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BLUE RIDGE LIVING

Latest project from 
Center for Cultural 
Preservation explores 
traditional mountain 
music

By Seán Patrick Smith
Times-News Correspondent

The fruits of a six-year 
project are almost ready 
to be enjoyed, as the lat-
est documentary from the 
Center for Cultural Pres-
ervation is finalized ahead 
of its world premiere.

“A Great American Tap-
estry: The Many Strands 
of Mountain Music” is the 
latest film from the inquis-
itive mind and passionate 
heart of filmmaker David 
Weintraub, executive 
director of the Center for 
Cultural Preservation. This 
new documentary takes 
an exhaustive look at the 
multicultural influences of 
the music of the Southern 

Appalachian mountains.
“(This music) has 

become the music America 
comes home to because 
it reflects the American 
tapestry, including music 
from the British Isles, 
Germany, France, African-
American traditions and 
Cherokee culture,” said 
Weintraub. “Our new film 
tells this story through 
the musicians, histori-
ans and elders who have 
spent their lives breathing 

new life into old songs.”
“A Great American Tap-

estry” will be presented 
at 7 p.m. Thursday at Bo 
Thomas Auditorium at Blue 
Ridge Community College. 

Tickets are $10 each and 
available at saveculture.
org. In case you miss the 
Hendersonville premiere, 

F I L M  P R E M I E R E

A Great American Tapestry

Director David Weintraub interviewing Jerry Wolfe, tribal elder 
of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, for the documentary “A 
Great American Tapestry: The Many Strands of Mountain Music,” 
to premiere Thursday at Blue Ridge Community College. [PHOTO 

PROVIDED.]

My father enjoyed 
competition 
and sport.

Before his death in 1996, 
he enjoyed telling me of 
the time when the Hen-
dersonville High School 
Bearcats triumphed in 
football over rival Brevard.

It was a major upset. The 
game came down to this: 
My father received the 
football and ran 95 yards 
for the only touchdown 
of the game. The 1930 
Bearcats beat Brevard, 7-0.

E. Rickman “Rick” 
Orr lived and breathed 
sports — all sports.

He recalled a time 
when the Bearcat foot-
ball team was practic-
ing on the athletic field.

The school building and 
athletic field had been built 
in an area known around 
1926 as Plum Thicket. A 
creek flowed over the land 
and on toward what is now 
Five Points. The athletic 
field was a drainage basin.

A team of mules was being 
used to level the lower end 
of the field. Piping had to 
be laid. Suddenly the earth 
opened up and the mules 
disappeared from sight—
they had fallen into a sink 
hole. The mules received no 
apparent injury but had to be 
pulled from the “swallow.”

My father always 
remembered a sting-
ing loss to Canton, 7-6.

That was the only time 
the 1930 Bearcats were 
defeated, the only time they 
were scored on for the year.

The field was a sea of mud 
and water and the rain was 
coming down in torrents.

My father, while attempt-
ing a punt, couldn't hang 
on to the snap from center. 
Canton got the ball on the 
Hendersonville one-foot 
line and two plays later 
scored. The extra point 
was good. Hendersonville 
then took the kickoff and 
marched through the mud 
for a touchdown. The extra 
point was short by inches.

My father would recall 
that rainy day this way: 
“The ball was snapped to 
me. I reached up for it and it 
just oozed right on through 
my hands. One fluke play 
beat us and that play caused 
us to get scored on. It was 
just one of those things.”

My mother and father 
were married in the fall 
of 1932; my father, dur-
ing the Great Depression, 
worked at Tracy's Place as 
a short order cook. Tracy's 
was located next to the bus 
station, where the Bank 
of America now stands.

My mother always 
enjoyed telling the story of 
those early months of mar-
riage and how my father 
would bring home, at the 
close of the work day, a big 
hamburger made especially 
for her. “It was the best 
hamburger I ever tasted,” 
she would often say.

My father always felt that 
something great was about 
to happen just around the 
next curve. The areas of 
Bowman's Bluff (Big Wil-
low) and Pleasant Grove 
(Little Willow) are filled 
with romance. The river 
and the mountain terrain 
provided the backdrop 
for stories and tales.

