

[image: ]




ALSO BY ROLAND LAZENBY

The Show (2005)

Mindgames (2000)

Blood on the Horns (1998)

Mad Game: The NBA Education of Kobe Bryant (1999)

Bull Run (1996)

Air Balls (1995)





[image: ]




For my father, William Lowry “Hopper” Lazenby,
a West Virginia boy with a pure,
two-handed set shot

For Tex Winter and all truth-tellers

For my wife, Karen, the best proof I can
find that there’s a god in heaven






TIGER, tiger, burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?

—WILLIAM BLAKE
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INTRODUCTION

IT’S MAY 1999. JERRY WEST SITS COURTSIDE IN THE EMPTY GREAT Western Forum in Los Angeles. It is the end of an era. His era. It is the last NBA season for this building, which has been the stage for much of his basketball life, a wrenching forty-year struggle for meaning. For those four decades, as a player, as a coach, as an executive, Jerry West has led the Los Angeles Lakers. He is the Los Angeles Lakers. And now his hour has come round at last. The only others present are young superstar Kobe Bryant, who is shooting free throws after practice; a freelance writer who is trying to engage West in a conversation; and a stunningly pretty television reporter who keeps exchanging furtive glances with the legend. Only the presence of the woman seems to pull him from his dark thoughts and push him toward a hint of a smile. He is troubled because the San Antonio Spurs are about to sweep his Lakers from the play-offs. Down three games to none in the series, his team has just finished a practice before the fourth and final game. The season, indeed his historic tenure with the team, is hanging by a thread. And so the people around him are an immense distraction. Jerry West, who seemingly sees everything, is peering into the immediate future and recognizing a developing scenario that absolutely nauseates him. (Those around him might scoff and say that everything seems to nauseate West.) He is pondering these things, half listening, when the writer suddenly mentions the very name that is the source of his trouble.

Phil Jackson.

The name brings West instantly and completely into the moment. His troubled face tightens.

“Fuck Phil Jackson,” he says.

Taken aback by West’s sudden fury, the writer attempts to clarify his comment.

“No,” West interrupts. “Fuck Phil Jackson.”

He says each of the words with emphasis to burnish his intent.

Sportswriters covering the Lakers have long been used to West exploding in anger during interviews. They laugh about the uptight persona that often leaves him launching F-bombs in response to one of their questions, but they hardly ever report his responses.

This time is a bit different, however. The sixty-one-year-old West is addressing the central issue of his career, perhaps even of his life. On the surface, it is about coaching versus talent. But in reality, it’s far deeper than that, perhaps even Oedipal.

West is certain that talent supersedes coaching in the business of basketball. It is a business about which West knows as much as a person can know. It is the obsession to which he has dedicated his life. There is the perception among the sport’s media, fans, players, coaches, agents—even the entrepreneurs and owners—that no one has ever cared more, given more, sacrificed more, done more for basketball than Jerry West.

That is why he is the “Logo,” the player upon whose photograph the National Basketball Association’s red, white, and blue logo is said to have been modeled. He is the very image of the sport, the brand of a multibillion-dollar enterprise that has captured the fascination of millions of humans around the globe.

And yet, on the core question of his life, the core question of the game he adores and knows so well, Jerry West is probably wrong. In fact, I know he is.

I was the reporter sitting in the Forum with West on that day in May 1999. Over my years of covering the NBA, I have had about twenty substantive, in-depth interviews with him. His focus on coaching versus talent is a running theme of those conversations. One time he told me, “You can tell your friends Tex Winter and Pat Riley that coaching is important, but it’s mostly about talent.”

The coaching-versus-talent thing was an issue that would hit West like a tsunami in the coming months, and he would cling to his beliefs like a person clinging to a tree, trying not to be swept away by a great tide.

Of course talent matters. West had spent his adult life assembling talent for the great Lakers championship teams. His 1999 roster brimmed with talent, including the mammoth center Shaquille O’Neal and the resplendent young wing player Kobe Bryant. To play alongside them, West had acquired an array of polished, intelligent players. And yet here these marvelous Lakers were, once again facing dismissal in the play-offs, an underachieving collection of overpaid—dare I say it?—talent.

That tsunami headed West’s way was none other than Phil Jackson, the man who coached Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls to six National Basketball Association championships in nine years. I had just watched Jackson engage in a titanic struggle with the vice president of those Bulls, Mr. Jerry Krause. Mr. Krause was a friend and confidant of Jerry West’s. They had long shared beliefs and phone conversations and gossip, the kind of talk that only NBA executives share. Mr. Krause was determined to prove that it is the “organization”—a team’s scouting staff and administration that collects talent—that wins championships. Organizations were the most important thing in basketball, according to Mr. Krause.

Jerry West believed much the same thing, though he would express it in other words.

Phil Jackson, in essence, rolled right over Jerry Krause in this debate. Within weeks of cursing Jackson in our conversation, West would stand before the television cameras in Los Angeles and announce that he was hiring Jackson to coach the Lakers. And soon Jackson would turn the great force of his personality and his skill to the task of rolling right over West himself. It would not be pretty. I will explain this in detail, but right now I am getting ahead of the story.

My task here is to explain the mystery that is Jerry West, the most influential figure in the history of American basketball. My best clue was provided almost twenty years ago in an interview with that most perceptive of basketball men, Pete Newell. Newell had coached West on the 1960 U.S. Olympic team and was amazed and puzzled by the talented but tortured young player, so beset by inferiority complexes and insecurities.

After an early Olympic practice, West had come to Newell and confided that he didn’t think he belonged on the team because he just wasn’t as good as the other players selected, particularly Oscar Robertson. West expressed his thoughts about leaving the team and heading back home to West Virginia.

Newell recalled with a chuckle, “I told him, ‘Jerry, if you’re not going to Rome, then I’m not going either.’”

But the conversation would play on Newell’s mind long after the Olympic Games were over. How could such a high-level player harbor such doubts about his own abilities?

After much thought, Newell concluded that West’s personality had much to do with his background in his home state. Newell told me, “If you want to understand Jerry West, then you have to understand West Virginia.”

That clue struck a true note with me. I was born in Bluefield, West Virginia, to a father who was one of the best two-handed set shooters to come out of the hills of southern West Virginia. My father, William “Hopper” Lazenby, worshipped Jerry West. I often tell people that there were two pictures on the wall of our home when I was a boy. One was of Jesus. The other was of Jerry West.

The picture of Jesus, I tell people, was hung higher than the picture of Jerry, but only by about an inch or two.

That punch line was at least figuratively true.

