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  Southern Coalfields


  Coal is still king across much of southern West Virginia, fueling the economy with good wages and tax receipts, while altering the landscape in ways that were barely imaginable a century ago. In areas where the coal reserves are played out, the towns are smaller, but nature is healing the landscape, creating new opportunities for jobs and recreation for those who remain.


  Trout have returned to a number of once-polluted streams, and ATV riders and off-road motorcyclists come here to ride the traces of haul roads once used for mining and timbering.


  The region’s steep mountains and pounding whitewater provide ways for people who work hard to play equally hard. It’s the home of the only bridge in the country where, one day a year, it’s legal to climb over the rail and parachute off.


  History here is no Disney movie—it’s written in blood. By the time the Hatfield–McCoy feud was winding down and the Matewan Massacre was over, federal troops and Army Air Corps bombers were facing down an army of well-armed coal miners atop Blair Mountain in the largest insurrection since the Civil War.


  But it’s also a whimsical place, where gravity is challenged by descending into the Mystery Hole at Ansted and where you can park your bus on a rock in the middle of the river and use it for a fishing camp at Gauley Bridge. And if it’s good enough for Gilligan of Gilligan’s Island to retire to, it’s good enough for me.


  Gravity’s Cavity


  Ansted


  First-time visitors to the Mystery Hole don’t really know what to expect when they pull into the roadside attraction’s parking area off US 60, on a bluff overlooking the New River Gorge near the town of Ansted. There, they are confronted by a military-style Quonset hut painted in psychedelic colors with a vintage Volkswagen bug, decorated in hippie colors and decals, protruding from its side. Atop the building, a huge fiberglass gorilla crouches and glowers before a row of American flags.
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  Gravity is seemingly defied in the pit beneath this Volkswagen-impaled Quonset hut.


  Opened in 1972 by local entrepreneur Donald Wilson, whose cheerful line of hokey background info on the Mystery Hole’s “powers” was alone worth the price of admission, the attraction temporarily closed following Wilson’s death in 1998. Michiganders Will and Sandy Morrison bought Wilson’s business in 1999 and have kept many of Wilson’s narrative remarks as part of their tour repertoire.


  Just outside the Quonset hut gift shop and ticket office, a stairway leads down into Mystery Hole itself. On the descent, signs carry a series of warnings ranging from NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR ACCIDENTS OR AFTER-EFFECTS to PEOPLE WITH HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE OR HEART AILMENT DO NOT ENTER! and SHOES RECOMMENDED FOR TOUR.


  Once inside the Hole, tour guides demonstrate a variety of gravity-defying feats, such as balls rolling up a series of ramps, people sitting in chairs that seem to cling unsupported to a wall, and fellow visitors walking at a forty-five-degree slant.


  The experience is generally in keeping with a posted claim that NATURE’S GRAVITY SEEMS TO HAVE GONE HAYWIRE, AND YOUR SENSE OF BALANCE IS EXTREMELY UPSET. The Mystery Hole is open April through October but closed on Tuesday. For information on operating hours and admission fees, call (304) 658-9101, or visit www.mysteryhole.com.


  Underground Railroad


  Beckley


  Visitors who come to the Beckley Exhibition Coal Mine hoping to learn a little about what the life of a coal miner is like get the shaft—a 1,500-foot deep, 6-foot high, and 10-foot-wide shaft, to be precise.


  The Exhibition Coal Mine is one of the few places anywhere in which the public is able to safely and legally see the inside of an underground coal mine. The attraction came into being by accident, after workers building Beckley’s New River Park during the 1960s inadvertently uncovered a portion of the shaft. Rather than reseal and forget the old mine passage, city officials decided to reopen the mine to tourists.
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  Mining the tourist economy in Beckley is the Exhibition Coal Mine.


  Visitors ride “man cars,” or low-slung, open-topped railcars deep into the mine, which produced coal from 1890 to 1910. Guides on the hourlong trip are retired miners who, at stops along the shaft, explain or demonstrate bygone mining techniques, like using hand-powered augers to drill blast holes in the mine face, so that coal could be shot out of the 3-foot seam and hand-loaded into carts. While the coal was only 3 feet thick, the shaft was made higher to accommodate the horses and oxen used to pull wagons of coal out of the mine.


