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ABSTRACT

Pocahontas High School, the smallest of four Tazewell County high schools,

is presently located in the historic town of Pocahontas, Virginia. From the school’s

establishment in 1908 until 1955, the high school was located at the top of Water

Street within the town limits. In 1955, students were moved to a new building at its

present site just inside the town’s corporate limits. The school today serves the

communities of Abbs Valley, Boissevain, and the Town of Pocahontas, Virginia.

This study included an examination of the role of the school in the mining

community, and the relationship between the coal company and the school. Thus,

the researcher reviewed literature-surrounding life in mining industrial towns to

determine whether Pocahontas conformed to the conventional interpretations of

such mining-industrial communities. The researcher also considered the life of the

school and community following the cessation of mining operations in Pocahontas.

An examination of the reasons for the school having remained open despite

declining enrollment and the importance of the school to its communities was

examined through the eyes of local community leaders, residents, and graduates of

Pocahontas High School.

This study employed conventional historical research methods in order to

document the history of Pocahontas High School. The data collected from

documents and interviews were handled qualitatively, with some data appearing in

the form of numbers and graphs. Data gathered for this study were derived from

both primary and secondary sources. This study used written, pictorial, and oral

sources. Oral materials included oral history interviews with local historians,

public officials and individuals involved with Pocahontas High School during the

period of study. Triangulation verification techniques were used to accurately
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describe the impact of coal mining and the closing of the mine on the development,

growth, and decline of the school and community.



iv

DEDICATION

This study is dedicated to the four ladies in my life. My mother, Betty

Brewster has been a constant source of inspiration. She has always been there to

encourage me in my endeavors and provide me with the needed wisdom to succeed

with this dissertation and many other challenges along the way. I love and respect

her for all the unselfish acts that she performs, and for always giving more than she

has taken.

My wife, Debra, has offered me support and understanding. I admire and

respect her for having the ability to complete difficult tasks successfully. She is the

love of my life and soul mate.

My daughters, London and Sahara, have been tolerant of my constant

obsession with the completion of this project. London, thank you for being a

positive role model for Sahara. Sahara, thank you for being so much more like

your mother than your father, you have been sweet and kind.

To my father, thank you for the example that you set for me over the last

years of your life.



v

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to express my sincere appreciation to Dr. Patrick Carlton and Dr.

Christina Dawson for their expertise, guidance, and support throughout this study.

Without their assistance, I could not have completed this project. My sincere

thanks are also extended to Dr. Steve Parson, Dr. Bobbie Cutlip, and Dr. Stuart

McGehee who served on my doctoral committee. These individuals provided their

expertise, suggestions, and recommendations that enhanced my study.

To my roommates at OTR, George Brown, Darrin Martin, and Barry Yost,

thank you for your guidance, support, and encouragement when I was frustrated

and ready to give up.

To my faculty and staff at Pocahontas High School, thank you for always

supporting me in my endeavors.

A special thank you is extended to all of those who shared with me their

memories of Pocahontas High School.

Most of all, thank you Lord for giving me the wisdom and perseverance to

accomplish a goal that seemed impossible. Without you, I am nothing.



vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT................................................................................................................................................................ II

DEDICATION........................................................................................................................................................... IV

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS....................................................................................................................................... V

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY ........................................................................................................... 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY .................................................................................................................................. 1
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY ............................................................................................................................................ 5
DESCRIPTION OF THE POPULATION ............................................................................................................................ 6
NEED FOR THE STUDY................................................................................................................................................ 6
METHODOLOGY......................................................................................................................................................... 7
DATA COLLECTION.................................................................................................................................................... 7
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL............................................................................................................................................... 8
VERIFICATION OF SOURCES....................................................................................................................................... 9
RESEARCHER BIAS..................................................................................................................................................... 9

THE DISCOVERY AND MARKETING OF POCAHONTAS COAL ............................................................... 10

EARLY HISTORY OF THE REGION............................................................................................................................. 10
EARLY DISCOVERY AND EXPLORATION OF THE POCAHONTAS COALFIELDS............................................................ 11
THE PROMOTION OF THE POCAHONTAS COALFIELDS............................................................................................... 12
THE COMING OF THE RAILROAD .............................................................................................................................. 15

EDUCATION IN EARLY VIRGINIA.................................................................................................................... 19

THE STRUGGLE FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION IN EARLY VIRGINIA ................................................................................. 19
THE LITERARY FUND............................................................................................................................................... 19
THE UNDERWOOD CONSTITUTION........................................................................................................................... 20
WILLIAM HENRY RUFFNER...................................................................................................................................... 21
THE UNDERWOOD CONSTITUTION’S IMPACT ON TAZEWELL COUNTY..................................................................... 22
THE DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS....................................................................................................... 24
THE EGGLESTON ADMINISTRATION ......................................................................................................................... 24
THE GROWTH OF PUBLIC HIGH SCHOOLS IN VIRGINIA ............................................................................................ 25

THE PIONEER ERA, 1882-1909 ............................................................................................................................ 28

EARLY LIFE IN A MINING TOWN.............................................................................................................................. 28
THE ARRIVAL OF IMMIGRANTS IN THE COALFIELDS................................................................................................ 30
THE WILD FRONTIER............................................................................................................................................... 33
THE COMPANY STORE AND ITS ROLE IN A MINING TOWN....................................................................................... 35
EARLY MINING IN POCAHONTAS, VIRGINIA ............................................................................................................ 38
THE POCAHONTAS MINE EXPLOSION, 1884............................................................................................................. 41
EARLY SCHOOLS IN POCAHONTAS, VIRGINIA .......................................................................................................... 43
SEGREGATION IN THE COALFIELDS.......................................................................................................................... 49

THE GROWTH OF SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY, 1909-1955........................................................................ 55

THE EARLY HIGH SCHOOL IN POCAHONTAS............................................................................................................ 55
CLOSING EXERCISES AT POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL............................................................................................. 57
THE GROWTH OF THE HIGH SCHOOL....................................................................................................................... 59
BUS TRANSPORTATION IN POCAHONTAS................................................................................................................. 65
THE ROLE OF THE TEACHER IN THE COMMUNITY .................................................................................................... 66
COURSE OFFERINGS IN A MINING TOWN ................................................................................................................. 69
ATHLETICS AND LEISURE IN THE COALFIELDS......................................................................................................... 70
COAL COMPANY SUPPORT....................................................................................................................................... 74



vii

THE TEACHERS’ CLUBHOUSE.................................................................................................................................. 76
THE TOWN’S SUPPORT............................................................................................................................................. 78
THE EXPANSION OF POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL.................................................................................................... 85
THE TYPICAL DAY AT POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL................................................................................................ 89
THE DECLINE OF THE COAL INDUSTRY IN POCAHONTAS......................................................................................... 92

THE MODERN HIGH SCHOOL, 1955-1991........................................................................................................ 94

THE CONSTRUCTION OF A MODERN HIGH SCHOOL.................................................................................................. 94
THE TRANSITION YEARS.......................................................................................................................................... 97
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF A TWELVE YEAR SYSTEM ............................................................................................ 103
THE CONTINUED SUPPORT AND INFLUENCE OF THE COAL COMPANY ................................................................... 105
THE CONSOLIDATION ISSUE................................................................................................................................... 107
“HAMMER TIME” ................................................................................................................................................... 112
THE CONSOLIDATION ISSUE IS LAID TO REST........................................................................................................ 116

ANALYSIS AND REFLECTIONS ....................................................................................................................... 121

POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL IN THE 1990S............................................................................................................ 121
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY ..................................................................................... 123
THE SMALL SCHOOL EXPERIENCE......................................................................................................................... 125
THE SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS IN POCAHONTAS....................................................................................................... 127
CONCLUSION......................................................................................................................................................... 130

REFERENCES........................................................................................................................................................ 132

APPENDIX A.......................................................................................................................................................... 149

ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEWER’S GUIDE ................................................................................................................. 149

APPENDIX B .......................................................................................................................................................... 152

ORAL HISTORY AGREEMENT........................................................................................................................ 152

APPENDIX C.......................................................................................................................................................... 153

PRINCIPALS OF POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL......................................................................................................... 153

APPENDIX D.......................................................................................................................................................... 154

SUPERINTENDENTS OF TAZEWELL COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS............................................................................... 154

APPENDIX E .......................................................................................................................................................... 155

ENROLLMENT AT POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL...................................................................................................... 155

APPENDIX F .......................................................................................................................................................... 158

ENROLLMENT AT POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL 1911-2000 (TABLE AND GRAPH) ................................................. 158

APPENDIX G.......................................................................................................................................................... 160

POPULATION CHANGES IN TAZEWELL COUNTY AND POCAHONTAS, VIRGINIA...................................................... 160

APPENDIX H.......................................................................................................................................................... 161

VICINITY MAP, POCAHONTAS, VIRGINIA............................................................................................................... 161
STREET MAP FOR THE TOWN OF POCAHONTAS, VIRGINIA ..................................................................................... 162
MAP OF THE POCAHONTAS COALFIELDS................................................................................................................ 163

VITA ........................................................................................................................................................................ 164



1

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY

Introduction to the Study

Pocahontas High School, the smallest of four Tazewell County high schools,

is presently located in the historic town of Pocahontas, Virginia. From the school’s

establishment in 1908 until 1955, the high school was located at the top of Water

Street within the town limits. In 1955, students were moved to a new building at its

present site just inside of the town’s corporate limits. The school today serves

grades 7-12.

A short distance west of the high school’s present site are Boissevain, a

small mining settlement, and Abbs Valley, a fertile region 10 miles in length that

has become a residential section. These three communities, which serve as feeder

areas for Pocahontas High School, are located in the northeastern region of

Tazewell County and border the West Virginia counties of McDowell and Mercer.

From the time the town of Pocahontas was founded in 1881, much of its

economic and social development was closely linked to the great Pocahontas

coalfield.1 The Pocahontas coalfield is part of the great Appalachian Coalfield,

comprising a 900-square-mile coal-producing area located in the Appalachian

Plateau of southern West Virginia and southwestern Virginia.  The original

boundaries of this coalfield encompassed the West Virginia counties of McDowell,

Mercer, Raleigh, and Wyoming, plus a small section of Tazewell County, Virginia.

However since 1930, the coalfield boundaries have shifted southwest to include

                                                          
1 Bessie G. Walker, “A Study of Human Relationships in the Classroom of a Small Public High School

Located in a Mountainous Area of Virginia’’ (Masters Thesis, Radford University, 1964), 23.
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Pocahontas High School today rests on a 14-acre lot surrounded by the
beautiful Appalachian Mountains. (Photo courtesy of Pocahontas High
School)
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Buchanan County, Virginia.2 The Pocahontas Number One Mine, located in

Pocahontas, Virginia, was the original mine of the Pocahontas coalfields.3

Those who came to seek work in the mines formed the population of the

Town of Pocahontas. A number of Hungarian, German, and Welsh immigrants

arrived there when the Southwest Virginia Improvement Company opened the first

mine in the Pocahontas coalfield in 1883. McGehee indicates that by the early

twentieth century there were as many as 2,000 Hungarians, blending with African-

Americans, Jews, and native mountaineers from other Appalachian communities to

create a unique society.4 The immigrants who came to seek work in the mines

added to the diversity of the town’s early make-up, and still contribute to the rich

cultural traditions present today.

By the 1950s, the coal mines that sustained life in the Pocahontas

community had been all but worked out. The coal industry, which had dominated

life in the community from its beginnings, had sharply declined. The Pocahontas

Fuel Company had begun to sell off its residential property and had discharged or

transferred many of its employees. In 1955, the mines closed, causing many people

to lose their jobs. By 1962, with the closing of the town’s mines and the eventual

closing of many of the mines in the region, Pocahontas had become what might be

called a retirement community.5

                                                          
2 Mack H. Gillenwater, “Cultural and Historical Geography of Mining Settlements in the Pocahontas Coal

Field of Southern West Virginia, 1880 to 1930’’ (Ph. D. dissertation, University of Tennessee, 1972), 11;
Gillenwater’s study analyzed the natural and cultural landscape of the Pocahontas Coalfield. He examined four
mining settlements’ structure, morphology, and the components of a mining town. One of those four settlements
studied was Pocahontas, Virginia.

3 “Law Protects Famed Name Pocahontas,” Bluefield Daily Telegraph, 16 August 1950, 2. Pocahontas Coal
was a trademark protected by the United States Courts. The coal was produced in the definite territory of McDowell,
Mercer, and Wyoming counties of West Virginia and Tazewell County of Virginia. Pocahontas Coal was a semi-
bituminous low volatile smokeless coal produced exclusively in the counties listed above.

4 Stuart McGehee, “Hunkies in Pokey: Immigrants in the Coalfields,” Coal People Magazine, August 1987,
21-22.

5 Walker, 24.



4

However, conditions were not the same in the communities of Boissevain

and Abbs Valley. Both communities had been settled at about the same time as

Pocahontas. Many of those living in these two communities were working for the

U.S. Steel Company and its shops and mines located at Gary, West Virginia,

twenty-five miles away. Much younger than the inhabitants of Pocahontas, the

residents of the Boissevain and Abbs Valley had, by the mid-1960s, a greater

proportion of school-age children. By 1980, it was noted that eighty-two percent of

the high school population came from these out-lying areas, with only eighteen

percent coming from the town of Pocahontas.6

Since 1980, Pocahontas High School has experienced a gradual decline in

student population. At the conclusion of the 1978-1979 school year, the total

enrollment was 341.7 At the conclusion of the 1996-1997 school year, that total

had declined to 210.8

Within the present day community there is an interest among both local and

county groups in restoring the historic richness of Pocahontas and in developing

the area as a tourist attraction. The Pocahontas Exhibition Mine, closed during

much of the 1980s, reopened in 1990. Recently, the concept of a tourist train

connecting Historic Bramwell, West Virginia, and Historic Pocahontas, Virginia,

has received consideration and funding from both the legislative bodies in West

Virginia and Virginia.

Pocahontas High School still survives despite the demise of the coal

industry, declining enrollment, and nationwide downsizing trends. The school has

been spared the fate of consolidation that has overtaken many schools and

communities in decline. The factors that have led to the shifts in the population of

                                                          
6 Pocahontas High School, “Self Study-Evaluation 1979-1980,” 9.
7 Ibid, 9.
8 Pocahontas High School, “School Improvement Model, 1997,” 8.
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the three communities have magnified the school’s importance in the eyes of local

residents. With the fear of consolidation ever present, the members of these

communities perceive the school as a vital component in the battle to retain local

identity and to preserve traditions related to their historic past.

Purpose of the Study

This dissertation is an historical study examining the influence of coal

mining on school and community, with emphasis upon Pocahontas High School.

The purpose of this study is to describe, record, analyze and interpret for future

students of education historical information pertaining to Pocahontas High School

and the culture that developed within a coal mining community. The researcher

chronicled key events in the evolution of a coal mining community, showing the

relationship between these events and the development of Pocahontas High School.

The study begins with the development of the mines in the early 1880s and

continues for forty years beyond the closing of the Pocahontas Number One Mine

in 1955. This study examines the influence the coal company had on the operation

and culture of the school and what impact the closing of the mine had on the

school and community. The researcher then investigated the life of the school and

the community following the cessation of mining operations. An examination of

the reasons for Pocahontas High School having remained opened despite declining

enrollment and the importance of the school to its communities was examined

through the eyes of local community leaders, residents, and graduates of

Pocahontas High School.

Mullins contended that the vast majority of literature concerning mining-

industrial towns has determined that the coal company maintained a virtual

monopoly over the community’s activities and institutions.9 Research has shown

                                                          
9 Terry W. Mullins, Bishop, Virginia-West Virginia: A Tazewell County Coal Community and Its School,

1887-1987 (Tazewell, Virginia: Clinch Valley Printing Company, 1996), 2.
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that in many coal mining towns, coal companies provided the land, built the

schools, equipped them and subsidized school budgets.10 However, Dotson’s study

of mining communities and their schools showed that the attitude of the citizens

towards local schools was not the same in all places.11 Therefore, the researcher

examined the literature surrounding life in mining industrial towns to determine

whether Pocahontas conformed to the conventional interpretations of such mining-

industrial communities.

Description of the Population

The researcher examined the school’s history through the perspective of

representatives from the community, school administrators, teachers, support staff,

and students who were involved with Pocahontas High School at various stages of

its history. The writer detailed key historical events within the school’s

community, showing how such events influenced the development, growth,

operation, and traditions of Pocahontas High School.

Need for the Study

This study makes an important contribution to the overall historical

consciousness of the communities of Pocahontas High School and those of

Tazewell County Public Schools. To date, no study has documented the local

history of the school.

Since Pocahontas, Virginia, is a registered historic town, there is a particular

interest in preserving Pocahontas High School’s unique history for the benefit of

future generations. Kyvig and Marty described local history as a tool for

stimulating group pride and distinctiveness.12 This study will seek to provide the

                                                          
10David A. Corbin, Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The Southern West Virginia Miners 1880-

1922 (Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 71.
11 John Andrew Dotson, “The Public School in the Mining Community” (Masters Thesis, University of

Kentucky, 1931), 14. Dotson’s study, conducted in 1930-1931, examined eight mining communities and their
schools in Eastern Kentucky.

12 David E. Kyvig and Myron A. Marty, Nearby History: Exploring the World Around You (Walnut Creek,
CA: Alta Mira Press, 1996), 5-6.
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reader with a specialized knowledge of a particular phase of this community’s

educational history, and illustrate some of the unique aspects of school and

community relations.

Methodology

This study employed conventional historical research methods in order to

document the history of Pocahontas High School from 1908 to 1991. Pocahontas

High School was accredited as a public high school in Virginia in 1908. The year

1991 was chosen so that the researcher’s position as principal would relate less to

the time period covered by this study.13

The researcher described the changes that took place within the school and

community during the period under study. Emphasis was placed on the description

of life and culture there in order to give the reader a vivid understanding of the

uniqueness of life within this small, rural Appalachian community.

Data Collection

The data collected from documents and interviews were handled

qualitatively, with some data appearing in the form of numbers and graphs. Data

gathered for this study were drawn from both primary and secondary sources.

Primary source materials originate during the time period that researchers are

studying.14 Butchart described a primary source as any material created

contemporaneously to an event being studied.15 Primary sources may take the form

of eyewitness accounts of an event, a first-hand document describing an event, or

written tradition passed down from generation to generation.16

                                                          
13 The researcher became principal of Pocahontas High School in July 1997.
14William K. Storey, Writing History: Guide For Students (New York, NY: Oxford University Press,

1999), 18.
15 Ronald E. Butchart, Local Schools: Exploring Their History (Nashville, TN: The American Association

for State and Local History, 1986), 35
16 William W. Brickman, Educational Historiography: Tradition, Theory, and Technique (Cherry Hill, NJ:

Emeritus, INC), 98.



8

A secondary source is defined as a derived source, once removed from first

hand material.17 Secondary source materials are those works that are based upon

primary documents. These sources often interpret events of the past and the

primary sources describing those events.

This study used written, pictorial and oral sources. Written sources for this

study included: official school records and reports; government documents; official

minutes; past studies; local historical archival records and personal papers; annual

reports; local and area newspaper files; and other local documents. Pictorial

sources included maps and photographs. Oral materials included oral history

interviews with local historians and individuals involved with Pocahontas High

School during the period of study.

Interview Protocol

A list of questions pertinent to the topic was developed prior to the initial

stage of the interview process. The investigator attempted to gain a contextual

grasp of the topic prior to the development of the question set. The rationale for

this approach is that a question guide can help relate the oral history data to

material sources of information.

 For this study, the researcher used a combination of an organized

questionnaire and the “free-form” approach to data collection. Caunce describes

the combination of an organized question guide and the “free-form” approach as

the preparation of a detailed list of questions, but employment of the set only as a

general guide for the interview.18

                                                          
17 Brickman, 108.
18 Stephen Caunce, Oral History and the Local Historian (New York, NY: Longman Group, 1994), 152-

153.
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Verification of Sources

Cutler defined oral history as a methodological resource for the study of the

history of education.19 Orally communicated history provides a valuable source of

information, and complements the written record by providing a more intimate

view of the events described.20 However, Cutler reminds us of the criticism oral

history has received for depending on the human memory, an often inconsistent

and unreliable source of information.21 Allen and Montell warned that in the

evaluation of oral evidence, the sources of that evidence must be carefully

considered.22 Therefore, triangulation verification techniques, such as comparing

oral histories with material sources, were used to accurately describe the impact of

coal mining and the closing of the mines on the development, growth, and decline

of the school and community.

Researcher Bias

Since the researcher is a member of the community whose past is being

studied, the researcher was cautious not to reflect his interest or biases in this

study. Though the researcher is currently the principal of the school involved in the

study, his tenure there relates only generally to the time period covered by this

study. The researcher’s primary responsibility was to ascertain, investigate,

accumulate, and accurately report data and information related to the school and its

historical evolution.

                                                          
19 John H. Best, ed., Historical Inquiry in Education: A Research Agenda, Asking For Answers: Oral

History, by William W. Cutler, III (Washington, DC: The American Education Research Association, 1983), 105.
20 Barbara Allen and William L. Montell, From Memory to History: Using Oral Sources in Local

Historical Research (Nashville, TN: The American Association for State and Local History, 1981), 15.
21 Cutler, 95.
22 Allen and Montell, 89.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE DISCOVERY AND MARKETING OF POCAHONTAS COAL

Early History of the Region

Haller described the land prior to the development of the coalmines in the

northeastern region of Tazewell County as a “country that could support only a

small population.”23 The land was mostly made up of dense forests of oak,

hemlock, and chestnuts, with thick undergrowth of laurel.24 The inhabitants of this

region seem to have lived in a frontier survival mode, understanding little about the

coal that existed beneath them.25

One of the earliest settlements in this region was a farming community

known as Abbs Valley. The community was named for discoverer Absalom

Looney, who was the first white man to settle there, and is known for the Shawnee

massacre of the pioneer Moore family during the mid-1780s.26

 During the 1800’s, the people of Abbs Valley lived in a manner similar to

that of other inhabitants of farming communities in Tazewell County. However,

there had not been much movement to settle in the Abbs Valley area. Mann

believed that the reason for this was the fear of Native Americans and the

community’s location “off the beaten path.”27 Consequently, settlement tended to

occur in the other farming communities of Tazewell County where land was much

more accessible to trade outlets. The land in Abbs Valley, held mostly by the

                                                          
23 Virginia Haller, Pocahontas: A Record of Struggle and Achievement (Roanoke, Virginia: Economy

Printing Company, 1937), 6. Haller was the Valedictorian of the Pocahontas High School class of 1914. She was
later taught at Pocahontas High School.

24 N.R. Cartwright, Pocahontas, Virginia, Founded 1881: A Little of Her History and Resources (Bluefield,
West Virginia: N.R. Cartwright, 1906), 1-2.