So when I heard Newell’s advice, I knew he had laid out before me the challenge of a professional lifetime. Understanding West Virginia would prove to be a long, torturous trip into the baseness of mankind. Still, Newell was right. Many, including West’s own family members, have observed that there was something about Jerry that very quickly attracted the allegiance of people all over the state, particularly people such as my own father. Like the place itself, with so much natural wealth and beauty, there is a complex character to the people, because so many of them have come from downtrodden circumstances. So many of them have fought so valiantly, yet lost again and again and again, and still they’ve kept fighting. That, as much as anything, perhaps explains the statue they’ve erected to West outside the state university’s field house at Morgantown.

He has had an up-and-down relationship with his home state over the years, one that the seventy-one-year-old West still can’t quite understand. In the summer of 2008, he was asked to appear at a basketball fantasy camp in West Virginia. Eddie Barrett, the retired sports publicist, recalled pulling up at the hotel for the camp one morning and seeing West standing out front. “He was dressed in all white, this bright white running suit, and he had sunglasses on and was tan,” Barrett, an old friend, recalled with a chuckle. “He looked like Elvis.”

Fans in California and other places have always been struck by the mythical nature of West’s aura, but it reaches a different level in his home state. “He doesn’t understand the feeling that the people of West Virginia have for him,” explained Willie Akers, his college teammate and longtime friend. “When he goes to Morgantown and goes to a basketball game, there’s always a crowd of people eager to interact with him. He has to have someone, an escort, take him around and back and forth because of that crowd. He’ll sign autographs, but he has to have a guard so he can watch the basketball game, because they’ll ask him questions. He doesn’t understand when they introduce him at public appearances why there’s always a standing ovation, and he doesn’t understand why they still think that much of him.”

As a young man, West held some awareness of this connection, but his years in Los Angeles led to an alienation from his home state. Then, more recently, as he aged and read more and learned more, his life and his relationship with West Virginia again came into sharper focus. “The culture there is different,” he explained. “The opportunities there are limited for people. Life has always been spelled out for the people there because of that limited opportunity.”

As he spoke, I could sense the emotion rising in his voice.

“But that place laid the foundation for who I am,” he continued. “A lot of outsiders make fun of it and say negative things about West Virginia. A lot of the negative things are just people’s opinions. Fuck them.”

It has always seemed as if this anger could boil to the surface at any given moment with West. Why is this polite, accomplished gentleman given to fits of such vitriol? That question sits at the core of this mystery.

There are other clues. One leapt out at me from a fifty-year-old photograph, both comical and telling in its intensity. The photo is from signing day, 1956. Local high school star Jerry West is signing to play college basketball at West Virginia University. There have been literally thousands of photographs taken of West over the decades, yet this is the one, found in the long-ago pages of a small Mountain State newspaper, that says so much about who he is and the family chemistry that wrapped him so tightly and made him, to use his own words, “so crazy.”

He’s standing there with his parents, Howard and Cecile West, and WVU’s handsome young coach, Fred Schaus. Of the four, there are two sets of eyes that emit the same quiet fury. Their energy and indignation are absolutely radioactive. Mother and son, eyes burning like Blake’s tiger, obviously share something unspeakable, something far away and deeply troubling. The occasion should have been joyous. Just weeks earlier, West had experienced what he has often described as one of the true moments of delight in his entire life: leading his East Bank High School team to the state basketball championship. But here he is, still buzzing over his success, and yet as the shutter snaps, his eyes radiate this stern message: This is no time to smile, not even a goofy eighteen-year-old, I-rule-the-world-in-this-moment sort of grin. For mother and son, the visages are fixed fiercely, because there are things to be done. Houses to be cleaned. Clothes to be washed. Porches to be swept. Shots to be hoisted. Games to be won. Discontent to be nurtured. Unhappiness to be endured.

His face reflecting immense parental pride, Howard West poses there with his wife and son, enjoying this moment seemingly in ignorance of just how alienated he is from both of them. The elder West, a nondescript guy in the slightly worn suit of a 1950s working man, was said to be a nice person, one who had survived a harsh upbringing to become a community figure known for his warm deeds toward friends and neighbors. Yet there is something deep within him that is profoundly unfulfilled; something almost sinister that neither he nor his family can ever quite contend with.

On his father’s side, Jerry West’s English ancestors landed at Jamestown, Virginia, and later helped settle the wild, bloody frontier that would become West Virginia. Yet this photograph suggests just how much of his persona Jerry West drew from his mother. Cecile Sue was a Creasey, a forthright clan that settled in West Virginia’s magnificent Kanawha Valley in the nineteenth century, hearty people who made their living on the keelboats that hauled salt and other goods along the Kanawha River down to the Ohio.

With his long frame and thirty-eight-inch arms, West would seem to have been right at home among the keel-haulers, pushing and pulling those boats in the hearty, hardscrabble milieu along the river a century earlier. Like the keel-haulers before him, the brooding and sullen young man in the picture appears preoccupied with the constant and distressing need to find a place to employ his seemingly boundless energy.

“I’ve always been a nervous person,” West would admit many times. In fact, his restlessness before games is almost as legendary as his jump shot.

He and his mother would share a psyche often driven to distraction by this nervous energy. Later in life, this no-nonsense woman would greet warmly the occasional strangers who traveled to the family home in the little village of Chelyan (Shill-yun) to worship her son. She would serve homemade lemonade and even pull out scrapbooks to revisit his glory days. But, beyond such moments, there was little charm about Jerry West’s mother.

Patience was not her virtue, nor was it her son’s. An unadulterated demand for perfection was their shared burden. The mother saw it in her son at an early age because she recognized it in herself.

“He’s always wanted perfection,” she would confide to sports-writer Bill Libby in 1969. “I think he’s come closer to it than most. But I doubt he’s satisfied. He’s still the boy he always was, who wants to be perfect and just can’t understand why he can’t be.”

The expectation of perfection is a gnarly and contentious quality, impossible to endure yet essential to greatness. It is the central quality in basketball’s select few, the truly great players according to Tex Winter, who coached basketball brilliantly for six decades and intensely followed every detail of the game in the process. “That’s the one thing about those rare players like Kobe Bryant and Michael Jordan and Jerry West and Oscar Robertson—they want to be the best, and they are never satisfied with anything less. That’s what makes them what they are. They’re all very complex.”

Such complexity would remain the core of West’s anxious persona his entire life. At age seventy, reflecting on his career and trying to explain it, he said, “I’d like to see a perfect world in basketball. It’s not perfect, and that drives me crazy.”