  The guides also point out widow-making “kettlebottoms,” the petrified tree trunks that occasionally fall from mine roofs with enough force to kill anyone below, and talk about “black damp,” or potentially lethal pockets of oxygen-deficient air sometimes found in sections of underground mines. Then there are “mountain bumps” and “rib rolls” in which rocks are expelled from the walls of mine shafts due to earth slips, methane explosions, and roof falls. The exhibition is inspected daily for safety by its trained crew of guides. More than 50,000 people a year have toured the mine with no problems more severe than the occasional case of claustrophobia. The mine stays a constant 50 degrees Fahrenheit, even in deepest, steamiest summer, so bring a light jacket.


  Outside the mine, there is a restored coal camp and a large new company store building, housing a museum and gift shop—scrip not accepted, these days.


  The Exhibition Coal Mine is open April through November. Call (304) 256-1747, or visit www.beckleymine.com.


  Bombs over . . . West Virginia?


  Blair Mountain


  If you were a union-loving coal miner in West Virginia in 1921, you weren’t the least bit paranoid if you thought the government was out to get you. It was.


  Those fighting for recognition by the United Mine Workers of America during the era of the West Virginia Mine Wars not only were charged with treason but also faced armed threats from sheriffs’ deputies and their hired guns, the state police, the National Guard, regular Army troops—even bombers manned by the Army Air Corps.


  Military aviation legend Billy Mitchell was ordered to fly his armed and loaded Eighty-eighth Light Bomber Squadron to Charleston to assist the government effort from a higher plane. Luckily for the miners, cooler heads eventually prevailed (or Mitchell’s tear gas ordnance malfunctioned, according to other accounts), and the World War I flying hero never got the chance to use his fourteen aircraft to bomb his countrymen, as he appeared anxious to do, according to press reports at the time.


  Mitchell’s air crews had to stand down in August 1921, when an army of more than 5,000 miners marched on a force of about 2,000 sheriffs’ deputies, hired thugs, and private detective personnel dug in on Blair Mountain, on the border separating Boone and Logan counties.
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    Cross Country


    If you drive down any major West Virginia highway, keep an eye out for hillside clearings, ridgetop pastures, or intriguing rock formations; chances are better than even that within thirty minutes you will encounter a cluster of Coffindaffer crosses.


    Depending on one’s point of view, they are considered either spiritual eye openers or scenic eyesores. But they’ve been around long enough in West Virginia that they have become an everyday part of the rural landscape.


    [image: More than 1,800 crosses were erected by a Craigsville oil driller. Kenny Kemp]


    The 20-foot-tall trios of pole-built crosses—the middle one gold flanked by two painted baby blue—are the product of Bernard L. Coffindaffer, an oil driller, coal-washing plant operator, and country minister from Craigsville in Nicholas County. In 1984, while resting at home following a heart bypass operation, Coffindaffer reported having a vision in which the spirit of God told him to build crosses in all fifty states, starting with West Virginia. The World War II Marine Corps veteran promptly sold his substantial business holdings and founded the nonprofit Crosses of Mercy–Cast Thy Bread, Inc.


    Starting in September 1984, Coffindaffer began erecting cross clusters on the property of like-minded landowners across the state in his quest to get passersby to remember Christ’s sacrifice and prepare for His return. At the peak of his mission, he had seven full-time work crews scouting out sites, making arrangements with property owners, and erecting the cross clusters. That work extended beyond West Virginia’s borders to include twenty-eight other states, as well as the District of Columbia, Zambia, and the Philippines.


