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My oldest son was eight when I took him to Riffle Run. We went to the little one-room country school. We thought it would be deserted, but it was still being used. The teacher was working with a few students who were unable to take the bus into the town. We returned, many years later, to find a dam, built for flood control, occupying the place of my grandfather’s house. The waters had begun to back up to provide the recreation area planned by the Corps of Engineers. We looked with much interest at the map of the area called Riffle Run. I left my Dad, wife, and granddaughter at the car while my son and I worked our way up the creek through the neglected area that was to become a campsite. Every stick of wood making up the community of homes was gone. The markers that were so significant to me as a child now seemed sparse indeed. Periodi​cally, I would be convinced that this or that place represented the site of our old home, only to become doubtful as I tried to bring it all together. The one-room school, the dozen or so houses, the grist millall was gone. 

We walked along the creek, and I remembered the flash floods, the ice-skating, the minnow seining, and a thousand incidents of our childhood. Some of our experience was sad, but much of it was a kaleidoscope of adventure and fun that overrides the sadness. Most of what I recount here is the good. I vividly remember the bad but prefer to dwell on those exuberant days of growing and learning. I have spent almost fifty years away from my home, my state, and above all, my childhood. Still those first sixteen years continue to wield influence in a disproportionate manner. 

The Creek
Riffle Run was a small tributary of the Little Kanawah River. It forked just above our house. One branch ran past the schoolhouse, and the other went by the parsonage. There was seldom much water unless there had been a lot of rain up in the hills. One summer the creek bed was completely dried out. It had not rained for a long time. My brothers and sisters were out playing in the rocks. Mom called them to lunch, and they had no more than reached the door when a violent wave of water several feet high came roaring down the creek. This only happened once that I can remember, and it was quite frightening. The water apparently built up in the hills until it reached a breaking point and then came flooding down unannounced.

More gradual flooding was quite common. The dirt road ran in front of our house and the creek in the back. When there was a flood, the waters would overflow into the road and our house would be completely surrounded by water. We boys slept in the loft over the cellar, and one night I heard my Mom yelling at something. I jerked on my pants and ran down the steps. I landed in water up to my knees; for the creek had really overrun its banks, flooded our yard, and was coming into the house. The porch was screened in, and our cat was desperately clinging to the screen door. Mom, half-asleep, was trying to beat off the squalling cat with a broom. I got her awake, and we let the poor thing in out of the water. There were about six inches of water in the house, and the next day we had everything to clean up.

Across the creek from our house lived a very nice old lady. Her house was perched so close to the edge of the creek that the water had eroded much of the soil out from under the house. She had put in a huge post to hold up the corner of the house, and the water worked its way around the post. Her son and his wife moved in with her, and they were not nice. I can remember a shouting match between the wife and Mom. They finally stopped speaking.

A terrible flood came up one night, and they were completely isolated and threatened. The only place they could go was on our property behind their house. The son came out, made his way across the roiling water on our footbridge, and borrowed a lantern from my Dad. They chatted like old friends, and he returned to take his family to safety in our granary. The next day the waters subsided, and we found our lantern hanging on our doorknob. We were back to not speaking.

Ice Skating

Skating was not a very sophisticated process. We simply ran and slid on our boots. Coming home from school was made much more exciting by slipping and sliding down the creek. Usually nothing happened more serious than wet seats of pants, but once Mary Jean took a serious fall and cut her temple open. It took several stitches, and she wore the scar to her death.

Many efforts were made to make wooden skates with metal run​ners, but as with so many of our makeshift products, they never worked well.

Sleigh Riding

Winter sports always included riding down hills on home made wooden sleds. The person who had a manufactured sleigh with steel runners was considered fortunate indeed.

Above the school was a rather steep hill, though not a very long one. The entire recess would be spent dragging the sleds to the top of the hill, then sliding down to the bottom. Again there were seldom any problems, but once Wesley McCauley, on a very long and dangerous hill, slid right through a barb wire fence and broke his leg. That tended to take some of the steam out of the fun!

I had seen pictures of toboggans so I decided to make one out of a sheet of metal roofing. I simply cut it to the right length, rolled up the front, and bolted it to the body with a board in between. I tried it on the steepest hill we had, and it would really fly. The only problem was that there was no way to control it. My Dad came home from work for the week, found it, and cut off the front with the axe. I was always puzzled as to why he would do things like that when there was no advantage to be gained by doing it. Anyway my toboggan experiment was over.

The School
I wheedled my mother into allowing me to start to first grade when I was four. The rules were fairly lax in those days, and if the child behaved himself, he could start early. I proudly fol​lowed my brothers and sisters up the road to the little white building with the U.S. flag hanging by the door and the smell of oil (used to preserve the floor). Students drank water out of their individual cups filled from the little water cooler, which was kept supplied by the janitor. There was a coal stove in the center of the room. Double desks with inkwells flanked each side of the room. In front of the room were the teacher’s desk and the recitation bench where each class was called in turn to review the lessons they had been reading and to answer questions from the teacher. There were usually about twenty or twenty-five students scattered through the eight grades. Spelling was taught all eight grades from one volume. The beginning class started with the simple words at the front of the book and by the eighth grade, the book was supposed to be finished. There were no pictures, only endless columns of words.

The first teacher I encountered was a rather large man with a forbidding personality. I suppose that most adults are somewhat forbidding to a four-year old. Mr. Means enjoyed joining with the students at recess. We were playing football, and he got mixed up and ran the wrong way. The students were delighted, but Mr. Means was considerably embarrassed.

For my break time, I enjoyed playing with the dominoes. We always walked home for lunch, and my sister came to get me to go home. I jumped up, leaving the dominoes scattered on the table. Mr. Means insisted that I put them away before leaving, and even forbade my sister to help me. I was silently furious. When I got home, I told Mom I was not going to go back to school. I argued that I was not supposed to be there anyway and I certainly did not want to return to that mean teacher. Mom insisted that I finish what I started and made me go back. That was not the last time she taught me that important lesson.

Mr. Means’s authority was challenged once by the janitor. The Browns had the janitor’s job sewed up. They all seemed to be a bit ponderous in conduct and thinking, but they had a lock on the job. It consisted of keeping water in the cooler, bringing in coal for the number 2 Burnside stove in the winter, sweeping up in the evening, and keeping the grass cut in the yard. The wages were $5 per month to be paid in a lump sum at the end of the school year. The Browns all wore high cut shoes (lace ups to the mid-calf with a holder for a pocketknife). Even the girls. H. Brown held the janitor position that year. He was older than most of us and much bigger. He had a large stick from which he whittled shavings to start the fire in the number 2 Burnside. It was about two feet long and an inch in diameter. One morning we all arrived before the teacher and heard the janitor bragging that Mr. Means could not make him cry with his stick. Unfortunately for him, Mr. Means walked in just in time to hear the boast. He proceeded to “spank” the janitor. Today we would call it beating, I suppose. The janitor turned several shades of colors before capitulating, but he finally cried. I learned never to challenge the teacher!

I was often in trouble because I sat in one of the double seats with my cousin, Wesley. We would be playing with cards or whatever instead of studying, but more importantly we would get tickled over something. We would try valiantly to restrain the giggle, but the sounds kept creeping out. Mr. Means finally reprimanded us with the observation that if we kept going we would surely burst.

World War II caught up with Mr. Means, and he was drafted into the army. Though he was firm with his students, I knew he genuinely liked us, and I hated to see him go. None of the other teachers I had measured up to him.

