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for Laura

Shady Grove, my little love,
Shady Grove, my darlin’,
Shady Grove, my little love,
I’m going back to Harlan.

–Traditional
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1 SCRIP

INTRODUCTION

The word “scrip” comes to us directly from economics, where it means any 
document that says the bearer is entitled to receive something of value. 
It’s an expansive term that applies to a variety of financial instruments, 
including IOUs. In this book, however, we will use the word in its narrower 
sense of the payment coal miners received in lieu of cash. Other low-wage 
industries, notably lumber and textiles, also used scrip, though not on the 
scale that was seen in the coal camps.

Many people think scrip was only rarely used. This book tests that the-
ory by assembling photographs of all the known scrip from just a single 
sample area: Harlan County, Kentucky, where I was born and raised. My 
mother gave me a couple of pieces of scrip when I was young, and then 
many years later I started seeing it at flea markets and bought a few pieces. 
I remember stopping at a market near Pineville and picking up a Harlan 
County piece. An older man standing nearby gestured toward the scrip and 
said, “I must have spent that quarter a hundred times.” I’ve always regret-
ted not buying it and giving it to him.

A few years ago I started buying some of the more common (and cheap-
er) pieces and built up a collection of 100 or so tokens, all from Harlan 
County. I leave the rare ones to others; in support of this project, fellow 
collectors have generously shared photographs of their own holdings. All 
told, this book contains photographs of about 800 different pieces of scrip 
from 110 mining companies scattered across 58 Harlan County commu-
nities. And what I found is that almost all coal companies in the county 
used scrip. Only one large mine—International Harvester’s operation at 
Benham—did not. But every member of the Harlan County Coal Operators 
Association used scrip.
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In fact, the scrip system was used extensively in the U.S. coal industry 
between 1880 and 1950. This was true across large swaths of West Virginia 
and eastern Kentucky, but scrip could also be found in 34 other states. By 
the time the Harlan County coalfields were opened in 1910, the system had 
already been developed and was widely implemented.

Coal scrip typically consisted of brass, nickel or copper tokens with 
denominations matching U.S. coinage. The company name was stamped 
into the tokens, and they were usually also labeled “Good for Merchandise 
Only.” In some cases, paper tokens were used, or even just notations in the 
company’s books. But whatever its physical form, scrip could be spent only 
at the company store, or commissary, as these facilities were known in the 
coalfields.

In many coal camps, miners were forced to shop there, a policy that 
proved very profitable for the operators. Prices were higher in the company 
store, sometimes by as much as 15% or even 20%. The companies bought 
essentials such as flour, beans and cornmeal wholesale by the ton and re-
sold them by the pound at greatly inflated markups. Getting paid a dollar 
that was actually worth 80 cents had the same effect on purchasing power 
as a 20% wage cut.

When laws were eventually passed outlawing direct payment in scrip, 
the coal companies came up with a workaround that accomplished the 
same thing: Scrip would be issued as an advance on wages. Paying miners 
not weekly but every two weeks, or even monthly, increased the likelihood 
that they would need to draw some scrip.

To provide for their loved ones, miners needed every cent they made. A 
single day off because of sickness—or, worse yet, a brief layoff—could mean 
no food on the table. It was a rare family indeed that didn’t need to request 
scrip ahead of payday.

To further ensure that the company spent as little on wages as possible, 
coal companies extracted a wide range of deductions from the miners’ the-
oretical earnings. Surviving pay stubs show that after docking workers for 
things like rent, lights, coal, insurance, bathhouse and smithing as well as 
scrip, there was little left. The remainder would have to serve for the entire 
pay period, and if it didn’t, the miner would have to draw still more scrip—
which would, of course, come out of the subsequent payday.
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This was an essential aspect of the industry’s strategy. It was one thing 
for a single family to go hungry for the last few days of the pay period, but 
if the entire workforce were left without food, it would risk triggering an 
outright rebellion. Thus, scrip was also a safety valve that enabled the work 
to continue with fewer disruptions.

When I see a $1 piece of scrip, I know that this “dollar” was paid to 
a miner who could buy perhaps 80 cents worth of food with it—and that 
dollar would go, not to some member of the local community, but directly 
back to the company that issued it. Instead of an honest dollar, what the 
miner got for his backbreaking labor was a trinket worth significantly less. 
The camp was a closed system, and this false currency cycled endlessly be-
tween the miners and the company store. If you have a piece of scrip from 
the mine where your grandfather worked, it’s quite likely that he once held 
it in his hand.

In most of the mountain counties, the mines are closed now, and the 
entrances have been dynamited. Most of the shoddy camp houses have 
turned to dust, and in some places, even the railroad tracks have been re-
moved. Even in some of the most productive areas, few traces of the coal 
industry remain. The scrip survives, though, preserved by a small group 
of patient collectors who have lovingly saved and cataloged these artifacts 
over many decades. It is their efforts that enable us to comprehend the full 
extent, and thus the consequences, of the scrip system.

Scrip is the physical evidence of subsistence wages. 
If workers were paid a living wage, they could live on their earnings. 

Their paydays were too small to carry them over to the next one, so they 
had to draw scrip. Far from being rare, scrip was common. And the im-
pact of subsistence wages spread far beyond the coal counties themselves, 
as the companies also drew workers from surrounding areas. Most of the 
men who spent their prime working years in the mines left with nothing. 
Only toward the end of the coal boom, when unionization, or the threat of 
it, resulted in higher wages and a livable income, did coal mining become 
sustainable for the workers.

Today, reports from the coal counties routinely identify the mine clo-
sures as the cause of the poverty that’s so prevalent in West Virginia and 
eastern Kentucky. I contend, however, that the industry itself was a major 
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cause of persistent mountain poverty. Using dubious strategies to acquire 
the mineral and land rights, gobbling up the available workforce, hous-
ing those workers in “towns” totally owned and controlled by the coal 
companies, and then comp0unding the problems by consistently paying 
subsistence wages effectively impoverished two or three generations of 
coal miners.

Lured by the promise of good jobs with housing provided, miners came 
by the thousands. Arriving by train, they were escorted to their homes in 
the coal camps and told that they could get supplies at the company store. 
But while the pay they were promised might have been barely adequate, 
what they actually received fell far short of that.

The housing was a trap. If a miner was laid off, he could be told to leave. 
If he was injured, the company would wait only so long before repossessing 
the property. If he was fired, he and his family became homeless. And since 
the company owned every house in town, it meant they were forced out of 
their community as well. This system did exactly what it was designed to 
do: Deter miners from forming a union. Conditions would have to be really 
bad for these workers to risk firing and eviction, but as we will see, that’s 
exactly what happened.

To ensure their control of the county, the mine operators corrupted 
Harlan County’s political system, buying votes and bribing the sheriff, the 
judge and the commonwealth attorney. They deputized the mine guards, 
many of whom had criminal records, and these hired thugs engaged in co-
ercion, assault and even murder to keep the unions out. When all that did 
not suffice, these companies called on the state government which, over 
and over, sent in the National Guard to put down the inevitable strikes.

Harlan’s labor history has been told time and again, and those accounts 
differ only in the details from what played out in the other coal mining 
counties. For the most part, this same book could have been written about 
any of those areas in eastern Kentucky or West Virginia. The pattern of 
hunger, strikes and repression repeated itself all across the mountain coun-
ties. The following pages sketch some of that shared story.
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CHAPTER 1

THE MOST BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY 
WE HAVE SEEN YET

On a trip in June 1908, Franklin Delano Roosevelt wrote to his wife, Eleanor.

If you can imagine a succession of ridges, each fifteen hundred or so 
feet above the valleys, running up at a very precipitous angle and  
covered with marvelous trees and an undergrowth of rhododendrons 
and holly you can get a general idea of the country–the path was just 
about the steepest kind that I would care to take a horse up, following 
generally a water course filled with boulders and ledges of rock.

We got to the top of the Cumberland Mountain about 10 o’clock 
and had one of the most magnificent views I have ever seen, look-
ing to the south over the angle of Virginia almost to the mountains 
of North Carolina and Tennessee, and to the Northward over the 
Harlan County, Kentucky, section that Uncle Warren and Davis are 
interested in…

We rode into Harlan again in time for lunch and are now ensconced 
here, saddle bags and all, at Judge Lewis’ Hotel. This afternoon we 
are just back from a ride of five or six miles up Martin Fork, the most 
beautiful country we have seen yet. The sides of the valley going up 
2,000 feet, heavily wooded with great poplars, chestnuts and a dozen 
or two other deciduous trees and every mile or so a fertile bottom with 
fine crops and a stream of splendid water.1

The Roosevelts had been married only three years at the time of this 
trip and they wrote each other often, sometimes several times a day. Then 
an attorney, FDR had come to Harlan to help his uncle, Warren Delano Jr., 
with the legal work of clearing titles. Even a simple property transfer re-
quires time, money and legal expertise, and the work they’d undertaken 
was far more involved. Multiple heirs and errors in the records of deeds 
made it difficult and time-consuming.
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In 1870, Philadelphia businessman Edward M. Davis bought 86,000 
acres in and near Harlan County, all of it steep and forested. Forty years 
later, his son Charles Davis and Delano Jr. were back on one of several 
trips they took to the area. Through dozens of lawsuits, they cleared title to 
75,000 acres, mostly in Harlan County. The trip these lawyers made was 
one of hundreds to the region by similar legal teams to prepare for the com-
ing coal boom.2

By the late 19th century, it was widely known that eastern Kentucky 
contained an estimated 35 billion tons of coal. The counties of Johnson, 
Floyd, Pike, Letcher, Harlan, Bell, Knox, Perry, Knott, Leslie, Clay, Martin 
and Breathitt were particularly rich. All told, about 13,000 square miles 
(8.3 million acres) of Kentucky land had coal deposits. West Virginia held 
even more, also concentrated in a dozen or so counties.

The headwaters of the Cumberland River are in Harlan County where Clover Fork,  
Martins Fork and Poor Fork converge to form the river. 

© Olha Bosenko
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Between 1880 and 1910, individuals and corporations formed companies 
to buy up the coal lands in both states, either purchasing acreage outright or 
securing the mineral rights. For these businesses, the coal itself came cheap, 
the rights to it having been obtained by a range of questionable legal tactics 
including the broad form deed, the Mayo form, the use of quitclaim deeds, 
and forced partition sales.

Davis and Delano Jr. were shareholders in the Kentenia Corp., having 
put up the $10 million that funded the company’s property acquisitions. 
Although Kentenia (derived from the state names Kentucky, Tennessee 
and Virginia) did operate mines of its own, its primary function was to lease 
the mineral rights it had acquired to other companies that would actually 
extract the coal, in exchange for a fee for each ton that was mined.

Delano Jr. served on the board of the Louisville & Nashville Railroad, 
and he actively pushed a plan to build a line into Harlan County, under-
standing that as soon as it was finished, the value of the coal leases would 
skyrocket. In 1910, just two years after FDR’s trip, the L&N tracks reached 
the town of Harlan, and soon made their way up Clover Fork, Poor Fork 
and Martins Fork.3

Drilling and blasting into the mountains began immediately. Within a 
few years more than 100 firms—coal companies, steel mills, utilities, coke 
makers and coal gasification plants—had begun operations, pockmark-
ing the county with mines. Ford Motor Co., U.S. Steel, Peabody Energy,  
Wisconsin Steel, Koppers Co., International Harvester and Chicago Edison 
all owned coal mines in Harlan County. These companies eagerly took 
advantage of the coming of the railroad to establish or buy mines in this 
newly opened, coal-rich area, eventually extracting hundreds of millions of 
tons of coal from Harlan County alone—all of it dug by workers who were 
paid the absolute minimum required to sustain life.

In 1910 Harlan County’s population was 10,000. To meet the growing 
need for workers, coal company agents first recruited men from neigh-
boring states, notably Alabama, and then broadened their search to the 
nation’s ports. There, they would meet ships arriving from Europe, prom-
ising good jobs with housing provided. U.S. Steel’s mine at Lynch once 
noted that over 25 languages were spoken in its coal camp, and materials 

(continued on p.10)
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In 1911 the Louisville and Nashville Railroad (L&N) reached 
Coxton, and the corporations developing the Harlan coalfield 
dispatched an excursion train to celebrate. Coxton was the 
site of two mines. One was Melcroft Coal Company, owned by 
the Mellon family of Pittsburg. The Melcroft company store 
was called Chestnut Ridge Supply Co. The Mellons owned or 
financed dozens of major companies including Alcoa, Gulf 
Oil, Westinghouse, and the giant coal producer, Koppers, 
which owned the second mine. Koppers owned over 200 coal 
mines, most in West Virginia, and now one in Coxton.

The identity of those on the train has been lost to histo-
ry, but it is safe to say that officials of the L&N, the Kente-
nia Corporation, and Koppers were on board. Members of 
the Continental Miners Band from Arjay, Kentucky in Bell 
County are at the left, and on the end at the right are the 
train’s engineer and brakeman. Eleanor Roosevelt can be 
seen under the word “First”. She’s in the second row in a 
white hat, standing alone in the crowd.

Chestnut Ridge was the company store for 
Mellon’s mine, Melcroft



Harlan County Coal Scrip9 Courtesy of Steve Cawood
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for workers were published in six of those languages. By 1930, eastern 
Kentucky and West Virginia had seen massive population growth; Harlan 
County alone was home to some 64,000 people—a more than fivefold in-
crease in 20 years.

The mines’ output helped fuel the Industrial Revolution, producing a 
legion of new millionaires. Large companies grew larger, some—such as 
Koppers and Peabody—becoming true energy goliaths. Companies includ-
ing Ford and U.S. Steel operated what were called “captive mines,” meaning 
that they used the coal in their own factories, rather than selling it.

The product was good quality—low ash, high energy content—and the 
mining methods of the time were well suited to steep mountainsides. Min-
ers drilled into seemingly endless coal seams, inserted an explosive, lit the 
fuse and subsequently shoveled the broken coal into cars. Mules or electric 
winches pulled the cars out of the mouth of the mine and dumped the coal 
into chutes that fed the tipple.

Tipples dumped the cleaned and sorted coal into gondolas that could 
hold up to 100 tons each; the long trains then hauled them away, mostly 
north. Coal-powered engines pulled the coal to Chicago Edison, to Ford’s 
River Rouge plant at Dearborn, Michigan, and to factories across the 
country.

Coal was king back then. Most homes and businesses were heated with 
it and coal gas was the most common fuel for lighting. Rail transportation 
had long depended on coal. Oceangoing steamships ran on coal until they 
converted to oil during World War I. Factories powered by electricity used 
their own coal-fed generators to produce it, as did streetcar companies and 
electric railways. Chicago Edison and other utilities were rapidly moving 
toward more centralized power generation and the creation of a nationwide 
electrical grid.

The Harlan deposits were vast and the coal, being low in ash and sulfur, 
was ideal for making coke, a key resource for steel production. The steel 
industry was growing fast and thus needed ever larger amounts of coal.

“We came from Walker County, Alabama, where my father was in the 
coal business,” coal operator Bryan Whitfield told an interviewer. “He did 
prospecting here in the county in 1903. In 1907, he went to Straight Creek 

(continued from p.7)
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[in Bell County] and developed the Left Fork Coal Co., two mines there, 
ArJay and Glendon. He sold out to Continental Coal Co. in 1911 and came 
to Harlan and developed the Clover Fork Coal Co. at Kitts, above Harlan. 
We bought this property from T.J. [Asher].4 

“Mr. Bob Creech … developed the first big mine on Wallins Creek in 
1911. And the second mine was White Star near Wilhoit. The third mine 
was Wisconsin Steel, Benham, International Harvester. The fourth mine 
was Clover Fork Coal Co., which was my father and uncle’s operation, and 
they were ready to load coal when the railroad got there.”5

In 1920 Bryan Whitfield opened his own mine, Harlan Collieries 
Company, at Brookside. He became a leader in the Harlan County Coal 
Operators Association.

Mine after mine opened in Harlan. Seeing a chance to further expand 
their fortunes, the financial titans of the day invested heavily.

J.P. Morgan’s U.S. Steel spent more than $5 million (equivalent to over 
$110 million today) to create Lynch, Harlan County’s largest coal town. 
Named after the company’s president, its facilities included the tipple, 
commissary, a bathhouse, worker housing, and even a hotel.6

Henry Ford, recognizing that there was more profit to be made by 
eliminating the middleman, sought independence from supply chains.  
Accordingly, he started his own steel mills, which needed coal by the train-
load. To provide it, Ford bought 16 coal mines, including one at Banner  
Fork in Harlan County. He had given the name Fordson to his line of trucks 
and tractors and he called the mine Fordson as well.

Heinrich Koppers had developed a new way to manufacture coke, and 
his 38-acre site in St. Paul, Minnesota, needed ever more coal to meet in-
creasing demand.

In the 1840s, Cyrus McCormick began manufacturing the horse-drawn 
reaper that he, his father, and an enslaved man named Jo Anderson had 
invented. In 1902, with financing from J.P. Morgan, McCormick’s son 
oversaw a merger with several other companies to form International  
Harvester. The massive new firm produced farm equipment, trucks and 
automobiles. Harvester opened a mine at Benham to power its subsidiary, 
Wisconsin Steel.
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Samuel Insull, a former assistant to Thomas Edison, ran Chicago Edison 
beginning in 1892, and by 1894 it was the largest power company in the 
city. His strategy for growth involved buying up as much of the competi-
tion as he could and relentlessly reducing customers’ costs—temporarily, 
at least—to further ensure that the company achieved dominance in the 
industry.

Some owners named the mines and the camps for their wives and 
daughters—Mary Helen, Mary Alice, Louellen, Alva, Lena Rue, Twila.  
Samuel Insull named his coal camp after himself. In one case the coal oper-
ator named the camp Lejunior after his infant son, Lee Bowling Jr.7

By 1920, there were more than 30 Harlan County mines employing 
4,000 men. Over the next decade, another 50 mines were added, employ-
ing an additional 11,000 miners. Coal was so profitable that even during 
the Great Depression a dozen new mines came on line, employing 3,000 
more men.

Coal was a mature industry, and these companies sent experienced 
managers to develop and run the mines. Their top priority, after the mine 
itself, was the coal camp. It was a low-wage industry and safety precautions 
were rare. As a result, strikes were common even when union organizers 
were not involved. As we will see, the camps were designed from the start 
to discourage and defeat attempts to organize.
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1926 1929 1934

Samuel Insull
Chicago-based industrialist Samuel Insull consolidated the Midwest power 
grid. He partnered with J.P. Morgan and the Vanderbilts to buy up com-
panies that generated electricity and run them with coal from eight mines 
he owned outright. Insull bought so much coal from Peabody Coal Co. that 
some people referred to the Kenvir mining operation as Peabody-Insull.

Insull appeared on the cover of Time magazine three times. In 1926 
he was featured because of the electrical empire he had built that was 
fueled by Kentucky coal. He made the cover again in 1929 when he built  
Chicago’s Civic Opera House, an opulent venue housed in a brand-new 
42-story building.

Trading on his name recognition and reputation, Insull made tens of 
millions of dollars selling worthless stock to investors. Hundreds of thou-
sands of people lost their life savings. He fled the country, going first to 
Paris. But when France agreed to extradite him, Insull moved on and was 
eventually extradited from Turkey, prompting the 1934 Time cover that 
showed him hiding his face.

Floyd Thompson, the most famous attorney of his day, represented  
Insull, using a “They all do it” defense. Thompson maintained that although 
Insull had repeatedly violated the law, he had behaved the same as other 
major corporations—and the jury acquitted him of all charges.8
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Henry Ford, the owner of the Fordson mine at Banner Fork, was a long-time 
fascist. He idolized Adolph Hitler and published an anti-Semitic weekly news-
paper, The Dearborn Independent. Ford distributed the paper through his car 
dealerships and to his employees, and its circulation was second only to the New 
York Daily News. In this photograph from 1938, two Nazi officials presented 
him with the Grand Cross of the German Eagle. 

(AP photo)

Library of Congress
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In 1913 the coal fields of southern Colorado were only nominally in 
the United States. In every practical sense they were controlled by 
the operators. Houses, stores, churches, streets, towns, land, were 
company-owned. Company guards policed the streets and enforced 
the law of the operators. Guards were stationed on the outskirts of 
some towns to investigate the credentials of strangers wishing to 
enter. Miners leased only the right of entry to their houses, so that 
the company could prohibit anyone it pleased from visiting the occu-
pants. Miners were paid not in United States currency, but in compa-
ny scrip, in defiance of the law. 

– John Greenway9

As it was in Colorado, so it was in Harlan. The operators had engi-
neered a system to mine coal as cheaply as possible and they employed it 
everywhere.

In 1918, Chicago’s Peabody Coal Co. opened its Black Mountain Corp. 
mine on the upper stretch of Yocum Creek, armed with a contract from 
Chicago Edison to buy all the coal the company could produce. As Hal 
King has written,10 Peabody had bought Jesse Farley’s farm in 1916 to 
be used as the site of the coal camp the company would name Kenvir, 
combining the first letters of Kentucky and Virginia. Over the next two 
years, Peabody built more than 500 frame houses, office buildings, a coal 
processing tipple, a bathhouse, repair shops, a scale and a company store. 
Men poured into the camp with their families, ready to start new jobs to 
improve their lives.
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Everything in the town belonged to the company, and the mine superin-
tendent was its undisputed ruler. There were no elections for mayor because 
there was no mayor. The super’s word was law, and if you didn’t like it you 
could leave. The county sheriff was cooperative, deputizing the company’s 
guards. As we will see, Black Mountain guards would be involved in many of 
the armed conflicts that made national news.