    By the time Coffindaffer died of a heart attack in his home in 1993, he had erected 1,864 cross clusters, spending about $3 million in the effort.
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  Nicholas County residents gather near the crash site of one of General Billy Mitchell’s Martin bombers, deployed during the 1921 Battle of Blair Mountain. West Virginia Archives


  After skirmishing on the mountain claimed the lives of fewer than fifty combatants—most of them UMWA supporters—the miners, many who had recently served in the Army during World War I, refused to take up arms against the federal troops who arrived on the scene and surrendered peacefully.


  A few days later, one of Mitchell’s Martin bombers flew into a storm en route to Langley Field in Virginia and crashed into a hillside near Drennen in Nicholas County, killing all but one member of the crew. Several area residents still own pieces of the bomber. The wreck site is believed to have been obliterated when a surface mine opened in the Drennen area decades after the crash.


  Bluefield Brain


  Bluefield


  In the early 1940s, while other kids in the Mercer County town of Bluefield were playing catch, riding bikes, or hanging out with their friends, John Forbes Nash was likely to be at home, leafing through Compton’s Pictured Encyclopedia, or building a radio from spare parts.


  The son of an electrical engineer for Appalachian Power and a former English teacher who graduated from West Virginia University at the age of sixteen, Nash showed few obvious signs of having a beautiful mind early in his life. He worked as an advertising supplement inserter at the Bluefield Daily Telegraph, read Time and Life magazines from cover to cover, and conducted electrical and chemical experiments in his bedroom. But his classroom performance was deemed to be a bit underwhelming until his final years of high school.
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  He’s got game theory: Nobel laureate John Forbes Nash grew up in this tiny Bluefield home.


  Bluefield, he recalled in a 1994 autobiographical sketch, “was not a community of scholars or of high technology. . . . So, from [an] intellectual viewpoint, it offered the sort of challenge that one had to learn from the world’s knowledge rather than from the knowledge of the immediate community.”


  Nash absorbed what he could from the town. As a high school student, he took mathematics courses at Bluefield College. With his father, he coauthored the article “Sag and Tension Calculations for Cable and Wire Spans Using Catenary Formulas,” which probably did little to win friends and earn dates, but it did appear in the professional journal Electrical Engineering.


  He attended Carnegie Tech, now Carnegie Mellon University, on a full scholarship, earning both his bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 1948 at the age of twenty. His subsequent involvement with a Navy research project, his groundbreaking work on game theory and differential geometry, his earning of the Nobel Prize for Economics in 1994, and his bouts with and eventual victory over schizophrenia were the subject of Sylvia Nasar’s biography A Beautiful Mind. A movie by the same name loosely based on Nasar’s book, starring Russell Crowe as Nash, was nominated for eight Oscars following its release in 2001.


  Sweat and Sour


  Bluefield


  Perched on a 2,600-foot-high plateau in the shadow of East River Mountain, the Mercer County town of Bluefield bills itself as “Nature’s Air-Conditioned City,” a cool place to chill out when sweltering temperatures sweep through the lowlands. In an effort to cash in on the town’s heat-beating image, the Bluefield Chamber of Commerce has made it a practice to serve free lemonade on the rare occasions that temperatures surpass the 90-degree mark.


  [image: image]


  Heat waves are so rare in Bluefield that town officials pour free lemonade when the mercury reaches 90.


  Since the town’s free lemonade days began in 1939, there have been at least thirty-four summers in which the services of the town’s “Lemonade Lassies,” the volunteers who serve up the pucker-producing coolant, have not been needed. From 1960 to 1982, free lemonade was dispensed only once. However, the summer of 2007 made up for many of the lemonade-free years, producing a record eighteen days with temperatures 90 degrees or hotter. Whether or not it reaches 90, Bluefield celebrates Lemonade Days each year in late July with street fairs, music, entertainment, and free lemonade.


  For more information, call the Mercer County Convention and Visitors Bureau at (304) 325-8438, or visit www.mccvb.com.


  Town with a Rich History


  Bramwell


  Sure, millionaires may be as common as caviar in places like Beverly Hills, Palm Springs, and Aspen, but in tiny Bramwell, they were once so abundant that the team name for Bramwell High School athletes was the Millionaires, and someone with a seven-figure income lived on virtually every block.


