
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE OTHER CALIFORNIA: 
MARGINALIZATION AND SOCIOLINGUISTIC VARIATION IN TRINITY 

COUNTY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A DISSERTATION   
SUBMITTED TO THE DEPARTMENT OF LINGUISTICS  

AND THE COMMITTEE ON GRADUATE STUDIES  
OF STANFORD UNIVERSITY  

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS  
FOR THE DEGREE OF  DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KATHERINE GEENBERG 
AUGUST, 2014



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/

 

 

 

This dissertation is online at: http://purl.stanford.edu/vn017qw5012

 

© 2014 by Katherine Rose Geenberg. All Rights Reserved.

Re-distributed by Stanford University under license with the author.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
Noncommercial 3.0 United States License.

ii

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/us/
http://purl.stanford.edu/vn017qw5012


I certify that I have read this dissertation and that, in my opinion, it is fully adequate
in scope and quality as a dissertation for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

Penelope Eckert, Co-Adviser

I certify that I have read this dissertation and that, in my opinion, it is fully adequate
in scope and quality as a dissertation for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

John Rickford, Co-Adviser

I certify that I have read this dissertation and that, in my opinion, it is fully adequate
in scope and quality as a dissertation for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

Robert Podesva

Approved for the Stanford University Committee on Graduate Studies.

Patricia J. Gumport, Vice Provost for Graduate Education

This signature page was generated electronically upon submission of this dissertation in 
electronic format. An original signed hard copy of the signature page is on file in
University Archives.

iii



	  iv 

ABSTRACT 

 
 

Little is known about English in the American West, especially in rural towns. In fact, 

most of our ideas about linguistic practices across the US are derived from research on 

urban neighborhoods and suburban towns. I address this gap in the literature through 

ethnographic analyses of language variation in remote Trinity County, California. In a 

sense, these analyses unpack what it means to be Country in California. During the Dust 

Bowl era, residents of the South and Midlands dialect regions moved to California en 

masse. Thus, Southern- and Midlands-derived features are in competition with urban 

California variants in the county today. And while the urban-rural polarity has previously 

been argued to organize people’s dialect perceptions and language attitudes (Lippi-Green 

1997; Niedzielski & Preston 2003; Hall-Lew & Stephens 2011; Greene 2010), my 

dissertation is the first to investigate the effects of rural marginalization on language in 

the West through analyses of actual language practice.  

Trinity County, California is about the size of Vermont, but it is home to less than 

14,000 people. The mountainous county flouts popular stereotypes of California as a state 

of sunny, easy living. And as Trinity County is far more rural than San Francisco County, 

rurality is recursive (Irvine & Gal 2000) within the county, too. The well-funded county 

seat of Weaverville (pop. 3,600) is growing more bourgeois, while the next biggest town, 

Hayfork (pop. 2,386), is more dominated by survivalists than ever—largely due to the 

bourgeoning marijuana industry that’s taken root there. Similarly, residents of the 40-
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400-person towns in Trinity County’s southern half, known collectively as Southern 

Trinity, are actively resistant to encroaching urbanization and gentrification.  

I examine how dialect features commonly associated with the South and Midlands 

dialect regions are used by Trinitarians as part of tough, survivalist personae that oppose 

California’s coastal urbanity, opulence, and leisure. In particular, I discuss correlations 

between the pin-pen merger and Trinitarians’ outdoorsy lifestyles. I then analyze 

residents’ variable uses of TRAP and DRESS, two vowels involved in the Northern 

California Vowel Shift and the Southern Vowel Shift. I show that TRAP is being backed 

and lowered by young, less rural women—the demographic that would be expected to 

lead a sound change in progress. However, DRESS, like the pin-pen merger, correlates 

most strongly with Trinitarians’ outdoorsy ideologies and lifestyles. The data suggest that 

less educated White men may even be raising DRESS, not simply refraining from 

participating in the DRESS-lowering predicted by the Northern California Vowel Shift. 

This is important because the raising of DRESS is particularly strongly linked, 

sociohistorically and ideologically, to the South. So there is some Country in Trinity 

County, and it is defined both by lessened participation in the Northern California Vowel 

Shift and participation in the Southern Vowel Shift. Finally, I explore how Trinity 

County’s American Indians navigate the social, linguistic, and economic competition 

between their Northern California home and the state’s metropolises. Their speech 

patterns are found to be both similar to and different from those of the White speakers. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 

1.1 Project Overview 
	  
Little is known about English variation in the West. The ethnographic and semi-

ethnographic studies of language that have been completed in the region have focused on 

California (Mitchell-Kernan 1969; Rickford 1994; Eckert 1996; Alim 2004; Mendoza-

Denton 2008; Hall-Lew 2009; Bucholtz 2011). Specifically, these works center on the 

state’s coastal cities and their suburban satellites; rural communities are largely 

understudied. My dissertation addresses this gap. I use discursive data and participant 

observation to understand the effects of recursive rural-urban oppositions on Northern 

California speech. In particular, I analyze sociolinguistic interviews with White and 

Native American residents of two rival communities in remote Trinity County: 

Weaverville, the county seat (pop. 3,286), and Hayfork (pop. 2,600), the next biggest 

town in the county.  

The subsequent sections of this chapter introduce the language varieties that are 

relevant to Trinitarians’ linguistic repertoires—White California English, Southern or 

Country English, and Indian English—as well as the theoretical framing for the work. 

Chapter 2 explains the linguistic and ethnographic methods used in the dissertation. In 

Chapter 3, I unite my ethnographic observations with public data about the region to 

argue that the opposition between American rurality and urbanity is constituted by 

material inequities, and ideologies about how these inequities are created. I discuss how 

the recent economic depression and our collective thrust toward post-industrialism have 
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newly bolstered material disparities between small towns and big cities. I then show how 

these sociopolitical factors impact Trinitarians’ linguistic styles, via three analyses.  

In Chapter 4, I explore use patterns of the pin-pen merger, a feature commonly 

found in the Southern and Midlands dialect regions (Brown 1991; Labov, Ash, & Boberg 

2006). Next, in Chapter 5, I present an analysis of Weavervillians’ and Hayforkians’ 

TRAP and DRESS1 vowels, and how movement observed in these vowels relates to 

speakers’ varied participation in the Northern California Vowel Shift (Eckert 2008a) and 

the Southern Vowel Shift (Labov et al. 2006). I conclude that what I call the fractal 

marginalization of rurality in the US is what drives some White Trinitarians to live in 

suburban-style homes, vote for Barack Obama, and talk like big-city coastal Californians, 

and others to live off of the land, fly Confederate flags, and talk like “hillbillies.” Finally, 

in Chapter 6, I discuss the linguistic styles of two subcommunities of Trinity County’s 

Native American population, the Nor-Rel-Muk Indians. This chapter uses an analysis of 

one of the most marginalized social groups within a marginalized community to 

investigate how linguistic features with differing social meanings, like those discussed in 

Chapters 4 and 5, may be used together in style or feature bundles (Podesva, Roberts, and 

Campbell-Kibler 2001; Coupland 2007). In Trinity County’s Native communities, these 

style bundles create complex identities that blur the boundaries of White-Indian and 

rural-urban divides. 

Ethnographic studies of American communities like this one help to further our 

understanding of the social meanings of linguistic variants. More broadly, however, I aim 

to speak to the discursive construction of American social politics. The dissertation 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The Wells (1982) lexical set system is used to refer to vowels in unmarked phonological environments in this 
dissertation. A brief explanation of this decision is provided in Section 2.4.  
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shows that there is Country in far Northern California, and this “hillbilly” brand of 

Country is both derivative of and oppositional to the popular American idyll embodied in 

Country music videos and Levi’s ads. By uniting quotes from my interviewees with my 

linguistic analyses, I show that the national bipartisan system is constituted by very local 

ways of being, talking, and doing.  

Finally, it is important to note that there is little linguistic research on rural towns 

across the US, not just in California (cf. Rose 2006, a dissertation on language variation 

and age in a rural Eastern Wisconsin Senior Center). Popular theories of language 

variation and change (e.g., the gravity model, Trudgill 1974) are built almost exclusively 

on (sub)urban data. But these same theories make claims about how and where linguistic 

features are innovated, and how these features then diffuse through populations. If such 

models are to be affirmed, refuted, or refined, sociolinguists must learn more about rural 

America. My dissertation aims to help with this task, while also advancing social theories 

of language use.   

 

1.2 Prior Studies on Western Englishes and Their Implications for the Present Research 
	  

The West is the largest American dialect region—including Washington, Oregon, 

California, Idaho, Nevada, Albuquerque, Montana, Utah, Wyoming, Colorado, and New 

Mexico—but it is also the least understood. Linguistic research on this region is scant, 

and some contest that it can or should be considered a unified dialect region. The small 

body of literature that does exist on the West gets its start in the middle of the 20th 

Century with studies of lexical variation. Shulman (1949), for example, discusses a list of 

“California-isms” to be added to the Dictionary of American English, such as ranch. 
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From this time until the 1990s, most analyses of Western English focused on tracing local 

variants to their sociohistorical origins in Eastern dialect areas (DeCamp 1953; Foster & 

Hoffman 1966; Reed 1977[1967]; Cook 1969). Over the past twenty-five years, linguists 

have refocused their analyses on the potential innovations of Western speech varieties.  

The West seems to have fewer distinguishing linguistic features than the East, 

South, or Midlands regions (Clopper et al. 2006; Labov et al. 2006; cf. Alim 2004; 

Fought 2003; Eckert 2008a). One reason that the region is often considered uniformly 

unremarkable is that many of its states share similar migration histories and patterns of 

urbanization (Hall-Lew 2009). Unlike the Northeast, the West was only recently settled 

by Anglo peoples, and in many of the same migratory waves—e.g., the 

Southern/Midwestern Dust Bowl migration (Gregory 1989). Non-White migrants also 

came to California, of course, though little is known about the linguistic practices of any 

Dust Bowl-heritage families in California, let alone the similarities and differences 

between, for example, those of White and Black Dust Bowl migrant families in 

California. Many make the assumption or draw the hypothesis, then, that the West is a 

hodgepodge of other dialect regions. But as Hall-Lew (2009) writes:  

The accuracy of considering ‘the West’ as both a unique 
and a homogenous dialect area is still an open question, 
given the relative scarcity of empirical work as well as the 
pervasive ideological perceptions of the area’s linguistic 
neutrality or ‘blandness’. (4)  
 

The feature most frequently argued to distinguish the West from other dialect regions is 

the merger of the LOT and THOUGHT vowels, also known as the cot-caught merger 

(Kurath & McDavid 1961; Hinton et al. 1987; Labov 1991, 1998; Labov et al. 1996). 

However, this merger is neither complete for all speakers in the West (Moonwomon 
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1992; Hall-Lew 2009; Chapters 5 and 6 of this dissertation) nor unique to the West (e.g., 

Johnson 2010). Many studies suggest that the merger is spreading rapidly across North 

America. It has been reported in New England (Kurath & McDavid 1961; Johnson 2010), 

Western and Eastern Pennsylvania (Kurath & McDavid 1961; Herold 1997), Oklahoma 

(Bailey et al. 1993), Texas (Bailey et al. 1991), and Missouri (Majors 2005; Gordon 

2006). Nonetheless, Labov (1991) relied largely on the presence of this merger, as well as 

the raising and tensing of TRAP before nasal consonants (Boberg 2005), when arguing 

for the distinctiveness of the Western dialect region.   

  Research on (mostly White) English speakers in the West has also attested to the 

fronting of the back vowels GOAT and GOOSE and the lowering and backing of TRAP 

before non-nasal consonants. GOAT- and GOOSE-fronting have both been documented 

in Oregon (Ward 2003), Utah (Di Paolo 1988; Di Paolo & Faber 1990; Di Paolo 1992), 

and Nevada (Fridland & Macrae 2007) as well as California (Eckert 2008a; Hall-Lew 

2009; Podesva et al. 2013). Evidence of GOOSE-fronting has emerged in both rural and 

urban Arizona (Conner 1997; Hall-Lew 2005) and Bozeman, Montana (Nishikawa & 

Moriyama 1991). GOAT-fronting is not attested in rural Arizona or in Bozeman. Hall-

Lew (2009) attributes this use pattern for GOAT to differences between Country and city 

lifestyles: 

The contrast between urban and rural lifestyles found in 
much of the Southwest provided a social framework in 
which to argue that the fronting of GOOSE can index 
multiple varieties within the region, notably both ‘city’ and 
‘country’ ways of speaking. GOAT-fronting, however, 
appears to be a feature that is restricted to more urban 
styles. (6) 
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Similarly, Podesva et al. (2012) find that Country-oriented speakers in Redding trend 

toward backing TRAP less than town-oriented speakers, hypothesizing that TRAP-

backing is a stronger index of (urban, coastal) California than pre-nasal TRAP raising, 

the feature previously discussed by Boberg (2005) and others as a distinguishing feature 

of California English. Speakers’ town vs. Country orientations in that study were 

determined by the research team member who completed each interview, and captured 

both demographic facts and qualitative impressions about the interviewees, such as their 

professions (e.g., oil derrickman vs. sales clerk), hobbies (e.g., riding dirt bikes vs. going 

to the movies), and attitudes toward Country vs. city culture. A lack of TRAP-raising was 

also used in Koops, Gentry, and Pantos (2008) as evidence of lack of participation in the 

Southern Vowel Shift, to identify “non-Southern,” or more extra-local or “urban,” 

speakers in Houston; Brunner, Koops, Neidzielski, and Pantos (2010) suggest that TRAP 

may be backed in the urban South by young speakers, as they begin to participate in 

Western-driven vowel shifts. In Chapter 5, I build a similar argument about differences 

between more rural and more suburban White speakers’ pronunciations of TRAP and 

DRESS (before non-nasal consonants) in California. Residents of the more rural Hayfork 

are shown to have significantly higher and/or more fronted pronunciations of the TRAP 

vowel than speakers in Weaverville. Additionally, outdoorsy, survivalist residents across 

the county are shown to have significantly higher and/or more fronted pronunciations of 

DRESS than indoorsy, white-collar residents. These patterns are interpreted through the 

ethnography presented in Chapter 2, which enumerates the social and economic 

divergence between urban and rural lifestyles, and therefore between Weaverville and 

Hayfork, in Trinity County.  
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 California-specific sociolinguistic research can be roughly divided into two 

categories: studies on Southern California, which tend to center on the Los Angeles 

metropolitan area (Moncur 1956; Metcalf 1971, 1972; Johnson 1974; Fought 1999; Alim 

et al. 2011; Kennedy and Grama 2012), and studies on Northern California, which tend to 

center on the San Francisco Bay Area (DeCamp 1953, 1958, 1959; Moncur 1956; 

Moonwomon 1992; Alim 2004; Eckert 2008a; Mendoza-Denton 2008; Hall-Lew 2009). 

These bodies of work draw many of the same conclusions about vowel shifts in the 

southern and northern halves of the state, and these shifts are mostly consistent with 

findings from other Western states. In Northern California, GOOSE and GOAT-fronting 

(Bremner 1986; Luthin 1986; Fought 1999) and the backing and lowering of TRAP 

before non-nasal consonants (Lerner 1986; Hinton et al. 1987; Hagiwara 1997, 2005; 

Labov 1991; Boberg 2005; Eckert 2008a;) have been analyzed as part of a more 

encompassing chain shift known as the Northern California Vowel Shift (Eckert 2008a). 

In this shift, the back vowel FOOT and central vowel STRUT are also fronting, while 

KIT (not before /ŋ/) and DRESS are being lowered and backed, along with pre-

consonantal TRAP. The merger of the 

LOT and THOUGHT vowels is also 

considered part of the chain shift. 

Figure 1.1 illustrates these shifts in a 

figure that approximates the vowel 

space. Table 1.1 provides a summary of 

the vowel changes that have been attested in Northern California, Southern California, 

and in other urban areas in the West outside of California. 

GOOSE 

Figure 1.1 The Northern California Vowel Shift 
(reproduced using Eckert 2008a:34) 
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Though Eckert (2008a) calls this chain shift the Northern California Vowel Shift, little 

data exist to account for the presence or absence of these California English features 

outside of San Francisco. And, as I stated above, there is a paucity of phonetic research in 

California that hasn’t been completed in that city or in Los Angeles (cf. Labov et al. 

2006’s Atlas of North American English, which relies on survey data). So it remains to be 

seen what is going on in the rest of California. But the results of Podesva et al. (2012), 

mentioned above, suggest that the shifts captured in Figure 1.1 should be in use in Trinity 

County. Their use, however, should pattern according to speaker’s rural vs. urban 

lifestyles. Podesva (2011) also found TRAP-retraction, and other elements of the 

Northern California Vowel Shift, to be recruited in stylistic shifts across social contexts 

for one California speaker. Podesva’s (2011) speaker of focus, Regan, backed TRAP 

more when talking with friends than when talking in other situations, in order to invoke 

second-order indexes associated with California(ns): laid back, fun, partier, etc. Chapters 

4 and 5 bear out the hypothesis that the Northern California Vowel Shift will pattern 

according to speakers’ lifestyles in Trinity County. More indoorsy speakers across the 

county and more Hayforkians construct “hillbilly” personae, in part by not 

Table 1.1 A summary of vowel shifts shown to occur in the West (reproduced from Hall-Lew 2009:9) 
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participating/participating less in the TRAP- and DRESS-retraction that has previously 

been documented in the Bay Area.  

 Lastly, the majority of dialectology research in California has been completed on 

white English(es), despite the remarkable diversity of the state. Those scholars who have 

examined minority Englishes have analyzed the ethnolects of populations that are scarce 

in and/or new to Trinity County, including Chicano/a English (Fought 1999; Eckert 

2008), African American English (Alim 2004; Rickford 1994), and Chinese American 

English (Hall-Lew 2009). The most historically and contemporarily dominant “minority” 

population in Trinity County is Native American: the Nor-Rel-Muk Wintu. The existing 

literature on Native American English(es) in other areas of the United States (Penfield 

1976; Brewer & Reising 1982; Leap 1993) would suggest that the Nor-Rel-Muk might 

not use all local California features and that, instead, they might use some uniquely 

Native dialect features. Penfield (1976), for example, found evidence of consonant cluster 

reduction (e.g., the deletion of the /t/ in the /-st/ cluster of the word best) in Mojave, Hopi, 

and Navajo English.  

However, Penfield (1976), Brewer & Reising (1982), and Leap’s (1993) studies 

were all completed on reservation-based populations in which tribe members were forced 

to learn English in boarding schools established by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). 

Since the Nor-Rel-Muk are not a reservation-based community, and most members of 

this tribe did not attend BIA boarding schools, the social conditions under which they 

learned English are very different. Thus, my analysis of Nor-Rel-Muk English styles in 

Chapter 6 focuses on the salient non-use of certain reported California English vowel 

shifts, and the variable use of features associated with White Southerners. This analysis 
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of the convergences and divergences between White and Nor-Rel-Muk speakers’ English 

practices provides insight into how members of a marginalized population within an 

already-multiply marginalized community navigate competing social and linguistic 

pressures. Members of the now-tiny Nor-Rel-Muk Nation have both the most to gain (in 

terms of material and symbolic capital in White-dominant markets) and the most to lose 

(in terms of Indian authenticity, legitimacy, and symbolic capital) by “passing” as White 

in Trinity County, or as urban(e) in California. I present the theoretical framework I use 

to understand identity issues like this one below, in Sections 1.3 and 1.4. 

 

1.3 What’s Country, Anyway? 
	  

Ideologies about Country pervade American culture—especially ideologies about the 

differences between Country and city life. Country music remains wildly popular across 

the US, and while some forms of overt racism and oppression are no longer in fashion, 

many popular comedians still make rural people and language the butt of every facile 

“hick” joke. And while words like “hick,” “Country,” and “twang” are used most often to 

describe Southern people and the prosody, vowel breaking, and so on iconic of their talk, 

these sociolinguistic stereotypes transcend regional boundaries. Turn on CNN or flip 

through a newspaper, and you will find that a lot of bipartisan rhetoric revolves around 

politicians’, pundits’, and journalists’ construction of rural America as a breeding ground 

for neo-conservative thought (e.g., Baker 2012). Type the phrase “why do rural” into the 

Google search engine, and the top three autocomplete options are: “why do rural areas 

have slow internet,” “why do rural areas vote Republican,” and “why do rural areas need 

rebranding.” As Rapport and Overing (2000) write, “The ‘rural’ versus the ‘urban’ 
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remains a highly significant polarity in terms of which people… make sense of their 

lives” (319).  

Variations of Country and Country Talk may be invoked anywhere rural peoples 

or rural-associated ideologies reside (Niedzielski & Preston 2003; Rose and Hall-Lew 

2008; Hall-Lew and Stephens 2011). This fact, in and of itself, suggests that the urban-

rural divide may be one of the most crucial social oppositions shaping language use in 

this country. But there are virtually no careful linguistic studies of what Country Talk 

actually is. Many Country music theorists, such as Aaron Fox and S.J. Sackett, have 

discussed the linguistic performance of Southernness as a means of constructing 

authenticity and (supra)locality in that genre. Sackett (1979) argues that “pseudo-

Southern” accents—and the blue-collarness, patriotism, toughness, and so on it 

embodies—may be adopted by urban-originating speakers who desire to associate 

themselves with elements of Country culture or values. In particular, he examines how 

bands such as Creedence Clearwater Revival (who hail from Berkeley, California) adopt 

these “pseudo-Southern” accents because of the ideological links between the South, 

jazz, gospel, Elvis Presley, and rebelliousness. But these studies do not delve into the 

phonetic and grammatical particularities of Country. 

Hall-Lew and Stephens (2011) also note that very few linguists have seriously 

considered Country Talk, and take a step towards addressing this gap in their paper. Their 

paper analyzes the metalinguistic commentary of people who live on the border of Texas 

and Oklahoma. They show that these “Texomans,” like other Country people, are 

constrained by, subvert, and participate in the construction of macrocosmic social 

categories via very local ways of talking. For example, they may use Southern dialect 
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features such as deictic-them, as in, them horses, to “talk Country”. Hall-Lew and 

Stephens also push back against the implication that Country is not a “real” speech 

variety. While Country is a seemingly omnipresent ideological construct, it is 

enregistered (Agha 2003), they argue, by local dialect practices. There are native 

speakers of Country Talk, just as there are native speakers of Southern English. They go 

on to note: 

The field of social meanings (Eckert 2008) indexed by 
rural only partially overlaps with the indexical field of 
Country, and areas of divergence are largely responsible for 
Country’s distinct meaning. (2)  
 

Yet, Hall-Lew and Stephen’s data may not be the most compelling data with which to 

argue for the realities of and distinctiveness of Country Talk. Their analysis focuses on 

language attitudes, rather than linguistic practice.  

In this dissertation, I aim to pick up where these scholars left off and address the 

question: What is Country Talk in rural Northern California, and how does it fit into 

local and supralocal linguistic landscapes? Chapters 4-6 build an argument that Country 

Talk in the region might actually be better described as Hillbilly or Mountain Talk, and 

that speakers of this variety use resources from Southern and Midlands English to 

construct “backwoods” styles that resist urban California’s whiteness, wealth, and 

liberalism. In particular, residents with more rural lifestyles and residents of more rural 

communities in Trinity County are found to be more likely to merge the KIT and DRESS 

vowels before nasal consonants (a feature common in Midlands and Southern Englishes, 

Brown 1990), and to not lower or back pre-consonantal TRAP (a feature common in 

urban areas of the West, Eckert 2008a). White outdoorsy men are also found to raise 

DRESS, which is a feature of the Southern Vowel Shift (Labov et al. 2006).  
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Figure 1.2 illustrates all of the vowel movements associated with the Southern 

Vowel Shift, including the fronting and raising 

of DRESS. (A more in-depth summary of past 

research on DRESS can be found in Chapter 4, 

while further details on the pin-pen merger can 

be found in Chapter 5.) The pre-nasal 

convergence of KIT and DRESS, though not 

included in the figure, is also considered a part of Southern English. It has, however, 

previously been attested in California’s Central Valley (e.g., Metcalf 1972, Labov et al. 

2006). Johnson (1974) also previously reported DRESS-raising in West Los Angeles. To 

my knowledge, this is the only work before mine that has ever found evidence of 

DRESS-raising in California speech; all other studies in the state have only attested 

DRESS-lowering and -backing. However, if Johnson’s (1974) analysis was true to 

residents’ speech at that time, this finding might strengthen the arguments contained in 

Chapters 4 and 5. Perhaps vestiges of Southern English could once be found in some Los 

Angeles residents’ speech, but they have since been replaced by local variants in that big 

city. After all, what good would it do most contemporary (White) Los Angelenos to index 

Country?  

Before moving on, I want to note that I am less concerned in this dissertation with 

precisely how and when Southern and Midwestern variants arrived in Trinity County than 

with how they are used by residents for identity work. I make this choice partly because 

my analyses in Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate that interviewees’ self-reported family 

histories (i.e., whether or not they stated their families lived in Southern or Midwestern 

Figure 1.2 The Southern Vowel Shift, recreated 
from The Language Samples Project (2001) 
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states before coming to California) were not found to correlate meaningfully with their 

use of Southern or Midlands linguistic features. Thus, I believe current use patterns of the 

features analyzed in Chapters 4-6 indicate that these features have rich social indexical 

fields (Eckert 2008b) that cannot be reduced to their sociohistorical importation to the 

county. Lastly, any attempt I can make to trace residents’ contemporary linguistic 

practices to population movements in the 1950s or prior is largely conjecture, as 

recordings of linguistic data from previous eras are not available for Trinity County. So I 

will now make a few brief remarks about how population movements may relate to 

Country in contemporary Trinity County, and then only discuss them in a limited way 

hereafter. 

Trinity County was chosen as my focus within rural Northern California after I 

was introduced to it through the Voices of California Project, as I describe in Section 3.1. 

The county’s immigration and industrial history, in addition to its internal diversity and 

its relative sociolinguistic isolation, seemed to make the county an ideal candidate for a 

study of California Country. Like the Central Valley, it experienced a remarkable influx 

of Southern and Midwestern laborers during the Gold Rush and timber boom. Gregory 

(1989:78) reports that in 1950, one out of every four adults in the San Joaquin Valley was 

an Oklahoman, Texan, Arkansan, or Missourian, and the count was closer to one in three 

for Kern County (the county of which Bakersfield is the seat). To date, I have not been 

able to find similar statistics for Trinity County, but Gregory (1991[1989]:41) includes 

the county in his metric for what he calls the “Sierra-Nevada” region of California, and 

states that this region had 6,623 Dust Bowl migrants living there in 1940. He writes that 
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these 6,623 people accounted for 2.6% of California Dust Bowl migrants from 1935-

1940. 

The implication is that far more Okies and Arkies settled in other parts of the 

state. By comparison, the Los Angeles metropolitan area was the landing site for 38.1% 

of the exodus, and the San Joaquin Valley was the landing site for 28% of the exodus. 

However, the population in these regions far exceeded that of the Sierra Nevada region; 

the Los Angeles sprawl had an estimated 2.3 million people at the time (Gregory 

1991[1989]:43). I was unable to find a comparative number for the Sierra Nevada region 

illustrated in Gregory (1991[1989]), but undoubtedly, it was far smaller—then and now. 

Undoubtedly, in this more sparsely populated region, the social dynamics of migrant 

absorption would be different. Gregory (1991[1989]:40) writes of the Okie immigration 

to Los Angeles, “In short order they would be absorbed into a complex metropolitan 

landscape that had long since learned the high art of population ingestion.” In Trinity 

County, it seems that the Okies were “ingested” for different reasons. So similar in 

disposition and culture to the population that had already settled that treacherous terrain, 

the Okies and Arkies weren’t long segregated from the local “hill people.” 

 Following Labov et al. (2006) and Podesva et al. (2013), I contend that this 

population influx in the thirties, forties, and fifties (re)introduced linguistic features that 

are globally associated with the South and/or with Country to local populations. And, 

unlike in the Central Valley, those laborers were quickly integrated into pre-existing 

white communities in Trinity County (Gregory 1989; Jake Jackson Historical Museum 

Archives 2012). This fluid integration of Dust Bowl migrants into Trinity County may be 

related to the county’s original settlement by survivalist, law-flouting hill people. As one 
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of my interviewees from Trinity’s county seat, Weaverville, tells it, Hayfork has always 

been like the Mountain South. She remarked that Hayfork is “just like the stories you 

hear about Appalachia, [with] the guys in their hats, sitting on the front stoop havin’ a 

beer.” To this day, Trinity County’s topography makes travel to and around the area 

difficult, such that to visit the county is, as its tourist literature declares, like taking “a trip 

back in time” (TripAdvisor.com 2014). Thus, the linguistic features (re)transported to 

California in the Dust Bowl migration likely diffused more throughout Trinity County 

than, say, Los Angeles—and they live on there. Evidence of this diffusion and retention 

can be found in Chapters 4 and 5; these chapters demonstrate that “non-native” Western 

features like the pin-pen merger have survived more in Trinitarians’ speech than in larger 

California cities that also experienced the same population influxes (e.g., Los Angeles, as 

evidenced by Labov et al. 2006). Now, the important local distinctions are not between 

so-called “Okies” and “Calis,” but between “hard” and “soft” Trinitarians—between 

those who live off the land, and those who don’t. 

In this dissertation, I concentrate on unpacking how variable uses of Southern and 

Midlands dialect features in California relate to urban-rural tensions in the state, and to 

national discourses surrounding Country. I ask: What is Country in Trinity County? How 

do Trinitarians’ political beliefs arise from basic social relations on the ground? And 

how are these ideologies constructed via sociolinguistic personae? Answering questions 

like these can help us to tease apart the complex relations between social and linguistic 

practice, as well as to better understand how macrocosmic institutions are constituted by 

everyday social acts. The subsequent analyses may therefore be of interest not only to 
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linguists, but also to anyone seeking to analyze, participate in, or reconstitute current 

political systems.  

 

1.4 Fractal Marginalization in Rural Northern California 
	  

In the following chapters, I turn to the American West as a test case for the queries posed 

above. The region offers rich fodder for such a study because it contains both major 

urban centers and open spaces, and it was settled more recently by Anglo populations 

than the East. Its metropolitan areas therefore continue to expand rapidly, and the social 

and political identities of these cities continue to evolve in tandem (Hall-Lew 2009). 

These processes are reflected, for example, in the flurry of media coverage on the 

gentrifying effects of the tech industry on San Francisco, and New York media outlets’ 

obsession with these effects (e.g., Montgomery 2014). Evidently, as urbanization and 

gentrification processes march on, more isolated Western communities fight to claim a 

piece of the West for themselves, much as their recent ancestors did when they arrived in 

search of new social and economic opportunities. And bipartisan politics are 

fundamentally constitutive of the opposition between the cosmopolitan and bucolic West. 

While Seattle, San Francisco, and other coastal cities are famously liberal—embracing 

gay marriage, medical marijuana use, and so on—the interior of the region is far more 

conservative (Baker 2012). Thus, Western social life can be understood to exemplify 

rural-urban tensions in this country.  

California, in particular, has been the focus of much public fascination with the 

American West. As I discuss at length in Chapter 3, California is often portrayed as a 

White, wealthy, progressive, metropolitan oasis, despite the fact that much of the state is 
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rural, poor, conservative, and/or non-White dominant. At home in California, locals 

organize their lives and their language use around regional urban-rural divides that are 

inextricable from these oppositions between The California Imaginary and “the real 

California.” Bucholtz et al. (2007), for example, find that urban Southern Californians 

believe inland Northern California is populated by “hicks... okies, country, mountain, 

rural, white trash” who talk with a “twang” (345).2 In this dissertation, I construe these 

regional urban-rural divisions, and the myriad oppositions they are constituted by, as 

fractally recursive marginalizations, building on Irvine and Gal’s (1995, 2000) notion of 

fractally recursive oppositions.  

Irvine and Gal have proposed that an ideological divide between two groups may 

propagate within supracategories or subcategories of those groups (Gal and Irvine 

1995:974). They state, “Reminiscent of fractals in geometry… the myriad oppositions 

that can create identity may be reproduced repeatedly, either within each side of a 

dichotomy or outside it” (1995:974). The opposition between “women” and “men”, for 

example, may propagate within the category of “men” as an opposition between “sissies” 

and “tough guys”. But since social oppositions are so intertwined with material 

constraints in Trinity County, I believe that they are better described as fractal 

marginalizations. Furthermore, I argue that these fractal marginalizations put pressure on 

local residents to authenticate (Bucholtz 2003; Bucholtz and Hall 2004a, 2004b) 

themselves as “real” Californians, “real” Country people, “real” Americans, etc.—i.e., as 

citizens who are deserving of visibility, recorded historical narratives, jobs, political 

influence, and so on. Not unlike Labov’s (1963) fishermen of Martha’s Vineyard, Trinity 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 My interviewees, who hail from rural Northern California, believe that Southern California is populated by “snobs,” 
“celebrities,” “vicious capitalists,” “superficial assholes,” and so on. As I detail in Chapter 3, the ideological 
mudslinging goes both ways. 
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County’s more rural residents do not participate as much in city-associated vowel shifts, 

thereby positioning themselves as more authentic than residents of Los Angeles or San 

Francisco; they are the “Old West,” the “Wild West,” the true West, while the state’s 

city-dwellers are merely New York-wannabes and “soft,” liberal intellectuals.   

The material focus of my work is not new, of course. Economic constraints do 

factor into Irvine’s (2000) discussion of linguistic differentiation, and other arguments 

made by linguistic anthropologists and sociolinguists both before and since then (e.g., 

Rickford 1986, Alim 2004; McElhinny 2008). However, many scholars writing about 

language and power today focus so strongly on representational violence—on the 

supremacy of Ideology—that they gloss over the importance of the economy in molding 

people’s linguistic behaviors. To be clear, I am not interested in attempting to unravel the 

whole “chicken or egg,” material or immaterial, quandary in this dissertation. It is my 

opinion that Trinitarians’ staunch beliefs in market capitalism (and other constitutionalist, 

Tea Party, and/or free market libertarian ideologies) strongly influence their perceptions 

of the paucity of local resources, and therefore what they can or must do to “get a piece 

of the pie.” These beliefs about material scarcity are at least as important in molding their 

behaviors as the scarcity itself. But economic systems and ideological systems are 

mutually reinforcing. And I contend that there is violence in the act of emphasizing 

ideological oppression over economic oppression. So I aim to use the particularities of 

Trinity County, California to draw attention to the importance of our field sites’ 

economic realities, and the way residents interpret those realities, in shaping local 

language practices.   
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The presence of the fractal urban-rural oppositions within Trinity County, 

discussed in detail in Chapter 3, led me to collect sociolinguistic interviews from 

speakers in three separate field sites within the county. These field sites represent three 

steps along a continuum of perceived local rurality (for more details on the discursive 

construction of this continuum, see Section 3.3). In doing so, I created a speech sample 

that allows me to analyze how residents’ linguistic patterns both reflect and construct 

inter-community and intra-community processes of distinction (Irvine and Gal 1995; 

2000). Given this degree of ethnographic granularity, I propose that the following 

analyses of Trinity County be treated as representative of larger cultural changes endemic 

to post-industrial spaces in the American West, but not be treated as a stand-in for them. I 

hope that my work encourages further research on social and linguistic responses to the 

marginalization of American rurality, and the complex relations between national talk 

about Country and the lived experiences of the nation’s rural residents.    

Now, before discussing how the present work relates to current theories of dialect 

diffusion, I would like to make one important aside. When reading numerous mentions of 

“rural” and “urban” field sites, in this dissertation, one may want to ask: How do you 

define a given county or community as “rural,” as opposed to “urban,” “suburban,” 

“small-town,” or anything else? Some externally-verifiable parameters, such as the 

population density of the community and the dominance of land-based professions and 

hobbies among residents are of central importance. In defining Trinity County as more 

rural than San Francisco County, I could simply point to the fact that Trinity County has 

a population density of approximately four residents per square mile (Trinity County 

2014), while the city of San Francisco has a population density of approximately 17,620 
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people per square mile (San Francisco Population 2013). However, even more crucial, I 

believe, are the ways in which residents talk about themselves and each other. Trinity 

County is “backwoods” or “hillbilly” not because of its human-to-land ratio, or even its 

firearm-to-resident ratio, but because county natives—and proximal urban dwellers—say 

it is.  

