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I am often asked, “Why is Blair 
Mountain so important?” Or as 

a friend of mine more specifically put 
it when I mentioned the archaeology 
of the battlefield, “Why should I care 
about ninety year old bullets?”

This is not an easy question to 
answer because Blair Mountain means 
many things to many people. Blair 
Mountain is about unionism, it is 
about politics, it is about economics, 
it is about industry, is about the 
environment, and it is about our cultural 
identity. This is story of rebellion and 
bloodshed, civil liberties and murder. 
For me, it is also personal, because 
my great-grandfather was so deeply 
involved in the events of the Mine 
Wars and I grew up in the shadow 
of his history. Of course, the story 
of Blair Mountain is spreading. A 
growing number of Americans know 
the general story. The march on Blair 
was a culmination of what is referred 
to as the West Virginia Mine Wars. The 
march was the largest armed uprising 
in America since the Civil War. The 
United States Air Service, under the 
direction of Billy Mitchell, was prepared 
to bomb the miners, although the 
bombing never actually materialized. 
Sheriff Don Chafin’s forces did attempt 
to bomb the miners with their private 
planes, but many of the bombs were 
duds or blasted in the woods away from 
anyone. After several days of fighting, 
the U.S. Army arrived and the miners 
immediately surrendered because 
they refused to fire on American 
soldiers. Many people now know these 
general facts, but do not yet grasp 
the significance. Therefore, in recent 
months, when people ask me, “Why is 
Blair Mountain so important?” I like to 

tell them a lesser known story from the 
1921 March on Blair.

A few miles north of Blair stood the 
coal town of Sharples. As the marchers, 
many donning their red bandanas, 
stopped at Sharples en route to what 
would become the Blair Battlefield, they 
found a company mess hall. Typical of 
the times, the mess hall had separate 
sections for company officials, blacks, 
and whites. When the Redneck Army 
arrived, they changed the rules. Black, 
native white, and immigrant miners 
broke into the company section and 
forced the cooks to prepare a meal for 
them. They then all sat down together at 
the tables and ate. 

One must examine this in 
perspective. This is 1921. The Ku Klux 
Klan has risen to the height of its power 
in America, lynching is a common 
occurrence in the south, and anti-
immigration is one of the biggest issues 
in American politics. To cover up the 
miners’ progressive behavior, journalists, 
industrialists, and politicians blamed the 
uprising on a violent, backward culture 
and ignored the real causes of the 
rebellion. If journalists, politicians, and 
industrialists did not create the redneck 
stereotype, they certainly fostered it. 
As a result, the word redneck became a 
prominent part of the American popular 
consciousness as a running joke and 
a reason to marginalize a culture. If 
one knew the real history, however, 
they would know that the supposedly 
backward Rednecks in 1921 were 
actually a combination of native whites, 
blacks, and immigrants who were willing 
to set at a table together and have a 
meal. It seems like a simple act, but 
one must remember that this occurred 

“Just like soldiers who fought overseas to protect our 
rights, people were fighting at Blair to give us rights 

too. Our history has completely got away from us and 
we are all to blame for it.”  
 – Terry Steele, UMWA miner

Continued on page 4.

The Friends of Blair Mountain 
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grant funds provided by the 
Indigenous Environmental 
Network/ Western Mining 
Action for this first issue.
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the 2011 protest 
marchers.
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a generation before Rosa Parks and thirty years before 
the desegregation of the United States Military.     

While I have recently pointed to the “Dinner at 
Sharples” as an event of real significance, I failed to 
truly grasp the fullness of the story until I met Reverend 
Ron English. A student of Martin Luther King, Jr., and a 
friend of the King family, Ron English had lived a history 
I had only read about. English’s first suit was given 
to him by Dr. King. He was there when King delivered 
his famous, “I Have a Dream Speech.” When King was 
assassinated, it was Ron English who said the prayer at 
his funeral.  After King’s death, English chose to leave 
the spotlight and eventually settled in Charleston, West 
Virginia, where he preaches and works for civil rights 
in the Mountain State. I had the privilege of meeting 
him earlier this year. During one of our conversations, 
we discussed the history of race in the coalfields and 
I related the story of the miners at Sharples. When I 
finished the story, English pointed his finger at me and 
said, “And that’s why they killed King.”

 I didn’t understand exactly what he meant. 
Reverend English probably saw this on my face and 
explained it to me. 

 He said that, towards the end of his life, Martin 
Luther King, Jr. wanted to take the Civil Rights 
Movement in a new direction. King felt, according to 
Rev. English, that real change could not take place in 
America until blacks and poor whites realize that their 
commonalities outweigh their differences. King wanted 
to use the movement to reach out to poor whites in 
an effort to unite blacks and poor whites. But before 
he could do so, he was killed. English went on to tell 
me that the miners at Blair Mountain had “figured it 
out” just like King did. The only way to overcome our 
problems is to overlook our differences.

 The first thing which came to my mind was my 
experiences teaching at West Virginia University. When 
I taught West Virginia history, I often asked students 
to write down a description of a racist. Among all 
the answers, what immediately stood out were the 
descriptions of a racist according to my African-
American students. Almost all of them gave me a 
written caricature of the American redneck. To many of 
them, the term redneck is nearly synonymous with that 
of racism. I believe that this misconception exists, at 
least in part, because we have not embraced the history 
of Blair Mountain. In 1921, the word redneck brought 
people of different ethnicities and races together. 
Unfortunately, we do not know this history and, thus, 
the modern version of the word redneck helps to breed 

division and mistrust instead of unity. To me, this is one 
of the many reasons why Blair Mountain is more than a 
story worth telling, it is a lesson worth learning.

 Blair Mountain Journal exists for the purpose of 
uncovering the history of Blair Mountain, the Mine 
Wars, and the coalfields in order to learn as much 
as we can about who we are as a culture and where 
we need to go. Our journal will focus, of course, on 
the history and literature of the coalfields, with an 
emphasis on Blair Mountain and the Mine Wars. This 
is a multidisciplinary journal intended for both scholars 
and the general public. Each issue will feature articles 
on history and another academic field, coalfield art 
and literature, an oral history, and a book review. 
We welcome submissions in the fields of history, 
archeology, sociology, biology, short fiction, poetry, 
and contemporary Appalachia. Submission guidelines 
will be available on our website. Future issues will also 
include a news bulletin page, updating our readers on 
our ongoing efforts to preserve and develop the Blair 
Mountain Battlefield.