To supplement the armed guards, it wasn’t unusual for the camps to be 
surrounded by fencing. Some had guard shacks or towers at the entrance. 
Kenvir, however, had no need of fences. The only way in or out was down 
the road through Evarts. Going the other way, up the mountain, the road 
ended at Punkin Center, two miles short of the Virginia line. This geogra-
phy played a key role in the Battle of Evarts, which turned out to be the 
turning point in the county’s coal war.

In the 1930s, steel cables were used to lock the entrance gate at the 
Louellen coal camp, on Clover Fork, owned by the Cornett-Lewis Coal Co.:

They had a big post on each side, [where] you pulled off the highway 
and went over into the camp; they put a big crosstie on each side of 
the road, and they had a steel rope stretched across there, and they 
kept a lock on it. And if you see any people come, you had to alert the 
watchmen, and they’d let you in and he’d lock it back.

–Lloyd Lefevre

They had guards to let you in and guards to let you out. Like a con-
centration camp or something. And we grew up under those condi-
tions. You didn’t get in that camp without permission and you didn’t 
get out of that camp without permission.

–Julia Cowans11

The company town of Verda featured a guardhouse perched in a large 
tree beside the road. Residents recall seeing machine guns displayed there 
and on the butcher block in the commissary.12 Over at Lynch, the fences 
were used to keep out union organizers. Several people have reported that 
as soon as they entered the camp, they were challenged by company guards 
and had to justify their presence.
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The Company Store

In 1930, an appeals court judge described Kenvir, a typical company town:

The appellant Black Mountain Corporation owns extensive coal 
lands in Harlan County, and in 1918 it constructed a mining camp 
on Yocum Creek. This mining camp is now known as Kenvir and has 
a population of approximately 2,500. It is unincorporated, and the 
Black Mountain Corporation owns substantially all the real proper-
ty in and around the town. When the camp was established, streets 
and roads were laid out; but these are the private property of the 
Black Mountain Corporation and are used by the public only with its 
permission.13

The judge did not elaborate, but the referenced “real property” included 
a company store—the only store in town and the only one that would accept 
the scrip that the workers there received.

Miners and their families at the PV&K Coal Company store, Lejunior, Kentucky, September, 1946
� Department of the Interior



18

Chapter 2

How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

Camps were isolated, laws varied from state to state, and companies 
varied in the extent to which they chose to follow whatever laws there were. 
Over time, those laws changed. But even when workers weren’t paid di-
rectly in scrip, most still needed it in order to buy food and other essential 
items. And that meant surrendering a portion of their theoretical cash wag-
es in exchange for scrip.

In places where other shopping options were available, coal opera-
tors used various strategies to pressure workers to buy their groceries at 
the company store, thereby ensuring that a chunk of the miners’ wages 
would revert to the employer even before payday came. In a 1932 essay,  
Melvin P. Levy quoted a letter from the Black Mountain Corp. to John Bur-
ton, a miner in the company’s employ:

Dear Sir:
On checking our pay rolls and books in the store we find that you 

are not drawing very much scrip. This is evidence to us that you are 
trading with the independent stores… We’re furnishing your employ-
ment and pay you twice a month for your earned wages.

I am sure that things can be adjusted and you will give us 
one-hundred per cent of your trade.14

In another instance, the superintendent of the Clover Fork mine at 
Kitts told an employee, “If you trade at Piggly Wiggly you can get your job 
at Piggly Wiggly.”15 

Most Harlan County mines used the “room and pillar method,” in 
which large pillars of coal are left in place to support the roof. Eventually 
the pillars are removed to gain access to that coal. Called “retreat mining,” 
or “robbing,” this was dangerous work: At some point, the roof would col-
lapse. Not surprisingly, robbing was nobody’s favorite.

The miners understood full well all of the ways that they were being 
taken advantage of. Consider this story from Black Mountain:

These two men approached the mine superintendent, J.J. Asbury, 
looking for a job. He told ’em, “We don’t have nothing right now but 
robbin’ work.” They knew what he was talking about, but one of them 
said, “Well, we never did no work in a company store before, but 
we’re willing to give it a try.”16
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Deductions

The low pay—miners called it “starvation wages”—kept them from ever 
owning much of value. No house, no car, no savings, just living from pay-
day to payday and never getting ahead. Paying on a home is typically the 
main way workers of any kind build what’s called “generational wealth”: 
Assets that can be passed down to their children, helping to ensure that 
they’ll be better off than their parents were.

Although the main deduction from the miners’ pay was for scrip, there 
were also many others, ensuring that little actual cash found its way into 
the pay envelope. And while drawing scrip was theoretically voluntary, the 
cumulative effect of all these charges was to make sure the workers received 
so little money that they had to ask for advances, which were payable only 
in scrip.

Management consultant Peter Drucker coined the phrase “profit center” 
in 1945, and the concept has since been widely embraced. Airlines, for ex-
ample, used to provide luggage check-in as a service; now it’s a profit cen-
ter. The coal companies, though, were using this strategy long before that. 

Car checks. Miners who were paid by the ton attached brass tags with their number on 
them to the coal cars to get credit for the coal they mined. � From the author’s collection
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If there was a doctor on call in the coal camps there’d 
be a deduction, regardless of whether a particular work-
er needed treatment. Deducting 88 cents per miner per 
month might not seem like much, but multiply that by 
hundreds of employees over a number of years and it 
adds up. The doctor was paid a set salary and the rest fed 
the company’s bottom line.

In addition, companies erected rows of identical 
tar paper-sided houses for the workers and deducted 
the rent—usually $2 per room per month—from their 
pay. Cheap to build, these flimsy structures helped en-
sure that construction costs were recouped in a very few 
years, after which housing the workers became another 
profit center.

If the company built a church in the camp, there would be a deduction 
to pay for it. Companies often paid all or part of the minister’s salary as well, 
and management attended these churches alongside the miners. Under the 
circumstances, it would be a brave preacher indeed who voiced any criti-
cism of his and his congregation’s employer.

Special circumstances sometimes called for additional measures. U.S. 
Steel’s mine at Lynch had so many Black workers that the camp featured 
three different Black churches. Because all of the foremen and company of-
ficials were white, they did not attend, and so couldn’t monitor, what went 
on in those sanctuaries. Accordingly, the company found it necessary to 
remind the ministers not to allow union meetings on the premises.

A handwritten note inscribed on a 1934 letter from the treasurer of U.S. 
Coal & Coke Co. (owned by U.S. Steel) to Lynch mine Superintendent W.V. 
Whiteman spells out the policy in no uncertain terms. The letter concerns 
the leases for the churches in question and, in the note, the company in-
structs Whiteman to tell the ministers to use those facilities “for church 
purposes only and no other,” with the principal words underlined for added 
emphasis.17

Note the deduction of $2 for 
“Chance” at the bottom
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The handwritten note at the 
bottom reads, “J.L.W. Call 
their special attention to 
the clause relative to use of 
Church for Church purposes 
only & no other. This refers 
to all political, etc. meetings 
unless written permission 
is granted them. W.V.W, 
1/15/34.”  
From The Harlan Renaissance  
by William H. Turner.  
Used with permission

Sometimes, miners had to provide their own tools, chiefly picks and 
shovels. These were available at the commissary, along with the carbide 
that helped fuel the open-flame headlamps. There was even a deduction for 
“smithing”—sharpening the miner’s pick.

Pearl Bassham owned the Harlan-Wallins Coal Corp. at Verda, as well 
as a used car lot in Harlan. Bassham would sometimes park a worn-out old 
car in front of the commissary, deduct $2 from each miner’s pay, and draw 
a name to choose the winner of the car. He did not think it necessary to ask 
the men if they wanted to take part in the raffle.18
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One of the ways the operators kept unions out was to require employees to 
sign a pledge not to join a labor union. Although they were coerced into sign-
ing, many miners felt bound by them. Others understood that signing under 
threat of job loss was not valid because it was not a contract that was entered 
into willingly. That’s not just common sense, but a legal concept too.

This contract was required of employees as a condition of employment. 
When you were hired, you had to sign it. If you were already employed and 
refused to sign it, you were fired. It required that employees conform not 
just their actions, but their thoughts, to the company’s will. “The employees 
will not join or belong… and will not aid, encourage or approve…” It’s not 
enough to refrain from joining the union. You also have to disapprove of it!

In 1935 President Roosevelt signed the Wagner Act, which guaranteed 
the right to organize, and also outlawed blacklisting, yellow-dog contracts, 
and discrimination on the basis of union activity. 

Expecting that the Supreme Court would overturn the act, some Har-
lan coal companies violated it. In 1937, when the Supreme Court upheld it 
instead, a Senate subcommittee on Civil Liberties, headed by Wisconsin 
Senator Robert M. La Follette, Jr., began hearings into labor practices in 
various industries.



Harlan County Coal Scrip23

JOB REQUIREMENTS: 

The yellow-dog contract that the Harlan-Wallins Coal Corp. required employees to 
sign. Such agreements, now illegal, barred employees from joining or supporting a 
union. Pearl Bassham owned Harlan-Wallins, and Morris Saylor ran the company 
store in Molus. Saylor, who was also the county judge, had to sign off on deputy 
sheriff appointments. Among the 169 deputies he confirmed, 64 were indicted for 
felonies and 37 were felons. Sheriff Theodore Middleton was also in business with 
Bassham and Morris.



A swinging bridge on the Cumberland River at Wilhoit, 1929
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KEEP YOUR EYE UPON THE SCALE

In 1890, a hymn called “Life is Like a Mountain Railway” was written by 
M.E. Abbey and set to music by Charles Davis Tillman.

It began:

Life is like a mountain railway,
With an engineer that’s brave.
You must make the run successful,
From the cradle to the grave.
Watch the curves, the fills, the tunnels;
Never falter, never quail;
Keep your hand upon the throttle,
And your eye upon the rail.

Appearing soon after recording had been invented, the song was an as-
tounding success. Recorded dozens of times, it was sung in churches and 
concert halls alike. Everybody knew it, and it’s still sung today in old-time 
music circles.

Nobody knows who changed the words, but the miners’ version soon 
became as widely known as the original:

Miner’s life is like a sailor’s 
’Board a ship to cross the waves. 
Every day his life’s in danger, 
Still he ventures, being brave.

Watch the rocks, they’re falling daily, 
Careless miners often fail. 
Keep your hand upon the dollar, 
And your eye upon the scale.
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You’ve been docked and docked again boys, 
You’ve been loading two to one;
Worn-out boots and worn-out miners, 
Blackened lungs and children pale,
Keep your hand upon the dollar, 
And your eye upon the scale.

Union miners, stand together,
Heed no operator’s tale.
Keep your hand upon the dollar,
And your eye upon the scale.

These plain words reflected fundamental tensions in the employer/ 
employee relationship. Owners used any means conceivable to reduce  
payroll in order to boost profits. Any reason might become an excuse to 
dock miners’ pay: Too much slate in the coal, timbers not properly set. At 
the Brookside mine, Bryan Whitfield established a policy of paying less to 
miners who were under 25 years of age or over 50. The former were deemed 
inexperienced, and the latter were said to be worn out.19

As for “Keep your hand upon the dollar,” paying miners in cash instead 
of scrip was one of the earliest union demands. And “Keep your eye upon 
the scale” was a further heads-up to workers, since cheating at the scales 
was common. An impartial “checkweighman” was another frequent union 
demand. In union mines, if they succeeded in getting it into the contract, 
workers had the right to elect, by secret ballot at the union meeting, their 
own checkweighman to oversee the company’s man. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, when the company’s man weighed the coal, the result always seemed 
to favor the owner.

The biggest offender in Harlan County was Pearl Bassham’s Harlan- 
Wallins mine at Verda, where an inspector found that the scales had been 
doctored by the company to give short weight to the miners. The inspector 
calculated that the maneuver shorted the miners’ pay by some 3,000 to 
4,000 tons per month.

The operators required miners to perform some work with no pay at 
all. A single set of rails ran up to the face of the coal, where two empty cars 
would be delivered. The loaders filled the car nearest the coal face. They 
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then had to transfer that coal to the other car and fill the near car again  
before both cars were hauled out. Since the miners were paid by the ton, 
they weren’t paid for this “double bunking.” Miners referred to the practice 
as “loading two for one,” and they objected to it all across the coalfields.

Essential tasks such as shoring up the roof, laying track and cleaning up 
non-coal debris were also unpaid. The miners called this “dead work,” and 
when they were able to organize, receiving payment for those jobs was high 
on the list of demands.

Another thing miners weren’t paid for was the time it took to travel 
from the mine entrance to the coal face and back. This could be consider-
able, and the result was that miners wound up working longer hours than 
what they were theoretically putting in. “Portal to portal pay” was a fre-
quent demand of striking workers.

Fighting Back

The daily indignities of being blatantly cheated and of living in a “town” 
where they were almost totally devoid of rights took a heavy toll on the min-
ers and their families. Mine superintendents, backed up by armed guards, 
wielded power that extended into every aspect of life. Self-respect required 
the miners to fight back at any opportunity, and from the very opening of 
the coalfields, strikes were frequent. 

Operators quickly gained control over Harlan County government, 
and that gave them control of the local schools. I attended county schools 
from first grade through high school, and in all those years I remember 
unions being discussed exactly once. There was a strike going on, I think 
at Brookside, that was much in the news, and in my freshman history class 
one girl said something about the strikers being too lazy to work. I disputed 
her contention, and we all looked to the teacher to referee the dispute. In-
stead, he said: “We’re not here to talk about that. Let’s get back to history.”

Even the post office was controlled by the operators. In most mining 
camps, the superintendent or commissary clerk was also the postmaster. 
Thus, “It was easy for the postmaster to serve the company by scanning in-
coming mail for radical literature or correspondence from labor leaders.”20
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The Harlan Daily Enterprise

Founded in 1903 as a booster paper, The Harlan Daily Enterprise was the 
coal operators’ mouthpiece. When mine accidents were reported, employee 
error was the cause. The miners called the Enterprise a “scab paper,” since 
it published the operators’ opinions as fact, blamed work stoppages on out-
side agitators, and declined to report at all on things like unsafe conditions 
and low pay. And when mine operators tried to explain the frequent strikes, 
they tended to look everywhere except at their own pay scale and working 
conditions.

At the same time, the Enterprise leased the full wire of The Associated 
Press, so the paper’s coverage of national and international events was 
often more balanced and quite thorough. The AP connection cut both ways, 
however. When the wire service picked up a Harlan County story, the coal 
company’s version of the events was usually the one that would circulate 
nationwide. In times of great turmoil, however, the northern papers some-
times sent in their own reporters, so there was some independent national 
coverage.

According to the Enterprise, union organizing was the work of outsid-
ers, often depicted as communists or socialists, who stirred up the miners. 
Alternately, it was sometimes presented as a conspiracy of Northern coal 
operators aiming to destroy the Southern coal industry. The dubious claim 
was that if unionization raised wages, Southern mines would no longer  
be able to compete with the Northern mines.21 In fact, however, many  
Northern mines were unionized. Meanwhile, the other nearby paper, Bell 
County’s Pineville Sun, urged officials to crush the union—without “too 
many scruples as to the methods.”

Operators at seven Harlan County mines went further still, prohibiting 
miners outright from having copies of The Knoxville News-Sentinel, whose 
stories sometimes quoted representatives of both sides in the disputes. The 
New York Times was slow to report on happenings in Harlan. Prior to the 1931 
Battle of Evarts, the paper had published only six such news items. Later, in 
connection with the National Miners Union’s attempts to organize workers  
in the county, the paper printed 119 stories about the ongoing coal war.22
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The Harlan County Coal Operators Association

The most consequential event in Harlan’s history was the creation of the 
Harlan County Coal Operators Association. Formed in 1916, the group’s 
membership included almost every major coal company in the county. 
Over the subsequent decades it came to control local politics and repeat-
edly defeat the miners’ attempts to unionize. As the Association’s power 
grew, it gained control of every aspect of the county’s social fabric, from 
wage rates to policing and the courts. The newspaper, the schools, even the 
churches, all answered to the local coal operators. And at those few mines 
whose workers did manage to establish a union, it was typically defeated 
within a few years.

The county sheriff was the principal instrument of the operators’ control.

They say in Harlan County, there are no neutrals there,
You’ll either be a union man or a thug for J.H. Blair.
Which side are you on? Which side are you on? 
Which side are you on? Which side are you on?

Once Florence Reece’s song about J.H. 
Blair had made its way around the coun-
ty, the sheriff had no chance of getting 
reelected. At that point, Theodore Roos-
evelt Middleton, Harlan’s chief of police, 
stepped up as the reform candidate. He 
promised to treat union miners equally, to 
fire all of Blair’s deputies, and even to give 
equal protection to the holiness churches 
that sometimes allowed union meetings. 
Middleton teamed up with Morris Saylor, 
the candidate for county judge, and they 
took office on Jan. 1, 1934. But no sooner 
had they been elected than the two men 
switched sides. Middleton retained all of 
Blair’s deputies, who became even more 

Sheriff J.H. Blair. Knoxville News- 
Sentinel, January 7, 1934.
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aggressive toward striking miners. And according to one account, while 
Middleton was in office, “He greatly increased his personal fortune and ac-
quired five coal mines and an interest in a coal-camp commissary and a 
leased coal property.”23

In Kentucky at that time, the county judge had to approve the appoint-
ment of sheriff’s deputies. In Harlan County, 64 of the 169 deputies had 
been indicted, and 37 had felony convictions. Most of them were guards 
hired by the coal companies and stationed at the mines. Only seven or eight 
deputies were paid by the county and actually worked out of the sheriff’s 
office. Judge Saylor “became a partner with the sheriff in the commissary 
and coal-land leasing venture and commissioned all the sheriff’s deputy 
appointments.”24 In 1936, testimony before the U.S. Senate’s La Follette 
Committee would show that Sheriff Middleton demanded (and got) kick-
backs from his deputies. Each time they were paid, they gave a portion to 
the sheriff.

The year before, the Denhardt Commission, a state investigatory body, 
had reported that “in Harlan County there exists a virtual reign of terror, 
financed in general by a group of coal mine operators in collusion with cer-
tain public officials; the victims of this reign of terror are the coal miners. … 
There is no doubt that Theodore Middleton, sheriff of Harlan County, is in 
league with the operators and is using many of his deputies to carry out his 
purposes.”25 The La Follette Committee subsequently heard from dozens 
of witnesses who confirmed those findings.
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The British

The history of scrip did not begin in the American coal mines. For many 
years, British businesses had experimented with ways to pay their workers 
in something other than cash. Some employers paid only in goods. In the 
17th century, for example, if a company made nails, it might pay in nails. 
Similarly, at the end of the week, lace-makers might find themselves sup-
plied not with money but with lace that they then had to trade or sell in 
order to buy food.

Such goods were called “truck.” Long before there were motor vehicles, 
the word referred to whatever things a truck might carry: articles of any 
kind. Often, however, it meant garden produce, a usage that survives in our 
phrase “truck garden.”

“The truck system … was a pair of related but distinct practices. The 
first of these was outright compulsion upon employees to accept payment 
of wages in overvalued commodities, usually groceries, or compulsion to 
deal with a company store under unfavorable terms. … The second form of 
the truck system was compulsion to deal with a company store if a worker 
made an irregular anticipation of his wages, accrued but not yet paid.”26

Every few years, the injustice of the situation generated another act of 
Parliament. Over time, this resulted in an almost comical number of such 
laws which regulated wages in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern  
Ireland. Thus, there is the Truck Act of 1464 and the Truck Act of 1725, as 
well as later iterations in 1819, 1831, 1887, 1896 and 1940.27
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All of those legislative actions sought to put an end to the truck system, 
but by the time the corporations had finished weakening them, they proved 
to be ineffective. The Crown seldom enforced the law, and the courts were 
reluctant to impose meaningful penalties. In all cases the employers lob-
bied mightily to exempt their respective industries and to make breaking 
the law as painless as possible for the masters. One act, for example, called 
for fining violators 5 pounds, which was hardly a deterrent.

After initially relying on bookkeeping to keep the accounts straight and 
then switching to paper coupons, the corporations started using metal 
scrip. These coins were specific to the company that had them made. Work-
ers could use them to buy food in specially designated “Tommy shops,” 
which had agreed to accept the scrip and then be repaid by the company. 
Before long, however, corporations saw the wisdom of running those enter-
prises themselves, and the first company stores were born.

The oldest piece of scrip in my collection is a halfpenny from the Ang-
lesey Mines in Wales. It features a druid priest with an oak-leaf wreath on 
one side, and a date of 1788 on the other.

Anglesey Mines had an operation at Parys Mountain 
where an enormous deposit of copper had been mined 
since the Bronze Age (3300 to 1200 B.C.). Because the 
company was copper-rich, it didn’t stint when it came 
to weight. The token had almost a halfpenny’s worth 
of copper in it, so it had actual value; most other scrip 
could only be exchanged for goods.

Workers used this and other Anglesey scrip at the 
company’s own store, but it was widely used by other 
industries as well and became, in effect, a de facto al-
ternate currency throughout the area. In 1817, England 
declared the Anglesey scrip to be illegal.

