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For Sarah, who inspired me through her journal and life. For my husband, Larry Smith, the grandson of Sarah, who helped me with 
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Blankenship, who helped with their memories. 

For Kathie Giorgio and fellow writers at her AllWriters’ Workplace & 

Workshop, thank you. 




Preface 

A large, old black wooden trunk, 1930s era, came with Sarah when she lived with us. That is, her grandson Larry, his wife, Theresa (writer), and their four children. We were so busy; I never knew what was in it until several months after Sarah died. When I opened the trunk, there was an old musty odor mixed with the smell of mothballs. We had to air it out for several days. In there were her old black funeral dress that she wore to her husband’s funeral, a sunbonnet, a white soft crocheted shawl, her mother’s family pictures, church booklets, tattered old hymnals and documents, a quilt, old Bibles, and a plastic notebook with a zipper, among other things. I was excited to see the Douglas family pictures, which were in excellent shape for being from the early 1900s. I wish Sarah was still here so I could ask her about the items and the pictures; there were names on only half of them. I was thinking these items were important to Sarah that she would keep them and held a special meaning. 

The notebook, worn and moldy, was probably saved from one of the many floods. When I opened the notebook, I found papers yellow with age. To my surprise, it was Sarah’s 1967 journal. Later, I was told, she kept journals every year since her husband, Bill, died, but this was the only one that survived. I took the pages out, placed them in a newer binder, and set it aside with my genealogy information. Then years later, when I was spring cleaning, I opened the journal and started reading her words. 

Sarah started each day with the weather. Some days, there were only a couple of lines and other days, most of the page was filled. I thought this would be great to place in story form for Sarah’s family and the public to preserve this little section of history. The short time I spent with Sarah was very memorable. I was fascinated by her life and wondered how she lived such a difficult life, yet had been so loving and kind. 

Most summers, we spent our vacation in Tennessee and looked up cousins who knew Sarah and could tell me more about her life 
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there in the valley. Researching, I went to the Campbell County Historical Society, looked up information on microfilm, and read all the books I could find on the history of the area. I went on to investigate the people and places she talked about in her journal. We went to Washington, D.C., to the National Archives, and to the Nashville State Archives. In Knoxville, we researched at the McClung Historical Library. In addition, I found her daughter Aretta’s 8 mm film and the tape recordings she took of the summer of 1967. They were made when Larry was married to his first wife, Ginger. I interviewed those grandchildren whom I could find, to get their input on what they remembered. My husband, Larry, lived next door to Sarah during his childhood and his memories are a big part of the stories. If the story was not told, it will be lost to future generations. 

Sarah’s ancestors came to Elk Valley from North Carolina after the Revolutionary War. They were first settled in Jonesborough, Tennessee, by 1790 and then were settled in Elk Valley among the beautiful mountains by 1818. At that time, there was abundant elk, along with other wildlife, and the Cherokee Indians lived and hunted in the area. Here, the Douglasses built cabins, farmed the land, and raised families.i ii

This is Sarah’s immediate family tree of 1967; a more complete tree is in the back of the book: 
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Sarah’s Family Tree of 1967 

WILLIAM (BILL) BOND BLANKENSHIP b. 05 Mar 1896 m. 12 Apr 1914 d. 31 Aug 1951 

Sarah Etta Douglas b. 14 Mar 1898 

Children of Bill and Sarah: 

1. James Clifton (Pippy) Blankenship b. 02 May 1915 d. 23 Jun 

1965 m. 1st Eva Lay (Rib), 2nd Florence May b. 27 Dec 1905  

 

Children of Clifton and Eva: 

 

A. Martha Sue Blankenship b. 19 Jun 1937 m. Bob Dowling B. Marvin (Buck) Blankenship b. 22 Feb 1940 m. Georgiana 

Wheeler 

2. Susan Lorene Blankenship b. 20 April 1917 d. 23 April 1918 

3. William Howard Blankenship b. 28 Jan 1919 m. Elzora 

Durham (Tooter) b. 09 Nov 1915 

 

Child of Howard and Tooter: 

 

A. James (Jimmy) Blankenship b. 20 Oct 1943 m. Jane 

Yingling 

4. Janetta (Net) May Blankenship b. 07 Oct 1922 m. Carl Lay b. 

01 Mar 1916 

 

Children of Net and Carl: 

 

A. Billy Jean Lay b. 23 Apr 1942 m. Terry Rose B. Sarah Lee Lay b. 01 Sep 1944 m. Fred Wickert  C. Alma Lois Lay b. 15 Oct 1946 m. Robert Frank Oatley D. Betty Sue Lay b. 07 Mar 1949 E. Kathy Jane Lay b. 03 Apr 1952 

