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It has been 50 years since Harry Caudill 
wrote “Night Comes to the Cumberlands,” a 
landmark history that rejected stereotypes of 

Appalachian people as backward hillbillies and 
described the ruthless exploitation they suffered. 
The book spoke with eloquence to the American 
conscience and set off a firestorm of controversy. 
Within a year, Lyndon Johnson would launch his 
“war on poverty” from the front porch of an Ap-
palachian cabin.      

Coming in the middle of the civil rights move-
ment, Caudill’s book also launched some serious 
soul-searching about poverty, national sacrifice 
zones and the worth of people who were in the 
way of corporations.  

Since then, great books about Appalachian 
history and culture have filled library shelves with 
descriptions of the suffering  poor, the arrogant rich, 
and the extraordinary cruelty of mining society in 
the early 20th century. 

Not surprisingly, you also find people fighting 
back all throughout this history — from the Cabin 
Creek strike of 1912 to the Battle of Blair Mountain 
in 1921 to the wildcat 1969 black lung strike, and 
in the environmental protests of the past four de-
cades against strip mining and then mountaintop 
removal coal mining. There is, in this, a complete 
and unbroken fabric of human spirit, fighting in 
support of mine safety, public health and environ-
mental protection.

Why, then, do critics like Wess Harris say we 
have such poor public history in West Virginia’s state 
museum, and why does the state of West Virginia 
refuse to help protect the Blair Mountain Battlefield?

Perhaps the encouraging part is that history does 
still matter — for all of us. It matters to educators and 
to the coal industry and its friends. But it also matters 
to people in labor and environmental movements. 
There may be several interpretations of history, but 
very few people would disagree that basic documents 
and battlegrounds should be preserved. State institu-
tions nearly always approach this obligation with at 
least some degree of neutrality – except West Virginia.

What’s different today is that the Rust Belt in-
dustries are no longer in a position to control their 
historical messages. The industry that once held the 
state of West Virginia tightly in its fist is now rapidly 
losing its grasp.  

It’s a moment when history is needed. 

  
 

Labor historian Wess Harris begins his “truth 
tours” on the steps of the West Virginia State Museum 
by telling students: “Welcome to our house.” History 
belongs to the people, he says, not to the corporations. 
And he tells them to be wary — there are some squat-
ters from the coal companies inside.

With this somewhat tongue-in-cheek approach, 
Harris has taken about a thousand students and 
scholars on his personalized truth tours through the 
museum in downtown Charleston, W.Va. Tours are 
free, and Harris has encouraged museum officials to 

join him. So far, none have.
“You know the idea that if you control 

people’s past, you can control their future? 
That’s what this is all about,” he says.

A labor historian and editor of two best-
selling books about West Virginia — “When 
Miners March” and “Dead Ringers” — Har-
ris has been particularly concerned about 
the company store and mine war exhibits.

The re-creation of the old coal company 
store involves a counter, a cash register and 
canned goods from the time, framed by a 
long description of the role of the company 
store in the center of a mine community’s 
life. The stores used to pay miners in 
“scrip,” which was money that could only 
be spent at the company store. A song about 
that by Tennessee Ernie Ford — “I owe 
my soul to the company store,” —is still 
widely known. Historians are working out 
just how deeply and dangerously a miner 
could go into debt, thanks to the recovery 
of company store records in Whipple, W.Va.

But at the West Virginia museum, 
the store is easy to explain: “Like 
credit cards, scrip allowed some 
families to fall deeply into debt. Oth-
ers, however, enjoyed the freedom 
to purchase expensive items, like 
washing machines...”

When he learned of the mu-
seum’s altered history, Harris was 
outraged, and he wrote the head 
of the state museum, Randall Reid-
Smith, in 2010. “The treatment of 
scrip as some sort of favor to the 
miners is an insult to the people of 

our state,” Harris wrote.
When the state museum responded by saying his 

criticism was inaccurate, the head of the United Mine 
Workers of America, Cecil Roberts, joined Harris in 
demanding a reconsideration of the exhibit.