 

1.5 Urban-Driven Theories of Language Variation and Change 
	  

Traditional models of dialect diffusion posit that linguistic features originate in urban 

areas and then spread to more remote towns. The traditional wave model of diffusion, 

developed by Schmidt (1872), posited that linguistic changes spread outwards from urban 

centers much like the waves achieved by dropping a stone into a pond. So if people 

started to “drop their /r/s” right in the heart of Boston, then those living outside of the city 

limits would be assumed to acquire this feature some time later. More recently, the 

gravity model of diffusion (Trudgill 1974; Callary 1975; Chambers and Trudgill 1980), 

still popular among many dialectologists, refined this notion to include a hierarchy of 

population density. In the gravity model, the distance between a city and nearby 

communities is not the only factor influencing the diffusion of linguistic innovations. 

Instead, innovations are said to spread outwards from cities to nearby towns with higher 

population densities first, and then to smaller communities. As Wolfram and Schilling-

Estes (2008:724) remind us, rural towns are therefore affected last, even if they are 

geographically closest to the city in question. Chambers (1993:150) likens the progress of 

linguistic change in this model to skipping a stone across a pond; this is why the Northern 
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Cities Vowel Shift, for example, may be far more prevalent in Chicago and Detroit than 

in the many smaller communities between them (Dinkin & Labov 2007; Gordon 2001).  

Irrespective of their linguistic validity, these models are ideologically problematic 

in that they position rural communities as mere repositories for city dweller’s stylistic 

hand-me-downs. In other words, for many linguists, small towns are not considered sites 

of innovation (cf. Wikle and Bailey 1996; Bailey, Wikley, and Sand 1991) unto 

themselves, but rather as destinations for the spread of urban progress. Furthermore, even 

if the generalization that linguistic features are often innovated in cities and spread 

outwards often holds true, we cannot treat this generalization as a dictum or as an 

explanation for why variants diffuse—or do not diffuse—in the ways that they do.  

My data from remote Trinity County, California suggest that regional material 

and symbolic inequities, and the relations between these inequities and the national 

politics from which they are derived, are what drive local patterns of linguistic variation. 

I find that while a cursory, diachronic view of some linguistic practices in Trinity County 

aligns with, say, the gravity model of diffusion, the reality of residents’ speech styles is 

more complicated than that. While TRAP-retraction, which is part of the change in 

progress known as the Northern California Vowel Shift (Eckert 2008a), is shown to 

pattern with speakers’ hometowns, more merged PIN and PEN and a high, front DRESS 

pattern with residents’ lifestyles. Outdoorsy, survivalist residents have more merged PIN 

and PEN than the county’s indoorsy, (sub)urban gentrifiers. And less educated people, 

White people, and men have higher and more front DRESS than other residents. So while 

the Northern California Vowel Shift seems to be diffusing through Trinity County in the 

manner predicted by the gravity model (Trudgill 1974; Chambers and Trudgill 1980)—



	  23 

i.e., from Weaverville to Hayfork—the county’s Southern-derived linguistic features are 

being used stylistically. Contemporary Trinitarians take up these features as one way of 

distinguishing themselves from other Californians both near and far. This dissertation 

therefore raises an age-old sociolinguistic question: What are the relations between 

stylistic variation and linguistic diffusion? Do current theories of dialect diffusion seem 

to accurately predict observed patterns of stylistic variation? Could style research be 

used to make predictions about dialect diffusion? My work alone cannot resolve these 

questions. I present a synchronic study of one rural California county. However, 

diachronic research on urban centers and nearby rural towns is also needed to better our 

understanding of dialect diffusion and stylistic variation. I hope that future work on both 

rural and urban speakers will move the sociolinguistics community toward better theories 

of dialect variation and change. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODS 
	  

2.1 Data Sampling in Trinity County: The Who, When, Where, and Why 

I was first introduced to Trinity County, via the county seat of Weaverville, in September 

of 2011. I then made three subsequent pilot trips to the county. Each trip lasted one to 

two weeks. These pilot trips allowed me to begin making inroads into local social 

networks, to discover locally-relevant social distinctions (like the rivalry between 

Weaverville and the next largest town of Hayfork), and to make other contacts pertinent 

to the logistics of a longer stay in the area. I then lived in the 2,368-person town of 

Hayfork (2010 Census) for four months, from April through July of 2012. While there, I 

completed seventy recorded sociolinguistic interviews, lasting between approximately 

forty-five minutes and four and a half hours, with residents from across the county. I also 

completed extensive participation observation, the details of which I discuss in Sections 

2.3 and 3.1-3.6.  

My sampling strategy was designed to create a demographically representative 

corpus of native Trinitarians who live in the county year-round. The native and year-

round distinctions are important here, because certain demographic groups are new to the 

county, and others only stay in the area on a seasonal basis (specifically, for some or all 

of spring-fall, the cannabis growing and trimming seasons). So while certain 

race/ethnicity groups may show a strong presence in Census data, for example, and may 

make contributions to the local culture, I do not view these groups as crucial contributors 

to the county’s current linguistic landscape. For the purposes of my linguistic analyses, I 
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consider residents to be native Trinitarians if they were born and raised in the county, or 

if they moved there by the age of seven. Seven is chosen as the upper boundary because 

the critical age of dialect acquisition is often considered to be somewhere between seven 

and fourteen (Labov 1970b; Chambers 1995).  

Within those parameters, I aimed to collect a corpus of male and female speakers 

of various races/ethnicities, ages (over eighteen years old), professions/lifestyles and 

socioeconomic statuses, political beliefs and affiliations, immediate family heritage (i.e., 

“Cali” or “Okie”/”Arkie”), and town-of-origin within Trinity County. I will now briefly 

discuss each of these considerations, impediments I faced while attempting to collect a 

balanced sample, and the general makeup of the dissertation corpus. The exact makeup of 

the speaker subsets used for linguistic analysis in Chapters 4-6, and a table showing the 

speakers contained in these subsets, can be found in Section 2.5, along with a brief 

overview of my analytic methods. 

The 2012 Census indicates that Trinity County’s 13,506 residents are 88.8% 

White, 7.0% Hispanic or Latino, 0.8% Asian, 4.9% American Indian or Alaska Native, 

and 0.5% Black or African American. However, I did not complete any recorded 

interviews with residents who self-identified as Hispanic, Latino, Asian, or Black/African 

American. Trinitarians report that members of these racial/ethnic groups—whose 

presence in the county is supposedly mostly restricted to Mexican and Hmong families—

have only recently moved into the area, along with the growth of the region’s marijuana 

industry. Of course, the fact that the county is notably hostile towards non-White 

populations (see Section 3.5 for further insights) is critical to perceptions of these in-

migrations, and just how recent they are. I will note, then, that excluding these 
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racial/ethnic categories from my sample set was not entirely a conscious decision on my 

part. I didn’t meet any native Trinitarian during my entire four-month stay in the county 

who identified as belonging to any of the three aforementioned “minority” categories, or 

any racial/ethnic group that may be understood to be a subcategory of those Census-

designated categories. Today, as in the past, Trinity County is White-dominant. And its 

demographic distribution is markedly different from that of California as a whole; the 

state is 73.7% White, 1.7% American Indian or Alaska Native, 6.6% Black or African 

American, 38.2% Hispanic or Latino, and 13.9% Asian (2012 Census).  Chart 2.1 below 

compares the racial/ethnic makeup of the state of California and Trinity County. 

 

Table 2.1: A table comparing the racial/ethnic makeups of Trinity County and the state of California, using the 
numbers from the 2012 Census. Percentages are percentages of the total population in Trinity County and California, 
respectively. 
 

I focused on interviewing the county’s most sizeable and culturally dominant 

populations during my stay in Hayfork: White residents and American Indian residents. I 

discuss how I contacted and recruited my interviewees in the next section, but after my 

first couple weeks of living in the county, White interviewees were not hard to come by. 

The same was not true for American Indian Trinitarians. The most visible Native 

community in Trinity County is based in Hayfork, the historical home of Nor-Rel-Muk 

band of Wintu Indians. This community calls itself the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation. As I write 

in Section 3.5, it is comprised of approximately twenty to thirty core members. Some live 
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in Hayfork and some live elsewhere in the county or outside of it. The Nor-Rel-Muk 

Nation is notoriously insular, so I spent considerable time and energy developing a 

rapport with members of this community. By the end of my residency in Hayfork, I had 

interviewed six men who primarily identified as Nor-Rel-Muk (all six of them qualify as 

“elders” within the community, and three of them are considered sociopolitical leaders); 

twelve men and women who identified as both Nor-Rel-Muk and White; and five men 

and women who identified as another tribe of American Indian and White.  

Collecting an age-balanced, or even age-representative, sample in Trinity County 

proved very difficult. The median age of my complete seventy-interview corpus is 56 

years. This median age is high, while not drastically higher than that of Trinity County as 

a whole (49 years). For reference, note that the state of California has a median age of 35 

years, and that the mean age of the corpus is also 56 years. Older residents were both 

more interested in and willing to participate in my research than younger residents. 

Relatedly, they were also more available; while the residents I interviewed in their 

twenties, thirties, and forties often had to squeeze in an appointment with me between 

busy school, work, and child-rearing responsibilities, residents in their fifties and older 

often had fewer formal work obligations, and their children were old enough to have 

already left the home or to at least be left to their own devices while they completed an 

interview with me. (This fact alone seemed to contradict some locals’ perceptions that a 

lot of Trinitarians spend most of their time living off of welfare and food stamps, an issue 

I discuss in Section 3.4.). The majority of the young people I interviewed were based in 

Hayfork. Because I was living there, I had more time to work my way into the younger 

social networks in that town. I also had the advantage of renting a home from a 
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Hayforkian in her thirties who sometimes spent some weekends there with me, and 

generously introduced me to some of her friends.  

Another impediment to my ability to interview younger residents is the negative 

correlation between residents’ ages and the likelihood that they will be heavily involved 

in the cannabis growth and cultivation industry. People in their twenties, thirties, and 

forties dominate this industry. And since more people grow cannabis plants in the more 

rural (read: less policed, more remote, and cheaper) towns in the county, I would 

probably have had better luck finding more young interviewees had I lived in 

Weaverville. Since I was based in Hayfork, however, many of the youth I talked to might 

deign to engage me in casual conversation at a local event or party, but they would not 

agree to an “official” interview with me—even after I explained that they would be given 

the options to not have their names associated with their recordings and to never have 

their voices heard by anyone but me. I also offered to refrain from asking them anything 

at all about the marijuana industry. Still, their reluctance was understandable. Trinity 

County is one point of rural Northern California’s so-called “green triangle,” and it has 

garnered a lot of media attention over the past decade for its marijuana boom. The legal 

and financial consequences of getting busted by the feds could be completely devastating 

for these already-poor residents. So why risk it, when my study offered them no benefits?  

Since Trinity County is full of small communities where word travels fast, it was 

generally important to me to help mitigate the potential social risks of participating in my 

research. For that reason, all speaker names used in the dissertation are pseudonyms. I 

don’t want the individuals I discuss here to be singled out in their hometowns for sharing 

their (sometimes face-threatening) personal viewpoints with me—at least without 



	  29 

plausible deniability. I do present a lot of personal information in this dissertation about 

some Trinitarians, though, so I will note that almost all individuals agreed to be identified 

by their real names in my research publications. But it would not have been possible for 

me or for them to predict what I might say or write about them years later. Thus, truly 

informed consent seems somewhat impossible when doing field research.  

Of equal importance is my decision to not change the name of my field site. To 

anonymize Trinity County would be to frame it as “just like” other rural counties, in the 

region or elsewhere in the country. And while Hayfork and Weaverville are something 

like other towns, I believe anonymizing these communities would erase the particularities 

of their sociolinguistic dynamics and further contribute to the widespread marginalization 

of American rurality, in both sociolinguistic research and popular political discourses. If 

this work is ever to contribute to broader movements for or discourses about social and 

political change, I want readers to know and to remember the names Hayfork, 

Weaverville, and Trinity County, California.  

After spending a few weeks living in the county, I also did not find it challenging 

to interview residents of varying professions, lifestyles, socioeconomic statuses, political 

beliefs and affiliations, and immediate family heritage (i.e., “Cali” or “Okie”/”Arkie”). 

My final corpus is representative of the county’s overarching demographics in these 

ways. Most county residents are still relatively poor, by cosmopolitan standards; 17.7% 

of the county was living in poverty in 2012, and the per capita monetary income/year was 

$23,014. By contrast, San Francisco’s poverty rate in 2012 was 11.8%, and the per capita 

monetary income/year was $46,777 (US Census). Residents of the county’s more rural 

communities often live on the least material resources. I also observed a correlation 



	  30 

between the overall geographic remoteness of a community, its population, and the 

outdoorsiness of its residents’ professions and personal lifestyles. Hayfork is more rural 

than Weaverville in terms of its topography, population density, and the everyday 

experiences of its residents. Towns that were farther off the beaten path tended to have 

fewer residents, and those residents tended to mostly live off the land. And although men 

and women seemed equally willing to participate in the research as whole, more 

outdoorsy men and women could be found in more rural areas, where the job options 

were fewer and the land more rugged.  On the other hand, the women I interviewed in 

Weaverville were often employed by the local schools and lived in suburban-style homes. 

When the men in Weaverville were employed by the state, they were still more likely to 

be working for the United States Forest Service (USFS) than the public school system.  

As I mentioned above, I collected interviews across the county, but I focused on 

three areas that represented three different points on a continuum of rurality. The least 

rural town is the county seat of Weaverville (pop: 3,600). The midpoint of the continuum 

is the next largest town in the county, Hayfork (pop: 2,386, the town I made my home for 

four months). At the rural end of the continuum, there is a collection of tiny towns (pop: 

40-400) that are collectively referred to by Trinitarians as Southern Trinity. I inferred this 

continuum of rurality primarily from residents’ self-talk, which I discuss in greater detail 

in Section 3.3. Residents’ self-talk, however, aligns not only with population statistics 

and evident lifestyle differences between these areas, but also with the county’s physical 

geography. As Figure 3.9 shows (on p.51), Weaverville is relatively centrally located, 

while Hayfork is over some hills and into a valley to the southwest. Southern Trinity is 

up over South Fork Mountain and the South Fork-Trinity River. To put the distance 
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between these locations into perspective, it took me about forty-five minutes, on average, 

to drive between Weaverville and Hayfork. It took me an hour to an hour and forty-five 

minutes to reach locations in Southern Trinity from my temporary home in Hayfork. 

Topographical barriers continue to play a key role in keeping Trinity County, and its 

individual communities, somewhat culturally and linguistically isolated from the rest of 

California.  

 

2.2 When in Rome: Interviewee Recruitment and Participant Observation Methods 

My first entrée into Trinity County was through Eileen Smith, a linguist teaching in the 

Shasta-Trinity Community College system. She put me in touch with Joe Frenette, an 

administrator for the county’s public schools. While he is not a native Trinitarian himself, 

he is a well-respected figure in the county with extensive social connections. He served 

as my initial guide through the county’s many communities, though I immediately 

recognized a need to divest myself from an association with local schools and governing 

bodies. In order to properly understand how urban-rural divides propagated within the 

county, I knew I needed to talk to people who never graduated from middle school, just 

as much as, if not more than, I needed to talk to someone who ran the school system. As 

Modan (2007:286) wrote, “A fundamental tenet of ethnographic research is that there 

exists no neutral position for a researcher—if you are engaged in social interaction, you 

are part of that interaction, and who you are is going to affect the kind of data you have 

access to.”  

It is this mindset that drove me to choose Hayfork for my main, four-month stay 

in Trinity County. The town is situated between my other two field sites (Weaverville 
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and Southern Trinity), which facilitated my ability to travel the county to multiple 

interviewees’ homes in one day. Even more importantly, however, it is of a moderate size 

and rurality for the county. After learning of the Weaverville-Hayfork rivalry during my 

pilot visits to the area, I aimed to choose a location-of-residence that would minimize the 

impact of this rivalry on my interviewing success. It was more felicitous for me to be 

viewed as a dedicated and intrepid field researcher willing to “brave” Hayfork than as a 

lavishly-funded Stanfordite who chose to stay “beyond the fray” in one of Weaverville’s 

“fancy” boutique hotels. Weavervillians were still happy to interview with me when I 

told them I was living in Hayfork—though they often showed concern for my safety or 

cracked jokes about the “hillbillies” over there—but I did not get the impression that 

native Hayforkians would have had any interest in talking to me if I were to tell them I 

was living in Weaverville.  

From April through July of 2012, I lived in a split-level house about two miles 

from “downtown” Hayfork. The home was rented to me by local land-owner, Sally 

Applebaum. Affectionately referred to as The Green House for its color and its owner’s 

eco-friendly lifestyle, the building was located on a sizeable wooded property with creek 

access. It was heated primarily by firewood, a fact that structured my everyday life there 

well into May; unless I woke at 4:00am-5:00am to add more wood to the fire, I’d wake 

soon enough from the chill of a fifty-degree (Farenheit) house. Sally also gave me 

instructions as to how to compost my food scraps during my stay and feed them to the 

crops she was growing out front. These land-based practices served to get me in touch 

with how the county’s weather, soil, and natural resources serve as the backbone of most 

residents’ daily lives. Sally also ended up being a generous contributor to my project. She 
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herself did not interview with me, and she was often in Arcata pursuing a Master’s 

Degree during my stay, but she sometimes came home on weekends. When she was in 

town, she helped show me local historical landmarks, attended events with me (including 

the monthly open mics at Hayfork’s café/bar, Northern Delights), and served as an 

invaluable resource for me in helping me develop social connections within the town—

especially with younger residents, who, as I described in the previous section, were 

particularly difficult to recruit for this research. 

I initially spent most of my days hanging around public spaces and at community 

events, such as Hayfork’s yearly Crab Feed and frequent Rotary Club meetings across the 

county. In doing so, I made my presence known in the community while also building 

relationships with people who participated in different kinds of social activities within the 

county, from building Confederate Flag-flying monster trucks for the County Fair to 

running the Hayfork Agricultural Co-Operative. In addition to making contacts in person 

and through past interviewees, I advertised the project by arranging with local vendors to 

post fliers in their windows, announcing the project at the meetings of local 

organizations, and hosting an information session about my work at the Trinity County 

Historical Society’s Jake Jackson Memorial Museum in Weaverville. The most 

consistently effective of these strategies was always the friend-of-a-friend method 

(Milroy 1980). As any Trinitarian will tell you, residents live in the county because they 

“like to be left alone,” and the recent influx of reporters covering the marijuana industry 

has only made residents more wary of contact with out-of-towners. So having both my 

intentions and my personality vetted by other native Trinitarians proved very important to 

my success with recruiting interviewees for the dissertation. 
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I also made a point of generally going where Trinitarians went and doing what 

Trinitarians did, from drinking beer mid-day at Hayfork’s Hotel (a bar) to camping by 

Hell’s Gate at Scotts Flat on the Trinity River. Not only did these experiences help me to 

better understand the local geography and social landscape from a native perspective, 

they allowed me construct better-informed interview questions and log rapport-building 

factoids. For example, when someone mentioned particular photographs or drawings of 

Hayfork’s old-timers that are hanging in Hayfork’s old-timer diner, Irene’s, I was able to 

understand these references, and participate in the conversation with ease. Of course, I 

made ethnographic field notes multiple times per day throughout the four-month 

participant observation period in Hayfork, guided by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw’s (1995) 

Writing Ethnographic Field Notes. These field notes were later transcribed to my laptop, 

organized by topic (e.g., “overt and covert racist remarks,” “anti-institutional 

sentiments”), and augmented with pertinent interviewee quotes I captured on- and off-

tape. 

Overall, the primary purpose of staying in Trinity County for an uninterrupted 

period of time was to promote a better understanding of the sociocultural makeup of the 

area, which, in turn, would drive my analyses of the sociolinguistic data. Here, I am 

following in the tradition of many others who have used ethnography to enrich their 

sociolinguistic analyses—e.g., Labov (1972c), Hymes (1974), Rickford (1986), Irvine 

([1974]1989), Eckert (1997), Ochs and Schieffelin (2001), Alim (2004), and Bucholtz 

(2011). As in many of these studies, the conscious ideologies expressed by locals became 

central to my analyses; the way residents talked to me about themselves and their speech 

suggested many potential social meanings for the linguistic variants I discuss in 
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subsequent chapters. They also pointed me to the economic and political forces that seem 

to mold residents’ social and linguistic practices. In this dissertation, I lean more heavily 

on the detailed observations I made during my time in Trinity County, and on social 

theory, in interpreting and drawing conclusions from sociolinguistic trends than is 

common in variationist sociolinguistics. It is my hope that my work will demonstrate how 

research that further unites anthropological and variationist approaches will be to the 

mutual benefit both fields.  

 

2.3 My Sociolinguistic Interview: Interview Topics, Structure, and Logistics 

The structure of my interviews drew on that of the traditional sociolinguistic interview 

(Labov 1972a, 1972b). Like Labov, I wanted the conversational portion of the interviews 

to elicit durative, un-self-conscious talk, though I also aimed to gather detailed insight 

into my participants’ ideologies. After setting up my recording equipment and discussing 

the consent form with my interviewees, I began by asking general questions about 

residents’ experiences growing up in the area. I probed their thoughts and feelings about 

the county through their childhood and adult relationships with the land, with family, and 

with friends. Some sets of questions were demography-specific. Discussions of change 

over time were central to my interviews with older residents, for example, though some 

younger residents also had a lot to say on the topic. My interviews with Nor-Rel-Muk 

tribe members included discussions of cultural traditions, inter-tribe politics, and the 

quest for federal recognition, while my interviews with people involved in the timber 

industry included discussions of changes in the technology of that industry over time and 

so on.  
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In general, my questions grew more specific over the course of each interview. 

Once interviewees seemed more comfortable, I would hone in on their more definitional 

social and political beliefs, including how they viewed themselves/their communities in 

relation to other Californians/towns and local “hot topics”—e.g., marijuana and water 

rights issues (refer to Appendix A for the interview guide I developed before my 

residency in Hayfork; this guide was based on the Voices of California Project interview 

questions). However, I would always prioritize getting as many minutes as possible of 

easy, conversational talk out of an interviewee and building a rapport with him or her 

over pressing a particular topic. If someone wanted to spend our entire three hours 

together talking passionately about how Hayfork (or the entire US) was going to hell in a 

hand basket—and this certainly happened—then that was fine by me.  

 My interviews concluded with a perceptual dialectology component (Preston 

1994; Niedzielski & Preston 2003) and the reading of a word list and series of minimal 

pairs (Labov 1966, 1970), though I do not analyze the data collected in these tasks in the 

dissertation. For the perceptual dialectology component, interviewees were given a map 

of the county, and then of the state, and asked to draw any social and linguistic 

distinctions on the maps that were salient to them. I then asked them to describe these 

distinctions to me. If the interviewee asked me for an example of the kind of social-

geographic boundary I had in mind, in order to clarify how I intended for them to 

complete the task, I would ask them where they would draw the boundary between 

Northern California (“NorCal”) and Southern California (“SoCal”). However, the initial 

instructions I gave for the task were always intentionally vague. I wanted to allow 

interviewees to make their own decisions about what was interesting to draw and to 
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discuss with me. The degree of detail with which the interviewees drew on the maps was 

also left up to them. In some instances, these tasks were completed quickly and the 

resulting data proved of little interest; in others, they took up a large portion of the time I 

spent with the interviewees, and provided me with some of the most informative quotes I 

reproduce in Chapter 3 and elsewhere in the dissertation.  

Finally, at the very end of each interview, I had interviewees read a short word list 

and set of minimal pairs (see Appendix B for the complete list of words and minimal 

pairs). After this explicit linguistic exercise was complete, I answered any questions my 

participants had about the significance of certain words on those lists, and how they 

related to broader patterns of English variation. This portion of the interview tested for 

the presence of some California English and Southern/Midwestern linguistic variants in 

formal, read speech, while also eliciting interviewees’ conscious knowledge about their 

own talk and the talk of others in their community. I saved the linguistic tasks and 

discussion for the end of the interview so that people were not primed to attend more 

closely to their own speech patterns. However, I did not attempt to conceal my long-term 

plans for the interview recordings when I recruited my interviewees. Interviewees were 

always told when they were recruited for the study that I am interested in the dialects or 

accents of Trinity County, and how these speech patterns relate to the way locals live, 

their family histories, the history of the county, and their personal beliefs.  

In order to mitigate locals’ potential discomfort with being audio-recorded by a 

stranger, I almost always offered to interview residents in their own homes. Most 

Trinitarians, I found, preferred to have someone come to call on them at their houses, as a 

friend might, than to meet me at my place-of-residence or in a public space. Exceptions 
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to this interviewing strategy included cases in which I felt my personal safety might be at 

risk (e.g., if an interviewee I deemed untrustworthy lived too far “off the grid,” away 

from my temporary home in Hayfork, in a purportedly dangerous area); cases in which 

the interviewee wanted to meet me in a public place for reasons of social propriety or 

inconvenience to them (e.g., if a man was reluctant to invite me into his home when his 

wife was not present, or the interviewee’s house was under construction); and cases in 

which my interviewees were strictly or effectively houseless (e.g., they were not 

financially able to rent a house or room of their own, or they had some sort of communal 

living arrangement that made interviewing at their place-of-residence untenable). I agreed 

to interview participants whenever I could during the day that was tractable for them, 

from 6:00am to 9:00pm, but I tried to limit my interview schedule to a maximum of four 

interviews per day. This measure was taken in order to avoid social burnout on my part; 

by the end of each day I spent in Hayfork, I usually felt that I was no longer a particularly 

responsive (let alone engaging) conversational partner.  

All of my interviews were recorded using the same kind of equipment on the 

same settings, in order to minimize any inter-interview differences that could not be 

attributed to the speakers themselves. In particular, I always used a Marantz PMD 660 

field recorder, set to a 44.1k bit sampling rate, with an Audio-Technica AT831b external 

lavalier microphone attachment. In order to make sure the recordings were of sufficient 

quality for phonetic analysis, I requested of interviewees that we take as many measures 

as possible to ensure we shared a quiet space to talk, and that their spouses and children 

not be present for the interview if at all possible. I also attempted to keep my own back-

channeling (White 1989) to a minimum, and adopt a “shut up and listen” approach as 
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much as I could. Most of the time, I was pleasantly surprised by how much interviewees 

wanted to tell me with little prompting, and how “normal” these conversations seemed.  

I did find it particularly difficult to remain quiet during my chats with some 

younger interviewees, whose tag question- and Uptalk-heavy conversational styles 

seemed to require more verbal input from me. I also found it deeply painful to refrain 

from problematizing participants’ racist, sexist, homophobic, and otherwise offensive 

ideologies. I recognize that by saying nothing, or by giving participants non-verbal 

recognition during some of these conversational moments, I became implicit in 

perpetuating those beliefs. I own that responsibility. However, it is my hope that this 

dissertation and the analyses it contains provide a more long-lasting and higher impact 

counter-point to my interviewees’ pernicious beliefs than anything I could have said 

while in Trinity County. 

The data collection procedures I have described here allowed for the elicitation of 

relatively natural speech and valuable metasocial data, as well as more formal read 

speech and metalinguistic ideologies. Moreover, my interview structure, topics, and 

equipment mirror those used for Stanford’s Voices of California Project (described in 

Section 3.1). Comparisons between linguistic analyses produced by the Voices of 

California Project team and the analyses I present in Chapters 4-6 are therefore 

empirically tenable. Since so little dialectology data exist for the state of California, this 

consideration was important to the methodological decisions I made for the dissertation.  
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2.4 Overview of Linguistic Methods: Speaker Sample, Social and Linguistic Variables 

The linguistic analyses contained in Chapters 4-6 shed light on the relations between 

Trinitarians’ speech patterns, vowel shifts previously documented in urban, coastal 

California (the Northern California Vowel Shift), and phonetic and syntactic features 

previously documented in Southern and Midlands dialects. The Southern and Midlands 

features I discuss therein are found to corroborate the social divides I uncovered in my 

ethnography (e.g., the Weaverville-Hayfork rivalry), and are, I argue, used by 

Trinitarians as part of their anti-urban, “hillbilly” personae. In order to keep the scope of 

the dissertation manageable, I only consider empirical data from Hayfork and 

Weaverville in these linguistic analyses. I only consider discursive and ethnographic data 

from Southern Trinity; linguistic data from interviews I completed in that area are not 

included in Chapters 4-6. 

While my experiences in Southern Trinity were crucial to my ethnographic 

understanding of the county, they were also less cohesive than my experiences of the 

other towns and my interviews with their residents. Since the area is comprised of many 

smaller communities, and I was not living in Southern Trinity during my four-month 

stay, I do not feel that I can draw as many conclusions about it as I can about Hayfork 

and Weaverville. Furthermore, the social opposition between Hayfork and Weaverville 

was more prominent than that between either of these towns and Southern Trinity. 

Southern Trinity’s population is so small, and the region is so remote, that Weavervillians 

and Hayforkians don’t seem to believe its residents are really in competition for the same 

social and material capital. With these considerations in mind, I chose to focus on 

Weaverville and Hayfork. However, I will note that the resistance to California sound 

changes in progress that I unearthed in the speech of some residents from these two 
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towns, as well as the evidence of Southern or Midwestern linguistic features I discovered 

in these two towns, would likely be even more prominent in the talk of Southern 

Trinitarians.  

Since I was based in Hayfork during my four-month residency in Trinity County, 

more of my interviewees are from Hayfork than from any other town in the county. 

Thirty-two of the seventy interviewees are native Hayforkians, while fourteen are native 

Weavervillians, fourteen are native Southern Trinitarians, and ten are from other Trinity 

towns. The forty-five-speaker subset of my seventy-speaker corpus that I used for the 

linguistic analyses in Chapters 4 and 5 includes thirty-one of the native Hayforkians and 

all of the native Weavervillians. One of the Hayforkians was excluded because I later 

found out that he had moved to Trinity County after the age of seven, and so I did not 

consider him to be a native dialect speaker. This forty-five-speaker subset varies with 

respect to speaker age, sex, race/ethnicity, outdoorsiness, education, “Cali” vs. 

“Okie/Arkie” immediate heritage, and years spent living outside of Trinity County. All of 

this social and demographic information, less interviewees’ “outdoorsiness,” was 

collected using Demographic Information Sheets that I had my interviewees fill out at the 

ends of their interviews, along with the consent form (see Appendix C for a complete 

copy of this document). My judgments of speakers’ outdoorsiness was determined 

ethnographically, using such information as interviewees’ professions, hobbies, whether 

they procured most of their food at the grocery store or via hunting, farming, ranching, 

etc. A more thorough description of my process for determining whether a given 

interviewee was outdoorsy or not can be found in the Methods Section of Chapter 4.  
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Table 2.2 lists the aforementioned social information about the forty-five speakers 

whose phonetic data are analyzed in Chapters 4 and 5, provided each speaker had enough 

tokens for the linguistic variable in question. The social characteristics in this table are 

those that were used as fixed effects in the logistic regressions I used to model the 

phonetic data. The table makes evident the age skew of the sample, and particularly of 

the Weaverville interviewees, as discussed in Section 2.2. The youngest Weavervillian I 

interviewed was thirty-nine years old. One also sees the concentration of Native 

American speakers in Hayfork (coded as “NA” for Native American, or “WNA” for 

White-Native American). This sample was analyzed to provide initial insight into the use 

of linguistic features commonly associated with California English and 

Southern/Midlands English in rural Northern California.  

In particular, I use the ethnography detailed in Chapter 3 to interpret how local 

speakers from the two rival towns of Hayfork and Weaverville, as well as from different 

social groups within those towns, realize the KIT and DRESS vowels before nasal 

consonants and the TRAP and DRESS vowels before non-nasal consonants. Pre-nasal 

convergence of KIT and DRESS, commonly referred to as the pin-pen merger, has long 

been documented in Southern and Midland states (Kurath & McDavid 1961; Brown 

1990, 1991). White residents of California’s Central Valley (Labov et al. 2006) have also 

been shown to use the merger. In Chapter 4, I analyze how this variable is taken up by 

outdoorsy residents across the county as part of their broader anti-urban personae, and as 

ideological weaponry in the Hayfork-Weaverville rivalry.  
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Table 2.2: Speaker sample used in Chapters 4 and 5, arranged by “Town of Origin,” then by “Age,” and then by the 
ethnographically-determined category, “Outdoorsy? Y/N.” All other social characteristics are based on speakers’ 
responses to my Interviewee Info sheets, distributed at the end of each interview. “10yrs out?” indicates whether the 
interviewee lived outside of Trinity County for ten or more years, “Okie her.?” indicates whether or not the interviewee 
wrote down that his or her family was living in Oklahoma, Arkansas, or nearby states before coming to Trinity County. 
Education codes are: 1 = high school degree or less; 2 = some higher education (including trade school); 3 = at least a 
four-year college degree. 
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Californians have been shown to back and lower TRAP and DRESS in non-nasal 

contexts (Eckert 2008), while Southern English speakers have been shown to raise and 

front DRESS (Labov et al. 2006; Thomas 2004) in these same contexts. In Chapter 5, I 

discuss how Trinitarians’ variable realizations of these two vowels also reflect broader 

social personae that align residents either with urban coastal California or the local 

“hillbilly” ethos. The methods for Chapter 6 are different from those in Chapters 4 and 

5—this chapter leans heavily on my ethnography and the use patterns of the linguistic 

variables I discuss in Chapters 4 and 5—so I reserve my discussion of those methods for 

the target chapter.   

 

2.5 Issues of Representation: Vowels and Transcript Formatting 

Before I introduce my field sites in greater depth, I will briefly discuss two issues of 

representation in the dissertation: how I will refer to particular vowels/vowel classes, and 

how I chose to transcribe the excerpts I present for my audio-recorded interviews. In this 

chapter, as in all chapters of the dissertation, I adopt the Wells (1982) lexical set system 

to refer to the vowels in question. This system uses key words to represent lexical sets 

that correlate with historical vowel classes. While this system was once used exclusively 

in British(-influenced) linguistic research (Hall-Lew 2009), it seems to have grown in 

popularity in recent years. I use the system here as opposed to any other—e.g., the 

(General American) International Phonetic Alphabet—because it is both transparent and 

consistent across English dialects. Each key word refers to one and only one lexical set, 

no matter what dialect one is studying, so the system promotes clarity while also avoiding 

privileging American English over other varieties. 
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The longer transcript excerpts reproduced in the dissertation are all presented in a 

way that highlights some of the linguistic variation present in the recordings, while also 

promoting readability. So, I do not “correct” grammatical “mistakes”; on p.69, when an 

interviewee says it’s the “extremists that is ruining us,” I do not change “is” to “are.” I 

also represent orthographically a small set of phonological reductions and deletions that I 

believe were working to constructing casualness and/or “hillbilly-ness” in my interviews. 

These reductions and deletions are listed in Table 2.3 below.  