Miss Hall came to teach when I was in fourth grade. The only memorable item was the time a Sumpter girl defied her and she was trying to discipline her. To divert the teacher’s attention the girl cried out “I wanna pee”! Miss Hall said, “Why didn’t you tell me?” and proceeded to march out to the outhouse with her. On the way there the girl broke away and started running for home. Miss Hall caught her and forced her back. Wonderful diversion!

Poor Mrs. Shreve. She should have been retired, but she managed to hang on and the school board sent her to Riffle Run. She was old and overweight, however nice, and she suffered much from her two-year stint at our school.

During recess there was really very little structured amuse​ment. The primary fun was going off to the woods to pick juniper (at least for us little kids; the older kids amused themselves in different ways). When recess time was up, Mrs. Shreve would ring her bell vigorously to summon us back to class. With the courage gained from being a group, we would turn and run to the woods pretending not to hear the bell. Eventually, we returned having sated the budding rebellion.

We did not have a library as such. The county truck came around every three months or so, picked up the old books and left new ones. Reading became not only the greatest of pastimes, it was virtually our only education. If they could have made math into a novel, I might not be so horrendous with figures now. We read everything. Even Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables was included. Mom refused to let me finish it though I was manfully struggling to do so, because she thought it was over my head. It was not unusual for us to read 80 or 90 books each term, and some of them were signifi​cant works.

Mr. McNemar was our second male teacher (see Appendix B). He was a rather interesting man. He slipped in Seventh Day Adventist books and some from Moody Press, which I thoroughly enjoyed. “Little Nell” was a real tearjerker, but it had a clear gospel message. He was able to do a few little magic tricks, but I can remember little else that he taught us. From my point of view his tenure was significant for the simple reason that he asked me if I wanted to take the high school exam in seventh grade. He was proud of having students who could skip grades of school. I took the test and ranked sufficiently high to go on to high school, but I am not sure it was good for me. I was only 12 and weighed 90 pounds. Some of my first year class mates were already 16 years old. They were driving cars and talking about sex, both of which were quite beyond my comprehension. I was still riding bicycles and wondering what girls were all about.

The River
How wonderful the river was! We swam in it, fished in it, bathed in it after berry picking, boated on it, and on occasion almost drowned in it. A small stream by many standards, the Little Kanawah wends its way through central and southern West Virginia to the Ohio River. The creek that ran by our house emptied into the river and my grandfather’s home sat right by the edge of the river. Today the Corps of Engineers has built a dam across it, and its end sits right on the site of Grandpa’s house. 

I remember two near drownings. My older sister, Mary Jean, was not known for adroitness. She once stepped on her own hand climbing on the porch and had a terrible time trying to learn to ride a bike. This time we were all in the river, and she swam some distance from the shore. She called out that she was in trouble, and we swam toward her to bring her in. After some difficulty we got her to shore and out of the water. One of the Conrad boys was in the bushes changing clothes. We asked him if he would have come out to rescue Mary Jean without clothes. He said, “No, she would just have had to drown.”

The second incident was farther up the river where there was a narrows that was quite swift. All the big guys swam to an island in the middle of the river and were playing in the mud. My younger brother and I were left to fend for ourselves. We decided to try to make it to the island, linked hands, and started walking. As we got farther in, the water became deeper and swifter. It was up to our chins and yet we were merely bouncing along without saying anything. Fortunately, someone saw us, and the boys jumped in and pulled us out.

The river was especially challenging when it was in flood stage. A river 50-foot wide now became at least a 200-foot wide. We foolishly swam in this dangerous water. We would jump in far above our target so that as the water swept us down, we would wind up in the right place on the other side. John tried to swim across and got into trouble. We found him clinging to a tree that was stuck in the middle of the river and managed to get him out.

The Browns lived on the other side of the river, and there was no bridge. Each morning as we waited on the school bus to take us to high school, it was high drama watching four or five of the Brown kids load into the boat for the trip across the river. There was much yelling and shouting, but they usually made it. Matthew was the oldest Brown. He told us he got religion once, but he had it in a book and lost it going across the river. That was about as good a theology as I heard at church.

Farm
Berry picking was an annual ritual. We canned about twenty gallons of blackberries each year, and the entire family spent all day picking during the season. It was a lot of work, but I looked forward to being old enough to trek back into the hills to the masses of wild berry patches. The terrain was rough, briars were everywhere, and chiggers were a constant scourge. Even so, I wanted to go. I don’t know how old old enough was, but I finally went. I remember the luscious black berries, especially the kind we called sheep noses because of their shape. I had my own bucket secured with a string around my neck. One berry went into the bucket, one in my mouth. By the end of the day, I had gorged on berries. My stomach was actually distended. I groaned in agony on my bed until I finally threw up. There must have been two gallons of berries as a result. Mom said I would probably have died if I had not gotten rid of them.

The McCauleys could pick and talk at the same time. They could tell such stories that we would stand enthralled while they talked and picked. Soon their buckets were full, and all we had were interesting stories. When Dad found out about it, he instructed us to pick by ourselves. It was after one of those days that my sister fell down in the creek with two large buckets of berries, and they were all lost.

Those chiggers were little nits that buried themselves in our skin. By the end of a day, we would have them all over us. The solution was simple: we took a cake of Mom’s homemade lye soap and headed for the river. The soap was strong enough to kill the chiggers, and we enjoyed a good swim at the end of a long day as well. We usually had red places all over our bodies from the activities of the chiggers, but the soap got rid of most of them.

Dad had long stories about working with mean mules. As a matter of fact, most mules I knew anything about had a bad reputation. However, our old gray mule was different. We called her Kate. She was as gentle as a kitten, but she had some eccentricities. She was easily spooked. When we were riding her, it was impossible to get her to go faster than a trot, unless we rattled a piece of paper or metal in her ear. Then she would go as though the Devil himself were chasing her.

I rode her across the hollow to the mailbox one day. Usually, I could put the mail in my pocket and remount her. This time there was a package. I started toward her with the package, and she shied away from me. We went around and around; I holding her reins with one hand and the package with another. She refused to allow me to mount. So I put the package on a post and mounted her. That was OK until I brought her near the post and reached for the package. She would immediately shy away. I wound up carrying the package and leading her home.

My brother was home from the service, and I wanted to show off. It was wintertime, and the barnyard was about six inches deep in mud and manure. We had a practice of letting Kate out in the morning, and as she went out the door, we would yell and jump on her back. This would frighten her, and she would run pell mell from the barn door to the gate. We would climb off and let her out to pasture. This time I embellished the act by pretending to fire six shooters with both hands. I lost my grip and bounced up on her neck. This caused her to stumble, and she threw up her head, dislodging me in six inches of mud. So much for showing off.

She was a faithful mule. Dad assigned me the task of scattering about a ton of fertilizer by hand over the pastureland. I would load up the sled, put my baby brother on her back (he couldn’t have been more than four or five) and head out for the pasture. I dumped off the fertilizer a bag at a time, while my little brother rode the mule. When it was all dumped off, I sent him home and scattered the fertilizer. The mule was so well trained that she would nudge open the gate of the barnyard, walk into the barn, and my brother would climb off. He would get Mom who would unhitch the mule. This day the routine was broken when the sled hung up on the gatepost. Poor Kate stood patiently, since she couldn’t pull the post down. My brother cried for quite a while until Mom came to his rescue.

