
Mountain Air Community Fund Supports Student Field Trips to the Center for 
Pioneer Life 

Thanks to support from the Mountain Air Community Fund, this fall, every 8th grader in Yancey 
County — approximately 150 students — visited the Center for Pioneer for an immersive experience of 
life on an 1850s subsistence farm. Imagine a classroom that encircles you with a panoramic view of 
the mountains as you walk through a maze of corn and pumpkins while learning about their 
important role in life on the homestead.  

This day was a genuine community effort born out of a partnership 
with the Center for Pioneer Life, which hosted this event, Mountain 
Heritage Theatre Arts Program for providing curriculum development 
and student mentoring, and the Yancey County School Gear-Up 
Program*, for provided coordination, transportation, and substitute 
teachers.  

Under the direction of Angie Holtzclaw, director of the Mt. Heritage 
Drama Department, twenty-one theatre arts students greeted the 8th 
graders in period costumes. Positioned around the farm, they shared 
monologues and music from their research on Appalachian culture. As 
Ms. Holtzclaw puts it, “It is vital that students interact with other 
students across various grade levels and curricula. This collaboration 
not only brings the schools and community closer, but it also allows 
younger students a glimpse of future opportunities”.  

The drama students coordinated their stories 
to then introduce local working artisans who 
were positioned around the farm ready to 
demonstrate practical life skills needed for 
survival in the 19th century. Students learned 
how to dip candles from Cheryl Munyan and 
Karen Grassi, and they spun wool with Shoal 
Creek neighbor, Pat Schosser. An iron forging 
demonstration by Paul Lundquist and broom-
making by Cathy Henson rounded out the 
demonstrations. 

As if it couldn’t get any better, there was even 
enough time to play a few field games like 
tug-of-war, ring-around-the-rosy, and compete 
in sack races, all under the direction of the 
high school students.  

Gail Branton, director of the Yancey County GEAR UP program added, “This opportunity provided 
community engagement, academic enrichment, and career exploration for our students. Appalachian 
GEAR UP appreciates the support of our local community to encourage student success and strong 
postsecondary possibilities”. 

*GEAR UP stands for Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs. This is a 
federally funded college access program designed to increase the number of low-income students 
who are prepared to enter and succeed in postsecondary education. 

Special thanks to Mountain Air residents Jim P Young and Mary Ellis for spending the day 
photographing this event. Thanks goes to Celia Eckert for volunteering as a host for the day.  
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