  This has been an eventful summer for Friends 
of Blair Mountain. In June, we submitted a petition of 
over one hundred history professors and scholars to the 
West Virginia Legislature. Members Dr. Lou Martin, Dr. 
Mark Myers, and Dr. John Hennen wrote the scholars’ 
statement on the preservation of Blair Mountain and 
solicited all of the signatures, which include some of 
the most respected scholars in Appalachian Studies. 
Our thanks go out to them for making this important 
statement for the preservation and development of the 
battlefield. We are also having continued meetings and 
discussions with the WVDEP, the UMWA, Arch Coal, 
Alpha Natural Resources, Natural Resource Partners, 
the State Historic Preservation Office, the Army Corps 
of Engineers, and various state leaders in an effort 
to come to a solution concerning the future of Blair 
Mountain which will most benefit all West Virginians. 
Our organization’s goal, of course, is to preserve the 
battlefield and develop it as a historic park. You may 
find more information on our vision and how you can 
help on our website, www.friendsofblairmountain.org. 

 While we continue to work for the preservation of 
the Blair Battlefield, we are proud to present the first 
issue of Blair Mountain Journal, As Dr. Ronald Lewis, 
my academic mentor, once stated, “We need pioneers 
to recast the way West Virginians see themselves.” It 
is our fervent hope that this journal will be a venue for 
such pioneers. Welcome.         
      	 											 	
	 	 	 	 	 			— C. Belmont Keeney

Continued from inside front cover.
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While there have been numerous historical and fictitious works written about Blair Mountain and the 
West Virginia Mine Wars, very little has been written about the archeological evidence surrounding 
the tumultuous events of 1921. In 2006, Dr. Harvard Ayers, professor emeritus of anthropology at 

Appalachian State University and a board member of the Friends of Blair Mountain, conducted the 
first ever professional archaeological study of the historic battlefield. Dr. Ayers’ work promises to shed 

new light on an old fight and broaden our collective understanding of labor conflict in America. 

Eighty-five Years, Two Men, 
and One Pistol

On a warm Saturday evening in early 
September, 1921, a man we shall call 
Wilmer Sprouse was hurrying through 

the woods of Logan County, headed down Craddock 
Fork as fast as his feet could go. He wasn’t hunting, 
or fishing or exercising. No, he kept his head low and 
his mind on putting as many miles between him and 
Crooked Creek Gap as possible. 

He did stop briefly to get his breath, and it 
occurred to him that he better ditch his beloved .32 
caliber Smith & Wesson revolver—it had belonged to 

Blair Mountain Exposed
What the History Books Won’t Tell

By Harvard Ayers, Ph.D.

his father before him, and he couldn’t believe he was 
contemplating this. He found a place next to big hickory 
tree that he could remember long enough to come back 
and retrieve it a few months later. He placed it lovingly 
at the base of the tree and covered it with an inch or 
two of soil. 

As Wilmer started up again in a half- run, half-walk, 
he remembered the night before when he had first 
heard that Federal troops were coming from Kentucky. 
He heard from his fellow union miners that perhaps they 
were coming to take the side of the 10,000 miners —
his side — who were poised to make one last assault 
on the beleaguered sheriff ’s deputies, State Police, 
and Baldwin Felts agents at Crooked Creek and several 
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A .32 caliber Smith and Wesson pistol from the battle.
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surrounding smaller gaps. These enemy forces were 
paid to fight them by the coal operators. Yesterday, the 
miners had broken through the coal operators’ lines 
and had scared the bejesus out of the citizens in the 
nearby town of Logan, a pro-coal operator community, 
protected by the famous anti-union Sheriff, Don Chafin. 

But alas, the enemy mustered up a counter attack 
and drove the miners back. He remembered seeing 
bodies on the ground as they retreated back through 
the gap. Very few had red bandanas on, the “uniform” 
of the union miners. The miners had obviously 
decimated the deputy’s forces for a time. Last night 
around the campfires, the miners were celebrating—it 
was obvious to Wilmer and the others that, come 
the morning, they would successfully overwhelm 
the enemy and go on to Logan and finally to Mingo 
County to release their fellow miners who had been 
incarcerated by the Baldwin Felts gun thugs in places 
like Matewan.  

But the morning was not kind to the miners. In 
the middle of the night, they got the word that the 
Federal troops from Kentucky had arrived in Logan 
and were demanding the weapons of the miners who 
had ventured down to town—the troops were there to 
disarm and arrest the miners just a day before they 
were expecting victory at Crooked Creek Gap. After a 
brief pow-wow during which the miners decided they 
had no beef with the Federal troops, they decided they 
must flee or risk arrest themselves. By late morning 
Wilmer and the others were scattering like quail, 
heading in the general direction of home—for Wilmer 
that was Paint Creek.  

The 2006 Survey
In 2006, Kenny King of Logan County, Zan 

Rothrock, an Appalachian State University archeology 
student, and I—Dr. Harvard Ayers, an archeologist also 
at Appalachian State-- were conducting an extensive 
archeological survey of the Blair Mountain Battlefield. 
Unbeknownst to us, our path and that of our Wilmer 
Sprouse were about to cross. 

As we were metal detecting an area just north 
of the battlefield, all of a sudden, Zan was yelling 
unintelligibly at the top of his lungs. (I sprinted up the 
hill crossing the intervening 60 feet between us)? in 
record time to see that Zan had found…. you guessed 
it, a .32 caliber Smith & Wesson revolver. Up to that 
time, our little crew had found hundreds of rifle and 
pistol shell casings over the 1,600 acres or more of 
the 1921 battlefield, but never, till then, any gun that 
had fired on them. All three of our pulses quickened, 

especially mine, and we had a little celebration—diet 
Mountain Dew and honey buns. 

Wilmer’s .32 caliber, Smith 
and Wesson pistol

Obviously, Wilmer had never managed to recover 
his beloved pistol. Perhaps he was afraid he might 
be arrested if he returned, or perhaps his memory 
failed and he never could find that certain big hickory 
tree. But his bad luck was our good fortune.  Over the 
intervening 85 years, a light forest fire had burned 
over the area and the real rubber handle had partially 
melted, and the iron parts of the pistol, still fully 
loaded, had badly rusted.

As noted above, the pistol was found during our 
2006 survey of the battlefield. The idea of the survey 
was hatched in late 2005, when I was asked by Blair 
Mountain activist Regina Hendrix if I would direct such 
a survey. My interest in the Battle of Blair Mountain 
went back to 1999, when Kenny King took me on his 
four-wheeler to several of the sites he had visited and 
recorded. I felt a little lost on this first journey into the 
woods of Spruce Fork Ridge, but I was quite impressed 
that this sprawling site was ripe for a professional 
archeological survey. 

