throw much yet, but I could help. And he let me.

If the fallen tree was good firewood or big enough to be worth keeping, we’d talk it over.

“Need to get Dick to come up in his dump truck,” he’d say. Or,

“We’ll run down to Ballard’s later and borrow that flatbed.” Nothing hurried. Nothing wasted.

Just the rhythm of keeping a homeplace in shape.

Sometimes we came up the hollow and found a big one across the main road, something that had fallen from the far bank across the creek. Those were the ones that made Poppy frown and sit quietly for a moment, thinking through how to move something that size without tearing up the road or hurting ourselves.

But most days, everything was just as we left it.

We’d climb back into the Bronco and continue up until the hollow widened a second time—farther, softer now—where the ridge stepped back and the creek flattened out over smooth stone. That was the part Poppy liked best. I could always tell. He sat easier, hand resting on the window frame, breathing slower.

We talked about nothing much. How the creek looked.

How the weather felt on his skin.

How Ballard’s old tractor had sounded the day before. If the garden might do better next season.

If a storm had tugged loose a tin sheet on the pole barn. Just small talk. Good talk. Nothing heavy. Nothing teaching. Just
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