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(ABSTRACT)

This thesis is a community study that cehters on the Carroll County Courtroom
Shootout of 1912. The shootout provides an opportunity to examine the dynamics of a
small Appalachian community by looking at the years leading up to 1912. This study
focuses on issues of causality, including a series of intense political feuds, land disputes,
and general hostilities between certain members of the court administration and members
of a particular family within the cbunty. This thesis adds to revisionist histories on
Appalachia and serves as a corrective to views of the region as monolithic, isolated,
and impoverished. By placing the Hillsville Shootout in a historical framework for the
first time, one can explain and deconstruct some of the myths surrounding the Carroil

County tragedy and more generally Appalachia itself.
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Introduction
There are but two remedies for such a situation as this,
and they are education and extermination. With many
of the individuals, the latter is the only remedy. Men
and races alike, when they defy civilization must die.
The mountaineers of Virginia and Kentucky and North

Carolina. like the Red Indians and the South African
Boers, must learn this Iesson.

The Baltimore Evening Sun in response to the Hillsville Tragedy
March 15, 1912

On March 14, 1912, an unlikely region made national headlines. The country's
attention was instantly riveted on the small southwestern community of Hillsville, Virginia
after a deadly courtroom gunbattle that left five people dead, including the judge, the
sheriff, and the commonwealth's attorney. The following day, the Raleigh Times
reported,

The tragedy at Hillsville, Virginia yesterday has no parallel, we believe
in this country, and it is doubtful if any country could furnish a more
deliberately fiendish illustration of lawlessness. An entire court of
law sitting in its official capacity was wiped out...!

This particular study on the tragic events in Carroll County in 1912 serves
several purposes. For one, an analysis of the county in which the tragedy occurred
will add to recent revisionist histories on Appalachia by dispelling Appalachian
exceptionalism and serving as a corrective to views of the region as monolithic,
isolated, and impoverished.

Secondly, a thorough analysis will challenge prior explanations given for the

1 “Newspapers Comment on Murder of Court Officials at Hillsville," (Richmond)
Times Dispatch, 17 March 1912.



increase of violence within the region, such as ethnic origins, alcohol, or isolation. By
the 1890s, a significant rise in the population and a decrease in prime farmland,
coupled with limited economic opportunities and a naﬁonal depression, created a
series of economic strains which led to an inevitable increase in violent behavior
within the region.

Thirdly, this thesis is important in dealing with the Hillsville Shootout in a
historical framework for the first time. No historian has attempted to examine the
shootout in relation to its larger meaning and context. The shootout provides an
excellent opportunity to explore the dynamics of a small Appalachian community.

In placing the Hillsville shootout in a historical framework, one can explain and
deconstruct some of the stereotypes and myths surrounding the Carroll County
tragedy and more generally Appalachia itself’

Lastly, an analysis of the shootout will demonstrate the media's blatant
misrepresentation of Appalachia and their more immediate focus on selling
sensationalized stories to the public. The press fueled inaccurate images of
Appalachia by continuing to write from their own preconceived ideas and by
exploiting instances of violence within the region. For instance, from the time
that local color writers first began commenting on the region, Appalachian people
have been the source of constant criticism and false characterizations. Such accounts

are only now beginning to be discounted, and the myths surrounding the social and
political behavior of its residents are gradually being deconstructed and re-analyzed.
Ideally, this implies that events which were once exploited, sensationalized, and )
misinterpreted should be examined with a new perspective and in a historical framework.

There are numerous events which would benefit from such re-examination, certainly

among them is the Hillsville tragedy.



Stereotypes and the Media

For well over a month, the Hillsville tragedy made front page headlines across
the country. Unfortunately, newspapers used the i_ncident to portray not only Hillsville, |
but all Appalachian communities as uncivilized, backwards, and excessively violent.
As John Ashworth, an economist from southwestern Virginia in 1913 noted, when
the Hillsville tragedy occurred, "three million people were condemned for the act."2
Only with the sinking of the Titanic in late April did the media attention slightly subside.

Newspapers continued to trace the tragedy in the year that followed however,
documenting what had happened to each of the participants involved. The story provided
the kind of drama reporters thrived on at the turn of the century. The press focused
increasingly on marketing and selling their newspapers while also expanding their
circulation, oftentimes at the cost of accuracy. Critics of reporters complained about

"profit seeking, invasion of privacy," and "sensationalism."> Newspapers encouraged
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their reporters to write "spicy," "interesting," stories "enlivened with imagination.
Subsequently, those reporters who hesitated on writing what they saw as "a sensational
falsehood" and who preferred to "discriminate between facts and rumors" usually found
their "prospects...dim."3

Most reporters writing about Appalachia drew their accounts from distorted

facts, often derived from older works of fiction. Approximately thirty years before the

.

2 W.K. McNeil, ed. "The Virginia Mountaineers," (reprinted from The South Atlantic
Quarterly 12, July 1913) in Appalachian Folk Images and Popular Culture (Ann Arbor,
Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1989), p. 200. "

3 Hazel Dicken-Garcia, Journalistic Standards in Nineteenth Century America
(Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), p. 64.