25 Mary B. Pudup, Dwight B. Billings, & Altina L. Waller, eds., Appalachian in the Making: The Mountain
South in the 19th Century, Diversity in the Antebellum Appalachian South: Four Farming Communities in Tazewell
County, Virginia, by Ralph Mann (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolinia Press, 1995), 157.

26Mann, 133.
27 Mann, 137.
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Moore family and a few absentee farmers, consisted primarily of underdeveloped

farmland occupied by peasants and squatters.28

Early Discovery and Exploration of the Pocahontas Coalfields

Lambie revealed that since colonial times numerous written sources have

detailed the existence of coal in southern West Virginia and southwestern

Virginia.29  Early exploration confirmed the presence of abundant amounts of coal

in this region. Thomas Jefferson described its existence in his Notes on Virginia,

and Professor W. B. Rogers wrote about the richness of the coal in his geological

researches conducted between 1836 and 1842.30 However, it would be the

exploration and writings of Dr. Thomas Walker, physician, surveyor, and

adventurer from Albemarle County, in 1750 that would spark outside interest in the

Pocahontas coalfields.31

Walker’s exploration began around 1748 under the guidance of Colonel

James Patton, from the neighborhood of Pattonsburg, Virginia.  Patton organized

an exploration team after receiving a grant of 120,000 acres from King George II.32

His precise route of exploration into Southwest Virginia after leaving the New

River is unknown. Consequently, after returning home from the first expedition

Colonel Patton, along with Dr. Thomas Walker and others, organized the Loyal

Company, securing from the English crown a grant of 800,000 acres of land

located north of the North Carolina line and west of the Alleghany Mountains. Dr.

Walker was appointed as an agent for this company. Both Walker and The Loyal

                                                          
28 Ibid, 133.
29 John T. Lambie, From Mine to Market: The History of Coal Transportation on the Norfolk and Western

Railway (Washington Square, New York: New York University Press, 1954), 26.
30 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (New York, New York Harper and Row, 1964) 25.

“Pocahontas No. 1 Retires,” The Norfolk and Western Magazine, September 1955, 520.
31 Jack M. Jones, Early Coal Mining in Pocahontas, Virginia (Lynchburg, Virginia: Jack M. Jones, 1983),

3.
32William C. Pendleton, History of Tazewell County and Southwest Virginia (Richmond, Virginia: W.E.

Hill, 1920), 171.
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Company would play a vital role in the early settlement and development of the

portion of Southwestern Virginia west of the New River.33

In 1750, Dr. Thomas Walker and a group of explorers made their second

trek westwards across the New River, through the Cumberland Gap, and into

Kentucky.34 The purpose of this second trip was to select desirable places to settle

on behalf of the Loyal Company. Upon returning from his trip, Walker and the

others passed through the present town of Pocahontas, Virginia. Dr. Walker kept a

journal that describes their travel route. Major Jedediah Hotchkiss, a civil engineer

and mineralogist, first brought to public attention the journals of Dr. Thomas

Walker.35 Excerpts from Walker’s journals, later published by Hotchkiss, seem to

suggest that Dr. Walker was the first white man to discover and record the great

coal deposits around Pocahontas and in the Flat Top region.36

The Promotion of the Pocahontas Coalfields

Until the late nineteenth century, nearly all of the coal produced in the

United States came from Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois.37 However, this

was about to change because of the progressive actions of a select number of

investors and entrepreneurs.

The promotion of coal in the Pocahontas region owes a great debt to Major

Jedediah Hotchkiss38 of Staunton, Virginia. Hotchkiss believed that Pocahontas

coal was the finest in the world, and he worked hard to promote this idea outside

the region.39 Major Hotchkiss published a magazine called “The Virginias” that

                                                          
33 Pendleton, 171-172.
34 David E. Johnson, History of the Middle New River Settlements and Contiguous Territory (Radford,

Virginia: Commonwealth Press Incorporated, 1906), 11.
35 Jones, 3.
36 Johnson, 11-12.
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1880-1960 (Knoxville, Tennessee: The University of Tennessee Press, 1991), 27.
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Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson during the American Civil War of 1861-1865.
39 Shifflett, 29.
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promoted the possibilities of the West Virginia and the Southwestern Virginia

coalfields.40 Upon reading the travel journals of Dr. Thomas Walker, Hotchkiss

was convinced that the coal deposits referred to by Walker were located in and

around the vicinity of the present day town of Pocahontas, Virginia.41

In 1876, Major Hotchkiss hired Captain Isaiah A. Welch to investigate the

coal deposits and timber resources there. On this trip, Welch discovered the

mountain blacksmith shop of Jordan Nelson located near Powell’s Bottom, now

Pocahontas, Virginia. Nelson, a farmer and a blacksmith, mined small quantities of

the coal to sell to his neighbors, who took the minerals home in saddlebags.42

According to local tradition, when a customer of Nelson’s tried to purchase a large

wagon full, Nelson’s Aunt Bessie Thompson protested for fear that the supply

would soon be exhausted.43 However, Thompson was unaware that Nelson was

mining from one of the richest coalfields ever discovered.44

Welch returned from visiting Nelson with a sample of the rich coal from his

13-foot coal bank.45 Upon receiving his portions of the Pocahontas coal from

Welch, Hotchkiss gave samples to Colonel Thomas Graham of Philadelphia.

Graham was financing the building of the New River Railroad from Radford,

Virginia to Hinton, West Virginia.46 Thomas Graham sent his son John to

investigate Nelson’s outcropping of coal.47 The younger Graham returned with

more samples that were subsequently analyzed by chemists in Philadelphia. As

                                                          
40 W. P. Tams, Jr, The Smokeless Coal Fields of West Virginia: A Brief History (Morgantown, West

Virginia: West Virginia University Library, 1963), 19. It should be noted that Tams himself was a pioneer coal
operator.

41 Jones, 3.
42 Local tradition has Nelson discovering the coal while looking for a stray cow. After noticing the black

substance in the bottom of a small stream, Nelson retrieved it, and back at home attempted to melt the substance
thinking that it was tar.

43 McGehee 1992, 12.
44 Mullins, 9.
45 “Pocahontas No. 1 Retires” 1955, 521.
46 Jones, 4.
47 Mullins, 10.
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expected, the coal samples retrieved by Graham were found to be of superior

quality.48

Hotchkiss worked to solicit support from a group of Philadelphia capitalists

to purchase the land and to launch the railroad needed to transport the coal to

market.49 Hotchkiss and Graham were able to convince the group of the potential

profitability of the coal found in this region. With the financial support of this

group, the Norfolk and Western Railroad and its newly formed subsidiary, the

Southwest Virginia Improvement Company,50 bought up 100,000 acres of choice

property throughout the region. The Southwest Virginia Improvement Company

purchased 406 acres from Jordan Nelson for $1,932 and the mineral rights for an

additional 500 acres for $4,000.51

The development of the town of Pocahontas began with the arrival of a

mining superintendent and engineers whose job was to begin the process of

constructing a coal-mining town. In January 1882, a village to be called

Pocahontas was laid out on Laurel Creek in Tazewell County, and laboring gangs

were brought in to clear off the site.52 A tipple was built, mining houses were

constructed, and foundations were graded for coke ovens.53 With the arrival of

Hungarian, German, and Welsh immigrants in the summer of 1882, the

                                                          
48 Jones, 4.
49 Shifflett, 29.
50 The Southwest Virginia Improvement Company became the Pocahontas Collieries Company in 1901. In

1907, the company merged with the Pocahontas Consolidated Company to become the Pocahontas Consolidated
Collieries Company. The Pocahontas Fuel Company was established as a selling agent in 1910. In 1917, the mining
and selling companies were merged to form the Pocahontas Fuel Company.

51 Tazewell County Deed Book #18, 93 (Tazewell, Virginia: Tazewell County Courthouse). The money
Nelson received from the sale of his land was stolen shortly following the transaction. In 1922, Nelson died with
little to show from his ownership of one of the richest coalfields ever discovered. Today, Nelson is buried in an
unkempt cemetery in Bluefield, West Virginia. His gravestone reads “Jordan Nelson, 1829-1922, Discoverer of
Pocahontas Coal.”

52 Haller, 7.  The naming of the company town was often left up to the owner. The coal operators usually
supplied the name of the town before the residents arrived. On June 30, 1882, the camp’s name was changed from
Powell’s Bottom to Pocahontas. Although there are several theories on the origins of the name, the most popular
belief is that the new mining community was named at the suggestion of Mrs. Frederick Kimball. Mrs. Kimball
offered the name Pocahontas, in memory of the Indian Princess.

53 Lambie, 33.
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transformation of a wilderness country into an industrial coal mining town had

begun.

The Coming of the Railroad

In 1852, G.W.L. Bickley in his book History of the Settlement and Indian

Wars of Tazewell County, Virginia asked the question: “When shall we have an

outlet for this coal?54 Bickley’s question and his assessment of the intrinsic value

of coal to Tazewell County were certainly an idea ahead of its time. An answer to

his question would be offered over thirty years later with the first shipments of coal

from Pocahontas.55

In 1855, the Virginia and Tennessee railroad was built to Wytheville,

Virginia, placing it in reach of Tazewell County.  Newly designed turnpikes gave

communities the opportunity to forge trade links with the outside world. However,

despite these improvements, the northeastern section of Tazewell County remained

isolated. By 1860, this region did not have an adequate connection to outside trade

links; thus, the ability to trade was somewhat limited.56 In fact, the two nearest

railroad facilities were located over rugged mountains and rough roads at

Wytheville, Virginia, 60 miles away, and Saltville, Virginia, 51 miles away.57

Since the coal could not be transported to distant markets, the land was considered

worthless by outside investors.58 Thus, the major hindrance to the development of

the coalfields in Pocahontas was the lack of transportation for the coal. Although a

system of railroads linked much of the nation by 1870, railroad companies had not

penetrated the Appalachian Mountains.59

                                                          
54 George W.L. Bickley, M.D., History of the Settlement and Indian Wars of Tazewell County, Virginia

(Cincinnati, Ohio: Morgan Press, 1852), 136.
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Prior to the construction of the railroad, the Pocahontas coalfield region had

little in the way of cities, towns, or villages.60 In 1872, the possibilities of such a

railroad to connect coal resources to outside trade markets moved one step closer

to reality when the New River Railroad, Mining, and Manufacturing Company

received a charter from the Virginia State Legislature. The charter allowed the

company to construct, operate, and maintain a railroad from the New River Depot

in Pulaski County to Mercer County, West Virginia.61

Meanwhile, Colonel Thomas Graham acquired a majority of the stock from

the New River Railroad, Mining, and Manufacturing Company. He went to work

securing the coal-laden lands, and used his influence to encourage the building of a

railroad into the Pocahontas coalfield region.62  The construction of the railroad

into the region during the 1870s was slowed by an economic depression.63

However, in 1879, a narrow gauge railroad was constructed from the mainline of

the Norfolk and Western Railroad in Radford, Virginia to the future town of

Pocahontas, Virginia.64 Since there was interest on the part of the Norfolk and

Western Railroad in connecting with the railroad systems of Ohio and the

northwest, the extension into Pocahontas would soon become an integral part of

that plan.65

In 1881, Frederick Kimball, then Vice-President of the Norfolk and Western,

became interested in expanding the railway into the Flat Top Coal Region of West

Virginia.66 Kimball believed that the rich coal deposits could provide cheap fuel

for his railroad and would allow the Norfolk and Western Railroad to compete in

                                                          
60 Johnson, 354.
61 Pendleton, 661.
62 Johnson, 125.
63 Shifflett, 29.
64 Haller, 6-7.
65 Lambie, 120. The Norfolk and Western Railroad was the product of the consolidation of several railroads

in Southwest Virginia.
66 Shifflett, 29.



17

the profitable eastern coal trade.67 The single gauge line from Radford to

Pocahontas was purchased by the Norfolk and Western Railroad, which began

construction on a standard gauge railroad.68 Upon completion of the land survey,

construction of the railroad into the Pocahontas coalfields was begun on August 3,

1881.69 The installment of the line was both difficult and expensive. However,

despite bad weather and mountainous terrain, progress on the new line went

quickly. In March 1883, the 75-mile line reached Pocahontas, Virginia.70 The

transportation of Pocahontas coal to the tidewater region had officially begun. The

first train arrived in Pocahontas on March 10, 1883 to begin hauling a pile of

40,000 tons of coal that had already been extracted from the mines. Mrs. Harriet

Eliza Lathrop, the mine superintendent’s wife, described the historic arrival of the

first train:

“I was just plain excited the day it did arrive and could hardly settle
down to do anything intelligently; finally we heard the locomotive
whistle down the line, and I assure you no operatic music ever thrilled
me as that sound did, and the freight train with a dilapidated looking
passenger car on the rear was a beautiful sight. Everyone turned out to
see and welcome it, with cheers and shouting.”71

The Norfolk and Western Railroad loaded the train’s first car with

Pocahontas coal for its own use and a second car was decorated for transport to

Norfolk, Virginia.72 This car was consigned to Mayor William Lamb for free

                                                          
67 Ronald D. Eller, Miners, Millhands and Mountaineers: Industrialization in the Appalachian South, 1880-
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Eliza Lathrop (Marceline, Maryland: Watsworth Publishing Company, 1983), 36. Mrs. Lathrop was the wife of the
first mine Superintendent Mr. William Lathrop. At her children’s request, she recorded a written account of her
early days in Pocahontas, Virginia. This written account was pieced together for Lathrop’s children from memory,
and with the help of letters Mrs. Lathrop had written her mother in New York City between the years of 1881 and
1885.
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distribution among the people in that city.73 There a band, flags, and numerous

curious individuals greeted the train.74 Finally, after over three decades, Bickley’s

question had been answered. An outlet for this valuable resource was found and a

region had sprung to life.
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CHAPTER THREE

EDUCATION IN EARLY VIRGINIA

The Struggle for Public Education in Early Virginia

In 1779, Thomas Jefferson, Edmond Pendleton and George Wythe submitted

a bill for More General Diffusion of Knowledge to the Virginia’s General

Assembly.75 In his Notes on Virginia, Jefferson outlined this bill to provide for an

established state system of education that would create a township or ward system

of elementary schools. This plan would have allowed every free white boy or girl

to attend a tax-supported elementary school for three years.76 The elementary

school curriculum was to consist of reading, writing, arithmetic, and the elements

of European and American History. Jefferson proposed that any child would be

able to receive more education if the parent was willing to pay for it. Outstanding

male students, too poor to pay, were to attend one of twenty grammar schools for

six more years of training.77 However, Jefferson’s 1779 idea would not be adopted

for several decades. His plan to establish a state system of education was not yet

appealing to a new Republic that was still occupied with the growing pains of

nationhood.

The Literary Fund

Among the other efforts in Virginia that assisted in the creation of a public

school system during the nineteenth century was the establishment, in 1810, of the

Literary Fund by the Virginia General Assembly. The Literary Fund constituted a

basis for early support of free public schools.78 The funds deposited therein were

disbursed on the basis of the population of school age children living in each
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county of Virginia. Income for this fund came from fines, forfeitures or other

penalties. The fund received considerable assistance in 1816 when it was assigned

$1,210,550 that was repaid by the Federal Government for money borrowed from

Virginia during the War of 1812.79

Heatwole described the Literary Fund as the nucleus for the support of free

schools during the nineteenth century.80 Prior to 1871, the Literary Fund

constituted the only state assistance for public education. In the beginning it was

used for the support of higher education, providing tuition scholarships to private

schools, and for support of the establishment of the University of Virginia.

However, when the western counties of Virginia protested these practices, a

compromise was reached through which $45,000 was set aside annually to provide

schooling for those unable to afford a private school education.81

The Underwood Constitution

A state public school system similar to the one proposed by Jefferson a

century earlier was established with the ratification of the Underwood Constitution

in 1869.82 The Underwood Constitution provided for a state superintendent of

public instruction elected by the General Assembly. It also provided for a State

Board of Education, consisting of the Governor, attorney general, and chief state

school officer that would regulate all matters involving the administration of the

school system. The General Assembly was authorized to adopt compulsory

attendance laws and to levy taxes for the support of schools.83
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William Henry Ruffner

William Henry Ruffner was chosen the First State Superintendent of Public

Instruction under the Underwood Constitution. Heatwole regarded Ruffner as a

wise choice for the position writing that:

Ruffner’s work in inaugurating a public school system and
overcoming the long, traditional prejudice of the people of Virginia
against such a plan of education was a remarkable example of
knowledge, wisdom, clear vision, and statesmanship.84

However, upon his election to the post, some opponents of the new Underwood

Constitution and its provisions for establishing a public school system came to

view Ruffner as having neither the leadership ability nor the skills needed to

implement the new system of public education.85 Given the fierce opposition to the

new plan, many felt Ruffner would not long subject himself to the difficulties

surrounding the establishment of public schools in Virginia.

However, Ruffner wasted no time in dispelling assumptions to that effect.

Upon his election, he rapidly delivered his plan for public schools to the General

Assembly. Ruffner’s plan outlined the duties of the Superintendent of Public

Instruction in relation to the other officers of the public school system, along with

the duties of the county superintendent and district trustees. It also stipulated the

amount of money that should come from state funds, the county treasuries, and

from taxes levied by the school districts. The plan further required public schools

to provide free education to all persons between 5 and 21 years of age. This plan,

submitted with a few modifications, was passed and signed by the governor on

July 11, 1870.86
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Operating in an atmosphere of decided hostility, Ruffner spent much of his

first year as state superintendent defending the new system. By 1872, remarks from

county school superintendents indicated that the tide of public support was steadily

shifting in favor of free public schools.87 Ironically, the new system survived

because of Ruffner’s strong leadership and his convincing argument that public

schools should and would not alter the established social and racial order.88

The growth of public education during Ruffner’s tenure was remarkable. At

the close of the first year, 130,000 students were attending 2,900 schools under the

direction of 3,000 teachers. By the end of the first decade under Ruffner’s

leadership, enrollment had jumped to 220,730 students.89

The Underwood Constitution’s Impact on Tazewell County

Pendleton stated that the speed of recovery and readjustment from the effects

of the Civil War and Reconstruction in Tazewell County was the result, in part, of

the creation of the new free public schools.90 Prior to the Constitution of 1870, the

citizens of Tazewell County had relied entirely upon private schools for the

education of their children. Schools could only be maintained within communities

that were thickly populated and where the wealthiest citizens lived. In 1852, there

were only 15 schoolhouses in the county, and all of them were housed in one-room

buildings. Bickley felt that education during this era in Tazewell County was

deficient.91 He described these 15 one-room schoolhouses as being “better suited

for barns than seats of learning.”

The Underwood Constitution and its provision for public schools did not

provide for the establishment of public high schools. However, some rural school
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districts were authorized, by special legislation, to establish and maintain

secondary schools. These schools usually operated under the control of a group of

trustees, with the school district’s superintendent serving as a non-voting member.

During the period of 1870-1886, at least five secondary schools were in operation

in Tazewell County. Two of these were free schools established by special

legislative acts of the General Assembly. However, secondary schools in Virginia

would not come under the complete control of the public school system until

1906.92

The office of superintendent of schools was established in Tazewell County

as a result of the Underwood Constitution.93 The Rev. Jonathon Lyons, pastor of

the Presbyterian Church in Jeffersonville, was appointed the first superintendent of

Tazewell County Public Schools. Mullins contends that it was not unusual at the

time of Lyons’ appointment for the community’s clergy to be among the best

educated of its citizens.94

In addition to the Underwood Constitution, the improvement of educational

conditions in Tazewell County seemed to coincide with the change in the attitudes

of citizens toward education. At first, the taxpayers were reluctant to pay taxes in

support of common free schools and some were hesitant to send their children to

these schools. When these attitudes changed, private schools were virtually

abandoned, and the common purpose among citizens became that of promoting

and supporting the free school system.95

                                                          
92 Raymond P.G. Bowman, “Secondary Education in Virginia, 1870-1886” (Doctoral Dissertation,

University of Virginia, 1937, 3.
93 Ernestine H. Brewster, Pocahontas: A Profile (Tazewell, Virginia: Clinch Valley Printing Company,

1989
94 Mullins, 29.
95 Pendleton, 657.



24

The Development of Public High Schools

During State Superintendent Joseph W. Southall’s administration96,

elementary schools continued to multiply rapidly and the demand for high schools

increased.97 Southall believed that public high schools should be accessible to the

residents of every county.98 He encouraged the establishment of more high schools

as a means of increasing the opportunities for college preparation, and as a way to

secure teachers for elementary schools from among the high school graduates.99

However, at the turn of the century, the opportunities for a high school education

were still extremely limited.100

The Eggleston Administration

In 1906, Joseph D. Eggleston became State Superintendent of Public

Instruction. Heatwole described Eggleston as demonstrating a rare combination of

tact and leadership in his relationships with other political leaders in the state,

allowing him to be highly effective in his work.101 Eggleston devoted much effort

to the development of an adequate public high school system in Virginia.102

Consequently, Eggleston would see the number of high schools in the state grow

from 75 in 1906 to over 388 by 1910.103 Under Eggleston’s guidance, the first

course of study for high schools was published in 1906 and revised in 1910. The

latter publication listed a minimum requirement in subjects and units for three

grades of high school. The development of these early courses of study indicated a

trend towards state-level leadership and guidance in the supervision and

improvement of classroom instruction.104
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The Growth of Public High Schools in Virginia

With sufficient funding, the number of high schools in Virginia grew

rapidly. The passage of the Mann Act by the General Assembly in 1906 generated

the funding necessary for public high schools to become a reality. The Mann Act

earmarked $50,000 annually for a special high school fund.105 Link described this

Act as not only promoting the growth of high schools in Virginia, but also

establishing central control over them by making their support contingent on state

involvement.106 For example, to receive these funds, local high schools were

required to implement a prescribed curriculum and to establish a fixed length of

session.107 This funding was also contingent upon whether local communities

furnished adequate buildings and increased teacher’s salaries.108 The Act also gave

state officials the power to inspect high schools annually.109

Following the passage of the Mann Act, many communities demanded state

funded high schools.110 Heatwole described the movement for establishing rural

high schools as having more to do with increasing local taxation for school

purposes than any other cause.111 To assist the localities in defraying the cost it

would take to build the needed facilities, the General Assembly passed the William

Loan Fund Bill in 1908. The William Loan Fund Bill authorized local school

boards to borrow money from the Literary Fund.112 Counties and local school

districts, at an annual rate of four percent, could borrow the funds to be repaid in

                                                          
105 Buck, 143.
106 Link, 129.
107 Link, 129-130.
108 Heatwole, 324.
109 Link, 30.
110 High schools were described as an absolute necessity to provide training for those students attending

Normal Schools for teacher certification.
111 Heatwole, 330.
112 Buck, 144.