Reducing costs boosts profits, and businesses could 
not resist using the power that company stores gave 
them. By increasing prices in the commissaries, com-
panies effectively lowered wages. Workers fought back, 

The Anglesey halfpenny, 
issued in 1788.
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sometimes going on strike or engaging in food riots. When miners looted 
the truck shops in South Wales in 1816, the Monmouthshire magistrate, 
J.H. Moggridge, proposed the Truck Act of 1819—which prohibited paying 
wages in goods.28

By 1831, however, employers had found a new way around the law: 
Don’t pay wages in truck. Instead, provide groceries as an advance on 
wages earned but not yet paid. Thus, in a fine stroke of semantic hairsplit-
ting, the company wasn’t paying in goods and so was not violating the law. 
Workers who could wait until payday would receive cash. But wages were 
so low that most employees couldn’t do that; instead, they were forced to 
accept overpriced food from the commissary in order to feed their children. 
A well-paid worker wouldn’t need an advance on wages. A hungry one did, 
and the scheme effectively kept the truck system working (albeit under a 
different name).

The Americans

American coal companies did not have to navigate the learning curve as the 
British had. They simply adopted the strategy outright, establishing com-
pany stores across the continent.

According to Stuart Brown, scrip was used as early as 1863, when a 
Pennsylvania state senator named Lowry proposed “An Act to Prevent the 
Payment of Workmen and Laborers in Orders Upon Store Keepers.” Sen. 
Lowry said that the companies had “coined money out of base metals hav-
ing a fictitious value but stamped PAYABLE IN STORE GOODS.”29

The law was passed but the Pennsylvania Supreme Court overturned it, 
ruling that requiring workers to be paid in lawful money at regular intervals 
was “an insulting attempt to put the laborer under a legislative tutelage, 
which is not only degrading to his manhood, but subversive of his rights as 
a citizen of the United States. He may sell his labor for what he thinks best, 
whether money or goods, just as his employer may sell his iron or coal.”

Apparently, the court wasn’t swayed by the Constitution’s stipulation 
that “The Congress shall have power to coin money, regulate the value 
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thereof, and of foreign coin, and fix the standard of weights and measures.”30 
The way the court saw it, Congress had the power to coin money—but so 
did the Godcharles Mining Co. of Milton, Pennsylvania.31 Other coal com-
panies quoted that decision in their always successful efforts to protect the 
scrip system.

The company store was the only place that one could spend the scrip 
and prices were higher, often much higher, than other stores nearby.

The companies made the pay period two weeks instead of the usual one 
week. Companies usually hold back the first payday, so that a miner who 
was hired on the first of the month was not paid until the end of the month, 
thus ensuring that he had to use scrip to get by.

The Pennsylvania Anthracite Strike of 1902

Anthracite, a clean-burning, hard coal, is greatly concentrated in a few 
Pennsylvania counties. It was heavily used in Eastern cities, and a strike 
in the anthracite fields would disrupt the economy and cause trouble for 
President Theodore Roosevelt in the 1902 midterm election.

High prices at the company store, short weight at the scales, and unsafe 
conditions in the mines all contributed to the strikes that plagued the coal-
fields, but it was the low wages and long hours that finally sparked the 1902 
strike. Wages in the anthracite fields were so low that the miners would run 
out of money to feed their families long before payday came. The operators 
had anticipated this, of course, so they made scrip available. The miner 
went to the boss and asked for scrip, and if he had worked enough hours, it 
was issued and the amount deducted from his pay.

The miners spoke multiple languages and were divided into different 
groups accordingly, yet they effectively closed the mines for almost six 
months. They stood united against private police forces, dangerous work-
ing conditions, child labor, blacklisting, and short weight.

Gov. William A. Stone dispatched his entire National Guard to the 
coalfields, and President Roosevelt threatened to send in the army. For-
mer President Grover Cleveland wrote to Roosevelt, saying that the miners 
should first go back to work and then negotiate a settlement.
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Elihu Root, Roosevelt’s secretary of war, had been a well-known corpo-
rate lawyer and was a friend of banker J.P. Morgan, who asked Root to come 
to New York. On Oct. 11, 1902, the two men met for five hours on Morgan’s 
yacht and agreed that a commission would be appointed to arbitrate the 
dispute. Eventually the miners were forced to settle. They got a 10% wage 
increase and a nine-hour day (down from the 10-hour days they’d worked 
before). They didn’t get union recognition or an end to the scrip system.32

But while the miners did not achieve all their goals, the experience 
showed workers and employers alike that a successful strike could force 
meaningful change. Although the strikers weren’t immediately able to end 
child labor, for example, the photographs that Lewis Hine took during that 
period made a difference in public perception and paved the way: Pennsyl-
vania’s Child Labor Act of 1905 prohibited children younger than 14 from 
working in the mines.

Breaker Boys, 1911. � Lewis Wickes Hine

Pennsylvania prohibited employing children younger than 14 from working in the mines, but these 
children seem much younger. Maybe the companies are skirting the law by employing the children not 
in a mine but in a tipple. Note the rod in the older boy’s hand.
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System Scrip

In both countries many of the earliest pieces of scrip were made of paper, 
which meant that any printer could produce a credible copy. Early scrip 
coins could easily be counterfeited as well. To counter this problem, “sys-
tem scrip” was invented. This entailed copyrighting and patenting both the 
tokens themselves and the special registers that dispensed them. It worked 
because die sinkers would not want to violate the copyright or patent.

The Ingle System Co. (later renamed the Insurance Credit System) 
pioneered the practice in 1908. The cash register had only recently been 
invented, and both companies used specially modified models to dispense 
the tokens.

Then in 1920 Wiley Osborne started the Osborne 
Register Co. (Orco). He had worked as an engineer 
for Consolidation Coal Company for four years. The 
company had well over 100 mines in which it used 
scrip, so Osborne knew the system well.

Examples of system scrip.

Three of the system scrip makers were Master Metal Scrip, the Insurance Credit 
System and Osborne Register Company (Orco).

Scrip from the Consolidation Coal Co., 
Monongah, West Virginia.
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In 1922, he applied for a patent on his scrip register. In the application 
he wrote:

My invention relates to trade-check credit machines, for use by con-
cerns in communities where the trade-check credit system is or would 
be employed. This trade-check credit system is used extensively in 
coal, ore and other mine offices and commissaries, as well as lumber 

camps, oil fields and construction camp offices and commissaries… It 
is customary in such communities to make the intervals of wage pay-
ment of longer duration than in the most closely populated centers, 
for the reason of inconvenient banking facilities and the necessity of 
carrying large sums of cash over long distances. These intervals of 
wage payment are usually either monthly or semi-monthly.

In the particular class of wage earners employed by business 
interests of the character stated in such camps and communities, 
there will be found many who administer their own personal financial 
affairs in such a way as to seldom have ready cash available for the 
purchase of such material and supplies necessary to their subsistence. 
It has, therefore, been the practice of such companies to make finan-
cial advances on workmen’s earnings and yet avoid the necessity of 
handling cash in transactions of this nature.33

An example of a receipt from a scrip register 
at Stanaford, West Virginia, with a scrip dollar 
from that location. 

An Osborne Scrip Register. 
This one is from Harlan Collieries 
Co. at Brookside.
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Subsistence wages were clearly the reason miners struggled to survive 
from one payday to the next, but Osborne neatly shifted the blame by dis-
paraging the workers’ financial management skills, leaving one to wonder 
how it could be that every camp was filled with such spendthrifts. And his 
claim that longer pay periods made it less dangerous to transport large 
sums of cash over long distances makes no sense, because doubling the pay 
period would double the amount of cash that had to be carried.

The Osborne Co. manufactured scrip to order and then the coal compa-
nies issued it, using the patented registers, to miners seeking an advance. 
The scrip clerk set the machine to dispense one, two, three, four or five $1 
scrip pieces; the machine produced a printed record for the miner and re-
tained one for the company.

Automating the issuance of scrip was a tremendous timesaver for the 
coal companies. Work that would have consumed several payroll clerks 
could then be done quickly. As one of Orco’s ads pointed out, in less than 
an hour a 10-year-old child could issue $600 in scrip to 200 employees.34 

A steel die used in a stamping press to stamp the coal scrip tokens from blanks along 
with the token produced by it. The “A” cutout was added in a later step.
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Evarts is an incorporated town, not a coal camp. Many of the camps have 
disappeared, but Evarts was there before the coalfields were developed, and 
it still exists today. Miner and author Jim Garland called it “a free town, a 
town not owned by any company.”35

In 1949 when I was 4, my family moved from Punkin Center to Evarts, 
and I grew up there. The photograph shows almost the entire downtown.

There’s a diner in the center of the photograph below, underneath the 
Royal Crown Cola sign. They cooked with coal in that restaurant, and you 
can see the smoke coming out. Just above the smoke, you can see a slate 
dump on the hillside. Sometimes my brother and I would go there to collect 

Evarts, 1946. � Russell Lee
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scraps of coal that had been overlooked. (If you’re ever cold in coal country, 
another good place to look is along the railroad tracks. The tipple workers 
heap up the gondolas, expecting the coal to settle during its journey, but 
sometimes they don’t get it quite right and some falls out. If the gons are 
parked on a siding, sometimes you can help it fall out.)

Just past the bridge on the right side of the photo is a sharp left turn 
near where the Battle of Evarts took place in 1931.

Dr. Pierce was the doctor at the Black Mountain coal camp, and on the 
left of the photograph is Pierce’s drugstore. Just after that there’s an alley 
with crossties on cinder blocks along the sides, which was a convenient 
resting place for the townsmen.

When I was 10 or so, I walked down that alley and came upon a man, 
old to my eyes, who was telling some young miners a story. Pointing to 
the mountainside, he said they had burned crosses high above the town, 
that they had cut the limbs off the trees, tied planks on them to make giant 
crosses, and then set them aflame. Everyone was scared, he said, describing 
the sound of one shot after another.

The shock of that part of the story blotted out the rest, and not long 
after, I climbed that hill. It seemed to me that he had pointed directly at 
the slate dump. There was no sign of a cross or a fire, and I suppose I didn’t 
expect there to be. I didn’t think about the story much, and as I got older I 
came to believe that he had been mistaken. I never heard another reference 
to it and just stopped thinking about it.

But years later, when I read historian John Hevener’s book Which Side 
Are You On?, I remembered what he had said. After the Battle of Evarts, 
Hevener wrote, the trial of the miners was set for Monday, April 17, 1931, 
in Harlan Town, and the union members had planned a rally for that day. 
But Sheriff J.H. Blair banned all public demonstrations during the trial. On 
the Friday and Saturday nights before the trial was due to start, “The glare 
of flaming crosses illuminated the mountains overlooking the county seat, 
and ominous blooms of exploding dynamite echoed across the valley to call 
attention to the spectacle.”36 
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The man in the alley had said “shots,” but in the mines, that’s what 
dynamite blasts are called. And he’d been pointing not to these particular 
hills but, in his mind’s eye, to the ones over the town of Harlan. Cross 
burnings, church burnings, and evictions were all strategies Southern 
planters used to keep sharecroppers and tenant farmers in line. Now they 
were being used against miners.

These terror tactics are, rightfully, closely associated with the racist 
aggression of groups like the Ku Klux Klan. But many people are unaware 
of their routine use against unions as well. There’s a long history of such 
attacks on textile workers, cigar-makers, and citrus laborers—and far too 
often they would include a flaming cross.

In the 1950s, Evarts was segregated: The schools were segregated, and 
so were the neighborhoods. The Roslyn Theatre required Black people to 
sit upstairs. My mother took us to church regularly and, like everything else 
in town, her church was segregated too. But one evening we arrived to find 
six or seven Black people in attendance among the 30 or so white regulars.

A slate dump. This is not part of coal mining—the photograph shows a man looking for usable lumps of coal.
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My mother became acquainted with one of the women, Sister Meeks. (In 
her church, men were “brothers” and women were “sisters.”) She came to 
our house at least twice, and we went to hers a time or two when I was 5 or 6.

I never asked my mother about that, but I never forgot it either. And 
then I read this:

It was not uncommon to find, for example, more than one Church of 
God in the same coal camp or town. This was the case in the com-
mercial town of Evarts. Evarts had two Church of God (Cleveland) 

churches: one white and one ‘colored.’ … Members of white and black 
congregations frequently attended one another’s revival services and 
other special meetings.37 

–Carletta A. Bush 

Mystery solved. Not surprisingly, the friendship forged by Sister Meeks 
and my mother did not survive our town’s segregation. But that relatively 
progressive position on race was matched by the pro-union sentiments of 
some of the churches, which repeatedly led to trouble with the coal com-
panies.

How did unionism survive in a county where union workers were reg-
ularly beaten, imprisoned and killed, and where they were fired and black-
listed by the hundreds? According to Bush, writing in her doctoral disserta-
tion, Faith, Power, and Conflict,38 it was the toehold that the union miners 
had in the local Holiness churches that kept the unionist fires banked.

In addition to Evarts, Bush writes that by 1931, “The towns of Ages, 
Harlan, Highsplint and Twila were homes to both churches belonging to 
the Church of God (Cleveland) and local unions of the United Mine Workers 
of America.”39

With the parallel rise of unionism and the Holiness church, several 
preachers led the union movement at critical times. Churches inside the 
coal camps were usually built by the coal companies, and they often also 
paid the minister’s salary. Not surprisingly, union-minded miners stayed 
away from those churches, but they were welcomed at the Holiness and 
Pentecostal churches that miner/preachers built outside the bounds of 
the camps. And when ministers allowed union meetings to be held on the 
premises, the coal operators directed their fury toward both the preachers 
and their congregations.
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The Strike Wave of 1931

In February of 1931, the mines affiliated with the Harlan County Coal 
Operators Association announced a 10% wage cut.40 Times were already 
hard, with many mines running only three or four days a week. The new 
cut pushed miners, already hungry, toward literal starvation, and miners 
across the county went on strike, saying they could either “work and starve” 
or “strike and starve.”

The companies responded by firing and evicting the strikers. In Alva, 
the Black Star Coal Company fired 60 workers, who then began holding 
union meetings at the community church. Soon afterward, the church was 
burned down. Other churches were dynamited.41

When the evictions started, many people moved away. If they had kin 
who could come and retrieve them, they went home and doubled up with 
whoever would take them in.

Many others, though, had nowhere to go, and no way to get there. 
Hardly anyone had a car or truck, and very few had a horse or mule. For 

Draper commissary, the company store of the East Harlan Coal Co. after a break-in. 
Widespread starvation led to repeated break-ins of stores in the spring of 1931.  
(Newspaper Enterprise Association, May 9, 1931)
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most, their feet were their sole mode of transportation. And so they walked 
to Evarts, carrying what they could and leaving the rest.

Early in 1931, the town saw a massive influx of evicted miners. Har-
lan-Wallins Coal Company in Verda, 3 miles west of Evarts, fired 49 miners 
and evicted 49 families. Black Mountain Corp. in Kenvir, 3 miles southeast 
of Evarts, fired 175 miners and evicted 175 families.42 Within a few weeks, 
Evarts’ population swelled from 1,500 to 5,000.43

These families, as well as more from up on Clover Fork, moved to Evarts, 
and the town opened its doors to them. Sheds were filled, one family to a 
shed. Then two families to a shed. After that it was stables, garages, attics, 
basements, crannies. Families doubled up and then tripled up. If you were 
going to be in a union together, you had to support one another. Nobody 
was comfortable, and not everyone survived.

But the miners weren’t really in a union: They merely hoped and ex-
pected that the United Mine Workers would support them. Those hopes 
proved to be unfounded. Although they formed UMW Local 5355, it was 
purely aspirational; an organizing local that had no contracts and, there-
fore, no means of support.

Meanwhile, the children had already started dying of starvation—or, 
as the official phrase had it, “died of malnutrition-induced disease.” Dys-
entery (also known as “the bloody flux”) and pellagra caused most of the 
deaths. In Harlan County in 1929, 56 children starved to death. In 1930, 
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91 children died. In 1931, the death toll hit 84. There were 231 fatalities in 
all; most were infants or toddlers.44

In adjacent Bell County conditions were just as bad, perhaps worse. 
Aunt Molly Jackson, a midwife, watched many of the babies she’d delivered 
up on Straight Creek sicken and die. She said, “I talked to the Red Cross 
lady over in Pineville. I said there’s a lot of little children in destitution. 
Their feet are on the ground…” She said, “We are not responsible for those 
men out on strike. They should go back to work and work for any price that 
they will take them on for.”

No food, no clothes for our children, I’m sure this ain’t no lie,
No food, no clothes for our children, I’m sure this ain’t no lie,
If we can’t git more for our labor, we will starve to death and die…45

In Harlan, there was no government assistance of any kind, and the 
Red Cross, the only organization that could have helped, refused, main-
taining that to feed the children would be to take part in a labor dispute. 
The Red Cross failed to help across the coalfields, always saying that they 
could not take sides. As we will see in a later chapter, the National Miner’s 
Union set up kitchens to feed the starving families, but the coal operators 
shot them up, dynamited others, and in one case killed the men operating 
the kitchens.

Finally, after promising to feed only the children, not adults, and to re-
frain from making public pronouncements about the conditions there, the 
American Friends Service Committee was allowed to come into the county. 
Starting in September, 1931, they set up fifteen kitchens in Harlan County, 
mostly in schools, and their report says they fed 1400 children for periods 
ranging from 2 months to 8 months. They opened several kitchens in Bell 
County as well.

A similar strike broke out in Wilder, Tennessee, in 1934. According to 
author J.B. Thompson:

There was nothing in Wilder but the coal mines, the miserable little 
shacks the company rented to the miners, the company store and 
one or two sad, unpainted churches. The company paid the miners in 
scrip instead of money, so they had to buy their food and other  
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necessities in the company store, where the prices were much higher 
than at independent stores. The company made deductions for a 
bathhouse that didn’t exist, for doctor’s services which seldom were 
available, for house rent, etc., etc. The miners worked hard and 
dangerously but sank deeper and deeper into debt. They didn’t have 
enough to keep their children alive, so finally they went out on strike. 
They were affiliated with no outside organization; they just had a 
little union of their own.46

The strikers sang a song about conditions there called “Miners’ Flux”:

They are shooting starving miners here,
And framing men to jail.
They cheat us in the company store,
And cheat us at the scale!
And the bosses spend a million bucks,
On jewels and on silk,
While our children die of bloody flux
Because they have no milk.
They are clubbing men and women here,
Because they ask “more bread.”
The bosses’ justice orders cops
And thugs to give them lead.47

As the Harlan strike spread, the deputies became more and more bellig-
erent. They were in charge of evicting striking miners, and some—including 
Jim Daniels, the head mine guard at Black Mountain—did it with more gusto 
than others.

Daniels already had a reputation among the miners. World War I was 
still fresh in everyone’s mind, and Kaiser Wilhelm was the prototype bully, 
so Daniels was nicknamed “The Kaiser” for his terrorizing tactics. He and 
a group of other deputized guards drove around with guns sticking out the 
windows; when they saw pickets, they would bear down on them as if in-
tending to run them over.

These deputies had no training as police officers and, as noted, were 
more likely to be on the other side of the law. The only reason they were 
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deputies was that having arrest powers made them more useful to the coal 
operators. But they were rough and tough, and that’s what was wanted. No 
law governed the mine guards’ behavior: Instead, they were the law.

In the private deputy system, only a handful of deputies were employed 
by the sheriff’s department. The rest were employed by the mining compa-
nies, usually as guards, but also as store clerks and in other jobs.

Jim Garland wrote about taking a Black Mountain miner to the doctor 
and getting stopped by a mine guard. The man had been burned by the 
electric cable on the coal-cutting machine he’d been running, but the guard 
claimed the miner was drunk and wanted to arrest him. After examining 
the man, the guard finally let them go. According to Garland, “This gun 
thug was Jim Daniels, one of the men who was killed at Evarts in 1931. He 
was kicking a Negro man when he got his: Someone shot his head off with 
a shotgun blast. He was a mean man.”48

Sociologist Alessandro Portelli interviewed a woman named Charlene 
Dalton, who talked about her grandmother. “She was married at 12 years 
old to Jim Daniels and it was an abusive situation, because he was a pretty 
fast man, you know.”49

Jesse Pace

On April 17, 1931, a mine guard from Black Mountain 
named Jesse Pace was called to Evarts, along with 
several other deputies, to help arrest some union men 
who were said to have beaten up a nonunion miner.

While making the arrest, Pace spotted a union 
miner named Bill Burnett walking away. Burnett 
wasn’t one of the miners the deputies had come to 
arrest, but when he turned away, Deputy Pace shot 
at him, hitting him three times. Burnett returned 
fire and killed Pace.50

Burnett was promptly arrested. According to 
the sheriff, the coal operators, and the newspaper,  

Headline in Louisville Courier-Journal.
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Burnett was guilty of first-degree murder. But in the eyes of the towns-
people and the striking miners, he was innocent. (When Burnett’s trial 
came up seven months later in Mount Sterling, Kentucky, far from Harlan 
County, he was found not guilty, having acted in self-defense.)

The newspaper headline said “Miner Jailed for Murder of Deputy 
Sherrif.” But the facts and the law, as well as the eventual verdict, war-
ranted a different headline, perhaps “Deputy Killed After Shooting an  
Innocent Man.” The killing generated repeated headlines, however, push-
ing the narrative that the miners were a murderous bunch and that the 
deputies were merely trying to maintain order. Because the coal opera-
tors controlled The Harlan Daily Enterprise and the local courts, their 
version of these events prevailed right up to the Mt. Sterling court’s  
acquittal of Bill Burnett.

Despite the verdict, the county attorney wouldn’t let it rest. After  
Burnett was found not guilty, he was arrested again and charged with  
assaulting the other deputy, who was in the line of fire when Burnett 
killed Pace. And in this trial, Burnett was convicted and served prison 
time. Thus, he was exonerated for the deputy he killed but convicted for 
the one he missed!

And even that is not the end of the story. The mine guard’s widow ap-
plied for compensation, since her husband had been killed as a result of his 
employment with the Black Mountain Corp. The Workmen’s Compensa-
tion Board awarded her and her three small children $12 per week for 335 
weeks, and the Harlan Circuit Court upheld the award.