4 Ibid., 198-199.

3 Tbid., 199.



Hillsville Tragedy, there had been a movement among literary circles to write about
Appalachia and the lives of its people. This new literary mode, referred to as the local
color movement, became widely popular from the 1870s through the 1890s. In 1873,
Will Wallace Harney published an article in Lippincoot's Magazine entitled, "A Strange
Land and Peculiar People" which described Appalachian residents in the years before

the Civil War. The characterization of them as somehow "strange" and "peculiar”
endured. Following the publication of his story, other writers began exploiting "Harney's
sense of 'otherness."® With each publication, Appalachia was eventually established "in
the public consciousness as a discrete region."” Within a short time, people accepted

...the assumption that it really was a strange land inhabited by a peculiar
people, and responded in what to them seemed the appropriate way. In
practice this involved a variety of modes of action, but what characterized
them all was the assumption that the mountainous portions of eight or nine
southern states composed a distinct region of the nation, with physical,
social, and cultural characteristics that made it fundamentally different
from the rest of America.?

Local color writers such as Mary Noailles Murfree, James Lane Allen, John Fox Jr.,

and many others emphasized what they believed to be typical Appalachian characteristics:
violence and feuding, moonshining, strange dialects, and primitive lifestyles. Such
descripﬁons disregarded the actual conditions and similarities of Appalachia to other
rural areas in the United States. Most of these writers had never even visited the
mountains they described. John Ashworth, who published an article refuting Appalachian
stereotypes in 1913, noted that most authors who wrote about the mountains based

"their assertions on old antiquated jokes and stories told by our fathers years ago, and

6 bid.
7 Ibid,, 18.
8 Ibid.



upon works of fiction which refer to conditions long since past."® He cited the example
of John Fox's popular novel, Little Shepherd of Kingdom Come which discussed the
period before the Civil War, which most readers applied to Appalachia's present
conditions.

There has been a consistent refusal to recognize the prodigious
strides made in industrial, and consequently in other lines of
development during the last twenty-five or thirty years, and
the blind assertion is made that 'They live just as they did a
hundred years ago.'1°

Ashworth was particularly disturbed by exaggerated commentary made by
newspaper reporters and magazine writers who thrived on accounts of crime in the
mountains. Reporter for the New York World, T.C. Crawford, serves as a classic
example of a journalist more interested in selling a story than in obtaining the
facts. His telling of the Hatfield and McCoy feud, for example, was particularly
sensationalized. Crawford described the mountains as "'being as remote as Central
Africa™ with few civilized institutions.!! He, like many other journalists, unfairly
focused on "the feudists as examples of a degraded and uncivilized culture,” instead
of "the details of the feud itself."12 Historian Altina Waller notes that by the 1890s,
“journalistic preoccupations with race and political conflict" and with "election-day
animosities” shifted to a focus on "mountaineer character and culture" as reasons given

for the occurrence of violence in the mountains. 13

9 McNeil, ed. "The Virginia Mountaineers," p. 199.

10 1bid., 200.

11 Altina Waller, Feud: Hatfields, McCoys, and Social Change in Appalachia, 1860-
1900 (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), p. 7.

12 1bid,, 224.

13 Altina Waller, "Feuding in Appalachia: Evolution of a Cultural Stereotype" in



Thomas Dawley was another writer who created sweeping generalizations and
perpetuated false images of Appalachia. In 1910 he published an article entitled
"Our Southern Mountaineers: Removal the Remedy fdr the Evils that Isolation and
Poverty Have Brought." In the article, he briefly described the region:

Picture to yourself a solitary log cabin, without window or porch, on
a little patch of land capable of producing only a few bushels of corn;
and picture in one of these cabins the haggard old mother and the
broken-down father sitting by the fireplace, chewing tobacco all day
long, with eight or ten children, long-haired and dirty, scattered about-
and you have a typical picture of the "farm" and of the family of the
uninhabitable places. 14

Some early historians also accepted such stereotypes. British historian Arnold
Toynbee equated southern mountaineers with "barbarians” and proclaimed that they
had "relapsed into illiteracy and witchcraft."13

Broad assumptions and stereotypes also characterized the reports concerning
the Carroll County tragedy and more specifically the Allen family who were immediately
blamed for the deaths of the court officials. In fact, contemporary observers preferred
attributing the shootout to moral and ethnic origins rather than the more obvious political
hostilities that existed between the court adminstration and members of the Allen family.
For instance, at the time of the tragedy, explanations for why it took place inundated the
newspapers. Some pinpointed geographic isolation, weak governmental institutions, a

sense of fatalism, bootlegging, or traditionalism as reasons for the outbreak of violence.

Appalachia in the Making: The Mountain South in the Nineteenth Century,

Mary Beth Pudup, Dwight Billings, and Altina Waller, eds. (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1978), p. 367. ‘

13 Thomas R. Dawley, Jr. "Our Southern Mountaineers: Removal the Remedy For the
Evils that Isolation and Poverty Have Brought," The World's Work, 1910.

15 A, Toynbee, 4 Study of History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947) p. 149.



Others emphasized ethnic origins, poverty, or honor as the singular cause. For example,
Alexander Forward, a reporter for The Times Dispatch in Virginia, targeted fatalism

as the primary reason for the Allen's alleged behayior on March 14. He noted that their
"distorted religious view" was responsible for their actions.!® Forward explained that
the Allens

disregarded the exhortations to right living, to peace and harmony,

to soberness and godliness, to observance of the golden rule, and
have singled out the one doctrine of predestination. This they chose
to regard only in the sense of an invitation to be as bad as they wanted
to be, since Providence would not permit them to do anything except
that which they were foreordained to do.!”