26

ten annual installments, for the purpose of erecting school buildings whose plans

had been approved by the Department of Public Instruction.113

The growth of high schools in the state of Virginia is attested to by the

statistical growth in the numbers of high schools, teachers, and students. With the

funding provided by the state after 1906, the number of high schools increased

rapidly for the next several years, at a rate of nearly 100 per year. By 1910, there

were 388 high schools with a statewide enrollment of 15,323.114 In 1917-1918,

there were a total of 522 public high schools with an enrollment of 27,107

students.115 However, of these 522 high schools, only 183 were accredited four-

year schools. For the necessary improvements to be made, State Superintendent of

Public Instruction Harris H. Hart decided to focus on the “quality” and not the

“quantity” of high schools in Virginia. Throughout his administration, Dr. Hart

sought to improve public high schools in Virginia by enacting statewide

compulsory attendance laws, raising teacher certification standards,116

implementing an equivalency examination for graduates of unaccredited high

schools who wished to attend college, and by decreasing the number of school

districts in Virginia.117 Hart’s initiative to enact statewide compulsory attendance

laws in Virginia improved overall school attendance. In 1925, school was made

compulsory for all students between the ages of eight and fourteen that lived within

a two-mile walk from the school or within a one-mile walk of bus transportation.118
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By the end of the Hart administration in 1931, the number of accredited high

schools in Virginia had increased to 464, and served a student population of

32,363.119 The growth of the high school during the Hart administration was

clearly evident in Tazewell County. In 1917, there were 361 high school pupils

enrolled with 34 graduates; in 1928 there were 676 high school pupils enrolled and

96 graduates.120
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE PIONEER ERA, 1882-1909

Early Life in a Mining Town

By 1883, the settlement of Pocahontas, Virginia was steadily growing.121

The mining settlement consisted of around 50 houses, company store, butcher

shop, 10-pin bowling alley, newspaper, 100 coke ovens, a chapel, and about

40,000 tons of coal on the ground. The surplus of coal that had been stored there

was awaiting the arrival of the first train.122

Since coal was not always found near established communities, the mining

town was created for the purpose of mining coal and housing the company

miners.123 The construction of these mining towns improved the quality of life for

some natives who had before lived on the outskirts of civilization.124 Conley

described the coal camp or mining town as different from the average town.125

Unlike earlier settlements, the mining town was constructed for the sole purpose of

providing accommodations and pleasant living conditions for the employees of the

company, railroad, or stores.126 These settlements were labeled primary purpose or

mining towns. Pocahontas, Virginia, originated as a primary purpose or mining

town.127 However, after 1890 it evolved into a lively service or multi-based

town.128 By then it was the largest town within a 50-mile radius.129 George W.
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Peterkin of the Episcopal Church, who visited Pocahontas, Virginia, in 1892,

provided a detailed description of the developing town in the early 1890s:

I have rarely, if ever, seen a more busy place than Pocahontas, what,
with six openings for coal, which they are working vigorously, piling
up the coal in great stacks, and the building of many houses in the
town, and preparing the bed for the railway, and building coke ovens,
and straightening the course of a trouble-some run, and driving a
tunnel for the railroad, and other things going on, they seem to be
about as busy in Pocahontas as people get.130

Gillenwater defined a mining town as an agglomeration of dwellings and

other structures grouped around a mine.131 The housing, often provided by the coal

company, was built for accommodations and not profit. In fact, after taxes,

insurance, and necessary repairs, there was often a deficit.132  Many mines opened

in unsettled areas with no existing homes or infrastructure. Therefore, coal

operators were left with the responsibility of constructing towns and homes

because they were the only ones with the capital and organization to perform the

task.133

The construction of mining towns began in the 1880s, peaked during the

1920s, and ended during the Great Depression.134 Such a community was typically

unincorporated, with the coal company owning the land on which the buildings

were erected.135 The majority of dwellings in Pocahontas were built by the coal

company and occupied by its employees.136 The company usually controlled

aspects of the miner’s daily life through such institutions as the company store, the
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church, the school, the post office, and even the burial grounds.137 Corbin

described many mining towns as having had a political system different from the

American tradition of representative politics.138 Since many traditional mining

towns were unincorporated, there were no local political officials, no mayor, and

no town council. Consequently, this allowed the coal operator power to govern

completely in some mining towns.139 However, Pocahontas was incorporated by

the Virginia Legislature in the winter of 1884 and, with a political structure in

place, failed to exhibit some of the authoritarian political characteristics of a

typical mining town.140

The Arrival of Immigrants in the Coalfields

The region was sparsely populated at the time that many of the mines

throughout the region were being established. With the number of mining

operations steadily increasing, coal operators had no choice but to look outside the

region for workers. Many coal operators preferred immigrant labor because it was

widely believed that they would be harder workers, more dependable, and easily

controlled.141

In West Virginia, the first constitution provided for the appointment of an

immigration officer who advertised the local work opportunities throughout

Europe, and arranged for the transportation of foreign workers to the coalfield

                                                          
137 Gillenwater, 39.
138 Corbin, 11. Dotson, 44. Dotson’s study recommended that coal towns should be incorporated when

large enough and that the citizens of the town should control their government. He stated that although it was
unlikely that the government would be run as efficiently as it was under the control of the company, the principles of
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regions.142 The current wave of immigration then being experienced by the United

States also assisted in luring foreign workers to the coalfield areas. To attract these

potential workers, coal companies sent labor agents to New York to greet

immigrants who had just been processed through the Ellis Island Immigration

Station.143 The labor agents in New York took requests for workers from coal

operators or from West Virginia State immigration officers. Upon arrival, large

numbers of immigrants, usually of the same nationality, would be grouped and sent

to a certain area or specific coalfield for employment.144

To recruit the workers needed for the Pocahontas mines, labor agents went

to Castle Garden, New York. There they found and employed hundreds of

Hungarian, Swedish, and German miners. Upon arrival in Pocahontas, these

immigrants were immediately put to work opening the Pocahontas Number 1 Mine

by grading, clearing underbrush, and removing the tall timber that engulfed the

town.145 The majority of these new arrivals were Hungarian, and they brought with

them many of their native customs.146 Many of these customs are still prevalent in

the town today.147

Coal operators also recruited African-American laborers in order to supply

the growing demand for miners. They were recruited by full-page ads in black

publications promising no racial discrimination and a salary of two to five dollars a

day.148 Some African-Americans arrived to work on the railroad and stayed to

work in the mines.149 Others arrived when coal operators began to recruit in the
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southern states. Thus, the African-American population in the coalfields began to

increase.150

Native-born whites remained the principal source of mine labor in Southern

Appalachia. These native born whites came from the mountains, while others came

from the older coalfields to the north. Though at first they were reluctant to enter

the mines, these native mountaineers would eventually account for the majority of

miners employed in the region. Many local mountaineers hesitated to enter the

mines and leave their former jobs or farms to take up such a hazardous occupation.

However, personal necessity or the lure of “big money” eventually attracted

them.151

Jews also arrived in the coalfield region spurred by economic motives. The

first Jewish presence in the coalfield region was found in Pocahontas, Virginia.

Once exploited in the sweatshops or forced to work as street peddlers, they

migrated to the coalfields from the large eastern cities like New York,

Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston.152 They made their living there at the

beginning of the coal boom as merchants, peddlers, and saloon owners.153

The cultural diversity of the coalfields enabled these groups to more readily

blend together. Thus, with the large groups of immigrants and native African-

Americans arriving in the coalfields on almost a daily basis, such individuals

established a definite and lasting presence in mining towns.154
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The Wild Frontier

Haller described life in the early days of the town as resembling the “wild

frontier”.155 It was not uncommon for local residents to hear the sound of gunfire in

the streets or the loud voices of drinkers and carousers at night.156 Pocahontas

became known for its saloons, or “blind tigers.”157 Lathrop described in her letters

the fear that often plagued early residents at night:

Paydays were always rather hectic, or rather the nights were, for by
that time, the men had visited the saloons on the outskirts of the town,
and were using their firearms in the most reckless way. I have
frequently gone into a closet fearing a stray bullet would come
through the window when some man was going past “shooting wild”
as they called it.158

Men came from all over to “stock up” on whiskey, filling their jugs to

transport back home.159 Those who did not arrive in town on a horse or mule did so

by passenger train.160 These trains were usually overcrowded with men who would

“stampede” and “deluge” the saloons upon arrival.161

Opposition to the indiscriminate sale of whiskey came from citizens

throughout the town who wished for a peaceful and stable environment. The local

newspaper, the Pocahontas Headlight denounced the custom of frivolously selling

alcohol. Week after week, various papers condemning the practice published

editorials and news articles.162 Finally, the Virginia General Assembly passed a
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special law allowing the Town of Pocahontas, Virginia, to grant licenses to regular

saloon dealers. With the additional revenue, the town was able to finance a police

force. With the presence of a police force and the regulation of saloons, Pocahontas

settled down to become a law-abiding town.163

During the 1890s, over 75 stores, restaurants, and saloons developed, and

were concentrated along Center Street. The population was 2,953, and Pocahontas

was the largest town within a 50-mile radius.164 By 1890, Pocahontas had become

a service town specializing in entertainment.165 There were at least 65 saloons and

houses of prostitution operating in the town, with many located along Center

Street.166

Saloons characterized the earlier days of coal mining when drinking and

gambling was common among the young single males who dominated the first

generation miners.167 The ratio of single to married men had a major impact on the

character of town life. Thus, the higher concentration of unmarried males and the

prevalence of drinking and gambling provided a greater chance that common

disagreements would lead to outbreaks of violence.168

Hibbard described early miners as heavy drinkers.169 Saloons in the

coalfields ran a profitable business thanks to these miners.170 Shifflett indicated

that the consumption of alcohol was a common practice in many mining towns

during the pioneer phase of development because of the high concentration of

unmarried males and the difficult working conditions in the mines.171 Saloons in
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the coalfields offered a temporary escape from the harsh environment of the

mines.172 Consequently, coal operators were early supporters of prohibition. Coal

operators perceived that liquor not only lowered moral standards in the camps, but

also increased accidents and decreased production in the mines.173

By World War I, the growth of families throughout the coal field region

would greatly diminish the “wild frontier” image promoted by the frequency of

gambling and excessive drinking.174 In 1914, the State of Virginia voted for

prohibition by an overwhelming majority.175 On April 29, 1916, the saloons in

Pocahontas closed their doors.176 Although there were fears that the loss of revenue

caused by the closing of the saloons would reduce the nine-month school term, the

town managed to attract new businesses and the school term was never affected.177

The Company Store and its Role in a Mining Town

Historians considered the company store the center of community life in a

coal town.178 It was the focal point of economic and social activity and a place for

residents of the coal town to shop and converse with neighbors.179

Corbin considered the company store as having the greatest drain upon a

miner’s wages. He viewed the company store as a mechanism for the local coal

company’s attempt to secure “monopolistic control” of food, clothing, tools, and
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powder. It was common for prices in the company store to be high. Wage increases

for the miner were often offset by price increases in the company store.180

However, Tams, who was himself a coal operator, defended the company store by

saying that the mining towns needed the infrastructure in order to survive in the

wilderness atmosphere that surrounded most early mining towns. He wrote that

miners needed food, clothing, and supplies, and there were no stores within a

reasonable distance. Thus, the coal operators were the only ones with the capital to

supply those needs.181 Still, it is a widely accepted belief that coercion, the scrip

system, and distances from other markets forced the miner to trade at the company

store.182

In February 1884, the Southwest Virginia Improvement Company built a

company store on the corner of Water and Center Street.183 Drosick described the

company store as the “heart of the town.”184 It was the gathering place for the

people in Pocahontas.185 There, the miner could purchase anything from the cradle

to the grave.186 The store had available food, clothing, furniture, appliances, and a

shop to purchase tools and supplies.187 The clothing store sold the latest in brand

name fashion: Arrow and Manhattan shirts, Bostonian shoes, and a Hartz,

Schaffner, and Marx representative was available upon request to provide tailor-
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made suits.188 The company also had a resident buyer in New York City to

purchase items requested by patrons of the company store.189

Pocahontas does not seem to have suffered from the “monopolistic prices”

that some historians have written about. Merchandise found in the company store

at Pocahontas was sold at nationally advertised prices.190 Furthermore, Shifflett

wrote that some coal towns had multiple commercial enterprises. In other words,

the company store was not the only moneymaking establishment.191 There was also

competition from local stores within the vicinity.192 Thus, since Pocahontas

developed into a service town, there were other stores within the community that

sold the same products at competitive prices.

In the early years of mining in Pocahontas, there were reports of subtle

coercion by the coal company to shop at the company store. However, coal

operators refuted these claims indicating that employees were not compelled to

deal at the company store.193 The coal company often linked the miner to the

company store through the use of scrip and credit.194 Most company stores used the

scrip system. Scrip was a form of currency issued by the coal company. In some

coal camps, scrip was issued as wages.195 Conley described scrip as a convenience

for the miner. He writes that miners were paid every two weeks, and law required

this to be in legal tender. Scrip was issued between paydays against wages earned,

and only upon the request of the miner.196 In Pocahontas, if the miner waited until
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payday they were paid in United States currency, and if they asked for an advance

then they received scrip.197

The company store extended credit to miners in difficult times.198 Many

historians believe that the company store’s use of this credit expanded the

company’s control over its labor force.199 In many coal towns, research also

indicates that the miner paid only in scrip were forced to pay “monopolistic prices”

for their purchases.200 However, in Pocahontas, other business establishments

accepted scrip. Unfortunately, trading with scrip at these other businesses usually

meant accepting the policy of having to take a cut, usually 10 percent on the dollar

in value.201 However, this did not discourage many miners from shopping at these

other stores. Though many historians view the company store as controlling its

labor force through the use of scrip and the extension of credit, it appears that a

coal company employee in Pocahontas could choose the amount of indebtedness

he would incur at the company store.

Early Mining in Pocahontas, Virginia

The high quality of Pocahontas coal was well known throughout the world.

The bituminous coal mined from these seams had a low degree of ash, sulfur, and

other impurities, with a high percentage of carbon and a high calorific value. The

thickest seam in the region was found in the Pocahontas Number 1 mine,202 where

the seam of coal ranged from ten feet to more than twenty feet thick in some
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places. Another important characteristic of the Pocahontas Number 1 seam’s coal

was its superior coking qualities.203

During the early days, mining was done with black powder, a pick, a shovel,

and mules.204 Shifflett referred to this period as the “Hand-loading Era” of coal

mining.205 The cycle included undercutting, drilling, blasting, and loading the

coal.206 The hand-loading era of mining lasted from the opening of the mines until

the 1930s, when mechanical coal loaders were introduced. At the Pocahontas

mines, the coal vein was near enough to the surface for the coal to be reached by

tunnels.207 There were three mine openings: the East mine on one side of a small

stream called Coal Branch, and on the other side of the mine were the West and

Baby mines, which connected.208 The mine sections were named by the miners and

included such colorful names as: “California”, “Hell’s Half Acre”, “Wheel of

Fortune”, “Brooklyn”, “Gibraltar”, and “Africa”.209

Shifflett described the early mines as competitive places where time and

production determined earnings, status, and social mobility.210 Inside the mines, the

“room and pillar” technique was the standard method of drift mining.211 This

method required each miner to be paid based on the amount of coal that he mined

each day. Each miner had a room where he would tunnel into the coal seam.

“Rooms” were as high as the seams of coal, and had a width of 24 feet. Miners

would make three or four-foot cuts into the mine, bore holes into the face, and load
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the hole with black powder. After the right amount of powder was applied to the

hole, a one to two-foot fuse was hung outside. When the fuse was lit, the miner

yelled, “fire in the hole”, and the coal was broken down into manageable pieces by

the subsequent explosion.212 The miner then loaded his car full of coal. A brass

“check” bearing the miner’s payroll number was placed in the bottom of the car.

Mules from underground stables were then used to haul the coal car from the

mines. A “check man” at the tipple would weigh the coal, and the check was

removed, allowing for crediting of the tonnage to the appropriate miner.213 Then,

the cycle of undercutting, drilling, blasting, and loading for the miner would begin

again.

A drift mine was a dangerous place to work. The labor conditions there were

cramped, difficult, unpleasant, and constantly changing. Coal miners worked in the

dark, standing in pools of cold water, performing tasks over long hours in constant

danger and uncertainty.214 Oftentimes, fatigue caused miners to disregard caution

and safety. The early miner was paid based on the coal mined for that day.215 Since

miners were not paid to secure the safety of their work areas, their efforts were

usually concentrated on coal production.216 In 1889, a miner employed by the

Southwest Virginia Improvement Company made $1.05 a day plus 75 cents per car

of 2.5 tons.217

The threat of falling coal, rocks and “widow makers”218 from above and the

potential for explosions of methane gas and coal dust placed the miner’s life in

                                                          
212 The placement of the hole and the amounts of black powder used were important to the miner's

productivity for the day. Too little and the coal chunks would be too large causing the miner additional work. Too
much and there would be an excess of slack- a fine coal for which the miner received no compensation. Too much
powder would also weaken the roof of the mine.

213 Eller, 178.
214 In spite of these conditions, many miners spoke fondly of their work.
215 The salary amounted to an average of two dollars a day. These wages varied from mine to mine.
216 Shifflett, 101.
217 Ross Weeks, Jr. Virginia’s Tazewell County: A Last Great Place (North Tazewell, VA: Clinch Valley

Printing, 2000), 202.
218 “Widow makers” were petrified tree trunks found in the roofs of coalmines.
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constant danger.219 Workers disabled from mine accidents were evicted from

company houses. When a miner was killed, his family had no choice but to move

from the coal town.220 Edna Drosick, a local historian, described how her mother

and six children were forced to move out of their home in Pocahontas and relocate

to Kentucky after a slate fall claimed the life of her mother’s first husband:

Then, when a husband was killed in the mines and their wasn’t a son
to take his place, you were not permitted to stay in the coal company’s
house. They (coal company) just loaded up my mother, the body, and
children, and sent them back to Kentucky.221

Although mine explosions accounted for a small fraction of miners killed,

they were more often publicized than the daily fatalities that came from falling

slate or coal. One of the worst of these mine explosions occurred in Pocahontas,

Virginia on March 13, 1884.

The Pocahontas Mine Explosion, 1884

Eller described the most feared and well publicized mine accidents as being

those explosions that sometimes killed dozens and even hundreds of men.222

Shifflett related mine explosions to dramatic events that riveted the nation’s

attention.223 Although most of the drift mines of the Appalachian coalfields were

free of natural gas, the accumulation of methane gas and coal dust was a dangerous

by-product of coal mining.224

One of the worst disasters in Virginia’s mining history occurred in

Pocahontas, Virginia, on March 13, 1884. At around 1:20 A.M., five loud

explosions were heard coming from the East Mine.225 There, a methane gas and
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dust explosion had claimed the lives of the entire night shift, and turned the site

into an inferno. One hundred and fourteen miners had perished.226 Like a cork in a

champagne bottle, a doomed steam engine and its cars shot from the mine,

catapulting its engineer 100 yards to his death. The scorched countryside was

covered with a half inch of coal dust.227

Consequently, a fire that followed these explosions prevented any immediate

rescue attempt to recover the bodies or look for survivors. To extinguish the fire,

all entrances were closed and the mine was flooded. Meanwhile, relatives of the

deceased organized public rallies at the local church to pressure company officials

into opening the mine so that the bodies could be recovered and a proper burial

could be provided for their dead.228 After two weeks, the mine was drained, and

recovery teams began to search for the deceased.229 The bodies of the miners were

found both in groups and alone. The positions of their bodies indicated that their

death had been quick and unexpected. Many of the miners died during their dinner

break. As Haller would later say of the explosion: “The Giant had destroyed the

creatures that were tearing at his vitals.”230

The investigation that followed determined that the explosion was probably

caused by a miner’s open lamp that had ignited a small amount of methane gas,

which in turn set off a large quantity of coal dust.231 Though The Virginias,232

which reported on the accident, did not draw a conclusion on the cause of the
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disaster at the mines, the magazine did publish a statement to the effect that most

mining accidents occurred as a result of miner negligence.233 The following

passage was written:

The known causes of explosions and fires in mines are very
numerous. Accidents most of them are called, but they are generally
the result of willful and inexcusable carelessness or of stupid and
surprising ignorance on the part of the miners; violation of the known
rules of the mine and the repeated caution of those in charge.234

Though there seems to be no connection existing between the establishment

of schools in Pocahontas and this tragic mining accident, Corbin believed that such

catastrophes and mishaps created a desire for a more literate workforce. Thus, this

desire, among other reasons, would secure the coal companies’ support of schools

throughout much of the coalfield region.235

Early Schools in Pocahontas, Virginia

Corbin wrote that the coal company’s interest in education was derived from

the need for a literate workforce to reduce accidents, to increase productivity, and

to reduce mobility.236 Eller indicated that traditional institutions for social stability,

such as schools and churches, came late to early mining communities. Early coal

operators were less likely to invest in establishing and upgrading the educational

system since most of the early miners were single men. As the industry matured, a

more family-based labor force arrived. This created pressure for coal operators to

establish schools and churches.237 However, it wasn’t long after the settlement of

Pocahontas that the Southwest Virginia Improvement Company contributed to the

addition of institutions such as schools and churches.
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In the mining town, the coal company would often provide the land, the

building, and the supplies for school operations.238 The deduction of an educational

fee from the miner’s monthly wages financed some this process.239 This was

typically known as making contributions “over the payroll.”240 Contributions from

the miners “over the payroll” supported the construction and operation of the first

church and schoolhouse in Pocahontas, Virginia.241 The coal company required

these contribution.

The first church was established in 1884.242 The church belonged to the

company and all denominations were represented. Each employee made a

contribution “over the payroll” to pay for its construction. In the same year, the

Christ Episcopal Church was organized as a mission of the Pulaski Parish. The

Reverend Benjamin F. Dennis, an Episcopal Priest, held services in the company

church building. The church was shared with the Baptists and the Methodists.

Since most of the officers in the company were Episcopalian, the company did

much to aid in the development of the church. Since there were no provisions at

this time for a public school in Pocahontas, the church elected to establish a parish

school. The company supported these endeavors to establish schooling for the

youth of the community. In 1885, one of the officers, Mr. C.H. Clark,243 of

Philadelphia, gave the Episcopal Church a tract of land to build a church and a

parish school.244 A log cabin schoolhouse was built with financial assistance from

                                                          
238 Tams, 52.
239 Eller, 187.
240 Charles T. Davis, Autobiography of Charles Thomas Davis: and a History of the Town of Pocahontas,

Virginia and Pocahontas Fuel Company (Chattanooga, TN: Bryant Printery, 1948), 6; Davis was an African-
American who worked in Pocahontas, Virginia for the Pocahontas Fuel Company for over 58 years.

241 Davis, 6. Dotson, 34. Dotson’s study indicated that in the mining communities of Kentucky, the coal
company taxed men “over the payroll” to secure additional funds for operating schools, extending the school term,
or to supplement the regular course of study.