Black Mountain appealed the court’s decision, however, and Judge 
Thomas, who heard the case at the Kentucky Court of Appeals, clearly did not 
understand how things worked in Harlan County. In 1934, the judge ruled 
that when Pace went to Evarts to carry out an arrest, he was working for the 
Sheriff’s Department, not the company—and therefore Black Mountain was 
not obliged to pay. (You can read the Court of Appeals opinion at harlanscrip.
com, the companion web site to this book.)

Apparently, Thomas didn’t know that the companies, not the sheriff, 
paid the mine guards for their work. The fact that the guards had been 
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deputized by a sheriff controlled by the coal companies was simply a way 
to ensure that the guards could more efficiently serve their employers’ 
purposes. On the other hand, the Compensation Board knew who em-
ployed Pace and so did the Circuit Court, so naturally they found for his 
widow.

The lawyers on both sides knew this too, regardless of whether they 
chose to share that information with Judge Thomas. For that matter, it’s 
an open question whether Mrs. Pace’s lawyers really worked for her or for 
Black Mountain.

Four years later, in 1938, 22 coal companies and 24 operators went on 
trial in federal court in London, Kentucky. C.B. Spicer, who’d been one of 
Mrs. Pace’s attorneys, now worked for the coal companies, and he paid wit-
nesses to testify that union miners, not deputy sheriffs, had killed Bennett 
Musick, the son of a union organizer. Spicer was subsequently disbarred, 
but his work for the companies and his willingness to suborn testimony on 
their behalf calls into question whose interests he was really representing 
in the Pace case.

In any event, Mrs. Pace wound up with a dead husband and three 
small children to feed, and Black Mountain never had to compensate 
them. The Jesse Pace case also foreshadowed what came next: The Battle 
of Evarts.



The Number 1 Mine at Lejunior � Russell Lee
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THE BATTLE OF EVARTS

The Battle of Evarts was a turning point in the coal war in Harlan. The 
shootout itself changed little, but the operators used it to destroy the union 
and keep organizers at bay for another seven years.

The striking miners at Black Mountain’s Kenvir operation maintained 
picket lines as they tried to prevent strikebreakers from taking their jobs. 
And since any potential strikebreakers would have to pass through Evarts 
to get to the mine, it made sense to have the picket line there, in friendly 
territory, rather than closer to Black Mountain.

On the morning of Tuesday, May 5, 1931, Sheriff J.H. Blair ordered 
three carloads of deputies to travel from Black Mountain to Verda to escort 
a strikebreaker back to the Kenvir mine. As usual, there were two versions 
of the incident.

The sheriff maintained that those three cars were ambushed by a mob 
of strikers who hid in the bushes and opened fire, killing three deputies. In 
returning fire, the deputies managed to kill one miner.

When the case came to trial, the government claimed that the ambush 
had been planned the night before. According to the prosecutors, some 
300 people attending a union meeting at the Roslyn Theatre in Evarts had 
heard the union president publicly instruct the miners to bring their guns. 
And three government witnesses—brothers Fred, John and Hugh Lester—
testified that the union secretary, William B. Jones, had said, “Shoot to get 
meat, shoot their God damned heads off.” But no witness who had attended 
the meeting supported what the brothers said.
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Nonetheless, the first reports carried on the AP wire (presumably from 
The Harlan Daily Enterprise) said that there were 40 miners at the scene 
of the shooting. By the time the trial started, the government prosecutors 
were claiming that a hundred to a hundred and fifty miners had been pres-
ent. These claims were mainly intended for the newspapers though; the 
prosecution witnesses themselves testified that there were just twelve to 
fourteen pickets when the shooting started.

The government’s version was that the pickets had lain in wait in a 
roadside thicket and opened fire on the three cars carrying 10 deputies. 
A thousand shots were fired, and the battle lasted 30 minutes or more. 
Three deputies were killed, two more were wounded, and the rest escaped 
in two of the cars. The dead deputies were Jim Daniels, also known as “The  
Kaiser,” Howard Jones and Otto Lee. One union miner, Carl Richmond, 
was also killed.

The county judge called a grand jury into session and procured indict-
ments against 43 union members and supporters for murder. An addition-
al 100 miners were charged with “banding and confederating.”

Among those charged with murder were William Hightower, the presi-
dent of Local 5355, the aspirational chapter the miners had formed in hopes 
of gaining UMW support; William B. Jones, the local union’s secretary; 
Evarts Police Chief Asa Cusick; Assistant Chief Al Benson; merchant Joe 
Cawood; and UMW District President William Turnblazer. In fact, none of 
these men were present at the shootout. Hightower was actually in Harlan 
talking to Sheriff Blair at the time of the battle, and Turnblazer wasn’t even 
in Harlan County.

Cawood had lost to Blair in the sheriff’s race in 1929. In Evarts he was 
widely known for being pro-union and for helping displaced miners. He 
housed some who’d been evicted, and he donated generously to others in 
need. As a merchant, he hoped to do away with the stranglehold the com-
pany store had over the miners’ pay. What’s more, Cawood was expected to 
run again in 1933, so charges against him were convenient for his political 
opponents. Chief Cusick was also a prominent political figure who might be 
expected to run for office in the next election.



53 SCRIP

The Battle 0f Evarts

The Defense

The Lester brothers, the prosecution’s star witnesses, had previously been 
indicted for the poisoning death of their employee, Lonnie Prince, in order 
to obtain a $20,000 insurance payout. They were also charged in connection 
with the shootout. Yet, after they agreed to testify for the Commonwealth 
in the Evarts case, all charges were dropped. Some defense witnesses, how- 
ever, said the Lesters hadn’t attended the union meeting; others testified that 
they’d seen the brothers elsewhere at that time.

And those were not the only problems with the government’s case.
How could the ambush have been planned the night before, when even 

the deputies themselves did not yet know they would be sent to escort a 
strikebreaker? And if they had somehow known about the planned attack, 
why didn’t the brothers warn the sheriff ahead of time? Furthermore, why 
would experienced union men plan a crime in public when they knew the 
coal operators always posted spies at those meetings?

The defense also pointed out that the pickets could not have known the 
deputies would be coming from Black Mountain. Earlier that day, the com-
pany had dispatched a truck to move the belongings of the strikebreaking 
miner the deputies were supposed to be escorting. The pickets 
in Evarts had seen the truck when it passed through town on its 
way to Verda, so they knew it would be coming back through 
Evarts on the return journey.

That means the pickets would have been facing toward 
Verda, not Black Mountain. And when the deputies’ cars came 
up behind them, defense witnesses said the deputies started 
shooting even before their vehicles came to a stop, and that 
when they did, Jim Daniels got out an automatic rifle and 
opened fire.

Besides, if armed miners had been lying in wait for the dep-
uties as the prosecution claimed, how could any of them have 
escaped? As it was, seven deputies and two of the cars had been 
able to continue on their way toward Verda. It’s hard to see how 

Harlan Daily Enterprise, 
March 31, 1931
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that could happen if there had indeed been 100 armed men, or even 40, 
ambushing them. Wouldn’t the fusillade of 1,000 shots have killed them all 
and disabled the three cars?

The actual death toll is far more consistent with the defense’s theory 
than the prosecution’s. After all, terrorizing pickets was what the deputies 
did. What was new was the level of aggression: Rolling up on the pickets 
from behind and starting to shoot from inside their cars. Perhaps they did 
not expect the miners to shoot back, because in the past, they typically had 
not. It was only 18 days since Bill Burnett had shot Jesse Pace, and that was 
the first time a union miner had killed a deputy.

Usually, all the shooting in these clashes was done by the deputies, and 
they used their weapons to intimidate, not to kill. They would brandish 
their machine guns out their car windows, sometimes firing in the miners’ 
direction, but not really at them. It would be completely in keeping with 
their past behavior to fire at a crowd of strikers, and their mediocre aim 
makes sense if they were shooting from moving vehicles.

When the deputies gunned down Carl Richmond, however, the miners 
fired back, killing three deputies.

The New York Times gave an account in one of its stories that sup-
ported the miners’ version. According to reporter Louis Stark, the shooting 
began when the cars came to a stop and Deputy Daniels got out, set up a 
machine gun, pointed it toward the crowd of union pickets at the side of the 
road, and shot and killed a union miner. It was at this point that some in 
the crowd returned fire, killing the three deputies.51 

We will never know exactly what happened—it’s been almost 100 years, 
and there are many differing accounts of the battle—but what is clear is that 
major parts of the prosecution’s case were fiction.
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The Aftermath

On May 7, over 300 National Guard troops arrived at the Evarts train depot, 
armed with machine guns. They brought battle tanks into the county as 
well, but those were never used. Over the following days they disarmed the 
miners, broke up the picket lines, dispersed crowds, and escorted the strik-
ers who were willing to return to work back to the mines.

And yet that didn’t end the strike. Not only did it continue, it expanded. 
Historian John Hevener writes, “On the day of the battle, 1,800 miners 
were out; six days later, 5,800 Harlan miners were on strike, leaving only 
913 at work.”52

 Then Bell County followed suit. “On May 16, at a UMW rally in Pineville, 
800 Bell County miners vowed, almost to a man, to mine no more coal until 
the Harlan guards were removed.”53 

For the next several years, the strike, the shootings in Evarts, and the 
trial of the men accused of murder generated headlines in papers across the 
country. “Bloody Harlan” was now a refrain.

It wasn’t until much later, after the federal La Follette Committee hear-
ings and the 1938 trial of the coal operators, that it become apparent that 
the deputies were the murderous ones. In the meantime, there was only a 
tangle of wildly differing accounts.

National Guard troops atop a commissary. Note the framework for wet weather tarps.� 
Courtesy of Ehren Bowling
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The Murder Trials

Law school 101: When the facts are on your side, pound the facts. When 
the law is on your side, pound the law. When neither the facts nor the law 
is on your side, pound the table. The prosecutors had lost the Jesse Pace/
William Burnett murder case to the facts and the law, so when the Evarts 
case came up, they pounded the table and painted the miners as puppets of 
world communism.

During Jones’ trial, prosecution attorney W.C. Hamilton used his clos-
ing argument to make numerous allegations that had not been supported 
by the testimony. He claimed that Jones, the secretary of the UMW local 
in Evarts, was linked to the Industrial Workers of the World and to the 
National Miners Union, a communist-led alternative to the UMW. During 
recruiting marches, Hamilton maintained, Jones “carried an American flag 
in his hand but the red flag of the IWW was in his heart.” And if Jones were 
freed, the prosecutor predicted, “There will be a celebration of Reds.”54 

Two tanks were dispatched along with National Guard troops in May, 1931.  
Herndon Evans, University of Kentucky Special Collections.
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Up until that point, the only union active in Harlan had been the decid-
edly anti-communist UMW. By artfully misstating the timeline, the pros-
ecutors redbaited these miners. Rather than prove the defendants’ guilt, 
the prosecutor “proved” that they held objectionable political opinions. In 
fact, it was only after the United Mine Workers retreated when confronted 
by the National Guard that the National Miners Union sent organizers into 
the county.

Nonetheless, Hightower, Jones and six other miners were sentenced to 
life in prison for murder. Seven others were convicted of manslaughter. Four 
were given four-year sentences, and three received three-year terms. Charges 
against the rest were dropped, but the convictions crippled the union move-
ment by removing its most seasoned leaders, and while Cusick and Cawood 
didn’t go to prison, their political careers were effectively ended.

Nonetheless, the workers’ response—greatly expanding the strike de-
spite the brute display of force—was unprecedented. It also expressed the 
miners’ belief that the deputies had struck first and that the miners who 
were arrested had merely been defending themselves, just as Bill Burnett 
had done.

National Guard troops on top of Bardo commissary. � Courtesy of Ehren Bowling.
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In 1935, the 12 jurors who had convicted Jones petitioned the governor 
to set him free. The next year, several others—including Dolly Daniels, the 
slain deputy’s widow—asked that Jones be pardoned. This woman, who 
presumably knew Jim Daniels as well as anyone, believed that all those 
convicted were innocent.

Cop killers are hunted down and often killed by police. They are wide-
ly denounced, and when they come to trial, they frequently get the death 
penalty. If anyone is likely to die in prison while serving a life sentence, it’s 
someone who kills a law enforcement officer. And yet, a mere four years 
after their trials, four of the eight strikers who’d been so sentenced were 
pardoned by the governor, and the rest were pardoned a few years later. 
In 1935, Gov. Ruby Laffoon pardoned Hightower, William Hudson, Gaines 
Eubanks and Elzie Phillips; and in 1941, acting Gov. Rodes K. Myers par-
doned Jones, Benson, Chester Poore and Jim Reynolds.55 

Those governors weren’t pro-union in any way and, in fact, had repeat-
edly called out the National Guard against the strikers. But they knew the 
state’s witnesses were untrustworthy, and they believed that justice had not 
been served.

From the coal operators’ point of view, however, the shootings present-
ed an opportunity that should not go to waste. To them, both the April 
killing of Deputy Pace and the deaths in the Battle of Evarts were murders. 
They used their control of the sheriff, the county judge, and The Harlan 
Daily Enterprise to turn the trial into a broad attack on unionism.

The Battle of Evarts, or at least the version of it that the operators 
pushed in the media and the courts, ended the union movement in Harlan 
County for several years.
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The Killings at Crummies Creek

The “Battle of Evarts” was called that only because that description suited the mine 
operators. Three dead on one side and one on the other, however tragic for those 
men and their loved ones, doesn’t usually qualify as a battle. But the bombast 
helped the operators gain sympathy for their side, at least for the time being.

On the morning of April 2, 1941, another shootout also left four dead. This 
time, however, all of them were union men. They’d been picketing a mine at Mary 
Helen that was not yet organized. Deciding to take a break, the pickets piled into 
three cars, drove up to the company store at Crummies Creek to buy refreshments, 
parked, and got out.

Survivors speculated that the guards at Mary Helen must have told the Crum-
mies guards that the pickets were coming, because they unleased volleys from 
three directions. One machine gun had been set up on the mountain behind the 
commissary, another on the mountain across the road, and a third weapon, either 
a machine gun or a Browning Automatic Rifle, in the gable of the commissary.

When the shooting started, the miners retreated to a line of coal gondolas. 
Some of them returned fire, though they had only pistols. When the shooting 
stopped and the ambulances came, three miners were dead; another would expire 
in Harlan’s hospital soon after.56 

Just as at Evarts, four were dead, but this time it was not called a battle.
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The Battle of Blair Mountain 

A far more deadly confrontation had taken place in Logan County, West Virginia, 
over a period of several days in August, 1921. Around 10,000 coal miners faced off 
against some 3,000 heavily armed members of the West Virginia National Guard 
and  employees of the Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency. The National Guard killed 
between 50 and 100 miners. In the fighting 20 members of the National Guard 
were killed, and three U.S. Army airmen died when their plane crashed after a 
reconnaissance mission.

Unlike the later “Battle of Evarts,” the Blair Mountain affair was an actual 
battle—or, rather, a series of battles. The largest armed labor revolt in American 
history, it featured speeches by Mother Jones, aerial surveillance by the Army, 
and poisonous bombs dropped from the coal operators’ private airplanes.

At issue was the United Mine Workers’ attempts to organize in Mingo and 
Logan counties, West Virginia; the operators hired the Baldwin-Felts agency to 
help break the strike.57

New York Times, September 3, 1921
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THE NATIONAL MINERS UNION

The Battle of Evarts triggered the departure of the United Mine Workers 
and the arrival of the National Miners Union. The UMW was in retreat 
everywhere. Between mine closings and layoffs, dues revenue had shrunk 
to a fraction of what it had been, leaving the union without enough money 
to provide relief for its current members. New organizing was out of the 
question.

After the National Guard came into the county with their tanks and 
machine guns, the UMW abandoned the field. The union held a meeting 
or two, but it had no solutions to offer and no funds to support striking 
miners. It had already given up in eastern Ohio, western Pennsylvania and 
east Tennessee, and now it withdrew from eastern Kentucky as well. The 
United Mine Workers had long since kicked the leftists out of the union 
and even bragged about it. Organizer George Titler wrote, “All members of 
the UMWA are proud of the fact that the coal miners’ union was the first in 
the nation to prohibit membership to Communist Party members.”58 They 
seemed to think that if they actually had no communists or socialists in 
their ranks, the companies would stop redbaiting them. That didn’t work. 
The Pineville Sun’s editor, Herndon Evans, called those proud anti-Com-
munists “reckless agitators,” “radicals” and “violence-prone.” The Harlan 
Daily Enterprise regularly decried “foreign radicals” attempting to destroy 
the country.

In 1928, some of the left-leaning miners and organizers who were 
kicked out of the UMW had formed a new group, the National Miners 
Union. Now, with the UMW in retreat, the new union organized a conven-
tion in Pittsburg and invited Kentucky miners, including some from Bell 
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and Harlan counties. Miners who attended asked the NMU to come into 
those counties, where they said that large numbers of workers were ready 
to organize. The NMU promised to help and sent several organizers into 
eastern Kentucky.59 

Historian John Hevener has called the miners’ movement in 1931 the 
“Union of the Damned,” and for good reason. The Great Depression had 
cut demand for coal to the point that many mines were running only two 
or three days a week, and some had closed down completely. Between 1929 
and 1932, annual coal production in Harlan County dropped by more than 
half, from over 14 million tons to less than 7 million. For the miners, what 
had been subsistence wages at 50 or 60 hours a week became starvation 
wages at 20 or 30.60

Meanwhile, the local union leaders were in prison, masses of miners 
had been arrested, a thousand were blacklisted, and hundreds had been 
evicted from the camps. Nonetheless, the miners increasingly chose to 
strike: It was the only tool they had. It may sound foolish to do that when 
nobody wants your work in the first place, but the only other option was 
sitting back and doing nothing while you watched your loved ones starve.

In 1931, thousands of workers struck without an organizer in sight. 
They struck without the backing of a national union, and  knowing full well 
that the company could, and often did, evict workers from company hous-
ing. That’s desperation, and that’s what happened in Harlan County.

Politically, the miners’ cause in Harlan and Bell counties was about as 
hopeless a case as could be found. The operators controlled every lever of 
power, from the sheriff’s office and the courts to the state government. And 
the local press, at least, took its cues and marching orders from the mine 
owners, though the national news outlets were considerably better and of-
ten reported both sides of the story.

But if the miners had no money to support their own efforts, the NMU 
wasn’t much better off. Stretched thin, it depended on donations, not reg-
ular union dues, to maintain itself. Striking when the operators don’t need 
your labor is a losing tactic, but what else could they do?
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The UMW was correct in its assessment that, under the circumstances, 
there was little chance of obtaining a contract and therefore, from a trade 
union point of view, little sense in striking. But the NMU was an altogeth-
er different animal. The upstart union focused on supporting the miners 
however it could while considering the impact even limited achievements 
might have on the broader labor struggle.

The miners responded enthusiastically to the new union’s efforts. With-
in weeks of the first two NMU organizers entering the county, 10 new locals 
were established.61 Radical newspapers were widely available, and NMU 
organizers were eager to share their conviction that, for working people, 
socialism was a better deal than capitalism. Equally important, they were 
ready to roll up their sleeves and do whatever could be done to help.

Food was among the most pressing needs, and in July 1931 the NMU 
opened seven soup kitchens in Harlan County and one in neighboring 
Bell. From the very beginning, however, they were under attack. On Aug. 
11, deputies arrested two brothers who were staffing one of the facilities. 
That same morning, the kitchen in Evarts was dynamited. Later that 
month, the deputies arrested Debs Moreland, who was operating the Pan-
sy kitchen. They held him for a month, but when he got out he reopened 
it. This time the deputies kidnapped him, beat him and forced him to 
leave the county.62

On Aug. 30, Deputy Lee Fleenor shone his headlights on the Clover-
town soup kitchen. When the three men inside came out, he shot and killed 
two of them and seriously wounded the third. Arrested much later, Fleenor 
was acquitted. By October, the only kitchen still operating was the one at 
Arjay, in Bell County.63 

The other thrust of the new union’s efforts was publicity. If the public 
truly understood what was happening—the brutality, the hunger and the 
repression of civil rights—maybe something would be done. To that end, 
the NMU organizers and other progressives wrote articles, gave speeches 
and staged concerts. Left-leaning writers covered the trials of the union 
men from the Battle of Evarts, and the NMU raised funds for their defense. 
Ironically, the men they were helping were the leaders of the rival UMW.



Flyer from the National Miners Union, December, 1931.�  Courtesy of Burley Williams
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Which Side Are You On? 

In a coal camp in Molus, on Harlan’s far western edge, Sam Reece worked 
for the Harlan-Wallins Coal Co. An active supporter of the NMU, he had 
heard that the sheriff’s deputies were looking for him, so he made himself 
scarce. It wasn’t long before the deputies came looking for Sam and any 
union literature they might find, terrorizing his family. In a later interview, 
Florence Reece described what happened:

“Sheriff J.H. Blair and his men came to our house in search of Sam—
that’s my husband—he was one of the union leaders. I was home alone with 
our seven children. They ransacked the whole house and then kept watch 
outside, waiting to shoot Sam down when he came back. But he didn’t come 
home that night. Afterward I tore a sheet from a calendar on the wall and 
wrote the words to “Which Side Are You On?” to an old Baptist hymn, ‘Lay 
the Lily Low’:

They say in Harlan County,
There are no neutrals there.
You’ll either be a union man, 
Or a thug for J.H. Blair.
Which side are you on?
Which side are you on?