His approach also drove those around him somewhat crazy. Standing there with the Wests on that signing day in 1956, was Schaus, the man who would share so much of West’s life yet never quite gain his full confidence. The coach was smiling and relaxed in this moment of victory. He had just signed the state’s best player, this scarecrow of a forward he had watched perform magnificently in West Virginia’s high school tournament. Months earlier, Schaus had scouted those tournament games with Hot Rod Hundley, his varsity star at the university, and he had pointed out to Hundley two high school players that he liked, one a big man, the other this energetic but thin forward.

“The other one’s a nice player,” Hundley told his coach. “But if you have to pick one of them, get the skinny one.”

Schaus did just that, and in so doing set in motion the karma that would define both his life and West’s.

Schaus would coach West for nine straight seasons, three at West Virginia University and six with the Lakers, a phenomenal stretch of almost one thousand games. Then he would serve as general manager for five more Lakers teams that West led. More than anything, they would share an unrivaled frustration.

They would lose the 1959 National Collegiate Athletic Association championship by a point to the University of California team coached by Newell. In Los Angeles, Schaus, West, Elgin Baylor, and their Lakers faced the confounding Bill Russell and the Boston Celtics six times for the league championship in the 1960s. Six times West and the Lakers lost. Each time they watched as Celtics boss Red Auerbach lit up his victory cigar and hooted.

“There were an awful lot of times I wanted to shove that cigar down his throat,” Schaus once told me.

As the losses to the green-clad Celtics piled up, West got to the point where he could not stand the sight of green, would not wear anything green, did not want anything green around him. “It got to the point that it controlled my life,” said West.

For the first five times that his Lakers lost, the Celtics were favored. But in 1969, the Lakers had home court advantage, they had the giant Wilt Chamberlain, they had every reason to believe it was finally their time.

But they lost game seven in Los Angeles to Russell and Company. West had competed maniacally and was named the Most Valuable Player of the series, the only time in league history that the MVP came from the losing team.

In those days, Sport magazine awarded a fancy car to the finals MVP. Already inconsolable over the loss, West recoiled at the sight of the auto.

It was green.

The moment branded Jerry West indelibly, existentially, as the great Sisyphus of basketball. Only a West Virginian could understand the profundity of such frustration. And so, perhaps an advisory label is in order. In searching for clues to the mystery of Jerry West, I have followed the advice of Pete Newell, may God rest his soul. I have included lots and lots about West Virginia.

My old man would have liked that.

Roland Lazenby
October 2009
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SAGA

Roane County, West Virginia, December 1910

THE SMALL BOY PLACED EVERYTHING THAT WAS HIS, MOSTLY A FEW tattered clothes, in a paper bag and set out over the hill for the long walk in the cold to a neighbor’s farm. It was Christmas 1910, and his mother had just died. There had been a pine coffin and a hurried funeral, and now he was all alone. Fear and confusion welled up in his ten-year-old heart as he trudged along, holding tightly to that bag.

For the rest of his life, Howard West would think back to that frightful day and his trek over that hill. His mother, Salena Kile West, had slipped away at age forty-one, worn down by a succession of troubled maternities amidst a world of toil. She had birthed nine children in fourteen years, a succession of labors that defined the wretchedness of subsistence farm life in rural West Virginia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was a life wrought with unrelenting difficulty for women in that age before rural electrification. Pregnant year after year, all the while faced with the staggering work load of a farm woman: the cooking, washing, cleaning, cutting wood, and tending stove fires seven days a week. Salena had somehow raised the brood of children needed to scratch out a life from the thin soil of the West Virginia hills in rural Roane County, northeast of Charleston. Like so many women of the period, her life had been an act played out in drudgery and isolation. Her first six pregnancies had brought the supposed blessing of six boys to help with her husband’s work, but that also meant that for much of her life, she had been the only female to support a family of seven farming males.

The troubled life of Salena Kile West sprang from circumstances all too familiar for generations of rural women. “Living was just drudgery then,” a farm wife from that era recalled. “Living—just living—was a problem. No lights. No plumbing. Nothing. Just living on the edge of starvation. That was the farm life for us.”

Without electricity, all of a family’s water had to be drawn by hand from either a deep well or a nearby creek. A joke of the times was that farm families had “runnin’ water”—you had to run back and forth to get it. An extensive federal study of farm family life of that era said each person used an average of 40 gallons per day. That would have been 440 gallons daily for Salena Kile West’s family as she neared her end. Water for cooking. Water for scrubbing the unrelenting farm dirt from clothing. Water for working those washboards that left her hands raw. Water for cleaning the small domicile that housed Salena, her husband, Maxwell “Maxie” West, and their nine children. Water for cooking to feed them all.

Yet hauling water and cutting wood, however difficult, weren’t the worst of her plight. That would have been the woodstove itself, which had to be kept roaring hot all day long, seven days a week, summer, fall, winter, and spring. Farm life—and a farm woman’s exhaustion—centered on that woodstove. When it went out, the cook fire was infernally difficult to restart, thus it required constant fuel and attention, a welcome enough distraction in winter but a pitiless necessity in summer. And with no electricity and no refrigeration, the preparing and canning of vegetables and produce had to be done as they came ripe and were harvested in the heat of summer and early fall. Farm women had to get things preserved and into jars before they spoiled, just another exhaustion in farming’s relentless agenda.

In a speech before Congress, Representative John Rankin of Mississippi recalled the era and his mother “burning up in a hot kitchen and bowing down over the washtub or boiling the clothes over a flaming fire in the summer heat.” Everything had to be ironed by heavy irons heated on those woodstoves, and Rankin told of seeing his mother “leaning over that hot iron hour after hour until it seemed she was tired enough to drop.”

The history of the American frontier—and make no mistake, West Virginia remained a fixture of that frontier in 1910—has been written as a man’s story, yet the history itself was borne and endured by women like Salena Kile West. Likewise, the story of her grandson, Jerry West, would seem to be a man’s story, yet in so many ways, his success was a product of the strong and enduring women among his forbearers.

Stories passed down through the West family say that the birthing process over the years had been particularly hard on Salena, a typical problem of that era. One federal study said many farm women of the early twentieth century had almost no access to medical care, particularly during childbirth. As a result, a large percentage of them suffered from tears of the perineum, the area between the anus and vagina. These tears, many of which were third degree and left unrepaired, according to the report, were so bad, so painful long after birth, that it was difficult to see how farm women “managed to stay on their feet.” And, of course, many didn’t.

It was this cumulative effect of the nine births and the harsh life that brought Salena to an early grave, according to family legend. She apparently continued to bleed long after the last birth. In her final exhaustion, she lay in bed as Christmas neared, worrying about her nine children: the little girls, Lula, almost two, and Thelma, three, and Sylvia, six; and her handsome collection of sons, Herman, eight, Howard, ten, Frederick, twelve, Holly, thirteen, Lee, fifteen, and Earl, sixteen. What would happen to them? Who would care for them all?