For similar reasons, I transcribe stressed uses of apical /-in/ for /-iŋ/ as in’. I do 

not intend to make a claim about the underlying form of this variant, but rather to 

represent the phonological variation in a way that corresponds with eye dialect 

representations of the apical form. I do not represent interviewees’ frequent pauses in any 

way, though disfluent repetitions and incomplete words or phrases are marked with en 

dashes (-). Single quotes (‘’) are used for quotative speech within a transcript, and 

laughter is transcribed as [xx]. A teeth-sucking or “tsk” noise is transcribed using an 

exclamation point (!). Commas (,), periods (.), colons (:), and em dashes (—) have also 

been added to increase readability, and do not represent pauses or other significant 

sounds or silences in the recordings. As is common when quoting texts from other 

sources, […] indicates that part of a transcript has been omitted, while a [text] convention 

is used for clarifying or grammaticalizing changes that do not significantly alter the 

interviewees’ original linguistic styles, as well as for the replacement of an individual’s 

real name with his or her pseudonym. Finally, off-tape comments made by Trinitarians 

(that were transcribed in my field notes immediately or up to a few hours after their 

occurrence) are differentiated from recorded comments with the use of italics. These 
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italics are intended to warn readers of any paraphrasing that may have resulted from 

inaccuracies in my recollection of the relevant speech acts or in my transcription of them. 

 
Table 2.3: List of reduced forms used in transcripts in the dissertation 
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CHAPTER 3 

“THEIR OWN LITTLE SHANGRI-LAS”3:  

FACTS AND FICTIONS ABOUT TRINITY COUNTY, CALIFORNIA 
 

3.1 “The Ol' West”: First Impressions 

Trinity County, California is not San Francisco and it’s definitely not Los Angeles. 

Residents construct the self-proclaimed “hillbilly” ethos of this far Northern California 

region through local and supralocal social distinctions. The county is about the size of 

Vermont but it boasts only 13,526 residents (2012 Census); even at a glance, it is quite 

different from California’s coastal cities and dominant stereotypes of the state. If lifetime 

residents want you to know anything about them, it’s that. As I will discuss in greater 

detail below, this oppositionality arises from the political and economic subjugation of 

residents’ interests by a governmental system that favors urban citizens and groups with 

powerful lobbyists, including big farming corporations in California’s Central Valley. 

The trials of a Trinitarian desirous of financial stability, social mobility, geographic 

mobility, and/or political sway are not unlike those of David in the tale of David vs. 

Goliath.  

 California is, arguably, one of two states people most love to fetishize. As New 

York City is often understood by non-New Yorkers to be a synecdoche for the entire 

ecologically, culturally, and linguistically diverse state of New York, so California has 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3As the Wikipedia entry states, “Shangri-La is a fictional place described in the 1933 novel Lost Horizon by British 
author James Hilton. Hilton describes Shangri-La as a mystical, harmonious valley, gently guided from a lamasery, 
enclosed in the western end of the Kunlun Mountains. Shangri-La has become synonymous with any earthly paradise 
but particularly a mythical Himalayan utopia — a permanently happy land, isolated from the outside world.” 
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come to “mean” its coastal metropolises. On television, in movies, and in popular music, 

the state is frequently portrayed as a promised land of white privilege (Eckert 2008a) or 

an urban dystopia of wage-exploitation and gang violence. If these stereotypes are to be 

believed, then California is made up of a lot of Katy Perrys and Snoop Doggs. The lyrics 

of these two native Californians’ 2010 hit, “California Gurls,” actually go a long way 

toward summarizing some of the prevailing raced, classed, and gendered ideologies about 

the state and its inhabitants: 

I know a place 
Where the grass is really greener 
Warm, wet and wild 
There must be something in the water 
Sippin’ gin and juice4 
Laying underneath the palm trees 
The boys 
Break their necks 
Try’na to creep a little sneak peek 
(at us) 
[…] 
 
California girls 
We’re unforgettable 
Daisy Dukes 
Bikinis on top 
Sun-kissed skin 
So hot 
We’ll melt your popsicle 
 
[…] 
Sex on the beach 
We don’t mind sand in our stilettoes 
We freak 
In my jeep 
Snoop Doggy Dogg on the stereo 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 (“Sippin’ gin and juice” is a reference to one of Snoop Dogg’s hit singles, “Gin and Juice.” In the hook of the song, 
Snoop Dogg, who hails from Long Beach, raps, “Rollin’ down the street, smokin’ endo / sippin’ on gin and juice, laid 
back / with my mind on my money / and my money on my mind.”) 
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In this song, California is constructed as a fun, sunny oasis where the (white) girls are 

sexy and down to get down, all the boys like to “creep a little sneak peak” at these girls, 

and the bourgeoisie’s usual fear of the “grittier” parts of Los Angeles County—i.e., their 

fear of poverty, non-White people, and so on—is carefully assuaged by the 

commodification of said “grit” in Snoop Dog’s music. But there are other California(n)s. 

The mountainous, sparsely populated, loosely policed Trinity County is one such 

California. As former smoke-jumper Bruce Hoffson tells it, Trinity County is like “the 

Ole West”:  

The sheriff, uh, I- who I know very well said, uh, 
‘[Bruce] if somebody, uh, knocks down your door at 
twelve o’clock in the morning, shoot ‘em and drag ‘em in 
the house. Because you won’t get any help from us. […] 
You talk about the Ol’ West alive and well, up here it is. 
 

Not San Francisco indeed. A current resident of that city myself, I was first 

introduced to Trinity County through the Voices of California Project, which is the 

collaborative effort of about fifteen faculty members and students of the Department of 

Linguistics at Stanford University. The project aims to analyze the language and 

lifestyles of smaller and mid-size California cities (~80,000-150,000 people) that are 

under-represented in both media portrayals of the state and linguistic research on the 

West.5 In practice, that aim has translated to interviewing residents of more rural-oriented 

communities that are, or once were, structured by land-based production economies—

communities that have survived on gold mining, agriculture, oil drilling, and timber 

extraction.  

Though agriculture may not be what most people think of when they imagine the 

Sunshine State, California’s Central Valley produces much of America’s food every year 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 See the project website, http://www.stanford.edu/dept/linguistics/VoCal/, for more information. 
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(e.g., Khoka 2013). In 2010, the Voices of California Project team traveled to Merced, a 

town that’s directly in the middle of that breadbasket. While there, we completed 

sociolinguistic interviews and a mini-ethnography that explored the relations between the 

area’s agribusiness, the historical immigration of Midwestern and Southern Americans to 

California, popular conceptions of Country Talk in the West, and local linguistic 

practices. Limning the boundaries of the Central Valley, in September of 2012, we 

traveled north to Redding. Redding is located near the border between California’s flat 

farmland and the Trinity Alps (see map on p.52). While I was recruiting interviewees in 

this field site, people often asked me to further explain why the project team was 

interested in their hometown. I stated that I wanted to better understand “country-

sounding speech” or “rural dialects” in California, because when most people think of the 

state, they think of San Francisco and Los Angeles, but there’s a lot more to California 

than that. (This statement really resonated with many non-urban native Californians.) In 

response, many residents suggested that I pack up my recording equipment and travel to 

the next county to the northwest, Trinity County, because that’s where “the real 

hillbillies” lived.   

I would grow accustomed to this kind of (de)authenticating practice while I was 

doing participant observation in Trinity County. Time and time again during my 

involvement in the Voices of California Project and my subsequent dissertation 

fieldwork, locals would tell or show me how important recursive urban-rural divides 

were to them. These divides are sometimes invoked to shore up long-standing regional 

oppositions (e.g., inland vs. coast and NorCal vs. SoCal) or, as Podesva et al. 2013 and 

my analyses here demonstrate, to situate one town or social group as more or less rural 
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than another. So, with the help of Eileen Smith, a linguist teaching within the Shasta-

Trinity Community College system, I took my first trip to Trinity County. In September 

of 2011, we traveled together to Weaverville, the 3,206-person seat of Trinity County. 

After driving out of Redding and traveling the nauseatingly curvy, high-elevation 

Rt. 299 for forty-five minutes, we arrived in downtown Weaverville. When I stepped out 

of the car, I could smell the freshly cut wood from the county’s one remaining sawmill, 

and I noticed a prevalence of American flags, army propaganda, and other rah-rah 

paraphernalia hanging from shop windows and stuck to automobiles’ back bumpers. 

  
 
Figures 3.1-3.2: Trinity River Lumber Company: logs and Trinity Alps, office. Photos by Katherine Geenberg, 2012 
 

  
 
Figures 3.3-3.4: Downtown Weaverville: storefront and sign. Photos by Katherine Geenberg, 2011 

The town’s storefronts exuded the carefully cultivated, old-for-California quaintness that 

seems common to many ex-gold-mining settlements in the state. 
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Figures 3.5-3.7: Weaverville’s Main Street: street-view, saloon, and miner’s bar. Photos by Katherine Geenberg, 2011 

Like most of these settlements, Weaverville now appeared to survive on tourism. Later 

that same day, 73 year-old Weaverville native Dave Hartwood recounted to me during 

our interview that the first question he was asked upon arriving for college at Chico 

State—a college that’s only about two hours south of Weaverville—was, “What part of 

Oklahoma are you from?” That’s when I decided I would return to the area to complete 

my dissertation field research.  
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3.2 Someone’s Always More “Hillbilly” Than You: Recursive Rurality in Trinity County 

 

The map in Figure 3.8 marks the location of Trinity County and its county seat, 

Weaverville, on an elevation map. Figure 3.9 shows where Weaverville and the county’s 

second biggest town, Hayfork, are on a county map. It also identifies the other small (40-

400-person) communities included in my research, known collectively as Southern 

Trinity. An elevation map is chosen as the backdrop for Figure 3.8 because residents 

often point to the topography of rural Northern California as the root reason for the social 

rift between this region and the region that abuts it to the south: the Central Valley. The 

Central Valley is farming flatlanders, while Trinitarians are timber-falling “hillbillies”; 

all kinds of rural lifestyles are not equally valued by Trinitarians, an issue I discuss 

further below. Other major cities also appear on Figure 3.8, so one can see how close 

Trinity County is to other popular California destinations. But neither these maps nor the 

photos in the previous section capture how truly remote Trinity County is. 

Figure 3.8: Map of California showing the location of 
Trinity County. Modified based on a USGS elevation map.                

Figure 3.9: Map of field sites within Trinity County. 
Modified based on Community Map of Trinity County, 
http://docs.trinitycounty.org/Departments/Planning/911. 
Maps/community.jpg. 
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The county has no traffic lights, freeways, parking meters, or incorporated cities. 

It did not have a chain store until 1999, and cell phone service is still spotty throughout 

much of the county. Weaverville now has a Tops (that contains a mini-Starbucks), a 

Round Table Pizza, a Subway, and a Burger King. But this heavily wooded and highly 

mountainous county remains isolated, sparsely populated, and poor. Long-term 

employment opportunities that pay a living wage seem to be the scarcest local resource. 

The Census reported that 18.2% of county residents were living below the poverty line in 

2010, as compared to the state poverty rate of 12.4%. Most Trinitarians who do not teach, 

work for the government, or tend the few local shops, usually eke out a living by working 

outdoors, cultivating and manipulating natural resources. Some also grow their own 

produce or raise their own beef and eggs, and heat their houses with hand-gathered 

firewood. For these reasons, Sherman (2009: 28) describes the region as “a bit like going 

back in time.” But not all towns in Trinity County are equally rural—in residents’ 

perceptions and on paper. 

Regional urban-rural divides, like that between urban coastal California and the 

rural inlands, propagate within Trinity County and within individual towns in the county. 

So while Redding residents think of Weaverville as “hillbilly” central—compared to their 

city of 90,755 (2012 Census)—it is the wealthiest and most populous town in Trinity 

County. In 2012, it had 3,780 residents. Locals report that Weaverville’s restaurants, 

museums, shops, Tops, and gym are all frequently patronized by out-of-towners, 

including a fluctuating stream of outdoorsy tourists, passers-through who are interested in 

the state’s gold mining history, and Bay Area retirees who settle there because they are 

drawn to the cheap land and natural beauty of the Trinity Alps and Shasta-Trinity 
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National Forest. These sources of income keep the town’s businesses alive, and those 

businesses are owned by native Weavervillians or at least provide jobs for residents. 

Since Weaverville is the county seat, it is also home to many more public sector jobs than 

the other towns in the county, including positions at Trinity County’s courthouse and 

public school administrative office. As a result, Weavervillians seem to have the luxury 

of not relying as much on the land for their survival as some other Trinitarians do. 

Instead, they can work indoors, play indoors, and enjoy the convenience of grocery-

stocked, suburban-style homes.  

Weaverville’s sister city, Hayfork, has only 2,368 residents (2010 Census), and it 

is much farther off the beaten path for people traveling north-south or east-west across 

the state. It’s another forty-five-minute drive from Weaverville over a treacherous 

mountainous road, and the only seasonal visitors the town tends to receive are marijuana 

growers and trimmers—people who are looking to make a buck, not people who’ve 

already got money in their pockets. The town is understood by all Trinitarians to be far 

more “backwoods” than Weaverville. Older Weaverville native Alice Crow reported that 

Hayfork seems to her “just like the stories you hear about Appalachia, [with] the guys in 

their hats, sitting on the front stoop havin’ a beer.”  

       

Figures 3.10-3.11: The Big Creek Lodge Motel: sign and rooms. Photos by Katherine Geenberg, 2012 
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Hayfork’s single motel is almost exclusively populated by long-term residents, who 

locals warned me were all meth heads and other ne’er-do-goods. Nearly everyone passing 

through the area stays in Weaverville, not in Hayfork. “The Hotel” is actually one of two 

local bars, which are outnumbered, but not out-patronized, by the town’s seven churches. 

                                   

Out-of-towners aren’t the only people who have trouble getting to, and getting around, 

Hayfork. Weavervillians often prickle at Hayfork’s paucity of regular law enforcement 

officers, and the unwillingness of those officers to travel to more remote locations in the 

county—”unless there’s a dead body, and even then it’ll be three hours,” as one resident 

reported. Clearly, the county simply doesn’t have the funds to employ more police, and 

this fact allows for crime to run rampant in the area. Residents and outsiders both report 

that Hayfork is an epicenter for California’s thriving semi-legal marijuana-growing 

industry, for example. This industry, and the increases in gun violence, aggressive dogs, 

and so on that supposedly come with it (see Table 3.1 on p. 77 for information on crime 

rates over time), is, needless to say, a large deterrent for retirees looking for a cheaper 

place to spend the rest of their lives—and just about anyone else who didn’t grow up 

there. It’s also a central reason that Hayforkians seem to be able to sustain outdoorsy 

lifestyles, despite encroaching capitalist pressures. Residents can make some money off 

Figure 3.12: Walk through Hayfork, photo by Sally 
Applebaum, 2012 

Figure 3.13: Downtown Hayfork looking East, photo 
from shastacountyrealestatebuzz.com. 
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of cannabis plants to buy basic necessities like toilet paper and sugar from the two local 

grocery stores (and to pay for their cable television and telephones), while still relying on 

agriculture, hunting, fishing, and foraging for their other needs.  

These outdoorsy activities are the keystones of most Hayforkians’ identities. 

Many Hayforkians define themselves by just how hard they live: by their woodsy 

knowhow, their self-sufficiency, and their survival skills. And whether all of the hunting, 

fishing, growing, and foraging Hayforkians do is technically legal or not (according to 

state or federal regulations) seems to matter little to lifetime residents. As Sherry Adele 

told me: 

Everybody’s individuals up here, we- we just you know 
[…] have always worked to survive, you know, and do 
what was common sense and, um, what was right and, 
um. [xx] All these laws and regulations in some ways are 
just kind of ignored. 
 

Hayfork’s self- and other-constructed reputation for independence and lawlessness 

dissuades even lifetime residents of Weaverville from traveling there. Or, at least, those 

are the reasons they articulate for never traveling the forty-five minutes to the next town 

over. As one Weavervillian complained, Hayfork is “crawling with tweakers and pit bulls 

trained to guard big [marijuana] grows that’ll bite your face off.” But the long-time 

rivalry between Trinity County’s two most populous towns seems to fall directly out of 

how they are forced to vie for county tax dollars to support their schools, fix their roads, 

and so on. Mickey Ryan, a native Hayforkian who teaches at Weaverville’s high school, 

described the economic roots of this rivalry in great detail, from his vantage point within 

the county’s school system: 

Weaverville is, um, is the county seat, number one, so all 
the county services and stuff’s there: the courthouse, the 
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sheriff’s department, the headquarters for the road 
department, and that sorta thing. And so there’s a lotta jobs 
and stuff associated with that, um. It’s the big high school, 
and ever since Hayfork was created, it was the little high 
school and-  and- and the perception was with it- we were 
always kinda treated like the stepchild. They always had 
bigger, better whatever, even though, at the time that I 
started high school here [in Hayfork], they’d just moved 
out of the Fairgrounds […][The high school] was two years 
old when I started in 1970. And they had a brand new high 
school in Weaverville at the same time. The challenge had 
been I guess that they were gonna build a new high school 
in Weaverville, but they didn’t even have a high school in 
Hayfork yet. They were still going to high school in the 
Fairgrounds and the communities really got up in arms over 
that and. So then they said, ‘okay,’ so they had to build the 
one in Hayfork first and it was one year earlier. And then 
they built the brand new one in Weaverville too. Um. So 
there’s this kind of haves and have-nots. And I think in the 
seventies and eighties in particular, it wasn’t as big a 
difference. Because there were a lot of jobs in Hayfork and 
stuff too, um, in the sixties and [timber] boom time, but. 
Now there’s a significant socioeconomic difference 
between the two communities. There’s a significant number 
of people that commute over the hill to work in county jobs 
or in the hospital or, those kinds of things, and so. […] I 
think that people from here feel uncomfortable sometimes 
going over there [to Weaverville].  
 

As Mickey Ryan points out, the economic disparity between the two towns is not 

simply perceived; there are many facts about the town’s history and contemporary 

statistics that corroborate locals’ experiences of this inequity. The 2010 unemployment 

rate for people over twenty-five in Hayfork was 28.4% (US Census), while Weaverville’s 

was only 6.4%. Similarly, 20.8% of Hayforkians were living below the poverty line in 

2010, as compared to 14.7% of Weavervillians. One native Hayforkian, Ellie Oaks, 

described the social and economic tensions between Hayfork and Weaverville as follows: 

I do feel a lot of the folks [in Weaverville] are pretty 
snobby and grandiose, I really do. And I work with ‘em, so 
I know. Okay, there’s a lot of folks over there that really 
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talk down about Hayfork and about, y’know, we’re all 
hillbillies and- and- your dad’s your uncle and, y’know, 
that stuff. I- that is just so typical of Weaverville. 
 

Make no mistake: this is class warfare. In the eyes of a “hillbilly” Hayforkian, the way 

that Weaverville seems to both hoard and flaunt its 

lion’s share of the county’s wealth is “pretty snobby 

and grandiose.” It has not escaped lifetime residents’ 

attention that Weaverville has recently begun to 

pepper its downtown with small art shops, galleries, 

boutique hotels, and other seemingly bourgeois 

businesses. Hayforkians love to talk about these 

affectations of their citified neighbors, the 

“Weavervillains,” while deliberately leaving old 

swing sets and other life detritus in their front yards 

to decay (rather than paying to dispose of them at the town dump). As a man who grew 

up in Hayfork but retired in Weaverville remarked, “Hayfork looks that way because 

people want it to.” And while such deliberate disarray is common to many rural American 

communities (Fitchen 1991), the discourses surrounding this performative method for 

garbage disposal are specific to Hayfork. 

According to most locals, the (socially and linguistically constructed) rivalry 

between Weaverville-Hayfork rivalry has been around forever, and it’s not going 

anywhere. When I asked Ellie Oaks, “Do you ever get the feeling that people don’t like 

you because you’re from Hayfork or something?” she replied: 

Girls who are my age that I- tha- we’ve seen each other, 
you know, our entire lives—sports and stuff—oh, you get 

Figure 3.14: Appliance junkyard, 
downtown Hayfork. Photo by Katherine 
Geenberg, 2012 
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the glare-down. You walk into Starbucks and they’re 
working y- glared at yeah it’s bad. The girls are not friendly 
over there. [xx] Not at all.  

 
Hayforkian Ethan Cotter had this to say of Weavervillians’ treatment of Hayforkians: 

“Pretty much any redneck or like from the South or, you know, poor person-type joke 

that you hear, you can put Hayfork in it and [Weavervillians have] told it.” One 

innocuous example of the joke-telling practices that build up the rivalry between the two 

towns was recounted to me by another young, male Hayforkian: 

If somebody from Weaverville would’ve invented the 
toothbrush it would have been called the teethbrush, but 
since their hillbillies don’t have any teeth over here [in 
Hayfork], it’s just called toothbrush, so. […] I can’t say 
on the recorder what all the guys say about all the guys in 
Weaverville so.  
 

Hayforkians also told me that they call Weaverville “Weenieville,” and refer to its 

residents as “Weavervillains,” while Weavervillians often refer to Hayfork as 

“Haysticks,” and its residents as “hillbillies” and/or “rednecks.” In Weavervillians’ eyes, 

the benefit of being “pretty snobby and grandiose” is having a safe, comparatively drug-

and-crime-free small town that provides some of the more attractive amenities of a bigger 

city. 

Hayfork is not the endpoint of the county’s continuum of rurality, however. 

Hayforkians grew up being taught to fear residents of the 40- to 400-person towns in the 

southern half of the county, often referred to collectively as Southern Trinity. Native 

Hayforkian Cathy Ryan said:  

Hayfork was told, anybody over South Fork [Mountain], 
they’re outlaws. They’re no good. You stay away from ‘em, 
they’re no good, they’re crazy people. […] Anybody would- 
that would live out in Kettenpom, Zenia. That far out, 
y’know, they were fugitives, they were no good. 
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This quote also provides evidence for the idea that local social divisions arise, at least in 

part, from topographical boundaries—here, South Fork Mountain—which, in turn, have a 

large influence on how much traffic and money go into and come out of a town. Some 

Southern Trinity communities are so remote that they supposedly didn’t receive 

electricity until the 1970s. Even today, these places are mostly “off the grid.” I had to 

cross three one-lane bridges to get to some interviewees’ homes, and cell-phone service 

was laughable.  

   

Figures 3.15-3.16: Southern Trinity: creek passable by a one-lane bridge and Van Duzen Elementary School. Photos 
by Katherine Geenberg, 2012 
 
Sometimes I would ask Southern Trinitarians if they thought a new, fully legal 

production industry could be developed in the area to help counteract local poverty and a 

lack of jobs for people with less formal education. Many replied that this idea was 

untenable specifically because the costs to ship any product out of Trinity County, over 

such treacherous terrain, are extremely inhibitive. Smaller timber companies were only 

able to remain “in the black” when American demand for wood peaked during and after 

World War II, and during the more recent housing boom of the 1980s-1990s. Marijuana 

production remains financially feasible because each pound of product is worth a great 
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deal, and because local cultivators don’t have to pay taxes on their profits. (These 

growers are not licensed to sell to California’s medical marijuana distribution centers; 

their businesses don’t exist on paper.)  

It is difficult to foresee a future in which Southern Trinity retains enough 

residents to keep Van Duzen School, the one K-12 campus in Southern Trinity, open; 

there are very few employment opportunities for residents, other than to grow pot, and 

locals believe that to achieve “traditional” successes, one must move out of the area. As 

one of Van Duzen’s administrators told me off-tape: 

So many of the kids come to school with pot still on their 
shirts from helping out with their parents’ grows. Then we 
ask them what they want to do after they graduate and they 
say, ‘grow pot.’ I don’t know how to stop the cycle because 
these kids don’t see any use in education—there’re no jobs 
around here for educated people. So it’s either get 
educated and get out, or stay here and grow marijuana. But 
who knows how long this school will even be around. 

 

3.3 Land-Based Industries in Trinity County and Their Effects on Residents’ Political 
Beliefs 

Trinity County’s economy has always been primarily land-based. Its original inhabitants 

were Indian tribes who survived by fishing, hunting, foraging, and other subsistence 

practices (for more on the area’s Native American populations, see Section 3.5). Anglo 

populations first settled there in the 19th Century because of the area’s gold prospects. 

During the mid-1800s, agrarian and ranching communities developed to support these 

booming gold-mining operations. But by the turn of the next century, gold mining, 

farming, and ranching were all mostly supplanted by the timber industry (Jake Jackson 

Museum Archives, 2012). As Sherman (2009: 30) writes, “At this time, most logging 
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operations were small and family owned, many begun by dust bowl refugees. By the 

1930s, there were 14 sawmills in [the county].”  

Trinity County experienced great growth both during and after World War II. 

Wartime operations created a high demand for timber, as did a strong post-war economy. 

Once new timber excavation and milling technologies made some of Trinity County’s 

smaller timber operations obsolete, Northwest Timber Industries opened its largest mill in 

Hayfork. In total, the company employed about 150 people year-round during its peak in 

the mid-1980s through the early 1990s (Rod Lozano, p.c.). As one resident recounted: 

Lots of families from all over the United States, just like 
they did to every place else in California, that- families, 
people that’d been in the war and stuff, moved out [here]. 
Families and- was a lot of families from, um, the South, 
Midwest and stuff, all came because of the mill and the 
logging jobs too. 
 

This quote and the quote from Sherman (2009) above cite the growth of the timber 

industry in Trinity County as a precipitating event for a massive in-migration of Southern 

and Midwestern laborers, often known colloquially as “Okies” and “Arkies.” There is 

extensive literature on how Dust Bowl laborers were ghettoized in Southern and Central 

California towns (e.g., Gregory 1989), a process which led to enduring “Okie” and 

“Arkie” subcommunities within these regions. However, Trinitarians report that tensions 

between Dust Bowl immigrants and native residents didn’t last long in Trinity County. 

While some interviewees mentioned that there were separate “Cali” and “Okie” work 

camps at local timber sites for a couple years, the general consensus was that these other 

“Paul Bunyan types” were integrated into the county’s pre-existing survivalist culture 

quite quickly. Two possible reasons for their easy integration include: (1) the area’s Wild 

West ethos was already well established at the time of the population influx, perhaps 
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because some of the area’s original Anglo settlers hailed from Southern and Midwestern 

states (Jake Jackson Museum Archives, 2012); (2) other ethnicizing or racializing 

distinctions superseded the “Okie”-”Cali” distinction in local discourses, including 

“White”-”American Indian,” and “White”-”Black.” Certainly, Trinity County is still a 

very difficult place to be non-White—an issue I discuss further in Section 3.5. 

Trinity County’s heyday of population growth and economic health lasted until 

the late 1990s. At that time, the county’s timber industry collapsed under widespread 

pressures from environmentalists and the state’s contracting economy, which saw a 

declining demand for timber. New legislation was passed in June of 1990 that was 

designed to protect the nesting habitat of the northern spotted owl. Like all spotted owls, 

these owls nest in old-growth forests—forests that are often a prime target for culling or 

clear-cutting by timber companies. The provision listed the northern spotted owl as a 

“threatened” animal under the Endangered Species Act (Defenders of Wildlife, 2014), 

and once it was passed, timber companies were required to leave at least 40% of old-

growth forests intact within a 1.3 mile radius of any spotted owl nest or activity site 

(Andre and Velasquez, 2014).  

The effect of this legislation on the region’s economy was catastrophic. 

Thousands of people lost their jobs as timber excavation in Northern California dropped 

by 80% (US Census 2000; Daniels and Brehm 2003; Sherman 2009). According to 

county figures, 40% of Hayfork’s payroll disappeared in the 1990s, and salaries in the 

manufacturing end of the timber industry dropped from $16,322 in 1990 to $11,994 in 

2000. One local, Louis, championed a popular viewpoint when she said, “This is what the 

environmentalists are doing: they’re killing the rest of us to, to uh, preserve something 
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that can take care of itself.” But environmental legislation is hard to block in a state 

whose politics are largely dominated by two liberal urban centers: San Francisco and Los 

Angeles. Even at the peak of the spotted owl controversy, it seemed that only people 

whose families or communities were directly impacted by the provision opposed it; how 

can one be “against” saving an endangered species? But Trinitarians were, and still are, 

up in arms about the circumstances that led to the decline of the timber industry.  

In many locals’ views, the northern spotted owl was just a straw man for urban 

known-nothings’ generalized environmental concerns about deforestation. They contend 

that most of the logging that was occurring in Trinity County during the WWII and post-

WWII eras was environmentally responsible; it’s outsiders’ flawed understandings of the 

logging industry, what is required to keep a forest healthy, and what is required to 

minimize fire threat in a region that are to blame for their county’s poverty. Ellie Oaks 

recounted:  

That’s what closed down our mill was the spotted owl. We 
were killing their habitat, it almost killed our entire town, 
losing that mill, y’know. And lots of it’s from people who, 
um, don’t really know, like, lots of it was- the whole 
Hayfork to them, Trinity, Northern California, had been 
completely clear cut. No one thought, y’know. I- we read 
an article one time that said, “When the last log fell…” We 
were like, “What”? Look around, you know [there are 
plenty of trees here]. So lots of it is just people who don’t 
really know what they’re talking about and decide to get 
super involved into something they have no idea what the 
repercussions are gonna be for people like us.  

 
I heard this anecdote about reportage surrounding the spotted owl controversy a lot 

during my four months in Hayfork; native residents would tell me that newscasters and 

writers outside of the North State would consistently claim that Trinity County had 

literally clear-cut all of its timber, such that no trees remained in the county. I was never 
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able to get my hands on this coverage myself, though sensationalism is rampant in the 

media. Nasa.gov reports that deforestation as a whole isn’t the problem. The problem is 

that old-growth forests steadily declined between 1980 and 1994: 

Although the total amount of forest land cover [in Trinity 
County] never decreased much at any one time, the 
composition of forest age and species variety greatly 
changed, especially in the broader Pacific Northwest 
region. The overall amount of “old growth” forest steadily 
declined over time and concerns about the ecosystem’s 
ability to provide its long-standing goods and services have 
been raised, especially in the environmental science 
communities.6  
 

 But no environmental fact or fiction could obscure how many people would lose their 

jobs over the spotted owl provision. Cathy Ryan told me of local protests over legislation, 

“Everybody in- in town, everybody in Northern California, was really bitter and ugly 

and- and, you know, ‘The only good spotted owl was a dead one,’ and that kinda 

ridiculous stuff.” Timber industry veteran Chuck Barstow recounted a story to me about 

how the mill he worked at in Hayfork shut down for the day to attend local protests 

against this provision, even though they had never before stopped the machines from 

running before closing time. And of course, they carried signs that said, “The only good 

spotted owl is a dead spotted owl.”  

One claim often referenced by residents to suggest the hypocrisy of urban-

dwelling environmental groups is that large old-growth forests—like the Shasta-Trinity 

National Forest—need to be cleared of undergrowth. While this salvaged wood may 

provide residents with jobs and bring some income back into the area, more importantly, 

the clearing of the undergrowth prevents large-scale forest fires and allows for the older 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Visit http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/landsat/news/40th-landscapes-trinityCA_prt.htm to watch a timelapse video 
of Landsat data showing evidence of clear-cutting in Trinity County from 1980-1994. 
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trees to soak up more nutrients. Thus, locals like County Supervisor Rick Jankle argued 

that the spotted owl provision is detrimental to the very ecologies environmental groups 

aim to protect. He pointed out that the carbon dioxide (CO2) output of one major forest 

fire in Trinity County, which can occur multiple times in one year, exceeds the yearly 

combined CO2 emissions of San Francisco and Los Angeles. So why can’t some of the 

undergrowth be “salvaged” from Trinity County’s forests, in order to prevent that 

environmental hazard?7 he wondered.  

Once again, Trinitarians like Rick Jankle are observed to draw an ideological link 

between the downfall of the timber industry that sustained local communities and the 

incompetence of urban lawyers, legislators, and, often, “liberals” or “city folk” in 

general. Another common example of this oppositional stance-taking can be seen in 

residents’ claims that they self-identify as “environmentalists”—the difference is, they’re 

not “radicals” or “extremists.” Trinitarians strongly resented the notion that they did not 

care about their natural environment, and therefore made conversational moves to reclaim 

the term. My interviewees seemed to desire for environmentalist to mean something like 

“people who believe that we’re stewards of the land.” (The employees of the Watershed 

Research and Training Center in Hayfork that I talked with often repeated the words 

“stewards” and “stewardship” when talking about an ideal relationship between residents 

and their natural environment.) Native Hayforkian Mallie Freed explained to me: 

Course I’m pro-trees and pro-logging and I’m not- bad 
logging, but l- the same as like if I have my garden I’m 
gonna pick the weeds out, that’s the way I feel we should 
do our forests. We should take out the bad part and leave 
the good part. […] But if you lived in a little condominium 
that- sixteen stories high in a city, and all you have that’s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 CO2 is the primary “greenhouse gas” emitted through human activities that leads to global warming (USE.P.A. 2014). 
Refer to http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/ghgemissions/gases/co2.html for more information. 
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green is maybe a potted plant, and that’s where you grew 
up for your life, what do you know? You know. But I 
don’t- do- go down there and tell them what to do. That’s 
my opinion, you know, I don’t go down there and say, 
‘Hey, I don’t think you should do this.’ So I think the 
people who know about, the land should do the land and 
the people who live in the city should stay in the cities and 
do their thing but that’s my opinion again. [xx] Because, 
uh, [!] cuz I say that I am an environmentalist, but I am not 
an extremist. That it’s extremists that is ruining us. 

 
Evidently, most Trinitarians’ experience of this central event in the county’s history—the 

collapse of its economic backbone—is that California’s ignorant coastal urbanites 

cheated them out of an honest living.  

This discursively-constructed history prevails even when residents do admit that 

big lumber companies were engaging in environmentally detrimental practices during the 

height of timber excavation in the area. Like any big corporation, Northwest Timber 

Industries, Pacific Northwest, and other timber companies who had a stake in Trinity 

County did get greedy, these locals say. They take issue with the fact that timber 

excavation on public lands basically had to be completely cut off, rather than more 

closely regulated with deforestation concerns in mind. Hayforkian Ethan Cotter explained 

the situation to me this way:  

You know, the thing needed regulated to a degree. It was 
kinda- there was bad practice going on for sure, with the 
forest, so. They just needed a little more common-sense 
approach than wide open or shut down. Kinda isn’t really 
gonna work good either way. […] I think that’s just 
lawyers making money to tell you the truth most of those 
environmental organizations are- the lawyers basically- 
they make a living at it. I bet a lot of ‘em don’t care nearly 
as much about the environment as they say, but it’s a good 
way to get to people and, uh, kinda pull on their heart 
strings a little bit and what have you so. That’s the 
unfortunate part is it’s not even necessarily all for good 
motives. Some of it is, but a lot of it’s more about making 
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money and being in control and. I dunno, doesn’t seem to 
benefit anybody where it happens, it all benefits somebody 
else far away, so. 
 

This quote not only expresses a desire for a more moderate approach to balancing 

economic and environmental concerns, but also a deep skepticism of (city-based) 

governmental systems and powerful people’s motives for doing what they do.  

This skepticism is bolstered by how the governmental regulates and distributes 

some of Trinity County’s other natural resources. One such hot topic is water rights. 

Since the state owns the county’s reservoirs, a lot of Trinity County’s water is shipped 

southward to sustain Central Valley farms and to fuel the expansion of coastal 

metropolises like San Francisco. Hayforkian Ethan Cotter remarked: 

The biggest water right issue that Trinity County has is 
the Central Valley Project taking water from Trinity Lake 
and the Trinity River System down to the valley. […] 
That water is all water that could be in the county for- 
even if they wanted to put it in the river for the fish or 
whatever but, um. We know they have a pretty big 
allotment that goes away on account of that. 
 