Newspaper reporters also blamed the incident on the what they believed was
the Allens need for producing "illicit liquor."18 The New York Press, called them a
"band of Blue Ridge moonshiners," claims which were never substantiated. Newspapers
usually extended their comments about the Allens to include the entire mountain culture.
The Baltimore Sun portrayed the Allens as examples of a "degenerate” breed that
infested "the mountain regions of the Southern States." This same paper labeled
mountaineers in Southern Virginia and North Carolina as "rough," "uncouth," and
"ignorant." The New York World concluded that "isolation" and the "lack of profitable
employment" had "produced mental degeneracy and a sort of savagery" among

mountaineers. 19

16 Alexander Forward, "Fatalism Secret of Carroll County's Reign of Terror" The
Times Dispatch, 24 March 1912,

17 bid.

13 Thid.

19 Excerpts found in The Times (Richmond, Va.) Dispatch, 16 March 1912 and
17 March 1912.



Whatever the reason for the heightened sensationalism of the Carroll County
tragedy, the true explanation for what occurred was lost in tales of Appalachian
"otherness" which emphasized independence, fatalism, social and geographic isolation,
and traditionalism. Though the event itself was intriguing enough and need not have
been sensationalized at all, reporters continued to weave their own elaborate stories
in hopes of attracting more readers. In the process, so many contradictory and
exaggerated reports of the tragedy emerged that many have a difficuit time, even today,
tracing what really happened in March of 1912.

* * *

The chain of events leading to the courtroom shootout was set in motion by a
rather typical incident which began in September of 1911. Six young men in their early
twenties, had a confrontation outside of a church during Sunday morning services.

The dispute began when, during the service, a young man by the name of Wesley
Edwards was beckoned outside of the church by a group of four men. In the
churchyard, Wesley Edwards encountered William Thomas, someone he had exchanged
words with the night before. The men were involved in a heated argument and a fight
ensued. Sidney Edwards, Wesley's brother, heard the commotion from inside the
church and quickly became involved in an effort to help his brother. Shortly after the
dispute, charges were brought against Sidney and Wesley Edwards for fighting and
disturbing religious worship. Strangely, however, no indictments were made against
the other four involved.

Before bond could be arranged for them, Wesley and Sidney traveled to the
North Carolina border, approximately ten miles from their home, to begin work at a
nearby Granite Company. Soon after, Carroll County deputies crossed over the border

without extradition papers from the Governor, handcuffed the two young men, and tied



them to a buggy for the trip back to Hillsville. The manner in which the boys were treated
and the route through which the officers chose to return to Hillsville were key
events in raising the attention and temper of Carroll County resident Floyd Allen.

Floyd Allen, the uncle of Wesley and Sidney Edwards, was a well known
and relatively wealthy man within the county. He had grown extremely close to the
boys since their father had passed away. Because he helped raise them, he practically
thought of them as his own sons. Allen was also a deputy having been appointed
earlier that year.

Along the route to the courthouse, the officers met up with Floyd Allen who
was furious at how the deputies treated his nephews. A disagreement between him
and the officers followed. According to him, the officers drew their guns on him
several times. When one of the officers, Pinky Samuels, drew his gun a third time,
Allen grabbed it and smashed it against a rock. He then asked the officers to untie
the boys so that they could go to court like gentlemen. After the officers refused,
Allen took the boys to the Hillsville court himself. Wesley Edwards served sixty
days in jail, while his brother Sidney served thirty days, both for the disturbance
of public worship. The other four young men were never charged. In December
1911, Floyd Allen himself was charged with interfering with officers of the law in the

performance of their duty. His trial date was finally set for March 13, 1912.

Court Convenes
On March 13, Floyd Allen's trial began. People filed in from all over town
to watch the proceedings. Curiously, Pinky Samuels, one of the chief witnesses, never‘
appeared. The jury had almost reached a decision when Thornton L. Massie, the

presiding judge, decided to adjourn the court and have the jury stay in Thorton's
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Motel for the night. Court would convene at eight a.m. the next day.

On the morning of March 14th the weather proved poor. When Floyd Allen
and his brother Sidna Allen arrived at the courtroom, both carried pistols, rather typical
for most residents at the time. In fact, officers never checked for concealed weapons as
people entered the court. Consequently, Floyd and Sidna Allen were not the only
individuals carrying weapons into the court that day. Indeed, a large number of those
within the courtroom on that Thursday morning were armed.

At 9:30 a.m. inside the courtroom, the jury came back with a verdict of guilty.
The jury sentenced Floyd Allen to serve a year in prison. The judge set a hearing for
the next day, and there was a "brief pause while lawyer Bolen engaged in quiet
conversation with Allen and his son, Claude."?® When the Judge ordered Floyd Allen
to be taken into custody, the sheriff stepped forward to apprehend him. Suddenly, a
single shot rang out in the courtroom.