Her husband, Maxie West, hardly inspired trust. If fact, Charles Dickens couldn’t have drawn up a finer scoundrel. Maxwell West himself was a product of West Virginia’s harsh farm life: Born into a family of tenant farmers in 1869, he was a working adult, a farm laborer, by age eleven, illiterate and doomed to remain that way his entire life. The harsh challenge of subsistence farm life ennobled some men; others it simply ground under and reduced to pathetic desperation, leaving them dreaming of escape from the long hours, the harsh conditions, and the many mouths to feed. According to legend, Maxie West was a coarse man cut from the wretchedness of the land. Decades after he was gone, family members would harbor passed-down memories of his teeth, badly stained brown by years of chewing and smoking tobacco, and his revolting table manners. He would eat peas with his knife, scooping them up on the blade and letting them roll into his open mouth.

What little control Salena West had over her husband lay in the deed to their small farm. It was in her name, handed down from her family. Small West Virginia farms weren’t worth a lot in those days. Although they were needed to feed the many mouths in a family, many of those tracts were valued at less than $200, according to federal records. Then again, $200 was a lot of money in rural West Virginia in 1910. The land was Salena’s. And she drew some satisfaction from the idea that she would leave that farm to help sustain her brood.

There, on her deathbed, Salena made Maxie promise that if she signed the farm over to him, he would keep the children together. Eying the deed, he promised dutifully to keep them all in his care and custody.

Within hours of her funeral—“She wasn’t even cold before he packed off those children,” said granddaughter Hannah West—he made it clear that he never planned to fulfill Salena’s wishes. Instead, Maxie West moved quickly to the task of parceling the children out to neighboring farms.

“The phrase his children used later when they were adults was that he ‘turned them out,’” recalled Charles West, Maxie’s grandson. Apparently Maxie sold the farm quickly. He left it and his nine children behind and found work as a barber in the nearby town of Spencer.

Records show that just six months after burying Salena, Maxie married a local woman who already had an eight-year-old boy and a ten-year-old girl of her own. This second wife, who worked as a domestic servant, soon bore Maxwell two more children.

Records from the era don’t say how or why, but Maxie’s second wife died in 1915 at age thirty-eight, just a few months after giving birth to a daughter and four short years after taking up with Maxie. Just as he had done the first time he lost a spouse, he quickly abandoned his second family of motherless children by sending all four children to live on her father’s farm in Roane County. Unburdened of his offspring, Maxie West would remarry twice more over the ensuing years.

In all, Maxwell West fathered eleven children, and, according to family legend, he boasted of another. In one of his marriages, an underage stepdaughter in her early teen years became pregnant, and Maxie confided to relatives that her child was his. His wife soon learned Maxie’s secret. Understandably outraged, she contacted authorities, and Maxie West was arrested and charged with statutory rape. Arrest and prison records in West Virginia are notoriously incomplete for that era, and no record of Maxie’s incarceration has turned up, but his grandchildren heard all the family stories about him from their mothers. For decades, women in the West family would say that Maxie West was the kind of relative to be avoided. And no matter what, never leave him alone with the children.

IT WAS TO A NEIGHBOR’S FARM that little Howard West trudged that week of Christmas 1910. Rolla Starcher, a sheep farmer, had agreed to take him in. Starcher, a distant cousin of Salena Kile, had been married for years to wife Bertha. Typical of the families of rural Appalachia in 1910, the Starchers’ three adult children still lived with their parents on the farm. They welcomed Howard warmly into their home, and in time it would become clear that, as harsh as the circumstances were, the Starchers had saved little Howard West. His mother’s death meant that he would not have to grow up in the close company of his dreadful father.

He had to work hard on that farm, Howard West would later tell his children, but it was a good home. He would have fond memories of farm life, of chasing lambs around and playing in the fields as a boy. And every year as an adult, he would get on a bus and ride back to Roane County to visit the old Starcher homeplace. Howard’s own children viewed the Starchers as the closest thing they had to grandparents on their father’s side of the family. On occasion, Howard and his children would visit the grave of Selena West in a small cemetery on a remote hilltop in Roane County. The marker was primitive, and obviously her pine coffin had rotted, because the ground around the grave was sunken. But the story of her labors and privation had survived in family legend. And those who visited her felt a gratitude toward her and a sorrow about her life and the scattering of her children.

That scattering would profoundly shape Howard West. It seems that his entire life he would retain some element of that ten-year-old making the lonely walk over that hill. Long after he was gone, his own grown children would recall his obvious longing and need for family. He would hold his small children on his lap, singing them to sleep at night with verses from “Streets of Laredo” or “Barbry Allen.” He would tell them he loved them and always seemed quick to display his pride in them. At the same time, Howard West was also known for his harsh temper. He was well aware of the dark recesses of his anger and always warned his children not to test him. If you heeded that warning, you could avoid the consequences of his fire. On the other hand, if you persisted in pushing him? Well, his children said they quickly learned that challenging him could prove quite painful.

A NOBLE BEGINNING

His grandmother’s grim tenure and death on a West Virginia farm in 1910 would seem to suggest that Jerry West descended from a pack of dirt-scratching hillbillies. Yet that was hardly the case. When the West family line arrived in America just after the seventeenth century turned, it bore the crest of English nobility: a design featuring three leopards, portending perhaps West’s own catlike playing style. In fact, it’s hard to imagine a more colorful lineage than that of Jerry West. His direct family tree shows an astounding array of heroes and villains, wealthy landowners and occasional paupers, soldiers and profiteers, Indian fighters and dandified gentlemen, dating from the first moments of the English settlement at Jamestown and running through some of the bloodiest days in American history.

West’s ancestors include Thomas West, the second Baron De La Warr of Wherwell Abbey in the English county of Hampshire. Thomas West claimed noble lineage but worked as a poor justice of the peace in Elizabethan England until he married into money. With financial backing, he was able to lay claim to privilege and establish himself as a baron. His son, the younger Thomas West, assumed title. This younger West, the third Baron De La Warr, was one of the financiers behind the Jamestown colony in Virginia. De La Warr, of course, would be corrupted over time into “Delaware,” and Thomas West would become known as Lord Delaware. The state of Delaware, even the Delaware Indians, were named after him, based upon his claim to be the first Englishman to visit that territory.