Hayforkian Mallie Freed expressed an even more dismal view of the state’s water 

allotment practices, and the position those practices put her family in: 

Of course we do- don’t like giving our water to Southern 
California. […] And I’m talkin’ about like the Sacramento 
Valley or down in there where we raise food, I think they 
should have the first to raise the food for us. An- and people 
with their swimming pools can go without, that’s the way I 
look at it you know. […] Food should be one of the important 
things that we dwell on, and it seems like they just keep 
pushing it out, you know, puttin’ more houses, more 
everything. […] They need to make it some way where we’re 
feeding ourselves and not doing it from other places. But I 
don’t know, it’s really hard. I try to grow as much stuff as I 
can for myself, because I just feel who knows what we’re 
getting when we go to the grocery store anymore. 
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The diversion of raw materials out of the region, as well as the designation of much local 

land for state and national parks and the ever-increasing regulations on survival strategies 

like hunting, seems to force residents into power struggles over the scant resources that 

remain available to private citizens. As Marty Ryan describes: 

The outlying communities are always complaining about 
what, you know, maybe the county seat has that they 
don’t have. But, uh, um, unless you’re flushed with cash, 
you’re gonna get that, so. We’re one of the most isolated 
counties in the state, so I don’t- I don’t see any of that 
changing unless for some reason the state gets rich. Um, 
the biggest thing it probably affects are schools in our 
county right now, is, um, um. We don’t get any revenue 
from our forests and so un- until, y’know, the state or the 
federal government comes up for, uh, a new formula for 
that or- or. […] I mean unless they do something like we 
get paid for carbon credit or some dang thing I- there’s 
not any logging. Any logging that happens is pretty much 
private. 

 
Private companies used to pay the county sizeable sums to excavate timber off of public 

land. But since strict environmental regulations have since quelled most of that 

excavation, the county has very little money to buy students textbooks, upkeep their 

treacherous mountain roads, and so on.  

When taken together, all of these 

individual material issues aggregate into 

residents’ howling distrust of, and enmity 

for, current governmental systems, 

governing bodies, and political leaders. It’s 

hardly surprising, then, that most native 

Trinitarians’ stated political beliefs are Figure 3.17: Constitutionalist rally in Weaverville. 
Photo by Katherine Geenberg, 2012 
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conservative (especially in the more rural communities), with people’s party affiliations 

ranging from Republican to libertarian to Tea Party Member to Constitutionalist. One 

could argue that these people’s interests would be—and in many cases are—better served 

by the kinds of publicly-funded social programs that are furthered by the very “socialist 

dictatorship” they loathe. But Trinitarians’ experiences of, and interpretations of, 

government regulation of their county’s resources and land-based industries has been so 

negative that they are wary of “big government” in general. As Rick Jankle stated: 

The problem we’re having or- or, uh, the situation that’s 
occurring is that people are getting so frustrated with the 
fact that they feel that these big issues are being ignored we 
have all of these fringe groups coming up. We’ve got, uh, 
Trinity County Patriots, we got the Constitutionals, we 
have the, uh, even the Tea Party and, uh, you know. So. 
And those are all built out of frustration. 

 
Co-Chair of the local Tea Party Howie Shrell described his viewpoint as follows: 

People are w- people are interested in the election and 
they’re worried about the country. […] They’re afraid of 
what the Progressives want. And uh Socialism and- and all 
that entails and, uh. There’s a- there’s a- an agenda that 
would like to see the United States change tremendously. 
To a socialist dictator. And, uh, so people aren’t too happy 
about that. […] I’m not here to tell you who to vote for, but 
I am here to advise you what type of government we need 
to maintain and that’s a constitutional Republical- 
Republic. Not a Socialist, uh, dictatorship. 
 

Howie Shrell does sound frustrated. And so did many other Trinitarians.  
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Many residents are so enraged with the current state of political affairs that they 

even talk semi-seriously about seceding from the state. The idea of secession has a long 

history in rural Northern California. The most famous of these movements peaked in the 

early 1900s, when Trinity County and other rural Northern Californians teamed up with 

some southern Oregonians to propose a 51st State of Jefferson. A rendering of this 

proposed state can be see in Figure 3.18. Proponents of the State of Jefferson, which is a 

heavily forested, 

mountainous, and sparsely 

populated region, argued 

that they have 

fundamentally different 

daily concerns than urban 

California and Oregon 

residents (Jefferson 

Statehood Project 2013). 

Though the original incarnation of the Jefferson State Movement screeched to a halt with 

the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941, Trinity County remains an exemplar of North State 

culture. The separatist, law-flouting, survivalist sentiments that once fueled this 

movement are still alive and well today in the area, now known as the North State. 

(Whenever I flipped on the news in Trinity County, local newscasters always referred to 

the region as “the North State”—not as Northern California, or anything else.) And as 

long as urban-proposed and urban-voter-dominated legislature continues to determine 

what happens in these counties, North Staters will likely continue to whittle their 

Figure 3.18: The proposed boundaries of the State of Jefferson, the 51st 
state. Reproduced from http://www.jeffersonstate.com/. 
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antagonism for urban Californians. As one Trinitarian quipped, “San Francisco likes to 

think it’s Northern California, but it ain’t.” 

 

3.4 Why “Hillbilly” Isn’t the Same as “Country”: The Importance of (Hard) Work and 
Autonomy in Trinity County 

As of yet, no fully legal production economy has moved in to fill the vacuum left by the 

timber industry. The 2010 unemployment rate in Hayfork was 28.4% (US Census), as 

compared to the state unemployment rate of 9.8% in December of 2012 (US Bureau of 

Labor Statistics). Hayfork’s principal export is now marijuana; in the words of Southern 

Trinity native Alison Rick, “we went from falling trees to growing them.” Local opinions 

on marijuana are fractious. On the one hand, the cannabis cultivation industry is 

understood as the newest incarnation of the town’s long-standing reputation for 

independence and lawlessness. The area was, locals state, originally settled by “outlaws.” 

As Hayforkian Louis Hollman noted, most people ended up in the county because 

“somebody in their family was running from someone and came here.” So the current 

popularity of the cannabis crop fits with natives’ enduring self-image; they are white, 

survivalist, law-flouting hill people.  

On the other hand, Trinitarians believe in few things above hard work and 

commonsense ethics. And some residents see a conflict between earning one’s living off 

of a semi-legal product (while oftentimes collecting welfare and/or food stamps 

simultaneously), and embodying the county’s “work hard, live hard” ideal. Finally, 

Trinitarians deeply value their privacy and their tight-knit communities’ safety—that’s 

why they’ve chosen to live so far off the beaten path. But now the area’s thriving pot 
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business has caused international drug cartels, Fox News8, and “the feds” to take a special 

interest in Trinity County. This is Foucault (2011)’s “art of government” at its most 

efficacious; while Hayforkians say they love their hometown because they can be left 

alone there to fashion, as one man put it, “their own little Shangri-Las,” the US 

government has clear economic and political interests in the area.  

Locals report that cannabis has always been grown and processed in Trinity 

County, with the last climax occurring during the cultural revolution of the 1960s and 

1970s. Never before has it been grown in such massive quantities, however. The recent 

uptick results from California’s implementation of Proposition 215 and State Senate Bill 

420, which grant some residents considerable freedom to purchase, grow, possess, and 

transport cannabis plants and/or cultivated marijuana. Proposition 215, also known as the 

Compassionate Use Act of 1996, allows patients with a valid doctor’s recommendation 

(and their Primary Caregivers) to possess and cultivate marijuana for personal medical 

use. Common medical conditions for which marijuana are prescribed include cancer, 

persistent gastro-intestinal disorders, and chronic pain. Notably, this Act did not prevent 

local police from arresting and prosecuting those who took advantage of its allowances; it 

was problematic in the sense that it effectively only provided a defense for those who had 

already been arrested (www.canorml.org).  

SB 420, which took effect on January 1, 2004, established guidelines for how 

much marijuana patients could grow and possess under Proposition 215, and also 

encouraged doctors to distribute “215 cards” to qualifying patients: photo IDs which 

would immediately identify them to law enforcement as being protected under 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 A video of a Fox News report on the marijuana boom in Hayfork can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Fda6uOPfFs 
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Proposition 215. SB 420 states that patients may grow or possess up to six mature or 

twelve immature cannabis plants, or up to eight ounces of processed marijuana. In 

deference to local autonomy, counties and cities are allowed to establish higher, but not 

lower, guidelines under SB 420. Trinity County passed County Code 8.55 in June 2012 

that allows more plants to be grown on larger land parcels (www.canorml.org), for 

example. But an important subtext of many discussions over these laws is that basically 

anyone can get a 215 card if they want one. As Mallie Freed described:  

And here was a pickup parked right out there by- as you 
come in fr- where that village is right up there [near 
Hayfork’s downtown], and that said “215s are sold here.” I 
mean, these doctors just come in and they sell them, the 
215s. If you have the money you can buy it. I probably 
coulda went and bought one if I had wanted it. 

 
The easy accessibility of 215 cards fosters local resentment for the growth of cannabis 

and use of marijuana; many people believe marijuana is primarily used to get high, even 

if they also believe it has some health benefits, and that the cannabis industry is primarily 

about making money, not helping those with serious medical conditions. Another 

important controversy surrounding Proposition 215 and SB 240 is that they are both in 

clear violation of federal legislation prohibiting the use, distribution, and possession of 

marijuana.  

This conflict between county/state laws and federal laws about marijuana has 

been taken up as an opportunity for Trinitarians to show their opposition to “big 

government”—to “over-regulation” that encroaches on their personal freedoms. So, 

residents tell me that cannabis cultivation and production has exploded in Trinity County 

over the past decade. Yet, reports about who exactly is engaging in this industry are 

varied, as are moral judgments concerning this engagement. The out-of-towners who are 
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observed as coming into Trinity County on a seasonal basis specifically to grow and 

process cannabis are far more frequently vilified than locals who “have always grown a 

couple plants to supplement their incomes.” Many of my interviewees reported that they 

did exactly this, and some of them took me to tour their grows. But when I asked 

Hayforkian Cathy Ryan who was running the biggest growing operations in the area—

local or “out-of-state” people—she replied: 

The really big grows on government property, uh, what we 
understand is the Mexican mafia. And- and so far the- the 
folks they have arrested have been Mexicans. I mean full-
on, you know, they are from Mexico they’re not just folks 
that are working here in California. 
 

Whether or not it’s true that “full-on” Mexicans are growing the most marijuana in the 

county right now, this racialized perception of the big grows undoubtedly feeds residents’ 

fear of the dangers associated with the pot business. And when outsiders who grow and 

trim pot in Trinity County are not framed as Mexicans or Hmong, they are othered as 

“transients” and “dirty hippies” with “dreadlocks and scabies.”  

Through careful discursive maneuvering, the dirty, dangerous, and criminal 

elements of the marijuana industry are largely associated with non-native Trinitarians. 

Bruce Hoffson, an older man, echoed many common complaints about the industry when 

he said: 

I’ve got these dope growers shooting at each other and 
raising cane [marijuana] and pitbulls all over the place. The 
pristine beauty of this place is not the same as it was before 
this happened. And this- we’ve just had a influx of this type 
of people because a 215 says it’s legal to grow here. The 
state government says it’s okay, the feds say it’s not, and 
this sheriff says, ‘I gotta go with the state.’ Cuz we’re in the 
state of California. And the feds are trying to toughen it up 
which everybody here hopes that they do and get rid of this 
cancer that has hit Northern California.  
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Note the othering strategy of calling the cannabis growers “these dope growers”; the 

“these” puts ideological distance between the speaker and the kinds of people who grow 

cannabis, as was discussed in Acton (2012). Sherry Adele, an older woman, was less 

forceful in her complaints about pot-growers, and seemed more saddened by how the 

recent marijuana boon has made her feel less safe in her community: 

We’ve gone from being a timber- timber community, uh, to 
more of a pot-growing community actually, and retired 
people. And it’s just a wh- a whole different atmosphere 
here now than what we used to know. So actually, um, th- 
the pot growers, most of them are just transients. They 
come in the summertime. They’re not here during the 
winter so we never really get acquainted with them, but. 
Some of ‘em I have and they’re really pretty nice people, 
but then some really terrible things are going on too, 
especially up on Trinity Pines [a community 7 miles from 
Hayfork], you know, the criminal element. There’s 
shootings all the time and we just heard about a- a br- a- 
someone that had a home up there, it was- it was just 
utterly trashed. Everything was stolen out of it and a baby 
bear that they had killed was tossed down into their well. 
You know, just vandalism like that and it just breaks our 
hearts to see that happening and so we don’t feel as safe 
now as we used to here. Um, it’s just different. But we still 
love it. We just- a lot of us carry our guns now.  

 

Fascinatingly, there seems to be a rift between perceptions of the increased dangers of 

today’s Trinity County and the county’s reported crime statistics. These statistics are 

reproduced in Table 3.1, and summarized below.  
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Table 3.1: Crime statistics for Trinity County, 2000-2009 (US Department of Justice, http://stats.doj.ca.gov/) 
 
When reviewing the statistics reported by the US Department of Justice for 2000-2009 

(accessed online in 2014), I find that: 

1. Violent crimes peaked in 2003 and 2004, then dropped back down to almost 

exactly what they were in 2000. 

2. Property crimes have steadily decreased over time, from 188 reported property 

crimes in 2000 to 123 reported property crimes in 2009.  

3. Larceny/theft crimes have decreased over time, from 125 reported crimes in 2000 

to 66 in 2009.  

Of course, it is possible that more crimes are occurring and they are simply going 

unreported, and/or that the precipitous drop in employed police in Trinity County makes 

Trinitarians feel generally less safe; given that locals don’t believe the police will come 

when they call them, just a few violent crimes may be enough to inspire widespread fear 

in residents. Furthermore, a big jump is observed in both property crimes and larceny-

theft crimes between 2008 and 2009. These are at least two of the kinds of crimes that 
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one would expect to increase with the uptick in marijuana growth in the region. Perhaps, 

then, these two upturns represent the beginning of a new trend towards increased criminal 

activity in the county, such that locals’ opinions on the industry are actually well-

founded. I cannot make any conclusive statements about that issue in the dissertation.  

Opinions on the marijuana industry are also clearly age-graded. While there are 

some older Trinitarians who are not opposed to the recent growth of the industry, and all 

that it brings with it, most young people seem to have a more intimate and compassionate 

understanding of the choice to grow cannabis—likely because almost all of their friends 

grow, even if they, personally, choose not to. Residents in their thirties or younger who 

want to settle down in their home county are simultaneously most sympathetic to and 

most frustrated by the industry, because while it does provide some with an income, it is 

not an ideal solution for their area’s broken economy. Hayfork Joan Walter told me: 

I feel like as I get older and I’m trying to work and, like, 
how can I, like, stay longer [in Hayfork], you know, and 
it’s always been an issue of. like, not having a job, you 
know. And- and I do kind of, you know, get jealous of 
people that have come and, you know, they grow pot and 
they can live here. I’m like, it’s cheating, like, [xx] you 
know? 

 
For Joan, cultivating cannabis is “cheating” not because it’s illegal according to the 

federal government, but because it allows people to opt out of competing for a “real” job 

in the region’s failing job market while still making enough money to live in the place 

that she loves. Since Joan doesn’t want to make the choice to grow cannabis herself, this 

opting-out seems unfair to her. Roy Ferry, a young man who works at his father’s local 

tire business, had this to say of trying to survive in his hometown of Hayfork: 

It’s hard living here, there’s no- there’s no like, large 
paying, straight, get a job, retire. There’s the county or own 
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your own business or work for somebody who owns their 
own business. That’s pretty much it. Or, grow pot. [xx] 

 
But he also harbored resentment for the industry’s presence in his community. He said 

that he was scared for his wife and kid, now that so many growers and trimmers had 

started coming into town. Likely because of this family orientation and his comfortable 

employment status, his stance towards marijuana seemed to mimic that of his parent’s 

generation. That similarity did not escape him: 

Y’know, I don’t want to sound like that seventy year-old 
that is immediately jumping to, y’know, the devil’s 
coming. But    over the last four years you can’t deny it, 
[the marijuana industry has] brought a different type of 
person to Hayfork and- and as much as, ah, I don’t like it, 
it’s brought and- and it’s brought a lot more of a criminal 
atmosphere with it too, y’know. There’s a lot of people that 
have come to town, to grow a lotta pot and make a lotta 
money. And any time that happens you get theft and you 
get- it- it gets dangerous, y’know. There’s a lotta areas out 
in Trinity Pines you can’t go. Y’know you just, you don’t. I 
mean you’ll get attacked by a dog or shot or at the very 
worst you might get beat up and at the very least, y’know. 
So I don’t like that, not for somebody who likes to be in the 
woods, wheeling around [riding my dirt bike], y’know, 
don’t want a gun pulled on me. 

 
But as Roy said himself, today’s Trinitarians have few options for making a living wage, 

especially if they don’t want to take advantage of government aid. And many born-and-

bred locals would rather work odd jobs and live off the land in what outsiders would view 

as complete destitution than take “government handouts.” As Sherman (2009) writes of 

the survivalist ethos in this region:  

The culture... was built around the value of hard labor for 
its own sake, with survival and masculine pride often being 
its only rewards. Poverty per se was not looked down upon, 
but rather poverty in the absence of work. (59)  
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The way Trinitarians talk about themselves and their communities demonstrates 

that this culture of stubborn self-sufficiency falls out of the local dearth of opportunities 

to make more “traditional” material and political gains. Sherman (2009) makes a similar 

argument, in the vein of Bourdieu (1986). She claims that in the absence of other kinds of 

capital, rural Northern Californians construct their personal and community identities 

around moral, or symbolic, capital. This moral capital may then be traded for other 

material and symbolic forms of capital, including jobs and the social ties to get them (or 

at least some free home-cooked meals). In the symbolic marketplace of Trinity County, 

those who have the least moral capital are: (1) those who are lazy, who have an aversion 

to hard work; and (2) those who are inauthentic, who claim to be something other than 

what they are.  

People who grow cannabis plants, people who collect unemployment and/or use 

food stamps, and people who do both are all at the low end of the totem pole in these 

ways. Hayforkian Mallie Freed complained to me about the relations between 

unemployment, welfare, the pot business, and locals’ lack of “pride in themselves” at 

length: 

These people are not growing it for the dispensaries they’re 
growing it for the money. And people who never work, 
never work, have all these fancy cars and fancy everything 
and, uh. Here, all of the people here that work, you know, 
of course and live, oh, the right kind of life or what I call 
the right kind of life anyway, watch all this go by. […] It’s 
a lot easier to go grow that stuff than to go to work or leave 
town and go find a job. That’s the way I felt and, you 
know, I have a real hard time with people who can’t find a 
job. They may not be findin’ a job that they think is right 
for them, but I believe there’s a job out there if they want it 
bad enough. Now I had to work, for a little while ‘fore I got 
my bus driving job at the market down here and raised two 
boys and I only made a hundred and twenty-seven dollars a 
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week. But I didn’t wanna go on welfare or whatever you 
call it or food stamps or anything. And my sons and I all 
worked, h- they worked at the feed store and we made it 
‘till I got a better job. […] I had to go to work that was it or 
go on welfare and I wasn’t doing that. No matter- I mean 
the only time I’d do that is if my kids were starving. And I 
really believe that a lot of people use that for excuses I 
really do. […] If you work and make money you have pride 
in yourself. And I’ll always say that the people that are on 
the welfare and stay on it have no pride in themselves. But 
they just do it and pretty soon it gets to be a lifestyle. For 
the children too. And these kids over here have been- a lot 
of them have been heard saying, ‘Oh we’re just going to 
grow pot, it’s what we’re going to do when we graduate, 
cuz that’s where the money is.’ 

 
The idea of a “welfare lifestyle” or a “welfare cycle,” where generations of Trinitarians 

could elude having a “real job,” was a common soapbox in the county, particularly 

among older residents. These discourses were reminiscent of Ronald Reagan’s so-called 

“welfare queens” cavorting in their Cadillacs (Baker 2012). But they don’t seem to have 

much basis in reality. According to the US Census, public assistance receipt in Trinity 

County actually fell by 50% between 1990 and 2000—the decade after the timber 

industry collapsed. This fall could likely be attributed to both welfare reform and a 

growing local and supralocal stigma surrounding public assistance. The persistence of 

local beliefs about families who live a life of leisure on government income and drug 

money is truly remarkable, when considering how strikingly these statistics diverge from 

natives’ ideologies. A younger Hayforkian told me: 

My mom was just talking about, like, how one of her 
students she used to teach at the continuation school- and 
she was saying how one of the students had come from 
Texas and she was like, you know, ‘Why did you come 
here all the way from Texas?’ And he’s like, ‘Well, they 
pay more welfare out here you know.’ [xx] And she was 
like, ‘Oh great,’ you know, and. She said that she had the 
feeling that a lot of people, you know, would come here 
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because they could collect more welfare and, you know, 
you can’t get jobs, so they’d be like,  
‘Sorry, you know, I’m trying, but.’ 
 

 The implication, of course, is that these residents aren’t really trying to find work at all. 

And since Hayforkians equate working hard with being morally upright, these “welfare 

queens and kings” are widely disparaged by native Trinitarians—even though just as 

many, if not more, native Trinitarians likely participate in these programs. Martha Bill, 

native Hayforkian and mother of three, remarked: 

There are certain places that just seem a little bit hopeless, 
where people are just gen- and Hayfork has that element, 
too, generation upon generation of people who are really 
not doing anything and they’re really not teaching their 
kids and they’re really, like, not even getting that life might 
be something more than just eating McDonalds and 
collecting a check from the government. 
 

Not only do Hayforkians equate working hard and “living hard”—i.e., living off 

the land—with moral virtue, they also associate them with authenticity. If you’re not 

working (hard), you’re not a “real” Trinitarian. And this de-authenticating finger-pointing 

fuels the fire of local resentments between more and less rural communities within 

Trinity County, as well as between Trinity County’s towns and other urban and rural 

California communities. As I discussed in Section 2.2, Ellie Oaks captured a popular, 

more rural person’s take on Weaverville when she said that Weavervillians are “pretty 

snobby and grandiose.” Hayforkians don’t just resent Weavervillians because, as Mickey 

Ryan said, they are the “haves” and Hayforkians are the “havenots.” They resent them 

because they believe Weavervillians are working to construct an image of their town that 

doesn’t align with local perceptions of the place. Weaverville’s small art museums, 

monthly “art walk,” “nice” restaurants, weekly café open mics, etc. suggest that the town 
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wants to be (or, at least, to brand itself as) a smaller, cheaper, more beautiful San 

Francisco, when it is really a rather tiny, sleepy tourist town. When the social meanings 

of real, authentic, and moral/good are combined with independent, self-sufficient, 

outdoorsy, and hardworking, one begins to understand what it means to be a “hillbilly” in 

Trinity County. Sherry Adele invoked a mythic North American figure to codify the ideal 

mix of toughness and moral uprightness she believed was exemplified by Hayforks’ old 

timers; she called them “Paul Bunyan-type people.” She continued:  

Rough but- really rough on the outside but they’d give you 
the shirt off your back if- if you needed something, you 
know, that kind of person. Honest and a lot of integrity. 

 
 More rural Trinitarians fancy themselves the realest, hardest-living people in 

California; they are the “old West,” and they’re not sure that the new West is one they 

want to live in. For these reasons, they don’t identify with the desires of and struggles of 

the Central Valley’s agrarian communities (who they disparagingly refer to as 

“flatlanders”), just as they don’t identify with the desires of and struggles of the state’s 

urban coastal dwellers. Similarly, though Trinitarians consume and take up some 

elements of popular Country culture in their individual styles, nearly no one calls 

themselves “Country” or refers to their region as “the Country”; Trinitarians are “hill 

people,” “mountain people,” or occasionally “rednecks,” and they live “way out here,” 

“in the mountains,” or “in the valley.” While some men drive raised-bed trucks around 

their towns, John Deere equipment and clothing is widely considered “too snooty” for 

Trinitarians. And while there’s always Country music playing in Weaverville’s Tops, and 

many Hayforkians have Verizon ringback tones featuring popular Country artists, 

residents noted that the lifestyles portrayed in this music appear privileged and 
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superficial. To them, they appear to embody the look of living hard rather than the 

realities of hard living. As Ellie Oaks remarked to me off-tape:  

Do people in Country music videos ever do anything but, 
like, ride four-wheelers and drink beer? Like, I love those 
things, but m- I mean, me and my boyfriend built this porch 
we’re sitting on with wood we cut our damn selves. 

 

3.5 Historical and Contemporary Racism in Trinity County: What Else Does It Take to 
Be “Hillbilly”? 

3.5.1 The Nor-Rel-Muk Nation 

Many Trinitarians are quick to admit that their county, like most frontier settlements, has 

a long history of racism. Then they are likely to tell you how accepting residents are of 

“people of different backgrounds” nowadays, especially for such a “redneck” or 

“backasswards,” “hillbilly” county. But race-based antipathy and violence are not a thing 

of the past there. This history is still being made in the present. The language that many 

residents use to talk about racial or ethnic groups they don’t consider White, the 

stereotypes they invoke in these discourses, the demographic facts of the county, and the 

Weaverville museum’s historical reports all betray deep-seated racisms, which range 

from well-meaning-but-misguided “benevolent” racisms to malevolent hate crimes.  

Of course, Native tribes were the original inhabitants of Trinity County. The Nor-

Rel-Muk band of the Wintu tribe were the most populous Natives in the area, numbering 

at least two thousand, and they were based in the town of Hayfork (Norton 1979). When 

White settlers arrived to the county, their responses to the Nor-Rel-Muk’s presence were 

prototypically violent. The most well-known and frequently recounted example of this 

violence was an event known as the Bridge Gulch Massacre. “Bridge Gulch” refers to the 

gulch of Natural Bridge, a 200-foot natural limestone arch in Hayfork (Trinity County 
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2014). In 1852, then-sheriff William H. Dixon and his posse murdered between one 

hundred and fifty and three hundred Nor-Rel-Muk there (Norton 1979). The act was 

justified as a revenge killing.  

A few days before the massacre, a group of Nor-Rel-Muk purportedly killed a 

well-known citizen of Weaverville, J.R. Anderson, and drove off his cattle. So William 

H. Dixon and his assembled men attempted to track this group of Nor-Rel-Muk, 

eventually coming upon an Indian encampment near Natural Bridge. Under the cover of 

night, Dixon and the posse crossed the bridge. They opened fire on everyone in the 

encampment just as the sun was rising. Since the Nor-Rel-Muk men were mostly away 

from camp at that time, already out scouting and hunting, the victims were almost all 

women and children. Some accounts of the event say that babies were brutally slain, their 

heads split open on rocks (Shrell 2005). Reports vary as to whether or not there were any 

survivors, but many Trinitarians think there were; a handful of people likely escaped, and 

some women were taken by the White men for “wives” (Shrell, 27 November 2011). It is 

not known if any of the Indians who died that day were involved in the killing of J.R. 

Anderson (Norton 1979), but after Dixon and his men rode back into Weaverville, “there 

was not a door on a building in town that didn’t have a scalp hanging from it”—at least 

according to Weavervillian Howie Shrell, who wrote and self-published a (2005) book on 

the ordeal titled, Thunder Up The Creek: The Story of the Bridge Gulch Massacre. 

White Trinitarians who came to the region in search of gold, freedom from the 

law, or both, had already been killing Native populations in smaller numbers for years. 

Howie Shrell told me:  

By 1872 here in Trinity County this- there was two 
thousand [Nor-Rel-Muk] here to begin with and it was 
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down to like less than a hundred. So, what disease didn’t 
kill, what starvation didn’t kill, the White man just took 
target practice. And that’s pretty well-documented too. 

 
But the Bridge Gulch Massacre is the single event in the county’s history of White-Indian 

relations that truly seems to linger in the air today. White residents always brought up this 

massacre when I mentioned the Nor-Rel-Muk to them. And those I spoke with who 

identified as American Indian talked about that day with great sadness. In the words of 

Howie Shrell: 

For the remaining tribal members, it- it’s an ever-present 
black cloud hanging over their head. […] I had a young, 
uh- uh, tribal member, [Joe Carter] […] he’s a- let’s see, 
he’s the grandson of [the last “full-blooded” Wintun 
woman], who was a niece to one of the survivors of the 
massacre. And until my book came out, he thought that the 
pioneers in Hayfork had actually- their- the big names in 
Hayfork, uh, their ancestors were actually involved in the 
massacre. And he didn’t realize it ‘till I wrote this book that 
most of the volunteers in most of the posse were from 
Weaverville. […] Almost nobody from Hayfork. Which 
relieved him, made him feel better. Because he didn’t- 
didn’t hold that- that old- that old grudge, that old sour 
feeling in the back of his mind. […] But I- I think a lot of 
the older ones in their fifties, sixties, and seventies, um, it 
bothers them to this day and will bother them forever. It’s 
just something they can’t hardly get around. 

 
As Howie tells it, Nor-Rel-Muk Hayforkian Joe Carter was relieved that his own 

townspeople, whose descendants Joe interacts with on a daily basis, weren’t involved in 

the Bridge Gulch Massacre. While Shrell is wrong about Joe’s age—he was over fifty-

five at the time of our interview—this quote nonetheless reveals how White-American 

Indian tensions are very much alive in Trinity County today. Furthermore, it speaks to the 

continuing friction between Hayfork and Weaverville. The more rural, poorer 

Hayforkians hardly need another reason to dislike their “snobby” neighbors. But the fact 
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that Weavervillians were instrumental in murdering some of the last living Nor-Rel-Muk 

only adds fuel to the fire of this local rivalry for some Hayforkians. Not most White 

Hayforkians, however. As Howie himself said, “I don’t feel sorry for the Indians now, 

cuz their opportunities now if they want to avail themselves, of it, are tremendous.” It 

was unclear to me what opportunities Howie was talking about.  

Though the Nor-Rel-Muk filed for federal recognition back in 1985 (Perce, 7 

February 2012), they have not since been recognized by the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

(BIA) or by the State of California as a legitimate Native American tribe. This means that 

they receive no government aid nowadays, aside from being granted access to some free 

medical care services in the city of Redding, which is at least an hour and a half from 

Hayfork. To add injury to insult, these services are housed at the Rancheria that is home 

to the Indian tribes of Shasta County that are federally recognized (Redding Rancheria 

Clinic 2014). Though the Nor-Rel-Muk were once recognized as part of the Wintu tribe 

in the 1800s, a long series of federal and state slights subsequently delegitimized this 

band of Indians. For example, in 1851—one year before the Bridge Gulch Massacre—an 

agent of the US Commission of Indian Affairs (now the BIA) signed a treaty 

guaranteeing that all Wintu in Northern California would be granted reservation land. But 

the treaty was never ratified in Washington D.C., so the Wintu never received the land 

they were promised (La Pena 2002). Moreover, in order for a tribe to become federally 

recognized these days, they must, among other things, prove that they have regularly 

convened tribal meetings in a central location over the years. This request would seem far 

more reasonable if the Nor-Rel-Muk had been granted any suitable land parcels on which 

they could meet. In this way, the federal government cuts the legs off of Native tribes and 
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then asks them to jump through hoops to receive any financial support that may preserve 

their tribe’s culture, language, and surviving peoples.  

While some Nor-Rel-Muk individuals have been given small land holdings and 

sums of money over the past hundred and fifty years, these people are hardly the 

beneficiaries of public funds (and sympathy) that some White Trinitarians understand 

them to be. Nor-Rel-Muk Hayforkian Rob Perce recounted the story of the tribe’s long 

fight for federal recognition to me for about an hour the first time I met him. After having 

led this initiative for over a decade, and even traveling to Washington D.C. to appeal to 

some BIA employees in person, he told me he was “an old dog ready to retire.” He said 

he hoped someone younger would continue the quest, “but pretty much every young 

person who’s anyone moves out of Hayfork these days,” including his own children, who 

he reported seemed largely uninterested in Native politics or traditions.  

 Locals’ contemporary beliefs about the Nor-Rel-Muk seem to be subsumed by 

their broader conservative fiscal and social ideologies, and overt, over-arching racisms. 

Several White Hayforkians expressed antagonism toward today’s Native residents 

because they believe these residents are: (1) greedily benefitting from casino profits 

(though the Nor-Rel-Muk have no stakes in the nearby Redding casino, and have yet to 

formalize any plans to build their own); (2) some of the worst “welfare queens” around; 

and/or (3) receiving “special treatment” in schools and so on, in order to compensate for 

historical injustices, like other minority groups. When I interviewed Mallie Freed, an 

older Hayforkian, she expressed her general distaste for the recompense she believed 

minorities are receiving these days, and then focused that frustration on the Nor-Rel-

Muk. She gave voice to a popular White viewpoint in Trinity County when she stated: 
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I feel everyone should be treated equal but I don’t believe 
that the minorities, or what used to be the minorities, 
should have more than we have. And it seems like it’s 
gettin’ to be that way. […] See, they were here with- 
mostly with us before they became, like, with the casinos 
and all that. They were here and th- it- were just part of us, 
you know, cuz, uh, a lot of Indian land around here. And, 
uh, I have relatives that married into our family that are 
Native American. […] They’re just like- they’re 
Hayforkians, you know, I mean we don’t even think of 
them as Native Ame- I don’t think of them as Native 
Americans they’re the same as me, that’s the way I look at 
it. […] When I grew up […] I spent times at Natural Bridge 
and stuff and it was wonderful and people came there and 
they had a big book in there where people signed from all 
over the country. Nothing I liked better than to go and read 
the book and see who had been to visit. Our Natural 
Bridge, that was our Natural Bridge. And, boy, now they’re 
all to do about the Natural Bridge and that we, you know, 
the Whites did bad to ‘em and all that. They took the book 
away, you know, it’s none of that anymore. But I think it 
was better when everybody enjoyed it. And, uh, and I think 
they need to leave bygones be bygones, not dredge up the 
past. We can’t change the past, we didn’t do it, you and me 
didn’t do it, you know? 
 

This rhetoric of “we shouldn’t have to pay for the mistakes of our ancestors” sounds 

strikingly similar to some racist discourses about slavery; why should Black Americans 

be treated differently today, “just because” of the heinous acts of America’s forebears? 

This discursive framing of anti-American Indian bigotry in Trinity County also implies 

that such oppressions are a thing of the past. Yet, it does not appear that the Nor-Rel-Muk 

Nation will achieve federal recognition anytime soon, and though they have won some 

battles surrounding Natural Bridge, they still have no reservation to call home. White 

locals don’t seem to believe they deserve one.  

 As a result of these intersecting marginalizations, many of the Nor-Rel-Muk I 

spoke with were pessimistic about the future of their tribe, and the rights of their children 
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to claim any “Indianness” at all. La Pena (2005) summarized the effects of material and 

social oppressions on the Wintu’s tribal identity as follows: 

With the loss and destruction of each sanctuary on the land, 
a little more of our heritage as Wintu and our cultural 
legacy was hidden away from each succeeding generation, 
so that in this millenium, we Wintu are faced with a crucial 
issue of whether we have the right to claim our existence as 
‘Indians’ with a valid history and culture. (15) 

  
Many of my interviewees who self-identified as Nor-Rel-Muk questioned their own, or 

other tribe members’, rights to “authentic Indianness.” Words like “valid,” “legitimate,” 

and “real” frequently came up in their discussions of local Indianness, as markers of the 

marginalization of the Nor-Rel-Muk by local Whites.  

 The antagonistic, individualistic attitudes of Hayfork’s early Anglo people were 

clearly intertwined with the greed and bloodlust that informed their treatment of the 

area’s Native peoples. Nonetheless, these attitudes have been passed down through the 

generations as a point of pride. As I wrote in Section 3.4, regional urban-rural hostilities 

in California recur within Trinity County, as some towns are inevitably positioned as 

“harder” and more “hillbilly” than others—e.g., the Weaverville-Hayfork rivalry. Those 

“snobby” Weavervillians, with their art museums and chain stores and grocery-stocked 

homes, simply don’t fit the social type around which the county has built its enduring 

reputation. So the most “hillbilly” towns in Trinity County are considered the most “real” 

representatives of the region.  

