
Q&A with Donna Everhart, author of THE SAINTS OF SWALLOW HILL 
 
 

 How did you come up with the idea to write a novel set primarily in a turpentine camp?  
 
I’ve lived all my life in the “Tar Heel State,” but for much of it I didn’t really knew the origins of 
the nickname. Upon investigation, I discovered an entire industry that, from Colonial times until 
the mid-twentieth century, was integral to the economy of the South: the harvesting of sap 
from our vast pine forests to produce tar, pitch, and turpentine, or "naval stores," once used to 
waterproof wooden ships. Because the sticky pine sap clung to everything – including the soles 
of workers’ bare feet – people doing this brutally hard work were often referred to as “tar 
heels.” 
 
Harvesting sap was a dangerous, backbreaking process that took place in remote work camps 
cut off from the world among the expansive pine forests. I was fascinated by the contrast 
between the beauty of this environment and the brutality of the work. For the desperate among 
America’s vast unemployed during the Great Depression, the isolated labor camps could mean a 
chance at survival. But greedy, often abusive camp owners charged exorbitant prices for food 
and housing, trapping laborers in a cycle of indebted servitude nearly impossible to escape. 
Conditions were wretched, but the rhythmic work could offer a kind of peace. The flat, grassy 
savannas of pine forest and the tall longleaf pines were uniquely beautiful, yet the landscape 
was filled with danger in many forms. 

 
 

 How does that setting allow you to tell the story you want to tell? 
 
Discovering the history of turpentine camps was one of those lightning strike moments authors 
sometimes have. I immediately knew I wanted to tell a story that paid tribute to the resilience of 
the original tar heels who lived and toiled in the deep piney woods of the South. I also wanted it 
to convey a message of hope – especially for readers who may find some all-too familiar 
parallels between the Great Depression and our present-day reality.  
 
Within the turpentine camps, there was enormous disparity among the workers, bosses, and 
owners. The bosses wielded absolute power and kept laborers in line with savage punishments, 
while the debt peonage system meant they were always at a financial disadvantage as owners’ 
profits continued to grow. I think this severe gap between the haves and the have-nots, paired 
with the hardship and uncertainty of the Great Depression, will resonate with many Americans 
living today in the face of the pandemic, unemployment, divisiveness, and environmental 
disasters.  
 
As many of us have seen in recent years, extreme hardships and disparities tend to bring out not 
just the worst, but also the best in people. I hope the experiences of Rae Lynn, Del, and Cornelia 
illustrate how, when pitted against cruelty and greed, human kindness and generosity is what 
wins in the end.  

 
 What kind of research did you do in order to capture the experience of living in an isolated 

turpentine camp?  
 



I was fortunate to discover several meaningful resources in the form of study papers written by 
individuals pursuing their Masters, or Doctorate degrees. The paper I most referred to was 
“Pining for Turpentine: Critical Nostalgia, Memory, and Commemorative Expression in the Wake 
of Industrial Decline” by a gentleman named Timothy Prizer, and submitted to the faculty at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. It provided excellent facts and descriptions of labor 
camp life, explaining in powerful language the hardships and difficulties associated with these 
environments, as well as the love (pining) of the surroundings that often developed by those 
working in a pine forest.    
 
Another was a dissertation by Aaron Kyle Reynolds, titled “A long quavering chant: Peonage 
labor camps in the rural-industrial South 1905-1965.” This paper too, gave vivid specifics about 
camp life. Another source I relied heavily on were photographs, and in particular those of 
Dorothy Lange’s work along with Walker Evans, and a few other Depression era photographers. 
These provided visuals of the neglect and unclean conditions many lived in. Between the papers, 
the photos, and a few websites, the challenges individuals endured were given in crisp detail.  I 
also attended a live demonstration of making tar and pitch at Campbell University which 
enabled me to experience firsthand the work of turpentiners. 