  The Mercer County town that lies along a horseshoe bend of the Bluestone River is credited with having had America’s densest per capital population of millionaires, in an era when $1 million bought a lot more than a vacation condo in the Hamptons or a couple of Porsche Carrera GTs.


  The town’s wealth can be traced to the discovery of the rich Pocahontas Coalfield, with seams measuring up to 13 feet thick, which spurred a stampede of coal operators, miners, developers, and entrepreneurs into Mercer and McDowell counties. Among them was the New York civil engineer Joseph Bramwell, who gave his name to the tiny community where he had been assigned to serve as postmaster. By 1885, streets had been laid out, and Bramwell’s attractive riverside setting had been divided into lots for homes, attracting newly arrived coal company officials. Soon the town became known as a haven for the area’s have-it-alls.
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  Millionaires were once a dime a dozen—well, nineteen for every four thousand citizens—in this southern coalfield town. Kenny Kemp


  At least fourteen millionaires made Bramwell their home by 1900. Their Victorian trophy homes featured indoor pools, copper roofs, and walls of English brick and Italian masonry. Fourteen passenger trains made daily stops at the wealthy town’s depot, off-loading imported home furnishings, gourmet foods, and consumer luxury items. At the end of the 1800s, it was the only American city outside New York where Chanel No. 5 perfume was sold, and the town’s Bryant Newbold Pharmacy sold about $25,000 worth of the fragrance a year.


  Bramwell, believed to be the first U.S. city to make use of electric streetlights, had its own water, electric, and telephone companies operating by the opening years of the twentieth century.


  The Great Depression sent Bramwell’s millionaires into exile, along with most of its less-wealthy residents. Only about 400 people now remain in the town that once had a population nearly ten times as large. But nearly all of the millionaires’ homes remain intact and are lovingly cared for by their new owners, most of whom make their houses available for tours in May and December. The town’s train station has been converted into a museum, offering visitors a glimpse of Bramwell in its heyday. Bramwell is located about 8 miles north of Bluefield on US 52. For more information, visit the Mercer County Convention and Visitors Bureau at www.mccvb.com, or call (304) 325-8438.


  Trout among the Trash


  Elkhorn


  It wasn’t God who made Elkhorn Creek one of West Virginia’s most productive trout streams—at least not directly.


  It was a roadside mishap that converted the once-dead McDowell County stream into what is perhaps the state’s top producer of citation-size rainbow and brown trout.


  Severely polluted by discharges from coal-cleaning plants in the 1950s and early 1960s, Elkhorn was known mainly as a local sewage collection system and the source of devastating floods until its reputation took a turn for the better in the early 1970s. It was then that a trout hatchery truck broke down on US 52, which follows the stream from its source near the Mercer County line 20 miles north into the town of Welch, where it flows into the Guyandotte River. With no other trout tankers available to offload the disabled hatchery vehicle, its driver decided the load of rainbow trout he was hauling stood a slightly better chance of surviving in the creek than they did on the side of the road.
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  Nelson Sorah casts for trout in Elkhorn Creek. Lawrence Pierce


  As it turned out, the trout not only survived, they flourished and multiplied. After local anglers discovered the presence of hook-jawed, salmon-sized rainbows in their stream, biologists with the Division of Natural Resources decided to see if they could tweak the accidental trophy trout formula even more. In 1993, they introduced an experimental stocking of brown trout into Elkhorn.


  These days, Elkhorn Creek is one of the very few West Virginia streams in which rainbow and brown trout, both nonnative species, spawn and naturally reproduce. Catches in the 4- to 5-pound range are not uncommon. An 11-pound, 2-ounce rainbow reeled in at the town of Kimball broke a state record that had stood for thirty-three years. Experienced Elkhorn Creek anglers routinely catch more than a dozen trout an hour.


  But dining on the Elkhorn Creek trout is another matter, even though the catch-and-release ethic is not legally enforced.