 Similarly, the county’s local Native populations are often denied the status of 

“real hillbillies” because they aren’t White Paul Bunyan-types, even though many living 

Nor-Rel-Muk worked in the timber industry, and these people’s forebears were the 

original stewards of the county land. While I was living in Hayfork, I witnessed how the 
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Nor-Rel-Muk’s knowledge and rituals are regularly left out of public discussions of 

farming, ranching, and forestry practices—the defining professions and survival skills of 

Trinitarians. The Hayfork [Agricultural] Cooperative hosted one official venue for such 

discussions of land-based practices: monthly talks at the bar-café, Northern Delights. The 

talks covered a range of topics, from “How To Protect Your Crops From First Frost” to 

“Introductory Workshop on Making Medicine from Local Plants.” However, none of the 

Indians I was in contact with ever participated in the talks, nor were they seen in the 

audience. When I asked the main organizer of these events about that disparity, she said 

she simply didn’t know how to get in touch with the Nor-Rel-Muk men (many of their 

phone numbers aren’t in the phonebook), and that “they don’t seem to want to talk much 

to us.” But she reported that she would be delighted to hear from them. Eventually, she 

did; in April of 2014, I received an e-mail from the organizer telling me that the month’s 

discussion, “Wintu plant food and medicine,” would be led by a Nor-Rel-Muk man. 

I understood from my conversations with the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation that many 

local Indians feel they have given more than enough to White communities over the 

years. However, the Indians’ lack of participation at public events like the one described 

here does contribute to the branding of outdoorsy discourses as the cultural right of White 

Hayforkians. Meanwhile, White residents consult with the Nor-Rel-Muk to produce mini-

dictionaries, storybooks, and artifact displays that are used in schools to teach “post-

racial” generations about diversity. In short, the Nor-Rel-Muk Indians of Hayfork are 

often erased, delegitimized as American Indians, or de-authenticated as Hayforkians. The 

local marginalization of this tribe both reflects and contributes to the more global 

construction of indigenous peoples as Other. Meek (2006:120) states, in paraphrasing 
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Deloria (1998): 

This continual dialectic between the inclusion and 
exclusion of a Native American Other, a practice integral 
to the ideological construction of a US nationhood, or 
“national subjectivity,” is present throughout historical US 
nation-building narratives and appears over and over in 
films, books, cartoons, and so forth. 
 

The Nor-Rel-Muk’s everyday metadiscursive and linguistic strategies for constructing 

Indianness both reflect and respond to this erasure, delegitimation, and deauthentication.  

During my time in the county, I observed that White-Indian hostilities there—and 

in the country at large—led not only to the oppression of the Nor-Rel-Muk tribe as a 

whole, but also to the oppression of various social groups within the tribe. Local Native 

peoples often fall into conflict with each other, and within themselves, about who is or is 

not a “real” Indian. The Native American community is still the most visible community 

of racial or ethnic minorities in Hayfork. In my experience, however, the number of 

Trinitarians who primarily self-identify as Nor-Rel-Muk or another Indian tribe (Wailaki, 

Yurok, and Cherokee were mentioned in Southern Trinity)—not both Indian and White—

and who make Indian practices, history, and politics a part of their daily lives, is quite 

small. The surviving Nor-Rel-Muk Nation was comprised of only about twenty to thirty 

core members.  

And still, this tiny marginalized group was fractured into two sub-groups, which I 

call “political” and “heritage” Indians.9 I discuss the linguistic styles of these sub-groups 

in Chapter 6, but here I will note that, in the vein of Irvine and Gal (1995; 2001), these 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 I place these terms in scare quotes because they are problematic in that they imply I have made my own judgments 
about the relative authenticity of each of these subcommunites of the Nor-Rel-Muk. When I use these phrases, I do so 
only out of the necessity for a shorthand way to refer to the social differences between these fractals within the Nor-
Rel-Muk community, for which Richie and Joe serve as exemplars. I do not endorse analyst-imposed 
conceptualizations of  “the authentic speaker,” historically popular in linguistics, which have been critiqued by 
Bucholtz (2003), Eckert (2003), Coupland (2010), and more. 
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two fractals of the Nor-Rel-Muk pushed back against Indian delegitimation and 

deauthentication in different ways. The “political Indians,” like my interviewee Richie 

Heller, the former tribal chair of the Nor-Rel-Muk, focus their energies on issues such as 

regaining the tribe’s federal recognition status, setting up yearly gatherings for the tribe, 

fighting to protect Indian sacred grounds, and how to get monetary support for local 

Indians so they can be healthy and successful democratic citizens. They also interface 

more with local Whites, “making nice” with county officials and so on—in order to gain 

local symbolic capital, as I discussed in Section 2.4, which helps them to accomplish 

their goals.  

One “political Indian,” Tom Drake, gave a very compelling public performance of 

his racial identity at the Wintu Acorn Dance in April of 2012. A vocal public advocate 

for the Wintu tribe, Tom spoke to a crowd of one hundred and fifty people in Hayfork’s 

public park the day of the Dance. He described how he was “happy for that miner who 

took my seven year-old grandma,” an undocumented survivor of the Bridge Gulch 

Massacre, “as a wife.” He continued, “And I’m proud to be half White—I’m half Irish—

so there’s no divisions between white people and Indian people here.” I didn’t hear any 

other self-identified Indians state that they were happy their Native ancestors were 

captured and raped, rather than killed, by White men, such that “racial peace” could 

subsequently be achieved in the town. However, members of this sub-group of the Nor-

Rel-Muk did frequently say that they were proud to be of “mixed” racial heritage, as that 

made them more integrated into local communities.  

Other political Indians who work towards legitimating the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation 

seem to accomplish this work primarily by deauthenticating other Indians in Hayfork and 



	  95 

in the nearby Redding Rancheria. Richie, for example, took issue with local Indians who 

served on the current board of the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation who were “one sixty-fourth” 

Indian, because “I’m a half-breed, you ain’t gonna tell me nothing.” The “heritage 

Indians” focus more on their own familial Indian ties, recounting tales from their personal 

histories, as they are exemplars of the cultural history of the Nor-Rel-Muk. Yet, as I 

argue in Chapter 6, “heritage Indians” can concern themselves less with the formalities of 

Indian politics. While the tribe as a whole may still be formally delegitimized, these 

Indians retain an “authentic” Indian status in local communities that is its own form of 

symbolic capital.  

 

 3.5.2 Other Races and Ethnicities in Trinity County 

The present-day dearth of other racial or ethnic minorities in Trinity County is as notable 

as the predominance of the Native American population in the region, especially when 

one considers the demographics of California as a whole, and the county’s Chinese 

immigration history. During the Gold Rush, many Chinese families settled in 

Weaverville to get a stake in the thriving local industry. At the time, Anglo settlers were 

less than pleased with this influx of “foreigners,” and fights reportedly broke out 

frequently in the town. But the coup-de-grace was a “foreigners” gold mining tax. Given 

that the Chinese immigrants were the only qualifying “foreigners” at the time, this tax 

proved an incredibly effective way for local Whites to run Chinese families out of 

business and out of the county, with very few exceptions (Jake Jackson Historical 

Museum Archives, 2012). In 2012, the US Census reported that Trinity County was 88% 

White (while California state is 73.7% White as a whole), 7% Hispanic or Latino, 4.8% 
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American Indian/Alaska Native, and only 0.5% Black or African American. All of the 

native Trinitarians I interviewed for this dissertation self-identified as White, American 

Indian, or both. I was told that there were no Black, Hispanic, or Latino residents who 

had grown up in Hayfork, where I was based, that were still living there.  

Both implicitly and explicitly anti-Black, anti-Hmong, anti-Hispanic/Latino, and 

anti-”Hippie”/“White trash” comments were very common in my conversations with 

residents of Trinity County. One example that has been catalogued on the World Wide 

Web10 is a resident-run blog decrying the recent arrival of Hmong families to the area. As 

a White woman, residents most often seemed to tacitly assume I would agree with their 

stated racist ideologies, and casually disparaged other racial and ethnic groups in my 

presence while they simultaneously made self-congratulatory remarks about how 

progressive they were for a “hillbilly” or “redneck” county.  

One afternoon in April of 2012, for example, I had a beer in the backyard with 

two native Hayforkians, a husband and wife, after my interview with the wife had 

concluded. Much of that three-hour conversation was spent discussing the town’s 

contemporary race relations and social politics. “Not to get all racial,” Cathy Ryan said, 

“we’re all okay with niggers and homosexuals up here, but lately the Asian people 

moving in”—who her husband clarified were mostly Hmong—“seem to have no respect 

for the land.” According to her and Darren, the Hmong “kill and poach everything on a 

bit of land and move on, a lot like the Mexicans who are moving in these days too. Those 

Mexicans’ll be out wearing no protective gear spraying chemical pesticides all day and 

that water runoff goes straight into drinking water.”  Darren went on to say that people 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 A current iteration of the blog decrying the Hmong in-migration can be found here: 
http://www.topix.com/forum/city/hayfork-ca/TFT3SPT0UD02NSOJ4.  
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were up in arms about the Hmong and the Mexicans, stating forebodingly that 

“something big might go down soon.”  

I feel compelled to express that, as is the case with many people in small towns, 

Cathy and Darren treated me exceptionally warmly and helped me recruit several 

interviewees for the dissertation. Meanwhile, they clearly believed that the county’s 

ethnic minorities were representative of “unpatriotic” demographic trends in California 

and in America as a whole. So they co-opted recent population changes in Hayfork for 

use in a pre-existing conservative discourse concerning how “foreigners” are coming in 

to wreck Americans’ land, social lives, and livelihoods. This is how localized racist 

ideologies become inextricable from more macrocosmic conservative political viewpoints 

that sensationalize the ethnic diversification of local populations (or the granting of 

material resources to pre-existing non-White groups) as the downfall of the (White) 

American dream.  

Many Trinitarians in their thirties and forties told me that they remember growing 

up in a county that witnessed frequent anti-Black hate crimes. As one might expect, these 

younger residents tended to state more “politically correct” views on race relations, as 

well as to generally be more supportive of Barack Obama’s presidency. Rachel True, 

who is a Real Estate agent in Hayfork, said: 

Trinity County and [in] my experience Hayfork: very 
redneck. My dad was a hippie that moved from San 
Francisco to Hayfork in 1970. Full-on redneck town. They- 
if you were Black they would run you out of town. My dad 
had to literally fight his way to stay here. He would 
physically fight the rednecks because they were going to 
get rid of him. There were no longhairs here. They were not 
welcome. […] Now people of all walks of life are moving 
to Hayfork. And I sold property to Black people. And I 
called to check up on ‘em [xx] when they moved in, was 
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like, ‘How did that go? How’s it going?’ And they were 
like, ‘It’s been great.’ 

 
In this quote, as in many locals’ comments about the influx of cannabis growers and 

trimmers (cited in Section 3.4), “longhairs” or “Hippies” are racialized as being less-than-

White. But these groups are still hierarchized over Black residents. Rachel’s story about 

Black people being “run out of town” in the 1970s is prototypical of residents’ talk about 

that era. Locals state that there was a strong Ku Klux Klan presence in the area then. And 

though this interview with Rachel took place in 2012, she was still flummoxed that a 

Black family had moved into Hayfork, and that they seemed to have been faring okay so 

far. (I never met them.)  

Another telling anecdote regarding anti-Black racism in the county came from Joe 

Frenette, a non-native Weavervillian who has been working in the county’s public 

schools for several decades. On one of my first trips to Weaverville, he told me that when 

he was first teaching there in the 1980s, one student’s parent pulled him aside and asked 

him, “Are you really teaching my kid we’re equal to niggers?” Another woman told me 

one night that her boyfriend was terrified of spending much time in Hayfork, even when 

traveling out and about with her, because of the county’s reputation for racial violence. 

“People still wave Confederate flags at the demo derby at the fair. Like, this past year. 

This shit still happens,” she said to me, exasperated. Today’s Trinity County is 

incontrovertibly White-dominant, and the county’s “hillbilly” ethos is partially defined 

by a broad spectrum of racist and xenophobic attitudes.  
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3.6 City Girl in the California “Backwoods”: Critiquing My Positionality in Trinity 
County  

Trinitarians seem to have four models for outsiders, and most of them are related to the 

local cannabis industry. These include: (1) seasonal pot growers and trimmers; (2) federal 

agents looking to bust big growers; (3) news people covering the marijuana boom; and, in 

Weaverville, (4) tourists. I was rarely mistaken for someone looking to grow or trim 

cannabis plants. But since people belonging to categories (2) and (3) can be as mindful as 

field researchers about appearing respectable while “blending in,” I did frequently have 

to explain that I was neither a federal agent nor a news reporter—especially when I 

mentioned that I would be recording my interviews, or when I brought up the marijuana 

boom. Getting pegged as a tourist wasn’t particularly detrimental to my project, because I 

wanted locals to show me the ins and outs of the area. Much hilarity did ensue from the 

fact that the four-wheel-drive vehicle I ended up borrowing for my main fieldwork trip, a 

white Ford Explorer that was a few years old, was the same make and model of car that 

federal agents drove during their undercover raids. I had noticed that people would slow 

down when I drove up behind them, and eye me carefully when I parked in front of 

Hayfork’s popular downtown bar, The Hotel. But it wasn’t until my landlord told me 

about who usually drove not-quite-new white Ford Explorers that I understood why. 

Section 3.5 should have made it clear that my Whiteness strongly contributed to 

the success of my fieldwork in Trinity County. Both my youth and my sex also proved 

important in getting Trinitarians to talk to me with relative ease. Many people believed I 

was “a college kid doing a paper,” even after I explained (again) that this research was 

for my dissertation, for a doctoral degree. My presumed naiveté seemed to make most 

Trinitarians comfortable discussing a range of topics with me, as they situated themselves 
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as “experts” on the local culture, and me as a young girl who didn’t know much about 

anything anyway. The fact that I was a woman traveling alone seemed to work in my 

favor as well, especially for female interviewees in remote Southern Trinity; even after 

just hearing my voice, in some cases, they were comfortable inviting me out to their 

homes to share space and time together.  

The local consensus was that I was the one doing something dangerous, not that I 

myself could be a danger to anyone. I was frequently reminded that the police might not 

come if I needed them. Ethan Cotter echoed these sentiments when he told me:  

Law enforcement is limited so you gotta watch out for 
yourself a little bit more than you’re used to probably. 
Probably always a good idea though. Because, um, it’s 
always been a long way from wherever they were to your 
house but now, they may not even be on the way so really 
be careful. 
  

His remarks were innocuous. But some men did raise their eyebrows at me, adopting a 

stance of paternalistic concern, romantic interest, or harsh judgment concerning my solo 

fieldwork stint in the county. I never mentioned my personal beliefs about gender and 

sexuality, or the things I do to consciously construct these aspects of my identity at home 

in San Francisco. Nonetheless, I did not wear a wedding band during my residency in 

Hayfork, and if I happened to mention my husband (at that time), I would be asked, “So 

why did he let you come all the way up here alone?”  

When Trinitarians asked me where my parents lived, and I answered “on the East 

Coast,” I would be further questioned about my interest in the state of California and 

pressed about my personal safety. Did people know where I was when I went out 

interviewing for the day? Where was I staying? Did I need another place to stay? Was I 

getting enough to eat? Some interviewees prepared food for me no matter what I said in 
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response to their queries, which was always appreciated after a long day of driving and 

interviewing. Shortly after arriving at his home, the elderly Josh Marlow carved me a slab 

of bacon off of one of the carcasses hanging in his cooler, and fried it for me with toast. 

He then told me that I was welcome to let myself into his house any time if I got hungry 

and just cook something up for myself—he always left the back door open. And of 

course, he had a free room in back, and I was welcome to stay there anytime I wanted to. 

This kind of hospitality and assumed safety probably capture a lot of what “old” Trinity 

County was like. As I noted in Section 3.4, many residents believe the recent influx of 

marijuana, aggressive dogs, and outsiders with guns has caused an increase in both 

violent and non-violent crime in the area. 

During my pilot trips to the county, I had noticed that short hair was very 

uncommon for women, especially in the more rural towns, so I kept my hair long while I 

was there. I also took out my lip ring and often hid the tattoo on my right forearm, so as 

to appear more prototypically feminine, rule-abiding, and 

“good”. When I dressed in the morning, I adopted the 

everyday outfit that seemed most common for women there: 

jeans, t-shirt/tank top, and boots or sneakers. On the whole, I 

tried to construct a more accessible and more feminine look 

than the gender presentations I’ve adopted in other social 

contexts, and I do believe this presentation led many 

people—especially middle-aged and older men—to take 

special liberties in expressing their social and political views to me. “You’ll understand 

when you’re older/my age” and “you’re too young to remember, but…” were common, 

Figure 3.19: The “accessibly 
femme” fieldwork look, photo 
by Katherine Geenberg 2012. 
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casual condescensions that older interviewees used to create a rapport with me. And this 

rapport-building (based on my youth and smiling silence) was often wildly successful: 

why would I have any dissenting or critical opinions about anything they were saying? 

Unsurprisingly, when I was on the second hour of a four-hour interview that included 

several racist or sexist comments, I started to resent this co-constructed know-

nothingness.  

Women who were close to my age—in their twenties, thirties, and forties—often 

adopted a “buddy, buddy” stance with me, presuming that I would laugh at their jokes 

and completely relate to their points of view. This presumption also seemed to encourage 

my interviewees to share their personal histories and views on contemporary and 

historical happenings in Trinity County. Some women even recounted their stories about 

the “Good Ole Boy” system in the county, telling me how they struggled to find their 

ways in professions dominated by men, in towns where old-fashioned patriarchal norms 

are far from dead. Most of these discussions happened off-tape. One of my interviewee’s 

wives, for example, pulled me aside after the interview had concluded to tell me that she 

actually worked in construction too, but it was “a man’s world—hoo-ey! Had to work for 

every ounce of respect I ever got, not just to work the telephones in the office.”  

Finally, I might never have gained access to the mixed-sex youth groups in 

Hayfork had I been of any other age demographic myself. It took a lot of hanging out in 

public spaces for me be vetted by native Hayfokians as cool enough to invite to parties. 

Being a young, non-threatening-looking woman went a long way to my eventual success 

in this regard; people eventually figured out that I could make jokes, use controlled 

substances, stay out late, and hike and swim in the backwoods “despite” my education. If 
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I had attempted to recruit any younger interviewees as an older and/or more “official”-

looking (or -acting) person, I doubt anyone would have agreed to talk to me. After all, as 

native Hayforkian Joey Caller remarked, all there is to do in Hayfork is “shoot stuff, 

smoke stuff, and drink stuff.” 

The two popularly known or tacitly understood elements of my identity that were 

met with more variable relational success were my affiliation with Stanford and my deep-

rooted urbanity. Locals involved in education themselves—school teachers, 

administrations, leaders of summer programs, etc.—were either dutifully or genuinely 

impressed by my credentials, and some wanted me to talk to their classes about how to 

apply to and find success in institutions of higher learning. Others assumed I was an idiot 

for spending so much time in the academy, not making “real money” or getting “real 

experience.” The line, “I know you don’t learn this in your college,” was used against me 

in conversation as a frequent assertion of my interlocutors’ authority. When I was able to 

get people to sit down with me for an interview, they usually opened up to me and 

adopted an “expert” role, rather than remaining primarily antagonistic throughout the 

course of the interview. So when I could develop a small rapport with an anti-

institutionalist Trinitarian, perceptions of my insular knowledge and life experience often 

led to talkative interviews.  

My own town and state-of-origin were also frequently called into question, with 

respect to my urban(e) persona. When I revealed that I was currently based in San 

Francisco, or that I had grown up in South Boston and then in the suburbs of New York 

City, some Trinitarians were excited; they’d been to one of these places recently, or had 

always wanted to go. Some residents had lived in San Francisco for a time to get their 
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college degrees or experiment with city life, and a few others were planning to move 

there once they saved up the money or found some job prospects “down there.” However, 

others suspected that my cosmopolitan upbringing, along with my Stanford education, 

had instilled in me poor values. For example, they assumed—quite rightly—that I was 

socially and politically liberal.  

The Stanford and city associations also indicated to some that I grew up middle- 

or upper-class, that I was particularly concerned with economic and social mobility, and 

that I wouldn’t like to get my hands dirty working outside. My Target-bought clothes and 

tendency to ride around Hayfork on my bicycle seemed to mitigate some of these locally-

disparaged social characteristics, but certain Trinitarians still refused to talk to me 

because, in their view, I was one of those city-dwellers whose lifestyle and beliefs were 

encroaching upon the sanctity of their “hillbilly” county. As Hayforkian Ellie Oaks 

stated, “There’s also the out-of-towners who say people aren’t friendly. Well, they’re 

friendly to me.” Sometimes, when my interviewees really started railing against San 

Francisco or Los Angeles, they’d stop themselves to ask me, “Wait, you’re not from 

there, are you?” I’d say, “no,” we’d both laugh, and they’d continue on. Nonetheless, the 

prevalence of this question revealed just how crucial hometown and regional identities 

are to Trinitarians.  

Having moved to new homes a few times in my life, I’d never felt very invested 

in being from any particular place before I traveled to Trinity County. It was jarring for 

my hometown to be such an important identifier there. What did it mean that I was 

“from” Boston? And then “from” New Jersey? And was now living in San Francisco… 

with some stints before that in Salt Lake City, and various other American metropolitan 
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areas? The more time I spent in rural California, the more I reconsidered how many of 

my own political and social ideologies had been born in my urban upbringing—

particularly in my close exposure to urban poverty, ghettoization, and so on. Urban 

poverty is not made up of the same stories or the same faces as rural poverty. And urban 

poverty doesn’t tell tall tales of the same villains, either. So before I traveled to Trinity 

County, I found it difficult to understand how people so directly oppressed by 

conservative social and fiscal policies could, for example, support John McCain in the 

2012 election.  

But in seeing how Trinitarians understood, and orally constructed for their 

children, the downfall of the timber industry—as well as the more everyday legislations 

that encroached on their land rights, their water rights, their hunting and fishing rights, 

etc.—I knew why the Tea Party appealed to them. I understood why they hated Barack 

Obama. I knew that, at least in their rationalizations of these events, socialist hippies 

were to blame for most of their hardships. While I couldn’t always empathize with their 

perspectives, I at least grew to understand why Trinitarians felt threatened by anyone who 

didn’t look like the neighbors they grew up with. My fieldwork in Trinity County helped 

me to appreciate, first-hand, how people’s politics arise from their lived experiences. It is 

painfully easy for a white, middle-class San Franciscan to point at Trinitarians and say, 

“There’s no logic to your beliefs. If you want to improve your situation, you should be 

supporting social programs,” for example. But living in Hayfork helped me to feel, not 

simply to comprehend, how Trinitarians’ ideologies were only just sound and just as 

fallible as those of anyone else. 
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3.7 Summary 

My experiences in Trinity County’s communities led me to: (1) understand the linguistic 

patterns presented in Chapters 4-6 with respect to the primacy of materially-driven urban-

rural tensions in the county; and (2) hypothesize that ideological rivalries between rural 

American communities often fall out of long-standing economic disparities between 

them, such that the “haves” are positioned as snooty and affected, while the “have-nots” 

are framed as ne’er-do-good, dangerous outlaws. Discourses surrounding community 

oppositions within Trinity County (e.g., the Weaverville-Hayfork rivalry) and supralocal 

oppositions (e.g., the opposition between “conservative” and “liberal” Americans) 

entwine economic disparities with perceptions of people’s self-sufficiency, toughness, 

authenticity, and philanthropic value. I explore the relations of these identity issues to use 

patterns of California English features and Southern- or rural-associated linguistic 

features in the subsequent chapters. 

 

  



	  107 

CHAPTER 4 

REAL “HILLBILLIES” SAY PIN FOR PEN 
 

4.1 Previously Documented Uses of the PIN-PEN Merger in California 

The phonetic convergence of KIT and DRESS before /m/ and /n/ has long been 

documented in Southern and Midland states (Kurath & McDavid 1961; Wells 1982; 

Brown 1990, 1991; Labov et al. 2006), as well as in many varieties of African American 

English (Scanlon and Wassink 2010, Labov et al. 2006; Thomas 2001). Since this 

phenomenon is commonly referred to as the pin-pen merger, I will heretofore refer to the 

KIT and DRESS vowels in these nasal environments as PIN and PEN, respectively, and 

reserve KIT and DRESS for the unmarked phonological environments.  

 

Figure 4.1: The pin-pen merger in North America (reproduced from the website for the TELSUR project, the 
predecessor to Labov et al. 2006) 
 
In the West, urban African Americans in Seattle (Scanlon & Wassink 2010) and White 

residents of California’s Central Valley (Labov et al. 2006) have recently been found to 
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use the merger. Labov et al.’s (2006) research indicates that the merger is not equally 

advanced across the Central Valley, however. The Atlas of North American English’s 

telephone survey data (Labov et al. 2006) show that PIN and PEN converge, in both 

production and perception, in the southern Central Valley cities of Fresno and 

Bakersfield. Labov et al. (2006) also report variation in PIN and PEN convergence in 

greater Los Angeles, the San Francisco Bay Area, and the northern Central Valley city of 

Sacramento, as can be seen in Figure 4.1.	  Back in the 1970s, Metcalf (1971; 1972) 

documented variable PIN-PEN convergence in Riverside—an Eastern satellite of Los 

Angeles—as well. The pin-pen merger has yet to be documented in any other California 

community. That does not mean, of course, that the merger cannot be found in other 

places; Labov et al.’s (2006) survey does not include any data from California speakers 

north of Sacramento or south or east of the Los Angeles metropolitan area, for example.  

Taken together, Scanlon and Wassink (2010), Labov et al. (2006), and Metcalf 

(1971; 1972) suggest two populations that may be most likely to merge PIN and PEN in 

the West: urban African Americans and non-urban Whites. Given the general paucity of 

sociolinguistic research on California, it is difficult to speculate where, exactly, isogloss 

boundaries for the pin-pen merger might lie, as one travels south from Seattle into 

California, and on toward Mexico. But since the complete merger is found in the South 

and Midlands dialect regions, as well as in some inland California towns, one might 

expect it to be most advanced in California’s rural communities, where little research has 

been completed prior to this dissertation. I test this hypothesis in Trinity County.  

Trinity County experienced multiple waves of in-migration from Southern and 

Midland states, from the West’s original settlement by Anglo populations to the famous 
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influx of Okie and Arkie laborers during the Dust Bowl Era (Gregory 1989). In this 

chapter, I follow DeCamp (1953:89), who argued that variation in California English 

likely results from settlement patterns from other areas of the country, noting that 

Southern and South Midland features are most prominent among the White California 

residents outside of San Francisco. Trinity County has also remained more socially and 

linguistically isolated than inland communities like Bakersfield or Riverside, so its 

residents are more likely to retain this feature.  

In the following sections, I use participant observation to interpret the results of a 

sociophonetic analysis of PIN-PEN mergedness within and across the two rival towns in 

Trinity County: Weaverville (pop. 3,286) and Hayfork (pop. 2,600). First, I detail why 

the pin-pen merger may be of social import in California: the phonetics of PIN-PEN 

convergence contradict current (White) sound changes-in-progress in California. Then, I 

briefly review how residents of Trinity County define themselves in opposition to urban 

coastal California, via ideologies of toughness, survivalism, and self-reliance. A more 

thorough discussion of this identity construction process can be found in Chapter 3. Next, 

I present a statistical analysis of PIN and PEN mergedness within and across Weaverville 

and Hayfork, concluding that the pin-pen merger in Trinity County is used to shore up 

local and regional rivalries between more and less rural communities and social groups. 

In doing so, I touch on how the potential social meanings of this feature in Trinity County 

may be similar to and different from its previously documented uses in other California 

communities.  
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4.2 Potential Social Meanings of the PIN-PEN Merger in California 

In order to understand the social meanings of a given variant, one must know what other 

linguistic “options” speakers have available to them in local repertoires. As Eckert 

(2008b), Irvine (2001), and others have argued, the indexical meanings of a linguistic 

variant or variety are chiefly defined by how that variant or variety can be used to create 

social distinction. Here, I consider how PIN and PEN may be pronounced in Trinity 

County, where Southern- and Midlands-derived variants and newer (urban) California 

innovations are in competition with each other. I then describe the social implications of 

these two kinds of pronunciations in the county.  

 Most speakers who merge PIN and PEN also raise and front PEN toward PIN, 

while PIN remains relatively static (Brown 1990; cf. Koops, Gentry, and Pantos 2008). 

Recent research shows that KIT and DRESS exhibit different phonetic movement in 

coastal California’s urban centers, both in pre-nasal and non-pre-nasal environments. 

These vowels, for residents of cities like San Francisco, are involved in what Eckert 

(2008a) calls the Northern California 

Vowel Shift. In this shift, KIT raises 

toward FLEECE before /ŋ/, but it is 

realized with an open pronunciation in all 

other phonological contexts. KIT not 

before /ŋ/ therefore encroaches upon the 

production space of DRESS. Presumably in response to this encroachment, DRESS is 

lowered and backed toward TRAP, as part of a chain shift. The presence of the pin-pen 

merger in California may therefore provide evidence for movement in KIT and DRESS 

that directly contradicts the normative pattern for (White) coastal California speech. A 

GOOSE 

Figure 4.2 The Northern California Vowel Shift 
(reproduced using Eckert 2008a:34) 
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chart of the Northern California Vowel Shift is shown in Figure 4.2, though it is 

discussed in greater detail in Section 1.2.  

In the analysis below, I argue that variation in residents’ uses of Northern 

California Vowel Shift features and Southern-/Midlands-derived features reflects material 

and ideological competitions in the state. The pin-pen merger is found to correlate 

strongly with residents’ lifestyles, and not with, for example, their education levels—as 

might be expected for a rural variant that may be stigmatized in urban, middle class 

circles (Greene 2010). Outdoorsy, survivalist “hillbillies” are most likely to use the 

merger (p < .01), no matter whether they live in Hayfork or Weaverville. Hayforkians’ 

PIN and PEN vowels are also significantly more likely to be more merged than 

Weaverillians’ PIN and PEN vowels (p < .05) across the whole forty-five speaker 

sample. But when the data for Hayfork and Weaverville are examined graphically, other 

trends emerge; I find that this overarching result for Hayfork vs. Weaverville may be 

attributed to some very merged young people. In fact, Hayforkians are either very merged 

or not very merged at all, while Weavervillians use PIN and PEN vowels that pattern 

closer to the mean for mergedness across the sample.  

 

4.3 Outdoorsiness and Survivalism in Trinity County, California 

Trinity County, often referred to by locals as “the Wild West,” is far removed, both 

physically and socially, from urban coastal California. Trinity County is not just 

isolated—it’s very sparsely populated, and, like numerous other rural America regions, it 

is predominantly poor. Times were not always so tough there, however. First founded as 

a cluster of gold mining claims (whose owners played a part in massacring the indigenous 
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populations—the county is 4.8% Native American today), Trinity County experienced 

great growth in the decades after World War II. This boon resulted from a zenith in the 

national demand for timber. As one resident recounted:  

Lots of families from all over the United States, just like 
they did to every place else in California, that- families, 
people that’d been in the war and stuff, moved out [here]. 
Families and- was a lot of families from, um, the South, 
Midwest and stuff, all came because of the mill and the 
logging jobs too. 
 

This quote links the growth of the timber industry to the massive in-migration of 

Southern and Midwestern laborers to California, often known colloquially as Okies and 

Arkies. Unlike in Southern or Central California (Gregory 1989), locals report that the 

ghettoization of these incoming workers didn’t last long in Trinity County. Perhaps 

because the area’s Wild West culture was already well established during this period, 

residents recount that (White) newcomers were quickly absorbed into the county’s pre-

existing communities of rough-and-tumble outdoorsmen.  

Trinity County’s era of rapid population and economic growth came to a dramatic 

end in the late 1980s–1990s. During that time, new environmental policies aimed at 

saving the spotted owl’s nesting habitat restricted timber excavation in Northern 

California so severely that they choked the region’s economy. Today’s Trinitarians have 

few options for making a living wage, especially if they don’t want to take advantage of 

government aid. Many born-and-bred locals would rather work odd jobs and live off the 

land in what outsiders would view as destitution than take “government handouts.” As 

Sherman (2009) writes of the survivalist ethos in this region:  

The culture… was built around the value of hard labor for 
its own sake, with survival and masculine pride often being 
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its only rewards. Poverty per se was not looked down upon, 
but rather poverty in the absence of work. (59)  
 

It is precisely this culture of stubborn self-sufficiency that was so salient to me during my 

visits to Trinity County, and that I’ve attempted to capture here with the binary category 

of outdoorsy-indoorsy. Outdoorsy people pride themselves on their ability to farm, fish, 

hunt, ranch, and generally make it on their own, while indoorsy people are happy to take 

advantage of modern conveniences.  

Trinitarians who do not teach, work for the government, or tend the few local 

shops usually make their livings outdoors, cultivating and manipulating natural resources. 

Some also grow their own produce or raise their own beef and eggs, and heat their houses 

with hand-gathered firewood. For these reasons, Sherman (2009:28) describes the region 

as “a bit like going back in time.” An outdoorsy lifestyle, however, is not equally 

embraced across the county. Just as Trinity County is far more rural than other, better-

known California counties, Hayfork is understood by locals to be far more “backwoods” 

than Weaverville. One young Hayforkian told me: 

I do feel a lot of the folks [in Weaverville] are pretty 
snobby and grandiose, I really do. And I work with ‘em, so 
I know. Okay, there’s, a lot of folks over there that, really 
talk down about Hayfork and about y’know we’re all 
hillbillies and- and- your dad’s your uncle and y’know that 
stuff. I- that is just so- typical of Weaverville. 
 

The perceived economic disparity between the two towns is corroborated by government 

statistics. The 2010 unemployment rate for people over twenty-five in Hayfork was 

28.4% (US Census), while Weaverville’s was only 6.4%. Similarly, 20.8% of 

Hayforkians were living below the poverty line in 2010, as compared to 14.7% of 

Weavervillians. Geographic differences between the two towns greatly contribute to the 
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socioeconomic differences between them as well. Weaverville is more easily accessible 

to tourists and other outsiders than Hayfork, so Bay Area retirees still move there in large 

numbers. It is most accurate to say, then, that many Weavervillians have the luxury of 

being indoorsy: they can both work and play indoors while enjoying the convenience of 

Tops grocery-stocked, suburban-style homes.  

Hayfork, on the other hand, is another forty-minute drive from Weaverville over a 

treacherous mountainous road. Hayfork does not boast any natural tourist attractions, 

aside from general aesthetic beauty. The town is also regionally famous for lacking 

proper law enforcement, which allows Hayfork to serve as an epicenter for California’s 

thriving semi-legal marijuana-growing industry. This industry, and the (perceived?) 

increases in gun violence, attack dogs, and so on that come with it, is, needless to say, a 

large deterrent for retirees looking for a cheaper place to settle down—and just about any 

other outsiders, for that matter. It’s also the central reason that people there seem to be 

able to sustain outdoorsy lifestyles despite encroaching capitalist pressures. Residents can 

make money off of cannabis plants to buy basic necessities like toilet paper and sugar 

(and to pay for their cable television), while still relying on agriculture, hunting, fishing, 

and foraging for their other needs. Hayforkians, in particular, seem to define themselves 

by just how hard they live—by their outdoor knowhow, their self-sufficiency, and their 

survival skills. And whether these skills are technically legal or not seems to matter little 

to lifetime residents. As one woman told me:  

Everybody’s individuals up here, we- we just you know 
[…] have always worked to survive, you know, and do 
what was common sense and, um, what was right and, 
um. [xx] All these laws and regulations in some ways are 
just kind of ignored. 
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As I will show below, outdoorsy residents (across the county) have more merged 

PIN and PEN vowels; this merger is likely part of these residents’ Wild West personae. 

But the increasing socioeconomic differences between Weaverville and Hayfork also 

mean that (a) outdoorsiness is becoming less tenable in Weaverville over time, and (b) 

since outdoorsiness is more valued in Hayfork than in Weaverville today, the pin-pen 

merger may be more socially salient in Hayfork than in Weaverville. Hypothesis (b) is 

supported by the observed bifurcation of mergedness in Hayfork: people in this town are 

either very merged or very unmerged. So when individual effects are considered, the 

Hayforkians are found to merge these vowels more than their neighbors do, as they 

distinguish themselves from the “snobby,” suburbanized “Weavervillains.” However, 

there are interactions between age, hometown, and vowel mergedness that are important 

to unpack here. I describe and explain these findings in Sections 4.5-4.6.  