No one knows with any degree of certainty who fired the first shot, but the
consequences were devastating. The fatally wounded included Sheriff Lewis Webb,
Judge Thornton L. Massie, Commonwealth's Attorney William M. Foster, jury member
Augustus C. Fowler, and a young woman by the name of Nancy Elizabeth Ayers.

Blame soon centered on the Allen family. Newspapers across the country
branded them as a gang of lawless desperadoes and demanded swift and severe punish-
ments for their alleged crime. Through a combination of extensive rewards, several
surrenders, and the efforts of the Baldwin Felts Detective Agency, members of the
Allen family, including Victor Allen, Friel Allen, and Sidney Edwards were soon captured.

Six months later in Des Moines Iowa, Wesley Edwards and Sidna Allen were also

20 Rufus Gardner, Courthouse Tragedy, (Nu-Line Printing, 1991), p. 10.
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arrested and brought to jail in Roanoke, Virginia.

Victor Allen, Floyd Allen's son, was acquitted of all charges six months after the
shootout. Wesley Edwards received twenty-seven years in prison. Friel Allen, Floyd
Allen's nephew, was sentenced to eighteen years. Sidna Allen received a sentence
of thirty-five years in prison. Floyd and his other son Claude Allen however, received
much harsher sentences. The Wythe County jury gave Floyd Allen the death penalty
and shortly thereafter sentenced his son to the same. The sentences were carried out
a year later in Richmond, Virginia.

Though harsh sentences were meted out, controversy still exists over whether
or not justice was truly served. A great deal of hostility existed between the Allen
family and certain members of the court administration, particularly over political conflicts
and land disputes. Some vehemently claimed the innocence of the Allen family and the
corruption of a political system that was against them. Pearl Webb, a relative of
Lewis F. Webb killed in the tragedy, believed that "a great injustice” had been done to
the Allens, and that the whole event started from a "political feud."! Others alleged that
the court officials were intentionally murdered by members of the Allen "clan" and that
the "assassinations had been deliberately planned by Floyd Allen, prisoner at the bar,
and his gang of outlaws."22

A critical analysis can dispel the old myths and inaccurate portrayals that have
plagued this particular story for nearly a century. Many have forgotten that the years

-

leading up to March 14, 1912, contain the true beginnings of the tragedy. Though

21 E.J. Cooley, The Inside Story of the World Famous Courtroom Tragedy
(Charlottesville, Virginia, 1915), 80.

22 vActs of Outlaws Terrorize Town to Point of Paralysis," Times (Richmond, Virginia)
Dispatch, 15 March 1912, p. 1.
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this incident has been extensively written about in the past years, especially
on each anniversary of the tragedy, the real reasons for the shootout have never
been thoroughly examined. 23

* * *

Though the historiography of Appalachia has moved considerably beyond
the pejorative accounts which first emerged during the late nineteenth century,
problems still remain. For example, the widely held perception that the American
South was and is more violent than any other area of the nation, is the focus of
innumerable journal articles and books that seek to explain Southern culture 24
Historians, social scientists, anthropologists, criminologists, journalists,
and psychologists among others, have focused their studies on the nature of southern

violence and its origins. One might question how such conclusions are reached and

23 For more recent books and articles on the tragedy see Roger Doss, The Killing

of a Court (Roanoke, Virginia: Marathon Graphic Services, 1994); Rufus Gardner,
Courthouse Tragedy (Nu-Line Printing, 5th edition, 1991); Clifford Harrison,

"Murder in the Courtroom," in Virginia Cavalcade, Summer 1967, pp. 43-47; Seth
Williamson, "Hillsville Massacre," in The Roanoker, Nov. 1982, pp. 28-29, 44-51.,

"The Story of the Allen Brothers" at http://www.pingzine.com/...ugust/sporadic/allen.
htm.; For a musical version of the shootout see "Sid Allen and the Devil's Den," an
American Rock Opera by Tom Harvey, T.H.E. Productions, Boulder Creek, California.

24 See Edward L. Ayers, Vengeance and Justice (New York: Oxford University Press,
1984); David T. Courtwright, Violent Land (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1996); David Hackett Fischer, Albion's Seed (New York: Oxford University Press,
1989); Elliott J. Gorn, "Gouge, and Bite, Pull Hair and Scratch: The Social Significance of
Fighting in the Southern Backcountry." American Historical Review 90,18-43; Richard
E. Nisbett and Dov Cohen, Culture of Honor: The Psychology of Violence in the South
(Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1996); John Ed Pearce, Days of Darkness: The -
Feuds of Eastern Kentucky (University Press of Kentucky, 1994); Altina Waller, Feud:
Hatfields, McCoys, and Social Changes in Appalachia, 1860-1900 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1988); Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor:
Ethics and Behavior in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982);
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whether or not they are fair interpretations. For example, David Courtwright in his
study, Violent Land, describes the South as "a seedbed of national violence."2> This
statement is open to interpretation. Though the South is cited by some authors as
more violent than other geographic regions, such conclusions are usually based on
opinion polls about gun ownership or basic impressions taken from certain statistics,
such as the number of death penalty executions.

One has to be cautious of such conclusions. In the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century, many assault and homicide charges were not recorded in court dockets.
Early records can be misleading. Furthermore, the term "violence" seems to hold varying
connotations for different authors. This alone can produce the perception of higher levels
of violence for one region as opposed to another depending upon one's definition of what
constitutes violent behavior.