Dad decided to buy a white horse. The seller brought the horse by the house and left him for Dad to see when he came home from work. I had talked with the horse and petted him, and he seemed gentle enough. When Dad came home, he asked me to go bring the horse in from the field. I found him grazing on the side of a hill. I thought I could ride him as I rode Kate. I got on the high side of him and jumped on his back. He tore straight down the hill at break neck speed with me clinging for dear life. When he came to the creek, he stiffened his legs to come to a stop, and I went flying over his head, landing in the water. Needless to say he and I both walked home.

At one point we owned a team of horses. One was a beautiful roan that was intimidatingly large to me as a sixteen-year-old. We used an old, split bottom McClellan army saddle for riding. For some reason, I saddled up the roan to ride him somewhere. He pulled the old trick of puffing out his stomach so that the cinch would be loose when he let out his breath. I climbed on, and he began to crow hop as he usually did. The saddle spun around and wound up under his stomach, and I was on the ground holding on to the reins. I looked at this oversized beast and debated whether to contest the issue. I knew that it would be a mistake to let him have his way, so I released the cinch, tied him back up, resaddled him, and rode off. Mom was watching the whole time, though I did not know it. She told me later that I did the right thing. I’m grateful for the lessons she taught me.

I must confess that I loved the farm, but I hated the work. Dad always left us, we thought, huge assignments to be accomplished the week he was away. One of those assignments was planting beans. We had at least a bushel of beans to plant in long rows by hand. We of course wanted to go swimming. After hours of planting two beans to a hill, we started putting four, then eight, and finally handfuls of beans in each hill. We put beans under bushes and anywhere else they would disappear. I have no idea what Dad thought when all those beans came up, but they must have looked bizarre.

The garden was even worse. Everything was done by hand, and a one or two-acre garden was a formidable task. We had to dig out all the weeds with a hoe, rick up the rows of beans and other vegetables, and replant where the seed had not sprouted. Those rows seemed endless. But we had a plan. The Conrad boys wanted us to go to the movies with them. With Dad working in Norfolk, we could now afford the ten cents to go to this wonderful world of Hollywood. We would ask them to help us finish our chores, which they grudgingly did, but warned us not to over do it.

The movie we went to see this time was Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein. We knew it would be scary and even talked about how we would throw popcorn at the screen when the scary parts came on. We had no idea how scary it would be. Even though it was a spoof on the real Frankenstein, you could not have proved it by us. I remember being petrified. I closed my eyes and even hid under the seat. That awful scene of a man changing into a werewolf imbedded itself on my mind. For years I could not go out on the night of a full moon without re-experiencing the terror of that sight.

Molasses making was the most fun of all. We would grow a patch of cane or sorghum. When it was ripe, we went through the patch, stripped off the leaves, cut the cane stalk, and stacked it. A man who owned molasses making equipment would make his rounds of the farms, and we would spend a week making our fifty or sixty gallons of molasses. He took some of them for his pay. The first item was the press. Two large steel rollers turned against one another. They were propelled by a horse or mule hitched to a long pole. All day long the horse would go round and round while someone fed the cane stalks into the press. The raw juice would come out into a tub.

The tub was then emptied into an evaporator. This was a steel bed about eight feet long, divided into compartments. A fire was built under the bed to cook the cane juice. As the juice made its way from one end of the bed to the other, it turned from juice into creamy brown molasses. We ate pieces of the sweet cane stalk, and with wooden paddles, dipped into the hot molasses and sampled it to our heart’s content.

Probably the least desirable job was shucking corn. This may have been because it always happened in cold weather and after school had begun. The corn stalks were cut by hand and bundled into shocks just big enough to reach around. These were bound with another corn stalk. Then the bundles were gathered and stacked into a huge shock, which was bound by hickory branches. After the corn had seasoned a while, we went to those huge shocks and began shucking. We had a shucking knife that we slipped over our hand to pull the shucks away from the ear. The corn was then thrown into a pile to be picked up by a wagon. I remember how cold it was. Even though we probably did only a small percentage of the work, I never liked it.

Another bright light was the gristmill. Mr. Riffle brought in the equipment and set it up where the road intersected with Riffle Run and bent to avoid running into it. The mill was probably a two-cycle engine that made a grotesque “putt, putt” sound when he started it up. Two large balance wheels were connected to the motor via large belts. We brought a sack of corn on the back of the mule, the miller poured it into the hopper, and it came out corn meal. He took a portion as his pay, and we brought the meal back home. Mom made wonderful corn bread out of it. We made very little, of what we called “light bread” which is made from flour. We used some flour for biscuits, but flour came from the store. The meal we could provide ourselves, so we ate more of that.

Mom
Mom was wonderful. She knew enough about life to let us have fun and could even join in with us. Dad seemed almost incapable of having fun. Life was too serious and too difficult for him in his insecurities to enjoy it, but Mom liked life. She grew up in a remote part of the mountains so isolated that when her mother died, I remember that they had to snake the hearse up the hilly, muddy road with winches. Mom was a horsewoman. She had always ridden horses and loved them. Her education was limited. Kids had to board away from home to go to high school, and her older sister was the pride of the family. Consequently, Mom only had one year of high school. She could have been anything or done anything, but she became the mother of ten children and worked herself virtually to death.

It pains me yet to think of the way she did the washing on a winter day. All the clothes were piled into a brass kettle, a fire built under it, and then boiled until the dirt was out. She then carried them with a stick to wash tubs where she scrubbed them, wrung them out, and hung them up. The kids were of some help to her, but she did most of the work. Her legs always hurt. She had varicose veins and ulcers that came with them. She peddled her Singer sewing machine while I daydreamed about being able to get her one with a motor. Eventually, I saw a motor advertised that could be attached to a sewing machine. I saved my money, ordered the motor and carried it and the machine to town to have it attached. My sister still has it today.

Mom knew a lot of poetry. She always talked about the Peer​less Speaker, a book she had cherished as a child. During the long winter evenings when Dad worked away and she had all the responsi​bility alone, she used to quote us long poems called “Annie and Willie’s Prayer,” “I’sa Letter Mr. Postman,” and many more I no longer remember. Her stories of growing up in “Wildcat” entertained us by the hour. I later searched out a used copy of the Peerless Speaker and bought it.

We raised a sheep once, a ewe, which we really came to love. She was quite beautiful with long wool and two pretty curved horns. We raised her as if she were a child, for we had no other sheep. When she had her first lambs, she refused to suckle them, and they finally died. The boys jointly owned Sally, and we agreed to let Dad sell her provided the money would go to buy Mom a washing machine. He sold her, but he did not get the washing machine, and before long the money was gone. I can’t really blame him, because we were so poor that there was always a need for money, but now our Sally was gone, and Mom still did not have a washing machine.

Eventually, she did get a second hand washing machine with a gasoline motor. We took it out to the large shed and the mechanic got it running. Motors were a mystery to us, and we wanted to learn all we could. Eventually, we got electricity in, and we put an electric motor in the machine. I wanted the old motor to make a go-cart, and had all the material laid out when I found out Dad had sold the motor for $10 to someone. He felt quite bad when he discovered how upset I was over it, but it was gone.

Given my insatiable curiosity, I wanted to learn more about electricity. I really knew absolutely nothing! I had watched the electricians and thought I could add some switches and outlets. We had only a few in the house. I can hear my Dad grumbling loudly that I was going to burn down the house. I am really very fortunate that I did not! I decided the electricians had wasted wire by providing so much slack (I assumed that this way they made more money). I cut all those long runs of wire and respliced them, saving out the excess for other things. I was determined to install a three-way switch, but I had no concept of how they worked. After blowing ten or twelve fuses, I gave up and put the old one back. 