As a young boy, I remem-
ber journeys by automobile 
throughout Henderson 
County. As we rode along, 
my father would point out 
places of interest … and he 
would share the history. Of 

R I D G E  L I N E S

Remembering 
my father

Tom Orr

Want to go?

What: Premiere of “A Great 
American Tapestry: The Many 
Strands of Mountain Music”
When: 7 p.m. Thursday
Where: Blue Ridge Com-
munity College, Bo Thomas 
Auditorium
How much: $10
Information and tickets: save-
culture.org

See TAPESTRY,  E4See ORR,  E5

F or years, Tim Dona-
hue had wanted to 
wrangle a car away 

from his grandparents’ 
storage shed to restore.

The owner of TD Customs 
in Mills River finally got 
the chance two years ago, 
when his family in Caledo-
nia, N.Y., told him he could 
work on a family heirloom.

There was one car in par-
ticular he wanted to return to 
its former glory — his grand-
mother’s first car, a dark 
blue 1939 Chrysler Royal. It 
was the car his grandmother 
learned how to drive in. The 
restoration, started in 2015, 
became a major undertak-
ing for Tim, his wife, Tara, 

and the others who’ve 
helped with the project.

Now that it’s nearly done, 
Tim plans to return the 
car in August to its origi-
nal owner in New York.

“We want to get it finished 
and get it back up to her 
so she can drive it again,” 
he said. Tim’s grandpar-
ents, Pat and Allen Roggen, 
are in their 80s and, while 
his grandmother doesn’t 
drive too often, she does 
plan to drive her first car 
again once its returned.

Long ago, Pat nicknamed 
the car "Ruthy" after the 
person she bought it from. 
Much work has been done to 
it since the antique Chrysler 
arrived in November 2015 at 
the Donahues’ small shop, 
located a short distance 
off Boylston Highway.

The last time the car was 
cranked was in 1956. Tim, 
along with his crew of help-
ers, stripped it down to the 
metal in order to do the 
body and paint work and 
has replaced the engine and 
transmission. He’ll soon 
be finished with some wir-
ing that will allow him to 
finally crank the car and 
bring it back to life.

“Because I do this for a 
living I knew what to expect, 
but I think some of my 
family has been surprised 

by how much time and 
money it takes,” said Tim, 
who’s been working on 
the project after hours, on 
weekends and sometimes 
during his work day.

To get the car started 
he’s is having to replace 
the ignition, as the origi-
nal keys had been lost over 
the years. The lack of keys 
forced him to pry open the 
glove box to see what was 
inside. When opened, what 
was stored there constituted 
a family time capsule.

“There were a couple of 
my grandmother’s pay stubs 
from 1954 where she worked 
48 hours and made, like, 
50 dollars,” Tim said. “My 
grandfather’s college photo 
and a license plate from my 
mom’s bicycle when she 
was a little girl were in the 
glove box, too. There was 
some cool stuff in there.”

Tara noted that many 
restorations they do come 
with a story attached. "Either 
the car belonged to someone 
special or it’s a family project 
that everyone is excited to 
bring back to life,” said Tara, 
who has kept family mem-
bers and others up to date on 
the project with blog entries 
on the TD Customs website.

“We understand the 

1 9 3 9  C H R YS L E R  R OYA L

Tim Donahue has spent nearly two years restoring the 1939 Chrysler Royal that his grandmother learned to drive in. The Mills 
River auto body and restoration professional plans to return the car in August to his grandmother’s home in New York.
 [PHOTO PROVIDED]

TD Customs owner Tim Donahue is completing a 
restoration of his grandmother’s 1939 Chrysler and will 
return it to her New York home in August. Donahue 
added a faux burl wood fi nish to the dashboard of the 
car, which is nicknamed “Ruthy.” [PHOTO PROVIDED]

A family classic

Owner of TD 
Customs in 
Mills River 
to drive 
restored 
vehicle to 
grandmother 
in New York

By Jason Gilmer
Times-News 
Correspondent

See CLASSIC,  E5
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specials screenings with 
live music are planned 
for June 29 at Ashe-
ville’s Fine Arts Theatre 
and June 30 at White 
Horse Black Mountain 
in Black Mountain.

Live musical perfor-
mances will kick off 

the evening and will 
include renowned bal-
lad singer Sheila Kay 
Adams, fiddling phenom 
Rhiannon Ramsey with 
her group Rhiannon & 
the Relics, and the up-
and-coming traditional 
Gothic roots performer 
Amythyst Kiah—all are 
featured in the film.