242 Haller, 25.
243 C.H. Clark and family were principle stockholders of the Southwest Virginia Improvement Company.
244 Pocahontas Self Study-Evaluation, II, 11. Tazewell County Deed Book #25, 578 (Tazewell, VA:

Tazewell County Court House).



45

Mr. Clark, and was appropriately titled the C.H. Clark School.245 An apartment

was built in the upstairs loft of the cabin to accommodate the teacher.246 The

school’s location was on the upper end of West Water Street.247 Episcopal diocesan

records reveal that 30 children were enrolled in the log cabin schoolhouse in 1887.

Miss Luella Armstrong was the first teacher. These records indicate that in 1890,

34 children attended the parish school. The records go on to show that the last

mention of the parish school was in 1895.248 Since the diocesan record of the

church indicates that the Reverend Henry S. Lancaster last mentioned the parish

school in a report in 1895, it may be assumed that the responsibility for the school

passed from the church to the public sometime between 1895 and the turn of the

century.249 By 1912, it was reported that the “old log school” had outlived its

usefulness and was falling in decay.250  In 1913, an exchange of properties between

the Pocahontas Consolidated Collieries Company and the Christ Episcopal Church

resulted in the church and the school building being relocated to the corner of East

Water and Moore Street.251 The structure was disassembled. Each log was

numbered with red paint so that the cabin could be reassembled.252 The church

restored the log structure at its new location, and the school was converted into an

attractive rectory.253

Although information regarding the parish school is somewhat limited,

Haller emphasized its importance. She expressed that “no work of the Church has

ever been of as much value to the town as its parish school.”254 Williams described
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The C.H. Clark School was a log cabin parish school established by the
Southwest Virginia Improvement Company and the Christ Episcopal Church.
In 1913, the school was disassembled and moved to its present location on
East Water Street. The log cabin school stands today as a historic landmark in
Pocahontas. (Photo courtesy of the Library of Virginia)
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an early episcopal education as consisting of biblical instruction, imparting of a

moral code, regular worship, and participating in the school community. The

religious elements were assumed to be relevant to the total education of the

child.255  However, Weeks described the affiliation of the church in Pocahontas to

be nominal with most of the expenses borne by the coal company.256 The log cabin

rectory stands today as a historic landmark in Pocahontas.

The first public school in Pocahontas was established in a building that was

commonly referred to as the 6:30 Hall.257 This building was located on the corner

of East Water and Moore Street across from the Christ Episcopal Church. Its name

was derived from the many dances and community socials that were held there.258

The building was shared with the Town of Pocahontas, and was home to

Pocahontas High School prior to the 1909-1910 school year. In October 1909, the

students were moved from the 6:30 Hall into the newly constructed brick building

overlooking the town at the top of East Water Street.259

When the public school was no longer in operation there, the 6:30 Hall

eventually became known as the Athletic Club Hall. There the school and

community hosted many of their athletic events.260 Prior to the construction of a

gymnasium at the high school, the athletic teams at Pocahontas High School used

the Athletic Club Hall. Later, when the new high school gymnasium was

completed, the building was no longer needed. Therefore, the Athletic Club Hall

was dismantled and the wood was used to build the duplex home that sits on that

site today.261
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The 6:30 Hall housed the first public school in Pocahontas, Virginia.
The building was later used for athletic contests. Its name was derived
from the dances and other social events that were held there during the
evenings.
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Segregation in the Coalfields

Many historians believe that the coal operator attempted to create a

“judicious mixture” of white, African-American, and foreign miners. However,

this did not prevent racial or ethnic conflict. It only meant that each group would

receive equal pay, equal work, similar housing, rental fees, and educational

opportunities.262 Segregation existed throughout the southern coal fields. In the

coal mines, the lack of management positions for African-Americans was the

primary form of job segregation.263 However, it was far different from that of the

northern coal fields where mining operators maintained the policy of exclusion and

refused to hire African-American workers.264

Segregation did not exist in the Pocahontas mines. There, whites, African-

Americans, and foreign coal miners worked together in harmony. Carter described

all the workers as looking the same when they came out of the coal mines.265

However, there was very little mixing in daily life.266  Segregation did exist in the

Pocahontas community as it did throughout much of the South. African-Americans

and some foreign immigrants were not permitted to enter the social institutions

designed for the white population.267 In the local theater, an African-American

would be permitted to enter through the same door as whites. However, they were

forced to sit in the balcony seats while the white patrons sat below.268 In
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restaurants, African-Americans were allowed to order food and beverages, but

were not allowed to eat on the premises.269

As for schooling, the Southwest Virginia Improvement Company assisted in

the construction of two schoolhouses there, one for the white children and one for

the African-American children.270 Gillenwater’s study reflects that it was typical

for most mining towns to be designed with separate facilities for white and

African-American schoolchildren.271 Historians have contended that these facilities

were separate but not equal.272 Davis wrote that in Pocahontas there were no public

places that did not make the same provisions to accommodate African-

Americans.273 However, Carter pointed out that the African-American school had

an outdoor toilet and lacked many of the supplies and athletic equipment that the

white students took for granted.

There was a time when we used to roll up paper to make balls and
take a stick or branch to play baseball. We also used empty cans to
play football. We fixed the cans so that they would not cut us. We also
shot marbles at the playground behind the school.274

A recent study by Rice indicated that African-American schools were often

unequal with white schools throughout the coalfields in such areas as facilities,

materials, curriculum, discipline, teacher qualifications, teacher/student ratio, and

supervision.275

The first African-American school was constructed on the lower end of

Water Street. The African-American coal miners made contributions “over the

payroll” for the building of a one room school. This practice continued long after
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the construction was complete. At the miner’s request, contributions continued for

the benefit of the school.276 Coal companies would match the contributions made

by the miners and then retain ownership of the establishment to ensure its proper

use.277

Education was important to the African-American coal miners as it provided

them with a sense of dignity and pride that made it possible for them to co-exist

with whites on a relatively equal basis. The adopted curriculum provided African-

Americans with knowledge of their black heritage.278 Carter recalled African-

Americans in Pocahontas as being especially proud of their heritage:

The black people in Pocahontas were poor but proud. We were always
being taught black history in schools, homes, and churches. During
Black History Week, the students recited speeches and songs
reflecting our African-American heritage were sung. We celebrated
our black history, and our heritage was taught everywhere. 279

Later, a larger four-room brick building was constructed to meet the needs of

a growing African-American student population.280 The miner’s deductions were

increased to pay for the new building’s construction. Upon completion, Tazewell

County Public Schools committed to providing funding for two teachers, though

the miners had requested three teachers. Thus, the contributions from the miners

continued, and a third teacher was added at their own expense.281 In 1894, the land

and building were transferred from the Southwest Virginia Improvement Company

to the trustees of the African-American school for the sum of $1.00.282 Eventually,

the contributions from the miners stopped, and the building was turned over to
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Tazewell County Public Schools. From the time the contributions stopped,

Tazewell County Public Schools appeared to assume responsibility for the

education of African-American schoolchildren in Pocahontas.283

Rice’s study revealed that African-American students in coal mining

communities found it difficult to continue their education beyond grade school.

Local school districts would not provide transportation for students wanting to

attend secondary school outside their respective areas.284 In Virginia, access to

secondary schools for an African-American student was disproportionate to the

opportunities provided for whites. In 1920, all but three counties in Virginia had

high school facilities. However, only 16 counties in Virginia had high school

facilities for African-Americans. Link described the lack of secondary

opportunities for blacks in Virginia as “discriminatory” and the “clearest indicator

of the baneful consequences of the Jim Crow laws.” White educational reformers

rationalized this “unequal treatment” by remarking that African-Americans did not

require the sophisticated education offered by the high school.285

Prior to 1939, some African-American students who attended the

Pocahontas Graded School completed their education at the conclusion of the

seventh grade. Then, a graduation and promotion ceremony was held at the

Community Methodist Church for all students. However, most African-American

students who wished to continue their secondary education would walk or provide

their own transportation to neighboring Bramwell, West Virginia.286

Tazewell County High School was constructed for African-American

students to complete their secondary education in 1939. The six-room building was

located in Bluefield, Virginia. African-American students from all over Tazewell

                                                          
283 Davis, 4.
284 Rice, 330.
285 Link, 189.
286 Carter, 2000, 6.



53

County and neighboring Bland County attended school there.287 Bus transportation

from Pocahontas was provided by the Tazewell County Public Schools.288 The bus

ride was often difficult during the winter months. Carter recalled the bus being

cold and the road to Bluefield being slick and dangerous.289

Tazewell County High School was eventually expanded to include 12

classrooms, a music room, a library, and a combination auditorium and

gymnasium. The school closed in 1965 when all of Tazewell County Public

Schools integrated.290

The African-American population arrived in Pocahontas to work in the

mines where they would be paid higher wages than was found elsewhere. As in

other Southern communities, they had developed their own interests, churches, and

schools. However, with the closing of the mines in Pocahontas, the majority of the

African-American population left. Despite this decline, a new segregated

elementary school was built in the mid-1950s. The school was a five-room

building with bathrooms and an office. An average of around 100 children was

enrolled there in seven grades until the school was integrated with Pocahontas

Elementary School.291 After integration in 1965, the school housed both the white

and African American school children in Pocahontas until the facility was closed

in 1971. The building was then used as an industrial arts complex for the high

school from 1972 until 1991.

In conclusion, African-American schooling in Pocahontas was well

supported by both the parents and the African-American community. The Town of

Pocahontas provided the school with a yearly donation, usually to pay for a full
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time custodian. However, this donation was not equivalent to the monetary support

given to white schools by the Town.292 The African-American schools in

Pocahontas also seemed to be left out of the bond issue money that expanded the

white schools during the mid-1920s. This was in spite of the fact that the African-

American residents of Pocahontas would have to pay taxes to support the bond

initiative.293  Although it was reported to the Town Council in 1923 that the four-

room school was allegedly condemned, none of this money was used to make

improvement or repairs.294 In spite of this evidence of “separate but unequal”

treatment of African-American schools in Pocahontas, there seemed to be a great

deal of pride among its patrons, and many doctors, lawyers, ministers, and civil

engineers attended there.295
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE GROWTH OF SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY, 1909-1955

The Early High School in Pocahontas

 The early high school in Pocahontas operated in a building known as the

6:30 Hall. The school consisted of Grades 1-11 with the school term lasting for

approximately nine months.296 The school opened on the first Monday in

September and closed the last week in May.297 Teachers were contracted to work

180 days for an average salary of $40 to $50 dollars per month.298 This salary did

not include the cost for room and board, which was an extra expense independent

of their teaching contract.

The 1907-1908 school year began with an enrollment of 200 students. The

high school was under the leadership of its principal, Professor George L.

Byrom.299 He was assisted by the following teachers: Sally Whitman, of Pulaski

County, Virginia; Jennie Bracy, of Prospect, Virginia; Rosa Garnett, of Farmville,

Virginia; Lillian Thompson, of Bluefield, West Virginia; and Mrs. W.W. Kellie, of

Pocahontas, Virginia. It was a common practice for teachers from outside

Pocahontas to board with town residents from September to May, then return to

their respective homes for the winter and summer breaks. The year was expected to

be a promising one as the local paper expressed optimism for the upcoming school

term. The school was described as having “bright prospects” for success, and it

was hoped that Pocahontas High School would soon become “one of the best high

schools in Southwest Virginia.”300
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Between 1900 and 1920, the bituminous coal industry of Southern

Appalachia enjoyed its years of boom and expansion.301 The increase in coal

production at the Pocahontas mines led to an influx of workers and their

families.302 By 1909, this growth experienced by the community created a need for

a new high school building. In April of that year, the Town of Pocahontas

advertised bids for the construction of a new public school, estimating the cost of

completion at $20,000. The project was to be finished in time for the upcoming

school year.303 The facility would be a modern brick building overlooking the

Town of Pocahontas at the head of East Water Street, behind the Catholic

Church.304 Mr. A.G. Kiser was contracted to oversee the construction of the

building.305 The Pocahontas Consolidated Collieries Company contributed the

property on which the new school would be built.306 The groundbreaking ceremony

was held in May, and a large force of workmen rushed the project to completion.307

However, the new building was not the only change that would take place in 1909.

Professor Byrom, who had been Principal of the high school for two years,

accepted a job at the Park Street School in Roanoke, Virginia. Byrom was praised

as a “master of his profession” who had led the high school during a time of

substantial growth. The Bluefield Daily Telegraph reported that he had raised the

school’s standards to new heights and that his departure had caused much regret

among the school board members and patrons of the school. The last full year in
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the 6:30 Hall culminated with a commencement exercise at the Pocahontas Opera

House under Byrom’s direction.308

Closing Exercises at Pocahontas High School

The closing exercise in Pocahontas was a special time when the school and

community would celebrate the accomplishments and successes of the school

year.309 The purpose of this exercise was to stimulate educational pride,

demonstrate the quality of work done in the schools, and to rally citizens to think

more highly of schooling within the community.310 The ceremony was held in the

Pocahontas Opera House until 1928 when it was moved to the newly constructed

gymnasium and auditorium.311 The Opera House, built in 1895, was the first

theatre in the Pocahontas Coalfields and attracted Broadway plays and Vaudeville

acts as well as educational presentations.312 A baccalaureate sermon was delivered

there on the Sunday prior to the closing ceremony.313

The exercises consisted of many awards, presentations, and accolades. The

large crowds present would be provided with entertainment prepared by the

students and teachers at the school. The students sang songs, recited poetry and

children’s stories, and played piano solos.314 The program often included plays and

performances. Plays such as “Aunt Diana’s Quilting Party” or “A Kentucky Belle”,
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a three-act comedy, were performed.315 There were even debates presented by

members of the two rival debate clubs within the school.316

During the proceedings, many awards and presentations were given.

Students that achieved the A-B honor roll or made improvements in writing were

the recipients of $5.00 in gold. Awards were also given to the top achievers in

English, Latin, Composition, Math, and Debate.317 Certificates of promotion were

also disseminated among students who successfully completed the previous grade.

With so many activities planned, the closing exercises sometimes lasted over

a period of several evenings. The opera house would be filled to capacity for each

night’s performance.318 An admission fee, ranging from five cents to twenty-five

cents was charged to pay for the ceremony’s expenses.319 The graduation exercise

was held on the final night.320 Critics of the closing exercise complained that the

two or three evening performances and ceremonies were costly affairs that added

strain and pressure for teachers and a loss of instructional time for the students.

The Virginia Journal of Education described the process of having a sequence of

ceremonies at the end of the school year as being “obnoxious.”321

Within a few years, the closing exercises became a commencement or

graduation ceremony. During these ceremonies, graduating students were each

presented a high school diploma for the successful completion of eleven years of

schooling. The principal delivered a short address to the class of graduates,

reported on the progress of the school to the community, and handed out
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diplomas.322 Attire for these early ceremonies did not include the traditional caps

and gowns that are worn today. Ellett, a 1924 graduate of Pocahontas High School,

recalled purchasing a new suit for graduation,323 while Elizabeth Bailey Hughes, a

1928 graduate, described her father purchasing her special dress in New York City.

“At the time I graduated we didn’t have caps and gowns. We wore dresses and

suits. My father, who traveled to New York City regularly on buying trips for

Pocahontas Fuel Company, brought a dress special for graduation. It was made in

Paris, France.”324 Though the tradition of wearing suits and dresses would

eventually be transformed to caps and gowns, the entertainment of the large

crowds in attendance and the celebration of the accomplishments of the students of

Pocahontas High School continued.325

The Growth of the High School

The public school system in Pocahontas developed along with the growth of

the community.326 The 1909-1910 school year began under a newly appointed

Principal, Professor P.S. Barnes of Danville, Virginia. However, the new building

was still under construction. Therefore, the school year began with classes being

conducted at the 6:30 Hall.327

In October, arrangements were made to begin moving equipment, supplies,

and the heating apparatus from the 6:30 Hall to the new building. Teachers and

students, excited about the change, did not seem to mind the several days of school

cancellations needed for this transition to be completed. On Tuesday October 27,
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1909, the students and teachers moved into the new Pocahontas High School.328

The Bluefield Daily Telegraph reported that the building had been completed at the

cost of $25,000.329 The new building was a single two-story sandstone brick

structure overlooking the Town of Pocahontas. The school itself was a part of the

town’s physical landscape and would grow to become an integral component in the

lives of the residents of the community.

The following summer, Professor J.B. Martin of Farmville, Virginia

replaced Professor Barnes.330 In the early years of the high school, there was a

great deal of faculty turnover. At the start of the 1910-1911 school year, none of

the teachers remained from the 1907-1908 school term. Some accepted positions at

other schools, while others would pursue other professions or marry.331  However,

the local school board reported a large number of applicants for teaching positions,

and expressed difficulty selecting from among so many qualified teachers. The

school during this period also experienced steady growth. In 1910, the faculty

expanded to include three more teachers, and by 1912, the student population was

up from the previous year by 55 students.332

As the school continued to grow, there seemed to be a statewide problem in

rural schools with students dropping out short of completing the requirements for a

high school diploma. Hager recalled the problem existing in Pocahontas: “We had

a lot of dropouts when I went to school. Some of them went to work in the mines,

some joined the armed forces, while others left and got jobs in factories throughout

                                                          
328 The school consisted of grades 1-11. The high school department included grades 8-11.
329 “Pocahontas Day By Day,” Bluefield Daily Telegraph, 27 October 1909, 3.
330 J.B. Martin later served as principal of Tazewell High School.
331 “Teacher Club Closed for the Summer,” Bluefield Daily Telegraph, 5 June 1927, 8. Female teachers

were prohibited from marrying.
332 “Pocahontas Day By Day,” Bluefield Daily Telegraph, 7 September 1910, 2. “Pocahontas Pickings,”

Bluefield Daily Telegraph, 5 May 1912, 4. The enrollment in the school had jumped from 167 in 1911 to 222 in
1912. By 1911, only 32 of these students had reached the high school level.



61

Pocahontas High School was constructed in 1909. The single two-story
sandstone building was completed at the cost of $25,000. The structure
overlooked the Town of Pocahontas and was a part of the town’s physical
landscape. (Photo courtesy of Grubb Photo)
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the country.”333 Ellett described his high school class as starting with 30 students

but recalled only two members graduating in 1924.334 Elizabeth Pugh, a member of

the Pocahontas High School Yearbook staff in 1938, described her class as starting

with 60 freshmen in 1934 but graduating only 19 in 1938.335 Wright recollected

that out of the large elementary class that he started with, only thirteen graduated in

1944.336

A 1919 study by the Virginia Education Commission revealed that most

students in Virginia would remain in school until the age of thirteen, but drop out

rapidly after that. In fact, only half of the students enrolled remained in school up

to the age of sixteen. After the age of fourteen, the study recognized that there were

numerous forces to draw children out of school.337

Link described attendance among students in the rural schools of Virginia as

being irregular because children represented a large part of the rural work force.338

Shifflett wrote that the practice of underage boys working in the mines was

widespread.339 The company’s policy induced the miner to send older children into

the mines rather than to school.340 As the miners’ sons reached a certain age,

usually between twelve and fourteen, they began to work in the mines under their

father’s supervision. In the Pocahontas mines, it was common for young men to

assist their fathers mining coal. 341 However, the situation improved with the
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passage of child labor laws. By 1930, those under the age of 14 were prohibited

from the mines and those between the ages of 14 and 16 could only work eight-

hour days with a certificate of approval from the school attendance officer.342

Fortunately, the minimum age for underground workers was raised to 18 by the

early 1940s.343 This prevented both the coal company and parents from exploiting

juvenile labor.

Another problem among rural schools in Virginia was the great disparity

among the ages of children at the primary grade level. Throughout the rural

schools of Virginia, students from the ages of fourteen through sixteen were

scattered throughout the primary grades, and a variety of age groups existed at

each grade level. Kiser wrote of this problem occurring at Pocahontas High

School. She described arriving to teach third grade there in 1921 and discovering

that many of her students were larger and close to being her age.344 In fact, two of

the students from her class married later that year.345 Further evidence of a

scholarship problem at the school was the failure rate of some of the classes. Eula

Mae Gullion, a member of the Pocahontas High School Class of 1939, described

her freshman class, as having 15 out of 37 students fail to advance to their

sophomore year.346

An examination of school records revealed that there were some older

students mixed with the younger students at the primary grade level. The age of

students registered in the second grade at Pocahontas High School during the
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1921-1922 school year ranged from seven to fourteen. In the fourth grade, the

student’s ages ranged from eight to fifteen.347

The Virginia Education Commission suggested that the situation could be

improved with the establishment of an earlier entrance age for students starting

schools, tighter compulsory attendance laws, and provisions for better grading and

instruction to improve the progress of students in the primary grades.348 However,

a study conducted in 1927 reported that the problem still existed.349 Therefore,

after reviewing Pocahontas High School records, it is evident that many students at

the primary grade level failed to reach the high school. It is assumed that when the

older students reached a certain age, they would become frustrated with their

progress. Thus, the students probably dropped out of school to pursue work in the

coalmines or to marry and start a family. However, the situation changed following

World War II. Pocahontas High School records indicated a substantial growth in

student population during the second half of the 1940s. In the wake of a post-war

school age population boom, the high school enrollment at Pocahontas High

School increased from 144 students in 1945 to 275 in 1946.350 Walker recalled that

her graduating class in 1947 was one of the largest to graduate at Pocahontas High

School.351  Some members of that graduating class had been drafted during the war

and returned to finish their education. In fact, throughout Tazewell County many

service men returned to complete the requirements for their high school diploma.352
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Walker remembered her graduating class consisting of around sixty students, a

substantial increase over the number of graduates from the previous year.353

Bus Transportation in Pocahontas

A factor contributing to the growth of Pocahontas High School was the

addition of bus transportation. Public transportation not only contributed to the

growth of the school, but it provided secondary educational opportunities to those

students living in the outlying areas of Boissevain and Abbs Valley.

Link described transportation in the rural areas of Virginia as a factor in

increasing regular school attendance. By extending transportation to the outlying

areas, students gained access to secondary schools that were often miles away and

well beyond walking distance.354

The first school bus purchased in Tazewell County was for the Pocahontas

area. The bus provided transportation for those students who had attended the Coal

Branch Primary School, which had closed in 1926.355 The Tazewell County School

Board purchased a Chevrolet bus from the Riverside Motor Company for the sum

of $1,184.75.356 At the January 1927 meeting of the Tazewell County School

Board, the bus purchased for Pocahontas was given a “jolly tryout” by the

Tazewell County Board of Supervisors and the School Board members.357 At the

April meeting, it was requested by patrons from the Pocahontas area that bus

service be extended to Boissevain for those students attending Pocahontas High

School. Though these student were not granted bus service at the conclusion of the

1926-1927 school term, the parents were assured by the School Board members

that the extension of bus service would be implemented the following school
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year.358 In 1929, Grady Carper, who taught mathematics at Pocahontas High

School, was paid $25 per month for transporting students from the rural areas

surrounding the school.359 In 1930, transportation had expanded, which required

the purchase of an additional bus for the Pocahontas area.360 By the 1950s, there

was bus transportation along the main road from Abbs Valley to Pocahontas.