  While cold water seeping into its headwaters from played-out coal mines keeps the stream cool and flowing steady year-round, untreated sewage discharged into Elkhorn from downstream coal towns keeps it full of bacterial contaminants. The DNR advises anglers not to eat Elkhorn Creek trout, who owe much of their high growth rate to the nutrients they take in from sewage outflows.


  Since the stream winds its way through a series of coal towns on its way to Welch, anglers face other unusual challenges, like encountering discarded appliances, junk cars, and mean dogs.


  “A buddy of mine caught a nice rainbow from under an old mattress,” said Kevin Adkins of Charleston, while taking part in a Trout Unlimited cleanup of the stream, which cleared sixty-eight bags of trash from a ½-mile stretch.


  Ah, Chute!


  Fayetteville


  When fall colors reach their peak in the federally protected New River Gorge canyon country near Fayetteville, it creates scenery to die for.


  But that’s not the main reason hundreds of people from around the world gather at the New River Gorge Bridge each year on the third Saturday of October and take a flying leap off the 876-foot-high span.


  The third Saturday of October is Bridge Day, a festival commemorating the completion of the world’s second-longest arch bridge back in 1977. The highlight of the annual fall festival is the almost nonstop six-hour parade of parachutists jumping from a platform above the bridge deck and making the drop to the tiny shoreline landing zone below. If everything goes according to plan, the trip takes about twenty seconds, and there’s time to catch a shuttle back to the bridge for repeat jumps. If not, the day ends abruptly in a fraction over eight seconds.
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  On the third Saturday of October, parachutists from around the world plunge into the fall colors surrounding the New River Gorge Bridge. Chris Dorst


  Bridge Day is the world’s biggest event for BASE jumpers—those who travel by parachute from buildings, antennae, spans, or earth—drawn to the year’s only legal day of BASE jumping, provided in conjunction with well-trained shoreline and midstream rescue crews and shuttle services. The bridge is also opened to pedestrians, and as many as 180,000 have been known to gather on or near the span to watch jumpers, often clad in colorful, comical costumes, make their leaps of faith into the gorge, which is a unit of the National Park Service.


  Other high-adrenaline activities, such as rappelling and riding zip lines off the span, also take place on Bridge Day. The BASE jumping component of the celebration began with five participants in 1980 and now draws 450 or more annually.


  The New River Gorge Bridge, featured on West Virginia’s quarter, lies about 3 miles north of Fayetteville on US 19. For more information, visit the Fayette County Chamber of Commerce Web site at www.fayettecounty.com, or call (304) 465-5617.


  Busman’s Holiday


  Gauley Bridge


  When Walter “Bruiser” Cole wants to get away from it all, he climbs aboard his vintage Greyhound bus, sits back, and watches the river flow past his windows.


  That’s easy to do when your bus is perched on your own private island in a mile-long pool of calm water that surrounds the point where the Gauley River flows into the New River to form the Kanawha.


  Cole had the bus, which he bought in 1954, towed to the Fayette County town of Gauley Bridge, then had it barged a few hundred yards cross-river to his tiny, boulder-strewn island, where he winched it into place above the high water mark. He converted the bus into a fishing camp and added a porch, boat dock, handrails, electrical hookups, running water, and a flagpole to complete his island retreat.
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  One man’s decommissioned bus is another man’s island getaway in West Virginia’s New River.


  The bus-topped island, often displaying Cole’s large American flag, is clearly visible from US 60 and the town of Gauley Bridge. It has been the topic of speculation for decades, and a number of legends have sprung up regarding how the passenger vehicle arrived on its water-surrounded perch. One common folktale is that it washed down the New River during a flood and came to rest at its current location by chance.


  During the 1970s, A. James Manchin, the uncle of current governor Joe Manchin, vowed to remove the bus from the island in his capacity as head of an aggressive new state cleanup program that targeted abandoned vehicles. When Manchin found out the bus was a vacation home, he moved on to rustier pastures.


  Home on the Driving Range


  Gilbert


  Wild horses may not be able to drag you away from a long-awaited round of golf at Twisted Gun Golf Course near Gilbert in Mingo County, but they could distract you from sinking a putt.