One of Jerry West’s ancestors served as the Crown Governor of Virginia, and the line of his ancestral grandfathers became some of the wealthiest landowners on Virginia’s Eastern Shore for hundreds of years. Yet another ancestral grandfather of West’s was Edmund Scarborough, a notoriously rapacious colonel in Colonial Virginia and the largest landholder on the Eastern Shore. Scarborough served as speaker of the House of Burgesses. He owned a fleet of ships, which allowed him to conduct trade up and down the coast of America, including the selling of arms to Indians, who called him “Conjurer.” According to the book Squires and Dames of Old Virginia by Evelyn Kinder Donaldson, Scarborough was known for his harsh temper and ruthless business practices. Supposedly, in 1671 he invited local Indians to a feast where he promised the Great Spirit would speak to them. Once the Indians had gathered, he reportedly ordered his artillery to open fire on them. That same year, Scarborough died of small pox and left his vast holdings to his children, including daughter Matilda and her husband, Lieutenant Colonel John West. Evelyn Donaldson wrote: “Edmund was tempestuous and would fight at the drop of a hat … Scarborough however built a dynasty in America which was heard from in every generation. He left his widow Mary Scarborough and five children very well-to-do.”

SCARBOROUGH’S GRANDSON WAS SCARBURGH WEST—the English spelling had been abbreviated—and he was the West who headed the family history down the path to West Virginia. His will, probated on April 29, 1760, in Accomack County, split his land between his two younger sons but left his eldest, Edmund West, and two daughters a mere two shillings each and “no more.” Just what caused Edmund West to fall into such disfavor is unclear, but it perhaps explains why Edmund would eventually pack up his family and depart from a life of relative comfort and safety in Accomack to head out into the wilds of the Virginia frontier at a time when it was aboil with conflict. It also perhaps helps explain how the status of this particular line of the family slipped over the decades from landed gentry to hard-luck hillbillies. Edmund West was to join the settlers who braved the frontier that would become West Virginia. They all were in search of unclaimed land and the opportunity that it seemed to offer. What many of them found instead was another sort of opportunity: the opportunity to get scalped.

WEST’S FORT

By the dawn of the eighteenth century, Virginians had crossed the sloping Blue Ridge Mountains and begun to settle the broad Valley of Virginia, later to be known as the Shenandoah, that reached up into Maryland. The Blue Ridge comprised the southern boundary of the great valley, and its northern edge was formed by the Allegheny range—the beginning of the great Allegheny Plateau, that large mass of mountains and crags that faces north and covers today as much as four-fifths of the state of West Virginia. Back then it represented an imposing fortress to early explorers, red or white, who managed to climb the crest of one Allegheny ridge only to find an unbroken vista of similarly steep ranges stretching out in the distance. The harshness of the landscape seemed to be relieved only by equally narrow valleys and often turbulent rivers.

The emptiness enhanced the mystery of the place. For a thousand years, mound-building Indian tribes had inhabited various sections of the region, but when white explorers crossed into the Virginia frontier in the early 1700s, they found almost no one living there. Some historians suggest that the harsh Iroquois had chased other tribes from the place to claim the fat hunting lands there, but no one really knows why most peoples had quit the country that would become West Virginia.

The only indisputable fact is that it was an empty, difficult land. If white men visited, they often chose to go around rather than over those ranges, just as did George Washington, who first visited West Virginia as a young military officer during the French and Indian War. A land surveyor by training, Washington returned to the region in 1770, making his way up by Pittsburgh and then down the Ohio River, before heading back up into the lower elevations of the Allegheny Plateau to explore the choice lands in West Virginia’s Kanawha Valley.

The fierce tribes, the Shawnee, Mingo, Chippewa, Ottawa, and Delaware, among others who lived along the Ohio River, eyed the hunting grounds in the territory jealously. While few of them, if any, attempted to live there, they made frequent trips down into the Kanawha and Greenbrier valleys to terrorize and torture any white folks foolhardy enough to linger. They particularly enjoyed the slow roasting of captives in their council fires and, over the course of the very turbulent seventeenth century, collected what had to be thousands of scalps. The French and English and even the Dutch, who had eyed opportunity for land and timber and political influence, all jockeyed to curry favor with those tribes as they parried for control of the territory. Taken as a whole, the Virginia frontier was a very dangerous place, as British general Edward Braddock discovered in 1755 when he marched a force of 1,400 crack European infantry and about 300 irregular colonial militia into the West Virginia wilderness on their way to attack the French near Pittsburgh. Hacking their own road across the rugged terrain, Braddock and his men were surprised by a force of maybe 300 Indians and French and were badly routed. The blunder cost Braddock and about 500 of his men their lives in a slaughter that startled the colonies just as the demise of General George Custer’s Seventh Cavalry would shock the country a little more than a century later.

Any number of settlers and colonial militia would meet Braddock’s same fate during the French and Indian War, and for decades thereafter. But the British defeat of the French in 1763 and subsequent treaties with various tribes created a new hope for the place. To encourage development, the Colonial governor of Virginia began offering land incentives for those brave enough to settle that trans-Allegheny region. As might have been expected, it was only a matter of time before the incoming crowd violated whatever treaties had been arranged and the Indians took to their warpaths again, trying to kill off settlers.

THAT WAS CLEARLY THE CASE by the late spring of 1773 when Edmund West and his young family boarded a boat in Accomack and headed up the Chesapeake Bay and into the mouth of the Potomac River. They traveled as far as Alexandria, where they likely purchased a Conestoga wagon. From the port at Alexandria, they headed over the Blue Ridge to the broad green richness of the upper Shenandoah, with its serenity and lush fields, and from there they moved up into the Allegheny Range and then across the lower reaches of the plateau. The flow of settlers stopped in Moorefield, at the upper waters of the Potomac, then down to Petersburg for a final stopover before pushing through the mountains into harsh and dangerous territory. The Wests were part of a great migration of colonials into the Greenbrier, Tygart, Monongahela, Kanawha, and upper Ohio valleys, but beyond the pristine Tygart Valley, Edmund West and his family pushed into Lewis County and settled at Hackers Creek, not far from what would become the community of Jane Lew, West Virginia.

John Hacker, an Irishman who had come to America in 1748, had settled the area along the creek three years earlier and made a home there. By 1773, Edmund West’s family and a number of other whites had joined Hacker. Fear of Indian attack guided their every move. Edmund West’s eldest son, Edmund Jr., would marry Mary Ann, Hacker’s daughter. Beyond those ties, the two families would brave and suffer the wild country together. That fall and winter brought an immediate test for Edmund West and his family. The large influx of settlers and the lack of a growing season for most of them meant there simply wasn’t enough grain to feed them all. Historians say the conditions brought a “starving time.” West was almost forty-four years old at the time, and while it would seem he hardly had any experience at pioneering, he would survive and soon gain some reputation as an Indian fighter. To that end, Edmund West Sr., his sons, and neighbors built West’s Fort for protection. Typical of many frontier forts of the era, it was a basic large log building with a surrounding stockade; a place where families could retreat when hostiles threatened their homeplaces. They also used it as a meeting place when times weren’t so bad.