Dad
The telegram said, “Dad died 4 AM this morning. Services Saturday, Bill.” We were in Cambridge on sabbatical, and were unable to attend the funeral. Dad was almost 94. Death always causes reflection, and I looked back over the past 50 years with mixed feelings.

Dad was the oldest of several children. His Dad was a gentle man with virtually no education. As with most people in my area of the country, they were dirt poor. Dad’s Mom was a McCauley. All the McCauleys I knew were extremely volatile. I never knew my grandmother, but I knew my Dad inherited her volatile spirit. When he was only sixteen, he already owned a team of horses and worked in the oil fields. His intense work ethic, coupled with a very insecure personality gave us a father with little sympathy for pleasure and a lot of anger in dealing with us. 

Dad was a smart and talented man. We could never determine precisely how much schooling he had, but it was probably less than six years. He was a carpenter, farmer, coal miner, grocery clerk, and just about anything else he could do to keep ten hungry mouths filled. During the War he worked in Norfolk, VA, and we only saw him every two or three months. Poor Mom had the task of keeping all those unruly kids in some kind of order. It was the only time we ever had any money. We were able to go to movies for ten cents, and this opened up a whole world to us.

Dad was not only an angry person, he was also extremely impatient. Our haircuts consisted of Dad half cutting and half pulling out our hair with hand clippers. When we jerked or sometimes fell asleep, he would hit us over the head with the comb. One time the comb broke, and we stifled our grins at this little triumph. Dad whipped me when I was fussing with my older sister. I was angry because I was convinced that I was not at fault. Later in the evening he took me on his lap and explained that he was not infallible. I remember a tear dropping from my eye to his armmy only response, but he understood. Once in a fit of pique, I left the house and spent the day roaming the hills. When I came home in the evening, Dad met me in the cornfield with a long branch used for binding shocks of corn. He alternately whipped me and held me in his arms. My punishment was deserved, and it left a lasting impression. He never whipped me again. 

Hunting and fishing were a waste of time for my father. I remember leaning on my hoe on a hot summer day watching with envy other kids go to the river. Dad was a workaholic. Whether he was carrying timbers in the mines, plowing corn, stacking hay, or butchering hogs, he went at it with a vengeance, or, as my Mom would say, as if he were killing snakes. Our salvation was our mother. In Dad’s absence (most of the time due to work), she let us hunt, fish, swim, and roam the hills and explore the caves. We built a tree house, which was marvelous, but Dad tore it down because he was afraid we would get hurt.

A favorite place for us was the blacksmith shop. Hayes Riffle owned it. We would get to ride the horse to the shop and watch the mystery of smithing. The horseshoe was thrust into the hot fire and shaped to fit the horse’s hoof. The smith would lift up the horse’s foot and nail on the shoe. My older brother got most of the brunt of Dad’s negative personality. He asked Dad once if it was all right to run the horse to the shop. Dad, of course, said, “No, he might get hurt.” I watched and learned not to ask. It was my older brother, Bill, who took Dad home with him after he had suffered a stroke and nursed him back to health. Unfortunately, Dad did not appreciate it.

Dad tried to show affection, though he always found it hard. If we went to town, we always wanted to go with Dad because he would buy us something. I remember walking the three miles to Burnsville with him when he was going back to work. He gave me fifty cents and told me I could take a cab back home or walk and keep the money. I kept it!

We put down our scythes to rest from the monotonous and hot job of cutting weeds out of our pasture, and Dad began his tale. It was unusual for him to be working with us as he was usually employed out of the area in coalmines. The task of keeping nine children and two parents fed and clothed required a lot of ingenuity and energy.

We had never heard this tale, because it took place before we were born. The second child born in our family was a boy. Since the first one was a girl, I’m sure this brought a lot of joy to both parents. Eventually they wound up with five of each.

Our parents often talked about living on “Dumpling Run.” I’m not sure where it is, except that it is close to Burnsville, nor where it got its name. The times were somewhat desperate with poverty abounding and the great Depression only a year away. Dad bought the farm one year and lost it to the bank the next when Wall Street collapsed.

The warnings about their new home were ominous, but not insuperable, or so they thought. A man had died in the house of a disease called tetanus. Now we all get tetanus shots routinely and no one ever dies of this disease. This strange intruder is defined in the dictionary as “an acute infectious disease characterized by tonic spasm of voluntary muscles especially of the jaw and caused by the specific toxin of a bacterium (Clostridium tetani) which is usually introduced through a wound—compare ‘lockjaw’ b: the bacterium that causes tetanus. 2: prolonged contraction of a muscle resulting from rapidly repeated motor impulses.” In 1928 there was no preventative action to be taken and certainly no cure once it happened. The man had died.
Dad was told that if he would burn a certain kind of candle, it would kill all the germs that caused tetanus, and all would be safe. This he did, and he and mom moved happily into their newly purchased home on their newly mortgaged farm. Dewey Elden or Buddy as he was called was born the day before Christmas 1927. The one picture we have shows a chubby smiling little boy.

Disaster struck before he was a year old. He fell and struck his head on the edge of the cooking stove door, which was open at the time. This would became the gate through which the “toxin (poison) of a bacterium (germ) . . . was introduced through the wound.” Buddy contracted tetanus.
When he began to evidence the symptoms of “lockjaw,” Dad rode his horse to Burnsville to consult with Doc Trimble. Doctor Trimble came to the house to examine Buddy and diagnosed him as having tetanus. He said that there was nothing he could do. The disease intensified and the “tonic spasms of voluntary muscles especially of the jaw” began. Mother would hold Buddy on her lap and dip him in hot and cold water, hoping to assuage the awful jerks of the body.
When Dad could take no more, he saddled his horse and rode to Burnsville once more pleading with Dr. Trimble to come out. With brutal honesty that seems horribly cruel in retrospect he said, “Homer, there is nothing I can do, so there is no point in making the trip to your house.”

Mom kept him on her lap until death released her beautiful little boy from the agony of the dread disease. He died on January 5, 1929, twelve days past his first birthday.

We were mesmerized by the story. Neither parent had mentioned it in my hearing, at least for the past fifteen years. It was probably impossible for them to talk about it. At the transplanted cemetery at Heaters, WV, there is a small grave with a tombstone reading, “Dewey Elden Heater—Buddy—gone to be an angel.” From The Journal of the Braxton Historical Society 32:1, March 2004.
Grandparents
Granddad Heater was a wonderful man. He always seemed old to me. He was tall and stooped. He had only a few snaggly teeth, and yet he managed to bite off and chew that awful mail pouch tobacco. He was always humorous. Everyone called him John Dad. 

Grandpa was a steward in the Methodist Church. Our church was obviously very poor, and it was Grandpa’s job to collect our portion of the itinerant preacher’s salary from the community. He would approach a man and say, “Ain’t it payday this week, Joe?” Joe would sheepishly reply that it was. Then Grandpa would say, “Have you got a dollar for the preacher?” The answer was always yes, because no one wanted to turn John Dad down.

Grandpa’s father had committed suicide while his wife was carrying my Grandpa. This, in the superstition of the hills, made him a special person. When a baby had “thrush,” it was thought that someone whose father had died prior to his birth, could cure the baby by breathing in its mouth. Grandpa would be called on to travel over the hills and rivers to administer his healing. He was quite skeptical himself, saying, “I had just as well blow in his butt.” Yet, he never turned anyone down.