 

4.4 Methods 

The subset of my complete seventy-interview corpus used for this analysis includes 

fourteen Weavervillians and thirty-one Hayforkians. This sample comprises all of the 

native Weavervillians I interviewed and thirty-one out of thirty-two of the native 

Hayforkians I interviewed. One of the Hayforkians was excluded because I later found 

out that he had moved to Trinity County after the age of seven, and so I did not consider 

him to be a native dialect speaker. My recruitment strategy for interviewees in Trinity 

County was to interview as many people as possible while also aiming to create a diverse 

sample that was well-balanced with respect to speaker sex, age, race/ethnicity, education, 

social class, and profession. The town-of-residence split observed in this subset is 
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representative of the comparative number of interviewees I collected in each locale; I did 

more interviews in Hayfork than in Weaverville because I was living there for four 

months. I also completed interviews with more youth in Hayfork than in Weaverville, 

though, ideally, I would have similar age spreads in each town. (A table showing the 

demographic details for these forty-five interviewees can be found in Section 2.4.) 

As I detailed in Section 2.4, young people were difficult to recruit for my research 

across Trinity County, as most of them viewed a one-on-one, recorded interview as a 

“lame,” school-related waste of time, and/or a threat to their semi-legal or illegal 

lifestyles. It took months of living in Hayfork for me to gain the trust of younger 

interviewees there. I didn’t have this same hometown ethnographic advantage in 

Weaverville, so I interviewed far fewer young people there. The age range of the 

Weavervillians included in this analysis is 39-81, with an average age of 64.7 years, 

while the age range of the Hayforkians included here is 18-80 years, with an average age 

of 46.8 years.  

Many studies include at least three categories for age, if age is analyzed as a 

categorical variable (e.g., young, middle-aged, and old, as in Haeri 1997). But in these 

small towns, people of a wide variety of ages socialize together. Often, someone who has 

just graduated high school may attend the same parties as a thirty-nine year-old. Thus, 

Trinitarians forty-five and under can be understood to form a natural age group, while 

those forty-five and over can be understood to form another natural age group. Under 

forty-five roughly corresponds to “I go out and hang out, whether I have a young kid at 

home or not” and forty-five and over roughly corresponds to “I stay home (with my 

family).” In analyzing the data discussed below, I tried testing age as a continuous 
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variable and also as a categorical variable. Both models returned significant results for 

age; “older” speakers merge more than “younger” speakers, whether the age variable is 

continuous or categorical. However, since the under forty-five age group is almost 

entirely comprised of Hayforkians in my data set, I used the continuous age variable in 

my final models. I theorize accordingly in the Results and Discussion sections.  

Crucially, I categorized my interviewees as outdoorsy or indoorsy before 

completing the linguistic analysis described below. To make these categorizations, I 

consulted the transcript of each interview and my field notes to recall each interviewee’s: 

profession (indoor or outdoor?); degree of participation in outdoor hobbies (does he or 

she participate in outdoor hobbies like hunting or fishing? how often does he or she 

participate in these activities? and how many outdoor hobbies does the interviewee 

regularly engage in?); degree of reliance on store-bought food (does he or she buy much 

from the local stores that isn’t sugar or salt?); type of house and property (does he or she 

live in a small, suburban-style home on a small plot, e.g., or a ranch house on a large 

parcel?); stated beliefs about self-reliance (does he or she frequently talk about the virtues 

of living off the land and other “depression-proof” survival skills?); local reputation for 

being outdoorsy (is he or she someone that locals talk about as excelling at hunting, 

e.g.?); and social networks (does he or she hang out with other outdoorsy people, or other 

indoorsy types?). If the majority of these lifestyle components pointed towards an 

individual’s outdoorsiness, I categorized him/her as outdoorsy. I will note that I had no 

trouble making this distinction for any of my interviewees, however. My field notes only 

corroborated my intuitive categorization of each individual.  
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To complete the linguistic analysis, I (or one of my undergraduate Research 

Assistants) transcribed the interviews collected in the field. I used these transcripts to 

generate Praat (Boersma & Weenik 2012) Textgrids containing auto-aligned phonetic 

segments. This was accomplished via FAAValign, the python program for the Penn 

Forced Aligner. Next, I used a Praat script to extract the mid-point formant measurements 

for PIN and PEN tokens. These tokens were taken from the middle thirty to forty-five 

minutes (scaled according to interview length) of the fourteen Weavervillians’ and thirty-

one Hayforkians’ interviews. Function words (e.g., in) and pronouns (e.g., him) were 

excluded from this analysis, as were all vowels less than sixty-five milliseconds long and 

all vowels occurring after a liquid or glide. Once the mid-point measurements were 

collected, I checked all tokens that were one standard deviation from the mean by hand, 

in order to eliminate erroneous measurements and bad tokens (e.g., tokens with 

significant background noise). The formant measurements (in Hertz) were then converted 

to Barks in R, to normalize for perceptual space.  

Next, the formant measurements were normalized using the Watt & Fabricius 

(2002) method, to account for variance in each speaker’s production space. The 

Euclidean distance between each token and the mean F1 and F2 (in Barks) of its sister 

vowel (either PIN or PEN) was then calculated. These Euclidean distances (N = 1,643 for 

Weaverville and N = 2,991 for Hayfork, for a total of N = 4,634) were used in a mixed 

effects model that tested for linguistic and social effects across the combined 

Weaverville-Hayfork speaker sample. This model tested the effect of residents’ 

outdoorsiness, plus seven other social factors (reported Okie or Arkie heritage, years 

spent away from Trinity County, sex, age, education, race/ethnicity, and hometown) and 
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three linguistic factors (vowel duration and pre- and post-vowel phonological 

environment), on the Euclidean distances. Word and speaker were included as random 

effects.  

Aside from speakers’ outdoorsiness, all other social characteristics in this analysis 

were determined using interviewee information sheets that I had each participant fill out 

at the end of his/her interview. So, “race” here is interviewee-defined, except that I 

binned all Anglo “ethnicities” into a White category, and all American Indian tribes 

(though most were Nor-Rel-Muk Wintu) into an “American Indian” category. 

Interviewees who wrote both some version of “White” and some version of “American 

Indian” in response to my race/ethnicity question were placed in a third category: 

“White-American Indian.” Interviewees’ education responses were also binned into three 

categories: 1 = high school degree or less; 2 = some higher education (including trade 

school); 3 = at least a four-year college degree. Residents with “reported Okie/Arkie 

heritage” are those interviewees who wrote down states in the Southern or Midlands 

dialect regions in response to the following question: “When you/your ancestors moved 

to Trinity County, where did you/they move from?” The sheet also asked how many 

generations ago the speaker or his/her family moved to the area. This category includes 

speakers from all over the South and Midwest, not exclusively Oklahoma and Arkansas, 

because Dust Bowl migrants actually hailed from a wide variety of states (Gregory 1989), 

and because the pin-pen merger has been documented across these regions.  

Vowel duration was derived from the Praat script output. Pre-vowel phonological 

environments were divided into “coronal” and “non-coronal” environments, as some 

vowel mergers have been shown to occur only after coronals, or at least to be more 
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advanced after these segments (Labov 2000). Interactions between any fixed effects that I 

suspected might interact, based on the first runs of the mixed models, were added into the 

final mixed models. All significant results reported in this dissertation achieved a p value 

of <.05, calculated from the models’ t values using the method in Baayen (2007). The 

formula for this calculation is as follows: 2 * (1 - pt(abs(t value), n - # of fixed effects)). 

 

4.5 Results 

The results of the mixed effects model for the forty-five-speaker Weaverville-Hayfork 

sample are summarized in Table 4.1. As can be seen in the table, outdoorsy residents’ 

PIN and PEN are more merged than indoorsy residents’ PIN and PEN (p < .01). In fact, 

outdoorsiness is the single strongest social predictor of the pin-pen merger. Residents’ 

hometown (Weaverville or Hayfork) is also significant to the p < .05 level; the Hayfork 

residents are more merged than Weaverville residents overall.  

 

Table 4.1: Mixed model results for the Euclidean distances between PIN and PEN in Trinity County’s sister cities, 
Hayfork and Weaverville (45 speakers total, N = 4634). NOTE: negative (-) estimates and t values correlate with more 
merged vowels, and asterisks indicate level of significance (p < .05*, p < .01**, p < .001***). 
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This prevalence of the pin-pen merger in Hayfork may be explained by the contemporary 

popularity of the survivalist, homesteading in this town, and the relative toughness of the 

average Hayforkian as compared to the average Weavervillian. Certainly, Hayforkians 

fancy themselves to be more “authentically rural” than their neighbors in Weaverville. As 

expected from the sample imbalance described in the Section 4.3, there is also a 

significant (p < .01) interaction between speaker age and hometown, such that young 

Hayforkians are the most likely to have more merged pin-pen vowels.  

These correlations are visualized in different ways in Figures 4.3 and 4.4. Figure 

4.3 depicts the strong correlation between outdoorsiness and more merged PIN and PEN 

productions. Figure 4.4 shows the relations between speaker hometown, age, and the 

Euclidean distance between each speaker’s mean PIN and PEN. Both plots include a line 

representing the mean Euclidean distance across both field sites. The shaded ovals in 

Figure 4.4 highlight the general age patterning of the merger across two towns. This 

figure clearly demonstrates that the speakers who are under forty-five years old—who are 

all Hayforkians in my sample set, save one—show a lot of variation in their pin-pen 

productions. The pin-pen productions of those speakers who are over forty-five years old 

(from both Weaverville and Hayfork) are shown to cluster closer to the mean Euclidean 

distance for these vowels across the data set. The interaction between age, hometown, 

and PIN-PEN merging, and the outlier indicated in Figure 4.3, are examined further in 

the next section. 
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Figure 4.3: Graph comparing the Euclidean distances between the mean values for PIN and PEN across indoorsy and 
outdoorsy speakers. 
 
 

 

Figure 4.4: Graph depicting the relations between the Euclidean distances between the mean values for PIN and PEN 
speaker age, hometown. 
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I will now briefly summarize the other significant effects. Unsurprisingly, the 

more years a speaker spent outside of Trinity County (e.g. at college), the less merged her 

pin-pen vowels are likely to be. Speakers who have spent more time outside of the county 

would have more social impetus to lose this rural-associated variant. Additionally, the 

longer a vowel is, the more distinct it’s likely to be from its counterpart in the merger. 

Larger articulatory gestures are possible in longer periods of time (assuming constant 

effort), so one often expects fewer “casual speech” variants to emerge in more durative 

vowel tokens. Lastly, reported Okie/Arkie heritage is also found to be a significant 

negative predictor of PIN-PEN convergence. Speakers who hail from families who 

immigrated to Trinity County from Southern and Midwestern states in the recent past 

might be expected to be more merged; such speakers may have heard this variant more 

within family speech situations than other residents. Yet, Trinitarians who reported 

Okie/Arkie heritage actually merged less than those who did not report such heritage (p < 

.05). However, this social effect is less significant than the outdoorsy effect, and speaker 

reporting is not always reliable. For these and other reasons, which I discuss in the next 

section, I don’t believe this correlation is very meaningful. While Okie/Arkie toughness 

and survivalism likely contributed to Trinity County’s “backwoods” ethos, Okie/Arkie 

heritage may not exert a big influence on Trinitarians’ speech styles today. 

It is also worthwhile to briefly mention a few of the social effects, and 

interactions between those effects, that were not found to be significant. As can be seen 

in Table 4.1, speaker sex is not a significant predictor of speakers’ vowel mergedness, 

and there is no interaction between sex and speakers’ outdoorsiness. While outdoorsiness 

may be associated with masculinity, both women and men can be outdoorsy in Trinity. 
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Education and outdoorsiness are also not correlated. So, one’s level of education does not 

determine whether or not one may lead an outdoorsy lifestyle and use the pin-pen merger 

to cultivate a rough-and-tumble persona. Lastly, race is not shown to significantly affect 

speakers’ use of the pin-pen merger when considering the sample as a whole, but some of 

the least merged, older, outdoorsy speakers are American Indian. I discuss this (not 

statistically significant) observation in more detail in Section 4.6. 

Taking all of the findings into consideration, I conclude that, in Trinity County, 

speakers’ pre-nasal merging correlates with their lifestyles: whether they live more like 

survivalist homesteaders or more like suburbanites who reside in a remote locale. 

Additionally, both young and old Trinitarians, as well as male and female Trinitarians, 

can be outdoorsy. That is, outdoorsiness is neither age graded nor gender-exclusive, 

though outdoorsiness is certainly part of the construction of gender in this region. And 

changing socioeconomic conditions in the county currently promote an outdoorsy 

lifestyle in Hayfork while the same lifestyle may die out in Weaverville over the next 

couple decades. Finally, since engagement in the marijuana industry is more common 

with younger residents, and this industry is a prime “outdoorsy” crop today, especially in 

the remote town of Hayfork, young Hayforkians may have the highest social impetus to 

use the merger.   

 

4.6 Discussion 

In this section, I delve deeper into a few of the findings noted above. First, I will discuss 

the correlations between speaker age, outdoorsiness, hometown, and the pin-pen merger 

(shown in Figure 4.4), and the differential mean ages and age distributions of the two 
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towns (shown in Figure 4.4 and Table 4.1). The pin-pen data are bifurcated for the 

younger speakers, while the older speakers cluster more around the mean. But the 

younger speakers are almost all Hayforkians; I lack sufficient data to draw conclusions 

about Weaverville’s youth. Overall, the use patterns that I observe in Table 4.1 and 

Figures 4.3 and 4.4 can be explained by the pressures of a failing economy on small-town 

residents’ speech styles, and the general tendency of older speakers to retain a 

stigmatized, rural-associated feature in an isolated region (Labov 2001). Since older 

speakers do not participate extensively in non-local labor markets, they also participate 

differently from the younger speakers in Trinity County’s sociolinguistic marketplace 

(Boudieu 1986).  

As outdoorsy people and indoorsy people’s lives diverge in this time of scant 

material resources, younger speakers’ PIN and PEN vowels become markedly merged or 

unmerged. In my data set, these young speakers come from Hayfork—the location where 

I’d expect sociolinguistically constructed “hillbilly-ness” to be more prevalent. On the 

other hand, Hayforkians and Weavervillians alike who are over the age of forty-five are 

more likely to have somewhat merged PIN and PEN vowels, but not to be so merged or 

unmerged as to be socially or phonetically remarkable. These older residents’ present-day 

speech patterns may reflect the fact that—as many Trinitarians recount—all of Trinity 

County used to be more uniformly rural than it is today. Nowadays, Weaverville and 

Hayfork are increasingly different places to reside.  

These use patterns for the pin-pen merger are further visualized in the five vowel 

plots below. The vowel plots show the mean, normalized PIN-PEN values for each 

speaker, and ellipses that represent two standard deviations from those means. They also 
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show mean values for each speaker’s FLEECE, LOT, and GOOSE vowels, in order to 

provide a fuller picture of the vowel space.  

 

Figure 4.5: A younger (36y.o.), outdoorsy Hayforkian’s PIN-PEN vowels 

 

Figure 4.6: A young, indoorsy Hayforkian’s PIN-PEN vowels  
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Figure 4.7: An older outdoorsy Hayforkian’s PIN-PEN vowels  

 

Figure 4.8: The most merged Weavervillian, an older outdoorsy man  
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Figure 4.9: The least merged Weavervillian, a younger, indoorsy woman  

GOOSE before /l/ is used here because /l/-controlled GOOSE usually remains backed for 

those California speakers who otherwise front GOOSE (Eckert 2008a). Figures 4.5 and 

4.6 show the vowel plots of two younger Hayforkians: one who merges and one who 

doesn’t. Figure 4.7 highlights an average older speaker from Hayfork who is somewhat 

merged, and very outdoorsy—he’s the patriarch of Hayfork’s last major ranch. Figures 

4.8 and 4.9 represent the most and least merged Weaverville speakers: an older, 

outdoorsy man and a younger, indoorsy woman. Neither speaker’s vowels are very 

merged. The older, outdoorsy man is much more merged than the younger, indoorsy 

woman.  

Phonetically, one can see that the really merged speaker from Hayfork—Mack 

Schneider (Figure 4.5)—has PIN and PEN vowels that are right on top of each other. 

These are the kinds of pin-pen vowels we might expect to see from native Southern or 

Midwestern speakers. The merged PIN-PEN variants are also closer to PIN than to PEN, 
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though both vowels may actually be shifting. Figure 4.8, even more so than Figure 4.5, 

seems to show PIN and PEN converging somewhere between the normal acoustic space 

of these two vowels. So perhaps while the vowel movement of the pin-pen merger does 

contrast with the California Cities Vowel Shift, it is simultaneously being influenced by 

the this city-dominant chain shift; the PIN-PEN vowels may still be dragged down 

toward LOT. Further research comparing PIN and PEN to KIT and DRESS in variably 

rural California locations would be necessary to determine precisely if and how these two 

vowel shifts interact. Chapter 5 provides some initial insight into these issues, though 

work in other communities is still necessary, and lexical categorization tasks and social 

perception studies on these variants would be beneficial as well. Finally, I will note that 

Figure 4.8 provides evidence of the pool-pull merger (the phonetic merger of the GOOSE 

and STRUT vowels before /l/) in Trinity County. This is a variant common to the North 

Midlands Dialect region (Labov et al. 2006), but in Figure 4.8, we see that pre-/l/ 

GOOSE is very fronted for the speaker, as compared to the others presented here. 

When reviewing all of the figures and charts presented in this chapter as a whole, 

I propose that the indoorsy-outdoorsy distinction, and, consequently, the pin-pen merger, 

is most important to the identity work of Trinity County’s youth. These young people are 

experiencing, first-hand, the socioeconomic divergence between Weaverville and 

Hayfork, the growth in the marijuana industry, and the increased competition for legal 

jobs in the area, which follows from the collapse of the timber industry and a nationwide 

economic depression. As Eckert (1989; 1996) has argued, young people are highly 

concerned with social distinction. And young Hayforkians, who are afforded few 

opportunities in comparison to young Weavervillians, have the most to lose from “going 
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soft.” What good does it do them to demonstrate (via their sociolinguistic styles) a 

competence in middle class, educated, urban life, unless they are planning to leave the 

area? Certainly, part of what “indoorsy” means to Hayforkians is outwardly-oriented; 

indoorsy residents are also far more likely to shop in Redding, travel to San Francisco, 

and so on. As the economies and cultures of rural and urban peoples diverge in Trinity 

County—and elsewhere in the US—the resultant social drama may play out most 

prominently in young Hayforkians’ sociolinguistic styles.  

An ethnographic lens also provides insight into the outlier denoted in Figure 4.4. 

This is an older speaker for whom the social drama described in the previous paragraph is 

of paramount importance, because of his particular life circumstances. Earnest Eaves, an 

older man, grew up in a notable family in Hayfork. He left the town after graduating high 

school in order to serve in the army and travel around the country before returning to 

Trinity County with his wife. The two resettled in Weaverville. I believe that his starkly 

unmerged PIN and PEN productions result from both his travels outside of the Hayfork 

and his chosen move to Weaverville. These two factors are reflective of a greater 

extralocal orientation that may always have been a part of Earnest’s identity. But, his 

long-time immersion in the social and linguistic environment of the more gentrified 

Weaverville may also have caused him to change his pronunciations of PIN and PEN 

over time. 

The relations between speakers’ Okie/Arkie heritage, outdoorsiness, and their pin-

pen productions are less easily explicable. The negative correlation observed in this 

analysis may be misleading for a variety of reasons. First, not many speakers declared 

Okie/Arkie heritage on their demographic information sheets. Ten speakers out of the 
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forty-five—five from Weaverville and five from Hayfork—did so. The Okie/Arkie n here 

is small. The fact that the other interviewees did not report Okie/Arkie heritage also does 

not necessarily mean that they did not have ancestors who hailed from these areas. And 

even though the Dust Bowl migration to California was relatively recent, the 

contemporary sociolinguistic landscape of Trinity County is not organized along “Okie” 

and “Cali” (California) lines. So if there is any meaning to this correlation, I propose it is 

this: the assumption that Okie/Arkie speakers should be more merged is specious.  

Some county residents did explicitly link the pin-pen merger to the South, the 

Midwest, and/or to Okies/Arkies in their interviews with me. One older Hayforkian 

commented, “I think I sound Southern on recordings. I’m not sure why, but I know I say 

pin and pen the same. Like on your list of words, you had both o’ those words, and I think 

I said them the same.” But perhaps these metadiscursive comments give hints to the past 

social life of the feature. When Okies and Calis still had separate work camps at the 

timber mills in Northern California, this merger might have been more strongly 

associated with the South. And maybe, back then, immigrants to Trinity County who 

wanted to be integrated into the community quickly (as interviewees reported they often 

were) accommodated to the local accent. This accommodation may even have fed the 

hasty dissolution of the Okie-Cali social distinction in the area.  

I also want to revisit the fact that, while race seems to play a factor in many sound 

changes—including those discussed in the following chapter—I find no statistically 

significant correlations between race/ethnicity and the pin-pen data analyzed here. Many 

large sociolinguistic studies (that include speakers of different races) have reported that 

the minority groups do not participate in the local sound changes affecting Anglo 
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speakers (Labov 1966; Labov and Harris 1986; Bailey and Maynor 1987). Some scholars 

have contested this notion, on both empirical and theoretical grounds (e.g., Henderson 

1995; Fought 1999; Eckert 2008a). In this analysis, I expected the Native American 

speakers to demonstrate less merged pin-pen vowels, primarily because the merger seems 

explicitly linked with White rurality. So why would Indian Trinitarians want to talk like 

White Trinitarians? In short: they don’t, not really.  

I think that the non-finding for race here is an artifact of my methods for studying 

the dwindling Nor-Rel-Muk Nation. First, many speakers who were not involved in the 

local Indian communities at all self-identified as at least part Indian on their demographic 

information sheets. Second, I was only able to interview a few active members of the 

local Indian community; four of the forty-five interviewees here could be considered 

such, ethnographically speaking. As a result, there are likely not enough “real” Indians 

included in my sample to produce any significant correlation between race and PIN-PEN 

vowel mergedness. When I search for non-significant correlations in the data, I find that 

three of the four active Nor-Rel-Muk Nation members are in the upper bounds of the oval 

in Figure 4.1. That is, these speakers are relatively unmerged compared to the White 

counterparts in their age group. A correlation of some kind does seem to exist here, but 

the available dataset does not allow for a quantitative investigation of this correlation. 

 

4.7 Conclusion 

Trinity County, California is the anti-Los Angeles. It is overwhelmingly white, 

conservative, rural, and mountainous. Its residents take pride in living off the land and 

“off the grid.” Locals’ enmity towards California’s coastal cities is fed by those cities’ 
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cultural and political dominance in the state. Residents of Sacramento, San Francisco, 

and other urban centers are the ones whose votes decide how Trinity County’s resources 

are managed, how Trinitarians can and can’t hunt or grow marijuana, and so on. These 

fraught socioeconomic and political relations between the regions are shown to structure 

linguistic variation within and across the county. The pin-pen merger is shown to pattern 

most significantly with speakers’ ideologies of self-sufficiency and lived experiences. 

Unlike the case in most studies of rural-associated variants, neither sex nor education is a 

significant predictor of the merger.  

In this chapter, I have also compared speakers’ use of the pin-pen merger across 

two field sites in Trinity County—the county seat, Weaverville, and its so-called “red-

headed stepchild,” Hayfork—and across two age groups. Using my ethnography, I 

conclude that the correlations between the pin-pen merger, speaker age, speaker 

outdoorsiness, and speaker hometown detailed in Sections 4.5 and 4.6 are a result of 

economic disparities in the region. A supralocal battle between gentrifying capitalist 

forces and law-flouting Western rebels is being played out between modern-day 

Trinitarians, via the marijuana industry and a contracted job market. This battle puts a lot 

of pressure on young Hayforkians to either talk Country or shape up and ship out. That is, 

they can either talk in a way that contributes to their local status, or in a way that would 

prepare them for a white-collar job in a new locale.  

The speech patterns of older Hayforkians and Weavervillians alike, however, may 

be more representative of the pin-pen merger’s history in the region. Back when Trinity 

County was more uniformly rural, the merger may have been diffused throughout the 

county. And since the older demographic has less of a stake in contemporary material 
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competitions, the PIN and PEN productions of individuals in this group are more 

internally uniform. Lastly, though Okies and Arkies may have brought the pin-pen 

merger to California, the descendants of these immigrants are actually less merged than 

their Cali counterparts. Today, the salient social distinction is between “hard” and “soft” 

Trinitarians—and, relatedly, between Hayforkians and Weavervillians. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TRAP AND DRESS IN NON-NASAL CONTEXTS: 

FURTHER EVIDENCE OF RURAL-URBAN OPPOSITIONS IN TRINITY COUNTY 
 

5.1 TRAP in the West and South 

Many speakers in the Western dialect region are lowering the TRAP vowel. Conn (2000) 

found evidence of TRAP lowering in Portland, Oregon and Bowie & Baker (2005) 

documented TRAP lowering in Salt Lake City, Utah. As I discussed in Section 4.1, 

TRAP is also part of what Eckert (2008a) has called the Northern California Vowel Shift. 

Speakers of the shift have a split pronunciation for TRAP: the vowel is raised before 

nasal consonants—e.g., in the word ban—but lowered and backed in all other 

phonological contexts. Eckert’s (2008a) work on TRAP corroborated past findings on the 

vowel by Lerner (1986) and Hinton et al. (1987). Contrastively, Johnson (1974) 

compared Los Angelenos’ pronunciations of TRAP at that time to the pronunciations of 

the vowel documented in the Linguistic Atlas of the Pacific Coast (Reed & Metcalf 1979 

[1952-1959]) and found that TRAP was actually raised. However, Fought’s more recent 

study (2003) suggests TRAP is being lowered in Los Angeles today. And Kennedy and 

Grama (2012) provide evidence that TRAP is being backed in Southern California. On 

the whole, this body of research suggests that non-pre-nasal TRAP is being lowered 

across the West, and that TRAP is exhibiting the nasal split in (Northern) California.  

TRAP-lowering and -backing have been shown to pattern with speakers’ rural- 

and urban-orientations. Podesva et al. (2012) found that Country-oriented speakers in 

Redding trend toward backing TRAP less than town-oriented speakers. This finding leads 
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them to suggest that TRAP-backing is more strongly associated with (urban, coastal) 

California than pre-nasal TRAP raising, though the latter vowel shift has previously been 

claimed by Boberg (2005) and others to be a distinguishing feature of California English. 

Podesva et al. (2012) allowed me to make clear, intuitive predictions about the use 

patterns of this feature in Trinity County. I expected more (sub)urban speakers—i.e., 

those living in Weaverville—and speakers who lead more indoorsy lifestyles to lower 

and back pre-consonantal TRAP more than more rural speakers—i.e., those living in 

Hayfork—and speakers who lead more outdoorsy lifestyles. 

Southern pronunciations of TRAP are also likely a part of local sociolinguistic 

repertoires in Trinity County. Residents from both the South and South Midland dialect 

areas, as defined by Kurath (1949) and Kurath & McDavid (1961), immigrated to 

California during the Dust Bowl Migration period (Gregory 1989) in the 1930s and 

1940s. This was the last mass migration of non-Westerners to the region, and so, as I 

discussed in Chapters 1, 3, and 4, this migration pattern likely had a lasting impact on 

California’s dialects—especially in remote areas that have expanded and gentrified less 

rapidly than the state’s urban metropolises. Far-flung communities like Hayfork and 

Weaverville continue to be more socially and linguistically isolated than those cities as 

well. Thus, here, I follow DeCamp (1953:89), who argued that variation in California 

English likely stems from the settlement of residents from other areas of the country in 

California. DeCamp also believed these extra-California features were more likely to be 

retained in rural areas. He stated that Southern and South Midland features should be 

most prominent among the White California residents outside of San Francisco. Labov et 

al. (2006) showed that this was true, by, for example, documenting evidence of the pin-
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pen merger in Bakersfield, one of the state’s interior cities. However, Labov et al.’s 

(2006) data are from speakers who reside in far more urban areas than Trinity County, 

and collected in a survey context rather than in sociolinguistic interviews. 

Past research on TRAP in the South shows evidence of a variety of 

pronunciations for the vowel. Some scholars find no shift in TRAP, while others find that 

it is part of the “Southern drawl,” in which the vowel is realized as a triphthong: it is first 

raised toward DRESS, then retracted and lowered toward [əә] (Thomas 2005). Some older 

speakers also retain the BATH-TRAP split in the South, and/or raise TRAP in pre-nasal 

contexts (Labov et al. 2006). Some younger speakers in the South—e.g., in Texas—who 

also merge LOT and THOUGHT are found to retract TRAP toward these vowels, but not 

as dramatically as Californian or Canadian speakers do (Thomas 2005). Altogether, 

TRAP-raising and/or breaking is most common for residents of the vast Southern dialect 

region, if the vowel is moving at all.  

Southern-derived pronunciations of TRAP may therefore contrast with the 

movement of TRAP in the Northern California Vowel Shift (2008a). In Chapter 4, I 

presented evidence of an association between the pin-pen merger and Trinitarians’ rural 

lifestyles and ideologies. This merger has most frequently been documented in the South 

(e.g., Brown 1990), and only rarely been documented in California (cf. Labov et al. 2006; 

Metcalf 1972, 1973). Extrapolating from the feature’s use patterns in Trinity County and 

my ethnography, I concluded that the merger indexes rurality and outdoorsiness in that 

region, as native Trinitarians situate themselves in opposition to urban coastal California, 

Sacramento, and city dwellers nationwide. Similarly, before analyzing the data presented 

in this chapter, I hypothesized that more rural and outdoorsier Trinitarians may also 
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employ raised pronunciations of TRAP in order to further differentiate themselves from 

the state’s urban residents and from popular stereotypes of California as a liberal, 

wealthy, city-dominant state. I did not expect to find TRAP-breaking in Trinity County, 

since vowel breaking seems very strongly associated with the rural, (uneducated) South 

(Greene 2010). 

 

5.2 DRESS in the West and South 

Little research has been done on DRESS in the West and, to my knowledge, there are no 

prior studies on DRESS in rural California. In the San Francisco Bay Area, the vowel has 

been shown to be lowering (Lerner 1986; Hinton et al. 1987; Hagiwara 1997, 2005), as 

part of a pull shift known as the Northern California Vowel Shift (Eckert 2008b). In this 

shift, DRESS is being lowered and backed, along with KIT and non-pre-nasal TRAP. 

Once again, since these studies focus on residents of the Bay Area, I would expect this 

shift to be less advanced in Trinity County, especially among native Hayforkians and 

outdoorsier residents. Trinity County’s “hillbillies” definitely don’t want to sound like 

young, trendy San Franciscans. 

Furthermore, prior work shows that DRESS is raising and fronting in Southern 

and South Midland states, as part of the Southern Vowel Shift. When these speakers also 

engage in Southern vowel breaking, then DRESS is realized as something more like [ejəә] 

than [ɛjəә] (Thomas 2005). As with TRAP, I expected more rural and outdoorsier 

Trinitarians to have higher and more fronted pronunciations of DRESS than more 

(sub)urban and less outdoorsy Trinitarians. I did not hear any vowel breaking 

(diphthongization or triphthongization) when I was in the field, and so before looking at 
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the phonetic results, I had concluded that vowel breaking is likely too phonetically and 

socially marked to be in use by Californians today. However, I still expected results for 

non-pre-nasal TRAP and DRESS that further corroborated the sociolinguistic analyses 

presented in Chapter 4.  

As predicted, I found that urban-residing and -oriented speakers participate more 

in California English vowel shifts, while rural-residing and -oriented speakers participate 

less in these shifts and/or participate in Southern English vowel shifts. But a compelling 

difference is observed between TRAP and DRESS. While TRAP patterns with speakers’ 

hometowns (Weaverville vs. Hayfork), DRESS patterns with speakers’ outdoorsiness 

(outdoorsy vs. indoorsy). I interpret this difference as follows: TRAP-retraction is 

diffusing through the county as would be predicted by popular theories of dialect 

diffusion—from the larger town to the smaller town, and from younger people to older 

people. However, the Southern-derived raising of DRESS is being used by less educated 

White men as part of their performance of tough, outdoorsy, Wild West” personae.   

 

5.3 Methods 

The sociophonetic methods used in this chapter are similar to those employed in Chapter 

4, so I will recount them briefly here. The same subset of the seventy-interview corpus 

was used for this analysis as for the analysis in Chapter 4: forty-five speakers, including 

thirty-one Hayforkians and fourteen Weavervillians. These speakers range in age, 

race/ethnicity, level of education achieved, profession, and indoorsy vs. outdoorsy 

lifestyle. A table showing the demographic details for these speakers can be found in 

Section 2.4.  
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The corpus is not age-balanced. I interviewed more young Hayforkians than 

young Weavervillians. Youth were difficult to recruit across the county, but since I was 

living in Hayfork during my tenure there, I was able to gain the trust of more Hayforkians 

than Weavervillians. As a result, the age range of the Weavervillians included in this 

analysis is 39-81, with an average age of 64.7 years; the age range of the Hayforkians is 

18-80 years, with an average age of 46.8 years. This disparity is important to the 

interpretation of my results, but it is also important to the construction of my methods. I 

would have preferred to use ethnographically-driven age categories for my regression 

models. However, since almost all speakers younger than forty-five in the subset 

analyzed here are Hayforkians (less one), I used a continuous age variable.  

The indoorsy-outdoorsy distinction was shown to be significant in the pin-pen 

analysis contained in Chapter 4. Thus, this variable was again included in my analysis of 

pre-consonantal TRAP and DRESS. Crucially, each speaker was categorized as indoorsy 

or outdoorsy before I completed any linguistic analysis. These groupings were based on 

my ethnography and my sociolinguistic interviews with the speakers, and took into 

account such factors as the interviewees’ professions, hobbies, type of house and 

property, and so on. The other social variables considered in this chapter are: reported 

Okie/Arkie heritage, years spent away from Trinity County, sex, age, education, 

race/ethnicity, and hometown (Weaverville or Hayfork).  

To complete my analysis of TRAP and DRESS, I used transcripts of the 

interviews to generate Praat (Boersma & Weenik 2012) Textgrids containing auto-

aligned phonetic segments. This process was accomplished using FAAValign, the python 

program for the Penn Forced Aligner. Then I used a Praat script to extract the mid-point 
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formant measurements for TRAP and DRESS tokens within the middle thirty to forty-

five minutes of each interview. Only post-coronal consonants were analyzed. Some 

vowel mergers have been shown to occur only after coronals, or at least to be more 

advanced after these segments (Labov 2000), so I assumed that any California Vowel 

Shift and/or Southern Vowel Shift effects would be strongest in this environment. Each 

token also had to be at least sixty-five milliseconds long, and tokens occurring before /l/, 

/r/, /w/, vowels, and nasals were excluded from the analysis. Twenty-five tokens each of 

TRAP and DRESS were collected if possible; if not, at least ten tokens of each were 

required for the speaker to be included in the final analysis. As a result, two speakers with 

insufficient tokens were excluded: Christian Black and Earnest Eaves, one younger and 

one older male Hayforkian.  