For purposes of this study, violence is described in terms of homicides or
the use of physical force which inflicts injury on, or causes "damage to, persons or
property."26 Yet for some, proving that the south is more "violent" may not rest on
statistics of homicide or assault rates at all. Psychologists Richard E. Nisbett and Dov
Cohen include in their definition of violence the "spanking of children," certain "pastimes”
and "games" such as football, and the existence of military schools and units.?”
Sociologists, L. Baron and M. A. Straus include such "measures" of violence as

"national guard expenditures, corporal punishment laws, execution rates, and per

25 David T. Courtwright, Violent Land: Single Men and Social Disorder from the
Frontier to the Inner City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1996), p. 60. '

26 The Oxford English Dictionary, Vol. 12 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), p. 221.
27 Richard E. Nisbett and Dov Cohen, Culture of Honor: The Psychology of Violence
in the South (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1996), p. 25, 58.
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capita production of college football players."?8 Not only do such studies vary in
their specific interpretations of violent behavior, but most also deny the distinct
differences between rural and urban areas.2? Seemingljg more could be derived
from an analysis of rural versus urban society rather than North versus South.

In addition, some studies establish unusual correlations for analysis. An
example is Nisbett and Cohen's startling comparison of the South's Cumberland
Mountains from 1865 to 1915 to the inner city of today. They note that the homicide
rate was "130 per 100,000- more than ten times today's national homicide rate."3? Can
a comparison between a place a century and a half ago to a present area in two completely
different regions be taken seriously?

Other fundamental flaws poke holes in Nisbett and Cohen's theory. For
example, women, African Americans, or other minorities are curiously omitted,
leaving only a focus on white males. One might question whether a truly accurate
study can be obtained by examining only one part of the population. Furthermore,
some studies combine statistics which include the South and the West against an
analysis of the North, leaving the possibility for skewed results and an area of much
larger comparison to the Northern United States.3!

For a number of years, geographic and cultural isolation have been used to
characterize Appalachia. For example, Jack Weller in Yesterday's People concluded

that isolation was a significant quality of Appalachian life and that Appalachians were to

28 Tbid., 58.

29 Nibett and Cohen omit any study of urban residents and therefore concentrate on rural
white southerners as opposed to rural white northerners, both of which are less violent
than urban residents.

30 Nisbett and Cohen, Culture of Honor, p.1.

31 Nisbett and Cohen are guilty of this as well.
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blame because of their reluctance to change and their adherence to traditionalism. This
theory, often referred to as the culture-of-poverty approach, overlooks the diversity of
Appalachian residents and any sense of social stratification. Theories about isolation,
such as Weller's, remain seriously flawed and grounded in inaccurate portrayals of the
mountains. Most areas of Appalachia have never been as isolated as depicted.

More recent historians have refuted older ideas of Appalachia as a place of
social and economic isolation. Many emphasize a growing interconnectedness, a market
oriented society, and a strong sense of community.32 In doing so, a number of studies
demonstrate the fallacy of prior theories on Appalachian "otherness."33 For example, the
colonialism model theorizes that the exploitation of the region by outside corporations
siphoned off wealth from the area and left residents in poverty. Advocates of this theory,
such as Harry Caudill's Night Comes to the Cumberland, concentrate on the absentee
ownership of the region's resources, and stress that residents seldom saw the profits of
the timber, minerals, coal, and other resources they helped obtain. For supporters of
this idea, the link to violence seems apparent. Gordon McKinney in Southern
Mountain Republicans makes the connection especially clear. He acknowledges
that "vast mineral and timber resources of the region were being exploited, and many

predictable disruptions of mountain communities followed."3* McKinney makes the

32 See Durwood Dunn, Cades Cove: The Life and Death of a Southern Appalachian
Community, 1818-1937 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press,1988), Ronald Eller, ,
Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers: Industrialization of the Appalachian South,
1880-1930 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1986), David Hsiung, Two

Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky,1996);,
Gordon McKinney, Southern Mountain Republicans (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1978).

33 Henry Shapiro, Appalachia on Our Minds: The Southern Mountains and
Mountaineers in the American Consciousness, 1870-1920 (Chapel Hill: North

Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1978) p. 17.
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assertion that industrialization itself led to increased violence. He notes that,

Some mountaineers were frightened by the new demands placed on
them, fiercely resisting change and demanding that the outside world
leave them alone. The culmination of this feeling was one of the most
significant outbreaks of social violence in American history.35

There are several problems with this approach however. The colonialism theory
suggested that Appalachia was in a constant battle against outside developers and
the heavy industrialization of the area. This follows closely with the "dependency”
model which describes the area as having undergone extensive industrialization and
exploitation.

In recent years, historians have produced far more sophisticated and complete
arguments. One of the more popular theories in explaining the historical patterns of
violence in southern culture is the concept of honor. Perhaps the best known and most
extensive of these is Wyatt-Brown's Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the
Old South. Brown sees honor, "not conscience, shame," or "guilt" as the "psychological
and social underpinnings of southern culture."3¢ This thorough study on the origins of
honor and its meaning to the southern way of life is both insightful and provocative.