However, many students still had to walk several miles to a designated bus stop.361

Today, the bus routes in the Pocahontas area cover not only the main roads, but

also the rural routes that include hollows and mountain ridges.

During the 1920s, few children in the rural areas of Tazewell County

attended high school.362 Isolation and bad roads created an aversion to equality of

learning for some students and caused irregular and broken school attendance.363

The advent of bus transportation in Pocahontas contributed to improved attendance

of those students living in the rural areas.

The Role of the Teacher in the Community

The instructional staff at Pocahontas High School was considered well

trained and made up of some of the “finest teachers” in the State of Virginia. In the

June 1, 1916 issue of the Virginia Journal of Education, State Inspector A.L.

Lincoln reported that the faculty at Pocahontas was, in his opinion, one of the

strongest in the state.364 Upon his return in 1917, Lincoln once again commended

both the faculty and the community there writing that: “The people of Pocahontas

take pride in their schools, and depend on the local school board to provide the best

teachers possible.”365
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Only well-trained, capable applicants were selected to become members of

the teaching staffs in Tazewell County. The employment of such a staff of capable

teachers was attributed to the progress made in the educational system.366 Teachers

were required to attend all of the Tazewell County Teacher’s Association meetings

when notified by the Division Superintendent. While at those meetings, teachers

received training regarding operating procedures such as scheduling, salaries, and

teaching requirements.367 Pocahontas High School Principal C.C. Caldwell

reported to the Virginia Journal of Education that a meeting of the Tazewell

County Teachers’ Association was held in Graham, Virginia, on the 26th and 27th

of January, 1917. “There was over 75 percent of the county’s personnel in

attendance,” Caldwell noted. The teachers arrived in Graham on Thursday night

and were entertained with a play presented by the senior class at Graham High

School. The next day, the teachers spent the balance of the day in department

meetings. In the high school department meeting, Caldwell wrote that many “live

topics and problems were discussed.” The conclusion of the meeting featured an

informal reception and an address by State Superintendent Stearns. Stearns spoke

of Tazewell County’s first class efforts to “eradicate illiteracy.”368 He also

commented that the teachers of Tazewell County were underpaid and that it was a

fact that the caretakers of the horses and cattle of the county were paid more than

the teachers who were entrusted with the responsibility of training their children.369

The citizens of Pocahontas accorded much respect to their teachers.370 As

Maxine Hager recollected, “We knew better than to not respect our teachers in the

community. If I was disrespectful to anyone there, my parents would have
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certainly taken care of me and I knew that.”371 At that time, trouble at school meant

trouble at home as well.372 Betty Daugherty remembered that if students were

punished at school, they knew better than to go home and tell because their parents

would punish them again.373

Often, prominent citizens of the town hosted dinner parties in honor of the

teachers at the school.374 The teachers of the community were treated like family.

The community made it a priority to make them feel welcome. They were invited

into homes and churches.375 Brooks recalled that during the winter when school

was cancelled, the teachers were invited to his home for hot chocolate and

cookies.376 Bessie Walker, a 1948 graduate of Pocahontas High School, recalled on

several occasions paying social visits to her teachers at the Teacher’s Clubhouse.377

The faculty of Pocahontas participated in various fundraisers designed to

supplement the finances for the benefit of Pocahontas High School and its students.

The community supported the faculty’s endeavors. In 1927, the Bluefield Daily

Telegraph reported that the ladies of the Pocahontas faculty organized a benefit

card party. The event was held in the main dining room of the Pocahontas Inn and

described by the Telegraph as the “social event of the year.” About 150

Pocahontas residents competed at such card games as bridge and rook. The

proceeds from the party went towards improving the grounds at the school.378  In

1929, the faculty of the school presented a play titled “Adam and Eve.” Earnings
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from the play’s performance went towards benefiting the Athletic Association and

the Library Fund.379

The departure of the faculty at the conclusion of the school term left a void

in the social life of the community, causing regret among their many friends and

acquaintances.380 Each year, large crowds would gather at the train station to bid

the teachers farewell. Some of those teachers would return to spend their summer

vacations in Pocahontas.381

Course Offerings in a Mining Town

Dotson wrote that in some mining communities an effort was made to enrich

the curriculum with instructional opportunities in music, art, and home

economics.382 In many coal camps, the company mandated curriculum standards

that included the basic subjects and even included classes on coal mining.383

However, Pocahontas High School strictly followed the curriculum guidelines

mandated by the State of Virginia. There were no mining courses taught to the

students at the school. However, the coal company offered classes to adults in the

community seeking their mining certification.384

The Pocahontas Fuel Company assisted the school system in the

dissemination of textbooks. New textbooks could be purchased at the company

store, which had been chosen by the school board as a book depository.385 The

company store had a section set aside and stocked with schoolbooks. Each year,

students were given a list of adopted books on the first day of school.386 The

textbooks were purchased by students at state contracted prices and no profit was
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realized by the company store.387 The Pocahontas Fuel Company carried the books

as a service to the school and community.

Many students purchased second-hand books. Walker recalled that the books

were not changed often, thus allowing students to purchase and exchange used

textbooks with one another.388 Often, parents were unwilling or unable to purchase

the required textbooks. Occasionally, the Tazewell County School Board would

help by purchasing books for such a child. In some instances, the teachers would

find old copies of books for the student. When all other aid had been exhausted, the

teacher would at times purchase needed books with their own personal funds.389

Athletics and Leisure in the Coalfields

Along with the school’s growth came the expansion of its athletic programs.

In the early years of the school, basketball seemed to be the sport that gained the

most attention from within the community. Dotson described basketball as being

the most popular sport in many mining communities.390 It was not uncommon for

the high school team to challenge the Pocahontas Athletes, the town’s team.

Games were often played before large crowds in the Athletic Club Hall, with the

proceeds from ticket sales going towards some designated cause.391

In the early years, the high school’s basketball games were often played

under less than ideal conditions. Ellett recalled one game played at Witten’s Mill

on an outdoor court that was covered with snow and rocks one inch in size. “It
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snowed. One of our players fell and hurt his knee. We finished the game with four

players and won.”392

In town, games were played at the Athletic Club Hall. The ceiling there was

eleven feet high with an auditorium stage on one end and a wall on the other.393

There were no basketball coaches and the high school provided little support for its

teams.394

Baseball was another popular sport in Pocahontas. The game had been

unknown prior to the mining of coal in Appalachia. However, when the coal

operators and railroad workers arrived, they brought with them their interest in the

game.395 In nearly every coal town in the region there was baseball.396

The early high school baseball teams also received little financial support

from the school. Individual players purchased their uniforms, balls, bats, and paid

for their train or taxi fare for out of town trips.397 Whenever the Pocahontas High

School team traveled, they were often greeted with hospitality, which might

include a warm meal and overnight lodging. When Pocahontas traveled to

Northfork, West Virginia, by train for a baseball game, they would spend the night

with families from the opposing team. The families in Pocahontas would

reciprocate this hospitality.398

In 1922, the Pocahontas Baseball Park was completed and described as “one

of the best parks in the coalfield.” The seating capacity for the park was 2,500.399

There, semi-professional games were played between Pocahontas and other

coalfield teams.400
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Each coal town had its own baseball team that was supported by the

company. The Pocahontas Baseball Association consisted of teams throughout the

Pocahontas coalfield region. Sunday afternoon baseball became a local cultural

tradition and the games were attended by nearly everyone in town. The American

Legion Post No. 14 sold concessions with products ranging from peanuts to non-

alcoholic beer. Opening day was a community event as prizes were awarded to the

players by local businesses for home runs, base hits, stolen bases, runs scored, and

the first error committed. During the 1925 event, prizes consisted of shoes from the

Army Store, a silk tie by Saul Miller, a suit dry cleaning by American Dry

Cleaning and Tailoring Company, a box of cigars by Obbagy Brothers, and a

haircut, shave, tonic, and shower bath by Coleman’s Barber Shop.401

Mullins wrote that talented semi-professional baseball players were often

recruited by the coal company and hired at the mines for their athletic prowess.402

It was reported by the Telegraph that Major League scouts regularly attended

baseball games throughout the coalfields. One of the Pocahontas players, “Lefty”

Dye, was given an opportunity to play for the Cincinnati Reds when their scouts

discovered him pitching against a team from Princeton.403

The first record of the “Indians” being used as a mascot for the athletic

teams in the town appeared in a 1927 article of the Bluefield Daily Telegraph. In

this article, the semi-professional baseball team was referred to as the Pocahontas

“Indians”. However, it is uncertain as to whether the town or the school used the

name first.404
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By 1927, football and track had joined basketball and baseball as athletic

offerings at the school.405 The early athletic teams of Pocahontas High School were

competitive with the other schools in the county. The school newspaper, Poca Hi

Echo, reported that the 1928-1929 girls’ basketball team had capped an undefeated

season by winning the Tazewell County championship held at Bluefield College.

That season the girls’ team defeated all of the county high school teams and

outscored their opponents by a combined score of 275 to 143.406 In 1932, both the

boys and girls basketball teams won the Tazewell County Championship in the

same tournament held at Bluefield College.407

The early athletic teams at Pocahontas High School were successful and well

supported by the community. However, the teams received little financial support

from the school itself. Therefore, the early athletic programs at the school operated

with assistance from the Town of Pocahontas and the Pocahontas Fuel

Company.408 The town and coal company provided the school with needed

equipment, uniforms, and coaching supplements.

In the years that followed, the community actively supported a few sports at

the school. These sports provided deep satisfaction both for participants and

spectators.409 In recent years, basketball and football have been the major

competitive sports since they are the ones in which Pocahontas students have

excelled. Although both sports would struggle from small numbers, declining

enrollments, and lack of funding, the teams have experienced moments of success
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in both county and district competition. The boy’s basketball team won the county

championship in the Tazewell County Basketball Tournament in 1972 and the

football team posted a 9-1 record during the 1990 season.410 In spite of the record

of the athletic teams of the past, they have always thrived on the psychological

support of the Pocahontas High School communities.

Coal Company Support

The amount of support given by the coal companies contributed to the

perception of the community towards the local school.411 Corbin wrote that the coal

companies worked vigorously to improve the quality of public education at the

local level.412 Throughout the region, the coal company had a reputation for

supporting its local schools.413 They did so by subsidizing teachers’ salaries,

deeding land for construction, building schools, and donating equipment. Coal

companies provided local schools with support and financial assistance.414 Mining

towns also supported the extension of school operation longer than other non-

industrial communities. Dotson believed that the coal operator understood that a

longer school term was needed to ensure proper training. Therefore, the coal

company supported the extension of school operations from seven to nine

months.415 However, in most mining communities, it was not common for the coal

company to involve itself in the formation of school policy or the day-to-day

operation of schools.416 The operation of schools in Pocahontas was left up to the

school administration.417
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In Tazewell County, the Pocahontas Fuel Company stood for the liberal

funding of education. As its largest taxpayer, the company believed that adequate

funding for education should either come from general tax levies or through bond

indebtedness.418 In fact, paying taxes was one of the most important ways that the

Pocahontas Fuel Company supported education.419

Another way that the coal company supported education in Pocahontas was

through the donation of items needed by the school and its students. When it came

to the children at the school, the Pocahontas Fuel Company was always charitable.

Drosick recalled that the Pocahontas Fuel Company donated outside playground

equipment for the school. During the depression era, the company provided food

for the school’s Home Economics department so that Mrs. Hannah Haga and her

students could prepare meals for the underprivileged elementary students. Maxine

Harman Hager remembered what a rewarding experience it was to serve the small

students with hot soup and sandwiches.420 At Christmas time, the company

provided each student with bags of oranges, nuts, candy, and apples. The

Pocahontas Fuel Company always made sure that families had food at Christmas

time. The coal company also provided scholarships to qualifying students attending

college.421 Hager recalled the miners also assisting the students at the school.

“When the seniors wanted to take a trip to Washington D.C., the
miners passed around a paper through the mines and added to the
amount of money already collected. We had enough money so that all
of the children could go. We had more money than we needed, and we
had extra money to give to the students. We had a marvelous trip. The
coal miners made that trip possible.”422

                                                          
418 A.S. Greever, “Pocahontas Votes Big Bond Issue,” Clinch Valley News, 13 March 1925, 1.
419 Mullins, 87.
420 Hager, 1999, 4.
421 Drosick, 2000, 4.
422 Maxine Harman Hager, Interviewed by the author, 15 November 1999, interview 1, transcript, Eastern

Regional Coal Archives, Craft Memorial Library, Bluefield, WV, 3.



76

Low salaries and a lack of desirable housing in the coal fields made it

difficult to secure qualified teachers in some areas. Often, the reputation of the coal

town alone was enough to discourage some teachers from applying for

employment there. Dotson described the average homes in most mining

communities as not attractive enough for a young female who had been ambitious

enough to prepare herself to teach.423 Charlotte “Pinky” Caldwell Giesen, a teacher

at Pocahontas High School during the late 1920s, explained the apprehensions of

her parents when she accepted a job teaching in a coalfield school: “I remember

how disturbed my parents were when I first went to Pocahontas in 1927. It was as

if they thought if I went there I would become smutty both outside and inside. But

they gradually understood how much white gold there was in that black bottom.”424

In an effort to secure the most capable teachers, the coal company

supplemented teachers’ salaries and built houses called “teacherages” for the

female teachers to occupy.425 Kaplan identified several teachers at Pocahontas

High School recalling having received a $10 yearly bonus directly from the

Pocahontas Fuel Company in addition to the subsidy provided by the Town of

Pocahontas.426 The Pocahontas Fuel Company also built a boarding house on West

Water Street for the female teachers to occupy.427

The Teachers’ Clubhouse

Dotson’s study identified the larger mining communities as providing so-

called clubhouses for their clerical, medical, and teaching staffs. These buildings

were described as comfortable, well arranged, with modern conveniences available
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at a fair boarding price.428 The houses were equipped with bedroom suites, kitchen-

dinette furniture, and a living area.429

The “Teacher’s Clubhouse” was built in 1922 in order to provide adequate

housing for teachers arriving in Pocahontas.430 The home was reported by the

Bluefield Daily Telegraph to be “the most modern and complete building of its

kind in this section of the State.”431 The coal company hired a hostess to clean the

house, prepare the meals, and watch over the teachers.432 The teachers shared the

rent, utilities, and housekeeping expenses. The food was purchased at the company

store where the teachers enjoyed a nice discount. The final bill was then divided up

among all the clubhouse occupants. The coal company paid the electric bill.433

Haga recalled $25 of her $110 a month salary going to pay her share of the

expenses at the clubhouse.434

The coal companies guarded the reputation of their teachers. Their conduct

was closely observed and high moral standards were demanded. In most mining

communities, teachers were expected to do social work, teach Sunday school, and

assist with community activities.435 Wayne Wright, a Pocahontas High School

graduate of 1944, recalled the strict dating policy enforced by the company.

In my courting days, I went with one of the teachers who lived at the
clubhouse. When you dated a teacher, they would allow you to go into
the parlor. There, a “lady of the house” would sit around watching
you. They were very protective of the teachers who lived there.436
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Mrs. Hannah Haga also recalled the coal company being protective of the

reputations of teachers living in the clubhouse:

When you came to work here you had to live at the clubhouse. Every
night the hostess would lock the door at 11:00 P.M. You couldn’t
marry. The men teachers stayed at Mr. Ellett’s place, but they ate their
meals at the clubhouse. And some of the employees of the Pocahontas
Fuel Company were allowed to eat there.437

In Tazewell County, the school board was also protective of their employee’s

image. The school board ordered that no married female applicants would be

contracted for the 1932-33 school year. If a teacher married or was found to be

secretly married, then her contract was automatically canceled.438 However,

Brewster wrote that many of the teachers who came to Pocahontas met eligible

bachelors, married, and decided to make the Town of Pocahontas their home.439

The Town’s Support

A.S. Greever portrayed the Town of Pocahontas as being progressive in the

area of financial support for its schools. The liberal funding of education there

provided the town with a system of schools that was depicted as “equal to the

best.” Greever described the town as having taken the lead in Tazewell County in

putting up local funds for her school.440 In the earlier years the officials of the coal

company had been most influential in running the town. This influence secured the

town’s commitment to providing the best schools for its residents.441

 In 1923, the Town of Pocahontas sold the high school property and building

to the Tazewell County School Board for the sum of $5,000.442 However, the town

continued to provide the financial support needed for the school to continue the
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school’s operation for nine months. The town financed the school for many years

without charging tuition. In 1917, A.L. Lincoln noted that Pocahontas High School

was the only school in Tazewell County that did not charge its students tuition.443

The town also provided salary supplements for teachers and coaches.

The most revealing documentation of the Town’s support of education was a

resolution recorded by the Town Council on April 2, 1924. In that resolution, the

town called for an increase in the school levy, the support of a nine month school

term, favorable teacher salaries, the appropriation of money by the town council to

supplement teacher’s salaries, and the endorsement of any tax increases necessary

to provide a full and complete term of school. The council members expressed the

belief that they were acting in accordance with the known sentiment of the

community. A copy of this resolution was forwarded to both the Tazewell County

School Board and the Tazewell County Board of Supervisors.444

On February 1, 1928, the Pocahontas Town Council passed another

resolution supporting an increase in the school levy from $1.25 to $1.75 on the

assessed real estate and tangible personal property in Tazewell County.445 Council

members indicated that the maximum levy of $1.25 was not enough to conduct

schools for a full nine-month term without charging tuition. The Town Council

believed that requiring patrons to pay tuition in order to operate Pocahontas High

School for the full nine months was discriminatory and deprived underprivileged

students of their right to an education.446 The tuition charged for high school
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students was viewed by some as a barrier to the education of all students.447 In

Tazewell County, the high school principals were instructed by the Tazewell

County School Board to drop those students who had not paid their tuition.448 In

March, the Virginia General Assembly passed a special act enabling the Tazewell

County Board of Supervisors to hold an election that would decide on an increase

in the school levy.449 It was decided that the special election would be held on June

19, 1928.

The Bluefield Daily Telegraph reported that with the community growing

and demands for adequate facilities increasing that more revenue was needed for

the operation of schools in Tazewell County.450 The Telegraph printed the

following passage in support of the school levy: “Public schools are our most

useful institutions and the development of our county and state depends on

education and capital and the more closely the two affiliate the more progress we

will make.”451

Prior to the election, J.T. Crabtree, Chairman of the Tazewell County School

Board, published a report containing facts and figures relative to the financing of

schools for the seven-month period. Crabtree wrote that with the proposed increase

in the school levy, the county could eventually operate schools for nine months

without the assistance from the incorporated towns or the excessive high school

tuition.452 The increase in revenue would also be applied towards janitorial services
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and fuel costs, principals and assistant principal salaries, and the reduction of one

and two room schools.453

The proposed school bond levy increase was defeated in Tazewell County

by around 500 votes. However, in Pocahontas where only a third of the voters

turned out, the levy increase passed by a small margin. The outcome was

disappointing to the incorporated towns and rural communities in Tazewell County

that hoped the county would assume total fiscal responsibility for the operation of

schools.454 Though the county as a whole did not commit to the idea of an increase

in the school levy, the Town of Pocahontas continued to provide support for its

schools.

Throughout Tazewell County, the incorporated towns worked with the

school board to provide high schools.455 Each year, a contract was drafted between

the Town of Pocahontas and the Tazewell County School Board that outlined the

town’s support in running the schools for the eighth and ninth month. The contract

provided that the town pay for the extension of school operations, the employment

of a custodian, supplement teacher’s salaries, and payments for lights, power, and

water.456 In Pocahontas, the Town donated $6,031.45 to assist with the operations

of the school for the 1927-1928 school year.457 In 1929, $5,802.58 was allocated

for school operations. This accounted for 22 percent of the Town’s total budget,

which was derived from general taxes, interest, licenses, and fines.458

The Town of Pocahontas supplemented the monthly pay of teachers and

coaches at Pocahontas High School. The Bluefield Daily Telegraph reported in

1916 that the council allocated $245 to supplement teacher salaries.459 In 1928, the
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Town Council supplemented the salaries of teachers at Pocahontas, allocating

$3,465 in bonuses.460 Grady Carper, who taught math at Pocahontas High School

from 1928-1930, recalled that the Pocahontas Town Council had worked out a

subsidy for teachers from what was called a “sinking fund.”461 This sinking fund

was separate from the usual school expenditures.462 In 1945 and 1946, the Town

Council reported that teacher salaries were supplemented at the rate of $10 per

month for certified teachers and $5 per month for non-certified teachers.463 The

Town also provided needed items such as furniture, fixtures, and mattresses for the

female teachers at the Teacher’s Clubhouse.464

The Great Depression caused an economic crisis in the coalfields as it swept

throughout the country.465 During this period, the town council considered

eliminating salary supplements. A motion was made and Mayor Crawford voted

against the proposal casting the deciding vote. Nonetheless, it was decided on by

the council to decrease the supplements by 50 percent. As the town recovered from

the effects of the Depression, salary bonuses continued as they had before.

However, the town did make an effort in the same meeting to pay the tuition of

students living within the town’s limits. A list of those children was requested of

the school, and the town covered the tuition cost for each student.466 Consequently,

the town’s employee’s salaries were reduced by 20 percent to finance the

elimination of this tuition payment.467
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At the conclusion of 1932, the Governor and the General Assembly of

Virginia authorized a cut in school appropriations to balance the state’s budget.468

As a result, the Tazewell County School Board voted to shorten the school term to

seven months. However, the teachers in the county agreed to work one week for

free and the towns provided the additional revenue needed to continue high school

operations for nine months.469

During the 1933-1934 school year, the Governor with authorization from the

General Assembly reduced state appropriations for local schools by 30 percent.

The decrease in state funding for education and the lack of local revenue due to

delinquent taxes threatened the school term.470  However, the state secured

$750,000 in federal aid so that all high schools could operate for the normal

term.471 Later in 1933, a motion was made and carried that the Town of Pocahontas

would no longer assume any part of the expenses in connection with Pocahontas

High School.472 From this point forward the school was fully operated with state

and local funds. Although it is perceived that the town chose to abdicate fiscal

responsibility for the operation of the schools in Pocahontas, there is evidence that

the Town of Pocahontas continued to provide monetary support in the form of gifts

and salary supplements.