Tokens were not extracted from the same lexical item more than twice, unless the 

twenty-five token count had not yet been reached, in which case a maximum of three 

tokens were extracted from the same lexical item in order to bring the token count closer 

to twenty-five. Ten tokens of each of the FLEECE, LOT, THOUGHT, and GOOSE 

(before /l/) vowels were also collected for normalization purposes. FLEECE was used to 

calculate Euclidean distance measurements that would help to give me a better idea of 

what vowels are moving, and in what directions, in Trinity County. FLEECE usually 

remains relatively stable in both California Englishes and Southern Englishes, so the 

Euclidean distances between TRAP and FLEECE, as well as between DRESS and 

FLEECE, provide me with other ways of measuring whether these vowels are 

raising/fronting or backing/lowering for different speakers.  
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Before computing these Euclidean distances, however, I hand-checked all of the 

automatic mid-point formant measurements, in order to eliminate erroneous 

measurements and bad tokens (e.g., tokens that included a lot of background noise or 

cross-talk). The corrected formant measurements (in Hertz) were then converted to Barks 

in R, in order to normalize for perceptual space. After that process was complete, the 

resulting measurements were normalized using the Watt & Fabricius (2002) method. This 

method normalizes the vowel measurements to each speaker’s particular production 

space, using the formant values collected for the anchor vowels mentioned in the 

previous paragraph. I then ran a series of regression models that tested the effects of the 

eight social factors listed above (indoorsy vs. outdoorsy, reported Okie or Arkie heritage, 

years spent away from Trinity County, sex, age, education, race/ethnicity, and 

Weaverville vs. Hayfork) and one linguistic factor (vowel duration) on the normed F1 

and F2 results for TRAP (N = 597) and the normed F1 and F2 results for DRESS (N = 

714). Word and speaker were included in the mixed models as random effects. These 

models effectively show which groups of speakers may have higher or lower TRAP and 

DRESS realizations with respect to each other. I also tested the eight social factors on the 

Euclidean distances between each speaker’s TRAP and FLEECE tokens (N = 1,063) and 

between each speaker’s DRESS and FLEECE tokens (N = 1,180). As I noted above, 

these models provide a different way of testing whether or not various speakers are 

raising/fronting or backing/lowering TRAP or DRESS across the forty-three-speaker 

sample. As in Chapter 4, the Euclidean distances used in these models were calculated 

between each token and the mean F1 and F2 (in Barks) of the comparison vowel.  
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Aside from speakers’ outdoorsiness, all of the social characteristics included in 

my statistical analyses were determined using interviewee information sheets that I had 

each participant fill out at the end of his/her interview. Vowel duration was derived from 

the Praat script output. Interactions between any fixed effects that I suspected might 

interact, based on the first runs of the mixed models, were added into the final mixed 

models. If the models were a worse fit with the interactions included, I removed them. 

All significant results reported in the following section achieved a p value of <.05, 

calculated from the models’ t values using the method in Baayen (2007). The formula for 

this calculation can be found in Section 4.4. My TRAP and DRESS results are reported 

below without a recapitulation of the ethnography; my complete ethnography can be 

found in Chapter 3, and a summary of this ethnography, as it is relevant to the results 

contained below and the results contained in this chapter, can be found in Section 4.3. 

 

5.4 Results 

First, I will report the results from the sets of mixed models that test the significance of 

the eight social effects and one linguistic effect on the normalized F2 and F1 values for 

TRAP. These results are shown in Table 5.1.  



	  144 

 

Table 5.1: Mixed model results for TRAP in Trinity County’s sister cities, Hayfork and Weaverville (43 speakers total, 
N = 597). NOTE: negative (-) estimates and t values for F2 correlate with more back vowels, and negative (-) estimates 
and t values for F1 correlate with higher vowels. Asterisks indicate level of significance (p < .05*, p < .01**, p < 
.001***). 
 
Looking first at the F2 results, I find that young people, women, White and White-

American Indian speakers, and Weavervillians have more retracted TRAP than older 

people, men, exclusively Indian-identified speakers, and Hayforkians. People who have 

spent more years outside of Trinity County also have more retracted TRAP than people 

who have spent fewer years outside of the county. Finally, there is a three-way interaction 

between speaker hometown, age, and sex. The two charts below, Figures 5.1 and 5.2, 

show the interactions between TRAP retraction, age, and sex in each town. 
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Figure 5.1: Chart comparing TRAP retraction across men and women in Weaverville, by age.  
 

 

Figure 5.2: Chart comparing TRAP retraction across men and women in Hayfork, by age.  

Figure 5.1 is difficult to interpret, likely because I surveyed fewer speakers in 

Weaverville, and there are other social factors that influence TRAP retraction in the 

town—notably, years spent out of the county and speaker race/ethnicity. There are more 

and less retracted men across the (limited) age spectrum in that town. However, Figure 

5.2 shows a clearer correlation between speaker age, sex, and TRAP retraction in 

Hayfork. Within Hayfork, the young women clearly lead in TRAP retraction, as would be 
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expected for a sound-change-in progress. This group has the most retracted vowels of all 

of the speakers interviewed in both towns. The older male Weavervillians also clearly 

have less retracted vowels than the younger male Weavervillians. It is still challenging to 

compare these data across the two towns, however, given the differing age ranges of the 

speakers in each town. 

Turning to the F1 results, I find that women, White and White-American Indian 

speakers, and people who have spent more years outside of Trinity County have lower 

TRAP than men, exclusively Native American speakers, and people who have spent 

fewer years outside of the county. Furthermore, longer TRAP tokens are lower than 

shorter TRAP tokens, and more educated speakers have lower TRAP than less educated 

speakers. No significant interactions were observed for the F1 measurements for this 

vowel.  

These results align with my predictions for the emergence of the Northern 

California Vowel Shift in Trinity County. They suggest that young people, White people, 

women, and residents of the more (sub)urban Weaverville are lowering and backing 

TRAP more than older people, members of the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation, men, and the more 

rural Hayforkians, and thereby participating more in the Northern California Vowel Shift 

than the latter groups.  

Table 5.2 summarizes the F2 and F1 results for DRESS. This table shows that 

men, White and White-American Indian speakers, and Hayforkians have more fronted 

realizations of DRESS than women, exclusively Indian-identified speakers, and 

Weavervillians. Men and White and White-American Indian residents also have higher 

DRESS than women and members of the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation. Hometown is not shown 
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to be significant for the F1 measurements for DRESS. However, outdoorsiness is shown 

to be significant. More outdoorsy speakers have higher DRESS vowels than more 

indoorsy speakers. Finally, longer vowels are also higher than shorter vowels. There were 

no significant interactions between the social effects tested in the mixed models for 

DRESS.  

 
 
Table 5.2: Mixed model results for DRESS in Trinity County’s sister cities, Hayfork and Weaverville (43 speakers 
total, N = 714). NOTE: negative (-) estimates and t values for F2 correlate with more back vowels, and negative (-) 
estimates and t values for F1 correlate with higher vowels. Asterisks indicate level of significance (p < .05*, p < .01**, 
p < .001***). 
 
 The results of the mixed models I completed on the Euclidean distances between 

the TRAP and FLEECE vowels and between the DRESS and FLEECE vowels reinforced 
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those presented in tables 5.1 and 5.2. Since FLEECE is relatively stable in both 

California Englishes and Southern Englishes, these measurements are used to support my 

interpretations as to which speakers are participating more or less in the relevant sound 

changes, based on the relative distance between speakers’ shifting TRAP and DRESS 

vowels and their more static FLEECE vowels. Since far fewer effects were significant in 

these models than in the models discussed above, I do not include tables for them here, 

but instead include a list of the results. The significant results were as follows:  

1. Men and native Hayforkians’ TRAP and FLEECE vowels are closer together than 

than women and native Weavervillians’ TRAP and FLEECE vowels. Thus, they 

are more likely to have higher/more front realizations of TRAP than women and 

native Weavervillians. (Findings significant at the p < .05 level).  

2. Men and less educated people’s DRESS and FLEECE vowels are closer together 

than women and more educated people’s DRESS and FLEECE vowels. Thus, 

they are more likely to have higher/more front realizations of DRESS than women 

and more educated people. (Both findings significant at the p < .05 level).  

These results support the findings of the other models. When Trinitarians’ vowels are 

viewed in this way, men and native Hayforkians are shown to participate less in the 

Northern California Vowel Shift than women and native Weavervillians. Furthermore, 

men and less educated people seem to be raising DRESS, in a way that is consonant with 

the Southern Vowel Shift.  

Lastly, it is important to note that Okie/Arkie heritage was not a significant factor 

in any of the models discussed in this chapter. This non-finding supports my claim in 

Chapter 4 that the Okie/Arkie distinction in Trinity County has been superseded by other 
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social distinctions, namely that between more rural, outdoorsy, survivalist, residents and 

more (sub)urban, indoorsy, “soft” residents. I therefore do not return to the potential 

relevance of the Okie/Arkie in-migration to the county’s language and lifestyles until the 

Conclusion (Chapter 7). 

 

5.5 Discussion 

TRAP vowels in Trinity County are shown to pattern with speakers’ town-of-origin, age, 

sex, and race/ethnicity. As one might expect for a change-in-progress (Labov 2001), 

TRAP-backing and -lowering is more advanced in the larger of the two towns, and 

among young women. There is also a significant correlation between Whiteness and the 

backing and lowering of the TRAP vowel. Eckert (2008a) discussed a difference between 

White and Chicano speakers with respect to the TRAP vowel in the Northern California 

Vowel Shift; she found that White speakers raise TRAP before nasals but back it 

elsewhere, while Chicano speakers back TRAP in all contexts. While I cannot speak to 

the presence or absence of the nasal split for TRAP across White and American Indian 

speakers in my research, as I have only analyzed non-pre-nasal TRAP, I do observe a 

difference between the White and Nor-Rel-Muk speakers in my sample.  

White and White-American Indian speakers are shown to back and lower TRAP 

more than exclusively Indian-identified speakers. This finding is consonant with past 

research that providing evidence for the non-participation, lessened participation, or 

delayed participation of non-White groups in White-dominant sound changes (e.g., 

Labov 2001). Fought (1999), Eckert (2008a), Hall-Lew (2009) and others have 

highlighted the racisms inherent in theorizing that most sound changes, which are 
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definitional of regional dialects, are innovated by Whites and only later taken up by non-

White speakers. Non-White speakers are both deterritorialized, by being branded as 

speakers of “ethnolects” and not “dialects,” and liminalized in the study of dialectology 

itself, as most analyses of regional variation tend to focus on Whites, at the cost of 

understanding the inevitably more complex relations between linguistic variation and 

racial/ethnic identity work. I do not think my American Indian speakers’ weaker 

participation in TRAP-retraction suggests that the Northern California Vowel Shift must 

exclusively or even primarily be associated with Whiteness. Following Eckert (2008a, 

2008b) and Podesva et al. (2012), I suggest that the Northern California Vowel Shift 

carries with it both first- and second-order indexical meanings, which include White and 

perhaps Valley Girl, but also urban, young, liberal, and so on. The American Indians’ 

TRAP patterning in this analysis likely represents a(n unconscious) rejection of or 

opposition to several of these social meanings. 

  Trinitarians who left the county for more significant periods of time are also 

found to have lower and backer TRAP tokens. This is likely because most people who 

left the county spent their time away in California’s bigger cities for college or to work 

before returning to their more rural homes. The education finding may have a similar 

explanation. More educated people may also have a more extra-local or urban-orientation 

than those who have stayed in Trinity County their whole lives (and plan to keep on 

living there). Certainly, there are very few jobs for people with college degrees and 

beyond in the area, outside of a few educational administration positions and government 

offices. Thus, it might literally pay for more educated Trinitarians to talk more like urban 

Californians.  
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 The DRESS results show the reality of California Country, building on the 

findings for pin-pen presented in Chapter 4. The mixed models reviewed in Section 5.4 

cannot, in and of themselves, differentiate between less extensive participation in the 

Northern California Vowel Shift and the DRESS-raising and -fronting that is 

characteristic of Southern Englishes. Strictly speaking, these models only allow me to 

draw conclusions about how different “kinds of speakers” use these vowels. However, I 

contend that there are markedly raised and fronted DRESS realizations in Trinity 

County—or at least that some speakers’ non-backed and -lowered DRESS tokens are 

socially interpreted as being linked to Southern-derived DRESS-raising and -fronting. 

The difference observed in the significant social effects between the TRAP models and 

the DRESS models leads me to this conclusion. TRAP patterns according to speakers’ 

hometowns, as one would expect for a change in progress. But DRESS patterns with 

speakers’ outdoorsy or indoorsy lifestyles, and not with speakers’ town-of-origin.  

Of course, I can only speculate about precisely how these vowels may or may not 

be shifting over time. Both shifts may represent changes in progress, neither shift may 

represent a change in progress, or one might be static while the other is changing over 

time. Yet, the presence of a correlation between high, front DRESS and speakers’ 

lifestyles—and the absence of a correlation between that DRESS realization and 

speakers’ hometowns—is what I would expect for a feature that is being stylistically. 

This stylistic use may invoke first-order indexes such as Southern, but is more likely to 

invoke second-order indexes such as tough, blue-collar, and masculine—the makings of 

Trinity hillbilly. More front and higher DRESS tokens also pattern with lower education, 

which may be indicative of a more local orientation. Additionally, DRESS is the only 
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linguistic feature analyzed in the dissertation that shows a significant effect for speaker 

sex; while masculinity seems to be a mostly tacit, yet omnipresent, element of Trinity 

County’s hillbilly ethos, this is the only feature that significantly correlates with speaker 

sex. Thus, I believe these correlations—in the absence of a correlation with speaker 

hometown—further suggest that DRESS-raising and -fronting is being used stylistically 

by locally-oriented White men in Trinity County, because of its contemporary and 

historical associations with the South and with Country. While TRAP may also be used 

stylistically to invoke California, for example, residents may also be adopting this 

element of the Northern California Vowel Shift, along with other features of California 

English, simply because these features are now spreading to rural areas from urban 

centers.  

Below, I present a series of vowel plots that visualize the relations between the 

proposed shifts in TRAP and DRESS, the anchor vowels of FLEECE and GOOSE 

(before /l/), and the LOT and THOUGHT vowels. The LOT and THOUGHT vowels are 

included here because, as I discussed in Chapter 1, the cot-caught merger has often been 

noted as a defining feature of Western English (Labov 2001; Boberg 2005; Hall-Lew 

2009), and it is included in Eckert’s (2008a) description of the Northern California Vowel 

Shift. So speakers that merge LOT and THOUGHT may also be more likely to lower and 

back TRAP and DRESS (and, conversely, speakers who do not merge these vowels may 

be less likely to lower and back TRAP and DRESS).  
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Figure 5.3: A younger, indoorsy female Hayforkian’s vowel space, showing evidence of TRAP- and DRESS-retraction 
and the merger of the LOT and THOUGHT vowels.  
 
Figure 5.3 shows one younger, female Hayforkian’s vowels. Reviewing this figure, I find 

that Joan Walter is both lowering and backing TRAP and DRESS, while also realizing 

(partially) merged LOT and THOUGHT vowels.  

Despite being a native Hayforkian, Joan seems to be patterning with other 

indoorsy young women, as she is evidently participating in the Northern California 

Vowel Shift. Furthermore, though the Euclidean distances between Joan’s PIN and PEN 

tokens led me to draw the conclusion that this speaker was relatively unmerged in 

Chapter 4, her vowel plot here paints a more complex picture. Joan’s PEN tokens do not 

completely overlap with her DRESS tokens. Movement in DRESS may or may not be 

independent of the pin-pen merger, so further research must be done on KIT, DRESS and 

TRAP in all phonological contexts in order to fully tease apart the relations between the 

merging of PIN and PEN that is endemic to Southern and Midlands Englishes, and the 
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backing and lowering of KIT and DRESS that is a part of the Northern California Vowel 

Shift. Figure 5.4 is a vowel plot of a Weavervillian whose vowels show some similarities 

to and some differences from Joan’s. 

 

Figure 5.4: A younger female Weavervillian’s vowel space, showing evidence of dramatic TRAP- and DRESS-
lowering.  
 

In Figure 5.4, I find further evidence of the Northern California Vowel Shift in 

younger Trinitarian women. However, this vowel plot suggests that the speaker is 

lowering DRESS and TRAP more than she is backing these vowels. Moreover, LOT and 

THOUGHT appear unmerged here, though this finding may not be significant. There 

were only two THOUGHT tokens in the analyzed segment of Lark’s interview, and they 

were both from the lexeme talk. Therefore, these tokens could simply be idiosyncratic 

realizations of that word. I also notice that, unlike Joan, the ellipses for Lark’s PEN and 

DRESS tokens overlap almost completely. I mentioned in Chapter 4 that Lark is the least 

merged Weavervillian for PIN and PEN, and presented a vowel plot supporting this 
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observation; the same finding emerges here when I compare her DRESS tokens to her 

PEN tokens. 

 

Figure 5.5: An older male Hayforkian’s vowel space, showing evidence of non-participation in the Northern California 
Vowel Shift or Southern DRESS-raising.  
 
This final figure shows the vowel space of an older white male. Here, DRESS is clearly 

not lowered; again, whether it is raised, as in Southern English or whether it is neither 

raised nor lowered, showing evidence of non-participation in the Northern California 

Vowel Shift, is a point for debate. Jerry’s LOT and THOUGHT vowels are also 

questionably unmerged, though Jerry only had two THOUGHT tokens as well, so I will 

not make any claims about these vowels. Finally, his PEN and DRESS tokens are 

completely overlapping, though his PIN was shown to be somewhat close to his PEN in 

Chapter 4. This finding also leads me to recommend that, in the future, KIT and DRESS 

as well as PIN and PEN should be considered for each speaker in the corpus before 

drawing definitive conclusions about the status of these vowels in Trinity County.  
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5.6 Conclusion 

The overarching patterns for TRAP and DRESS—and the status of the Northern 

California Vowel Shift in Trinity County—are clear. Young White people, especially 

more (sub)urban young people and young women, are lowering and backing these 

vowels, thereby participating in the Northern California Vowel Shift. Less educated, 

outdoorsy White men and exclusively Indian-identified Trinitarians are doing something 

different with both TRAP and DRESS. These groups are lowering and backing TRAP 

less, and thereby participating less in the Northern California Vowel shift. Furthermore, 

they are also not lowering and backing DRESS—they may even be raising and fronting 

this vowel. Thus, these speakers might not only be using the DRESS vowel to distance 

themselves from much-stereotyped Valley Girl speech, but also to construct themselves 

as rough-and-tumble outdoorsmen from the Wild West. 

 The difference between the significant social effects for the TRAP and DRESS 

vowels is noteworthy. While TRAP-retraction seems to pattern as expected for an urban 

innovation—the feature correlates with speaker youth, Whiteness, and Weaverville—

DRESS non-lowering/raising patterns with speakers’ outdoorsy ideologies and lifestyles. 

This difference could not have been straightforwardly predicted by dialect diffusion 

models like the gravity model (Trudgill 1974; Chambers and Trudgill 1980). Economic 

disparities, and the recursive social oppositions they galvanize, must therefore be taken 

into account in any theory that makes predictions about how, where, and why linguistic 

innovations will spread, and how, where, and why “old” linguistic features will be 

retained. I cannot resolve questions as to the relations between stylistic variation and 

dialectal variation raised by these data, but the data nonetheless beg the questions: What 

is the fate of the Northern California Vowel Shift in Trinity County? Will the pin-pen 
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merger and other Southern-derived features survive in Trinity County—and if so, among 

which speakers, and for how long? 
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CHAPTER 6 

FRACTAL MARGINALIZATION AND INDIAN ENGLISH STYLES 
 

6.1 Introduction 

Like many frontier towns, Hayfork of Trinity County, California, has a long history of 

race-based antipathy and violence. I recount these racisms in detail in Chapter 4, so I will 

only provide a summary of them here, specifically as they relate to the language and 

lifestyles of Trinity County’s Native Americans. Recall, first, that the “black cloud” 

hanging over the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation is the Bridge Gulch Massacre. This massacre 

occurred in 1852, when one hundred and fifty or more Nor-Rel-Muk women and children 

were massacred during a surprise attack led by then-Sheriff William H. Dixon (Norton 

1979). On the night after this event, “there was not a door on a building in town that 

didn’t have a scalp hanging from it” (Howie Shrell, 27 November 2011).  

Today, the 2010 US Census reports that the 2,386-person town of Hayfork is 

approximately 84.4% White and 6.8% American Indian. These Indians, who primarily 

identify as Nor-Rel-Muk, do not constitute a federally recognized tribe. They do not have 

a reservation and receive little government aid. Many of them struggle to make ends 

meet. Having already survived over one hundred and fifty years of violence, oppression, 

and discrimination, those Nor-Rel-Muk families who remain in Hayfork still have few 

opportunities for social or economic mobility. But the Nor-Rel-Muk Indians aren’t the 

only ones struggling to make a living in the town. In the late 1980s-1990s, widespread 

forestry bans crippled rural Northern California’s production economy.  
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Current residents are left with limited job prospects that allow them to participate 

in the traditional labor market: teaching in the public schools, working for the US Forest 

Service or CalTrans, or tending the few businesses that exist in the county. White 

Hayforkians are nonetheless more likely to have the social capital that is needed to secure 

these jobs than Indian Hayforkians. As the adage goes, in the tiny town of Hayfork, it’s 

not what you know, but who you know that matters. This truism weighs on today’s Nor-

Re-Muk. My sociolinguistic interviews with members of this tribe often focused on their 

struggles to support themselves as a marginalized people in an already-marginalized 

region.  

Nearly every Nor-Rel-Muk tribe member I interviewed brought up past brutalities 

perpetrated on the community by Whites, such as the Bridge Gulch Massacre. However, 

almost no one spoke of local White-Indian conflicts in the present tense. Instead, conflict 

discourses focused on power struggles between the Nor-Rel-Muk and the state and 

federal governments, regional inter-tribe conflicts, and intra-tribe disagreements. There 

are many possible explanations for the erasure of contemporary White-Indian tensions in 

my interviews. First, individual members of the Nor-Rel-Muk and other local tribes are 

actually direct competitors for the same pool of government funding and resources. As a 

result, these conflicts are, in a way, more real to the Nor-Rel-Muk. Second, the David 

and Goliath stories of the tribe’s dealings with government officials involve White 

enemies at large—abstracted individuals who live far, far away and who are therefore 

safe scapegoats for Nor-Rel-Muks’ staunch criticisms of the unfair distribution of 

resources in their county. Third, the Nor-Rel-Muk are very aware that complaints about 

White-Indian relations would be unwelcome today. Many white Hayforkians expressed 
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to me that though they were regretful of what had happened in the past, they’ve never 

done any such terrible things themselves, so why should they feel bad? As white resident 

Howie Shrell reported, “I don’t feel sorry for [the Nor-Rel-Muk] now, cuz their 

opportunities now if they want to avail themselves of it are tremendous.”  

In this chapter, I analyze how the social divisions that are articulated by the Nor-

Rel-Muk, as well as often-erased White-Indian antagonisms, shape individual Indians’ 

sociolinguistic styles. In particular, I construe these divisions as fractally recursive 

marginalizations, building on Irvine and Gal’s (1995, 2000) notion of fractally recursive 

oppositions. Irvine and Gal have proposed that an ideological divide between two groups 

may propagate within supracategories or subcatogeries of those groups (Gal and Irvine 

1995:974). They state, “Reminiscent of fractals in geometry… the myriad oppositions 

that can create identity may be reproduced repeatedly, either within each side of a 

dichotomy or outside it” (1995:974). The opposition between “women” and “men”, for 

example, may propagate within the category of “men” as an opposition between “sissies” 

and “tough guys”. But since social oppositions are so intertwined with material 

constraints in Hayfork, I believe that they are better described as fractal marginalizations.  

Furthermore, I argue that these fractal marginalizations daily call into question 

Nor-Rel-Muks’ rights to, well, be Nor-Rel-Muk in Hayfork. That is, the inequities of 

Hayfork’s social and economic marketplaces put pressure on the Nor-Rel-Muk to 

authenticate (Bucholtz 2003; Bucholtz and Hall 2004a, 2004b) themselves as “real” 

Indians, “real” Hayforkians, and “real” native Californians—i.e., as town residents who 

are deserving of visibility, recorded historical narratives, jobs, political influence, and so 

on. Not unlike Labov’s (1963) fishermen of Martha’s Vineyard, the Nor-Rel-Muks’ use 
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of, or salient non-use of, (raced) regional dialect features serves to position them as 

authentic (Indians, Hayforkians, Californians). Simultaneously, the Nor-Rel-Muks’ 

sociolinguistic styles work to (re)define what it means to be authentic in Hayfork.  

The material focus of my work is not new. Economic constraints factor into 

Irvine’s (2000) discussion of linguistic differentiation, and other arguments made by 

linguistic anthropologists and sociolinguists both before and since then (e.g., Rickford 

1986, Alim 2004). However, as I argued in Section 1.4, many scholars writing about 

language and power today focus so strongly on representational violence that they gloss 

over the importance of the economy in molding people’s linguistic behaviors. And I 

believe that there is violence in the act of emphasizing ideological oppression at the cost 

of recognizing, and working to ameliorate, economic oppression. Thus, I aim to use the 

particular case of the Nor-Rel-Muk to draw attention to the importance of our field sites’ 

economic realities, and the way residents interpret those realities, in shaping 

sociolinguistic styles.   

The analysis below delves deep into the social and linguistic practices of two Nor-

Rel-Muk elders: Richie and Joe. These two Indians are analyzed as exemplars of the Nor-

Rel-Muk community at large. Their social and linguistic styles show much overlap with 

each other and with local Whites. However, they also represent two fractal Nor-Rel-Muk 

personae: that of the “heritage Indian” and that of the “political Indian.”11 “Heritage 

Indian” and “political Indian” are my terms, and I place them in scare quotes. I do this 

because I do not want may imply that I have made my own judgments about the relative 

authenticity of each of these individuals, or other individuals who employ these personae 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 See Eckert (1989, 1990, 2000) and Rickford (1986) for in-depth discussions of the need for using ethnographically-
derived social categories in analyses of linguistic practice. 
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within the Nor-Rel-Muk community. I use these phrases only out of the necessity for a 

shorthand way to refer to the social differences between these fractal identities within the 

Nor-Rel-Muk Nation, for which Richie and Joe serve as models. I do not endorse analyst-

imposed conceptualizations of  “the authentic speaker,” historically popular in linguistics, 

which have been critiqued by Bucholtz (2003), Eckert (2003), Coupland (2010), and 

many others. 

Below, I present ethnographic observations and metadiscursive evidence from 

Richie and Joe’s audio-recorded interviews that speak to both the similarities and the 

differences between the speakers’ constructions of Indianness in Hayfork. Richie, a 

“political Indian”, spent most of our interview discussing his activist work within the 

Nor-Rel-Muk community, while Joe, a “heritage Indian”, let his deep family history in 

the region do the talking for his Indian authenticity. I frame Richie and Joe’s discursive 

strategies as different intersubjective tactics for authentication (Bucholtz 2003; Bucholtz 

and Hall 2004a, 2004b). I link these intersubjective tactics to ethnographic evidence 

detailing the prevalence of these two oppositional personae in the Nor-Rel-Muk tribe.  

Because authentication is, by definition, intersubjective, analyzing Richie and 

Joe’s interviews in this way carries the implication that they desired, at least in part, for 

me to perceive them as authentic Indians, Hayforkians, and so on. I do think that this is 

true. Most Nor-Rel-Muk seemed to view me as an arm of the academy, an institution they 

regard with a strong ambivalence, due to its ethically-mixed involvement in fostering the 

public’s perception of Native communities, preserving indigenous languages, etc. I also 

think that Richie and Joe talked to me in ways that they would talk with some others—

primarily others who they believed shared their views on Native life or needed to be 
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educated about it. I’m not sure which of these categories I fell into (with which 

interviewees, and when). But this desire for authentication is largely what unites Richie 

and Joe’s sociolinguistic styles. While nuanced differences can be observed in how each 

of these speakers employs, or does not employ, local Country or California White 

features, the persona of each is clearly molded by the desire for social authentication and 

political legitimation. That is: in many ways, what unites these speakers’ identity 

performances is their oppression. 

In Section 6.3, I begin my more detailed review of the fractal marginalizations at 

stake in this chapter, beginning at the individual level and working my way up. I do not 

go into detail about White-Indian and indoorsy-outdoorsy oppositions here, as I have 

already discussed these oppositions in Chapter 3 and Section 4.3. After describing Richie 

and Joe as a “heritage Indian” and a “political Indian”, I briefly situate them, and these 

fractal personae, within a supra-opposition between Hayfork’s Indian community and 

“hillbilly” Whites. I then examine how these inter- and intra-group oppositions in 

Hayfork affect Richie and Joe’s uses of three linguistic variables: the pin-pen merger, 

GOAT-fronting/-backing, and the Northern California Vowel Shift (as realized in their 

TRAP and DRESS vowels). The language data are discussed against the backdrop of 

research on other American Englishes, and the linguistic data presented in Chapters 4 and 

5. Lastly, I argue that the linguistic analysis presented in this chapter demonstrates the 

unique contribution of language variation data to linguistic anthropology; these data offer 

empirical insight into how individuals construe, construct, and subvert group-level social 

oppositions. 
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6.2 Richie and Joe: A “Political Indian” and a “Heritage Indian” 

I first met Richie and Joe during pilot visits to Hayfork, the historical and contemporary 

home of the Nor-Rel-Muk, in the fall of 2011. Richie, now into his seventies, grew up 

around other Indians. But he reports that he did not develop an interest in his tribe’s 

linguistic, cultural, and spiritual practices until he reached adulthood. He admits: 

You- you know what, when I was a kid, I was a know-it-all 
kid, so, you know. And know-it-all kids don’t pay 
attention. Uh, my grandparents spoke the language fluently. 
I should be able to speak it fluently because of them. Um, 
my mother, uh, I, I never- I don’t- I don’t know whether sh- 
she knew the words, Indian words. And I think she 
understood the language but she never spoke it that I know 
of. And, uh, she’d do traditional things, but it wasn’t like a 
teaching thing for us. She never taught us, she’d just tell us 
to go get this. You didn’t know what she was gonna- 
getting it for, you went and got it out back and that was the 
end of it.  

 
In fact, Richie, a former Tribal Chair of the Nor-Rel-Muk, is known as more of a 

controversial political figure than a traditional Indian leader. While generally highly 

regarded in the county, he was deposed as Chair about a year before I met him. Or, in his 

telling of the events, Richie quit at the meeting in which the Council was voting on his 

impeachment because he wouldn’t “give them the satisfaction.” There are many sides to 

the story of why his position was brought up for a vote, but most of them reference his 

potential involvement in a drug-addicted office assistant’s abuse of tribal funds. Some 

Indians did stand up for Richie at the time, saying he had nothing to do with the mess. 

But Richie expressed “deep hurt” over how most Nor-Rel-Muk treated him in the wake 

of these accusations.   

In our interview, Richie pushed back against his “bad rap” by expressly 

emphasizing his own blood lineage, spiritual strength, and “good Indian heart” in fighting 
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for the federal recognition of his people. Richie’s focus on constructing his Indianness 

during our interview seemed to point to his desire to be seen as an authentic Indian 

himself and to have his tribe legitimized by whites. Richie’s talk also exemplified the 

nested inter-tribe and intra-tribe oppositions between local Indians. As can be seen in the 

quote below, Richie contrasted his Indianness with that of other Nor-Rel-Muk, as well as 

members of the Redding Rancheria, a neighboring band of Indians with federal 

recognition. A widespread opinion in this area, documented across many of my 

interviews, is that these other Indians are motivated not by devotion to Native peoples, 

but by greed. Richie states: 

We’re talking about Indians- some of those Indians on 
there are like one sixty-fourth. Now you gotta be kidding 
me. I’m a half-breed, you ain’t gonna tell me nothing. […] 
We’re Indians. We’re the last of the breed. We’re f- we’re 
the fullest blood right now. […] [Redding Rancheria] 
talk[s] casino, but they talk casino with dollar signs in their 
eyes. I talk casino with elder homes, medical, dental, 
schooling, I mean, that’s important, right? I’m not after per 
capita.  

 
Richie’s Native activism plays a crucial rule in his “political Indian” persona. But he is 

also a “political Indian” in the sense that he traverses local social borders. Many of 

Richie’s older family members worked as ranch-hands. His grandfather, whose picture is 

hanging in Richie’s living room, was what Richie called an “Indian Cowboy.” 

Consequently, Richie also works to position himself as both an authentic Indian and an 

authentic Hayforkian—someone who knows the ins and outs of (White) hillbilly living. 

Richie embodies the two defining characteristics of all Nor-Rel-Muk adopting a “political 

Indian” persona in Hayfork: he’s highly involved in the tribe’s dealings with the 
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government (e.g., their fight for tribal recognition), and he has strong historical and 

contemporary social ties with both Indian and white communities. 

Joe, now in his fifties, is the grandson of a well-known and well-respected full-

blooded Nor-Rel-Muk woman. When she was alive, this woman was famed for being the 

last “true Wintu” and native Nor-Rel-Muk Wintu dialect speaker. She even served as the 

language consultant for a Linguistics student’s published dissertation on Wintu 

(Schlichter 1981; Shepherd 1989), and, later, a popular book on Wintu stories and dialect 

(Shepherd 1997). She gave Joe unique access to Nor-Rel-Muk language, religion, and 

rites during his childhood, and he consequently retains a special status in Hayfork as one 

of the most native Indians around. This deep-rooted Indianness is reflected in the stories 

Joe tells of his upbringing. His favorite anecdote describes how an “old lady” once told 

his young grandmother a firsthand account of the tribe’s initial contact with white men: 

Spanish pioneers who sailed up the Trinity River. He told me: 

Then, oh yeah, I’m trying to coax it out of her, she said, 
‘yeah.’ This lady, she said, ‘the first- the, uh, contact with 
non-Indians was turtle people,’ she said. So I said, ‘oh?’ 
‘Yeah.’ And she said, ‘They just come right up the river 
and up trails and come- come in,’ so finally it dawned on 
me, that, uh, w- what it was is- uh, was old, uh, Spanish e- 
explorers. […] That it was a firsthand account of, uh, 
seeing these Spaniards, cuz they had these, uh, copper or 
bronze, uh, plates on.  

 
Joe had more contact with the Nor-Rel-Muk and less contact with white communities in 

his youth than Richie did. In our interviews, Joe told narratives about his childhood with 

Gail, sometimes with tears in his eyes, that wove an idyllic image of a boy whose 

traditional grandmother sung him Nor-Rel-Muk songs, taught him how to hunt like a 

Nor-Rel-Muk, and so on. To me, these narratives sounded like they were set in a much 
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earlier time period than when they actually occurred. The above account of Spanish 

explorers further contributed to Joe’s aura of historicity. Joe also continues to isolate 

himself from white Hayforkians more than Richie does.  

The contrastive details between Joe (and the two elders he later introduced me to) 

and Richie (and the other more socially and politically active members of the Nor-Rel-

Muk) are many. Joe is more of a “heritage Indian”. He’s a reclusive, deep-rooted Indian 

who has not been greatly affected by social influences outside of the Nor-Rel-Muk 

community. And his family lineage has imbued him with a special status in Hayfork. 

Richie, however, has to work harder to achieve authentication as a local Indian. 

Nonetheless, what molds these two personae is the desire to both authenticate and 

legitimate their Indianness, even if Richie and Joe’s tactics for authentication and 

legitimation may differ.  

It is also paramount to note that Richie’s tendency to deauthenticate other Indians 

is born in the federal government’s systematic denial of Indian rights, among other 

systematic oppressions. Official legislation, off-the-books discriminatory practices, and 

bureaucratic red tape all stand between a California Indian and federal recognition of that 

status. For example, the government has historically demanded proof of blood quantum 

and Indian heritage to grant enrollment of an individual in a tribe. Rather than assisting in 

the process, the government requires that Indian tribes shoulder the responsibility 

themselves. This and other Bureau of Indian Affairs-imposed practices continue to cause 

politically minded tribe members like Richie to fight over who is or is not a “real Indian”. 