5.   Loretta Blankenship b. 16 Dec 1924  d. 20 Jan 1927 
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6.   Aretta (Ret) Lee Blankenship b. 27 Jul 1927  m. 1st 1945 

Jennings Doyle Brooks b. 09 Mar 1920, 2nd Clay Smith b. 26 Dec 1926 

 

Children of Aretta and Jennings: 

 

A. Wilbur Jennings Brooks b. 16 Nov 1946 d. 10 Dec 1946 

Aretta and adopted son of Clay Smith 

 

A. Larry Laverne Smith b. 06 Feb 1948 m. 1st Ginger Jeffers 

7.   Roy Blankenship b. 08 May 1932 m. 1st Betty Purden 

 

Children of Roy and Betty: 

 

A. Terry Lee Blankenship b. 04 Mar 1952 B. Vicki Blankenship b. 23 Sep 1953 

8. William Bond (Billy) Blankenship b. 21 Sep 1937 d. 19 Feb 

1962 m. Shirley Cunningham 

 

Children of Billy and Shirley: 

 

A. Richard Blankenship b. 18 Dec 1957 B. Robert Blankenship b. 24 Jan 1960 C. Dale Blankenship b. 05 Aug 1961 
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Map of Elk Valley Area 
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Map of Elk Valley 1967
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Sarah’s house 
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January 

Sunday, January 1, 1967, 7 a.m., 38 degrees, raining Drizzling cold rain dripped down the front windows of the little mountain house in Elk Valley, Tennessee. With God on my mind, and thanking him for this day, I headed for the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, I saw my wrinkled face with its age spots that showed a hard sixty-eight years I spent on this earth. I said to myself, “Sarah, how did you get so old?” I pulled my long gray hair back neatly in a bun and placed my brown-rimmed glasses on, which framed my face. I put on a warm wool blue Sunday dress and then I headed to the kitchen to make some coffee. I stood by the stove and peered out the back window at the magnificent Pine Mountain, with its beautiful trees, now bare from winter. Listening to the rain pelt the tin roof, I shivered from the cold. With the cup of hot coffee, I went into the living room and sat in the old cane-bottom rocking chair, the wooden arms worn with age. My feet propped up on the cast iron potbelly Warm Morning coal stove. Once warmed, I turned on the television and tried to find something to watch. The one station I picked up had a fuzzy picture, but the sound came in good. I listened to the local news and continued to drink my coffee. 

The old wooden gate creaked outside. I looked out the window and saw General, also known as Red Douglas. I considered him my nephew, seeing he is my half-brother T. Y. Douglas’s son. For a man nearing sixty, he still had a lot of his brown-red hair, though the sides were graying a bit. General looked a little on the heavy side for a man of average height. He was here to pick me up for church. 

The house lay back about two hundred feet from the Elk Valley Road that circled the small town of about two thousand residents, a lot of whom were cousins. Between the road and the fence ran the Southern Railway Tracks. Trains used to come regularly; now I seldom saw one. I got up, walked to open the front door, and stepped out on the porch. The small red outhouse on my left by the fence needed paint. It was a typical wood-frame one-seat outhouse. Behind it was a small coal shed where I kept the coal for the stove. In the backyard was a smoke house, which I used for storage now. 

SARAH’S STORY 

General, holding his umbrella, walked up the small cement sidewalk, worn with age from many footsteps, and onto the large front porch, which took up the whole front of the house. The wind blew the large country swing on the front porch against the house as we walked into the living room. To the left was a fireplace, which had pipes from the potbelly stove going up the chimney. 

I shut the door to my bedroom, on the right. The bedroom window faced the front of the house and I could see the rain hitting the window. Then we continued to walk through the living room to the back of the house. As we went through a small bedroom, I straightened the bedspread on one of the twin beds we walked past to get to the kitchen. 

As I stepped into the room to the right, off the small bedroom, I pulled the long string that hung from the ceiling fixture to turn the light off. The light consisted of a large blub screwed into a socket. It was a bedroom turned into a bathroom, since there was none when we built the house. To the right was an old stand-up, claw-foot tub that sat in the corner on one side of the room. On the wall hung two old large-framed oval pictures that belonged to my parents. One was Daddy and my brother James and the other was of my sister, Tacy, as a young woman. The other side was a toilet and sink. I thought about the laundry that needed cleaned when I looked at wringer washing machine against the wall, piled with clothes. A table nearby held jars of soap and a makeshift clothesline hung overhead to one side. 

We continued to the back of the house to get a cup of coffee in the kitchen. I looked to the right off the kitchen at the dining room where windows lined the back wall and at the large table in the center and thought of all the family dinners. An old treadle Singer sewing machine sat in the front corner with clothes to mend piled on top. I took pride in the fact I could make clothes from scratch, after I saw a picture in a catalog. I poured the coffee and thought how I felt very comfortable in my home. After a couple cups of coffee, the rain stopped and we left for church. 