Edward Ayers also provides a thorough account of the existence of honor and
notes that it bred "violence among men of every class." He further states that,

Without the concept of honor, southern violence remains inexplicable.
Honor was the catalyst necessary to ignite the South's volatile mixture
of slavery, scattered settlement, heavy drinking, and ubiquitous weaponry.

34 Gordon McKinney, Southern Mountain Republzcans (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1978), p.124.

35 Tbid., 126.

36 Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), p.22.
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Honor thus served to set the South apart from the North, and once
established honor became an integral part of the southern identity. 37

But is honor alone adequate enough to explain southern violence? Most historians,

such as Ayers, who discuss "honor," find other explanations to accompany it. For
example, ethnic origins of settlers has often dominated the literature. Edward Ayers
notes that "a particularly virulent strain of violence entered the South in the culture of the
Scots-Irish."38 EIlibt Gorn has commented that the "Scots-Irish brought their reputation

for ferocity to the backcountry."3?

Nisbett and Cohen, who base their argument for
violence on a "culture of honor," find southern violence grounded in cultural traits.
They note that,

The northern United States was settled by farmers-Puritans, Quakers,
Dutch, and Germans. These people were cooperative, like farmers
everywhere, and modern in their orientation toward society...In contrast,
the South was settled primarily by people from the fringes of Britain-
the so-called Scotch-Irish.40

Rodger Cunningham in Apples on the Flood: The Southern Mountain
Experience, also emphasizes cultural characteristics. His work provides an insightful
comparison of the 'Celtic' nations of western Europe to Appalachia and the stereotypes

associated with what he calls periperhal people. His focus on "psychological heredity”

37 Edward L. Ayers, Vengeance and Justice, (New York: Oxford University Press,
1984), p. 33.

38 Ibid., 22. Ayers among many others use the term Scotch-Irish, but as Tom Costa
points out, "it is important to distinguish the differences among Irish Presbyterians of
Scottish origin...Irish Catholics, Presbyterians from Wales, Scotland, or northern
England, and Irish Anglicans of English origin..." Tom Costa, "Connecting Appalachia:
A Survey of Recent Work in Early American History with Reference to Southern .
Appalachia," Journal of the Appalachian Studies Association, Volume Seven, 1995,
p. 70. '

39 Elliott Gorn, "Gouge and Bite, Pull Hair and Scratch: The Social Significance of
Fighting in the Southern Backcountry," American Historical Review 90, p. 39.

40 Nisbett and Cohen, Culture of Honor, p. 7.
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leads him to the hypothesis that "the core of the Appalachian people was essentially
formed by events which took place in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries."#! He notes
that it was "the Scotch-Irish who moved in successive waves down the Great Valley
between the Blue Ridge and the Alleghenies, spilling back eastward out of the gaps
where the valley is pinched behind Roanoke..."42

The cultural heritage theory is not limited to Cunningham analysis, but is
developed much more boldly by David Hackett Fischer's more recent study of
ethnic origins in Al/bion's Seed. Fischer provides a detailed account of immigrants
regional and religious origins, their family life, forms of speech, work patterns
and numerous other social customs. He concludes that the traditions of migrants can be
linked to the British or English regions from where they came. More significantly, he
determines that the borderland areas of Northern England, Northern Ireland, and
Lowland Scotland formed the foundation for a particularly violent culture made up
of migrants who moved to the southern backcountry. Due to isolation, poverty, and
weak social and political institutions, he claims that in the backcountry, immigrants

became even more aggressive.

41 Rodger Cunningham, Apples on the Flood: The Southern Mountain Experience
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1987), p. xvi. Cunningham unfortunately
places too much emphasis on the Celtic origins and thus spends little time on the Celtic |
identity's actual relation to Appalachia.

42 Ibid., 78. Cunningham does point out that the “'Scotch Irish' themselves experienced
many admixtures of immigrants, especially English ones, both in Scotland and later in
Ireland. And finally, of course, a goodly proportion of Appalachians themselves are
not of 'Scotch-Irish' origin at all but are derived from the original natives; from German,
Welsh, English, Highland Scottish, and Black settlers...Nevertheless...they have become
part of that 'Appalachian’ culture which, by and large, is a transform of 'Scotch-Irish'
culture." p. xxviii



19

Once again however, Fischer, like so many others, gives in to generalizations and
stereotypes about Appalachia. As historian Tom Costa points out, Fischer's "examination
of the transferal of culture to the backcountry is too rigid."*? He notes that "the work is
useful in its emphasis on the British background of the settlers but provides a too static
picture of the settlement process itself."#* Specifically, Fischer never explains how violent
behavior altered during this settlement movement. One would assume that most of these
settlers, by the time of the Revolution, had already become "largely assimilated into an
Anglo-American cultural framework."4> Fischer in one of the overarching flaws of his
study, overlooks the diversity of Appalachia and the complexity of its people. As Cratis

Williams so vividly pointed out in 1972,

...the Southern mountaineer, though mainly of Scotch-Irish ancestry,
of dissenting religious convictions, and of Whig descent, is not
necessarily any of these things. He turns out to be a rather complex
individual when we examine him closely. Hence, sweeping statements,
stereotyped presentations, and generalizations as to his essential
character are not to be relied upon as adequate interpretation of
mountain life and character. 46

In order to apply Fischer's thesis to the Hillsville Tragedy, one would have to

43 Tom Costa, "Connecting Appalachia: A Survey of Recent Work in Early American .
History with Reference to Southern Appalachia," Journal of the Appalachian Studies
Association, Volume Seven, 1995, p. 73.