His other task that I remember was that of the local gravedigger. The Quickle Cemetery was just above his house on the hill, and he dug the periodically needed graves. He used to tell us kids that he would call down into the finished grave, “What are you doing down there?” and the answer was, “Nothing.” He was corny, but we loved him. I always wished my Dad could have been more like his Dad.

I never got to know my mother’s parents very well. The Lowthers have a great heritage. In England, they were the richest commoners in the country at one time. I remember my grandfather as being somewhat scruffy and unambitious. Grandma Lowther holds only a vague memory for me though I spent a few days with her as a little boy. I remember her funeral up on “Green Hill,” mostly because my mother cried.

I suspect the real problem was that they thought Mom had married beneath her. I do not believe they really liked Dad, although some of the relatives would come by for a visit to the farm occasionally. Grandpa Lowther was a horse trader, which is where Mom got her love of horses. She told us of a little mare he owned that would “ground hitch.” In other words, when her reins were dropped to the ground, she would stand as though tied up. At the same time, she refused to be actually tied up and would make every effort to break away when she was.

Grandpa sold the mare to a man who was determined to break her of the bad habit of refusing to be tied. He tied her up so that she could not get away and beat her unmercifully. Mom watched from a distance with clenched fists and flowing tears. She finally burst out, “I hope God rides you through Hell with red hot spurs.” Grandma rebuked her. Not long afterward, the man’s clothes caught on fire, and he ran to the river, dying just as he got to it. “Aren’t you sorry now you said that?” asked Grandma. “No,” responded my stubborn mother.

She told me that her Father bid on the mail route and won it. However, it was her job to deliver the mail (at sixteen). She used a horse and buggy for her delivery system. One old gentleman always waited for her to come before he stamped his letters. This angered her because it made her late. She said she licked the stamps and put them on upside down and every other way, hoping to discourage him from making her do it.
My Uncle

My uncle came back from World War II having learned about the military and war but also how to chase women and consume alcohol. He seemed to do quite a bit of both. He took his separation pay (Grandpa called it “rocking chair money”) and bought an old car. Since we never owned a car and seldom rode in one, this turn of evens was quite exciting to us. We managed to finagle rides in it and otherwise made ourselves a nuisance. We were quite in awe of these young men who came back wearing uniforms and medals. They continued to wear the uniforms without stripes or medals, but we were always reminded of who they were. 

Our house was located just below the fork in the road along Riffle Run. The left fork had several houses on It, and the right fork was noted for the schoolhouse that sat down in a meadow below the elevated road. The road itself took a sharp upward incline just after crossing the creek and continued to a slice out of the side of the hill. This meant that there was a sharp drop-off to the right side of the road protected only by a barbed wire fence.


My uncle was “three sheets to the wind” as we said and driving his new (to him) car. He came barreling up the dirt road past the gristmill, past our house, across the creek and up the hill. He had to have a full throttle to get the car up the hill, and the road was muddy to add to the potential for disaster.


With great spinning of wheels, he finally negotiated the top of the hill (remember Doolittle and his jeep in A Coal Miner’s Daughter?). Unfortunately, the high speed made it more difficult to control the car and shortly after the triumph of it to the top of the hill, the car slide down the side of the hill. The barbed wire stre3tched and groaned, but managed to hold the car from going further. There sat the car, perched precariously over the side of the road with only the barbed wire keeping it from rolling all the way down the hill to the meadow below.

Several people came along and offered help—all superciliously refused. He would get it out himself. Someone offered to get a team of horses to pull the car out, but he was unmoved. He would get it out himself.


He proceeded to get out a pair of wire cutters, and staggering a bit, cut each of the strands of wire holding the car. The car went tumbling down the hill turning over three or four times before landing upright on its wheels. My uncle climbed in, started the car, and drove off triumphantly. He had to drive with his head down slightly, because the top was so caved in, he did not have room to sit upright—but he drove away.
Church
Church loomed rather large in our lives. I fear it was more of an amusement center than a spiritual fountain. Jesus said, “If the blind lead the blind, they will both fall in the ditch.” There was a lot of ditch activity where we grew up.

The Methodist Protestant Church was, like so many churches in rural areas, a one room, white building with a cemetery on the hill above it. I never understood why these cemeteries were always on top of a hill. Was it to be closer to heaven or to be sure they were out of the water? In any event, carrying a casket up those steep hills was always a challenge.

We had no regular pastor. The Methodists had a circuit of six or seven churches. The pastor lived in Burnsville, and we only saw him every two or three months. Most of the time the church was closed. Periodically, the Stockerts, Heaters, and Browns would get together to open the church. They would appoint officers, Sunday school teachers, and other functionaries, but usually after a few months of activity, there was a fight, and we would close down.

When the Methodist Church closed down, I went to the Evangelical United Brethren Church, which was actually closer to home. There was more life in this church. The Sunday school Superintendent was well organized, and more importantly, had enough money to keep things going. Above all, a teacher of the Junior Boys by the name of Hayward Riffle, made a profound impact on me. He had been a drunken brawler when the Lord reached him. A number of his fingers had been cut off in a sawmill, and he held the Sunday school quarterly in these stubs. He would teach us with tears in his eyes. I once asked him what the word “beget,” meant, a word that seemed to me to recur with annoying frequency. He became embarrassed and mumbled something, which I do not remember. Even so, we loved him. 

We never really liked the Superintendent or his daughter (who taught the teenagers). When my parents bought a farm that was adjacent to his land, he asked my Dad about buying some of it. My Dad said he would think about it. On a particular Sunday, I was walking home from church with the Superintendent. Dad met us at the gate and told him he would like to discuss the land sale. The Superintendent said, with appropriate piety, “I never discuss business on the Sabbath day.” “OK,” Dad said, “I’ll talk with you about it later.”

They agreed to transfer two acres to the Superintendent, and a surveyor was brought in to measure out the land. I was a bare footed boy following the surveyor around, looking through his transit, and other curious things. I heard him say to the Superintendent, “Your fence line is one half rod over on the other property.” In other words, each year when the Superintendent built his new fence, he moved it over a foot or so. After a number of years of such shenanigans, he had acquired over eight feet of land the full length of his property. He had probably stolen an acre or so. “But,” the surveyor said, “You’re a pretty damn good fellow. I’ll just give you that.” In other words, we’ll pretend that your fence is where it should be and measure two acres from that. The Superintendent merely chuckled.

Unfortunately for him, I went home and squealed on them. It so infuriated my parents that they refused to sell him the land. That event occurred over fifty years ago. I do not remember anything the man ever taught in church, but I remember one thing: He was a crook.

Margaret
The single most traumatic experiences in our lives on Riffle Run was the death of Margaret. I had seen nothing of death up to that point. 
I don’t know how we heard about it, but we knew that something awful had happened at the silver bridge. It was Sunday. We walked the two or three miles and there it was. A man and a woman were in the front seat and a man and a woman in the back seat. They were grotesquely dead. Police were there and curious people like us, gathering around and gawking at the awful scene. 

My mother, after many births, was suffering from something. I don’t know what; kids don’t pay much attention to such things. So Dad hired Margaret for ten dollars per week plus board to stay with us and help with the house work. We liked her. She had a boy of five or six, though she had never married. She cooked the meals, did the laundry, and put up with our teasingeven teasing back occasionally. We did not know much about her, although we had a vague idea that her reputation was not sterling.

We had never seen dead people before. Rigor mortis had set in and their faces were speckled with red. Carbon monoxide had seeped into the car and their arms were stretched out toward the door, trying desperately to escape the deadly fumes, but too late. The scene mesmerized us. Why did our parents ever allow us to go to the silver bridge?