At that time I wrote an Op-Ed in the Charleston 
Gazette saying that, based on my brief exposure, the 
battleground appears to have great potential to tell the 
story of the battle in greater depth than the historical 
accounts. I also felt it had great potential for listing 
on the National Register of Historic Places. So when 
Hendrix invited me to conduct the survey, it took me 
a very short time to accept. Since I retired in 2004, I 
now had more free time, so the stars were well-aligned.  

The survey began in February of 2006, at an 
area listed by the historical accounts as one where 
battle-related hostilities occurred. This area of Mill 
Creek Gap was one of several places along Spruce 
Fork Ridge where the miners tried to break through 
the defender’s lines. Kenny King had already located 
a site near the gap that afforded a good view at the 
time of approaches from the Northeast. Sure enough, 
we located a couple dozen rifle, pistol, and shotgun 
shell casings, no doubt fired by the defenders. While 
we were delighted to have found our first site of the 
survey, this site had two other important features. 

Of the fifteen sites we studied that summer, this 
one is the furthest northwesterly extent of the battle-
field. In addition, it has yielded some of the best 
evidence of artifacts that were, in all likelihood, in 
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very nearly the same place they were fired on that day 
eighty-five years ago. Seven, .32 caliber pistol casings 
were all located in a tight, three-foot circle. No other 
casings were located nearby. 

To an archeologist, this indicates that this particu-
lar site has had little or no significant disturbance over 
the years. This perhaps seemingly mundane fact is 
actually very important. It is a big contributor to what 
we call a site’s integrity. This was particularly important 
for this battlefield, in that conventional wisdom had it 
that all the artifacts left in the battlefield had been so 
disturbed over the years as to render their interpreta-
tion impossible—what we found was just the opposite. 
Again and again at other sites studied that summer, 
similar groupings of cas-
ings, also presumably 
from the same gun, were 
found. 

Over the months of 
June, July, August and 
September, the three of 
us put in about twenty 
days in the field. Rather 
than a site by site de-
scription of all the sites 
we studied, I have cho-
sen to summarize the 
broad picture portrayed 
by our findings, followed 
up by the application 
of the knowledge we 
exposed to understand 
and protect this historic 
battlefield. Finally, I will briefly review the unfortunate 
and infuriating story of the battlefield’s listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places, followed shortly 
thereafter by its delisting, and the ramifications there-
of.

The sites we studied in 2006 spanned the circu-
itous ten miles or so of the battlefield on the south-
east-northwest trending Spruce Fork Ridge, from just 
below the South Crest of Blair Mountain in the south-
east, to Mill Creek Gap in the northwest. While our 
survey covered much of the ten miles—perhaps three 
miles or so just northwest of the Blair Crests were not 
investigated—most (11 of 15) of the sites were in two 
broad locations. The historic record indicates, and our 
study corroborates that the vast majority of the action 
occurred in the areas of and around the Blair Crests on 
the far southeast and Crooked Creek Gap to the north-
west—the two areas being separated by about four to 

five miles. The other four sites included the Mill Creek 
Gap site and three others between Crooked Creek Gap 
and Blair Mountain.  

Both of the “hot spots” played pivotal roles in the 
battle story. The Crooked Creek Gap area was the only 
historically-recorded place where the miners broke 
through the defender’s lines. This breakthrough was 
discussed briefly above. Evidence of that penetration 
of the defender’s position was corroborated by two 
archeological sites we found to the west of the gap, 
indicating fighting on the defender’s side of Spruce 
Fork Ridge. 

In addition to this historically-recorded incursion by 
the miners, our archeological work was able to locate 

a heavily-defended 
site to the north of the 
gap where evidence 
indicated very close-in 
combat. This almost 
hand-to-hand action 
was indicated by the 
relatively high count 
of the lead projec-
tiles—we call them 
“spent bullets”—fired 
presumably out of the 
attacking miners’ guns. 
They were found in the 
ground below large 
rocks, and lodged in 
rotting, downed trees. 
Such a close-in ac-
tion was also indicated 

by the relatively short-range nature of the defender’s 
weapons, including what we interpreted as .45 caliber 
“Tommy guns,” which had just come into use by the 
recently-established West Virginia State Police. 

In and around the Blair Crests, which we found to 
be heavily fortified, we located sites of what we inter-
preted as those of the miners. Their sites are much 
harder to locate as they were on the move almost 
constantly, whereas the defenders were on their ridge-
top sites firing down at the approaching miners. There 
was indeed a frontal assault by the miners on the Blair 
Crests as recorded by the historical record. But less 
reported, were sites slightly to the east of the South 
Crest. They were normally small sites, probably only 
briefly occupied. We were able to identify these and 
other miner’s sites mainly by the calibers of the weap-
ons they were firing—whereas the defenders mainly 
had the use of the highly effective .30-06 (.30 caliber 
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Findings such as these help archaeologists determine the specifics 
of the 1921 battle.
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first used in 1906), the miners occasionally had one of 
these Cadillac weapons but usually shot one of many 
different, less effective weapons. 

In much of the historic literature, the tactics 
applied by the attacking miners are represented as 
relatively unsophisticated. Certainly their weapons were 
less so. But as we studied the areas around the center 
of the hot spots, we located evidence of wide-spread 
flanking of the defenders’ positions, about the only 
way—other than superior numbers (which the miners 
had)—that the miners could have overrun the defend-
er’s positions. 

In summary, the archeological evidence that went 
beyond that of the historic record, we found that a 
breakthrough or very near-breakthrough occurred just 
north of the historically recorded one in Crooked Creek 
Gap. Secondly, we discovered that the miner’s level of 
military tactical sophistication was much higher than 
that recorded in the historic record. 

The combination of these two lines of evidence 
can arguably yield a gross reinterpretation of the entire 
five day battle. Is it possible, as implied by some of 
the above, that, but for the intervention of the Federal 
troops from Kentucky, the miner’s well might have won 
the battle?  Could it be that the victors, who usually 
write the history books, might have skewed the in-
terpretation to the coal operator’s liking? Maybe. But 
while the victors can write the history, fortunately they 
cannot create the archeological record. 