# Ibid.

45 Ibid., 74.

46 Cratis Williams, "Who Are the Southern Mountaineers," in Appalachia: Social
Context, Past and Present, eds. Bruce Ergood and Bruce E. Kuhre (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1983, p. 56 (reprinted from Appalachian Journal, Vol. 1
(Autumn, 1972) pp. 48-55.
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show that the Allens still harbored specific cultural traits carried over from Northern
Ireland nearly two centuries before. Their aggressiveness would have to be coupled
with weak social and political institutions in Carroll County and distinct isolation and
poverty; none of which are true. Even Rodger Cunningham's detailed analysis of
peripheralization does not explain the reasons behind the tragedy. Cunningham
mistakenly views Appalachia through the lens of economic colonialism. He sees the
region as heavily exploited by outsiders and Appalachians themselves acting as

passive victims in the process. Could this lead to frustration and violence among
mountain residents? Not likely. In the first place, those involved in the shootout

were active, both politically and economically, and became heavily involved in the
development of the county and its resources. The Allens were one of the largest
landowners in Carroll County. The area contained a strong court system, relied

on heavily by its residents, and elections were taken very seriously. Voter turmout
remained high throughout the years. The county contained adequate schooling facilities,
numerous churches, and had community gatherings on a regular basis.g'More importantly,
‘the region was not isolated and backwards like newspaper accounts made Hillsville

out to be. Cunningham's parallel between twelfth century England and twentieth century
Appalachia does not correlate with Carfoll County or its residents.
Whyatt-Brown's analysis is also an inadequate explanation for the events

which took place in Hillsville in 1912. Had honor been the overriding motivation in
initiating a deadly confrontation between members of the court administration and the
Allen family, why hadn't it occurred much earlier? Conflicts between the two dated bafk_

nearly fifteen years. Honor as a concept is far too simplistic to form the foundation for the
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Hillsville tragedy.#” The events leading up to 1912 were much more complex.

The colonialism model does not work in providing a reason for the tragedy
either. Though outside investors were certainly involved in the development of the
county's timberland and minerals, a study of Carroll County establishes that inside
investors were just as prominent. In fact, many within the region initiated the first
contacts with corporations outside of the state. Research on Carroll refutes the
colonialism model by demonstrating how Appalachia often exploited the region's
resources themselves. After all, the shootout in Hillsville did not involve outside
investors or absentee owners, but revolved solely around county residents, leaving
economic colonialism an ineffective explanation for the outbreak of violence. In fact,
the tragedy invariably discredits prior explanations concerning violence in Appalachia,
but consistently leads back to two rather simple factors; politics and the economy.

Chapter One of this thesis will demonstrate that in the 1890s violence in
Carroll County reached a dramatic peak, but not for the reasons cited by most reporters
and writers. For example, in 1912, the New York World stated that isolation and
the lack of a railroad were to blame for the Hillsville Tragedy. The paper proclaimed
that "wherever the steel rails go, the feud surely dies."¥® What the paper failed to
recognize however, was that the county did indeed have a railroad, constructed
prior to 1890 by Norfolk and Western. Carroll contained a number of links to
outside areas. As Ronald Eller states in his seminal study, Miners, Millhands,

and Mountaineers, "trade with nearby valley communities, seasonal work out of the

47 Wyatt-Brown's view of culture tends to be too static, lacking actual attention to
cultural diversity. Also disturbing is the fact that many of his characterizations concerning
southern culture aptly describe behavior throughout nineteenth century America.

48 The Times Dispatch, "Newspaper Comment on Murder of Court Officials at
Hillsville," 17 March 1912, p. 9.
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mountains, postal delivery...and regular penetration of remote communities by peddlers
and politicians kept mountain residents informed of issues and events in the larger
society."¥® Such was the case in Carroll County. Isolation was definitely not a factor
in the Hillsville Tragedy, even though many outsiders felt otherwise.

Isolation can also be "broken down into its interrelated parts and analyzed
more clearly and critically," which is accomplished in chapter one as well.>® Isolation
has been viewed in monolithic terms, but a number of historians have now recognized
the danger of looking at it in this way. As historian David Hsiung makes clear,

a region "may be more isolated in one dimension (such as political structure) and
more integrated in others (such as economy or transpor’cation)."51 Although, Carroll
County exhibited a high degree of social, geographic, and political interconnectedness,
strong economic links were missing. By 1912, the county's resources were being
depleted and with shrinking land availability, job opportunities for young people
became increasingly restricted. Anxiety and frustration over economic issues led to
an increase in criminal behavior.

By the 1890s, a younger generation inhabited the hills of Carroll, and with them
increasing financial constraints and uncertainty about their future. Agricultural pursuits
were dimming and land was no longer as readily available. As historian Altina Waller
makes clear, the violence that existed in Appalachia "did not emerge from an ancient

culture of feuding; it was not genetic, cultural, or irrational but, rather, a politically

49 Ronald Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers: Industrialization of the
Appalachian South, 1880-1930 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1986) p. 7.
30 David C. Hsiung, Two Worlds in the Tennessee Mountains: Exploring the Origins
of Appalachian Stereotypes (Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1997)

p. 5.
Sl Ibid,, 4.
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motivated struggle over economic development."32 This was the case in Carroll County.