Each year, the town expressed its appreciation to the high school coaches by

providing them with yearly bonuses. In 1937, it was noted in the Town Council

Minutes that Tony Lotito and Emily Simpson received $100 and $50 bonuses for

performing their coaching duties.473 In 1938, each coach received $50 as a token of
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the town’s appreciation for their “outstanding service to the youth of

Pocahontas.”474 Coaches were also supplemented $35 a month for a duration of 10

months for their endeavors.475

Zolly Toth described the athletic programs at Pocahontas High School as

struggling near the end of the Great Depression.476 “Herb Miller was the football

coach there, and for a while we didn’t know if we could have a team, because

times were hard. We had to buy our own shoes and socks to play the games.”

However, Toth recalled Carl Snavely taking the helm and the situation improving.

“There was enough money to buy our socks and equipment.”477 Apparently, a

portion of the additional money used for these improvements came from the town.

In 1941, Coach Snavely’s efforts to provide for the team culminated with a visit

before the council. Snavely asked for and was granted the funding needed to

purchase new uniforms for the high school football team.478

It was a common occurrence for the principal of the high school to appear

each year before the council to request money for the upcoming school term. In

1945, R.T. Carter went before the group to request funds for a proposed

cafeteria.479 The council provided the school with a $500 donation and a $500 loan

to go towards the school's first lunch program.480 During the 1950s, Gaza Kovach

regularly appeared before the council to request money for coaching

supplements.481 Each year, the town council provided $1,800 to supplement the
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salaries of the coaches and the band director.482 In 1958, Kovach went before the

council for the last time. Though the town granted the school the usual amount of

$1,800, the members conveyed that it would be the last time that monetary support

would be provided to the school for such purposes. Sinking revenues as a result of

the closing of the mines in Pocahontas prevented the town from providing further

support for the school.483 Therefore, there has been little evidence since then of the

town providing financial support for the high school.

The Expansion of Pocahontas High School

As a consequence of the influx of school age children into Pocahontas, the

single two-story building no longer provided the adequate classroom space needed

to meet state requirements. The school was in need of certain repairs,

improvements, and additions.484 The growth experienced by the high school had

created a need for additional classrooms, and these classrooms were often rented

throughout the town in unsuitable dwellings.485 The building was described as

being “severely taxed” with cramped conditions. In September of 1922, A.S.

Greever, Superintendent of Tazewell County Public Schools, accompanied Dr.

Harris H. Hart, State Superintendent of Instruction to Pocahontas to make an

estimate of what improvements were needed.486

In 1923, the State’s plan to build a new addition to Pocahontas High School

was temporarily placed on hold. State Superintendent of Instruction Dr. Harris H.

Hart explained to the Tazewell County School Board that the “exorbitant prices

demanded for labor and materials” was the direct cause for the delay. However, in

consideration of the pressing needs at Pocahontas, Hart advised the building of the
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addition. He suggested that the board accept the architectural plans that had been

developed by the Pocahontas Fuel Company. The building’s construction would be

contingent on whether the addition could be built for $20,000, and that the money

could be secured from the Literary Fund. Their visit prompted citizens to be

hopeful that relief to the inadequate school situation was on the way.487

In January of 1925, an ordinance was issued that called for a bond issue

election in the amount of  $90,000. One-third of this amount was to be used to

expand and repair the school facilities in Pocahontas.488 The bond issue election

was set for March 10, 1925.489 The Bluefield Daily Telegraph carried editorials and

letters that argued both sides of the referendum. J.S. Browning, an independent

coal operator from Boissevain, accused the town of having “a champagne appetite

on a beer budget.”490 Even the debaters of Pocahontas High School argued over the

proposed bond issue. The debate, designed to bring awareness to the voters, was

well attended. During the debate, one student remarked: “If $100,000 could be

spent on a wedding in Chicago, cannot then Pocahontas invest the trifling sum of

$30,000 in the greatest institution, the hope of tomorrow, the public school.”491

On Election Day, the Town of Pocahontas rallied in support of the bond

issue. The mines were shut down and the students were dismissed to lobby in

support of the cause. Professor Crowgey, the schoolteachers, and all of the students

formed a parade carrying banners that read “Vote for the Bond Issue.” They

marched from the schoolhouse to Town Hall where the voting took place.492 The

following day it was announced that the bond issue had carried by a safe majority.
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Of the 290 votes cast, 232 citizens voted for the bond issue while 58 voted against

the initiative.493

The bond issue assisted in financing the construction of the first high school

gymnasium in Tazewell County.494 It also assisted in providing an elementary

school that was located beside the high school. The elementary school would house

students in grades first through sixth, while the seventh grade remained in the high

school building. The two buildings would be maintained by Tazewell County

Public Schools.495

The County provided $26,000 towards the completion of the project. Of that

amount, $22,000 was derived from the Literary Fund, while $4,000 was added

from the amount owed when the county purchased the high school property from

the town back in 1923.496 The bond issue provided approximately $29,726.87, and

there was  $3,000 in various donations. The total amount raised for construction

was $58,726.87. The total cost for the construction of the new elementary school

was $37,000. The construction of the new gymnasium was $20,300. The lot for the

elementary school was purchased from George Rosenbaum for $750.00, and the

cost for the engineer came to $125.00.497 The remaining balance of $551.87 was

applied towards the cost of bricking up the windows of the high school building,

lights, and two hand basins for the gymnasium. The total cost for the completion of

the project was $58,726.87.498
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The expansion of Pocahontas High School during the late 1920s led to the
addition of Pocahontas Elementary School (left) and the first
gymnasium/auditorium in Tazewell County (right). (Photo courtesy of the
Library of Virginia)
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Dotson’s study revealed that by the 1930s, many of the school buildings

throughout the coalfields were considered out of date.499 However, thanks to the

support of the school system, coal company and the Town of Pocahontas, the

school facilities in Pocahontas consisted of two modern brick school buildings with

a gymnasium and auditorium to serve the educational and recreational needs of the

school and community.500  Furthermore, the construction of the buildings was just

in time as the Great Depression and World War II forced a general suspension of

new school construction throughout the State of Virginia.501

The Typical Day at Pocahontas High School

The typical day for a student or teacher in the early years of Pocahontas

High School began with a scenic walk to school.502 Maxine Hager described the

walk as an opportunity to socialize with her fellow students. Virginia Kiser wrote

that walking to school each day was a “picturesque scene.”503 “We were always

accompanied by loud music from the piano players. Each home we passed played a

different tune. The cows, geese, and ducks often walked in the center of the street,

while the children, dogs, and teachers chose the sidewalks.”504 Bessie Walker

remembered walking up Water Street and climbing up a big flight of cement steps.

“There were hundreds of steps. That’s how everyone who walked went to school.

When you reached the top of the steps there was a nice playground. You had the

option of staying out on the playground, but generally in bad weather you went

inside and reported to your homeroom teacher.”505 Jerry Gravely, a Pocahontas

High School graduate of 1958, recalled the boys in the school arriving sometimes

45 minutes early to get in a game of football or tag. When it was cold, Principal
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R.T. Carter would open up the gym for the boys to play basketball or

roughhouse.506 Upon entering the building, the first thing students noticed were the

oiled floors in the hall.507 Wright remembered the floors always being oiled. “The

floors were slick and we would run and slide in the oil.”508

The school day at Pocahontas High School began at 8:45 AM.509 The day

commenced with a homeroom period where the teacher would check the roll.510

During the 1945 school year, Principal R.T. Carter held an assembly in the gym

each Friday morning to give the students a “pep talk” and to make announcements

concerning school activities. Pastors within the community also held devotional

periods periodically.511

Students at the school were expected to be on time. C.C. Caldwell, Principal

of Pocahontas High School from 1914-1919, was reported to have given a reward

for the homeroom that had no tardy pupils for the week. The reward was a one-

hour holiday from school.512 Following the homeroom period, students would then

change from class to class.513 Walker remembered that it was the librarian’s job to

ring a hand bell for class changes and dismissal.514 Students were given three

minutes to change classes. This limited amount of time required students to carry

their books, and go to their lockers in the morning, at lunch, and before they

departed for home.515

Around noon, students were given one hour for lunch. The students who

lived in town would go home to eat. However, those students who lived outside of
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town either packed their lunch or did without. As mentioned earlier, the

Pocahontas Fuel Company during the Great Depression era donated food to the

school’s Home Economics department for those students who could not go home

to eat.516 The federal school lunch program was established in 1943 and soon

Pocahontas High School had a cafeteria added to its facilities.517 The school

newspaper, The Pocahontas Indian, reported that the addition of a cafeteria was to

the delight of everyone, especially the bus students.518 The paper estimated around

350 students eating in the lunchroom each day.519 The cooks arrived each morning

at 6:30 AM to prepare lunch. Kovach recalled that the early start was needed

because the cafeteria workers prepared their own food from scratch. “Back then

they made their own hamburger and hot dog buns. They did all the cooking. Very

little was bought.”520

The school day ended around 3:30 PM.521 In the early years, there was very

little social life after school. Edna Drosick and Maxine Hager recalled that there

weren’t a large number of activities for students to participate in. However,

students loved to dance though the policy forbade them from doing so at the

school.522 The Tazewell County School Board had ordered that no public dances

were to be held on school property. However, teachers were encouraged to

chaperone dances held off campus so that no disturbances occur.523 Walker

recalled the American Legion lending the students a room in the basement called

the “Dig-In”. After home games, the students would have dances there. The room

was equipped with a jukebox, and the students were charged only two or three
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dollars for electricity.524 Hager recollected how skilled the dancers were from

Pocahontas. “When people mentioned Pocahontas High School, people thought

about dancing because we were such good dancers. They didn’t realize that was all

we had to do.”525 However, Hager added that by the time that she returned as a

teacher during the 1940s, the school had more activities for students. These

activities included a May Day festival conducted by the Physical Education

Department, a Junior-Senior Prom, a 60-piece band, and many exciting clubs and

organizations.526

The Decline of the Coal Industry in Pocahontas

The building of mining towns, which began with Pocahontas in the early

1880s, and peaked during the 1920s, ended during the Great Depression.527 The

availability of automobiles, credit, and improved roads freed the miner and his

family from the company town.528 Consequently, very little residential or business

construction took place in Pocahontas after 1920.529 The miners could now afford

to live in rural areas within driving distances of the mines. Thus, communities such

as Abbs Valley and Boissevain began to grow.

 In Pocahontas, the Great Depression had forced many miners out of work.

However, the start of World War II had invigorated the coal industry due to the

Lend Lease Policy and the rearming of our own nation.530 Tazewell County coal

production peaked in 1943.531 However, coal’s economic dominance was nearing

the end in Pocahontas. Following World War II, competition from alternative fuel
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sources such as gas, oil, and hydroelectric power reduced the demand for coal.532

Mechanization also made it possible to produce more coal using less labor.533 The

more coal that could be excavated, the faster a mine could be worked out.534 The

change to a more mechanized mining operation also reduced the coal company’s

labor force and was a factor in the economic depression that gripped Central

Appalachia during the 1950s.535

The Industrial Survey conducted in 1929 warned that it would become

necessary for the Town of Pocahontas to attract other forms of manufacturing if the

population was to be maintained. 536 However, the town had relied heavily on the

coal industry and was ill prepared for the changes and transformations that would

result from the retirement of the Pocahontas No. 1 mine in 1955.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE MODERN HIGH SCHOOL, 1955-1991

The Construction of a Modern High School

As already demonstrated, a rise in the student population during the late

1940s created overcrowded conditions at the Pocahontas Elementary School and

Pocahontas High School. The wartime increase in the birthrate had accounted for a

consistent growth in school enrollment that began to take effect during the late

1940s.537 Also, there were many ex-servicemen who returned to high school to

complete their studies.538 In fact, the graduating class of 1947 was reported to be

the largest in the history of Pocahontas High School.539

As an elementary student, David Kovach recalled attending classes in the

Pocahontas Baptist Church. The utilization of the local church came as a result of

the lack of classroom space in the existing buildings.540 In 1947, the Tazewell

County School Board paid the Pocahontas Baptist Church $1,500 for use of their

Sunday school rooms for classroom space.541 By 1950, this amount had increased

to $2,000 per year, as additional rooms were needed.542 However, relief from these

overcrowding conditions was on its way.

Shortly after his election, Governor John S. Battle carried out an election

promise and recommended the allocation of  $75 million of state aid to the

localities for school construction. The General Assembly approved Battle’s

proposal, and transferred an additional $11 million from a sinking fund to the
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Literary Fund for school construction loans.543  In August 1950, the Tazewell

County School Board announced that $450,000 would be allocated for the

construction of a new public high school building in Pocahontas. The money was

authorized by the Virginia General Assembly House Bill No. 96, which provided

state grants to assist the localities in the construction of public school buildings.544

In 1953, the Tazewell County School Board purchased from the Pocahontas

Fuel Company a 14-acre lot for the sum of $18,100 as the site for the new

school.545 The site was located just west of the Town of Pocahontas and had served

as the athletic field for the school and community. By 1954, the school was under

construction on the 14-acre lot, and the cost of the building was estimated to be

approximately $600,338. The facility was designed to include an auditorium with a

seating capacity of 500; a gymnasium, with a seating capacity of 640; a kitchen

and cafeteria with a seating capacity of 200; a library; an office suite; a music

room; a home economics department; a science department; and ten additional

classrooms. In the fall of 1955 it was announced that the new Pocahontas High

School would be opened for the first time.546 Louise Blizzard, a teacher at the

school since 1948, remembered the facilities being so much more modern than the

school on the hill.547 However, Jerry Gravely recalled it being difficult to give up

something that had been a part of your life for so long. “I saw girls leaving the old

school crying. It was a sad occasion.”548  Kovach recalled that with the

construction of the new school the overcrowding conditions were remedied since

the elementary school was able to utilize the old high school building.549 However,

                                                          
543 Pearson and Fuller, 1303.
544 School Board Minutes, Tazewell County Public Schools, 9 August 1950.
545 Tazewell County Deed Book #214, 256-257.
546 “12,000 Pupils Expected for County Schools,” Clinch Valley News, 19 August 1955, 1.
547 Louise J. Blizzard. Interviewed by the author, 2 May 2000, interview 6, transcript, Eastern Regional

Coal Archives, Craft Memorial Library, Bluefield, West Virginia, 4.
548 Gravely, 2000, 3.
549 Kovach, 2000, 1.



96

Old Pocahontas High School as it stands today, a victim of decades of neglect and
vandalism. (Photograph taken by the author)
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the school building would soon outlive its usefulness. The structure was donated to

the Town of Pocahontas in 1967 and used as a recreational facility.550 In 1971, the

building was auctioned off and purchased by A. Eugene Edmonds for $1,500.551 In

1982, it was reported by the Bluefield Daily Telegraph that the once remarkable

structure of the community had become an eyesore.552 Today, the building stands

in ruin, a victim of years of neglect. However, one can imagine the influence and

the majestic presence the school must have presented at the height of the coal

industry in Pocahontas.

The Transition Years

During the 1950s, the Pocahontas Fuel Company begun to sell off its

residential property and either discharged or transferred most of its employees.553

The coal industry that had dominated the life of the community from its earliest

years had declined. In 1955, the Pocahontas No. 1 mine, which had produced over

44,000,0000 tons of coal, was closed.554 As a result, there begun a decline in the

population and economic conditions of the community.555

The population of Pocahontas, which had totaled 2,410 in 1950, had

decreased to 1,313 by 1960.556 However, there seemed to be an increase in the

population of the other two communities served by Pocahontas High School.

Although affected by the closing of the mines, the communities of Abbs Valley
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and Boissevain had an estimated population of 2,500.557 Employment opportunities

were available to its residents in the coalmines of Bishop, Virginia, or in the shops

and mines at Gary, West Virginia, some 25 miles north.558 Their inhabitants were

much younger than the residents of Pocahontas and had a greater proportion of

school age children. Thus, it was reported in 1968 that only 18 percent of the

school population were residents of Pocahontas. The remaining 82 percent came

from the outlying communities of Abbs Valley and Boissevain, Virginia.559

Following the closing of the mines, businesses began to move out of

Pocahontas. By 1962, there were only a few privately owned businesses left.560

Gillenwater’s study described the town in the aftermath of this decline as

possessing many vacant buildings existing in a poor state of repair.561 Furthermore,

Levy identified the typical mining town during this period as “cluttered depressed

villages void of any community spirit.” However, Pocahontas was different in that

regard from the typical mining town. The Pocahontas Fuel Company’s office and

store were still located there, and the town possessed a favorable climate, stable

social conditions, and a physical layout which tended to favor comfortable and

healthful living, an improvement over conditions usually found in coal mining

culture.562 Pocahontas did not appear likely to become a ghost town, but rather its

assets were causing it to become a haven for the retired, elderly population.563
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During the 1970s, the Town of Pocahontas began to capitalize on its historic

coal-mining heritage. In 1972, the town was placed on the Virginia Landmarks

Register and National Register of Historic Places.564 Since then, there has been a

plan in place to turn the town into an exhibition for tourists seeking to learn what

life was like in an early coal town.565 In 1989, that plan received a boost when the

Pocahontas Exhibition Mine was reopened after a five-year hiatus.566 The mine is

considered by some to be the focal point for the revitalization of the tourism

industry in Pocahontas. Following its reopening in 1989, the mine attracted more

than 4,000 tourists and incurred more than $22,000 in revenue for its opening

season.567 Though many of the buildings show neglect and disrepair, there is hope

from community leaders that soon tourism will revitalize the town. Some feel that

there is enough left of the architectural fabric to illustrate the town’s historically

significant qualities. However, without substantial funding by private and public

sources, efforts by the local residents to preserve the historical integrity of the

mining town may never be possible.568

Due to the closing of the mines, the downward economic trend was perhaps

best reflected in the number of families in Pocahontas that were dependent on

welfare from local agencies. In 1968, Bessie Walker reported that some forty

families were dependent on public assistance. In addition, some twenty-five to

thirty families received income from the kind of work where employees received
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only sub-standard wages.569 However, not all of the inhabitants of Pocahontas were

poor. There were many families having average and near average incomes.570

The opportunities for employment in the community were inadequate to the

demands of the graduating classes. Therefore, many of the graduates were forced

to leave to seek gainful employment.571 This situation was common throughout the

Central Appalachian coalfield region as many residents during the 1950s and

1960s migrated to urban industrial areas in the north and midwest.572 This

migration of graduates would contribute to the steady decline of school age

residents throughout the next several decades.

During this era of transition, Pocahontas High School was under the strong

leadership of Gaza Kovach. Kovach, a former graduate and resident of Pocahontas,

served as Principal from 1952 until 1971. Bessie Walker considered Kovach to be

the “hardest working principal” ever to serve at the school. He was enthusiastic,

resourceful, and dedicated to both his school and community.573 Kovach’s work

ethic was a throwback to earlier days when the immigrants first occupied the coal

towns. The coal company housing was an improvement over his parents’ dwellings

in their native homeland. Therefore, the Kovach children were taught to take care

of their possessions. This is where Kovach’s philosophy towards his school began

to emerge. Kovach’s son David believed that his pride and ownership in the school

were a result of his father’s immigrant upbringing, and he tried to instill this pride

in the students and their parents.574 Veronica Daughtery credited the pristine

condition of the building today to the pride and ownership that Kovach had in the
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school’s facilities.575 Florence Crouch, a custodian at Pocahontas High School,

recalled Kovach disciplining her for having her foot on the wall. “I wasn’t paying

attention to what I was doing and he caught me with my foot on the wall. He didn’t

like that. He jumped all over me.”576  Kovach considered it important that

Pocahontas, as the smallest school in Tazewell County, look better than the larger

high schools at Graham, Tazewell, or Richlands. It was not beneath him to mow

the grass, paint, or clean out lockers. Consequently, walking across the gym floor

in street shoes was not tolerated, and carving your initials in the library table meant

that you were punished and required to purchase a new one or to help him

refurbish the old one.577

Kovach’s leadership style was described by several as authoritarian and

often dictatorial.578 Walker recalled Kovach having to give his final consent on

every decision. “No one did anything without his approval.” He was also a strict

disciplinarian who could be both iron handed and gentle. Kovach began each year

by reciting the rules to the student body. From then on students were expected to

tow the line.579  Kovach’s son David recalled his father as being especially hard on

family members attending school there.

My brother and I were constantly under a microscope. People were
always watching to see if we got preferential treatment. One comment
he made to me when I went from elementary school to high school
was; “If you are within two rooms of trouble, I’m going to punish
you. That way everybody will know that you are not going to get
away with anything.” Once, I walked into the bathroom and smoke
rolled out. He caught the smokers and I was taken to the office and
paddled too. I wasn’t smoking. I was just using the bathroom. That
was just his style. He didn’t want us to get away with anything.580
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Like many principals during this period, Kovach frequently used the

paddle. Rodney Reid, a Pocahontas High School graduate in 1972, recalled

there being very few suspensions. Furthermore, Reid remembered Kovach

being especially concerned with the appearance of male students. “If you

needed a hair cut, he took you downtown and got your haircut for you.”581

Perhaps Kovach’s greatest impact might have been centered on the students

and their instructional and career goals. In an era where opportunities in the coal

industry were dwindling, Kovach inspired and motivated students to seek higher

aspirations in their post-graduate endeavors, encouraging students to go further in

their education than Pocahontas High School. He also motivated those students

choosing to go out into the workforce to acquire the basic skills necessary to earn a

successful living. David Kovach recalled his father being equally proud of the

student that graduated from Pocahontas High School and entered the work force

with the ability to balance a checkbook or fill out an income tax booklet. “He was

as proud of those kids as he was the academic achiever.” Maxine Hager

remembered Kovach as being very supportive of the teachers’ efforts to improve

instructional practices and student achievement.

My best memory of this support was when I was teaching seventh
grade. We had some students who had experienced problems in the
sixth grade. Together, Gaza and I purchased special reading materials
and used familiar situations to create interest. We rejoiced in May
when we tested the students. They had progressed far above grade
level. He helped make it possible.582

Roberts reflected on Kovach’s love for the children that attended the school. “He

had two loves in his life besides his family. One was Pocahontas High School and
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the other was the children that attended there.”583 In the area of continuous

improvement, Kovach led by example. Prior to his death in 1975, he had taken a

leave of absence from Tazewell County Public Schools to pursue a doctoral degree

in education.

Pocahontas High School has been fortunate to have many capable school

administrators who have contributed to the continued success of the school

program. However, because of the level of his commitment and longevity with the

institution, Gaza Kovach emerges as the educational leader of the modern era

having had the most lasting influence on the school today. His legacy is a

continued source of pride within the community, and among the teachers and

students from Pocahontas High School.