The next several nights were full of terror for us. We could envision those dead, grasping, struggling bodies so clearly that none of us could sleep. We all crept down to the fire from our various beds and consoled each other. It was a long time before I could go to sleep without the awful images of  those corpses coming before my mind. Rumors swirled about the activity of the couples in the cars. Our somewhat innocent ears processed the data and landed somewhere near the meaning intended by the gossip. 

Hills
As part of the Appalachian chain, we had wonderful hills. We crossed the creek and began immediately to climb. Our homes, gardens, and cultivatable land were nestled along the sides of the creek surrounded by rather steep hills. We farmed the sides of some of the hills, but most of it was left for pastureland. 

At the top of one of those hills was a series of limestone caves. I would probably think they were rather insignificant now, particularly if compared to the Luray Caverns or the Carlsbad Caverns, but we were in awe of them. We made our way through the caves and sat on the edge of rocks that looked out over the terrain. Mother allowed us to play all day by ourselves. My daughters-in-law hold their breath when their children climb a tree. What would they think of what we did?

Once we were in the rocks when a giant windstorm came up. The trees, tugging at their roots as they bowed in the wind, were an awesome sight. The roots, being on the rock ledges, were shallow, and we were sure some trees were going to fall on us. Fortunately, the storm passed, and we were unharmed.

Eating green apples was always the thing to do in the spring. We were unable to wait until they ripened, so we took a salt shaker, climbed in the apple tree and ate those awful sour things. We thought they were great. Unfortunately, some of the nicest green apples were in Mr. Ochletree’s orchard at the top of the mountain. Undeterred by the fact that they were not ours, we helped ourselves to his apples. We brought home almost a peck of green apples and sneaked them upstairs to our room. The apples were spread out on the bed, and one of us said, “Do you know what I would do if Mom came up here?” The answer was that we would whip the cover over the apples to hide them. The question was hardly finished when Mom stuck her head in and said, “What would you do?”She confiscated all our apples and cooked them. We could never figure out how she was always one step ahead of us. No doubt she had done more and worse things than we, and so knew what to look for.

Some of the kids farther up the hollow trapped for fur in the wintertime. We dabbled at it, but were never very successful. The Conrad boys caught fox, possum, and an occasional skunk. They got anything from five to twenty-five cents a pelt. The animal had to be skinned, the skin scraped, and stretched over a board. At the end of the season, they would take all their seasoned pelts and sell them to a dealer.

Periodically, someone would catch a skunk in their trap. The awful stench would cling to them like a coat. When they came to school and the warmth of the room began to bring out the skunk smell, the teacher would say, “All right, who has the skunk?” Someone would sheepishly admit to the guilt and would be immediately sent home. It often took two or three days to get rid of the smell. If a skunk sprayed you directly, the only thing you could do was burn the clothes.

Wrestling the Gorilla
Sundays varied from lazy boredom to slightly interesting. World War II had brought most of the country out of the depression, but, as with so many other things, the message had not gotten to us yet. Money continued to be a scarce item so we had to use our ingenuity to come up with ways to amuse ourselves.

This particular Sunday, we had gotten wind of something going on in Falls Mill, a small town on the River, near, what was to us, an impressive water falls. Just above the falls was a swimming hole complete with cable swing. I do not remember what we had heard, but something prompted us to walk the six miles to see what was going on.

My brother, John, and I promised Mom we would attend Sunday school, wrapped our swimming trunks in a towel, and started down the dirt road. The E.U.B. Church was a white frame building sitting on Route 5 next to the same little Kanawah River. We sat through the Sunday school hour not a little anxious to be on our way.

A number of kids were already swimming when we got there. Some of them we knew from school, and we were soon enjoying ourselves. The swimming hole happened to be next to a level area used for a public gathering place. While we were swimming, a traveling country western show ​drove on the grounds and began to sell tickets for the afternoon performance. We argued, plausibly enough, that since we were in the area swimming long before the group arrived, we should not have to pay. Our argument was reinforced by the fact that we could not have paid the twenty-five cents anyway.

What a treat! To be able to swim on a hot day and to enjoy the picking and singing of our favorite songs was enough, but what happened next was too much to believe.

Two or three circus wagons were driven into the area, privacy fences were erected around them, and a man began to try to convince the crowd they should see the show. The country western program had concluded, so we all turned excitedly to this new attraction.

The huge posters advertised boxing and wrestling matches between two gorillas and any and all comers. In spite of the offer of one dollar per minute to wrestle with the gorilla, no one would volunteer. The hawker realized it was time to prove how harmless the gorilla was. He began to ask for two young boys to wrestle with the gorilla for a free ticket to the show. I whirled to look for my brother, but he had wandered off into the crowd. I grabbed another boy by the hand and convinced him to join me before others could get up the nerve and beat us to the opportunity.

I held my breath as the lady working with the hawker asked dubiously whether I might be too big. I was eleven and small even for that, but the gorilla had been trained to be gentle only with small fries. The hawker considered me to be small enough, and we entered the cage.

We soon discovered that the gorilla was not going to hurt us, and we began to push him around. We got him to the floor, and the hawker offered us fifty cents each if we could sit on his stomach. This proved to be an easy task, and we each walked out with a free ticket to the show and fifty cents cash.

Encouraged by the friendliness of the gorilla, a man volun​teered to join the fray. He was dressed with a football helmet and a pair of coveralls and ushered into the cage. The gorilla immedi​ately changed his tactics. He would hold to the top bars and swing into the man with both feet, knocking him across the cage.

When the show was over, I found my brother, and we started home. We stopped at the gas station and used part of our newly found wealth to buy a soft drink. If only John had been with me we would have had a dollar between us. It was otherwise a perfect day.

The ukelele

“I just found it,” I said. “Where?” insisted Mom. “In the woods.” “You just found a musical instrument out in the woods? How did it get there?” “How should I know, it was just there.” As Mom probed she was stringing the little ukelele with a rubber band. She knew how badly I wanted it, but she assumed I had stolen it. Actually, I had found it, but it was outside the window of a house, not in the woods. I wanted a musical instrument so badly, I was prepared to lie to keep it. It was not the last time I would lie to get something I desperately wanted. Mom, I believe, was often at a loss to know what to do when her children went astray. What happened to the ukelele I do not know, but the lie sticks in my conscience with great tenacity.

Broken tooth

Wesley was my favorite friend. We were third cousins, but I am not sure we knew it at the time. I just liked him very much. Another boy completed our threesome. For reasons long forgotten, we called each other Poosy, Potts, and Pug. I was pug. We played together constantly at school. Climbing the hills, wading in the creek, and sleigh riding in the winter brought great joy and companionship to us. 

In one of our perennial games of hide and seek, I came careening around the coalhouse to run head on with Wesley. My mouth was open and his head was soon in it. The result was a tooth broken off at the gum. No one ever went to the dentist except in an absolute emergency. This was deemed one by my parents, and Mom and I made our reluctant way to the dentist in Sutton. He extracted the root and told us I could come back when I was sixteen to have a bridge made.

Mom always declared he had said eighteen. She was probably trying to avoid the awful cost of a bridge, which we could not have afforded anyway. By the time I was eighteen the teeth had drifted considerably. I struggled for years with what to do with that gap in my front teeth. I considered a bridge, but did not like the idea. I even had braces for a while, but the teeth drifted back after removing them. I was fifty years old before I had composite on the teeth to help with the cosmetic aspect of our collision as boys. As a result, Wesley is never forgotten. Every time I look in a mirror, I think of him.