Thus, the evidence discovered by our brief and 
preliminary investigations indicates a rich, intact, and 
indeed extensive archeological record of the battle that 
could no doubt add much more to our knowledge of 
the conflict if sufficient resources were dedicated to 
further archeological work. If we succeed in protecting 
the battlefield, a much more in-depth understand-
ing could be reached of this battle, the largest armed 
insurrection since our country’s Civil War.  

Immediately following the completion of our report 
of our 2006 investigations, the work of constructing 
a nomination of the Blair Mountain Battlefield to the 
National Register began. A few previous unsuccessful 
attempts had been made to get the battlefield listed. 
The main weakness had been a lack of any significant 
professional archeological investigation. Historian 
Barbara Rasmussen and I wrote the nomination and 
submitted it in 2007. A successful hearing in front of 
the West Virginia Archives and History Commission 
occurred in 2008, and in late March, 2009, the Blair 
Mountain Battlefield was officially listed on the Nation-
al Register, which in West Virginia, gives the listed site 

almost complete protection. 
But our celebrations of this multi-year effort were 

indeed short-lived. State Historic Preservation Officer 
(SHPO) of West Virginia, Randall Reid-Smith, one week 
to the day of the listing, submitted evidence to the 
Keeper of the National Register in Washington, D.C., 
that indicated a major mistake in the nomination. Any 
property to be listed must have the support of half or 
more of the owners within the property boundary. The 
originally submitted nomination had that support. But 
mysteriously, objection letters from just enough own-
ers to throw the balance to the objectors to the listing 
appeared. The list of owners, in this case submitted by 
coal interests, put approvals of the listing at 27, while 
the signed objectors were 30.  

Supporters of the battlefield’s preservation, know-
ing that the coal interests wanted to surface-mine it, 
cried foul and began an attorney-conducted study of 
the coal company owners/objectors list. Major errors 
such as two dead objectors and one who no-longer 
owned the property in question indicated that the new 
list was indeed flawed to the extent that the supporters 
were once again in the majority. 

This legal evidence was submitted both to the West 
Virginia SHPO and the Keeper of the National Regis-
ter, and even though the submission was well within 
the comment period established by the Keeper, they 
both refused to consider the new legal evidence of the 
flawed list. Both the state and the federal agencies 
pointed fingers at one another. Thus on December 31, 
the Keeper delisted the battlefield.    

The two years plus since the delisting have been 
taken up by protests by groups such as the Friends of 
Blair Mountain, Sierra Club, Ohio Valley Environmental 
Coalition, partly in the form of a law suit in Federal Dis-
trict Court in Washington, D.C. That suit is pending. If 
we win, the battlefield may well be put back on the Na-
tional Register list. If we lose, we will have to continue 
our other protests. In addition, Friends of Blair Moun-
tain and a group known as Appalachia Rising planned 
and carried out a well attended five-day march from 
Marmet, West Virginia, to Blair Mountain to dramatize 
the fight against the destruction of the battlefield. 

In addition, Friends of Blair Mountain has produced 
a proposal for either a West Virginia State Park or a 
National Monument for the battlefield. But the coal 
interests continue to get closer and closer to the 
boundaries with their surface mining to the 1,600 acre 
battleground, and we continue to document their work 
in hopes we stop them before it’s too late.      
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Kenny King is a native of the southern 
coalfields of West Virginia and has lived 
most of his life in Logan County. His 

grandfather fought at Blair Mountain on the side 
of the miners. Since 1990 Kenny has developed a 
passion for the history of the Mine Wars and searched 
the battlefield area for artifacts and vehemently 
defended the site from destruction. Despite his lack of 
professional training as an archaeologist or historian, 
no living person knows the historic sites around Blair 

Kenny King’s Quest:
A Timeline of Preservation Efforts 

on Blair Mountain By Kenny King

Mountain better than Kenny King. This timeline traces 
his more than two decade journey to save the historic 
battlefield.

The Battle of Blair Mountain is the site of the 
largest domestic armed conflict since the Civil War. The 
fighting, which took place in 1921, mostly occurred 
along Spruce Fork Ridge. Blair Mountain is just a 
small portion of the battle area. I have visited the site 
numerous times and found hundreds of artifacts. Over 
the years I have also taken countless archeologists, 
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historians, and other interested parties to visit the 
area. During this time, I submitted archaeological site 
forms for the areas that were most endangered by the 
encroachment of mountaintop removal mining (MTR). 
The State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) has 
largely been reluctant to accept my work because I am 
not a professional archaeologist.

1990
I began exploring the area to find any evidence 

of the battle after hearing stories over the years from 
family members. My search initiated in the hollows 
and slopes of the mountains around Ethel hollow 
but proved fruitless. I conducted more research and 
eventually located defensive positions on Spruce Fork 
Ridge, which stretched for approximately fourteen 
miles. This area includes Blair Mountain.

 
1991

After finding numerous defensive positions, I 
decided to look for evidence of the miners’ advances 
up the ridge. After months of searching, I had located 
a string of sites that I felt were associated with the 
advancing Redneck Army. I felt that I had retraced 
the path that the miners took along the Blair Gap. 
Small groups of artifacts were distributed all along the 
hollow. Included among the artifacts were two loaded 
guns left behind by the retreating miners. 

One day I extended my search from the valley 
towards the southern crest of the mountain. The 
artifacts I found seemed to indicate that small groups 
of miners had tried to outflank the defensive forces 
on the ridge. The spent and live shell casings found 
also demonstrated that there were clear differences in 
the types of munitions used by the defenders and the 
attackers. Artifacts found on the defensive line revealed 
the consistent use of World War I era rifles: 30-06, 
30-30, 30-40 Craig and .45 automatics. On the 
attacking side, munitions found varied considerably, 
suggesting that the miners toted whatever guns and 
ammunition they could find. 

The thick underbrush, steep slopes, and rock 
outcroppings made exploration extremely difficult. 
One could easily pass by a trench without noticing 

it, requiring me to visit the area many times over to 
ensure good coverage. I tried to concentrate my search 
around topographical sites where the ridges met, such 
as low passes that were shown on early maps to be 
horse and wagon trails because these would have been 
obvious defensive positions.

I contacted archaeologists at West Virginia 
University (WVU) and the United Mine Workers of 
America (UMWA) to enlist their aid. I showed them 
various sites I had explored. In September 1991, the 
coal company that controlled the land and the UMWA 
agreed to establish an eight acre park on the north 
crest. I felt that this was completely inadequate as the 
eight acres represented less than one percent of the 
battlefield area, and I found it puzzling that the UMWA 
would choose to ignore vast areas which were vital to 
its own history. The eight acre park was never created.

