
  
rain in the Mountain South might get taken 
for granted by some people. Not so for the 
gardeners among us, including best-selling 
author Barbara Kingsolver. The bountiful land 
in southern Appalachia is one compelling reason 
that Kingsolver was “called home” to Southwestern 
Virginia a few years ago.  

Kingsolver grew up an Appalachian girl, in eastern 
Kentucky, explored Europe in her twenties and later 
settled in Tucson, Ariz., where she lived for 25 years. 
In 2004, she and her family moved to a flourishing 
farm in southwest Virginia, a move that was also 
the “purview” of her latest book, Animal, Vegetable, 
Miracle. “We wanted to live in a place that could 
feed us,” she says, “where rain falls, crops grow, and 
drinking water bubbles right up out of the ground.”

Kingsolver and husband Steven Hopp, and 
daughters Camille and Lily embraced rural life 
and their Virginia community. They shared garden 
produce, advice on growing crops, and recipes with 
neighbors; and they deliberately ate only locally 
produced foods.  Animal, Vegetable, Miracle – 
Kingsolver’s first nonfiction narrative – is the story 
of the family’s locavore experience throughout each 
season of a year. Part memoir and part journalistic 
investigation, the book enlightens readers about the 

food chain and explores the repercussions of industrial food 
production. 

Kingsolver has published twelve books of fiction, poetry and 
creative nonfiction, including the highly acclaimed titles High 
Tide in Tucson, The Bean Trees, The Poisonwood Bible, Prodigal 
Summer and Small Wonder. The Bean Trees, her first novel, 
has been adopted into many high school and college literature 
curriculums as a literary work which illustrates strong narrative 
voice and rich character development.

Regardless of genre, Kingsolver likes to explore real world issues 
of social and economic injustice, gender and power, cultural 
misunderstandings and the complex relationships of humans 

with one another and their environment. “I find myself coming 
back time and again to certain large questions about community, 
responsibility, individuality and the invisible threads that connect 
everything,” says Kingsolver.

Writing about issues of social responsibility becomes “a 
fascinating project of imagining how we might do better,” she 
says, and the fact that her readers are interested gives her hope 
for the future. 

“Hope”, in fact, was the theme in Kingsolver’s message delivered 
in her 2008 commencement address at Duke University, in 
which she talked about social responsibility in relation to global 
consumption.  She spoke about hidden costs and climate costs 
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associated with economic growth and productivity.  She left 
graduates with thoughts about the strength of community in 
facing challenges of the future, and the importance of having 
hope in order to envision possibilities of change.

Kingsolver believes that issues of social justice and social 
change have held a less commanding place in U.S. literature than 
in the rest of world. Seeking to inspire other writers in this vein, 
she established the Bellwether Prize, an award given every other 
year to a first novel which is judged to be “literature of social 
responsibility.” As her website states, “Throughout history, every 
movement toward a more peaceful and humane world has begun 
with those who imagined the possibilities. The Bellwether Prize 

seeks to support the imagination of humane possibilities.” 
Poets and Writers’ Magazine awarded Kingsolver the Writers 

for Writers Award in recognition of her founding the Bellwether 
Prize, the only major North American prize that specifically 
advocates literary fiction of this type. 

As an internationally acclaimed author, Kingsolver gracefully 
straddles many worlds, including her roles as mother, wife and 
farmer. When asked how she deals with celebrity status, she says 
she is careful to focus on family and community, preferring to 
stay out of the spotlight of fame. “I’m happiest in my garden, 
my kitchen or visiting with my neighbors,” she says.

Virginia farm life came about in a somewhat fateful way for 
Kingsolver. It was during the time she was living in Arizona 
that she came to Emory and Henry College on a visiting 
writers’ fellowship. She happened to guest-lecture in a class 
taught by Hopp, an environmental studies professor (who later 
became her husband). Hopp owned the farm and farmhouse 
in Meadowview, Va., where they spent summers escaping the 
Arizona heat and gardening, and where they eventually made 
their permanent home. 

Having lived among different cultures has given Kingsolver 
insight and provided fodder for her literary works. She spent 
her second-grade year in Africa, and deeply appreciated her 
time spent as a young adult in Greece and France. She returned 
to southern Appalachia from Arizona to be close to extended 
family in Kentucky and connect with relatives in Abingdon and 
Bristol. The move felt right, she says. “This is the culture and 
landscape of my childhood. It feels like home.”
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