While conditions were already bad across the trans-Allegheny region, they would turn dramatically worse with the colonies pushing for independence in 1775. The English Crown’s representatives began striking alliances with the tribes along the Ohio River as events turned toward war. The British withdrew their garrisons from their larger forts across the frontier, leaving settlers defenseless. Indian tribes in America had long been used to playing the various political games between the European powers vying for control of the headwaters of the Ohio River and thus the frontier. For the first two years of the Revolutionary War, the tribes remained mostly neutral, but they shifted in 1777 and began siding with the British. The Allegheny Plateau turned violent again, and 1777 would long be remembered as the year of the bloody triple sevens, with Indian raids on settlements. Attacks mounted that fall—one ambush killed a Colonial officer and twenty men, a scenario that occurred several times—and many families abandoned their settlements and fled east. Not Edmund West, however. His son Alexander turned seventeen that year. Of Jerry West’s many ancestors, young Alexander West was the first noted in historical accounts for his athletic feats. Frontier life required hardiness, and from various reports, Alexander West had that. He was swift enough to chase down the mountain trails in pursuit of ambushing Indians. He was a crack rifleman. Most important, he was a willing participant.

As the British grip tightened on the Ohio Territory in 1777, a charismatic young officer in the Virginia militia named George Rogers Clark wanted to drive deep into the Midwest to defeat the English and stop the Indian attacks they were foisting on the Virginia and Kentucky frontier. Rogers raised a troop of rangers to take the Midwest back from English control in 1778, and young Alexander West joined the mission as a private in a company of Virginians under Captain George Jackson.

Unfortunately, West’s Fort was attacked by Indians in both 1779 and 1780, and twice the Wests and other inhabitants were forced to abandon it. In one incident, Indians surrounded the fort and settled in for something of a siege, with the frightened settlers inside unsure what to do. Finally, Jesse Hughes, one of the Wests’ neighbors, snuck out of the fort at night and ran to a nearby fort in Buckhannon, where he got help and brought back a party of men to fight the Indians and chase them away. Indians burned West’s Fort at one point, and he and his neighbors apparently rebuilt it out of beech trees and renamed it Fort Beech.

Alexander West returned to his family after his enlistment was up. As colonials grew increasingly weary of the heavy burden of fighting, it became harder for the Continental army to recruit enlistees. Not only did Alexander West serve with Clark for more than a year, he re-joined the army for a second stint in 1781 and served another seven months until the British were defeated. His service would be an item of West family pride for generations.

BLOODY DECEMBER

For decades, the tribes along the Ohio River had formed unlikely alliances, first with the French and later with the English, to fend off the advances of what was clearly an alien invasion. With the defeat of the mighty British in 1781, the tribes were left to fight on alone. They did so with increasing nastiness and desperation. It wasn’t until more than a decade after the Revolutionary War ended that the young American government finally sent an army deep into the Midwest to deliver the crushing blows that subjugated the native people and opened the territory to a new host of predators: land speculators, then salt miners, and, finally, the grand array of coal and chemical and oil companies that turned the pristine Kanawha Valley into a grim patchwork of polluted waters, played-out coal mines, dilapidated trailer parks, and seedy little strip malls, a debasement accomplished with amazing swiftness over the course of two hundred years. Of course, that’s a deeply negative take on events. Many parts of the valley remain vibrant today, but there’s little question that industrialization left its blight on the region.

Over its decades in the New World, the West family would march in step with this settlement and eventual industrialization of the land. Certainly a dark moment in that procession came on December 5, 1787.

It must have been unseasonably warm that winter morning near Hackers Creek. Although he was getting along in years, almost sixty, in fact, Edmund West was busy hauling fodder to his stable. In a scene played out hundreds of times on the West Virginia frontier, the Shawnee war party stole along Hacker’s Creek, where they first met twelve-year-old Martha Hughes, who was coming down the creek from a visit to John Hacker’s place. She was carrying the new puppy he had given her. The raiders took young Martha and her puppy captive first but didn’t kill her right away. Next they came upon Edmund West. The old man supposedly begged for his life, but they quickly tomahawked and scalped him right there in front of Martha. His sons Edmund Jr., Alexander, and Charles were off hunting, probably not a coincidence for the raiders. They went immediately to the cabin of Mary Ann Hacker West, where she was cooking a meal with Margaret Hacker, her eleven-year-old sister, and Billy West, the youngest son of Edmund West Sr. The Indians forced their way inside, killed and scalped Mary Ann and struck a blow to the head of Margaret, who tried to take cover behind the door. Billy was hiding under a bed, but they pulled him out and quickly tomahawked him, once above each brow, according to legend. Although the cabin was a bloody mess, the war party took the time to consume the meal Mary Ann West had been preparing. They also scalped the still-living Margaret, sensed she wasn’t dead, and struck her with more blows before dragging her body outside and throwing it over a fence.

The wife of Edmund West Sr. was home with two daughters and feared the worst when he failed to return from work. She and her daughters went to the home of neighbor Jesse Hughes and sought his help in looking for the elder West. Hughes was likewise worried because his daughter Martha hadn’t come home. Hughes and the three women went to warn Mary Ann West and happened upon the carnage in her cabin. The women were sickened by what they found, and Hughes rushed them back to safety without realizing that Billy West was still alive or that Margaret Hacker had been thrown over the fence. Hughes returned the women to his cabin, where he kept watch over his family until the next day when neighbors gathered to investigate the incident.

Billy West was found nearly a mile from the cabin, standing in Hacker’s Creek in a daze, his brains oozing from his wounds. He died three days later and was buried next to his father.

Margaret Hacker, scalped and badly injured, had risen and walked to the empty cabin of Edmund West, where she lay down on a warm hearth before growing sick and crawling into a bed. She would wear a scarf over her scalped head for the rest of her life and go on to bear ten children before migrating to Ohio and dying at age forty, like so many put-upon frontier women.

Martha Hughes was taken captive by the raiders and carried deep into Ohio, where she lived with the Shawnee for three years until one of the many treaties of that era brought her release and return to her family.