“My songs always goes to the underdog—to the worker,” she told the 
interviewer. “I’m one of them and I feel like I’ve got to be with them.”64 

The song spread across the coalfields and then to other industries. By 
the 1940s, the entire union movement knew it: Pete Seeger, the Weavers 
and the Almanac Singers (whose founding members included both See-
ger and Woody Guthrie) all recorded it. Later on, a diverse array of artists 
including Joan Baez, Arlo Guthrie, the Dropkick Murphys, Ani DiFranco, 
Elvis Costello, Billy Bragg, Natalie Merchant and Rage Against the Machine 
followed suit, adapting the lyrics to suit their particular cause and times. 
Many singers retained that first verse in homage to the song’s origins.

In 1962 Reece’s song found new life during the Civil Rights Movement. 
The Freedom Singers, a group formed by the Student Nonviolent Coordi-
nating Committee (SNCC, pronounced Snick), rewrote the lyrics as follows:

John P. Saylor was the 
company store for  
Harlan-Wallin Coal Co.
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Come all you Negro people, lift up your voice and sing,
Will you join the Ku Klux Klan or Martin Luther King?
Which side are you on?
Which side are you on?65 

Some who heard the song and didn’t know about its roots assumed that it 
was purely a product of the Civil Rights Movement—and in a broader sense, 
it was. Because the right to assemble, to freely associate, to vote—all those 
are civil rights that were denied to the mostly white miners in Harlan County.

In 1965, Bob Dylan crammed over 100 cultural references into Deso-
lation Row, and line 50 reads, “Everybody’s shouting, Which side are you 
on?!” In 2012, Ani DiFranco released ¿Which Side Are You On?, with every 
song written by DiFranco except for the title track by Florence Reece, sung 
by DiFranco, and with a banjo introduction by Pete Seeger.

Folk singers told the story of American workers in language they could 
understand, using tunes they already knew from church and from juke 
joints. Songs about the struggles were popular on picket lines and, as a re-
sult of the NMU’s efforts, in concerts in big cities. This was particularly true 
in New York City, where large numbers of workers attended.

It took a few years for “Which Side Are You On?” to migrate from 
Molus, Kentucky, to New York, but it did. Other miners’ songs made the 
move almost immediately.

In November of 1931, acclaimed novelist Theodor Dreiser organized a 
special committee to visit Harlan’s coal mines and investigate allegations 
of crime and abuse. That month, group members attended a union meet-
ing held at the Arjay Baptist Church soup kitchen in Bell County. As Jim 
Garland wrote, “My sister Aunt Molly Jackson sang a song she had just 
recently made up; she called it ‘The Hungry Ragged Blues.’ The commit-
tee was so impressed with the song that they invited her to come back to 
New York City with them. She did and became a successful fundraiser for 
the miners’ strike relief.”66 

Garland and his sister Sarah Ogan Gunning later joined Jackson, and 
all three became fixtures in the New York folk music scene. They appeared 
and recorded with Woody Guthrie, Cisco Houston, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, 
Burl Ives and others.67
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Meanwhile, back in eastern Kentucky, the attacks continued. On Dec. 
31, 1931, while Garland was speaking to a crowd of 200 striking miners at 
Kettle Island in Bell County, company officials burned a cross on the hilltop 
above the meeting place.68 

Journalists who came to report on the starvation and violence were at-
tacked as well. Bruce Crawford, the editor of Crawford’s Weekly in nearby 
Norton, Virginia, was shot and wounded when he visited Harlan, as was 
a reporter for the Federated Press. The Knoxville News-Sentinel, a main-
stream paper that insisted on reporting both sides of labor issues, was 
banned in several coal camps.69

One of the most popular and personable of the NMU organizers was 
Harry Simms, a 19-year-old member of the Young Communist League. On 
Feb. 10, 1932, he and another man were walking along the railroad tracks 
out of Harlan County into Bell when they were approached by a mine guard 
at Kentucky Jellico, a Brush Creek mine owned by Bryan Whitfield. The 
guard demanded that they give him the leaflets they were carrying and then 
abruptly opened fire, shooting Simms in the abdomen. He died the next day 
in the Barbourville hospital.70 Jim Garland’s The Ballad of Harry Simms 
became part of the canon in folk circles. 

By the spring of 1932, the arrests and killings had taken their toll, and 
the last of the NMU organizers left the area. They had no contracts or 
wage increases to show for their efforts, but the NMU had made an indel-
ible impression on the rest of the country. Thanks to the upstart union, 
the left-leaning press kept the focus on conditions in the coal fields, and 
specifically in Harlan. The country’s major newspapers and magazines 
began to take a look for themselves and found the story irresistible. 
Their continued reporting led to the creation of the Commonwealth of 
Kentucky’s Denhardt Commission, which placed the blame for the law-
breaking squarely on the operators. The report was all the more damn-
ing because its author, Henry H. Denhardt, was a retired Army brigadier 
general and the adjutant general of the Kentucky National Guard.71 If the 
man charged with breaking up the miners’ strikes in Kentucky faulted the 
operators, what more could be said?
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Plenty, actually. Spurred by the reporting in The New York Times and 
the Chicago Tribune as well as Time and Life magazines, Congress eventual-
ly had to act. In 1936 the La Follette Committee, a Senate body charged with 
investigating violations of free speech and labor rights, spent several months 
focusing on illegal activities in Harlan County. Sworn witness after sworn 
witness testified to the killings, beatings, arrests, church bombings and cross 
burnings that were the hallmarks of a full-fledged Southern terror campaign.

And though the coal operators liked to deride books like the 1932  
volume Harlan Miners Speak72 as biased in favor of the union, the story 
those publications told was no different from the accounts to be found in 
the national press and the records of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 
The operators were beating, arresting and killing union miners in total 
violation of the law, and no amount of political bias could change that.

According to author Thomas N. Bethell, “The NMU encouraged the min-
ers’ wives to participate in the strike by organizing auxiliaries—something 
the UMW had never done—and its publicists did a remarkably effective job 
of calling conditions in the coal fields to the attention of the public at large. 
The mine wars of the mountains were largely a matter of local concern until 
the NMU arrived; within a few months, magazine and newspaper readers 
from Massachusetts to California knew about ‘bloody Harlan,’ and even if the 
battlefield dispatches sometimes were distorted by revolutionary rhetoric, 
the stark facts were gripping enough.”73 

The La Follette Commit-
tee mapped corpora-
tions’ purchases of ma-
chine guns from 1921 
to 1936. In addition to 
the large concentrations 
on the East Coast and 
Midwest, there’s a con-
centration in the eastern 
Kentucky-West Virginia 
area and another in Ala-
bama, centered around 
coal-producing Walker 
and Jefferson counties. 
Note that these guns 
were not held by the 
sheriff’s departments or 
National Guard, but by 
the coal companies.
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The La Follette Committee’s findings left the Roosevelt administration 
with little choice but to investigate, and as we will see, the FBI quickly found 
ample evidence to charge the operators.

The La Follette committee was focused on the violations of federal 
labor law, and on the beatings, false arrests, and murders that operators 
used against the miners. But at one point the committee turned to the 
commissary–the company store. 

According to the Louisville Courier-Journal (April 16, 1937):

“…one of the high points in Middleton’s testimony was when he said 
that a mercantile company which sells supplies to miners for ‘company 
scrip’ is controlled by his wife, the wife of County Judge Morris Saylor, 
the wife of Pearl Basham, a coal operator, and one Bill Basham.

“Saying that he, himself, had sold the stock to his wife, the high 
Sheriff–as Chairman La Follette referred to him–said that the $2500 
investment had netted a return of $2400 a year.”

After he became sheriff, Middleton acquired the Green Silver Coal Corp. 
Pearl Bassham was an officer in the Harlan-Wallins Coal Corp. and in the 
Harlan County Coal Operators Association.

When the committee asked him about the Berger  
Supply Company, Pearl Bassham said that his wife 
owned a 25% interest and “receives annual dividends 
of 1701 per cent on her investment.”

The commissary was where the swindle hap-
pened, where the labor of the miners was convert-
ed into corn meal and beans at almost unbelievable 
markups. I once tried to calculate the interest rate 
that miners were paying to use their earnings just a 
few days early, but gave up when the numbers were 
so high they seemed impossible. But thanks to the 
La Follette committee, we have two of the principals, 
Sheriff Theodore Middleton and coal operator Pearl 
Bassham, themselves testifying to those markups. 
Perhaps their testimony explains why the coal com-
panies felt the need to build over 100 new stores in a 
small mountain county.
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On July 3, 1932, Clarence Middleton shot and 
killed a deputy constable named Bill Randolph. 
Middleton was a store clerk at Three Point Coal 
Corp. and one of Sheriff J.H. Blair’s deputies. Ac-
cording to witnesses, themselves deputies, some-
one shot and killed Jim Jones and wounded Bill 
Randolph. When Middleton heard the shots and 
came over to the scene, he saw that Randolph had 
been wounded. Middleton pulled out a gun and 
killed him. He then fled the scene.

He was later arrested, charged with murder and 
released on bail. When he came to trial five months 
later, he was immediately found not guilty.

At that time in Harlan County, those who did 
not pay property taxes were not allowed to serve 
on juries. Since most mines required miners to rent 
company housing as a condition of employment, the 
miners, as renters, were excluded. Most grand juries 
were made up of merchants, farmers, and coal com-
pany officials.74 But for quick trials, the prosecutor 
usually sent a deputy to go out onto the courthouse 
grounds and bring back whomever he could locate. 
If they voted the way the prosecutor wanted, they were paid a dollar each. If 
they did not, they were not paid. The sheriff and court authorities routinely 
allowed perjured testimony, indeed, they often procured it.

This was the justice system that acquitted Clarence Middleton. His 
brother, Theodore Middleton, was at that time the Chief of Police of the 
town of Harlan. Note that Clarence kept his job at Three Point Coal Corpo-
ration after this killing, and stayed on as deputy sheriff. Killing a wounded 
man was not disqualifying for either job.

Deputies who had the power of the sheriff’s office but were paid by in-
dividual coal companies were a major factor in keeping the union out of 
Harlan County. At the system’s  height, in 1937, Sheriff Middleton had 163 

The Cincinnati Enquirer, 
July 4, 1932
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deputies on active duty, only three of whom 
were paid from public funds.”75 The private 
deputy system was finally abolished in 1938, 
eight years after Pennsylvania and three years 
after West Virginia.76 

In 1935, Clarence Middleton was still working at Three Point Coal and 
still a deputy sheriff. By that time, his brother Theodore had been elected 
Sheriff. Clarence ordered two 357 Magnums from Smith & Wesson. These 
guns were developed to handle the new 357 Magnum cartridge. Each had a 
special registration number and so were marketed as Registered Magnums. 
Only 5500 were produced, and in the gun world they are regarded as one 
of the best handguns ever made. In 1935, when they were made, they cost 
$39.00 each.

These guns are now valuable as collectors’ items, and collector David 
Bowling, Sr. bought them for $20,000 each. He bought the first of them at 
an auction in Oregon, and then back home in Tennessee, he found the sec-
ond one in the possession of the grandson of Middleton’s business partner. 
(Their business was making moonshine.)

Bowling says, “These guns had been separated for 85 years, 2500 
miles apart. When the 76-year-old grandson called me about the mate, I 
was overwhelmed. I told him I gave $20,000 for the first gun and I would 
give him $20,000 for his. They are back together and the only handguns 
in the world with a factory letter that reads: They are to shoot man and 
not targets.”77 

Knoxville News-Sentinel
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Deputy Clarence Middleton’s order for two Registered Magnums. The 
note in Clarence Middleton’s handwriting reads, “P. S. I would rather a 
standard front and rear sights for these guns. They are to shoot man and 
not targets.”� David Bowling, Sr.

Two Smith & Wesson Registered Magnums purchased by Deputy Clarence 
Middleton in 1935.� David Bowling, Sr.
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Witness Intimidation

Mine superintendent Ted Creech stood in the doorway of the Senate Civil 
Liberties hearing and told a witness that “he was going to get me back to 
Harlan County and send me away to jail for ten years.” The witness, R.C. 
Tackett, told the Senate committee what was said. Creech denied it, but a 
U.S. Marshall heard the conversation and confirmed it to the committee. 
Creech was immediately arrested and charged with intimidating a witness. 

“Ted Creech, Harlan County, Ky. coal operator, photographed on the witness stand of the La 
Follette Civil Liberties Committee hearing in Washington April 20th just prior to his arrest.” 
– ACME News Photos, Knoxville, Cincinnati, March 20, 1937
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Indictment

If you had 3 cents on Sept. 28, 1937, you could buy a copy of The Louis-
ville Courier-Journal with the headline, “Harlan Coal Firms, Individuals 
Indicted by U.S. Grand Jury.” A subhead read, “Conspiracy Is Charged in 
True Bill.” The government charged them all with conspiring to deprive 
Harlan County miners of rights guaranteed by the National Labor Rela-
tions Act of 1935.

The story named 47 indicted individuals, including Sheriff Theodore 
Middleton and R.C. Tway, the head of the Harlan County Coal Operators 
Association.

Twenty-two coal companies were indicted: 

Bardo Coal Mining Co.
Berger Coal Mining Co.
Black Mountain Corp.
Black Star Coal Co.
Blue Diamond Coal Co.
Clover Splint Coal Co.
Clover Fork Coal Co.
Cornett-Lewis Coal Co.
Creech Coal Co.
Crummies Creek Coal Co.
Harlan Central Coal Co.

Harlan Collieries Co.
Harlan Fuel Co.
Harlan-Wallins Coal Corp.
High Splint Coal Co.
Kentucky Cardinal Coal Corp.
Mahan-Ellison Coal Corp.
Mary Helen Coal Co.
R.C. Tway Co.
Southern Harlan Coal Co.
Southern Mining Co.
Three Point Coal Corp. 78 
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The indictment and subsequent trial generated headlines across the 
country, and cemented the county in the public’s mind as “Bloody Harlan.” 
For weeks on end, news story after news story would tell of yet another 
atrocity, yet another infraction of the law.

The La Follette Committee hearings had exposed so much wrong- 
doing that the Roosevelt administration was compelled to act. At the urging 
of UMW President John L. Lewis and Senator Robert La Follette, Attor-
ney General Homer Cummings ordered 20 FBI agents into Harlan in May, 
1937. It took just one month to conclude their investigation, which led to 
the indictment at Frankfort, Kentucky.79 

The trial began on May 16, 1938, in London, Kentucky. Every major 
newspaper sent reporters, and witness after witness proceeded to describe 
unlawful firings, evictions, beatings and murders. Shaken by the FBI show-
ing up to question him, George Ward, the secretary of the Harlan County 
Coal Operators Association, admitted to the agent that he had destroyed 

Louisville Courier-Journal, September 28, 1937
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the organization’s papers in anticipation of the federal investigation.80 

Others, including Chief Deputy Ben Unthank, could not be found until the 
proceedings had concluded.

The trial lasted 11 weeks, and by the time it was over, there seemed to be 
little doubt about the outcome. On the first ballot, however, the jury voted 
11-1 for conviction—and that lone holdout was steadfast.

As John Hevener put it, 

“The government’s case was lost from the moment jury selection was 
completed. On the first day of the trial, one juror vowed to others that 
he ‘would rot before he would send a man to the penitentiary to help 
John L. Lewis, the United Mine Workers or the CIO.’”81

The tally remained at 11-1 for conviction until arguments erupted among 
the jurors that completely transformed the situation. When the dust had 
settled, five were now voting to convict all the defendants, three for blanket 
acquittal, and four to acquit some and convict others. The judge declared a 
mistrial, and the government requested a retrial.82 

The initial round had cost the operators over $1 million, and they were 
not eager to do it all over again. The government, however, was willing to cut 
a deal: If the companies agreed to forgo their most blatant union-busting tac-
tics, and abide by the results of union elections, there would be no new trial. 
In some cases, the operators set up what were known as “company unions”—
employee organizations that looked like unions, but in fact did very little for 
the miners. They were not legal, but if they could maintain the appearance of 
independence from the operators, these entities could skirt the law.

Nonetheless, after years of working without union protection, Har-
lan miners now had some chance of organizing and improving their lives. 
Eventually many of the mines were organized under the UMW and, for a 
time, conditions improved.

Throughout World War II, work in the mines was plentiful and paid 
better than before, but after the war ended, mechanization in the mines soon 
led to widespread layoffs. The great decline had begun. Harlan County’s pop-
ulation plummeted, and as Hevener put it, “The mass exodus to Cincin-
nati, Cleveland, Chicago, Dayton and Detroit proceeded too slowly to avert 
widespread unemployment and poverty.”83 



Harlan, Ky,. May 16, 1939 � Associated Press Wire Photo

PICKET AND MINE WORKER TANGLE 
A tense situation prevailed for a few moments at a coal mine at nearby 
Totz today when a picket (right) and a worker (left) threatened to engage 
in a fight. Note the worker reaching into his shirt.  
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The Zero Mine Explosion

The Harlan Fuel Co., owned by the Guthrie family of Knoxville, Tennessee, 
operated six numbered mines at Yancey: Zero, 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. At 8:30 a.m. 
on Dec. 9, 1932, the Zero mine exploded, killing 23 miners; 14 others sur-
vived. Flames from the explosion traveled a half-mile through the mine.

Among the dead were six brothers: Henry, Calvin, Garrett, Esaw, 
Campbell and Thomas Massingale. They had come from Tazewell, Tennes-
see, with their wives and children and taken work together to protect each 
other. Now their parents had to come to Harlan County to identify their 
boys’ bodies, one by one.

About an hour and a half after the explosion, Charles Guthrie, the super- 
intendent of the Harlan Fuel Co., notified James F. Bryson about the blast. 
Bryson, the director of safety for the Harlan County Coal Operators Asso-
ciation, arrived at the site at 11:40, accompanied by the Kentucky district 
mine inspector, Roy Gonia. The operators thus had their man on the scene 
straightaway. It was 4 1/2 hours before the federal Bureau of Mines was 
informed.

After a mining accident, rescue is the first priority, and after that, the 
recovery of bodies. Whoever is on the scene or can get there does that work. 
Rather than keeping a rescue-and-recovery team at each mine, the associ-
ation kept a single crew and its equipment at a centralized location, from 
which they could be dispatched as needed.
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There is nothing improper about company officials or the Harlan 
County Coal Operators Association being involved; indeed, it is their 
duty. But it should be left to state and federal authorities to investigate 
the cause of an accident. The operators’ well-known opposition to safety 
measures in the mines, and their inherent conflict of interest, should have 
disqualified them from collecting evidence about the cause of the Zero 
explosion.

By the time the rescue crew arrived at the mine, any hope of rescue 
had been ruled out; recovery of the bodies began at 2:50 p.m. After they’d 
been removed from the mine, state and federal inspectors, accompanied by 
Guthrie and Bryson, went to work to determine the cause of the blast.

Mines blow up when either methane or coal dust, both highly combusti-
ble, comes into contact with a heat source. Methane is a component of coal, 
and mining generates coal dust. The open flame of a carbide lamp can ignite 
either one and trigger an explosion. So can sparks from electrical equip-
ment, or even just smoking a cigarette. The drier the air, the greater the risk, 
which is why mine explosions often happen on cold, dry winter days.
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After an alarming number of explosions in British coal mines killed 
thousands of miners, inventors turned their attention to making safer 
lamps. In 1815, the eminent chemist Sir Humphry Davy designed one with 
a mesh screen that shielded the flame, keeping it contained. British coal 
companies adopted the Davy lamp, but it wasn’t used in American mines, 
where explosions continued with some regularity.

There are various straightforward ways to deal with coal dust that, if 
taken together, help reduce the risk of explosions: Use exhaust fans to flush 
out the air, clean up the fine coal, wet down the area, and spread rock dust 
(typically pulverized limestone that absorbs thermal energy before it can 
trigger an explosion). At the Zero mine the last rock-dusting had been done 
about a year before, and the mine had never been watered down. The re-
port that mine inspectors J.F. Davies and E.H. Hodgson released just six 
days after the explosion spelled out very clearly the many times the opera-
tors deviated from standard safety practices.

The Zero mine used an explosive called pellet powder. Ideally, the coal 
face is cut at the bottom. After that, the miner drills 6-foot holes into the 

The coalface was undercut by the miner lying on his side, using a short pick. 
Drawing by Laura Thomas
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face, inserts the powder pellets and then tamps the hole with clay. The force 
of the explosion takes the path of least resistance, and if all goes well, the 
coal just collapses onto the mine floor.

Failing to undercut the face before proceeding with the blast is called 
“shooting off the solid,” and it increases the risk of a “windy shot,” so called 
because rather than breaking the coal loose, the force of the explosion 
shoots back out through the drilled hole, expelling the tamping material as 
well as a blast of air into the mine—hence the name “windy.” That’s what 
happened on that fateful day at Zero.

The inspectors’ report concluded that two shots had caused the explo-
sion, the first one “probably having been a very windy shot throwing into 
suspension appreciable quantities of dust and occasioned most of the men 
to hasten to the entry from the working places.” The second shot triggered 
the explosion.

And here’s where things get iffy. The report continues, “Clay is pre-
sumably used for tamping. However, the two shots which caused the ex-
plosion had been tamped with dummies filled with fine coal dust, although 
the shots at the face of this room showed evidence of having been tamped 
with clay.” The question is, how could the investigators possibly know what 
those openings were tamped with? All of the men mining in that area were 
killed, meaning there were no witnesses, and both shots would have kicked 
up large volumes of coal dust. So how could they know what had been used 
to tamp the charges?

