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I
t started with a name, a larger-than-life character, 
and a bevy of settings. Later it continued through 
a war and its consequences on a young life. More 
recently it’s glanced past Keystone, West Virginia, 
a McDowell County boomtown that today looks 
a far cry from the diverse, bustling city it once 
was. Author Glenn Taylor’s career has flourished 
from a deep understanding of the history of his 
home state—from the birth of its industry and 
labor relations, through the patriotism that sent 
its children to war, and on to the bust that follows 

a boom—but his writing comes from the purely modern 
perspective of saving memory. With simple, yet lyrical 
prose, he’s crafted stories that have introduced readers 
across the world to the mythos and the truth, both large 
and small, that create the atmosphere of West Virginia—
the one place he feels he knows well enough to write about.

Taylor is one of West Virginia’s most widely recognized 
authors today. The Ballad of Trenchmouth Taggart, a 2008 
National Book Critics Circle Award finalist, launched his 
career with an epic tale of the oldest living man in West 
Virginia, who, with Forrest Gumpian luck, finds himself 
in the thick of 20th century West Virginian and American 
history. Next came The Marrowbone Marble Company, 
which tells the story of a young man off to World War II 
and the consequences of coming home to Huntington, his 
old job at the glass factory, and the struggles of race and 
class after the war. Most recently, A Hanging at Cinder 
Bottom, which starts with a dual hanging in a rough and 
wild coal town and quickly rewinds to a tale of long-con 
scams and romance, has been hailed by the New York Times 
as “can’t-quit-you” reading. 

A
DEDICATION
TO PLACE

Award-winning author Glenn Taylor creates characters 
and places to honor, entertain, and hold a mirror to  

the history of his home state.
WRITTEN BY KATIE GRIFFITH

Taylor’s writing deftly pulls together the fantastical 
of West Virginia—the tall tales and taller personalities 
that adorn this state’s history—and the quick, practical 
realism that long has defined its scrappy farmers, 
miners, loggers, wives, and children. But his inspiration 
comes not from the hills that writers and songwriters 
wax so eloquent about. He’s not from the riverbeds 
where generations remember with fond lucidity the joys 
of casting a hook and feeling the quick tug of a catch. 
He’s not from coalfields where a streak of soot across 
the face is worn as a badge of honor. 

As much as West Virginia can claim one, Taylor 
is a city boy. The Huntington native who remembers 
clearly weekend afternoons spent at bat mitzvahs, 
the joys of Lebanese cuisine, and the convenience of 
ornate theaters just a bike ride away. “I didn’t notice 
the landscape or anything like that growing up,” he 
says, though he spent summers and weekends with 
his grandparents in Matewan and afternoons running 
around the hills outside Huntington. Like many 
children before him, Taylor had to leave West Virginia 
to find his appreciation: “I took it for granted and—
you’ve heard this tale before—once I left at 18, the 
longer I was away, and the farther away I lived, it gave 
me a nostalgia and appreciation, a longing for where I 
was from.”

 The longing hit him in Texas, a landscape as unlike 
West Virginia as any you might find. “When I was in 
Austin, in grad school, I didn’t really know my subject 
matter,” he says. “I was just kind of writing wandering-
young-man short stories like a lot of us do in grad 
school when you’re learning to be a writer. But on C
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Award-winning 
author Glenn Taylor 
has published three 
novels about the 
Mountain State and 
its people.
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opportunity to discuss perspectives on place and people 
with other notable Appalachian and southern writers. “I’m 
teaching a class right now called ‘Place is All You Have,’ 
which is a quote from Mississippi writer Larry Brown. He 
always got asked ‘What is it about Oxford, Mississippi, 
that produces so many great writers?’ And he said, ‘It isn’t 
anything. You take what you’ve got and you make your 
fiction from it, because place is all you have.’” 

Whether place means landscape, or people, or a 
mixture of both, Taylor understands what place and 
home give to a writer and how much they inspire his 
words. It’s why he has dedicated a career to giving back. 
His gift is genuine, truthful, and poetic storytelling. 
“I’m always worried that the people in McDowell 
County, for instance, will think that this is somehow 
disrespectful to them because the stories are so wild 
and focus on the boom times in a way that doesn’t 
romanticize them. It shows pretty wacky, rough stuff.” 
Instead the opposite has happened, he says. In one case, 
a library in McDowell requested a number of copies of 
Cinder Bottom. “I sent them, I didn’t hear anything, and 
finally I did email the librarian and was like, ‘What’s 
the word?’ And she said people loved them. They were 
requesting them in Welch and beyond. I find readers 
in this state are so generous and kind about the books. 
This is not some sensationalistic portrayal. It’s to honor 
what went on and what built this country—in large 
part the mines and the railroad.” w

visits home at Christmas and in the summers I started 
getting interested in West Virginia history, and I 
started stealing these books from my dad like Thunder 
in the Mountains by Lon Savage, The Battle of Blair 
Mountain by Robert Shogan. I started reading them, 
and they started swirling in my mind.” Those swirls 
soon became the basis of Trenchmouth. And, a few years 
later, a similar process focused on glassmaking in West 
Virginia opened his mind to Marrowbone. “I’m always 
writing to be accurate in terms of the way things were,” 
he says. “If I’m writing about a glass factory making 
marbles, I’m going to do my research so the people in 
glassmaking will say ‘Oh, he did his research.’ I want 
to make sure they don’t say, ‘Oh, this kid doesn’t know 
what he’s talking about.’”

While Taylor says his main goal is to create engaging 
literature, he’s also mindful that his stories, as widely 
sold as they are, are helping to shape the understanding 
of West Virginians, not just in-state, but around the 
country and the world. France loves Trenchmouth. So 
does Germany. “I try to make sure my audience knows 
that West Virginia is not a purely rural place with a 
purely homogenous people,” he says. “I think my latest 
novel shows folks that West Virginia is not just one 
thing, and that you can look at statistics about race or 
religion and, because of all the state’s rural areas, have a 
skewed perspective.”

Taylor, now an English professor at West Virginia 
University, recently returned from a trip to Nashville 
to the Southern Festival of Books, where he had the 
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