Chapter two shows how financial constraints restricted individual choices and
led to a highly contested political arena. In fact, through political affiliation, residents
obtained power, autonomy, and a significant standing within the community. Residents
took local elections very seriously, and they sometimes employed undesirable tactics to
assure a candidate's victory. For example, in Carroll County Floyd Allen, a staunch
Democrat, along with other members of the community, took Dexter Goad, a Republican,
to court on two separate occasions accusing him of election fraud. There was already
animosity between the two because of an incident in 1902 where Floyd Allen accused
Goad, a United States Commissioner at the time, of selling blockade liquor out of his
offices. Conflicts such as these only escalated in the years to come, so much so that
Floyd Allen firmly believed that the courtroom shootout was a deliberate attempt on
his life, and that it was "made for no other cause except" for his "active work for the
Democratic party.">3

In the end, politics were crucial in determining policies concerning land
development, property taxes, liquor laws, and the establishment of new institutions such
as roads, banks, schools, railroads, and other facilities that drastically changed the face
of the county. At times, those leading the changes, had a great deal to gain. As historian
J. Morgan Kousser in points out, intimidation and fraud were not unusual, and "violence
n54

might suddenly put an end to years of fairly peaceful political competition.

After the tragedy of 1912, it is certainly difficult to dispute that political

52 Altina Waller, "Feuding in Appalachia: Evolution of a Cultural Stereotype," p.367.
33 Gardner, "Statement of Floyd Allen" in Courthouse Tragedy, 47.

34 J. Morgan Kousser, The Shaping of Southern Politics: Suffrage Restriction and the
Establishment of the One Party South, 1880-1910 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1974), 16.



24

conflicts never again reached the level of anxiety and tension that elections brought
a decade or so earlier. In fact, these political tensions along with disputes over the
increasingly valuable accumulation of land were the preeminent reasons behind the
tragedy. Chapter three reveals how these forces working together led up to the
events of March 14, 1912 which finally erupted into a violent confrontation that put

the County of Carroll in national headlines for months to come.
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Chapter One

Carroll County and the Turbulent
Years at the Turn of the Century

The Allen Clan are, its is true, a peculiar people, being in a
sort of backwater of American civilization where respect for
law is unknown and where a code of social morals has been
developed vastly different from that of the rest of the country...
This outbreak has called the attention of the world anew to

the strange social conditions in the mountain fastnesses

of the Blue Ridge, conditions which have been unaffected by
generations of progress and civilization...and which have thus
far defied every human effort for their amelioration.

Philadelphia Public Ledger, March 1912

By the turn of the century, most Americans' thought of Appalachian residents
as backwards, traditional, unchurched, unstable, and profoundly intolerant of outsiders
and authority. Fed by images which proliferated journals and books in the 1880s and
1890s, most reporters accepted such stereotypes as fact and incorporated them into
their own stories when instances of violence in the region arose.

Prior to the 1890s, journalists generally overlooked crime in Appalachia and
attributed most criminal cases to remaining "hostilities engendered by the Civil War."33
When an unusual outbreak of violence occurred in the 1890's however, reporters,
criminologists, and writers latched on to theories which emphasized Appalachian

"otherness" and described violence as having a direct correlation to ethnic and cultural

origins of the area. During this time, "descriptions of feuding in Appalachia" transcended

35 Shapiro, Appalachia on Our Mind, p. 105.
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"the anecdotal” and became "tied to conceptions of the nature of mountain life.">°

- The evidence seemed hard to dispute. Violence did indeed increase significantly
from the 1880s through the turn of the century. Explanations detailing the reasons why
varied; yet, most accounts persisted in blaming cultural factors, a theory based primarily
on stereotyped notions which seriously lacked evidence. As a resuit, true causal
factors concerning the nature of violence remained lost and unexplored.

In order to reveal the reasons behind such conflicts, and how and why the

media portrayed them as they did, one must first examine the communities in which
they occurred. Only then can underlying tensions, patterns of behavior, and the
complexity of social and economic relations demonstrate causality. Subsequently,
a thorough analysis of Carroll County and its people is needed to comprehend the
broader implications of the Hillsville tragedy, the violence in the years leading up to it,
and how economic hardships increasingly produced a more volatile social setting in

an otherwise peaceful county within the twenty years before 1912.

Carroll County
Carroll County, Virginia lies in the Blue Ridge Mountains on the southwestern
portion of the Appalachians.37 In 1842, Hillsville's central location made it an appropriate

county seat for an area of four-hundred and ninety four square miles. Geographically, the

%6 Ibid.

57 There are numerous definitions for Appalachia. Author John C. Campbell defined
the boundaries of the region as consisting of 256 highland counties including some
counties in Maryland and South Carolina. Thomas Ford, in his survey of the area,
redefined those boundaries by excluding the highland areas of Maryland and South
Carolina for a total of only 189 counties. The federal state agency ARC (Appalachian
Regional Commission) developed the official designation which included segments of
twelve states with highland counties stretching from northern Mississippi to southern




















































































































































