Every other possible cause of the explosion can be traced to the care-
less and incompetent way the mine was run, but using fine coal to tamp 
a charge would be the sole responsibility of the now dead miner. If you 
read enough of these accident reports, you will see a pattern of blaming 
the victims.

After an accident, it is long-standing practice to get mines up and run-
ning again as soon as possible. So no one was surprised by the speed with 
which the investigation was concluded and a report released. Among its 
findings were:
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•	 No pre-shift examination was made.
•	 The mine was filthy. “The active portion of the mine is very dry 

and dusty. The haulage roads showed evidence of considerable 
spilled coal, much of which was very fine.”

•	 Evidence of coking showed that coal dust had caused the explo-
sion. (Rapidly burning coal dust causes a layer of coke, i.e.  
partially burned coal, to coat the area where an explosion has  
taken place.)

•	 Explosives were found in several locations, including in an unse-
cured bin, indicating “gross ignorance or utter disregard  
of the hazards of careless handling and storage of explosives 
underground.”

•	 A recommendation that “Shooting from the solid be positively 
prohibited.”

•	 Open-flame “carbide lights are used by all persons underground.”
•	 Ideally, experienced miners would fire all shots at night; instead, 

at the Zero mine, there was “shooting during the day when all men 
are in the mine, and evidently without proper supervision.”

Despite all this, the authors concluded:
“The officials of the above-mentioned company are of the highest type 

and a group of persons who cooperate fully. This should be understood 
by all and this group of officials have been foremost advocates of safety 
for some time past, and this disaster was very disturbing to them, to say 
the least.”

Nonetheless, the state mine inspectors insisted that there be some 
changes in the way the mines were operated, though this isn’t mentioned 
in their report. One change was that explosives should be secured safely, 
rather than being randomly distributed throughout the mine. Another was 
that electric “Edison lamps” should be used instead of carbide lamps. Ap-
parently, they could see that those six mines would always be covered with 
coal dust, so preventing open flames was a necessity.
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According to an attorney who knew about the latter requirement, 
“Old man Guthrie was mad as hell. He knew he had to comply but he 
was determined not to pay for it.” So Guthrie leaned on his old friend, 
the scrip system, to solve the problem.

The Harlan Fuel Co. had scrip pieces made that read “Light for 
One Shift Only.” To get a battery-operated lamp, the miner had to 
authorize a deduction from his pay; in return, he’d get a token that 
would entitle him to use the lamp for that shift. Once the lamps 
were paid off, the company actually made money on the deal. They 
had transformed a safety requirement into a profit center!

To read the complete report, see Appendix B at Harlanscrip.com.

The Three Point Explosion

A thousand yards away and 11 years later, that same coal seam exploded 
again. Mines may have different names, and be located in different coal 
camps, and yet tap the same seam of coal, which can run for miles. Har-
lan County has a number of coal seams, including the Harlan, High Splint, 
Low Splint, Kelloika, Wallins and McKnight. Both the Zero and Three Point 
mines worked the Harlan seam, and they had adjacent property lines.

Although the federal Bureau of Mines had previously labeled the Har-
lan seam “non-gassy”— and this despite having never conducted a gas in-
spection—the agency now said, “A gas explosion causing the death of 12 
men occurred about 9 a.m. on Sept. 16, 1943, in the Three Point mine of 
the Three Point Coal Corp., Three Point, Kentucky.” Six other miners were 
trapped for 14 hours before being rescued. The blast killed several men 
outright, burning and mangling their bodies. Others were suffocated by the 
gases produced by the explosion. There were 114 employees in the mine at 
the time of the accident.

The blast seriously damaged both the ventilation apparatus and the 
pumps, leading to flooding in the mine. The blast also broke down doors as 
much as 2,400 feet away, and tore loose a booster fan set in concrete and 
moved it 6 feet away. It derailed five empty cars. By the next day, workers 
had removed all the bodies.

http://www.harlanscrip.com/appendices
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Four days later, after the water had been pumped out, the inspectors 
launched an investigation to determine the cause. Throughout this period, 
the office of George S. Ward, secretary of the Harlan County Coal Operators 
Association, kept the press informed.

Bryson, mine superintendent J.C. Dawson, and two state inspectors 
searched the area. They found a burned matchstick that they claimed had 
survived not only the explosion but also the recovery of the bodies and the 
subsequent flooding. This, they maintained, was conclusive proof that the 
assistant foreman had caused the explosion by using that match to light a 
safety lamp. According to their official report:

“On Thursday morning, Sept. 23, Mr. Bryson telephoned the Norton 
office of the Bureau of Mines that he and the state inspectors had inspect-
ed the slant entry and recovered the disassembled nonpermissible safe-
ty lamp, the various parts of which were scattered over an area near the 
place where the assistant foreman’s body was found. J.E. Bradburn and the 
writer left immediately for Harlan, Kentucky, and viewed the disassembled 
lamp in Mr. Bryson’s office, where the various parts had been carefully kept 
separate as found. All parts of the lamp were thickly coated with a black 
smudge, due to their being submerged in water for several days, but the 
integral pieces were not in any other way damaged and could be readily 
assembled. This rather definitely proved that the lamp had been opened 
before the ignition, rather than blown apart by the explosion. A match box, 
containing several unburned wooden matches, and one match from which 
the sulphur had burned, found in the same area, were also exhibited. Mr. 
Bryson stated that the places where the various articles were found had 
been chalk-marked on the roof of the slant entry for the benefit of the Fed-
eral inspectors.”

Thus, the determinative evidence concerning this accident was in the 
sole custody of an employee of the coal operators’ association.

 In the hurry to reopen the mine, the title of the final report of the in-
spectors misspelled Harlan County as “Harland County.”

See Appendix C at Harlanscrip.com for the U.S. Bureau of Mines report.

http://www.harlanscrip.com/appendices


Charlie Thomas
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THE HARLAN COUNTY  
MINERS MEMORIAL

The Harlan County Miners Memorial, located on the grounds of the court-
house, lists the names of 1,340 men killed in accidents in the county’s mines. 
Due to political considerations, those killed while attempting to unionize 
the workers aren’t listed. And because of the difficulty of identifying them, 
black lung victims are not included either, although their numbers were 
significant.

Medical science has known about black lung disease since 1831, when 
a Scottish doctor named James Gregory first identified and described it. 
Nonetheless, it wasn’t recognized by the operators, the states, or the fed-
eral government for many years. Tamping down the dust, ensuring proper 
ventilation, waiting until an area clears before resuming work, and wearing 
masks–all help prevent the disease, but these strategies cost money. The 
United Mine Workers of America fought for them, but because so many 
mines were not organized, a federal law was needed.

It took a tragedy to provoke change. In 1968, a mine in Marion County, 
West Virginia, blew up, killing 78 miners. The explosion was heard for miles, 
and flames shot 100 feet into the air. Nineteen bodies of the dead have never 
been recovered.

Mine No. 9, owned by the Consolidation Coal Co. (now Consol Energy), 
is located near the towns of Farmington and Mannington, leading some to 
refer to the explosion as the Farmington Disaster and others as the Man-
nington Disaster.

Bonnie E. Stewart wrote a book about it called No. 9: The 1968 Farm-
ington Mining Disaster. Her extensive analysis of this and other mine 
tragedies caused her to conclude:
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I can say with confidence that rarely, if ever, are coal mine disasters 
accidents. Historically, at least during the past century, most mine 
disasters have been the result of poor management, inadequate regu-
lation and enforcement, greed, negligence, carelessness, foolishness, 
selfishness, complacency, indifference—add your own descriptor. All 
too often, the drive to produce coal—to make money, to meet con-
tracts, to satisfy stockholders—has trumped safety.84

More succinctly, Hazel Dickens wrote a song about it:

Remember the disaster at the Mannington mine,
Where seventy-eight miners were buried alive,
Because of unsafe conditions, your daddy died.

The rescue attempts continued for a week, and TV reporters from all the 
major networks kept the viewing public aware of the story. As a result of all 
this publicity, Congress passed the 1969 Coal Mine Safety and Health Act. 
Years of work by the United Mine Workers and black lung victims had finally 
paid off; one part of the law mandated compensation for miners diagnosed 
with black lung, and for their families when the miners died.

Explosions get the big headlines because they often involve multiple 
casualties, but most accidental deaths in the mines stem from “roof falls,” 
commonly called “slate falls.” Occurring in ones and twos and threes, they 
mount up over time to make coal mining historically the most dangerous 
job in the country. Since the federal government started keeping count in 
1900, about 105,000 miners have died in U.S. mines.85 

A roughly equal number, however, have died of pneumoconiosis, or 
black lung disease. If it were possible to identify those fatalities, the Harlan 
County memorial would have to be twice as big. And for every actual death 
in the mines, there are more than 15 disabling injuries.86 So in addition to 
those names on the memorial, another 20,000 or so Harlan County miners 
most likely sustained serious injuries. The impact on the miners’ families 
is significant—one more factor in the high poverty rate in Harlan and the 
coal fields generally.

The memorial was conceived in 1985 as a project of the local chapter of 
the Junior Chamber of Commerce. The organization’s members are typi-
cally business professionals, but at that time the chapter’s president, Randy 
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Head, was a coal miner. And when Jaycees Jerry Laws and Rick Boggs died 
in a mining accident that year, the chapter decided to build a memorial not 
just to them but to all whose lives had been similarly cut short.

After obtaining permission from the county’s fiscal court to erect the 
memorial on the courthouse grounds, the club held a competition to deter-
mine what it would look like. David Harp’s graceful design—a broken cross 
with engraved black granite plaques—easily won out.

Courtesy of State University of New York Press, from Two Sides to Everything 
by Shaunna L. Scott. Used by permission.
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Perhaps inspired by the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, at ground level 
the monument would appear to be disjointed walls of names, but from the 
upper stories of the courthouse, the cross shape would be revealed.

The dedication ceremony was set for Memorial Day—May 31, 1986—
largely because, traditionally, that has been when Harlan County natives 
return to decorate graves and visit friends and relatives. The engravers had 
promised to meet that deadline, but two days before, word came that the 
name plaques would not be ready. The club decided to go ahead with the 
ceremony with only the framework for the plaques in place.

The featured speaker was U.S. Senator Wendell Ford, who had played 
no part in either planning or funding the memorial. A few other politicians 
also gave speeches, as did a representative of the Kentucky Department of 
Mines and Minerals.87 Without exception, they spoke glowingly about the 
safer working conditions that they said had now been established in the 
mines—the result, they maintained, of teamwork on the part of miners, 
mine owners and the state.

Strikingly absent from this “team,” however, was the United Mine 
Workers union, which many miners and industry analysts alike credited 
with being the driving force in improving U.S. mine safety.88

 “David Zegeer from the federal Mine Safety and Health Administration 
continued in the vein. Pointing to a recent downward trend in mine fatali-
ties, he credited the many parties who were instrumental in securing safer 
working conditions for miners. It seemed that everyone but the United Mine 
Workers had stormed the barricades to demand protection of the miners’ 
health and safety.”89

UMW representatives were neither invited nor mentioned. According 
to sociologist Shaunna L. Scott, who was involved in the planning for the 
memorial, Jaycee members said it would be “too risky” to include union 
officials in the ceremony, because the “word around town” had been that 
certain Jaycees would find themselves unemployed if even a single United 
Mine Workers official “set foot on the speakers’ platform.”90 
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“After the ceremony ended, miners and their relatives went back 
to their family holiday festivities. Visiting dignitaries were escorted 
to the local country club, where the Harlan County Coal Operators 
Association provided them with refreshments.”91

Sometime after the ceremony, the plaques arrived and were installed. 
The club members had researched county records and newspaper files to 
compile a list of the names of the dead, but either through their errors or 
those of the engravers, several names had been misspelled.

As a result, the Harlan County Fiscal Court (the local equivalent of coun-
ty commissioners) had the memorial rebuilt. Rather than use the original 
design, however, they erected a single monument with names engraved on 
each side. That is the one that is there today, and names have continued to 
be added as needed. The plaques from the first memorial are stored at the 
Portal 31 miners’ museum in Lynch.

I.D. PLATES: These brass plates, displaying the worker’s name and Social Security 
number, helped identify miners’ bodies after an accident. Like soldiers’ dog tags, they 
came in pairs, both worn on the belt. In the event of a fatality, one was removed by the 
recovery team and the other left on the body. Brass is non-sparking, an important safety 
consideration in a coal mine. 				    From the author’s collection



In 1972 the US Navy honored the county by naming a Newport class ship the U.S.S. Harlan County.   
She was a tank landing ship with a capacity of 29 M-48 tanks. She was decommissioned in 1995.         US Navy
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AFTERWORD

An archaeology student who was passing through a small island chain de-
cided, on a whim, to spend the night on one of them. It was small, roughly 
rectangular in shape, and there were many similar islands nearby. There 
was green everywhere, one hill after another, with meandering streams be-
low and high peaks above. Paradise.

The inhabitants were widely said to be hostile, suspicious and violent. 
But though they spoke a distinctive dialect, he encountered only friendli-
ness, and so began to chat with those he met. One old man showed him 
some worn metal artifacts containing various inscriptions. The man had 
eight or 10 of the tokens and offered them for sale. Although the student 
didn’t know what they were, each was slightly different, and he bought 
them as souvenirs of his visit.

As far as he knew, these pieces were unknown in the wider world, so 
he stayed on in hopes of finding more. Every time he thought he’d assem-
bled a complete collection, someone came up with yet another piece of 
stamped metal—maybe copper this time, or nickel, rather than brass, and 
with slightly different markings. Before long he had gathered 120 different 
examples and identified about 30 specific points of origin for them, so he 
decided it was time to return to school and see if his professors could shed 
any light on what he’d found.

Back in the city, the student was surprised to learn that a small group 
of amateur archaeologists was, in fact, well aware of the artifacts and had 
managed to learn quite a bit about them. Together, they had identified 
not 120 but over 900 different kinds from Island One, as the student had 
come to think of it. Similar pieces had been produced on perhaps 100 other  
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islands, amounting to several thousand distinct types in all. Still, they were 
mostly ignored by those scholars whose specialty was studying this partic-
ular island culture. The few books about the tokens had been written by the 
collectors and privately published, and some were out of print.

I am that curious student, and Harlan, where I grew up, is Island One. 
This book would not have been possible without the tireless efforts of the 
archaeologists collectively known as the National Scrip Collectors Associ-
ation. In 1971, one of their number, Gordon Dodrill, self-published a book 
called 20,000 Coal Company Stores, and the club itself publishes cata-
logues listing all the scrip they’ve found. These researchers have lovingly 
saved and catalogued the artifacts for decades, and have helped me immea-
surably in my attempts to understand exactly what that old man held in his 
hand and what it meant.

For the most part, archaeologists study civilizations by examining the 
surviving artifacts. What are they? How were they used? What is their sig-
nificance? For the study of prehistorical times, those primary sources are 
the only kind of evidence there is. For the mine wars, though, there is an 
abundance of secondary sources. In the case of Harlan, we can turn to the 
many books that have been written about events there, as well as extensive 
newspaper coverage. Yet we should not lose sight of that primary source: 
Coal scrip. More study is needed into the scrip system and its impact on the 
mountain counties.

When news reporters journeyed to the coal fields in response to an ex-
plosion, a strike or a deployment of the National Guard, that triggering 
event was typically their sole focus. But if, instead, they had chosen to come 
in peacetime and stay awhile, they might have dug deeper and perhaps ex-
panded the scope of their reporting to include things like scrip—and that, 
in turn, might have spurred professional historians to research the origins 
of those tokens, and ponder their meaning. As things stand, however, the 
best book on Harlan’s history, which I have quoted extensively in these 
pages, is John W. Hevener’s Which Side Are You On?: The Harlan County 
Coal Miners, 1931-39, and it mentions scrip only once, referencing a 1931 
National Miners Union demand for “payment of wages in cash rather than 
scrip.”92 
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EMPTIES: Empty coal cars during the county-wide, 1939 strike at Wisconsin Steel’s mine 
at Benham, Kentucky. � University of Kentucky

In the 1939 strike, the National Guard engaged in mass arrests, in this case hauling the 
strikers in a cattle truck. � University of Kentucky
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When major corporations like Ford, U.S. Steel, Peabody, Koppers, and 
Chicago Edison decided to make eastern Kentucky their next big business 
opportunity, they came equipped with a model that had been tested for 
decades. It called for constructing towns entirely owned by the company, 
strict policing by armed mine guards, gaining the cooperation of the local 
sheriff, a near absence of civil rights, establishing a company store—and 
scrip.

The overriding idea was that mining was, and would remain, a low-wage 
endeavor. Every industry tries to rein in labor costs, but the coal operators’ 
goal seems to have been to eliminate payroll altogether, reducing their work-
force to a level of dependence and impoverishment that we don’t expect to 
see in modern society.

There were many ways to reduce miners’ pay, the most obvious one being 
a wage cut. But a more insidious tactic involved levying a steady stream of 
seemingly “reasonable” charges: for sharpening a pick, having a doctor on 
call, and covering such essentials as house rent, coal for heating and carbide 
for lamps. Still other schemes included refusing to pay miners for necessary 
cleanup work, shorting the weight on the scales, and maintaining a long pay 
period that forced families to get advances in scrip just so they could survive 
until the next payday. The coal operators did not invent wage theft, but they 
were very good at it, and the impact is still felt many years later.

The union opposed all of these company strategies, and so the compa-
nies worked hard to keep the union out. They consistently made organizing 
as difficult as possible. The guards, the fences, the company-owned towns; 
all interfered with a union man’s ability to communicate with miners in 
other camps. And with the local sheriff in their pocket, the operators were 
free to break up union meetings, send in spies, fire union workers, and even 
bomb churches where union meetings were held. They beat up, arrested 
and killed innocent people who were exercising their right to organize.

A truly independent local government would not allow the most fla-
grant of these operator tactics, so it’s not surprising that many coal counties 
saw their court systems, as well as their sheriff’s departments, taken over 
by the companies. And the operators’ quest to co-opt county government  
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did not rely solely on the usual “lying to get elected” ploy that voters every-
where have come to expect. More blatant crimes such as vote buying, ballot 
stealing and trading favors for official acts were all common. 

The National Guard was called in repeatedly to halt election fraud. 
In 1935, 1,400 National Guard members were dispatched to Harlan to 
police the gubernatorial primary, and they returned that fall to police the 
general election.93 Note that these guardsmen were called not to police a 
strike, but solely to prevent fraud at the ballot box when a governorship 
was at stake. When the same fraud occurred in pursuit of local offices, 
nobody stepped in.

The 1939 Strike94

On April 3, 1939, a nationwide coal strike began, shutting down almost 
every mine in the country. Every Harlan mine closed, and the daily ship-
ments from the county plummeted from 1,500 rail cars per day to zero. 
By May 13, most of the country’s operators had signed union contracts. 
The seven Southern associations held out for a week, but then all of them 
signed—except Harlan.

The lone industrywide holdout, the Harlan County Coal Operators  
Association refused to sign contracts. But when the Whitfields tried to re-
open their mine at Kitts, hundreds of pickets converged and prevented it. 
Mine after mine would open for one day, only to be closed by massive pick-
eting the next day.

Finally, on May 15, the governor sent in the National Guard. The sol-
diers blocked pickets who were coming in from Virginia and Tennessee, 
dispersed picketing miners, and arrested miners by the hundreds. The 
First Amendment guarantees the right to peaceably assemble, yet the 
Guard charged the miners with “banding and confederating.” And though 
the soldiers shot and killed two miners and wounded several others, the 
miners refrained from retaliating.

The United Mine Workers supported the strikers, and finally, after a 
15-week strike, most of the Harlan mines signed the contract.
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Associated Press Photo Berlin Bureau

Weapons found among strikers: Associated Press photo shows officers of the National 
Guard in Harlan, Kentucky while investigating the numerous weapons found on strikers in 
Harlan, Kentucky, on July 13, 1939. Those carrying these weapons were arrested. In total, 
the number of those imprisoned in Harlan is 250.

News of the coal wars spread internationally. While the point of the Guard’s 
display of seized weapons was to say that the pickets were well armed, in 
fact that is not very many weapons for hundreds of pickets to have. Note 
too that possession of these guns was not illegal.
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THE SCRIP GALLERY

Mine closures had begun after World 
War II as demand lessened and as 
the more readily accessible coal in 
the Western states, particularly Wy-
oming, started coming online. And 
when the mines closed, so did the 
company stores, meaning scrip no 
longer served a purpose. 

The remaining stocks of scrip 
were sometimes sold for scrap, tossed 
into a river or buried in the mine that 
was being decommissioned. Other 
times, the company essentially aban-
doned its scrip, which then wound 
up in the hands of anyone who hap-
pened to be in the area. Those pieces 
are generally still easy to find. 

Harlan County occupies a small corner of a smallish state, making it 
even more remarkable that so much scrip was used there. 

At least 110 coal companies in Harlan used scrip. Together, they issued 
at least 976 different pieces of scrip. Pictured in this book are 798 different 
metal pieces and 16 different paper pieces. 

There were 135 known tokens for which we could not obtain photo-
graphs. As we obtain photos of those pieces we will list them on the website 
harlanscrip.com. Any corrections will be noted on the site as well.

A complete, and probably unattainable, collection of Harlan County 
scrip would total about 976 pieces.

Kentucky

Harlan County
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Tokens are listed first by town or coal camp, and then by company. The 
numbers assigned to the coal camps, and the different series of the scrip 
pieces, are the numbers used by the National Scrip Collectors Association  
(www.scripcollectors.org). The club has twice-yearly meetings where mem-
bers buy, sell and trade scrip. Scrip can sometimes be found at antique 
shops, coin shops or flea markets. Nowadays, most scrip is sold on eBay or 
other on-line auction houses.