Alexander West would recover from the murders of his father and brother and live to the ripe old age of seventy-four. His son Thomas would come to be known as Thomas Sr., and, like his father before him and so many other West Virginians, was a military man. When hostilities reignited with the British in the War of 1812, Thomas joined one of dozens of companies that formed on the Virginia frontier to rush to combat. Thomas lost a leg in the war and returned home in 1815 to begin a long life as a military pensioner, perhaps a factor in the further financial decline of the family. He lived to be ninety and watched as his own son, Thomas Jr., went off to war in 1861. Records indicate that a half dozen Thomas Wests from West Virginia served in the Civil War. Of the group, only Thomas West Jr. fought for the South, which was typical of the area that would become West Virginia.

For years, residents of the western part of Virginia complained that the state was dominated by the economy and mind-set of its Southern plantations. The war only deepened those divisions and led to the establishment of the new state of West Virginia, a dominion already beset by land speculators and opportunists. It was the settlers and pioneers who had paid for their land holdings with their blood and sometimes their scalps. But title to the lands too often eluded their grasp and wound up in the hands of the large business interests and the coal companies, which would lead to yet more bloodshed. In due time, the state would find itself facing another violent agenda: the mine wars, the nasty struggle over labor rights for West Virginia’s downtrodden miners.

All of that had yet to unfold when Thomas West Jr. arrived home in Roane County from the Civil War. Just a few years later, he would add a new son, Maxwell West, to his large farm family. The genetic strain that would become Jerry West had traveled a long, hard, narrow road through the centuries to this appointed hour. Maxie West would do his part, then slink away into ignominy, leaving his ten-year-old son Howard to trudge over that hill in December 1910, heading toward a world of still more dark, harsh turns and yet somehow just enough wondrous beginnings.
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WEST, BY GOD, VIRGINIA

Cabin Creek, 1912 to 1938

AFTER HE BECAME A FAMOUS MAN IN LOS ANGELES, STORIES ABOUT Jerry West would sometimes erroneously describe his father Howard as a coal miner. That certainly made for nice copy. There was even a story, quoted in some publications, about Howard West coming out of a mine with his face blackened by coal to shake the hand of John F. Kennedy during the 1960 presidential campaign. Howard West did shake Kennedy’s hand that year (he told the young senator that he was supporting Hubert Humphrey in the Democratic primary), but he didn’t shake it as a miner. Jerry West’s father worked for several years repairing and greasing the wheels of the cars that hauled coal out of the mines, but he never dug a single lump of the stuff himself. Still, the coal industry defined many of the major elements of his life, just as it did for just about all West Virginians in the early decades of the twentieth century. Across much of the state, coal was king, it was true, but it was hardly a benevolent dictator. In fact, it seemed to inspire the worst in all sorts of people.

Having come through its days first as a frontier, then as a battleground for the American Revolution, the state next found itself caught in the middle of the Civil War. The smoke hadn’t even cleared from that great conflict before the next bloody, ugly chapter unfolded. It was a class warfare that seized the entire state by the throat, pitching those with big money against those fighting the tyranny of that money.

“I used to work for a coal company,” said Jerry West’s sister Hannah. “It was a very prominent coal company, and the guy who was their treasurer, he once told me they deserved every bad thing that ever happened to them. They were just lousy human beings.”

Why was the struggle so nasty in West Virginia? Perhaps because it was the kind of place where backwardness could frustrate greed. The renowned British geologist Richard Cowling Taylor had visited the state in 1848 and described its vast untapped store of wealth as “that magnificent, central, elevated region within whose borders slumbers in undisturbed darkness untold millions of acres of coal.”

Such talk had speculators dreaming of getting at those deposits. But the coal boom that seemed so certain to explode was delayed by the Civil War and by West Virginia’s lack of banks. It was a costly, difficult task to build the railroads necessary to haul out the coal through the state’s steep, craggy terrain. With no entity to finance either mining or railroad building, the exploitation of the state’s resources was slow in getting started and yet so brutally efficient when it finally did. For the most part, West Virginia remained a place of natural grandeur until well past 1880. “Forests of oak, ash, cucumber wood, and poplar covered the hills,” wrote journalist Winthrop Lane in describing the place before the coal boom. “Bears lumbered through the wilderness and wildcats howled at night. No railroad had yet penetrated the region … The earth reposed peacefully.”

Yet once the war ended, companies in Europe and Pennsylvania and New York saw the benefit of financing the prospecting. The ensuing push to get at the coal would bring its own peculiar madness. Within a few short years, operators began digging, blasting, and scraping tens of millions of tons of coal from the hills. The great Allegheny Plateau, and especially the once lovely Kanawha Valley, were soon enough pocked by hundreds of mines. Cabin Creek and its twin, Paint Creek, begin about twenty-five miles east of Charleston and cut their winding way through and across the plateau, forming its southeastern edge, till they feed into the Kanawha River south of Charleston. Locals liked to point out that there was a coal tipple or mine at every bend in the road along the twenty-five miles of Cabin Creek, right to the point that it reached the river, where the coal was loaded onto barges and hauled off to stoke the great fires of American industry. The mining operations soon stretched across the breadth of much of the plateau, with their coal and coke all spawning and feeding the stupefying array of chemical plants that came to dominate the once pristine valley.

And it all happened at such a deadly price. Building the railroads over and through the mountains to get at West Virginia’s prize jewels cost hundreds of lives, many of them itinerant African-American laborers brought up from the cotton fields of the Deep South who died in anonymous droves. The losses in the coal industry would run even heavier. Between 1880 and 1920, more than 4,300 coal miners died in a steady stream of incidents, some that killed hundreds at a time. Thousands more were injured or suffered the dreaded cough of the black lung.

The mining companies soon faced a rising din of bitter complaints and then a series of strikes by miners hoping to organize into a union. The industry, fearing that it would lose control over the resources and thus lose huge amounts of money, responded swiftly with a brutality that matched the very conditions in the mines. The suppression of mine workers evolved with sheer ugliness.

From the mining industry’s earliest days, coal operators brought in miners from across the European Old World—Welsh, English, Belgians, Italians, Slavs, Austrians—not to mention a steady stream of Scots Irish from the eastern seaboard and African-Americans in hopes of diluting and defusing any demands from the labor pool. Where the state’s settlers had once struggled against the frontier and the Indians for their very survival, the descendants of those same people now battled corporations and even governments. Their new neighbors suffered alongside them while mourning, in an array of foreign tongues, those who had died in the disasters.

Whatever their ethnicity, the miners worked in brutal servitude, described by American Federation of Labor founder Samuel Gompers as “a most desolate life.” A miner, working on his hands and knees in cramped, damp spaces deep underground, would dig with a pick and shovel as much as ten tons of coal per day. He lived in constant fear that the company would “short weight,” or systematically underweigh, his tonnage to keep him in that servitude. It also meant no food on the table for mining families living on the edge.