 
 Your previous novels were written in first person from the perspective of young women and 

girls, so The Saints of Swallow Hill marks a significant change in narrative style for you. It’s the 
first time you’ve written in third person and with multiple POVs, including one of a male 
character. How did you decide to make this shift? How was writing from multiple POVs a 
different experience from writing in first person? 
 
Authors all have at least one (or several) “trunk” or “desk drawer” novels, so while it seems as if 
this is the first time I wrote this way, a few years back, coincidentally, I wrote a story in third 
person, and from a male and female POV.  
 
The main reason I switched is I felt it was time to branch out in that direction again, see where it 
took me. Writing the exact same way, albeit with different characters, can start to seem a bit 
repetitive after several books. 
 
Writing from multiple POVs and in third person is a whole other ball game. I don’t know if I can 
say it’s harder, it’s just . . . different. I was quite used to the intimate style of the first person 
narrative. I knew, however, there could be a similar sense of closeness to a character even while 
writing them in third person by using a technique called third person close, and I did this with 
both Rae Lynn and Del. 

 
 What do you miss most about “living” in this book while you were writing it? What do you not 

miss as much? 
 

I always miss the characters. When I finish a book, I feel like I’ve left them suspended in time, as 
if I’ve moved away across country away from my dearest friends. At least I find myself missing 
the likeable characters!   
 
What I don’t miss is the pressure of getting to The End! I always know I’ll get there, but those 
days when the words just won’t come, and I don’t meet the word goal I would have liked to 
have met, that can be disappointing. Once I’ve reached that goal, it’s a huge relief. 



 
 Why did you want to write a novel set during the Great Depression?  

 
For all of the hardship faced by those who lived it, the Great Depression is such a fascinating 
period in American history. I find it both intriguing and inspiring to hear stories about how 
creative people could be when it came to “making do” with limited resources. Some of the 
kitchen tricks in particular are ingenious, such as the recipe for “water pie” and tinting lard 
yellow to represent butter. They were like old-fashioned MacGyver’s, utilizing everyday items 
and creating work-arounds, like using rubber from an old tire to re-sole a shoe. I am in awe of 
the perseverance of that generation, their work ethic, their tenacity and creativity.  

 
 When researching the time period, did you come across anything particularly interesting or 

moving? Some piece of research on the Depression era that really stayed with you? 
 

Yes. There is a picture I saw while Googling Depression era (several actually) of men eating at a 
table in a soup kitchen. This photo showed a man in a newsboy cap holding a crust of bread 
while eating soup out of a mug. Everyone was so thin, and you knew it was likely the only food 
they’d have that day, but the men were shaved, their clothes were clean, although patched and 
they looked ready to go to work. Overall, this snapshot in time gave me a melancholy feeling 
and I think of that photo a lot. 
 

 What do you hope readers will take away from reading about Rae Lynn, Del and Cornelia? 
 
I hope readers will recognize that despite the uniquely challenging situations each character 
faces, they approach each day with hope and retain the belief they will overcome their 
difficulties. They are all optimists and learn and grow from their experiences, even when 
whatever has happened doesn’t make sense at the time. Del matures, Rae Lynn forgives herself, 
and Cornelia acquires the bravery and fortitude needed to make an important change. 
 

 Even though it’s set almost 100 years ago, are there certain experiences or themes in The 
Saints of Swallow Hill that you think will feel particularly timely, relevant to familiar to today’s 
reader? 
 
Ultimately, this story is about heart. Having the heart to go on – the courage, bravery, pluck, 
resolve, whatever you want to call it – that gets us through our toughest challenges. Despite my 
characters’ unique hardships, they face each day with hope and a faith in their ability to 
overcome. They are optimists who learn and grow from their experiences, and that’s what we 
do too. Whether we’re struggling with the grief of loss, financial uncertainty, a serious illness, or 
a more general sense of anxiety, we each possess the heart and fortitude to go on, thrive, and 
find our happiness once again. 

 
 