Here are some prices for Harlan scrip sold on eBay in the fall of 2023:

•	 10¢, Crummies Creek Coal Co., Crummies, KY, $2.95
•	 5¢, Harlan Collieries, Brookside, KY, $5.50
•	 1¢, Black Star Coal Co., Alva, KY, $6.50
•	 10¢, Clover Fork Coal Mining Co., Kitts, KY, $9.95
•	 1¢, Harcrow Mine, Evarts, KY $10.00
•	 5¢ & 10¢, Yocum Creek Coal Co., Evarts, KY $12.95
•	 50¢, Harlan Coal & Coke, Ridgeway, KY, $17.16
•	 5¢, Bardo Coal Mining Co., Bardo, KY, $17.49
•	 1¢, Kentucky King Coal Co., Lisle, KY, $42.66
•	 1¢, Bardo Coal Mining Co., Bardo, KY, $81.00
•	 $1.00, Harlan Coal & Coke, Ridgeway, KY $102.50
•	 10¢, Cornett-Lewis Coal Co., Lisbon, KY, $355.00
•	 50¢, Harlan Liberty Coal Co., Evarts, KY, $510.00
•	 25¢, Dixie Darby Coal Co., LeJunior, KY, $588.00

•	 10¢, Evarts Coal Co., Evarts, KY, $1,025.00

A collection of the most common pieces from Harlan (or any other coal 
mining county) can be started for a modest sum. Rare pieces sell for substan-
tial sums, which is ironic because while researching this book, I repeatedly 
came across stories about miners who literally never saw any actual currency 
at all. By  the time payday came around, their entire earnings had been con-
verted into scrip just to feed their families. Johnny Cash sang a song about it:

Ain’t never got acquainted with a dollar bill,
And I don’t ever reckon that I ever will.
A dollar ain’t made for a feller, I’m told,
That scoops up a livin’ loadin’ coal.
Loadin’ coal, loadin’ coal, loadin’ coal…95

https://www.scripcollectors.org


Overgrown chimneys at the Chevrolet coal camp. � Ken Allen

The L&N Don’t Stop Here Anymore.96 � Ken Allen 



Susie Crusenberry, a leading member of the Brookside Women’s Club during the 1976 strike against 
Duke Power, with her husband and children. Mrs. Crusenberry’s father worked at Brookside and 
died of black lung disease. Her husband was disabled in an accident while working at Brookside. 
The strike was the subject of the Academy Award winning documentary "Harlan County USA."  

Earl Dotter
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Ages Supply Co.  105
Banner Fork Coal Co.  175
Bardo Coal Mining Co.  111
Benito Harlan Corp.  113
Benito Mining Co.  189
Benito Supply Co.  113
Berger Coal Mining Co.  190
Black Mountain Coal Corporation  150
Black Star Coal Co.  107
Blue Diamond Coal Co.  125, 220
Bowling Coal Mining Co.  112
Bowling Mining Co.  192
Catrons Creek Coal Co.  162
C.E. Flanary Store  222
Chestnut Ridge Supply Co.  135
Clover Fork Coal Co.  163, 185
Clover Splint Coal Co.  127
Coal Co.  146
Cook & Sharpe Coal Co.  193
Cornett-Lewis Coal Co.  201
Creech Coal Co.  206, 241
Crummies Creek  145
Crummies Creek Coal Co.  121, 142
Darby Coal Co.  150
Dixie Darby Coal Co.  195
Draper Mercantile Co.  147
East Harlan Coal Co.  106, 148
Elcomb Coal Co.  163
Evarts Coal Co.  150

Fordson Coal Company  109
Golden Ash Coal Co.  186
Green Silvers Coal Co.  210
Harcrow Mines  151
Harlan Ashless Coal Co.  239
Harlan Block Coal Co.  258
Harlan Central Coal Company  238
Harlan Coal and Coke Co.  227
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Harlan Colleries  119
Harlan Collieries Co.  117
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Harlan-Fox  115
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Harlan Liberty Coal Co.  153
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Harlan Superior Coal  126
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Harlan-Wallins Coal Co.  244
High Splint Coal Co.  167, 169
Home Supply Co.  195
Howard & Ingram  165
Inter-Mountain Coal & Lumber Co.  223
J.L. Smith Coal Co.  147
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106 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

Ages 29

Ages Supply Co. Not shown: B5, B25

AgesAges
Named for Ages Creek, itself named for 
a local family.

B50
Howard Fortune

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP107

E5
Ken Allen

C10
Howard Fortune

A100
Ken Allen

A50
Howard Fortune

East Harlan Coal Co. Not shown: C100

D10
Tommy Skeens

D100
Tommy Skeens

Ages 29 

A25
Howard Fortune



108 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

Alva 75 
When the 1931 strike started, 60 miners 
went on strike at Black Star Coal and they 
and their families were evicted from their 
homes. When miners held meetings in the 
community church, it was burned down.

A100
Frank Sutton

Black Star Coal Co.

A25
Frank Sutton

A50
Frank Sutton

A10a
Frank Sutton

A5a
Ken Allen

Not shown: A10b, E100a, E100c, B1c,

AlvaAlva

A5b
Steve Calwell

E100b
David Schenkman

Burley Williams

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP109

B5
Ken Allen

B10
Ken Allen

B1b
Ken Allen

B1a
Ken Allen

Alva  75

B25
Frank Sutton

B50
Frank Sutton

B100

D1

C1
Ron Saylor

F5

Black Star Coal Co. continued
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B5a
Ken Allen

B1b
Ken Allen

B1a
Ken Allen

A50

Banner Fork 
151

Ken Allen
A5 A10

Howard Fortune

B1e
Louisville Numismatics Exchange

B5b

Banner Fork	Banner Fork	

© Olha Bosenko

Fordson Coal Company 
Fordson Coal Co. was owned by the Ford Motor Co.

Not shown: A1, A25, A100, B1c, B1d, C5, I1



SCRIP111

B100
Ken Allen

B5c
Ken Allen

D100
Billy Campbell

B500

B25
Ken Allen

B50
Billy Campbell

F1
Ken Allen

B10a
Ken Allen

Banner Fork  151

E1
Ken Allen

B10b

Fordson Coal Company continued



112 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

C50

C25
Frank Sutton

C10

Bardo 155

C1 C5

BardoBardo
Named after Bordeaux, France, by coal 
operator James Bowling who had served 
in France during WWI.

© Olha Bosenko

Bardo Coal Mining Co.
During the 1931 strike, the National Guard placed a machine gun nest on top of the Bardo Coal 
Mining Co. commissary.



SCRIP113

B25
Frank Sutton

A50
Frank Sutton

A5
Frank Sutton

B5
Frank Sutton

A100
Frank Sutton

A10
Frank Sutton

B100
Frank Sutton

B10
Frank Sutton

B50
Frank Sutton

Bowling Coal Mining Co.

A25
Frank Sutton

Bardo  155
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Benito Supply Co. (Company store for Benito Harlan Corp.)

A100
Ken Allen

A25
Ken Allen

Benito 219

A5

A10

BenitoBenito

© Olha Bosenko



A50
Ken Allen
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Harlan-Fox 

A10
Frank Sutton

A5

Black Joe 287 Black JoeBlack Joe

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP117

R.C. Tway Coal Co.
R. C. Tway was an officer in the HCCOA, and was indicted for conspiring to deprive miners of 
their constitutional rights. Tway signed Sheriff Theodore Middleton’s bonds and had the Com-
monwealth Attorney on a $2100 annual retainer, giving him leverage over those public officials.

C100
David Mullins

A50

A10A5

A25

B100
Howard Fortune

Bland 301
BlandBland

Not shown: D100

© Olha Bosenko



118 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

A5a
Frank Sutton

Brookside 
385

Harlan Collieries Co.
Harlan Collieries employed 300 men and was owned by Bryan Whitfield who also owned  
the Harlan Country Club where National Guard troops camped during the 1931 strike. 

Not shown: A100b, B25a

BrooksideBrookside

Named for being between two brooks.

A5b

Paper scrip from the Burley Williams Collection

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP119

A10b
Steve Cawood

A10a
Steve Cawood

A100a
Frank Sutton

A50

A100c
Steve Cawood

A25b
Ken Allen

A25a
Frank Sutton

A10c
Ken Allen

Brookside  383

B5a
Ken Allen

B5b
Ken Allen

Harlan Colleries Co. continued



120 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

B100b
Steve Cawood

B100a
Ron Saylor

C5
Steve Hayden

B50
Charlie Marlow

B25c
Steve Cawood

Brookside 383

B25bB10
Frank Runyon

Harlan Colleries Co. continued



SCRIP121

Blasting cap book courtesy of Burley Williams

Brookside 383

Harlan Colleries Co. continued



122 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

Crummies Creek Coal Co. 

A50

A10
Frank Sutton

A5 A25

A100

Cawood 511 CawoodCawood

Named for the Cawood family whose 
progenitor was Berry Cawood (1758-1848), 
a Revolutionary War hero.

© Olha Bosenko

In 1941, mine guards/deputies at Crummies Creek Coal Co. killed 4 union members who had 
stopped by the commissary for refreshments. 



SCRIP123

B10b
Steve Cawood

B10a
Steve Cawood

B100b
Ken Allen

B100a
Steve Cawood

Brett Kennard

B5a
Steve Cawood

Ellis Knob Coal Co. Not shown: B5b, B50

Cawood 511



B100b
Ken Allen



A25



126 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

Blue Diamond Coal Co.

C10b
Ken Allen

C5aD10
David Mullins

C10a
Burley Williams

Chevrolet 
541

C100a
Steve Cawood

ChevroletChevrolet

The brother of the owner of the Blue 
Diamond Mine wrecked his 1917 Chevrolet 
nearby and left it abandoned there.

C100b
Burley Williams

E100
Burley Williams 

Not shown: C5b

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP127

A5
Frank Sutton

A10
Frank Sutton

A25a

Crown Coal Co.

A100

Harlan Superior Coal Not shown: B5

Chevrolet 541

A25b

A50
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Clover Splint Coal Co.

A1
Howard Fortune

A10a
Howard Fortune

Closplint 
587

A5b
Howard Fortune

ClosplintClosplint

Named after the Clover Splint Coal Co.

A5a
David Schenkman

Not shown:  A100b

© Olha Bosenko

In 1933 the church where miner and minister B.H. Moses 
held union meetings was destroyed by dynamite.



SCRIP129

A100a
Howard Fortune

A50
Howard Fortune

A500
Howard Fortune

A10b
Howard Fortune

A25
Howard Fortune

Closplint 587

Clover Splint Coal Co. continued



130 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

F10a
Howard Fortune

F10b
Howard Fortune

G100a

Coalgood 
609

Mary Helen Coal Co. Not shown: H5, H10, G25, G50, G100b, A50a, A100d

CoalgoodCoalgood

F5
Steve Cawood

F100
Howard Fortune

F10c
Nick Fugate, Shawn Fugate

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP131

A5b
Ken Allen

A50a
David Mullins

A25c
Steve Cawood

A5a
Brett Kennard

A25a A25b
Steve Cawood

Coalgood 609

A10

Mary Helen Coal Co. continued



132 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

A2000

C100B5
Frank Sutton

Coalgood 609

Mary Helen Coal Co. continued

A100c
Steve Cawood

A100b
Steve Cawood

A50b
Ken Allen

A100a



SCRIP133

Pure D. Coal Company Not Shown: E5b, E5c

E5a
Ken Allen

E25
Ken Allen

E10

E50
Ken Allen

E100

Coalgood 609



A50b



SCRIP135

A50

A10A5
Frank Sutton

A25
John Slusher

B1
Frank Sutton

Cote 673

River Ridge Colleries

CoteCote

A100

© Olha Bosenko



136 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

B10b
Ken Allen

B5
Steve Cawood

B1
Steve Cawood

B10a
Ken Allen

Coxton 681

Chestnut Ridge Supply Co. 
Company store for Melcroft Coal Company

Not shown: B50, B100, C50b

CoxtonCoxton

B25
Steve Cawood

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP137

D5b
Ken Allen

D5a
David Mullins

D100
David Mullins

C50a
Ken Allen

C10
Ron Saylor

C5
Billy Campbell

C25
Ken Allen

Koppers Stores Not shown: G10b

Coxton 681



138 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

E10

E5a

E50
Frank Sutton

E1c
Burley Williams

E1a
David Mullins

E1b
Burley Williams

Koppers Stores continued

Coxton 681

E25

E100

E500



SCRIP139

F1

F10
Steve Cawood

F5
Billy Campbell

F25
David Mullins

G25
Ken Allen

G1
Ken Allen

G10a
Ken Allen

G5
Ken Allen

Coxton 681

G50
Ken Allen

G100
Ken Allen

Koppers Stores continued



140 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

J1
Ken Allen

H1
Ken Allen

P1
Ken Allen

N1
Billy Campbell

M1a
Howard Fortune

L1
Ken Allen

M1b
Billy Campbell

O1
Steve Cawood

Koppers Stores continued

Coxton 681

K1
Ron Saylor



SCRIP141

Coxton 681

I1c
Ken Allen

I1d
David Mullins

I1a
Ken Allen

I1b
Howard Fortune

I1e
Steve Cawood

Koppers Stores continued
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Coxton 681

Lick Branch Coal Co.

Burley Williams 

A5
Frank Sutton

A100
Frank Sutton

car check 
Frank Sutton

Koppers Stores continued



SCRIP143

Not shown: B50cCrummies Creek Coal Co.

A50
Frank Sutton

A10
Frank Sutton

A5
Frank Sutton

A25
Frank Sutton

A100
Frank Sutton

Crummies 
705 CrummiesCrummies

Named by early settlers after a herd 
of bison whose horns were crumpled 
rather than straight. © Olha Bosenko



144 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

B50b

B25bB25a
Ken Allen

B50a
Steve Cawood

B10b

B5

B10a
Ken Allen

Crummies 705

Crummies Creek Coal Co. continued



B100a
Ken Allen



146 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

C1c

C1b
Ken Allen

D1
Ken Allen

Crummies Creek Coal Co. continued

C1a

E50
Ken Allen

B100b

Crummies 705



SCRIP147

Standard Harlan	Coal Co.	  

Cuffey 711

not shown: A10, A100

CuffeyCuffey

A50

© Olha Bosenko



148 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

B100

B10
Steve Cawood

B5

B50
Howard Fortune

Draper 839

Draper Mercantile Co. (Company Store for J.L. Smith Coal Co.)

DraperDraper

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP149

A50

A10
Ken Allen

A5 A25

East Harlan Coal Co.

A100

Draper 839
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The McComb Coal Co.

A25

A5
Howard Fortune

A50
Steve Cawood

Elcomb 889

A100
Steve Cawood

Not shown: A10

ElcombElcomb

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP151

Evarts Coal Co. Not shown: K100

Darby Coal Co.

A5
Steve Cawood

Evarts 975
EvartsEvarts

M100a
Tommy Skeens

Black Mountain Coal Corporation Not shown: M100b

K10
David Mullins

© Olha Bosenko

Evarts was the site of the Battle of 
Evarts where three deputies and one 
pro-union miner were killed.



152 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

I50I25

I100

Evarts 975

C50C5
Steve Cawood

C100
Steve Cawood

Harlan Co-Operative Coal Co. Not shown: C25

I10I5

Harcrow Mines



SCRIP153

D100

D10
Howard Fortune

D5
Ken Allen

D25
Howard Fortune

Harlan-Kellioka Coal Co.

Evarts 975



154 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

B5
Howard Fortune

Harlan Liberty Coal Co. Not shown: L1, L50, L100, B50, B100

B10
Frank Sutton

B25
Steve Cawood

N5
Howard Fortune

Rye Hollow Coal Co.

Evarts 975



SCRIP155

Evarts 975

F100
Howard Fortune

F25
Frank Sutton

F5
Howard Fortune

Springton Coal Co.

F10
Steve Cawood

F50
Ken Allen



156 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

Evarts 975

G100
Ken Allen

G50b
Steve Cawood

G25G10a
Steve Cawood

G50a
Frank Sutton

Sugar Camp Mining Co. Not shown: G5, G10b



SCRIP157

E100
Steve Cawood

E50
Steve Cawood

E5a
Howard Fortune

E1

E10
Howard Fortune

Superior Harlan Coal Co. Not shown: E25

E5b
Steve Cawood

Evarts 975



158 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

H50
Hester Butterfield

H5bH5a

H25

Yokum Creek Coal Co.

J100

Turner Fuel Co.

J50

J10J5

J25

Evarts 975



SCRIP159

Harlan Gas Coal Co.

Gaston 1101

Not shown: A25

GastonGaston
Named after Harlan Gas Coal Co.

Harlan Town Coal Co. Not shown: B10 
Town B10

A50
Ken Allen

A10
Ken Allen

© Olha Bosenko



A50
Ken Allen



SCRIP161

A100aA50
Ken Allen

Wilson-Berger Coal Co.

A25b
Frank Sutton

A10A5
Frank Sutton

A25a
Ken Allen

Grays Knob 
1169
Named for a nearby elevation, itself named 
after early settlers.

Grays KnobGrays Knob

Not shown: C100b

© Olha Bosenko



162 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

C100aC50
Ken Allen

C25
Frank Sutton

C5
Ken Allen

B25
Ken Allen

C10

B10
Steve Cawood

B5
Steve Cawood

Grays Knob 1169

Wilson-Berger Coal Co. continued



SCRIP163

Catrons Creek Coal Co. 
Catrons Creek was shown as Katherines Creek on early maps.

E25a
Ken Allen

Harlan 1231 HarlanHarlan
Named for Major Silas Harlan who was 
killed at the Battle of Blue Licks during the 
Revolutionary War. Sometimes known locally 
as Harlan Town. Earlier called Spurlock, 
then Mt. Pleasant, then Harlan Courthouse, 
and finally in 1865, Harlan.

E5
Tommy Skeens

E10
Tommy Skeens

E50
Tommy Skeens

E100
Tommy Skeens

E25b
Tommy Skeens

© Olha Bosenko
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Elcomb Coal Co.

I25

I5
Frank Sutton

I1
Frank Sutton

I10

Harlan 1231

K5
Frank Sutton

Clover Fork Coal Co.

K25
David Mullins

K10
Frank Sutton

K50
Frank Sutton



SCRIP165

Harlan Home Coal Co.

F100

F50
Howard Fortune

F25
Howard Fortune

Harlan 1231

I100I50

J100
Ken Allen

Elbomb Coal Co. continued
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B100
David Mullins

S.C. Saylor

B50
Steve Cawood

B10
Steve Cawood

B5
Steve Cawood

B25
Steve Cawood

Harlan 1231

G10
Howard Fortune

G5
Steve Cawood

G50
Howard Fortune

Howard & Ingram Not shown:, G25, G100



SCRIP167

L50
Howard Fortune

L10
Steve Cawood

L5
Steve Cawood

A25
Howard Fortune

Shawnee Gas Coal Co. 

A10
David Mullins

A5
Ken Allen

not shown: A50, A100, L25a, L25b, L100

M100
Ken Allen

M25
Steve Cawood

Wallins Creek Comet Mine Collieries Co. Not shown: M5, N50, N100

Harlan 1231
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A50
Steve Cawood

A25a
Steve Cawood

A100
Ken Allen

High Splint Coal Co.

A10a
Ken Allen

A5a
Ken Allen

A10b
Ken Allen

High Splint 
1323

A25b
Steve Cawood

Not shown: A5b, A10c, B100a, C5c

HighsplintHighsplint

Formerly called Seagrave.

Named for the High Splint Coal Co.

A25c
Louisville Numismatic Exchange

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP169

B1
Frank Sutton

B100b

B50aB25

B10a
Brett Kennard

B10b
Ken Allen

B10c
Steve Cawood

B50b
Steve Cawood

Highsplint 1323

High Splint Coal Co. continued
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C5a
Ken Allen

C5b
Steve Cawood

D500

C1
Ken Allen

High Splint Coal Co. continued

Highsplint 1323



SCRIP171

E50E25

E100

Seagraves Coal Co. 

E10E5

Highsplint 1323



172 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

A100b

A50A25b
Ken Allen

A100a
Ken Allen

Southern Mining Co.

A25a

A5b
Ken Allen

A5a

A10

Insull 1405
Formerly known as Fee. Named for Samuel 
Insull, the president of Chicago Edison, 
which owned the Southern Mining Co. 

InsullInsull

Not shown: A25c, D1b

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP173

D1a

C10
Ken Allen

F1
Ken Allen

E1

C5b

B10
Ken Allen

B1
Ken Allen

C5a
Van Cortlandt

Insull 1405

Southern Mining Co. continued
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A50
Howard Fortune

Kellioka Coal Co.

A10
Ken Allen

A5
David Mullins

Kellioka 
1487

B5
Ken Allen

Not shown: A25, A100, B5

Named for John Kelly, a mine owner.

KelliokaKellioka

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP175

B50
Ken Allen

 B100
Ken Allen

B25
Ken Allen

B10
Ken Allen

Kellioka 1487

Kellioka Coal Co. continued
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Banner Fork Coal Co.

B25
Ken Allen

A5
Ken Allen

Kentenia 
1497

Kentucky King Coal Co. Not shown: B5

KenteniaKentenia

Named for parts of the names of Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Virginia.

© Olha Bosenko
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B100
Ken Allen

B5
William Jones

B1
Howard Fortune

B10
Steve Cawood

Kenvir 1499 KenvirKenvir
Named for Kentucky and Virginia by the 
Peabody Coal Corp. The road alongside 
Yocum Creek goes only as far as Punkin 
Center and does not pass into Virginia. 
Local people would not have named a new 
town “Kenvir,” but to someone in an office 
in Chicago, it must have seemed fitting. 