1993
This is the year of the first land-use permit 

application that started to impact the actual battlefield. 
It was a permit for a power line. There was a public 
hearing, and I presented photographs to show battle 
sites on the south crest and artifacts to encourage 
state agencies to move the proposed path of the power 
line. SHPO signed off on the permit, claiming there 
were no significant historical resources in the area. As 
a result of the power line construction, four trenches on 
the battlefield were destroyed.

1997-2000
 During these years, I repeatedly attempted to 

have Blair Mountain placed on the National Register of 
Historic Places. In 1997, I made my first unsuccessful 
attempt. By 1999, I had provided more documentation 
to support the application. I tried to do a detailed study 
which included a map identifying forty-two sites from 
the south crest to the northern end of Crooked Creek 
Gap (about six miles) and a narrative from the National 
Park Service. The application was still unsuccessful as 
SHPO claimed there was no historical or archaeological 
integrity remaining on the mountain. 

In 2000, I walked the full length of the road along 
the crest to demonstrate that the integrity of the site 

Down through the years I have guarded against many different mining 
permits that threaten to encroach upon the battlefield and possibly 

destroy the site.
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was still intact. I took photos along the walk every 
fifty to one hundred feet to provide evidence that the 
battlefield still contained valuable artifacts and sites. 
The application was submitted yet again and, once 
again, it was denied. The SHPO continued to claim that 
there was no integrity remaining on the mountain. 

2003-2004
Regina Hendrix, a longtime environmental activist 

who worked part-time at SHPO, helped connect me 
with a group through the Sierra Club to help prepare 
an application. The Sierra Club showed interest in 
protecting the area because of the environmental 
impact as a result of mining. 

2006-2008
Others soon joined the fight. I enlisted the aid of 

Dr. Harvard Ayers, an archaeologist at Appalachian 
State University, and Dr. Barbara Rasmussen, a 
historian at West Virginia University. In a 2006 study, 
Dr. Ayers discovered a total of 15 different complete 
sites within the battlefield area. Another application 
was submitted. This time it was approved unanimously. 
SHPO had changed its position on the 
integrity issue because the evidence 
we submitted built an iron-clad 
argument. SHPO finally signed off on 
the application and agreed to send 
the nomination to the Keeper of the 
National Register. Don Blankenship, at 
that time CEO of A.T. Massey Energy 
Company, promptly filed a lawsuit 
against each person in SHPO’s staff 
and against the Archives and History 
Commission, claiming that there was 
insufficient landowner support. The 
lawsuit was eventually dropped.

2009-2012
On March 30, 2009, 1,600 

acres of the battlefield were at long 
last placed on the National Register 
of Historic Places. The victory was 
short-lived, however. Within one 
week, the coal companies used their 
influence to get the State of West 
Virginia to request the delisting of 
Blair Mountain because they claimed 
that the majority of landowners in the 
area objected to the listing. Shortly 

thereafter, the battlefield was delisted. The newly 
formed Friends of Blair Mountain, alongside other 
groups, filed a lawsuit in federal court challenging the 
delisting. We are still awaiting a decision.

Down through the years I have guarded against 
many different mining permits that threaten to 
encroach upon the battlefield and possibly destroy the 
site. One success story has been Aracoma Coal’s Camp 
Branch Mine where the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
required that mining operations stay 1,000 feet away 
from the 1,600 acre nominated site area until 2018, 
when the agreement expires. 

SHPO has consistently contended that they can 
only make recommendations but do not have the 
proper authority or power to stop the coal companies 
from using MTR to destroy the battlefield. The struggle 
to prevent MTR permits on the battlefield also involves 
trying to convince politicians to embrace a different 
view. West Virginia politicians are aligned with coal 
companies and, as such, tend to focus on a mono-
economy centered on coal production. Therefore, the 
struggle to preserve Blair Mountain still continues, 
requiring us to be constantly vigilant to defend this 
invaluable historic site from destruction.  

The archaeology team at Blair in 2006.
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By Lou Martin, Ph.D.

Marching 
to Blair 
Mountain
and 
Beyond
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“What I’m seeing here is day four 
foot rot,” the medic said to me 
as he looked at my blistered 
feet.  I had just taken off the 

moleskins and duct tape that the medic had put on 
my feet two days earlier.  Now he suggested that I let 
my feet dry out overnight and someone would put new 
moleskins and duct tape on them first thing in the 
morning.  We had walked forty miles in four days, and 
my out-of-shape body was not cooperating.  

I had joined the 2011 March on Blair Mountain 
because I was opposed to mountaintop removal and, 
now, one of the state’s most historic labor sites was 
in peril.  As a West Virginia labor historian, I knew that 
if I was ever going to stand up for what I believed that 
now was that time.

We started the march at Marmet on Monday 
morning with banners stretched across the whole right 
lane of the street, city and state police all around.  Less 
than a mile out of town, our march narrowed down 
to single file as we hugged the guardrail along Route 
94.  Two Buddhist monks, who were with us for the 
first two days of the march, kept a beat on their drums 
as we walked.  At the first break, we refilled our water 
bottles and crowded into the shade.  Ben, a veteran of 
the Marines who served in Afghanistan, advised us to 
take off our boots and let our feet dry out.  Wet feet 
lead to blisters, he cautioned us.  In this ninety-five 
degree weather, I wondered how we would get through 
this day let alone make it to Blair Mountain.

Around 6 p.m. that evening after marching ten 
miles, we arrived at John Slack Park in Racine where 
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The marchers’ camp in Racine on Monday night before being dispersed by the police.

One year ago, the Friends of Blair Mountain helped organize a 50 mile protest reenactment of the 1921 March 
on Logan to raise awareness about the threat to Blair Mountain. The following two pieces commemorate this event 
and the history we are trying to preserve. The essay by Lou Martin recants his personal experience on the march. 
Dr. Martin is an assistant professor of history at Chatham University. He has written about rural-industrial workers 
in northern West Virginia and is now a member of Mountain Justice and the Friends of Blair Mountain. The second 
piece is an original poem inspired by last year’s march. Poet H.S. Sowards is the son of a coal miner and a native of 
Lincoln County, West Virginia. He currently lives in Kanawha City, West Virginia.  
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a small crowd of nearby residents gathered to shout 
obscenities and thinly veiled threats at us.  I was 
exhausted as we crossed the road and walked into the 
park.  My feet were aching, and I lay down in the grass, 
trying to muster the strength to pitch my tent.  Once I 
got the tent pitched, I lay down inside it and thought 
about just going to sleep without any supper.  But I 
dragged myself out of the tent and ate under the park 
pavilion as it started to get dark.  