Other musicians 
featured in the film 
include ballad singers 

Bobby McMillon and Joe 
Penland, among many 
others. Ballad singer 
Donna Ray Norton, who 
hails from Sodom Laurel 
(also known as Revere) 
in Madison County, is 
also among the vocalists 
performing in the film.

“Appalachian music 
is my heritage; it’s like 
home to me,” said Nor-
ton. “It represents all of 
my ancestors and what 

the family is all about.” 
Although she grew up 
surrounded by mountain 
music, it took a senior 
year project for Norton 
to be “really amazed by 
my family’s gift … And 
when I realized this is a 
dying art form, if I didn’t 
sing, it would fade away. 
I want this to continue.”

Featured musicolo-
gists and musicians 
include David Hold and 
Doug Orr. The voices 
and music of the Caro-
lina Chocolate Drops, 
including founders 
Rhiannon Giddens, 
Dom Flemons and Justin 
Robinson, help reveal the 
nearly lost black string 
musical tradition that 
predates blues and jazz.

A key player in the 
film is Phil Jamison, a 
Warren Wilson College 
professor who teaches 
traditional Appala-
chian music and dance. 
Jamison lends academic 
gravitas to the narra-
tive, especially with the 
African-American influ-
ence on mountain music.

“Appalachian music 
was not just trans-
planted from Northern 
Europe and the British 
Isles,” said Jamison. “It 
evolved over hundreds 
of years. At the core of it 
is dance music, primar-
ily featuring the fiddle 
and banjo. It is a blend-
ing of European and 
African traditions.”

Weintraub’s passion 
for mountain music 
goes back to his own 
childhood. “My mom 
was active in the Folk 
Revival movement in the 
1960s,” he said. “She 
played folk music and 
played these old bal-
lads. Yet, years later 
after moving to western 
North Carolina, I heard 
these same songs here 
in the hills of Madison 
County and elsewhere.”

The quality and 
texture of the music, 
combined with its per-
sistence in mountain 
cultural traditions, 

held such power for 
Weintraub that he 
felt compelled to 
explore its roots.

“As I started the film, 
I followed the narrative 
I had always heard: the 
music of the Appala-
chians came with Scots-
Irish immigrants from 
the British Isles who 
settled in western North 
Carolina,” said Wein-
traub. “What I discov-
ered, and what makes 
this film different, is that 
hidden in plain sight is 
all the other elements 
that come together to 
make mountain music.”

What Weintraub 
uncovered along the way 
to tell this fascinating 
story encompasses such 
elements as the banjo 
(brought to America by 
enslaved Africans), 19th 
century minstrel shows 
and wagon medicine 
shows, traditional bal-
lad singing paired with 
harmonies, and even 
Cherokee Indian dance 
influences on English 
country dancing.

“When you look in-
depth at the history of 
this music, you real-
ize there is a place for 
everybody in it; it’s 
not just one culture,” 
Weintraub said. “This 

music reflects the cul-
ture it comes from 
and is derived from 
the melting pot of the 
mountains of west-
ern North Carolina.”

Weintraub sees “cul-
tural context” as the 
key theme of his latest 
film. “The better we 
understand the history 
of place and culture, the 
better we understand 
where we have gone off 
the path,” he said. “If 
you know your history, 
you know where you 
are. Music in culture and 
history is our GPS. It is 
permanent in our minds 
and has the potential 
of bringing us home.

“Themes of cultural 
context are at the heart 
of the work of the Center 
for Cultural Preserva-
tion,” added Weintraub. 
“We are always look-
ing at and trying to find 
our roots. We want 
links to the past, and 
when we understand the 
vibrancy and variety of 
these links, it becomes 
a powerful experi-
ence. We understand 
that we are all together, 
and are all part of this 
variegated tapestry.”

To learn more and 
purchase tickets visit 
saveculture.org.

TAPESTRY
Continued from E1

Sheila Kay Adams will perform live along with other 
muscians featured in “A Great American Tapestry: 
The Many Strands of Mountain Music,” the latest 
documentary from the Center for Cultural Preservation, 
to premiere Thursday at Blue Ridge Community College. 
[PHOTO PROVIDED.]