The Black Mountain Corporation Not shown: B50, E25

B25
Tommy Skeens

© Olha Bosenko

Black Mountain’s deputized mine guards killed a number of union 
members, and at least four of these guards were killed themselves.
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C100
Ken Allen

C5b
Ken Allen

C5a
Steve Cawood

C10

Kenvir 1499

C25
Tommy Skeens

The Black Mountain Corporation continued



SCRIP179

D5c
Ken Allen

D5b
David Mullins

D10
Ken Allen

D5a
Ken Allen

Kenvir 1499

The Black Mountain Corporation continued
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A100
David Mullins

A25A1

A10
Ken Allen

A50

A100

Kenvir 1499

This copy of A100 was made by Peabody in 
1983 to commemorate the 100th anniversary 

of their founding.

The Black Mountain Corporation continued



A5
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A100
Frank Sutton

King-Harlan Co.

A50

A10A5

A25

Kildav 1511

Not shown: B100, D100

Named for Killebrew and Davis, owners 
of the King Harlan Co.

KildavKildav

© Olha Bosenko
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B10a
Ken Allen

B5e
Ken Allen

B5b
Ken Allen

B5d
Steve Cawood

B5a
Steve Cawood

Kildav 1511

B5c
Ken Allen

B10b B10c
David Mullins

King-Harlan Co. continued
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C5
Ken Allen

B50
Ken Allen

B25a
Ken Allen

King-Harlan Co. continued

Kildav 1511

B25b
Tommy Skeens



A50
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B50
Steve Cawood

Clover Fork Coal Co.

B25

B5
Ken Allen

B1 B10a
John Slusher

Kitts 1535

KittsKitts

Not shown: B10b

© Olha Bosenko
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A5
Ken Allen

Golden Ash Coal Co.

A100
Howard Fortune

A25
Frank Sutton

A10
Frank Sutton

A50
Frank Sutton

C100a
Ken Allen

C100b

Kitts 1535

Clover Fork Coal Co. continued
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Rex Coal Co.

D50
Tommy Skeens

D25
Tommy Skeens

D5
Tommy Skeens

D10
Tommy Skeens

D100
Tommy Skeens

Tommy Skeens

Kitts 1535



E50b
LE JUNIOR

Ken Allen
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E50a
Tim Howard

E50b
Ken Allen

E100b
Frank Sutton

Benito Mining Co.

E100a
Steve Cawood

E5
Howard Fortune

E1
David Mullins

E10
Steve Cawood

Le Junior 
1605

Not shown: E25

Named by postmaster and mine owner 
Leander Bowling, Sr. for his infant son, 
Leander, Junior.

LejuniorLejunior

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP191

A100b
Ken Allen

Berger Coal Mining Co.

A100a
David Mullins

A10b
Howard Fortune

A5
Howard Fortune

A25
Howard Fortune

not shown: A10a

Le Junior 1605
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F5

F25

F100

F10

F50

Berger Coal Mining Co. continued

Le Junior 1605



SCRIP193

B100
Howard Fortune

G100

G25
Frank Sutton

G10
Frank Sutton

G50
Frank Sutton

B50
Randy Salyers

G5b
Ken Allen

G5a
Frank Sutton

Bowling Mining Co.

Le Junior 1605

not shown:  L50

Berger Coal Mining Co. continued
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D100

D50

D10D5
Frank Sutton

D25

Cook & Sharpe Coal Co. not shown: H5b

Le Junior 1605



SCRIP195

I1H100

H5a

H10 H25

H50a
Steve Cawood

H50b
Steve Cawood

Le Junior 1605

Cook & Sharpe Coal Co. continued
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J1

K100
Ken Allen

Dixie Darby Coal Co.

K50
Steve Cawood

K25
Steve Cawood

C10
Ken Allen

C5
Ken Allen

C100
Ken Allen

Home Supply Co. (Company store for P.V. & K. Coal Co.)

Le Junior 1605

not shown: J5c



SCRIP197

J5a
Howard Fortune

J100
Frank Sutton

J25b
Ken Allen

J25a
Ken Allen

J50
Steve Cawood

J10

J5b
David Mullins

Le Junior 1605

Home Supply Co. continued
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Lena Rue Coal Co.

A10
Steve Cawood

A5
Steve Cawood

Lena Rue 
1607
Also called Rue or Glidden.

Mine owner Frank F. Cawood named this 
camp for his daughter, Lena Rue. 

Not shown: B10

LenarueLenarue

© Olha Bosenko
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Three Point Coal Co.

A10A5
David Mullins

Lick Branch 
1627

Lick BranchLick Branch

Not shown: B50

© Olha Bosenko
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B25b
Ken Allen

Perkins-Harlan Coal Co.

C25
Ken Allen

Liggett 1635

B100
Ken Allen

Perkins-Harlan mine owner Floran D.  
Perkins named this coal camp after his 
wife’s family name.

Not shown: B5, B10a, B10b, B25a

LiggettLiggett

A1bA1a

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP201

A5b
Ron Saylor

A5a

A25

A10
Ron Saylor

A50

Liggett 1635

A100

Perkins-Harlan Coal Co. continued
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Cornett-Lewis Coal Co.

A25
Ken Allen

A10
Ken Allen

Lisbon 1648
Now called Louellen. 

Also known as Closplint No. 2.

LisbonLisbon

A5
Steve Cawood

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP203

Burley Williams
B1

A5b
Steve Cawood

A5a
Ken Allen

A10c
Ken Allen

Lisle 1649

Kentucky King Coal Co. Not shown: A10a, A10b, A25a, A25b, A50, A100

LisleLisle

A25c
Tommy Skeens

© Olha Bosenko



204 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

G10
Steve Cawood

G5
Ken Allen

G50
Howard Fortune

A50
Steve Cawood

A10
Ken Allen

A5
Frank Sutton

A25
Frank Sutton

Louellen 
1683
Formerly called Lisbon. Named by the  
president of Cornett-Lewis Coal Co., Denver 
B. Cornett, for his daughter, Lou Ellen.

Cornett-Lewis Coal Co. Not shown: B50, B100a, B500, I50

LouellenLouellen

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP205

F100
Ken Allen

C50
Steve Cawood

C10
Frank Sutton

B100b
Ken Allen

C5
Ken Allen

Louellen 1683

H100a
Steve Cawood

H100b
Steve Cawood

Cornett-Lewis Coal Co. continued
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E50

E25

E500

E100

E10

E5
Ken Allen

D1
Ken Allen

Cornett-Lewis Coal Co. continued

Louellen 1683



SCRIP207

Lowe 1689

Creech Coal Co. Not shown: A10 

LoweLowe

© Olha Bosenko
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Lynch 1728
LynchLynch

Named for U. S. Steel president  
Thomas Lynch

U. S. Steel Corporation 

U.S. Steel put the instructions for using the scrip coupons in six languages: 
English, Italian, Hungarian, Polish, Czech and Slovenian.

U.S. Steel paper scrip courtesy of Ron Saylor

(U.S. Coal & Coke Corporation was U.S. Steel’s subsidiary at Lynch.  
Their company store was called The United Supply Company.)

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP209

Courtesy of portal31.org

Lynch 1728

Paper scrip courtesy of Ron Saylor

U.S. Steel Corporation continued

http://portal31.org
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Brett KennardBurley Williams

Brett Kennard

U.S. Steel Corporation continued

Lynch 172



SCRIP211

Green Silvers Coal Co.
During his tenure as sheriff, Theodore Middleton became the owner of Green Silvers Coal, 
 owned stock in Crummies Creek Coal, and  a one fourth interest in Verda Supply Co.

A5
Steve Cawood

E1

B5

Malcolmson 
1755
Named for Alexander Y. Malcomson, owner 
of Malcomson Coal Co. and one of Henry 
Ford’s business partners.

Harlan Gas Coal Co. Not shown: F5

MalcolmsonMalcolmson

© Olha Bosenko
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C10

C5
Ken Allen

D10b
Steve Cawood

D10a
Ken Allen

C100
Ken Allen

C50

Malcolmson 1755

Harlan Gas Coal Co. continued



C25
Ken Allen
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Mary Alice Supply Co.  
(Company store for Mary Alice Coal Co.)

A25a

A10a

A5

A10b

Mary Alice 
1805
Named by H. K. Buttermore, owner of Mary 
Alice Coal Co. for his daughters, Mary Jane 
and Ruth Alice.

Not shown: A100c

Mary AliceMary Alice

© Olha Bosenko
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A100b
Steve Cawood

A50

A25b
Ken Allen

A100a

Mary Alice 1805

Mary Alice Supply Co. continued
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A50 A100

Molus Coal Co. 

A10
Ken Allen

B10
Ken Allen

B5
Steve Cawood

A5
Ken Allen

Molus 1939
MolusMolus

Molus Supply Co. (Company Store for Molus Coal Company)

It was in the Molus coal camp that Florence 
Reece wrote “Which Side Are You On?” in 
1931. Her husband, Sam Reece, worked in 
the mines there and was active in organizing 
for the National Miners Union.

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP217

E25a
Ron Saylor

E5
Howard Fortune

E50
Ken Allen

Sanborn Supply Co. Not shown: E10, E25b

Molus 1939

A25
Ken Allen

Molus Supply Co. continued



218 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

D10
Ken Allen

D5
Ken Allen

John P. Saylor General Md’se 
Company store for Harlan Wallins Coal Corp.

Not shown: D25, D100

C50
Ken Allen

C10
Ken Allen

C5
Steve Cawood

Morris Saylor Not shown: C25

D50
Ken Allen

Molus 1939

After Morris Saylor was elected County Judge, he was enriched by acquiring a one third interest 
in coal land leased to Harlan-Wallins Coal Corp. and a quarter interest in Verda Supply Co.



B10
Ken Allen
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A25
Ken Allen

A1
Howard Fortune

Nolansburg 
2081

Harlan Splint Coal Company not shown: A10, A50 

Later named Splint.

NolansburgNolansburg

A5
Steve Cawood

© Olha Bosenko

B100
Howard Fortune

B25
Ken Allen

The Kellioka Coal Co.

B10
Ken Allen



SCRIP221

A50

A10
Frank Sutton

Blue Diamond Coal Co.

A5a
John Slusher

A1
Ken Allen

A5b
Burley Williams

Path Fork 
2185

Path ForkPath Fork

A25

© Olha Bosenko
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B5
Howard Fortune

LUMBER SCRIP

Brett Kennard

Willis Harlan Coal Co. Not shownL B10, B25, B100

Path Fork 2185

Blue Diamond Coal Co.  continued

A100
Frank Sutton



SCRIP223

C.E. Flanary Store

B10B5

Pee Vee 2197
Named for Postmaster Perry V. Cole.

Not shown: C5
 

Pee VeePee Vee

B25 B50

B100

Loony Creek Coal Co. 

D5
Ken Allen

A5
Ken Allen

© Olha Bosenko
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Inter-Mountain Coal & Lumber Co.

Putney 2317 PutneyPutney

Courtesy of Burley Williams

© Olha Bosenko
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Putney 2317

Courtesy of Burley Williams

Inter-Mountain Coal & Lumber Co. continued
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Putney 2317

A100
Eben Flood

A25
Ken Allen

A10a

A50

A5b
Howard Fortune

A5a
Brett Kennard

B10B5
Frank Sutton

Inter-Mountain Coal & Lumber Co. continued

Not shown: A10b, A10c
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D25
Howard Fortune

D50
Ken Allen

Harlan Coal & Coke Co.

D5
Howard Fortune

D1
Ken Allen

Ridgeway 
2403
Named for the Ridgeway Coal Co.

Not shown: D100,

RidgewayRidgeway

© Olha Bosenko

E1
Ken Allen
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E100
Ken Allen

E50

E10
Ken Allen

E5
Howard Fortune

Ridgeway 2403

E25
Tommy Skeens

Harlan Coal and Coke Co. continued



D10
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B100

B10
Ken Allen

A50A25

A100
Burley Williams

B50

Harlan-Ridgeway Mining Co.

A10
Claudia Piper

A5

Ridgeway 2403
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C25C10c
Ken Allen

C50a
Ken Allen

C100
Ken Allen

Ridgeway Coal Corporation

C10b
Steve Cawood

C5b
Ken Allen

C5a

C10a
Ken Allen

C50b

Ridgeway 2403



232 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

A50A25
Ken Allen

A100
Steve Cawood

Southern-Harlan Coal Co.

A10b

A5b
Steve Cawood

A5a
Ken Allen

A10a
Frank Sutton

Rue 2479
Also called Lenarue

RueRue

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP233

B25
Frank Sutton

B5

C1

B1

Rue 2479

Southern-Harlan Coal Co. continued
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Splint 2639
Earlier called Nolansburg.

SplintSplint

Paper scrip courtesy of Burley Williams

Splint Coal Corporation

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP235

A100

Mahan-Ellison Coal Corp.

A25
Steve Cawood

A5
Howard Fortune

A50

Stanfill 2651

Not shown: D1b, D1c, D5b, E1, F25

StanfillStanfill

A10
Steve Cawood

© Olha Bosenko
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B50
Ken Allen

B25
Frank Sutton

B100
Ken Allen

B10b
Steve Cawood

B10a
Ken Allen

B5a
Ken Allen

B5b
Steve Cawood

Mahan-Ellison Coal Corp. continued

Stanfill 2651
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D5a
Ken Allen

C100c
Steve Cawood

D1a
Ron Saylor

C100b
Ken Allen

C50

C10C5
Ron Saylor

C25

C100a
Ken Allen

Stanfill 2651

Mahan-Ellison Coal Corp. continued
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Ken Allen

B100B50

Ken Allen

B25

B5A1

B10

Three Point 
2789
Also called Coalville. Named for three  
nearby peaks, or, according to the Three 
Point Coal Co., the three virtues of  
dependability, service, and quality.

Three PointThree Point

Three Point Coal Corp.
In 1943, 12 miners were killed in an explosion of the Harlan Seam at the Three Point mine, the 
second fatal explosion of this seam after the fatalities at the Zero Mine in 1932.

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP239

Harlan Central Coal Company

A5
Steve Cawood

A50
Howard Fortune

A10
David Mullins

A100
Ken Allen

Totz 2817
Named for Harry Totz, owner of Harlan- 
Cumberland Coal Co.

TotzTotz

A25
Steve Cawood

© Olha Bosenko
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Harlan Ashless Coal Co.

B50c
Steve Cawood

B50b

B100
Ken Allen

B50a
Howard Fortune

B10
Ken Allen

B5
Steve Cawood

B25

Totz 2817



SCRIP241

Harlan-Cumberland Coal Mining Co.

C100
Howard Fortune

C25
Steve Cawood

C5
Ken Allen

C1
Howard Fortune

C10
Steve Cawood

C50
Steve Cawood

Totz 2817

Paper scrip courtesy of Burley Williams

Totz Coal Company, Inc.
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A50aA25
Steve Cawood

A5a

A5b
Ken Allen

A10

Twila 2853
Formerly known as Lowe or Low.

Creech Coal Co. Not shown: B100, D5, D10, D25, D50, D100

TwilaTwila

© Olha Bosenko
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A50b
Steve Cawood

A100
Brett Kennard

C10
Steve Cawood

B25
Steve Cawood

B5

Twila 2853

B10
Ken Allen

Creech Coal Co. continued
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C100
Steve Cawood

C50
Ken Allen

C25
Ken Allen

B50
Ken Allen

C10
David Schenkman

Verda 2893
Named for Verda Middleton, an early settler.

Wm. D. Boyer Trustee & Co. Bear Branch Mine Not shown: J1, J5, J25

VerdaVerda

B100
David Mullins

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP245

A50a

A10
David Mullins

A5a

A25
Howard Fortune

Harlan-Wallins Coal Co. Not shown: A5b

A50b
Steve Cawood

F10
Frank Sutton

F5

F25a

F50

Verda 2893



F25b



SCRIP247

G5

I50
Ken Allen

I25
Howard Fortune

I5

Sunshine Grocery Company

Verda 2893

I1
Tommy Skeens

I10
David Mullins

I50
Tommy Skeens

Harlan-Wallins Coal Co. continued
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D100
Steve Cawood

D10
Steve Cawood

D5
Steve Cawood

D25
Ken Allen

Verda Supply Co.

E100
Howard Fortune

E10E5
Howard Fortune

E25

Verda 2893



SCRIP249

Ken Allen

H50

H10
Ken Allen

H5
Ken Allen

H25
Burley Williams

Brett Kennard

Verda 2893

In 1931, Fred Lester and three of his relatives were charged 
with murder in the poisoning death of Mr. Lester’s em-
ployee, Lonnie Prince, on whom Mr. Lester had a $20,000 
insurance policy taken out shortly before his death. One 
of the Lester boys had bought strychnine at Pierce’s Drug 
Store in Evarts just before the death. When the Lesters 
agreed to testify for the prosecution in the Battle of 
Evarts case, the murder charges were dropped.

Verda Supply Co. continued



D25
Ken Allen



F50
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C100
Howard Fortune

C50
Howard Fortune

C25
Steve Cawood

C5
Steve Cawood

C10
Steve Cawood

Wallins 2929

The Good Coal Co. Inc. Not shown: D5, D25, D50, E1  

WallinsWallins

B500
Ken Allen

Wallins is named for Wallins Creek, itself 
named for an early Virginia surveyor.

© Olha Bosenko



SCRIP253

I1F1

Utilities Coal Corporation Not shown: G100

Wallins 2929

D100
Howard Fortune

D10
Ken Allen

G500
NIck Fugate & Shawn Fugate

The Good Coal Co. Inc. continued



254 How the Coal Companies Impoverished Harlan County

K25
Ken Allen

K10
Ken Allen

Wallins 2929

K5b
Brett Kennard

K5a
Brett Kennard

J25
Brett Kennard

J10a

J10b
Steve Cawood

A5
Ken Allen

Wallins Creek Coal Co. Incorporated Not shown: J5, L5, L25, N10, N50



SCRIP255

Wallins Creek Collieries 

M1
Steve Cawood

L50

K100
Howard Fortune

K50

L10
Ken Allen

Wallins 2929

Wallins Creek Coal Co. continued



K25
Ken Allen



L10
Ken Allen
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White Star Coal Co.

A10
Steve Cawood

A5
Ken Allen

A50

White Star 
3011
Formerly called Day, after a local family. 
Later Dayhoit and Wilhoit after Roy Wilhoit, 
the founder of a coal mine.

White StarWhite Star

A25

© Olha Bosenko
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Harlan Block Coal Co.

Wilkes 3034

Not shown: A5

WilkesWilkes

© Olha Bosenko
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A25
Howard Fortune

Harlan Fuel Co.

A10
Ken Allen

A5a
Ken Allen

A1
Howard Fortune

A5b
Brett Kennard

Yancey 3109

YanceyYancey

A5c
Steve Cawood

© Olha Bosenko

A50
Frank Sutton

A100a
David Mullins



SCRIP261

C25
Ken Allen

C10
Ken Allen

B500 C5
Ken Allen

A100b
David Mullins

Yancey 3109

Harlan Fuel Co. continued
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D500D100

E100
Ken Allen

D50

D5
Ken Allen

D25

Yancey Store

D10

Not shown: E5

Yancey 3109



SCRIP263

Explosives control tokens and light token courtesy of Ken Allen

Yancey 3109

In 1932, Harlan Fuel’s Zero Mine exploded, killing 23 miners. The Kentucky Bureau of 
Mines report said that the cause was exploding coal dust, triggered by blasting, and 
that the mine was covered throughout by fine coal dust that had not been treated with 
rock dust or watered down. The inspector required Harlan Fuel to stop using open-
flame carbide lamps and to use battery-operated lights instead. The company then 
required miners to rent a lamp and used these tokens to control their use.

Yancey Store continued
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In 1910, the L&N pushed its railroad into remote Harlan County, Kentucky, 
opening up access to billions of tons of coal, the fuel that ran everything 
during the Industrial Revolution. Coal did it all, from coke for the steel mills, 
to power for the new national electrical grid, and coal gas for the street lights.

The country’s largest corporations and richest men rushed in–Ford Motor 
Company, US Steel, Chicago Edison, International Harvester, Peabody 
Energy, the Mellons, the Carnegies, bringing with them a system they had 
perfected: Scrip.

What if you didn’t have to pay your workers? Not really, not in cash? What if 
you could make your own currency and make it worth whatever you wanted it 
to be? Scrip was a system designed to pay miners in pinto beans and corn meal 
from the company store, and make billions in profits for the coal companies.

The fragments of history and the sheer volume of scrip documented in these 
pages from just one small Kentucky county shows how pervasive this system 
became and how it impoverished the workers they left behind.

At the time the Harlan coalfields were 
opened, no law allowed companies to 
pay in scrip. In several jurisdictions,  
however, judges had granted them 
that right. 

In 1863, a Pennsylvania state sena-
tor named Lowry proposed “An Act 
to Prevent the Payment of Workmen 
and Laborers in Orders Upon Store 
Keepers.” Sen. Lowry said that the 
companies had “coined money out of 
base metals having a fictitious value 
but stamped PAYABLE IN STORE 
GOODS.”

The law was passed but the Pennsyl-
vania Supreme Court overturned it.

Apparently, the court wasn’t swayed 
by the Constitution’s stipulation that 
“The Congress shall have power to 
coin money, regulate the value there-
of, and of foreign coin, and fix the 
standard of weights and measures.” 
The way the court saw it, Congress 
had the power to coin money—but 
so did the Godcharles Mining Co. of 
Milton, Pennsylvania.
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