The Implementation of a Twelve Year System

With the construction of four new high schools in Tazewell County during

the mid-1950s, the School Board was ready to announce the expansion of its

educational program. In what was called a surprise resolution, the Tazewell County

School Board adopted the 12-year school system, with implementation set for the

fall of 1958.584 The Bluefield Daily Telegraph called the decision “the most

important and far-reaching educational step taken in recent Tazewell County

history.”585 The proposal was designed to bring Tazewell County in line with the

other school systems that had adopted the plan advocated several years before by

the State Board of Education.586 The plan received unanimous approval from the

Tazewell County School Board.587 The launching of Sputnik by the Soviet Union

in 1957 had created public concern about the quality of education throughout the
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United States.588 A resolution passed by the School Board indicated that they felt

justified in their actions due to the growing nationwide demands placed on public

education.589 The transition was made statewide when Nelson County added the

new grade in 1960.590

The extra year needed for the implementation of the plan was added at the

eighth grade level. As a result, Pocahontas High School acquired a five-year

educational program. The change took place beginning with the seventh grade

class in 1958. This group was required to attend an additional year of high school.

There was no ninth grade class during the 1958-1959 school year since eighth

grade students from the previous year were promoted to the tenth grade.591

Consequently, there were no graduates of Pocahontas High School in 1962.592

However, the situation became standardized during the 1962-1963 school year, as

there were five classes of normal size in the high school.593

The new 12-year system, with the accompanying curricular additions,

enhanced the enrollment at Pocahontas High School.594 As a result of the mine

closures in Pocahontas, the enrollment at the high school had dropped from 424 in

1957 to 358 by 1962. However, with the additional grade, the enrollment increased

to 445 for the 1963-1964 school year.595 During the 1962-1963 school year,

Pocahontas High School was restructured to include grades eight through twelve.
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Accordingly, the absence of a junior high school within the community allowed

students to continue coming directly from the two feeder elementary schools.596

The statewide purpose for this new grade was to emphasize careful student

guidance and to promote opportunities for pupils to explore their interests and

talents. Therefore, students could make wiser decisions concerning their future

vocation.597 Consequently, the number of high school credits required for

graduation was increased for the freshman class from 16 to 20 based on a new five-

year high school program in 1959.598

In the early years of the school, primarily the basic subjects were taught.

However, the additional grade and the added educational requirements paved the

way for the accession of a more diverse curriculum and the advent of vocational

education at Pocahontas High School. By 1962, the school had over 50 course

offerings, of which 16 were required and 36 elective. Over half of the students

were enrolled in vocational education courses.599 Vocational opportunities at the

school were later enhanced through the construction of the Tazewell County

Vocational School, which provided students in the eleventh and twelfth grades the

opportunity to receive training in five initial programs that included cosmetology,

masonry, auto mechanics, electricity, and carpentry.600

The Continued Support and Influence of the Coal Company

The Pocahontas Fuel Company continued to support Pocahontas High

School after the mines there closed in 1955. The Pocahontas Fuel Company

retained its offices in Pocahontas, Virginia. Kovach recalled the company assisting

his father with the construction of the football stadium, providing materials and
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aiding with its construction.601 Bill Stone, Principal of Pocahontas High School

from 1972-1981, recalled the Pocahontas Fuel Company treating the school as if it

were an arm of the company. “The Pocahontas Fuel Company used to be the

greatest supporter of schools in Tazewell County. If I needed a bulldozer or

lumber, the company would help us almost instantly. They were so supportive that

we tried not to abuse them when they would offer their help. If we had a problem

with the water, they would send us bottled water.” However, Stone remembered

that support ending when the Pocahontas Fuel Company moved their offices out of

Pocahontas.602

During the early 1970s, support for the instructional program at Pocahontas

High School came from a prosperous coal operator who had at one time lived in

the area. Having left the region years earlier, Oakey Alexander, a former employee

of the Pocahontas Fuel Company, never forgot the place where he got his start. In

an effort to improve the quality of education in the community, Alexander

endowed Pocahontas High School with a grant to create a vocational program and

facility. The $125,000 grant was given to Concord College in Athens, West

Virginia to disseminate among Mercer and Tazewell County schools for the

implementation of educational programs. The grant was designed to promote

greater opportunities in vocational education for students enrolled in the eighth,

ninth, and tenth grade at Pocahontas High School.603 In 1972, the industrial arts

complex was added to the school facility and was located in the former African-

American elementary school one-mile east of Pocahontas High School.604 The

Industrial Arts complex operated until 1991, when it was relocated to a mobile unit
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adjacent to the current high school. Today, Pocahontas High School operates the

only secondary industrial arts program in Tazewell County.

The Consolidation Issue

In the early part of the 20th Century, high schools with graduating classes of

fewer than twenty students typified schooling in many places. However following

World War II, American education began to reorganize and consolidate.605

Consolidation in Virginia accelerated during the post war years. The 1940s and

1950s saw a reduction in the number of high schools in Virginia. In 1940, there

were 624 high schools enrolling 122,073 students. In 1957, there were 417 high

schools enrolling 227,314 students.606

During the 1950s and 1960s, a wave of school consolidation occurred as a

result of a report produced by James S. Conant of Harvard University. The Conant

Report indicated that high schools had to be large enough to provide a

comprehensive and diverse curriculum. Throughout the nation, many school

systems followed Conant’s recommendations and, as a result, many large high

schools were built during the 1960s and 1970s.607 Larger schools were considered

advantageous for high schools because it was believed that students attending them

could be offered a variety of courses, expanded athletic and social activities, and

could gain access to needed libraries and laboratories. The consolidation

movement in Virginia continued to gain momentum despite opposition from the

rural communities.608 However, the progress of such consolidation depended on

improved highways and pupil transportation.609
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Though Pocahontas faced the hardship of losing its primary employer when

the mines closed in 1955, the student enrollment at Pocahontas High School

remained steady for several decades. The enrollment remained consistent mainly

because of the shift in population to the residential areas of Abbs Valley and

Boissevain, Virginia and the altering of the grade structure at the high school level.

During the late 1940s, the population from mining towns began to relocate

to the rural outlying areas. The residents of the rural communities of Abbs Valley

and Boissevain found work in the neighboring mines of Bishop, Virginia and the

shops and mines at U.S. Steel in Gary, West Virginia. However, after a brief

flirtation with prosperity during the 1970s, the coal industry began to decline once

again during the early 1980s.610 In 1982, the mining operations in Bishop, Virginia

were closed. As a result, many families began to leave these communities in search

of work. This scenario was typical throughout Southwest Virginia as the region’s

population dropped ten percent between 1980 and 1990.611

Another reason for the high school’s steady enrollment was the alteration of

its grade structure. In 1971, Pocahontas Elementary School was closed and the

students that attended there were transferred to Abbs Valley-Boissevain

Elementary School.612 As a result, the elementary school suffered from

overcrowding conditions.613 Thus, the seventh grade was relocated to Pocahontas

High School at the start of the 1972-1973 school year to remedy the problem.614

This caused the student enrollment to climb from 369 in 1971 to 453 in 1972 as a

result of the additional grade. Furthermore, from 1972 on, a steady decline in the

                                                          
610 Levy, 18.
611 Mullins, 148.
612 School Board Minutes, Tazewell County Public Schools, 1 June 1971. Thweatt, 4. During the same

year, the Virginia Department of Education conducted a survey of school building needs in Tazewell County. The
committee saw no need for new construction or additions for Pocahontas High School in the foreseeable future.
However, they did determine that if the enrollment continued to decline, it would be necessary to the alter-grade
school structure and the attendance area in order to provide pupils with a high quality education program.

613 Billy R. Stone, 2000, 6.
614 Tazewell County Heritage Book, 26.



109

student enrollment at Pocahontas High School occurred. By the end of the decade,

the enrollment had dropped to 341.615

As the student population at Pocahontas High School continued to decline

during the 1980s, rumors of consolidation were prevalent throughout the three

communities served by the school. In 1987, the Tazewell County School Board

released its “six-year plan” which forecasted the distinct possibility that

Pocahontas High School might face future closing.616 Bessie Walker, Principal of

Pocahontas High School from 1987 to 1991, remembered the maintenance of the

school being neglected during that period. She recollected being told that the

reason for this was that the board was considering closing the school in the near

future. During those years, Walker denied herself vacations out of fear that she

would come back and find that the school had been closed.617 As the 1980s came to

a conclusion, a series of events jeopardized the school’s future. These events

would hold the communities of Pocahontas, Abbs Valley, and Boissevain in a state

of uncertainty, while the fate of their high school rested in the hands of school and

public officials.

During the fall of 1989, it was discovered that neighboring Graham High

School had suffered structural damage from sinkholes beneath the building.618 The

students at Graham High School were temporarily housed at Graham Middle

School, and a “split schedule” was instituted.619 However, the students returned to

the high school in January after the facility was declared temporarily safe and

portions of the building were condemned. Amidst speculation that the condition of

                                                          
615 “Self Study Evaluation 1979-1980,” 9.
616 William Archer, “Progress in the Valley,” The Marketer, 1 July 1987, 4.
617 Walker, 2000, 7.
618 School Board Minutes, Tazewell County Public Schools, 13 November 1989. Several architectural firms

reported that the building suffered from a reactivated sinkhole in the school’s north wing and cracking in the interior
and exterior of the structure.

619 Mary Rice, “Graham High on Early Shift,” Bluefield Daily Telegraph, 24 October 1989, 1. Students of
Graham High attended school in the morning hours while students of Graham Middle attended school during the
afternoon.
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the building would worsen, Tazewell County Superintendent of Schools Frank

Cosby began to explore the option of constructing a new Graham High School.620

In June 1990, within the communities of Pocahontas High School rumors

were running rampant concerning possible consolidation. Don Payne, Tazewell

County Supervisor from the Northern District, received a copy of a letter sent from

Cosby to Tazewell County Administrator Lavern Bechtel that read: “The Board of

Supervisors are requested to approve the School Board’s application for literary

loans of $3.5 million to fund a new Graham High School, which would also serve

Pocahontas High School.”621 Immediately, Payne began to contact members of the

community to inform them of Cosby’s plan.622 John Roberts, a resident of Abbs

Valley, recollected receiving a phone call from Mr. Payne. “Mr. Payne contacted

me and told me what Mr. Cosby had on the agenda. Mr. Payne and I started calling

people in the community. Others joined in with the phone survey and we formed

an organization called SOS, which stood for “Save our School.” Roberts, who was

elected President and spokesperson for the group, recalled donations being taken

up at the first meeting. “We felt like we might have to have legal advice so we took

up donations and collected $787 for legal fees.”623

Opposition to Cosby’s plan of consolidation surfaced throughout the

communities of Pocahontas High School. Roberts described the communities as

being in an uproar “from one end of Pocahontas to the other end of Abbs

Valley.”624 Meanwhile, the Board of Supervisors for several meetings had refused

to grant Cosby permission to apply for the $3.5 million from the Literary Fund and

                                                          
620 School Board Minutes, Tazewell County Public Schools, 12 February 1990. During its February

meeting, the Tazewell County School Board voted to authorize the Superintendent to submit an application for
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621 Andrea Rose, “Supervisors Put GHS Plans on Hold,” Clinch Valley News, 13 June 1990, 1.
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623 John Roberts, Interviewed by the author, 17 July 2000, interview 14, transcript, Eastern Regional Coal

Archives, Craft Memorial Library, Bluefield, West Virginia, 3.
624 Roberts, 2000, 3.
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$7.5 million in bonds. Supervisor Don Payne accused Cosby of attempting to close

Pocahontas High School without the parents and residents of the community

knowing what was happening. Thus, the construction of a new Graham High

School was put on hold until a public hearing could be held and the people could

have their say on the issue of consolidation of Pocahontas and Graham High

Schools.625 The public hearing was set for July 16, 1990 at Graham Middle

School.626

On the night of the public hearing over 800 citizens, many from the

Pocahontas area, turned out to voice their concern and opposition to the closing of

Pocahontas High School. School Board member Beth Grindstaff described the

crowd that night as hostile.627 Abbs Valley resident John Roberts depicted the

mood of some of the residents in attendance as being comparable to a “lynch

mob.” 628

The highly emotional public hearing lasted two hours while parents of

Graham High School students expressed concern for the safety of their children

and the residents from the Pocahontas area turned out to voice opposition to

consolidation.629  Pocahontas Town Council member Jeannie Soos spoke out on

the negative effect that consolidation would have on the Town’s efforts to rebuild a

declining economy around tourism. Furthermore, Soos said that closing

Pocahontas High School would reduce property values and encourage its residents

and businesses to relocate.630 Another issue addressed by the crowd was safety

concerns regarding pupil transportation. The roads between Bluefield and
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Pocahontas were considered by some to be dangerous. Many were worried about

the long bus trips their children would have to take.631

Some residents from the Pocahontas area spoke, giving their approval to a

regional school at Falls Mills. Roberts, a proponent of constructing a consolidated

high school on a neutral site, believed that a regional school would give both

groups a chance to come in and start afresh creating a single identity.632 However,

that idea was later dropped as preliminary construction costs for the site in Falls

Mills were estimated as being too high. At the conclusion of the public hearing, the

Board of Supervisors approved the request by the Tazewell County School Board

to apply for the loans necessary to construct the new Graham High School

provided that the proposed site was agreed upon by a majority of both boards. By

August, the controversy over the site selection was resolved as the Board of

Supervisors accepted the School Board’s plan to construct the new facility on

Graham High School’s football practice field adjacent to the school.633 However,

no decision was made to close Pocahontas High School and the consolidation issue

remained unresolved.634

“Hammer Time”

As the 1990-1991 school year began, the future status of Pocahontas High

School remained uncertain. However, as autumn was approaching, the outlook for

the school’s football team looked surprisingly optimistic.

                                                          
631 Isom, “New Graham School: Where?” 1990, 10. Jim Talbert, “Cosby Says Consolidation Possible.”

Clinch Valley News, 13 June 1990, 1. At the June 1990 school board meeting, Superintendent Frank Cosby provided
the board with transportation figures regarding the consolidation of Pocahontas High with Graham High School.
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bused was 21.8 miles from Abbs Valley to Bluefield. The longest travel time was estimated to be no more than an
hour and five minutes. Consolidation would also mean the purchase of two additional buses.

632 Roberts, 2000, 5.
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excavation cost. It was also reported that it would cost an additional $3.1 million to develop the site for school
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In subsequent years, the high school’s football teams had struggled for

survival due to an often small and declining school enrollment. Throughout the

school’s modern history there were few championships to celebrate and at times

the school failed to produce sufficient numbers to field a team. For example, after a

successful 9-1 season in 1953 under the direction of R.S. Hager, the school’s

football team struggled to attract the numbers needed to sustain the team following

the closing of the Pocahontas mines in 1955.635 The boys in grades 8 through 11

were neither mature nor large enough to compete against schools in its vicinity,

nearly all of which had much larger student bodies from which to recruit players.

As a result, Pocahontas High School did not have a competitive team for six years,

from 1957 to 1963.636 The high school experienced a similar problem in 1975

when the team failed to produce the number of participants needed to field a

squad.637 However, the Tazewell County School Board granted Principal Bill Stone

approval to reinstate the football program for the 1976-1977 school year. Stone

wrote to the School Board that he expected to have a minimum of the 25

participants needed to meet the recommended Virginia High School League

standards.638 During the 1980s, the Pocahontas High School Indians were

considered one of the worst teams in Virginia, amassing at one time a 26 game

losing streak.639 However, with 12 starters returning and the largest number of

participants in years, the combination of community spirit in the summer’s fight

against consolidation along with the optimism surrounding the upcoming season

                                                                                                                                                                                          
634 School Board Minutes, Tazewell County Public Schools, 16 July 1990.
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1990, 1B.
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would serve as a catalyst in the revival of community pride and support for the

school’s football team.640

The 1990 Pocahontas High School football team rolled to a 9-1 regular

season record. Throughout the season, community support for the school and team

was renewed. The streets in the Town of Pocahontas were ornamented with orange

and black (the school’s colors), and the town’s businesses decorated their windows

with Indian regalia to reflect their school spirit and community pride.641 “Hammer

Time”, the team’s unofficial motto, was painted everywhere.642 Head Coach Bobby

Wyatt described the success of the team as “just what the doctor ordered for the

town.”643 Following games, residents of the Pocahontas High School community

danced in the parking lot and lined the main drag of the town “hooting and

hollering” at every car that passed.644 One writer described that spirit in the town as

the “likes of which hadn’t been seen since the coal boom.” When the team returned

from a win at Herndon, West Virginia, over 200 residents greeted them. Wyatt

recalled that most of these fans had just returned from the game. “I’d say we had

about five times more people than Herndon there.”645 Roberts also remembered

large crowds attending road games that season. “The crowd of people followed

these youngsters no matter what school you went to.”646  At the conclusion of the

regular season, parents and fans presented the team with a dinner at the Pocahontas

Methodist Church, which was followed by a dance at the historic Pocahontas

Opera House to honor Pocahontas’s first playoff team since 1978.647
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Support for the school’s football program came not only from the local

communities, but from the surrounding area as well.648 At one point in the season,

Wyatt remarked that there was probably no one in Tazewell County that wanted

Pocahontas to lose.649 Local papers each week heralded the heroics and last minute

wins of the team and praised both the coaches and players. Though talk of

consolidation for the time being was secondary to success of the football program,

Roberts believed that consolidation was in the back of the players and coaches

minds. “I think what it brought to mind on the children was they realized this may

be the last year they would play for Pocahontas High School. However, to my

knowledge that was never discussed openly to the players.”650  Consequently, the

only consolidation that took place between Graham and Pocahontas that year was

on October 11, 1990. In a photograph titled “Undefeated on the Gridiron,” the

senior players and cheerleaders, principals, and head coaches from two top ranked

teams in Southwest Virginia posed for a photograph for the Bluefield Daily

Telegraph. In the picture, members from each school proudly displayed a banner

that proclaimed that both teams’ records were an identical 6-0.651

Reynolds theorized that the rural high school had become the social and

recreational center with sports teams, marching bands, and plenty of hoopla to

raise the enthusiasm of the residents for the local institution.652 Peshkin believed

that school activities help to create a feeling of liveliness within the small

community where there is little else happening of a public nature. As a

consequence of these activities, there is the development of pride in “our” students,
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“our” teams, and “our” school.653 Though Pocahontas High School would lose in

the first round of the Virginia High School League playoffs, the 1990 season was a

memorable time for the residents, and perhaps a turning point for the community in

the restoration of such collective pride and school spirit.

The Consolidation Issue is Laid to Rest

In October 1990, the Tazewell County School Board accepted the

architectural plans presented by School Superintendent Frank Cosby and approved

them to be sent to the Virginia Department of Education for authorization.654 As

plans to construct the new school at Graham proceeded, the cost of the planned

125,000 square foot facility began to escalate. The original cost estimate for the

school was $10 million.655 However, by August 1991, the cost for construction had

risen to an estimated $16.8 million. Meanwhile, opposition to the construction of a

new Graham High School had gained momentum due not only to the rising cost of

construction, but also as the result of a number of opinions concerning the

feasibility of repairing the existing building.

In July 1991, Eastern District School Board member Jim Dudley, who had

been a supporter of constructing a new school, was not re-appointed to the

Tazewell County School Board. Instead, Supervisor Jack Reasor replaced Dudley

with David Kovach, a former Pocahontas High School graduate and son of former

Pocahontas High School principal Gaza Kovach.656 However, other changes were

on the horizon. Due to his retirement, the July 1991 meeting of the Tazewell

County School Board would be Superintendent Frank Cosby’s last. Woodrow
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Mullins, Jr. had recently been hired as the new Superintendent of Schools effective

August 1, 1991.657

During his last meeting, Cosby indicated that the cost of the new school had

risen to $11 million.658 He told the board that closing Pocahontas High School

might be necessary to fund the new Graham High School. He recommended

closing the high school in order to secure an additional $1 million from literary

funds for consolidation. Cosby also commented that an additional $750,000 could

be saved annually in operational costs by closing Pocahontas High School.659 He

remarked that, in his opinion, the declining enrollment figures warranted closure of

the school.660

At the August meeting, Southern District Supervisor Don Dunford appeared

before the Tazewell County School Board. Several days prior to that meeting,

Dunford and Superintendent of Schools Woodrow Mullins Jr. had met with a

private contractor who felt that the sinkhole at Graham High School could be

repaired for less than $100,000.661 Dunford told the School Board that he had

visited both Richlands High School and Tazewell High School and discovered that

both were in need of major renovations. Upon Dunford’s request, the members

recessed the meeting, and along with the Board of Supervisors took a joint tour of

both Tazewell High School and Graham High School. While touring Graham High

School, the group viewed condemned areas, structure cracks, and sinkholes.662

During the tour, Mullins informed the group that the cost to build the new school at
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Graham had escalated to $16.8 million.663 The increase in cost was attributed to the

expansion in the size of the building.664 When the meeting was reconvened later

that evening, Dunford formally requested that that the Tazewell County School

Board pass a resolution asking that the bond money pledged for a new Graham

High School building be used to renovate the three high schools in Tazewell

County. However, Northern District School Board member Eddie Pauley and

Eastern District School Board member David Kovach quickly reminded Dunford

that there were four high schools in Tazewell County in need of repair.665

Following Dunford’s presentation, School Board member Bob Weidner

made a motion (and that motion was seconded by Beth Grindstaff) to request that

the Board of Supervisors approve that $7.5 million be used to repair Graham High

School and renovate all four high schools in Tazewell County. The School Board

cited the increase in the cost of constructing the new facility as its reason for

canceling construction and for repairing the existing high school.666 However,

former school board member David Kovach cited other factors that influenced the

Board’s decision. Kovach believed that it would have been necessary to close

Pocahontas High School in order to construct a new building at Graham. However,

he felt that that closure would have created transportation problems for students

that lived a great distance from Graham High School. Kovach also recalled that

there were some “humanitarian thoughts” about Pocahontas High School that

influenced the final outcome. “We looked at the factor of community involvement

in the school, the long history of the school, and how the school had become the

focal point of that community. As long as we could make it financially feasible to

keep Pocahontas High School open, we would do it and keep that community
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alive.”667 Kovach thought that closing the school would mean taking the very heart

out of the community. “If you take the heart out of the community, the community

will die as well as the school. As long as the school is in this community, the

community is active and vital.”668

Although Grindstaff indicated that the safety of the students at Graham was

her first priority, like Kovach she was concerned that closing Pocahontas High

School would have been necessary to fund construction of the new school. In

retrospect, she felt that repairing the existing building and not closing Pocahontas

High School was the right decision. “For the past eight years I have kept up with it

to make sure that there were no physical problem with the building. It was in the

best interest of Pocahontas because, hopefully, we may see years from now the

area grow and move forward with tourism.”669

In the aftermath of the School Board’s decision, efforts were made to repair

the sinkhole at Graham High School and remodel other school buildings in the

county. An estimated $6.8 million was used to fund this project. Following the

repair of Graham High School, the School Board requested that the Superintendent

prepare a priority list for projects. In turn, each principal was asked to submit a list

of repairs and renovations needed at each school.670 Kovach recalled the money

being spread around to make improvements in all schools. Consequently,

Pocahontas High School was the recipient of new windows, doors, and an

improved heating apparatus. Furthermore, despite a decline in enrollment of more

than 100 students over the preceding ten years, there has been no further formal
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movement to close Pocahontas High School since the retirement of Frank

Cosby.671
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ANALYSIS AND REFLECTIONS

Pocahontas High School in the 1990s

As Pocahontas High School began the 1990s, its future was still in question.