Meanwhile, members of the volunteer fire 
department and local residents drove their trucks back 
and forth, their horns blaring for hours.  I wondered 
how long they would keep up the cacophony on a 
weeknight.  Nevertheless, I was pretty sure I could 
sleep through just about anything.  It was about 10 
p.m. and I was headed back to my tent, anxious to get 
as much sleep as possible, when the organizers called 
us back to the pavilion.  

The Boone County commissioner and the Boone 
County police were in the parking lot, and they notified 
us that if we did not leave the park we would be 
arrested and put in jail.  The organizers evidently had 
a verbal commitment from the state police that we 
could stay there, but the county commissioner said 
otherwise.  The organizers made the decision that we 
had come to march on Blair Mountain; we had not 
come to be arrested for sleeping in a city park.

With only a handful of vehicles and about two 
hundred and fifty people to transport, it would take 
some time to get us all back to Marmet.  As we waited 
on volunteers to pick us up in their cars and vans, 
some of the younger people gathered in one of the 
pavilions and began singing, softly at first …

Well the one thing we did right
was the day we started to fight.
Keep your eyes on the prize, hold on.

When we learned these old protest songs the day 
before, I wondered when we would ever spontaneously 
break out into song.  Yet, here we were, and the songs 
kept our spirits up as we waited.  

At one point, Ben taught everybody how to sing 
“Down by the Riverside,” which had special meaning 
for him:  

 I’m going to lay down my sword and shield
    Down by the Riverside
    Down by the Riverside
    Down by the Riverside
 I’m going to lay down my sword and shield
    Down by the Riverside
 I ain’t gonna study war no more

We sat under the bare lights bulbs of the pavilion 
in what was now a very quiet night, with all of our gear 
piled up around us, singing the old songs for about 
two hours as one carload at a time left for Marmet.  I 
think it was that time under the pavilion that changed 
my life forever.

True power does not have to defend itself.  We 
go through our daily lives not questioning it, not 
challenging it, and so it does nothing while we do its 
bidding.  Blowing up mountains and destroying the 
communities had become business as usual for the 
coal industry.  In peacefully walking along the road, 
announcing that we intended to end mountaintop 
removal, we forced power to come out of its cave and 
defend itself.  I had studied the power of companies 
to shape the course of history, and now I was seeing 
first-hand the power that coal companies possessed 
to suppress dissent in the coalfields.  Seeing that, I 
was more committed than ever to ending mountaintop 
removal.

It was not until nearly midnight that we were all 
back at the commercial building, preparing for another 
fitful night of sleep on the floor at our headquarters 
in a single room with more than one hundred other 
people.  Just as I got my sleeping bag unrolled and 
laid down, we got word that two truckloads of men 
had left a bar talking about going to Marmet to get the 
treehuggers.  Our security team started moving people 
away from the plate glass windows and putting duct 
tape on the windows should anyone try to break them.  
The trucks never came, and I only got four hours of 
sleep that night.

The power of the coal companies became even 
more apparent the next morning.  Every campsite 
cancelled our reservations and returned our money.  It 
is my understanding that at least one owner expressed 
concern that her relative would lose his job if she let us 
stay there.  We would have to shuttle back to Marmet 

 The 1921 Battle for Blair Mountain came to be a symbol of the lengths to 
which coal companies would go to deny miners basic civil liberties.
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every night.
That day, Tuesday, the second day of the march, 

was perhaps the longest.  The roughly two hundred 
and fifty marchers now had to shuttle in cars and vans 
out to where we left off the day before, and, without 
enough shuttles, the march got off to a rocky start.  
The temperature soared into the high 90s.  The road 
was narrow.  Bathroom and water breaks were few and 
far between.  And at the end of more than eight miles, 
I was fighting off dizziness as I walked the last few 
steps to our lunch site.  With a thunderstorm and high 
winds approaching, the organizers decided to leave 
the last two miles for the next day, but many had to 
wait hours in the storm until the shuttles returned from 
their first trip to Marmet.  Some people were talking 
about leaving the march.

That night, longtime anti-mountaintop removal 
activist Larry Gibson asked us if we understood how 
important it was that we finish the march.  He asked if 
we remembered one resident who had a hand-lettered 
sign that read: “Thank You.”  Had we considered why 
this man had not come out to support us before?  Be-
cause he was afraid, Larry explained.  He then recalled 
in detail the violence and intimidation that marchers 
suffered in 1999 when about a dozen local residents 
had tried this commemorative march once before.  On 
Lens Creek, just three miles into the march, truckloads 
of miners mobbed the participants, even knocking 
down and kicking an eighty-four-year-old Ken Hechler, 
then the Secretary of State for West Virginia.  They 
were all acquitted in court, Gibson explained.  

Fear still ruled the coalfields, and we needed to 
be an example of fearlessness and determination.  We 
did not know, he shouted, how important it was for us 
to succeed.  The people who were daring to support 
us now would not give us a second chance if we were 
frightened off or gave up because of the obstacles 
being thrown in our path.  The morning after Larry’s in-
spiring speech, we awoke at 5:30 a.m., ate breakfast, 
and began loading into cars, vans, and trucks, now 
more dedicated than ever to finishing the march.  And 
though plenty of folks continued to hurl insults and 
obscenities at us, we began to focus on the supporters 
who thanked us and cheered us on.  That support grew 
during the next days while the opposition dwindled.

Now, here I was on Thursday night, wondering if 
my body would let me down.  I went to sleep for the 
last time in the headquarters in Marmet, and I awoke 
around 5:30 a.m., pulled on my boots, and waited 
to take the first shuttle to the little town of Sharples 
to see if I could walk ten more miles.  The day after 

that, I stood on the ridgeline of Blair Mountain, looking 
toward Mingo County.

That was nearly one year ago and that ridgeline is 
still there, intact.  But for how long?  The 1921 Battle 
for Blair Mountain came to be a symbol of the lengths 
to which coal companies would go to deny miners 
basic civil liberties.  For many workers who fought in 
that battle, it was their first collective action on behalf 
of the United Mine Workers of America and on behalf of 
their fellow miners.  That spirit of solidarity formed the 
foundation of what would become one of the most in-
fluential labor unions in the nation.  The UMWA joined 
the vanguard in the national labor movement, fighting 
for the eight-hour day, the forty-hour week, vacations, 
health care, and pensions, not to mention freedom of 
speech and freedom of assembly.  I still have hope that 
Historic Blair Mountain Park will become the foundation 
for a new, sustainable economy in Logan County that 
honors the history of that struggle for many decades to 
come.
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Indoctrination begins early in the coalfields.
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Ninety years, and I sat earth-rooted and alone,
while those whose hungry blood
once soaked my soil, grew old, told stories,
then passed into my care, taking their rest
beneath my glory-green canopy.