  One of West Virginia’s newest courses, Twisted Gun is built on a reclaimed surface mine surrounded by a vast tract of corporate land stretching to the Kentucky border. On a series of ridges adjacent to the golf course, more than seventy-five feral, or free-running, horses roam dozens of square miles of open country, including thousands of acres of grassy, sparsely forested reclaimed strip mines, and gas line rights-of-way.


  County officials say free-running horses have been fending for themselves in the wide-open spaces for ten or more years, after being turned loose to graze on the corporate rangeland by their owners or escaping from farm enclosures. Employees at Twisted Gun say the mustang wannabes occasionally wander onto the fairways to graze on greener grass—and put major divots in the fairways.
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  Free-running horses put the west in West Virginia near the Twisted Gun Golf Course. Lawrence Pierce


  Coal truck drivers and gas well maintenance crews say the horses seem to be divided into four herds, including one that numbers about fifty. A few goats and mules have also been spotted grazing on the open rangeland.


  While the free-running horses are putting the “west” in today’s West Virginia, the Horsepen Mountain end of their range was once used as a place to gather horses stolen from settlers in the mid-1700s. Aracoma, daughter of Chief Cornstalk of the Shawnee, and her husband, Bolling Baker, a white “longhunter” who made prolonged scouting and hunting trips through the frontier, directed the used-horse operation at Horsepen.


  Tale of the Trail


  Gilbert


  While it may be named for the famed feuding families who populated the hills and hollows through which it winds, the Hatfield–McCoy Trail system and the towns it passes through are earning a reputation for hospitality among the ATV riders and off-road motorcyclists who use it.


  Totaling 500 miles in six southern West Virginia counties in 2009 with plans to expand to 2,000 miles in nine counties, the Hatfield– McCoy network is the biggest and best-known off-road vehicle trail east of the Mississippi. It is divided into a series of six separate trail systems—Little Coal River, Bearwallow, Buffalo Mountain, Rockhouse, Pinnacle Creek, and Indian Ridge—each served by its own trailhead facility. Spur trails lead from the trail loops into several southern West Virginia towns, where laws have been enacted allowing ATVs and other off-road vehicles to operate on city streets. This allows riders to drive directly into communities such as Gilbert, Matewan, Man, and Delbarton for food, fuel, repairs, and lodging.
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  ATV riders head out for a day’s ride on the largest off-road trail system in the East. Lawrence Pierce


  While trails in the system are designed to meet federal Bureau of Land Management standards, the Hatfield–McCoy passes exclusively through private property owned by large coal and land-holding companies, thanks to use and liability agreements with the Hatfield– McCoy Trail Authority. Eastern riders hungry for backcountry pump millions of dollars annually into the local economy.


  Plans call for the Hatfield–McCoy trail to expand into several more southern counties and for trails to be built directly linking several of the systems together. For details, call (800) 592-2217, or visit www.trailsheaven.com.


  Monumental Effort


  Kimball


  After crumbling from neglect in the 1980s and being gutted by fire
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  Room with a Choo
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  War in the Streets
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  A Place to Get Plowed
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  End of the Lonesome Highway
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  Making Radio Waves


  

  

  

  

  Robert E. Lee’s Ride
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  Feudal Leader
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  Carnival of Souls?
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  Two-State Tee Shot
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  You Take Paradise . . .
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  Stamping Out Hunger


  

  

  

  

  House of Fuels


  

  

  [image: Smoking is strongly discouraged at the all-coal Tug Valley Chamber of Commerce Building. Kenny Kemp]
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  about the author


  A reporter and feature writer for the Charleston Gazette for more than 30 years, Rick Steelhammer has traveled by car, plane, helicopter, raft, canoe, kayak, train, speeder car, horse, skis, snowshoes, zipline, and on foot to file multiple stories from each of West Virginia’s fifty-five counties. He also writes a weekly humor column for the Sunday Gazette-Mail, which the National Society of Newspaper Columnists once judged to be the second-best in the nation among large-circulation newspapers.
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