National Guard

Don’t ask me why, but when I was fifteen, I joined the West Virginia National Guard. It was 1950; World War II had only been over five years. They were trying to maintain the Guard with a few volunteers. Consequently, the officers looked the other way when an underweight, underage kid wanted to join. I never was very good at lying, but I decided I needed to lie about my age to get in. I calculated that I needed to have been born in 1932 rather than 1934 to be eighteen. Unfortunately, I forgot to change the day I was born. I marched in and told them I was born on December 11, 1932. This was April of 1950, and I was still only seventeen with my lie. No questions were asked; my parents were not required to sign; I was a proud member of the WV National Guard.

We rode an army truck each Wednesday night from Burnsville to Weston. It was a rough ride, and after weekly drill, a long dismal one back to Burnsville. I still had a three-mile walk or bike ride to get to Riffle Run. I dreaded going past two or three houses that had dogs. They would come surging out around me at one o’clock in the morning.

The first year went reasonably well. I learned a bit about close order drill, how to fire an M-1 rifle, and a few other military matters. We went to Fort Knox Kentucky for my first summer en​campment. It was 90 degrees in the shade and there was a lot of dust. Even so, I considered it a good experience. 

Our second year at Fort Knox was another story. The North Koreans had overrun the 38th parallel and the United Nations had decided to push them back. Most of us had absolutely no idea where North Korea was and probably had not even heard of the invasion. However, the Army had decided to call up reserve units, and our officers decided to get us in shape to go. We hit the ground running and never stopped. One entire company (not mine) passed out from heat exhaustion. By this time I was part of a 57 MM squad. This was a powerful, mobile gun that could be fired from shoulder or a tri-pod. The round traveled 4340 yards and was point detonating. We were poorly trained, and had we been called to active duty, I don’t know what would have happened. Fortunately, we were not called up. The Korean “Police Action” dragged on for three years with an indecisive end, except that the South Koreans maintained their independence and became a powerful industrial nation.

John Andrew Boggs was a member of the WVNG the same time I was. He submitted this article to the Journal of the Braxton Historical Society 32:1, March 2004: “I was in the same WVNG unit as Homer Heater. We were in Co B, 150th Inf. WVNG, which was located in Weston, WV. In fact he and I were in the same platoon (weapons) with the 57mm Recoilless Rifle and the 60mm Mortar and heavy 30 cal. Machine Gun sections. We would rotate routes for the 2-1/2 ton truck, which would go to Burnsville one drill week-night and go through Alum Bridge and back to Weston. The trip would then reverse itself the following week. This was after drill was over and the truck would take us home. I and my brother Bill would get off on 119S near Alum Bridge and walk over the mountain to our home. Usually, we would get home before midnight when we went the Alum Bridge way first. If we went the Burnsville route first, then it would be after 2 a.m. the next day. I was 14 yrs and 5 months old when I joined. Brother Bill was 15 and ½ or so. He wasn’t 16 though. We were with Homer at Fort Knox, KY in 1950 when the Korean war started.
“Bill and I went on Army active duty and retired from same; I in q1967—Bill in 1972, both as Majors in the US Army.

“We along with the membership of many other Vet groups, belong to the Under Age Veterans Organization.

“Some who I remember in Company B: Our Weapons platoon Sgt. Was MSgt James Blake, a WWII combat vet, as were most of the others. Capt. Thomas E. Miles, Jr., was the Company Commander, CWO Lawrence Hickman, was our Unit Administrator, MSgt White was the Company 1st Sgt, a 1st Lt Robert Henderson was the Company XO, SSgt Posey was the mess Sgt. All Company B’s senior NCO’s and Commissioned Officers were above average. I didn’t know it at that time, but AFTER 27 YEARS of my own experience, I can make this judgment.
We are having our VUMS 2004 Reunion in Branson this coming April.”
I went to Georgia to work when I was sixteen (see Appendix C—Route 19) and pretty much dropped out of the Guard, although I came back twice for summer camp at A. P. Hill outside of Fredericksburg VA. Not remaining active resulted in my not advancing in rank, which was disconcerting, when I discovered young guys who came in long after me wearing sergeant’s stripes.

High School

Because of Mr. McNemar’s penchant for advancing kids beyond their years, I ventured off to high school at the age of 12. This was no small step. In grade school, there was only one room for all eight grades. Only 20 or so kids populated the entire school at one time. High school, on the other hand, had several teachers and different rooms. It was quite intimidating for a little bare footed boy to make this transition.

The boys’ bathroom was daunting enough. I had never seen a flush toilet. The handle on the water tank stood out invitingly, and, of course, I had to pull it. The rush of water scared the day lights out of me. I assumed I had broken something. With no hesitation, I tore out of the boys’ room wondering when they would come to punish me for what I had done.

I always loved going barefoot. We began to plead with Mom in early spring to take our shoes off. Dad bought me a new pair of shoes when I started to high school. I promptly took them off and lost them. He told me I would have to go through the winter barefoot if I could not find them. Fortunately, I found them on the school bus where I had left them. I believe I was an embarrassment to my older siblings.

Intelligence was not my lackexperience was. The other boys knew a lot about the world. They would sit around bragging about their exploits, most of which were probably fantasy, but I certainly did not know if they were. My advantage was that I was a good student. I had not been taught much formally, but my reading gave me an advantage over the others. At one point I was doing people’s math home work for fifty cents a lesson. 

Miss Crutchfield was the bane of the high school. Though fairly young, she was an austere maiden, and already fixed in her stereotypical role. She taught me English! Growing up in a family and in a community where good English would not have been recognized, I needed help. She taught English Composition and Literature. We had to memorize the first seventeen lines of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales as well as other compositions. It was not politically correct to like her, but Miss Crutchfield was not only a great help to me, I actually admired her and enjoyed her classes. I just did not dare admit it.

Miss Amos impressed me as being a prissy lady. She taught music and led the band. I wanted music so badly, but we could not even afford to rent an instrument, let alone buy one. Playing basketball one day, I threw the ball against the side of the base drum and received the worst bawling out I ever had. 

Mr. Kelly was the science and math teacher. I really did not like him. He berated his own daughter in class, I presume, because he wanted everyone to know he was unbiased toward her. I thought he was unfair and a bit of a bully. Because of him, my whole life was probably redirected. In my senior year, I joined his physics class. He began to tell the same old jokes I had heard many times, and I decided enough was enough. There was still time to change classes, and my change took me to the typing room. My one-year of typing became the basis of my first job with the Air Force as a civilian when I was seventeen. I used it when I worked for the Marine Corps in Washington DC and put myself through college typing for the Treasury Department. Thanks Mr. Kelly.

The Future Farmers of America we were called. Most of us came off small farms, and it was logical that we should take a program that might enhance our struggling existence if we followed in our fathers’ footsteps. Poor Mr. Dolly! He had this bunch of unruly boys to keep in order and try to teach something. The fact was that my Dad was unwilling to change his approach to farming, and all the ideas my brother and I brought home were usually ignored. What a day it was when they decided to let the students have the classrooms for a day. We elected the meanest and most rebellious boy as our teacher. He proceeded to draw a cow, divide her into parts, and force us to memorize the parts. It went to his head!