And folks forgot about Blair Mountain.

But one day, men came, little men,
and those with ears to hear, heard the quiet
screams of Heaven.  The steel and fire they 
brought
was meant for me, to tear me from my brethren
and leave another eyesore on Mother’s scarred 
flesh.

Now I call out in a mountain’s whispered cry,
carried on high breezes dancing my branches
and cool sob-waters trickling my flanks.

But I fear no one can hear my pleas
above the rumbling, booming blasts
drowning the calm valleys below.

Does anyone see me yet, through
death-colored rock-haze, choking
fog from the hollers of morning?

Will they march again over backroads
bracing this verdant homeplace, where we
tall sentinels watch?  Will they come again
to struggle and slip my steep, and under
pain and sweat, summit my Golgothan glory?

Oh, that they come, that they hear Blair’s cry
and come as their fathers before, that their
soul-light might stir and shine, a beacon
warning my kindred.

For I’ve a job to do, rooted here, and must be 
protected.

I’m to ever guard miners’ spirits, still patrolling
my traces, Redneck Warriors, waiting and
watching for little men with steel
and fire.  And I guard the newcomers
who join their ranks
in this dead-man army.

I am the homeplace for those who held
up mountains on strong shoulders.  I am
their rest, where the roof is always high, 
the air good, and darkness alight with their
glowing spirits.

If you hear me, come now, come quickly,
for there are men in these hills who
would tear down heaven and dig
your fresh hell.
    
             — H.S. Sowards

Blair’s Cry
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An Interview with Denise Giardina
Born on October 

25, 1951 in the 
coalfields of central 

Appalachia, Denise Giardina 
has become one of the most 
prominent novelists to hail 
from the Mountain State. Her 
most famous novel, Storming 
Heaven, chronicles the 
struggles of coal miners during 
the West Virginia Mine Wars, 
culminating with the Battle of 
Blair Mountain. Twenty-five 
years after its publication, 
Storming Heaven remains 
the standard bearer for Mine 
Wars fiction. Last year, I was 
fortunate enough to interview 
Denise and discuss her life, 
writing, coalfield activism, 
and the fight to save Blair 
Mountain.

Keeney: Tell me about your 
home growing up.

Giardina: I grew up in a coal 
camp called Black Wolf in 
McDowell County. It was small, only about nine houses 
and a company store. Around the camp there were 
remains of abandoned coal houses and coal towns. It 
was like we were surrounded by ghost towns, really. 
I remember playing as a child in an old, abandoned 
school house. It was just a foundation and a few 
standing wood structures, the remains of an older coal 
boom. 

Keeney: Did you have any siblings?

Giardina: I had one brother who was three years 
younger than me. I was not really protective of him. He 
was bigger than me (laughs).

Keeney: When did your family first migrate to West 
Virginia?

Giardina: During the Industrial Age. Dad was Italian. 
Mom was from eastern Kentucky. Dad was born here 

in the states, but his family 
wanted to go back to the old 
country. After he was born, 
the family lived in Sicily until 
he was ten, and then they 
returned for good. He entered 
the 1st grade when he was 
ten.  

Keeney: When did you know 
you were a writer?

Giardina: I always wanted to 
be a writer, but I didn’t really 
try to be until I was in my 
twenties. I didn’t want to think 
of myself as a writer until I was 
pretty good at it. I’ve always 
been fascinated with history. 
I don’t know why. I was 
fascinated that human beings 
like us lived in different time 
periods.

Keeney: Why did you choose 
to write about West Virginia?

Giardina: I really wanted 
to start out with West Virginia. I started with Good 
King Harry, which, of course, had nothing to do with 
this state, but I wanted to become better at the craft 
of writing before I wrote about home. I thought that 
West Virginia writers were not well respected in the 
publishing industry. I really wanted to tell the story of 
West Virginia, and the way things were. When I grew 
up in the sixties, you would see our state on the news 
every night. It was all about poor Appalachia – dumb, 
and lazy. I wanted to research the poverty and tell that 
story. I chose Blair Mountain because we fought back. 
It went against the stereotype that mountaineers were 
passive and resigned to their fate.

Keeney: Do you think there is anything unique about 
Appalachian culture?

Giardina: Every culture has something unique about 
it. But I resist the notion to say that we are all this 
way or that way. The stereotypes regarding Appalachia 

By C. Belmont Keeney, Ph.D.
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Spruce One MTR site. This is the fate of the Blair 
Battlefield unless it is protected.
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are either positive or negative. You have the negative 
stereotypes of the rednecks and hillbillies. Then 
there is the flipside stereotype — the brave, noble 
mountaineer who is attached to the land. I think 
that mountain cultures around the world share a 
similar culture because of the rugged landscape and 
rural areas. The idea of isolated Appalachia is pure 
nonsense. I always think of the mountains as dictating 
the way you do things in and how the culture evolves.  

Keeney: Some scholars point to two Appalachias, 
urban and rural. I tend to think that there are three 
Appalachias: urban, rural, and coalfields.

Giardina: I think that’s right. Take Pocahontas County, 
for example. They have their food festivals, national 
forest, and traditional music. Coal camps were very 
different places. I grew up listening to the Beatles. 
During my childhood, I never heard a live fiddle player. 
I guess because of my experience growing up in a coal 
camp, I feel more comfortable in the cities. McDowell 
County was coal town after coal town and coal town. 

Keeney: What does Blair Mountain symbolize to you?

Giardina: To me it really symbolizes a spirit of 
rebellion. It symbolizes standing up for what is right 
against power and oppressive force. I would compare 
Blair Mountain to the American Revolution in terms 
of those who were involved in the Boston Massacre, 
or Bunker Hill. You can even compare what happened 
during the Mine Wars to early Abolitionists. You know, 
that streak of rebellion in American history, of people 
finally standing up and saying, “I’m not going to take 
it anymore.”  You can even make comparisons to 
Tiananmen Square, or the recent uprisings in Egypt 
and Tunisia. 