“Your presentation makes it seem as if the scrip 
system was little different from a credit card, where 
miners and their families could pay off expensive 
purchases over time,” Roberts wrote. “Nowhere [in 
the exhibit] is it stated that miners had absolutely no 
choice as to whether they used scrip or not. Nowhere 
is it mentioned that going somewhere else instead of 
the company store to purchase goods and equipment 

was an offense frequently punishable by a beating 
from the company’s Baldwin-Felts thugs followed 
by dismissal from employment and eviction from the 
company house.”

Roberts was also ignored until he wrote West 
Virginia Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin, who — in the middle 
of an election campaign in 2011 — ordered the state 
museum to review the exhibit. They did, and a few 
words were changed: “Company-issued scrip forced 
some families deep in debt and gave many companies 
strict economic control over the lives of their workers. 
In some communities, however, families were able to 
purchase expensive items, like washing machines...”

The changes in the exhibits did not pacify the 
UMWA. “They made some minor modifications to 
some of the exhibits,” said spokesman Phil Smith in 
September 2013. “But we still have concerns.” 

Other critics also still have concerns. “I remember 
specific conversations about the need for [the West 
Virginia] museum to include more bottom-up history, 
more labor history, and more about the 1960s and the 
war on poverty,” says Ron Eller of the University of 
Kentucky. “I remember specifically pointing out that 
the museum should not just reflect the usual pro-coal, 
pro-development history of the state but that it should 
also reflect the history of labor struggles, resistance 
to environmental destruction, and efforts to address 
economic challenges, especially poverty, in the state.”

 

It’s easy to see why labor historians are unhappy 
with the West Virginia State Museum, with exhibits 
like “U.S. Army Stops Armed Insurrection in West 
Virginia” and “The Failure of Violence.” 

The first is presented in silent movie newsreel 
fashion in a small mock-up theater. Most of the visuals 
include miners with guns on one side and U.S. Army 
troops on the other. 

Titles in the silent movie read:    

“Over the last year, a near-constant state of war has 
existed between miners and coal companies. Armed troops 
have been dispatched repeatedly to quell the bloodshed. The 
recent flare-up has been sparked by the cold-blooded murder 
of Matewan police chief Smiling Sid Hatfield — a popular 
friend of the miner. They are stopped at Blair Mountain by 
Logan County sheriff Don Chafin and a small army of depu-
ties. The miners and Chafin’s army shoot it out for three 
days along a 10-mile front. Sixteen men are killed. President 

While there are arguably many “versions” of Appalachian history, the most publicized one largely aligns with negative 
stereotypes. Below, a two-sided timeline explores the contrast between this more mainstream narrative and the events 
that are often left out.  While we cannot include all the critical milestones in Appalachia’s long past in this timeline, we 
hope that it will provide a basic view of the region’s history beyond the standard narrative. Compiled by Rachel Ellen Simon
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STANDARD NARRATIVE “LESSER-KNOWN” NARRATIVE

Appalachia’s

By Bill Kovarik

Labor historian  Wess Harris, editor of “When Miner’s 
March”— a book about the 1921 battle over labor 
rights on Blair Mountain —  points out flaws in the 
West Virginia state exhibit on the early 20th century 
mine wars in central Appalachia during one of his 
“truth tours” of the museum.  Photo by Linda Burton
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Trail of Tears and the forced Cherokee removal

Hatfield-McCoy feud rages along the West 
Virginia-Kentucky border

United Mine Workers of 
America formed in 1890

Chestnut blight first noticed in New York; kills 
virtually all American chestnut trees by 1950

Peak timber production in Appalachia

Doc Watson, the blind flatpicker 
who helped bring bluegrass to 
international and mainstream 
audiences, is born in Deep Gap, N.C.