“Many times in miners’ homes, I have looked into family cupboards that contained only a little food, perhaps for a single meager meal,” wrote West Virginia senator Robert Byrd, himself the son of a miner. “I have seen the haunted look in the eyes of men who did not know how they were going to provide for the immediate wants of their half-starved and ill-clothed children and wives.”

Instead of money, miners were often paid in company scrip. The miners and their families lived in company shanties in company towns, attended company churches and company schools, and spent company scrip at company stores, saw company doctors, and even patronized company whores.

“You didn’t even own your own soul in those damnable places,” an elderly miner would recall years later. “The company owned everything.”

The suppression only bred more contempt, and it soon boiled over into a violent conflict between activists who wanted to organize the miners into unions and the operators who fought unionization at every turn. The site of that first major outbreak hit south of Charleston in the mines along Cabin Creek and Paint Creek, where miners went on strike in 1912.

The violence at Cabin Creek marked a dark turning point in the great labor struggle of what came to be known as the West Virginia mine wars, a bloody shooting conflict between striking miners and the army of company detectives hired as thugs to enforce the labor conditions. The companies brought in the security force to evict the families of striking miners from company houses. The miners took up residence in nearby tent cities as the strike dragged into 1913 before the state declared martial law and began charging and trying striking miners for treason.

“The West Virginia mine wars involved nearly every form of violence,” wrote historian David Alan Corbin, a student of the era. The conflict ran for a decade, regularly boiling over into shootouts, street fighting, gangland-style hits, and, finally, martial law, a bizarre drama stirred by labor leaders such as Gompers and the great Mary Hams “Mother” Jones, the small, feisty old woman who so passionately took up the miners’ cause. She came on the scene as part of the strike at Cabin Creek and Paint Creek in 1912–13 and attacked the coal companies with salty language that stirred the humor and hearts of the striking miners. The Cabin Creek conflict saw authorities and coal company detectives load a Gatling machine gun on a train and ride up the mountain shooting randomly into the tent camps of the striking miners, a crime that prompted Congressional hearings. Federal testimony revealed that even some company thugs recoiled at the lowness of the deed. (For many years one of Jerry West’s relatives had a bullet hole in the wall of her house left by the gunfire.)

Before the mine wars were over, 20,000 armed miners would gather near Cabin Creek and set out on a ninety-mile march with the goal of lynching the union-busting sheriff of Logan County. A running gun battle ensued. To restore order during a particularly heated uprising in September 1921, President Warren G. Harding sent in 2,100 troops, a chemical warfare unit, and the Eighty-eighth Light Bombing Squadron led by General Billy Mitchell of World War I fame, all of which suggested that while the state may have been remote, it certainly retained a capacity for the fantastic.

HOWARD’S QUEST

The ongoing coal battle seemed to be everywhere at once, a drama covered by newspapers the world over. If young Howard West knew about it up in the isolated farming country of Roane County, he likely read it in a newspaper. Like his father before him and like many in his own generation, he had been required to work on the farm as soon as he was old enough. Schooling was not the priority. He had been able to go through only the sixth grade, which must have been disappointing for him as a boy, because he loved to read; absolutely loved it. Whenever he could get his hands on a discarded newspaper, he’d read every word. Old magazines were special prizes. In time he would become a man of letters in the only way that his narrow life would allow: He used the newspapers to educate himself. They offered Howard West what little intellectual salvation he would find.

“My dad was very intelligent and very frustrated that he was very intelligent and not educated,” said Barbara West, his youngest daughter. “I think that’s why he read a lot his entire life.”

It also suggests that, like his father before him, Howard West desperately wanted to escape the confining life on the farm. And like his father, as soon as he got the opportunity, he took it. At seventeen, he told Rolla and Bertha Starcher good-bye, packed up his few belongings, and set out in search of his own place in the world.

His first stop was the U.S. Navy. That seemed like a good enough place to try to find a home. The year was 1917, and he gained enlistment as part of America’s armament for World War I. Howard served about nine months in uniform and was hoping to do a lot more when his travel plans abruptly ended in Norfolk, Virginia, where he was stationed. The federal government was looking to trim the costs associated with an expensive war. He and many others like him were cut loose early from their commitments, given an honorable discharge, and sent on their way.

For the second time in his young life, he was homeless. First his father and now Uncle Sam had turned him out. Although he served only a short time, the navy had also exposed Howard to the growing port city of Norfolk, which revealed in a few short months the world beyond West Virginia. Just as important, it brought him a broader array of reading material to feed his huge hunger for learning. In many ways, his time in the service was as close as Howard West would get to formal education.

With just this taste of the outside world, he abruptly faced a decision. Should he go back to West Virginia? Every day the papers were filled with stories that made you wonder if society itself was coming unbolted. All across the Allegheny Plateau, anarchy was in the air. It stood to reason that Howard West had second thoughts about going back. He looked around and apparently realized that the best landing place was with his favorite older brother, Holly, who had found work in an Akron, Ohio, rubber plant. Mr. Henry Ford’s automobiles had taken off in a big way, and the world needed tires. Holly and his wife were bunking with another couple who worked in the rubber plants, and he said they had room for his little brother.

“Every teenager went to Akron to find work in those days,” Charles West said of his father’s next move.

It was a destination for a generation of Midwesterners migrating away from small farms. What they found once they got there was the hard news faced by farm boys and girls all over the planet: The new, industrialized world meant long hours in miserable circumstances for low wages. Akron was the ideal place for the rubber convergence. There was plenty of water, cheap coal from nearby West Virginia, and a flush labor pool to keep wages low. Howard West would spend several years toiling in Ohio’s rubber factories until he abruptly moved again.

West Virginia hardly seemed an inviting alternative, yet something pulled him back. The bloodshed and scenes of armed, angry miners engaged in a standoff with federal troops played to headlines in newspapers and magazines around the world, which only deepened West Virginians’ profound sense of humiliation and isolation. For decades afterward, the state’s textbooks and history books made scant mention of the conflict, an indication of that shame. The region’s character had suffered yet another major blow, one more in a long chain of events that seemed to cast it as a backward place. In the aftermath, generations of West Virginians would harbor a sense of indignation over the treatment of miners. As Jerry West himself noted, by the 1950s, just about anyone who espoused Democratic or Populist ideals had a good chance of getting elected in just about every community. “The Republicans were all associated with Herbert Hoover and the Depression,” Charles West recalled.

Populism appealed to Howard West. The mine wars eventually
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f the men were dead, that was the end of them; but the women
must face the future, with its bitter memories, its lonely and deso-
ate struggle for existence. The women must see the children suf-
fering, dying by slow stages of deprivation.

—Upton Sinclai, King Coa
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