A formal plan to close the school and to consolidate with Graham High School had

been in the works. Those plans were contingent on the construction of a new

school. Thus, the escalating cost of building a new school at Graham, coupled with

the revelation that the problem there was over-exaggerated, and a changing

political landscape thwarted the efforts by some in the school system to close

Pocahontas High School.

 During the 1990s, the student population at Pocahontas continued to

decline. The school experienced a 37 percent drop in enrollment during the past

decade, and future projections seem to suggest that the school population will

continue to decline over the next several years. Nonetheless, Pocahontas High

School remains open, and there are no immediate plans to close the school.

Though rumors of consolidation have persisted throughout the communities

of Pocahontas High School since the early 1950s, only one formal effort has been

made to close the school and to consolidate it with Graham High School. This

effort occurred during the early 1990s and failed to materialize as a formal

declaration of closure.  Therefore, Pocahontas High School remains open despite a

declining enrollment and in spite of nationwide consolidation trends.

After conducting both formal and informal conversations and interviews

with many of Pocahontas High School’s stakeholders regarding the issue of

consolidation, the researcher has drawn several broad conclusions on why the

school remains open. Pocahontas High School remains open primarily because of

the distance from the school’s communities to neighboring Graham High School;

the dangerous transportation route; the lack of available classroom space at
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Graham; and the support of the community as evidenced by the strong reactions

during Cosby’s efforts to close the school. Another reason for the school remaining

open is political. The three communities of the school represent three key precincts

out of the eleven voting precincts in the Northern District of Tazewell County.672

Prior to the 1999 local elections, the representative from the Northern District on

both the Board of Supervisors and the School Board has been appointed or elected

from one of these three precincts. Therefore, the communities of Pocahontas High

School have always had a voice on their local governing bodies. The researcher

feels that this representation has had an influence on the decision not to close the

school and to consolidate with Graham High School.

In recent years, improvements have been made to both the facility and the

instructional program. These have included the installation of new doors and

windows, a new coal furnace, new lights for the football field, and a new roof for

the gymnasium. Beginning with the 1995-1996 school year, a fiber optic classroom

was installed, affording the school the ability to conduct classes electronically with

the three other high schools in Tazewell County. Presently Latin I, Latin II,

Advanced Placement Government, Advanced Placement Computer Science,

Creative Writing, and Computer Art III are offered from one of four locations in

the county utilizing the network.673 Such improvements in the facility and in the

instructional program validate the researcher’s conclusion that consolidation is not

being considered at this time. However, if the enrollment continues to decline,

consolidation may become inevitable. At that time, it would be important for

educational leaders to learn from the mistakes made during the early 1990s effort

to close the school. Mistakes such as failing to allow members of the community to

have input in the decision to consolidate only add more fuel to an already
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emotionally charged situation. A general understanding of the historical

significance of any small rural school to its community should be taken into

account when consolidation is being considered. Consolidation should only be

considered after patrons of the school are consulted as part of the process and are

advised of the advantages and disadvantages of consolidation.

The Relationship between School and Community

From the early years of the school’s existence, Pocahontas High School has

received much support from its community. The high priority placed on the

education by the Pocahontas Fuel Company filtered down to the Town of

Pocahontas and its residents. The old Pocahontas High School building was a part

of the town’s physical landscape and grew to become an integral component in the

lives of the residents of the community. The school’s location high on a hill

adjacent to the mine superintendent’s home reflected the social hierarchy of the

community.674

The public school system in Pocahontas developed along with the growth of

the community.675 Though isolation and bad roads caused irregular and broken

attendance among students from the rural areas surrounding the town, the advent of

bus transportation contributed to the growth of the school and improved attendance

among those students. This growth led to the construction of a new facility located

just west of the Town of Pocahontas, which opened in 1955. By 1968, students

from the outlying areas of Abbs Valley and Boissevain accounted for 82 percent of

the student population at Pocahontas High School.

Reynolds described the small community high school as a key institution

that imparts an important sense of collective identity. This has resulted from the

fact that the high school was the one place within the community where shared
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activities of students, parents, and residents of the community had become

institutionalized.676 Today, Pocahontas High School belongs not to one community

but three, namely the Town of Pocahontas, the one time mining community of

Boissevain, and suburban Abbs Valley. The communities are spread out over a ten-

mile radius in a geographically isolated section of northern Tazewell County.

While the three communities often have diverse interests, the high school serves as

a unifying force. Roberts referred to the school as the nucleus of the three

communities. “It is the glue and cement that brings the communities together.”677

Gravely recalled that no matter in which community you resided, you still were a

student or graduate of Pocahontas High School.678 Although there seemed to be no

rivalries among the residents of Pocahontas, Boissevain, and Abbs Valley, Reid

remembered there being a subtle awareness of where each student was from.679

Nonetheless, Veronica Daugherty recalled that there was no competition, just

cooperation and working together.680

Today, those graduates living some distance away still follow the school’s

activities. Gravely remarked that they are interested in what goes on and enjoy it

when the students at the school do well.681 Roberts recalled homecoming night

football games being packed with older folks who have graduated from Pocahontas

High School.682

Walker described Pocahontas High School as taking on a greater importance

in the eyes of the community when the mines closed in 1955.683 Kovach concluded

that since the community has no primary business or industry, there was nothing
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else to pull it together. Therefore, the school becomes the focal point of the

community. “If you close that school, that community becomes just another little

community in rural America with nothing going for it. As long as the school is in

this community, the community is active and vital.”684  The school’s importance to

the community is perhaps best signified by the statement made by long time

Pocahontas resident Edna Drosick: “If you don’t have any schools, you don’t have

any community.”685

The Small School Experience

Conant considered small high schools as inherently inferior to larger schools

because they could not offer as many foreign languages or advanced courses.686

Larger high schools were considered more advantageous because the students

could be offered a greater variety of courses, athletic and social activities, and

better libraries and laboratories.687 However, Pocahontas High School had a

diverse curriculum with over 50 course offerings. Though Conant and other

researchers have been critical of small schools, many of the residents who attended

Pocahontas High School give high marks to the education that they received.

 Veronica Daugherty recalled the benefits of receiving more individualized

instruction as a result of her small school education.

I remember my freshman year in college English. We were going over
the works of Francis Bacon. I was the only one who read and
understood it. In fact, one of my classmates was from one of the
largest high schools in the state, but if I hadn’t helped her, she would
not have passed. I don’t feel one bit inadequate. I felt like I received a
good education.688

                                                          
684 Kovach, 2000, 8.
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Linda Trigg, who has taught at Pocahontas High School since 1969, recalled that

the small size at Pocahontas allowed the teacher to get to know each student

individually. “You get to know each student and see if they are in need of extra

help.”689 David Kovach felt that the individualized attention that he received

assisted him in future endeavors. “Our teachers could show up our weaknesses,

build on those, and make us better academically.”690 Further illustrating the

accomplishments of the educational program at Pocahontas High School, many

graduates have gone on to become successful in their careers. For example,

doctors, dentists, engineers, teachers, principals, school superintendents, and scores

of others completed their education at Pocahontas High School.691

Stone felt that the ability of an administrator or teacher to know each

student’s name was an important advantage to a small school education. “Nothing

is sweeter than a person’s first name. “Hey boy or hey girl” turn people off.”692

Though it required a lot of work on behalf of the administrator, Walker believed

that this ability to know each student by name reduced the number of discipline

problems in school.

I didn’t spend time in the office. Instead, I spent my time going
around getting to know my kids. It paid off. You don’t have the
discipline problems when children feel they are known, even the
children that misbehave. You have the opportunity to learn
backgrounds and know why these children misbehave.693

Sometimes a small school staff must be stretched to offer a complete

curriculum. Louise Blizzard recalled that the teachers at Pocahontas were often

required to teach a variety of subjects.694 Likewise, students were also stretched to
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participate in a variety of school activities throughout the year. Gregory and Smith

wrote that administrators and teachers know their students in a small high school.

This in turn allows the student to become more involved in the school community

rather than withdrawing. At small high schools, students must perform more tasks

and take on more responsibility. Furthermore, this is important because a small

number of students have to play such a wide variety of roles.695 In a school the size

of Pocahontas High School, many activities would suffer without the participation

of a wide base of students. Therefore, teachers, coaches, and students have worked

together in a spirit of compromise and cooperation in order to insure that all

students have the opportunity to reach their full potential and participate in the

diverse number of activities necessary to sustain membership in these programs.

As an example, it may be necessary for the football coach to cooperate with the

band director in order to ensure the survival of both programs.

In conclusion, Linda Trigg spoke of a common joke that is often repeated

throughout Tazewell County. Administrators and teachers would often say that if

you “mess up” the central office would send you to Pocahontas. However, Trigg

has seen teachers who have transferred to Pocahontas comment on how nice it was

to teach there. “They would say that they were glad that they came here because

they didn’t realize how nice everything was here.”696

The Support for Schools in Pocahontas

Researchers have stated that the coal company within mining towns often

controlled aspects of the miner’s daily life through such institutions as the

company store, the church, the school, the post office, and even the burial

grounds.697 However, the Town of Pocahontas was incorporated by the Virginia
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Legislature in the winter of 1884 and failed to exhibit some of the authoritarian

political characteristics of typical mining towns. Consequently, the coal company

did not involve itself in the day-to-day operation of the schools in Pocahontas. The

operation of Pocahontas High School was left up to the school administration.

Research has shown that the coal company had a reputation for supporting

its local schools. They often did so by subsidizing teachers’ salaries, deeding land

for construction, building schools, and donating equipment.698 In Pocahontas, the

coal company was responsible for all of the land used for school construction.

They not only deeded the land, but they also provided the town and school system

with architectural services and equipment needed during the construction process.

In Tazewell County, the Pocahontas Fuel Company was the largest taxpayer

and believed that adequate funding for education should come from general tax

levies or through bond indebtedness. In fact, Mullins wrote that paying taxes was

one of the most important ways that they supported education in their local

communities.699 In Pocahontas, it was this psychological support for tax initiatives

that helped carry the vote, which allowed the community to expand its educational

facilities during the 1920s to include two modern brick buildings along with

Tazewell County’s first gymnasium and auditorium. The coal company was also

interested in attracting the best and most qualified educators to teach in the local

schools. Thus, in 1922 the Pocahontas Fuel Company constructed the Teachers’

Clubhouse in order to provide suitable accommodations for the instructors arriving

to teach in Pocahontas. The coal company hired a hostess to clean the house,

prepare the meals, and supervise the teachers living there. The instructional staff at

Pocahontas was considered well trained and to be made up of some of the finest

teachers in the State of Virginia.
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However, the coal industry, which had contributed to the growth of the

school and community, began to decline. Following World War II, competition

from alternative fuel sources and mechanization contributed to this decline. By the

1950s, the Pocahontas Fuel Company began to sell off its property and discharge

or transfer most of its employees. In 1955, the Pocahontas Number One mine

closed. As a result, there was no longer an industry to support the population of

Pocahontas. Therefore, many of its residents began to migrate to urban industrial

areas in the north and midwest. The student population at Pocahontas High School

began to decline gradually despite the expansion of its grade structure in 1963 and

1972. It should be pointed out that support from the Pocahontas Fuel Company for

the school continued until the offices located in the Town of Pocahontas were

closed.

The amount of support given by the coal company contributed to the

positive perceptions of the community towards the local school.700 The coal

company’s support of schools in Pocahontas filtered down to the town and its

residents. The Town of Pocahontas was also portrayed as being progressive in the

area of financial support for its local schools. In fact, the town was able to finance

the high school for many years without charging tuition. The coal company’s belief

that education created a more literate workforce influenced the town’s commitment

to providing the best schools for its residents. The Town of Pocahontas assumed an

active role in financing it’s public schools until the mid-1930s by paying for the

extension of school operations, the employment of a custodian, supplementing

teacher’s salaries, and providing the payment for lights, power, and water. In the

aftermath of the Great Depression, the town continued to provide financial support

for the high school in the form of salary supplements and donations. However,

sinking revenues caused by the closing of the mines prohibited the town from
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providing the school with significant monetary support beyond 1958. Since that

time, support from the Town of Pocahontas for the high school has been more

psychological than monetary in nature.

Conclusion

Beckner observed that the traditional small school was an extension of the

community. He noted that it was difficult to determine just where education ended

and community life began around the school. “The school was a community

responsibility; the community was a school responsibility.”701 Although some of

this connection may have been lost in Pocahontas, the school is one of the few

small rural institutions in the State that has survived consolidation. Therefore, it is

important for researchers to examine the advantages and disadvantages of a small

school education and the important role that these schools play in their

communities while they are still in existence.

This study provides a historical context for further small rural school

research. Educational leaders and historians can gain a contextual understanding of

a small rural school through an historical perspective. The study provides evidence

of community and coal company support in Pocahontas. Evidence of this support

can provide educational and industrial leaders with a blueprint for future school

and industrial partnerships. These partnerships can serve to enhance the support for

education and improve the perception of the community towards the local school.

The study further illustrates factors that related to the preservation of a school

within a community even after the primary industry has closed, and the town is in

decline. Any efforts to consolidate Pocahontas High School have been thwarted by

community, geographic, and political influences.
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The residents of Pocahontas believe that their small rural school provides the

students with individualized instruction, an orderly environment, and a place where

students can become involved and participate in various school activities. This

study illustrates that Pocahontas High School has a long history of close

community ties and support.
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APPENDIX A

Oral History Interviewer’s Guide

Prepared By Patrick W. Carlton, Ph.D.

The purpose of an oral history interview is to gather historically significant

personal recollections and information on a specific subject. It is important for the

interviewer to maintain a low profile and to refrain from expressing his or her

opinion or bias. The oral history interview is not a conversation. The role of the

interviewer is to jog a narrator’s memory. The interviewer must ask pertinent

questions, be a good listener, and have empathy for the narrator and what he or she

has to say.

There are three parts to an interview:

I. Research and preparation

II. The interview itself

III.  Paper work and follow-up

I. Research and preparation

A. Contact the narrator. Telephone contact is best, but, if you prefer, write

the individual a note. Tell the subject about the project and why he or she

was chosen to participate in a taped interview.

B. If the narrator agrees to be interviewed, research him and your topic.

Helpful resources are the local history librarian, newspapers, oral history

files, and other people who know the narrator.

C. Make an outline of topics to be covered in the interview.

D. Set up an appointment with the narrator. Tell him to allow one and a half

to two hours for the interview. Share your outline with him so he can

think about what he wants to say. Confirm the appointment in writing.
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E. Familiarize yourself with your equipment. Make sure everything works.

Your interviewing kit should include a recorder, microphone and stand,

extension cord, two blank tapes, a pad and pencil, and the necessary

forms, (release, biographical information, index, and information for the

narrator).

II. The interview itself

A. Arrange the physical setting of the interview. Select a quiet room away

from street noises and noises from fans, air conditioners, telephone, etc.

Place the recorder on the floor or out of the narrator’s view, and place the

microphone between you and the narrator. Be sure the recorder is

plugged into a working outlet and the microphone switch is on.

B. Show narrator the release form. Explain that after the interview you will

ask him to sign the release. (Note the narrator cannot sign the release

form before the interview, as there is nothing to be released at that time.)

C. Get the narrator to relax by chatting with him. However, avoid talking

about the interview topics until you are ready to record.

D. Begin the interview. Start the recorder and allow a few seconds of blank

take to wind. Give an introduction stating the names of the interviewer

and narrator, the date, the place, and topic, and for whom. The

introduction may be done ahead of time if you prefer. Start the interview

with an open-ended question that the narrator can answer easily at some

length.

E. Techniques for the interviewer

1. Ask open-ended questions. Don’t talk too much.

2. Be a good listener; obtain eye contact.

3. Do not interrupt; don’t worry about silences.

4. Try to avoid bias; try not to lead.
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5. Stay on track.

6. Try to think ahead to your next question.

7. Take notes on names and places that need verification and anything

that need clarification.

8. When you turn the tape allow 5 to 7 seconds for the blank strip before

continuing.

9. If you go to a second tape or when the interview is finished, record

that information on the tape.

   E.  Things to avoid

1. Avoid turning the recorder on and off.

2. Avoid touching the microphone.

3. Avoid group interviews or having others present besides the narrator

and you.

   G.  Completing the interview

1. Ask the narrator to sign a release form.

2. Get biographical information

3. Get photographs and other supplementary material that would be

useful.

III.  Paperwork and follow-up

A. Listen to tape and complete index.

B. Transcribe tape, being sure to put in “counter numbers” each 100

numbers.

C. Label cassette and fill out cassette box index. Punch out cassette.

D. Submit cassette, release, and all other forms to the historical archives of

your choice.
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APPENDIX B

POCAHONTAS HIGH SCHOOL

ORAL HISTORY AGREEMENT

I, _______________________, do hereby give to the Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University, Thomas M. Brewster, and the Eastern Regional Coal
Archives for such scholarly and educational uses as those listed above shall
determine, the tape-recorded interview(s) recorded with Thomas M. Brewster as an
unrestricted gift; and I transfer to those listed above, legal title and all literary and
property rights including copyright. I am also granting the previously named
parties the right to make it available to the public for such educational purposes as
the school, researcher, and archivist judges worthwhile. This gift does not preclude
any use, which I may want to make of the information in the recordings myself.

This agreement may be revised or amended by mutual consent of the parties’
undersigned.

______________________ _________________________
Signature of person interviewed Printed name of person interviewed

______________________  ________________________
Date                                                      Street Address

__________________________                     ______________________________
Signature of interviewer                       City, State & Zip Code

__________________________
Printed name of interviewer
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APPENDIX C

Principals of Pocahontas High School

1907 George L. Byrom
1909 P.S. Barnes
1910 Julian B. Martin
1913 R.J. Revely
1914 C.C. Caldwell
1919 John Crowgey
1923 Henry Crowgey
1945 R.T. Carter
1951 Lynn Moore
1952 Gaza Kovach
1971 James Groseclose*
1971 Bessie G. Walker
1972 Billy R. Stone
1981 James L. Brewster
1985 Joseph A. King
1987 Thomas J. Whitten*
1987 Bessie G. Walker
1991 Roy L. Meadows
1994 James B. Viers
1997 Thomas M. Brewster

*Both Groseclose and Whitten were appointed principals of Pocahontas High
School by the Tazewell County School Board. However, neither of the two ever
reported to the school to serve in that capacity.
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APPENDIX D

Superintendents of Tazewell County Public Schools

1870 Rev. Jonathan Lyons
1875 James C. Spotts
1882 Rev. James H. Gillespie
1886 Harry M. Smythe
1896 P.H. Williams
1906 W. Archie Thompson
1917 Albert S. Greever
1945 Hugh G. Cassell
1947 James L. Walthall
1965 Lester L. Jones
1984 Frank A. Cosby
1991 Woodrow W. Mullins, Jr.
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APPENDIX E

Enrollment at Pocahontas High School

Year Enrollment Grades

1911 35 8-11
1912 27 8-11
1913 28 8-11
1916 37 8-11
1917 43 8-11
1918 35 8-11
1922 56 8-11
1923 47 8-11
1924 69 8-11
1925 79 8-11
1926 83 8-11
1927 83 8-11
1928 77 8-11
1929 91 8-11
1930 88 8-11
1931 109 8-11
1932 122 8-11
1933 121 8-11
1934 113 8-11
1935 134 8-11
1936 115 8-11
1937 112 8-11
1938 150 8-11
1939 133 8-11
1940 149 8-11
1941 169 8-11
1942 140 8-11
1943 172 8-11
1944 143 8-11
1945 144 8-11
1946 275 8-11
1947 250 8-11
1948  235 8-11
1949 272 8-11
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Year Enrollment Grades

1950 295 8-11
1951 357 8-11
1952 305 8-11
1953 332 8-11
1954 363 8-11
1955 416 8-11
1956 412 8-11
1957 424 8-11
1958 398 8-11
1959 389 8-11
1960 369 8-11
1961 353 8-11
1962 358 8-11
1963 389 8-12
1964 445 8-12
1965 447 8-12
1966 457 8-12
1967 439 8-12
1968 409 8-12
1969 434 8-12
1970 393 8-12
1971 396 8-12
1972 473 7-12
1973 436 7-12
1974 426 7-12
1975 407 7-12
1976 405 7-12
1977 371 7-12
1978 336 7-12
1979 368 7-12
1980 314 7-12
1981 321 7-12
1982 295 7-12
1983 341 7-12
1984 334 7-12
1985 339 7-12
1986 339 7-12
1987 339 7-12
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Year Enrollment Grades

1988 327 7-12
1989 336 7-12
1990 323 7-12
1991 284 7-12
1992 293 7-12
1993 277 7-12
1994 281 7-12
1995 253 7-12
1996 244 7-12
1997 216 7-12
1998 232 7-12
1999 218 7-12
2000 205 7-12
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APPENDIX F

Enrollment at Pocahontas High School 1911-2000 (Table and Graph)

Year Enrollment (average) Grade Level

1911-1918 34.2 8-11

1922-1929 73.1 8-11

1930-1939 119.7 8-11

1940-1949 194.9 8-11

1950-1959 369.1 8-11

1960-1969 410 8-11 (1960-1962)
8-12 (1963-1969)

1970-1979 401.1 8-12 (1970-1972)
7-12 (1972-1979)

1980-1989 328.5 7-12

1990-1999 262.1 7-12

2000 205 7-12
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APPENDIX G

Population Changes in Tazewell County and Pocahontas, Virginia

Year Tazewell County Pocahontas, VA

1800 2,127
1810 3,007
1820 3,916
1830 5,749
1840 6,290
1850 9,942
1860 9,920
1870 10,791
1880 12,861
1890 19,899  2,953
1900 23,384  2,789
1910 24,946  3,561
1920 27,840  3,775
1930 32,477  2,293
1940 41,607  2,673
1950 47,512  2,410
1960 44,791  1,313
1970 39,816  891
1980 50,511  703
1990 45,960  513
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APPENDIX H

Vicinity Map, Pocahontas, Virginia
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Street Map for the Town of Pocahontas, Virginia
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Map of the Pocahontas Coalfields
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VITA

Thomas M. Brewster graduated from Bluefield College, Bluefield, Virginia,

with a B.A. Degree in Social Studies during the spring of 1991. After teaching in

Tazewell County, Virginia, for five years, Brewster earned a Masters Degree in

Educational Leadership from Radford University, Radford Virginia, in 1995.

In 1996, Brewster became Assistant Principal at Tazewell High School,

Tazewell, Virginia. The following year, he was promoted to Principal at

Pocahontas High School, Pocahontas, Virginia.

Brewster is married to Debra Brewster, and they have two children, London

and Sahara.