The church was up the hill at the head of Main Street. It was a little white church with an oversized steeple, The Church of God, 
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Mountain Assembly. It could hold about a hundred people but today it was half full. James Murray was the pastor. Services started at ten a.m. and lasted one hour, followed by a Bible study. 

My father, Rev. William Douglas, was one of the four founders of the Church of God, Mountain Assembly. Like many other Pentecostal organizations, it was a continuation of the Great Revival. Around 1902, several ministers of the South Union Association of United Baptists became involved in the holiness movement. At their annual session in 1903, the South Union Association excluded all ministers preaching the possibility of losing one's salvation. That once saved, you could grievously sin and lose your salvation, an argument still going on today. On August 24, 1906, ministers J. H. Parks, Steve Bryant, Tom Moses, and William Douglas met at the Jellico Creek Church in Whitley County, Kentucky, and formed Church of God, Mountain Assembly. iii

[image: ]

 

Rev Wm Douglas w Bible/Jellico Creek Church 

[image: ]

William, a tall, slender, distinguished man, farmed and preached on horseback around the mountains. When I was a child, I remembered one day, Dad came home injured; a big black bear jumped him and knocked him off his horse when he approached a curve in the trail. He fought that bear and lived to tell about it. 

SARAH’S STORY 

Later in the afternoon, I made pork and sauerkraut, the traditional New Year’s Eve dinner, and Minnie Baird, my neighbor and cousin across the street, came over. Minnie, a short woman of eighty-two, her face leathered with age, wore a black dress that hung on her skeletal frame. She had a heart of gold and was a dear old friend. 

 

Monday, January 2, 1967, 7 a.m., 37 degrees, raining 

 

Once out of bed and dressed, I put my everyday big white floral apron on over my knee-length blue cotton print dress and headed to the kitchen. I made coffee and fixed breakfast, which consisted of biscuits and sorghum molasses. The aroma of the fresh baked biscuits filled the house. My homemade biscuits were the best. Sorghum, which a neighbor made, tasted so good on hot buttered biscuits. I heard knocking at the front door. I went to the front porch, and there stood General, with a cotton button-down plaid shirt tucked in worn jeans and a heavy dark blue jacket. I told him to get out of the rain and inside for breakfast. 

The rain ended by noon, but it was still cool and the clouds lingered overhead. We went up the road to Valley View Cemetery, to the grave of my late husband, William Bond Blankenship, a trip I took frequently. The small cemetery was on a hill with a beautiful view of Pine Mountain. As I looked at the tombstone, I thought about my late husband. Everyone knew him as Bill. Bill was the love of my life. He was a slender man of average height, with short light brown hair and beautiful blue eyes. How my heart ached for him and there would never be another man in my life. Days were not so bad, but at night, the loneliness set in. The bed was so cold. I no longer could cuddle up to my husband at my side to hold and comfort me. I told General I hope he never knows the loneliness I feel. 

Together, Bill and I had eight children. Two little girls died young. Susan Lorene, at twelve months, died in 1918 of diphtheria. She had a sore throat and bad cold. Later I found out it originated from the dirty stagnant water. We did not have good water sanitation 
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or vaccines. Loretta died at two in 1927 of Bovine Fever. She drank bad cow’s milk and had a high fever and was vomiting. They did not pasteurize milk in those days. Their graves are still further up the road in the old Baird Cemetery. Bill and I lived in a mining camp in Allock, Kentucky, at the time of their deaths. As sad as it was, Bill was so good at comforting me after their deaths. 

The remaining six children all moved to Ohio, looking for work. My two daughters, Aretta and Janetta, settled in Toledo and my sons, James Clifton, Howard, Roy, and Billy, settled in Canton-Massillon area. 

My parents, Reverend William Baird Douglas and Urolenia Jane Jeffers, graves are in the larger Douglas Cemetery, about seventeen miles north in Oswego, Tennessee. 

On the way back from the cemetery, we stopped at John Gibson’s store. The large white wooden store sat at the side of the road with an old worn concrete sidewalk in front. On the right corner of the sidewalk sat a large red Coca-Cola machine. Just to the left of the front door hung a large Dr Pepper sign. Inside was one large room with groceries piled up on the walls and on old wooden showcases. John Gibson sold many different items there, mainly groceries, but there were some clothes. There was an old black pot-bellied coal stove in the middle of the store with chairs beside it. This was a gathering place where the townspeople exchanged the latest gossip. 

General went over to the stove to get warm. John’s wife, Samantha—everyone called her Mancy—my brother James’s daughter, came over to see
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