Keeney: In your novel, Storming Heaven, you end it 
by writing, “the company still owns the land.” The 
statement suggests that not much has really changed 
in West Virginia, at least as far as the power structure 
is concerned.

Giardina: Of course. I mean, they still own the land. 
In 1979 and 1980, I did a lot of courthouse research 
for land ownership in McDowell County. I did it with 
some help from a few Jesuit volunteers. It was an 
Appalachian Land Ownership Study funded by the 
Appalachian Regional Commission, Appalachian State 
University, and other groups. We found that 83% of 

the landowners were absentee owners, outside owners. 
In that sense nothing has really altered. I imagine 
that if you conducted the same study today, you still 
wouldn’t find much change. 

Keeney: You write about many sad themes in West 
Virginia history. What can mountaineers find to be 
proud of in a history that is so troubled?

Giardina: Surviving is what he can learn from our 
history. It is a history of loss. You can be proud of 
enduring and remembering when people did stand 
up. For a long time since Blair Mountain, the people 
in the coalfields came to accept the way things are, 
the powers that be. Today though, you look at the 
establishment, and a few people are standing up. 
When I grew up, we always looked as the coal industry 
as the enemy, and my dad was even in management 
[in the mines]. Today it seems like people have become 
friends of their oppressor. You see the “Friends of Coal” 
bumper stickers everywhere. It seems like people have 
kind of caved in. 

Keeney: You have been a longtime activist against 
mountaintop removal, which threatens the Blair 
Mountain Battlefield. How do you think MTR can be 
stopped?

Giardina: We’ve tried just about everything and 
nothing works. The fight to end MTR reminds me 
of the civil rights movement and segregation in the 
south during the sixties. Had things been left up to 
the South, desegregation would have never happened. 
The federal government had to step in. They will have 
to do the same thing in Appalachia if MTR will ever 
end. The courts haven’t worked so far. Maybe that 
will change. There have been recent studies about 
the health effects. There are class action lawsuits that 
say this is killing people. Maybe, one day. I’m kinda 
pessimistic about it, to be serious. I do not think the 
Obama administration is going to stop it. I think that 
100 years from now the southern part of the state will 
be unlivable.

Keeney: What about saving Blair Mountain?

Giardina: Blair Mountain? I think that is possible. 
I wouldn’t bet on it, but it is more possible to save 
that mountain than any other. Because of the history 
connected to it, there is a chance. If we can’t save that 
one, we can’t save any of them.
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For much of its history, central Appalachia 
has faced the dual problems of hardship 

and exploitation. Twenty-five years after its 
publication, Denise Giardina’s Storming Heaven, 
continues to tell the story of one of the most intense 
periods of probation, the West Virginia Mine Wars. 
A fictionalized account of the battle to unionize 
southern West Virginia, Giardina’s book encapsulates 
all of the major themes of this period in Appalachian 
history, the loss of land, industrialization, 
exploitation, and the struggle for human rights. In 
many ways, the story of exploitation and control of 
the region is one that resonates even today.

 Giardina organizes her work through the voice 
of four major characters: C.J. Marcum, Rondal 
Lloyd, Carrie Bishop, and Rosa Angelelli.  For many 
of the characters, one of the major themes is their 
connection to the land.  For example, C.J. Marcum 
is driven into radical, Socialist politics by the loss 
of his home after the death of his grandfather.  
Over time, he settles in the independent town of 
Annadel, runs a Socialist newspaper, and becomes 
mayor of the town.  Marcum’s story was one that 
happened throughout the mountains.  At the dawn 
of industrialization, coal and railroad companies 
sent agents into the mountains to gain property.  
There were several different methods by which the 
companies gained the land.  In many cases, the 
agents would purchase the mineral rights from the 
landowners; when conflicts arose, the mineral rights 
of the companies took precedence over the surface 
rights of the farmers.  

 Because of the rural character of southern 
West Virginia, companies built company housing 
for the workers coming into the region to mine the 
coal.  Not only were the miners at the mercy of the 
company for housing and the necessities of life, 
they were also required to sign yellow-dog contracts, 
which stated that the worker would neither join nor 
aid a union.  To enforce these policies, companies 
hired their own guards, as well as agents of the 
infamous Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency, to combat 
any union activity in their town.  Giardina captures 
the essence of this exploitation well.  When Rondal 
Lloyd returns to Winco and becomes a union 
organizer, he came face to face with the violent 
nature of the mine guard system.  Rondal was at the 

Storming Heaven at 25: A Retrospective
front line of the unionization movement in Winco, 
writing a letter to the union in Charleston to send an 
organizer.  The organizer, an African American man 
named Johnson, worked with Rondal to organize 
Winco.  Within a week, the gun thugs, knowing that 
the organizing was occurring, forced Rondal at gun 
point into the powerhouse.  There, the gun thugs 
beat Rondal and killed Johnson by throwing him into 
the coal furnace.  

 Giardina’s work loosely follows the true events 
of the mine wars during 1920 and 1921, including 
the Battle of Annadel, which resulted in the death of 
Mayor C. J. Marcum and fictionalized the actual Battle 
of Matewan; the assassination of Albion Freeman 
and Isom Justice at the courthouse in Justice, which 
followed the true assassination of Sid Hatfield and Ed 
Chambers by Baldwin-Felts Agents on the steps of 
the McDowell County Courthouse in Welch; and the 
Battle of Blair Mountain, the culmination of the union 
miners’ march to bring the union to Mingo County 
and to end the hated mine guard system.  Giardina’s 
approach to these historic events depicts the attempt 
by the miners of southern West Virginia to stand up 
for their rights and pursue true social justice.

 The lessons learned from Giardina’s depiction of 
a colonized people standing up for their rights are 
still useful twenty-five years later.  Appalachians today 
are facing significant environmental threats while still 
facing the age-old problem of poverty.  The people of 
the region must stand up for themselves if they are to 
move into a post-coal economy with their land, lives, 
and health.  Blair Mountain is the centerpiece of the 
new fight.  If we are to remember our history and the 
battle of this earlier generation of Appalachians for 
social justice, we must protect the battlefield from 
destruction.  The only opportunity for true success 
is to make people understand the overall threat of 
mountaintop removal and overreliance on the coal 
industry on the local, grassroots level.  Giardina’s 
work is key in reminding us of one simple truth; 
the people must stand up for what is important.  
The future is now; a new source of economic 
development is needed if central Appalachia is going 
to move forward in the twenty-first century with the 
mountains—that are such a crucial part of many 
people’s lives—still intact.  

     — Mark Myers, Ph.D.
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