Joe is somewhat relieved from these looming threats of deauthentication due to his 

unique familial claims to Indianness; his name always comes up as an outstanding 
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representative of Nor-Rel-Muk culture, and his self-isolation only seems to increase 

others’ perceptions of his Indian authenticity. Joe’s heritage and corresponding regard in 

the community, then, could be viewed as forms of privilege.  

 

6.3 The Indian–Hillbilly Opposition in Hayfork 

The pressures faced by Richie and Joe to prove themselves as “authentically” and 

“legitimately” Indian fall out of their community’s local and supralocal marginalization. 

As I’ve discussed elsewhere in the dissertation, rural-oriented whites primarily define 

Hayfork’s ethos. The area was, locals state, originally settled by white, survivalist, law-

flouting hill people. One white resident, Louis, recounted that most people came to 

Hayfork because “they were running from something and they came here.” Early 

conflicts between these settlers and the Nor-Rel-Muk form a prototypically bloody 

narrative. The antagonistic, individualistic attitudes of Hayfork’s early Anglo people 

were intertwined with their greed and bloodlust. Nonetheless, these attitudes have been 

passed down through the generations as a point of pride; White Hayforkians often talk 

about their community as exemplifying the American idyll. 

Nowadays, nearly all Hayforkians who do not teach, work for the government, or 

tend the few local shops make their livings outdoors, cultivating and manipulating natural 

resources. After the timber industry rose and fell in Trinity County, the area’s principal 

export became marijuana. Locals view this industry as a contemporary manifestation of 

the town’s long-standing reputation for independence and lawlessness. As Sherman 

(2009:28) wrote, there is a widespread “frontier culture” in rural California, which 

emphasizes “individualism, self-sufficiency, and work.”  
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In previous chapters, I have linked the Southern- and Midlands-derived linguistic 

features I discuss in the next section (e.g., the pin-pen merger) with different social 

meanings that, together, make up “hillbilly-ness”: tough, conservative, blue-collar, 

masculine, authentic, and, as I elaborated in Section 3.5, White. The Nor-Rel-Muk’s 

everyday metadiscursive and linguistic strategies for constructing Indianness both reflect 

and respond to the region’s predominant Whiteness, as well as other social meanings that 

may be saliently linked to Whiteness. In the next section, I briefly describe the linguistic 

methods for this chapter, before discussing the sociolinguistic styles of Richie and Joe—

the “political Indian” and the “heritage Indian.” 

 

6.4 Linguistic Methods 

First, I used a Praat (Boersma & Weenik 2013) script to extract every pre-nasal token of 

KIT and DRESS and every GOOSE token (not occurring after /w/ or /j/ or before /r/ or 

/l/) throughout Richie and Joe’s interviews. Tokens that were shorter than 65ms were 

excluded, in order to avoid the inclusion of wholly coarticulated segments. Values for 

formants 1, 2, and 3 were then extracted (in Hz) using another Praat script. All of these 

tokens were checked by hand. I then normalized the formant values to the perceptual 

space by converting them to Barks, and to each speaker’s vowel space using the Watt & 

Fabricius method (Watt & Fabricius 2002), via the Vowels Package (Kendall & Thomas 

2010) in R.  

Finally, differences in the normalized values of Formants 1 and 2 were tested for 

statistical significance in R using mixed regression models with preceding phonological 

context, subsequent phonological context, duration, and speaker as fixed effects. Word 
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was included as a random effect. All results reported in this chapter are statistically 

significant to the p < .01 level. All vowel plots in this chapter, as in the rest of the 

dissertation, were made in R.  

 

6.4 The Sociolinguistic Styles of Richie and Joe (a Political and a Heritage Indian) 

In Hayfork, the pin-pen merger is talked about by laypeople as being associated with the 

Okie and Arkie in-migrations, as well as with Southernness more generally. One older 

Hayforkian, Mallie, told me about how some of her ancestors were Arkies, and talked at 

length about the social effects of these population movements in the area. Then, shortly 

before I left her house, she said, “I think I sound Southern on recordings. I’m not sure 

why, but I know I say pin and pen the same. Like on your list of words, you had both o’ 

those words, and I think I said them the same.”  

However, in Chapter 4, I showed that the merged variant actually correlates with 

people’s lifestyles. Outdoorsy people who pride themselves on their survival skills have 

more merged PIN and PEN than people who work and play indoors. Use of the pin-pen 

merger is not exclusive to Okie- and Arkie-heritage families, and in fact, it’s even less 

common in those families. The important contemporary social distinctions in the region 

now have to do with speakers’ daily engagements with the land, and their far-reaching 

anti-urban, anti-liberal attitudes. But as I described in Section 3.5, Trinity County’s brand 

of rurality—of “hillbilly-ness”—is also defined by its Whiteness. While race/ethnicity 

was not a significant factor in my mixed models for pin-pen, I did observe a correlation 

between socially/politically active Nor-Rel-Muk speakers and unmerged vowels. An 

analysis of Richie and Joe’s PIN and PEN confirms that the merger may be less common 
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in the Native American community than in the White community. 

Richie and Joe both have statistically distinct PIN and PEN vowels (p <.001 and p 

< .01, respectively), though their vowel spreads for these vowels are overlapping. Richie 

and Joe’s pin-pen data are visualized in Figures 6.1 and 6.2 below. The vowel plots 

approximate the space of the mouth. A single point represents the means of the 

normalized F2 and F1 values for each vowel; the ellipses centered about each point 

represent 1.5 standard deviations from those means.  

 

Figure 6.1: Comparing Richie’s PIN and PEN vowels  
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Figure 6.2: Comparing Joe’s PIN and PEN vowels  

LOT and FLEECE are included in these figures as anchor vowels, so that the reader may 

gain a better sense of the two men’s complete vowel spaces. GOOSE, however, is not 

shown in the plots; I discuss Riche and Joe’s GOOSE later on in this section. 

Many Southerners who have the pin-pen merger have completely overlapping 

vowel spreads for these vowels. The merger is often so definitive, and so recognizable, 

that Thomas (2008:94) writes it has become “more or less stereotypical of Southern 

speech.” Here, each speaker’s PIN and PEN vowels are overlapping, but clearly 

statistically distinct. Perceptually, these vowels sound somewhat close to each other, but 

they are definitely not the clearly merged variants found in some other Trinitarians’ 

speech. Since the presence of this merger was linked to a particular kind of white 

personae—Hillbilly Trinitarian—in Chapter 4, I hypothesize that Richie and Joe’s non-

participation in the locally dominant pin–pen merger may index, among other things, 

their Indianness. Or at least their sociocultural distance from local Whites in 
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contemporary times, and their historical segregation from local Whites. I could imagine 

that this non-participation in the pin-pen merger may therefore be used, along with other 

social acts and linguistic variables, to indicate the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation’s opposition to 

the hegemonic Whiteness of the local Country ethos (discussed at length in Chapter 3).  

Unlike the pin–pen merger, GOAT-fronting has been shown to be a feature of 

both the California Coastal Cities Vowel Shift (Hinton et al. 1987; Eckert 2008b; Hall-

Lew 2009) and Southern English (Thomas 1989; Bailey 1997; Labov et al. 2006). In 

Hayfork, then, it may index what is common between stereotypical coastal Californians 

and stereotypical Southerners: Whiteness. Figure 6.3 is a vowel plot of Richie and Joe’s 

mean GOAT-vowels, as compared to the GOAT-vowels of White speakers from the 

nearest urban center, Redding (data from Podesva et al. 2013). Again, vowel frontness is 

mapped on the x-axis (F2) and vowel height on the y-axis (F1), and the ellipses represent 

1.5 standard deviations from those means.  

This figure shows that neither Richie nor Joe front GOAT. They pronounce their 

GOAT vowels farther back and higher than the White Redding residents do (p < .001). 

Exploratory analyses of GOAT in my corpus also indicate that, on average, Nor-Rel-Muk 

elders (men over fifty years old) produce their GOAT vowels farther back and higher 

than nearby White speakers do. Precisely because GOAT-fronting is a variant utilized by 

multiple populations caricatured, in some ways, for their Whiteness—California’s Valley 

Girls, surfer dudes, and San Franciscans, and those Southern boys and belles—I believe 

the Nor-Rel-Muk’s non-fronted GOAT is likely to index Indianness, among other 

meanings. 
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Figure 6.3: Comparison of Richie’s and Joe’s GOAT vowels 

As in my discussion of TRAP and DRESS in Chapter 5, I cannot, at this time, know for 

certain whether it is best to understand the Nor-Rel-Muks’ GOAT productions as 

evidence of their lack of participation in a sound-change-in-progress (GOAT-fronting, 

which is part of the Northern California Vowel Shift), or as GOAT-backing—i.e., as a 

separate variable that is unique to this community. Further analyses comparing White 

Hayforkians’ GOAT and GOOSE data to that of White-Indian and Indian-identified 

speakers, as well as a close analysis of individual Indians’ GOAT-productions across 

different stylistic moments—e.g., when discussing tribal matters vs. when discussing 

national perceptions of California—would help me to draw more conclusive 

generalizations from these data. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that both Richie and Joe’s GOAT productions differ from 

most Whites’ productions of this vowel in nearby areas. Richie and Joe’s GOAT 

productions also differ slightly from each other. Figure 6.3 demonstrates this ground level 
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of fractal recursivity; it shows that Joe actually has a backer GOAT than Richie (p < 

.001). Since Richie and Joe’s non-fronted GOAT productions may help to set them apart 

from local Whites, Joe’s even backer GOAT might index what one might call native 

Nativeness, or in-group Indian authenticity.  

Recall that Joe is highly regarded in town, at least partially because his 

grandmother was the last surviving full-blooded Wintu. Joe spent many of his childhood 

years living with and learning from Gail, so he’s thought of as the most native of Native 

Americans—a true “heritage Indian”. Richie, a latecomer to tribal culture whose family 

has, historically, been more integrated with white social networks, is a “political 

Indian”—one of a few local activists for Indian rights. The difference between the two 

speakers’ GOAT productions in Figure 6.3 may therefore emerge from these two 

speakers’ different strategies for authenticating their Indianness. I expect the difference 

between these two observed in the figure to be small because it is occurring at the 

individual level of fractal recursivity. And it is small. But it is statistically significant and, 

potentially, socially significant. 

Joe and Richie do both participate in the Northern California Vowel shift to 

varying degrees, but not in precisely the same ways as younger and more urban White 

Trinitarians. Figures 6.4 and 6.5 show how these vowels are realized by the two speakers, 

with the means for FLEECE, LOT, and GOOSE (before /l/) provided to show how these 

vowels compare to the extremes of each speaker’s vowel space. 
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Figure 6.4: DRESS and TRAP in Joe Carter’s speech

 

Figure 6.5: DRESS and TRAP in Richie Heller’s speech 

In Figure 6.4, we see that Joe Carter’s DRESS does not seem to be dramatically lowered, 

and the difference in F1 between TRAP and LOT is not statistically significant. This 
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“heritage Indian” does not seem to be adopting these features of the Northern California 

Vowel Shift or the DRESS-raising shown to occur in the speech of White, rural men in 

the last chapter. DRESS does appear to be closer to the low, back quadrant of the vowel 

space for Richie Heller. However, TRAP appears about where one would expect it to, if 

the speaker were not participating in the Northern California Vowel shift.  

The movement in these vowels is far less dramatic for Richie and Joe than the 

TRAP and DRESS retraction observed in the speech of young, female Trinitarians. For 

comparison, one can view the vowel plots for Joan Walter (Figure 5.3) and Lark 

Seenville (Figure 5.2), a young, female Hayforkian and a young, female Weavervillian. I 

therefore conclude that Richie and Joe, and perhaps the Nor-Rel-Muk community at 

large, are resistant to adopting these variables present in the Northern California Vowel 

Shift and the Southern Vowel Shift. In Joe’s case, this difference may result from a lack 

of exposure as well as an ideological opposition to local White communities. In Richie’s 

case, this difference may result primarily from opposition to local White communities, as 

well as nearby American Indians who may be more welcoming of White cultural norms 

and linguistic practices. 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

The politics of federal recognition and the overall scarcity of economic opportunities in 

Hayfork have marginalized the Nor-Rel-Muk community, such that Nor-Rel-Muk 

speakers do not fully participate in many of the White-associated sound changes 

documented in Chapters 4 and 5. These social and economic pressures have also caused 

Nor-Rel-Muk tribe members like Richie and Joe to adopt different discursive strategies 
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for authenticating and legitimating their Indianness. Thus, their personae and 

sociolinguistic styles are both similar to and different from each other. The overarching 

marginalization of the Nor-Rel-Muk community also galvanizes some Nor-Rel-Muk to 

talk about themselves and other Native Americans as “good Indians” or “bad Indians”. 

As Richie said: 

So that’s the way you stand with the other tribes, uh, when 
it comes to federal recognition. That’s what it has to do 
with, is you getting federally recognized, because you 
might take something from them. So they don’t support you 
as- as, uh, well as I think they should. I think all the Indians 
should band together. There’s enough Indians in Trinity 
County or in California, if they’d all bound- band together 
they’d own it. You know. And- [xx] but they won’t band 
together. Indians [clicks tongue].  

 
Somewhat ironically, Richie seems to be just the kind of pugnacious Indian he is 

objecting to in this passage.  

Richie and Joe’s different constructions of Indianness represent the ground level 

of fractal recursivity (Gal and Irvine 1995; Irvine and Gal 2000) in Hayfork: the 

opposition between the “political Indians” and the “heritage Indians”. While both of these 

elders face ubiquitous threats to deauthentication at home and at large, Joe retains a 

special claim to authentic Indianness because of his unique lineage. Rather than having a 

full-blooded Nor-Rel-Muk Indian for a grandmother, Richie had an “Indian cowboy” for 

a grandfather. So, both socially and linguistically, it is harder for Richie to construct 

Indian authenticity than it is for Joe to do so. (One might ask, then, “But why doesn’t 

Richie try harder linguistically to authenticate his Indianness?” Perhaps Richie would 

face reproach if he backed his GOAT too far and sounded too Indian. Or perhaps this 

linguistic variable, like so many others, simply operates at a level of unconsciousness that 
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makes it unavailable for such manipulation.) 

Crucially, Richie and Joe’s personae and interactional styles are born in the 

socioeconomic competition between the Nor-Rel-Muk and nearby Indians who have 

federal recognition, as well as between Hayfork’s Indians and whites. White 

“backwoods” Hayforkians principally define the town’s ethos, while the Nor-Rel-Muk 

are often othered or erased. White, survivalist residents dominate Hayfork’s land-based 

industries, including ranching, farming, forestry, and, most recently, the growing and 

selling of cannabis. While the Nor-Rel-Muk have a long history of their own horticultural 

knowledge and rituals, they do not participate in Hayfork’s official venues for the 

discussions of these practices. Instead, the Nor-Rel-Muk’s culture, history, and language 

all seem to be disappearing as today’s tribal leaders pass away. Not one of the Nor-Rel-

Muk I spoke with claimed to be a native speaker of the Wintu language. 

The variables analyzed in the previous section may carry the meaning potentials 

of California, hillbilly, White, Indian, and more in isolation. However, in on-line 

conversation, they are packaged together in style or feature bundles (Podesva, Roberts, 

and Campbell-Kibler 2001; Coupland 2007). These bundles construct complex identities 

(cf. Hebdige 1984, Eckert 2008b on bricolage) in each moment with each interlocutor. In 

their conversations with me, Joe and Richie both worked to lay claim to Indian 

authenticity and legitimacy. But while Joe was constructed as a deep-rooted, locally-

oriented Indian, Richie’s personae spoke more of supralocal orientation and political 

activism. Hence, Richie and Joe’s data demonstrate that individual actors can manipulate 

and combine linguistic features associated with different social groups to create further 

social distinctions within a group. Language variation data are shown to provide unique 
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insight into the study of fractal recursivity: they proffer empirical evidence of how 

individuals construe and construct recursive social categories. The various fractal 

oppositions discussed in this paper are summarized in Figure 6.6. Figure 6.6 also shows 

which social group, at each level of recursivity, is more likely to be erased or 

deauthenticated and which is more likely to be authenticated (locally and supralocally).  

As is evident in this representation, monolithic discourses about rurality have the 

effect of whitewashing contemporary and historical life in the West. Relatedly, they erase 

the complexities of people’s very real material struggles, which may give rise to, 

reinforce, and/or provide popular rationale for local ideological oppositions. Drawing on 

Callon and Latour (1981) and others, I believe it is analytically and politically important 

to recognize that social borders, like the ethnic divides in Hayfork, are not purely 

ideological. By contrast, such fractal oppositions are closely intertwined with the material 

constraints of limited federal funding for Indian tribes, failing regional economies, and 

more; fractal recursivity seems to operate in compliance with “an economic logic” 

(Bourdieu 1990:122). Fractal oppositions may therefore be better described as fractal 

marginalizations. 
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Figure 6.6: Schema of (some) fractal oppositions in Hayfork 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
Little is known about English variation in the West. Moreover, the work that has been 

completed on California focuses almost exclusively on the state’s two coastal 

metropolises: San Francisco and Los Angeles (cf. Podesva et al. 2013). While these 

locations are popularly used by media outlets and political pundits as synecdoches for the 

entire state, there are other Californias. Much of the state, in fact, is poor, politically 

conservative, densely populated, and supported by production economies. This 

dissertation is an ethnographic study of linguistic variation in one such California: Trinity 

County.  

Eckert (2008a), using her data from the Bay Area, proposes that California’s 

documented changes-in-progress are part of a chain shift: the Northern California Vowel 

Shift. In this pull-shift, the high, front vowels are dragged down and back, and the GOAT 

and GOOSE vowels are pushed forward. TRAP pronunciations are split: pre-nasal TRAP 

is raised, but the vowel is lowered and backed in all other phonological contexts. Finally, 

LOT and THOUGHT are completely merged. If the sociopolitical makeup of Trinity 

County were just like that of the Bay Area, then I might have observed all of these sound 

changes being diffused through the county, with young women leading in those changes. 

But Hayfork and Weaverville are not San Francisco. And they’re not Los Angeles, either. 

Population migrations to Trinity County recently (re)introduced Southern and 

Midlands dialect features to the area. The Dust Bowl of the 1930s and 40s drove 

thousands of hard-laboring, outdoorsy people westward. The timber boom of rural 
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Northern California also brought large numbers of “Okies” and “Arkies” to the county in 

the 1970s and 80s. And unlike San Francisco and Los Angeles, Trinity County has 

remained sparsely populated. Thus, in this sociolinguistically isolated county, I find 

evidence of the pin-pen merger and DRESS-raising (part of the Southern Vowel Shift) 

today. But while these features may have originated in the South, the linguistic analyses 

contained in Chapters 3-6 show that they don’t “mean” Southern, or even Country. 

Various elements of Southern and Midlands Englishes are taken up in the construction of 

fractal rural-urban social divides across the county. Hayforkians construct themselves to 

be more authentically rural, tough, and survivalist than their gentrifying neighbors, the 

“Weavervillains.” And within these towns, outdoorsy residents—those who survive 

primarily off the land, both working and playing outdoors—construct themselves to be 

more authentically rural and Western than indoorsy residents. And so on. While I 

document these oppositions ethnographically in Chapter 3, Chapters 4-6 show that local 

fractals of the rural-urban divide are also shored up by Trinitarians’ linguistic practices.  

Importantly, the ideological oppositions between Hayforkians and 

Weavervillians, as well as between Trinity County’s “Hillbillies” and the state’s urban 

residents, are driven by socioeconomic disparities. So when, in Chapters 4-6, I show that 

Hayforkians and Weavervillians speak differently from each other, and that Trinitarians’ 

sociolinguistic practices diverge from those of California’s urban, coastal residents, what 

I am really demonstrating is that economic and political inequities shape patterns of 

language variation (and, perhaps, patterns of language change). Rural rejection of urban 

social values includes the rejection of metropolitan wealth and the centrality of urban 

capitalists in molding America’s fiscal and political economies. One cannot be Trinity 
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Hillbilly without some awareness of what it means to be a Valley Girl, a surfer dude, and 

a Sacramento politician.  

Furthermore, there is a fractal structure to rural hillbillies’ and Native Americans’ 

resistance to other Californian ideals and stereotypes. As Trinitarians, on the whole, 

adopt oppositional stances towards San Francisco and Los Angeles, Hayforkians resent 

their “snobby” neighbors with more middle class sensibilities, the Weavervillains. And 

local outdoorsy speakers within each of these locales fancy themselves to be tougher and 

more authentically rural than their indoorsy neighbors, though the most hillbilly 

Weavervillian would still be scoffed at by most Hayforkians. And the contemporary Nor-

Rel-Muk are caught between adopting urban-derived and rural-derived White norms, 

with little social, material, or linguistic capital to call their own. So, as Eckert (2000)’s 

jocks and burnouts reproduced, in some ways, the class structure of their parents, 

Trinitarians (of various ethnicities) reproduce (poor) rural-(moneyed) urban oppositions 

between the North State region and the rest of the state, as well as between other rural 

and urban regions across the country. This is why I propose that, when discussing fractal 

social groups or sociolinguistic personae, we talk of fractal marginalization rather than 

simply fractal recursivity. 

In particular, in Chapter 4, I demonstrate that the pin-pen merger is most 

prevalent in Hayfork and in outdoorsy residents’ speech. Rurality, and ideologies about 

rurality, are most important to explaining the social patterns of this feature. Furthermore, 

the increasing economic divergence between Hayfork and Weaverville also shapes 

residents’ pin-pen mergedness. Young people in Hayfork are found to have either very 

merged or very unmerged PIN and PEN vowels. But older people across the county have 



	  185 

pin-pen vowels that cluster closer to the mean for mergedness across the whole sample. 

These results suggest that Trinity County, as a whole, was once more rural than it is 

today, and that Southern-derived features like the pin-pen merger were in common use by 

most county residents. However, today, young people who are trying to preserve the Wild 

West ethos of the region may use the merger; but others may opt for more socially 

comportable and “upwardly mobile” linguistic styles. And while Hayfork continues to 

bolster its rugged reputation via the marijuana production industry, Weaverville is 

adopting increasingly middle-class sensibilities. 

The TRAP and DRESS analyses contained in Chapter 5 build on the conclusions 

of Chapter 4. The data discussed in this chapter can be interpreted to reflect the 

competition between the Northern California Vowel Shift and the Southern Vowel Shift 

in Trinity County. Young people, women, White people and Weavervillians appear to be 

backing and lowering TRAP more than other groups. However, speakers’ outdoorsy 

lifestyles and ideologies once again prove most important to shaping residents’ 

realizations of the DRESS vowel. Outdoorsy people have higher and more front 

pronunciations of DRESS than indoorsy people. Additionally, the DRESS vowel does not 

pattern with residents’ hometowns. But White, less educated men may actually be raising 

the vowel.  

This last point is important because most theories of dialect diffusion posit that 

urban innovations spread, rather straightforwardly, from city centers to less populated 

areas. For many linguists, small towns are still not considered sites of innovation (cf. 

Wikle and Bailey 1996; Bailey, Wikley, and Sand 1991) unto themselves, but rather as 

destinations for the spread of urban progress, no matter how slow that progress may be. 



	  186 

As I have detailed here and other researchers have shown before (e.g., Greene 2010), 

rural speakers do have sufficient socioeconomic impetus to walk, talk, and dress 

differently from their urban counterparts. And this is why I find that more outdoorsy and 

more rural-dwelling speakers participate less in the DRESS and TRAP-lowering and -

backing common in the Northern California Vowel Shift. But I also provide evidence of 

the existence of the pin-pen merger in Trinity County (Chapter 4) and the raising of 

DRESS (Chapter 5). Thus, “rural” is shown to be something other than “less urban” or 

“the inverse of urban.” Trinity Hillbilly is comprised of locally available features that 

actively oppose urban sociolinguistic “progress.”  

In Chapter 6, I show that not only are Southern-derived features like the pin-pen 

merger linked with rurality, they may also be linked with Whiteness. The same is for the 

Northern California Vowel Shift. As I discussed at length in Section 3.5, racism and 

xenophobia are definitional of Trinity County’s self-proclaimed “hillbilly” culture. The 

social and economic marginalization of the county’s Native American population are 

found to put pressure on local Indians to authentic and legitimate themselves. They must 

“prove” to local Whites that they are “real” Westerners; they must prove to each other 

that they are “authentic” Indians; they must prove to the federal government that they are 

“legitimate” Indians. These multiple intersecting marginalizations result, therefore, in the 

non-adoption of local White features by the Nor-Rel-Muk Nation. They also drive 

Indians to adopt different discursive and sociolinguistic strategies for authenticating their 

Indianness. “Heritage Indians” like Joe, for example, weave tales of their family’s 

historicity in the area and have an even backer GOAT vowel than “political Indians” like 

Richie, who focus on the contemporary battle for Indian rights in California. 
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Future research is necessary to delve more deeply into this and other 

sociolinguistic and theoretical issues touched upon in the dissertation. First, I would like 

to collect more data from North State American Indians in order to better understand the 

quantitative differences between (urban- and rural-oriented) White speakers and various 

American Indian communities in Northern California. I would like to answer the 

following questions: Which American Indian speakers use features stereotyped as urban 

and White—e.g., TRAP-backing, GOOSE-fronting—and which don’t? Which American 

Indian speakers use features stereotyped as rural and White—e.g., the pin-pen merger—

and which don’t? When? With whom? Additionally, I plan to investigate style shifting 

within each Nor-Rel-Muk’s speech, in the data set I have already collected. For example, 

Do Richie and Joe back their /o/s more when talking about Native history and cultural 

practices than when discussing other topics? I suspect that the answer is “yes.” And, 

finally, I want to investigate this question: What features may be unique to American 

Indian California English? Is /o/-backing one such feature? These analyses would help 

me to better comprehend the social meaning potentials of the linguistic variables at use 

within that community. Further work on the relations between the pin-pen merger and 

TRAP and DRESS movement is also necessary to determine if and how these linguistic 

processes are interacting, both phonetically and socially. I think that some speakers who 

are a bit Hillbilly but who are also quite young, for example, may be merging PIN and 

PEN, but by dragging PIN down toward PEN, as both KIT and DRESS are pulled down 

and back in the Northern California Vowel Shift. More speakers are needed in each age 

group in each location to determine whether or not this hypothesis is correct, and what 

social meanings may be indexed by lowered and backed, but merged, PIN and PEN in 



	  188 

Trinity County.  

While this dissertation is an ethnographic study of variation in Trinity County, it 

is more than that, too. It is the first careful investigation of Country Talk outside of the 

South. Chapters 4-6 build an argument that Country Talk in Trinity County might 

actually be better described as Hillbilly Talk. Speakers of this variety use resources from 

Southern and Midlands English to construct "backwoods" styles that resist urban 

California's Whiteness, wealth, and liberalism. This work also shows the primacy of 

economic disparities, and ideologies about those disparities, in shaping linguistic 

practice. For example, the amount of social and economic capital at stake in the Hayfork-

Weaverville rivalry may, over time, promote the sociolinguistic divergence of these two 

towns. The pin-pen merger may survive for decades in Hayfork, or may even advance in 

that town, while it may soon die out in Weaverville, especially if local and federal laws 

continue to allow for the growth of the marijuana industry in Hayfork. The potential for 

such linguistic shifts to occur in Trinity County leads me to recommend that material 

disparities be taken into account in new theories of language variation and change. This 

dissertation suggests that changing regional economies and, in particular, material 

inequities play a central role in promoting sociolinguistic change on the ground. 
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APPENDIX A:  

GUIDING INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 
Demography, neighborhood, and personal history 

1. You grew up around here, right? What was it like growing up in Hayfork (or 

Weaverville, Southern Trinity, …)? Do you think it was a good place to grow up? 

What elementary school did you go to? Do you remember differences between 

that school and the other elementary schools in the area?  

2. Who took care of you at home? Where did your parents grow up? Who got you 

ready to go to school in the morning? What kind of things did your family do 

together when you were growing up? Did you know your grandparents? If YES: 

What were they like? Does your family have any traditions that you loved as a 

kid? If YES: Have you continued them with your own family? 

3. Who did you play with when you were growing up? What did you do over the 

summer? Did you get in trouble a lot, like, did you do pranks and stuff? Did you 

ever get caught? If YES: What happened then? 

4. Did you have any house rules that couldn’t be broken? What were they? What 

happened if somebody did break them? Do you have terms that are used mainly 

within your family? 

5. Did you end up going to Hayfork High School (or Weaverville HS, or Van 

Duzen)? Did you have a rival high school or schools? Was there a town or a high 

school in the area that you looked upon as totally different?  
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6. Did you have a main group of friends at high school? Did most of your friends go 

to your high school? What were they like? How were they different from other 

groups of people?  

7. Did you graduate from high school? If NO: Is there a story behind that? What did 

you do after graduation? Did you go to college? What kind of work did you end 

up doing?  

8. Do you watch sports? If YES: which sports do you follow? What are your favorite 

teams? Did your family have a favorite sports team? 

9. Where do you go most in Trinity County these days? Where do you do your 

shopping? Where do you do your errands? Do you have places where you hang 

out? How do you get around (do you mainly walk, take public transportation, 

drive)? Do you travel outside of the town/county often? Where do you go for 

complicated medical care (e.g., San Francisco, Fresno)? Are there any other 

towns you go to for shopping or entertainment?  

10. Are there areas of Trinity County you wouldn’t go to? Why?  

11. Did most people in your neighborhood move here recently? Where did they come 

from mainly? What drew them here? 

12. Do you have a lot of family still living in the area (siblings, cousins etc.)? If YES: 

Can you show me where they live on the map? How often do you see them? Who 

are the people you see every day? Where do you see them? Do most of your 

friends live around Hayfork? 

13. Who all do you live with right now? Are you in a significant relationship? Are 

you married? How did you meet your husband/wife? When did you get married? 
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Was it a big wedding? How do you split up the chores in your household? What 

kind of things did kids do on dates when you were growing up? Did your parents 

have rules about dating? Is it different now, what kids do and where they go on 

dates? Do you have any children? How many children do you have? How old are 

they? What do your children do? Are they in school? Do they work? 

14. Did you always know you were gonna stay in Trinity County?  

 

Situating Hayfork/Trinity County  

Important events and change 

1. Have there been major changes in this town that you’ve noticed during your time 

here? What about the rise and fall of the timber industry? Were you personally 

affected by that industry’s collapse? Do you think it’s difficult to find work in the 

area these days? What kinds of work are available? 

2. Do you feel like the makeup of the people around here has changed throughout 

your lifetime? In what ways?  

3. We’ve heard Trinity County was hit particularly hard by the homeowner’s crisis 

and the general economic downturn. Is that true? Do you know someone who was 

affected? How about you? Do you own or rent your place here?  

4. I’ve heard many people refer to Trinity County as part of “the Green Triangle”. 

Do you think the nickname is appropriate? Do a lot of people around here grow 

marijuana? Are those people most locals or out-of-towners, would you say? 
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5. How do you think Hayfork (or Weaverville, or …) is different from other towns 

in the county? Are there are any rivalries or tensions between any of the towns 

around here? 

6. Do you think Trinity County is diverse? Is it more or less diverse than other 

California counties? What about in your own life—do you have a lot of diversity 

among your friends and family?  

7. How well do different racial groups get along in this area?  

8. Have you ever had problems with someone calling you (or your kids) a racist 

name? 

9. Do you think Trinity County is a safe place to live?  

10. Do you feel safe in this part of the county? Are some areas of the county more 

dangerous than others to live in? Which ones, where? Why are those 

neighborhoods more dangerous and those ones less so? 

11. Is Hayfork (…) as safe as other towns in the area? How about compared to 

California in general? 

12. Are drugs a problem in this community? What about violent crimes? 

13. In the news recently there’s been a lot talk about marijuana in Northern 

California. Do you think this industry has brought more crime and violence to the 

area? Why or why not? 

Perceptions of Trinity County and the surrounding area 

1. There’re a lot of mountainous, densely wooded areas around here. Is there a lot of 

contact between the people who live way out in the woods and the people who 

live “downtown”?  



	  193 

2. What do you think the different social groups are around town? Around the 

county? Do they live in specific areas?  

3. People talk about different regions of California as being really different 

(Northern CA, Southern CA, the Valley, the Coast). Is Trinity County part of one 

of these regions or do you see it as set apart? Do people around here still talk 

about the State of Jefferson? Are there other regions in California? 

4. Which places in CA do you think are the most different from Hayfork (or 

Weaverville, or…)? How about the rest of the US?  

 

Language 

1. Do you speak to your parents the same way you speak to your friends or brothers 

and sisters? How does the way you talk change depending on who you’re talking 

to? 

2. Do you speak any other languages at home or with your friends?  If YES: What 

language(s)? Do you speak it/them it every day? What language do you consider 

to be your mother tongue? Why?  

3. What are other languages you might hear around here, even if you don’t speak 

them? 

4. Do you think that in some situations only English should be used (even if both 

people speak another different language?) Do you think that there are situations 

where a language other than English should used? 

5. Now I wanted to ask you specifically about English in this area. Do you think 

there is anything unique about the way people talk around here?   
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6. Do you think you could tell someone was from Hayfork (…) just by hearing them 

talk? How about by the way they dress? Anything else?  

7. Are there any particular words or phrases that set Trinity County apart from other 

places in CA? Does everyone use these?  If not, then who?  

8. Do you think that different groups of people in Trinity County talk differently?  In 

what ways? Can you tell which groups someone is part of just by hearing them 

talk?  Do you have an example you could tell me about? 

 

Big-picture questions 

1. Is there anything you want to tell me about that hasn’t come up yet? Are there 

things you wish I asked you about, but I haven’t yet? 

 

A young adult’s personal history in Trinity County 

1. Are you planning to stay here? What are your future plans here? Do you have 

something specific in mind?  

2. If you’re considering going to college, are you planning to apply to the Shasta-

Trinity Community County system, or to some other California school system? If 

yes: What do you think the advantages are? If no: Where are you planning on 

going? 

3. Where do you go to hang out with friends? Where would you go to hang out with 

a boyfriend/girlfriend? Is it easy to find a boyfriend/girlfriend who lives in the 

area, or do you have to date people from other places? 

4. Did / do your parents have rules about dating? 
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5. What kind of stuff is there to do for fun here? Do you go to any other places for 

concerts or anything? Do you ever hang out in Arcata or Redding  
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APPENDIX B: 

GUIDE FOR THE LANGUAGE PART OF THE INTERVIEW 
 

These are words that are pronounced differently in different regions. Could you read 

them? 

Beth 

bang 

dew 

dance 

bowl 

both 

thousand 

wash 

tune 

coke 

toe 

bath 

doomed 

creek 

been 

coal 

pecan 

almond 
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apricot 

 

Below are pairs of words. Could you read each pair and tell me whether they’re the same 

or different? 

pin pen 

feel fill  

which witch 

stock stalk  

windy Wendy 
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APPENDIX C 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SHEET DISTRIBUTED TO INTERVIEWEES 
 

Katherine (Kate) Geenberg 

Department of Linguistics, Stanford University 

Date of interview: __________________ 

 
Trinity County, California 

Please tell me: 

Your first and last name: ___________________________________________ 

The year you were born: ____________  Your gender: _____________________ 

Your ethnicity or ethnicities: ________________________________________ 

The highest level of education you attained: ______________________________ 

Your profession (If you’re retired, say so, then list the last job you held.): 

____________________________________________________________ 

For how many generations has your family been living in Trinity County? 

____________________________________________________________ 

When you or your ancestors moved to Trinity County, where did you/they move from? 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Have you ever lived outside of Trinity County? If so, state where and approximately which years 

you lived in those places. 

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

______________________ 

Did you grow up speaking a language or languages other than English? If so, list them here and 

write how often you speak each language. 

_______________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

If you would like a CD of this interview, what address can I mail it to? (NOTE: It may be a few 

months before I’m able to get the CD to you, but I promise you’ll receive it ASAP.) 

___________________________________________________________________________
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