Tennessee Valley Authority Act signed by President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt; establishes regional agency 
to promote electricity and economic development; 
thousands displaced by hydroelectric projects

Great Smoky Mountains National Park formed

Construction begins on the Blue Ridge Parkway, 
employing thousands across the region

Appalachian Trail completed, 
extending 2,200 miles from 
Georgia to Maine

Coal’s share of total  
U.S. electricity generation 
drops to 34 percent

Upper Big Branch 
Mine disaster in 
Raleigh County, W.Va., 
kills 29 miners

1.1 billion gallons of coal ash spills from 
Kingston Fossil Plant into nearby rivers

NASCAR auto racing league founded

“O Brother, Where Art Thou?” movie 
renews interest in regional music

Kentucky’s Hindman Settlement School, nation’s first rural 
settlement school, founded by two women as an institution 
of social reform and cultural preservation

Battle of Blair Mountain, W.Va., erupts over 
miners’ attempts to unionize; results in the largest 
civilian rebellion since the Civil War (see p. 16)

Peak employment of bituminous and lignite coal 
miners, at 704,793 nationwide

“Beverly Hillbillies” show airs, reinforcing 
negative regional stereotypes

Founding of Qualla Arts & Crafts, 
nation’s oldest Native American arts 
cooperative, in Cherokee, N.C.

Ollie “Widow” Combs, 61, 
arrested for laying down 

in front of a bulldozer 
preparing to strip mine  

her Kentucky farm

Chattanooga, Tenn., named “Dirtiest 
City in America,” prompting clean-up 
efforts that transform the city into a 
model for sustainable development

Martin County, Ky., 300-million-
gallon coal slurry spill deemed one of 
the worst environmental disasters in the 
southeastern U.S.

“Deliverance” hits theaters, perpetuating negative stereotypes

President Carter signs Surface Mining Control 
& Reclamation Act to regulate strip mining

President Lyndon B. Johnson launches the  
War on Poverty focusing on Appalachia

President John F. Kennedy forms an economic 
development council that becomes the 
Appalachian Regional Commission

Congress passes Federal Coal Mine Health and 
Safety Act, regulating dust levels in the mines and 
creating the Black Lung Disability Trust

Post-WWII decline of coal markets and 
mechanization leads to nearly 3 million Appalachians 
leaving the region for industrial cities by routes 
known as the “Hillbilly Highway” 

Broad form deed eliminated in Tennessee, requiring 
mining companies to seek property owners’ approval before 
extracting underground minerals; Kentucky follows in 1987

Racial and ethnic minorities account for 
nearly half of the region’s population growth 

Appalachian Studies Association forms, focuses 
on regional scholarship and activism

Appalachian Land Ownership Study reveals 
43% of region is controlled by absentee owners

1905

Mountaintop removal begins on a large scale in Appalachia

Buffalo Creek coal slurry 
impoundment dam bursts in 
Logan County, W.Va., killing 125 
and leaving 4,000 homeless

Facing bankruptcy, mining company Patriot Coal 
announces decision to phase out all strip mining

Bush administration’s change of the stream buffer zone 
rule effectively legalizes burial of streams with mining waste

First year with no underground coal 
mining fatalities in Kentucky since 1890

Blue Ridge Parkway 
completed after 52 
years of construction

Construction of a condo on 
Sugar Mountain, N.C., leads to 
the state’s Mountain Ridge 
Protection Act designed to 

preserve scenic viewsheds

Dressmaker and activist Mother Jones 
organizes and is arrested at the Paint 
Creek-Cabin coal miners’ strike

Florence Reese writes the famed union song, 
“Which Side are You On?” the day her husband  
is arrested for union activity in Harlan, Ky.

The town of Oak Ridge, Tenn., forms as 
a secret government city where workers 
create the first atomic weapons (see pg. 10)

Farmington 
Mine Disaster 
kills 78 coal 
miners in West 
Virgina
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