We rode the bus each day and walked a mile up the dirt road. Our cousin Charles and my brother Bill had been spoiling for a fight. No one knew or knows the reason. Charles was bigger and older. His greatest fear was our older sister, with good reason. Jean was quite a tomboy and could take him on if she chose. He had worked this out with another boy. They got my sister distracted and he started the fight. Before my brother could even get his hands up, Charles had punched him in both eyes and he was stretched out on the ground. Jean yelled like a banshee and took off after Charles. He tried to crawl under the fence, but she caught him and beat him with her umbrella.

In my first year, I met a very interesting man named Jim Merzouk (See Appendix D). Homer Cobb had brought him back from overseas after the War, and he lived with the Cobbs. Though he was twenty-five, he had never gone to high school, so he became our classmate. He was a professional boxer and boxed most every Saturday night at Carmichael Auditorium in Clarksburg. We waited on the bus each morning about three miles from town, but he would run five or six miles to school each day. He wanted someone to spar with him, and I was dumb enough to volunteer. He wore headgear and a mouthpiece. I had nothing. The sixteen-ounce gloves were like lead weights to a little skinny guy like me. Nevertheless, I boxed him. He was supposed to be careful, but every so often he would let a punch slip and rattle my head. I would go to my one o’clock classes with my head ringing and finally had enough sense to realize I shouldn’t be taking such punishment. Jim retired from boxing in 1953, “then attended a variety of colleges and universities across the United States (ten in all) earning a Bachelor of Arts degree in Bible and Greek, and two Masters of Arts degrees, one in French Studies and the other in Spanish Studies and Latin. He then became a schoolteacher with 44 years of service and until the age of 78 when he finally retired. He passed away six months later” (The Journal of the Braxton Historical Society, 32:3 September 2004).
My biggest attempt at romance in high school did not achieve great results. I didn’t know  how to kiss a girl. I watched the movies and practiced before a mirror, but I could never get the nerve to get close enough to try it on a girl. Hazel was a cute girl, but a bit older than I. When I tried to practice on her, she pushed me away and cooled my ardor. Then came the FFA dance. We were all required to get a date and bring her to the dance. For a week I watched a little girl from a distance. I worked my around the balcony of the gym until, by the third day, I was next to her. I screwed up the courage to ask her to come and, lo and behold, she said yes. Neither of us knew what to do at the dance. We probably danced once or twice (I don’t remember), then came the terrifying time to take her home. What was I to do? I walked her down the street (she lived in town) until we got close to her home. She stopped a block away and said, “I can make it myself now.” Was I ever relieved! I gratefully said goodbye and thus ended my brave foray into the world of the opposite sex.

My Life and Testimony


I was born in a small tenant house along side the Kanawah River near Burnsville, West Virginia. Mom told me the doctor lost his glasses when I was born. He later found them pushed up on his forehead. Perhaps that explains a lot. I was born with asthma, and they treated it with rock candy and whisky. When I got big enough to climb on the table for the whisky, Mom thought I must be cured. I guess I was, for I was never bothered again.


My first memories were at the Moyer place, an old house near the railroad tracks, again, not far from Burnsville. A long hallway ran through the middle of the house, and it always sounded as though a train were going right down the hallway. I crept into my parents’ bed many times in dread fear the train would run over me. It was there that I picked up my shoe and found a snake inside. My younger brother John crawled under the fence one day and made his toddling way down the railroad. When we spotted him, we could see his little blonde head bobbing up and down. We rescued him before a train came along.


We then moved to Riffle Run. This was all in the area where my Dad grew up. Our first home was the “parsonage.” We paid something like five dollars a month rent and were reimbursed for any painting we did. At the end of World War II, Dad was able to buy a small five-acre place closer to the mouth of Riffle Run. Most of the tales I relate took place here. My dad was first cousin to three other families on Riffle Run: the McCauleys and the Graffs on the left fork and the McCauleys on the right fork. That made some 25 of us kids third cousins. 


From Riffle Run we moved to another county near a village called Roanoke. Some of my stories come from here. (See Appendix E—The Car.)

I have already talked about church. I can remember having a spiritual interest from my earliest days. Unfortunately, I had no one to help me. The Methodist Church conducted revival meetings in which the preacher would shout, perspire, and call people to the altar, but no one taught them anything if they came. My folks were Methodist, but there was very little genuine Christianity in our church and much hypocrisy, back biting, and gossip. I did attend “class meetings” sometimes on Wednesday nights with my older sister, Mary Jean. These were what the Methodists called “experience” meetings. People talked about their experience with God. 


The United Brethren Church, nearer our home, had more genuineness because there were a couple of Riffles who really knew the Lord. They had been “wild livers” but had undergone a genuine religious experience. Even children could tell the difference. Still, I do not remember any content to their teaching. When as a little boy, I told Hayward Riffle that I wanted to accept Jesus, he was so excited, he carried me around on his shoulder. I really had no idea of what I was doing, because they did not teach us anything. It was basically an emotional appeal and so an emotional response.


Because there was no one to disciple me, I had no base from which to grow. Consequently, I would become spiritually involved when at church, but would move away from it when I was not there. My dear old Grandpa would say, “Son, ain’t you backsliding a little?” This was the Methodist way of saying, “you are losing your salvation by the way you are living.” One evening while playing with my brothers, I swore. One of them said, “Mom, did you hear what he said?” In her quiet way, Mom said, “Yes I heard.” I was so smitten I got dressed and went to church (it happened to be on Wednesday night). My spiritual experience was mostly an unsuccessful struggle. I finished high school when I was sixteen, and, tired of the old run down farm, decided to strike out to Georgia where my sister and her husband, who was in the Air Force, lived. I told Mom I was going, but asked her not to tell Dad, because I did not want an argument. She told him anyway, and he spoke gently to me and suggested that I at least wait until Mom had washed my clothes.


In Macon, Georgia, I attended the Third Baptist Church. I loved it. They had a regular preacher (every Sunday), good singing, Sunday school, and youth groups. It was a Southern Baptist Church on Third and Wood Street in south Macon. I don’t believe I was taught much, but overall it was a great experience. I found out about girls. We did things together as a group and sang in trios and quartets. The preacher, Rev. Applewhite, said to me, “I believe God may want you to be a preacher.” I said nothing, but I was not at all interested in the idea.


I was working in a drug store at the soda fountain, making fifteen dollars a week less what I ate. My Mom finally wrote to say that if that was all I was doing, they could really use me at home. I had taken the Civil Service exam, but since I had heard nothing, I went back to West Virginia. A few months later, I received the offer of an interview and so I returned to Georgia to work for the Air Force Reserve. I lived in Warner Robins (quite a ways from Macon) so was not able to link up as much as I would have liked with the old Third Baptist Church.


In 1952 I transferred to Washington, D.C. Here I lived in a “guest house” and worked as a civilian for the United States Marine Corps. I attended the nearest Methodist Church, which was very liberal theologically. They chaperoned our dances and taught us how wonderful the United Nations was. That was about it. I still did not really comprehend what God’s great salvation was all about.


Pat and I married in 1953 and moved to Virginia. The nearest church there was Barcroft Bible Church. Here for the first time, I heard clear teaching about salvation. I believe I was saved as a youngster, but now I understood what it really meant. Salvation did not depend on my good works. Jesus Christ paid the price for my redemption, and all I needed to do was trust Him. Three men took me under their wing and began to disciple me. They took me to the Washington Bible College for evening classes. I had never been able to understand the Bible. I would ask questions of my Mom who was unable to answer them. My brother, Bill, and I used to pore over passages trying to figure them out. Now it all began to come together. I was studying accounting at night while working for the Marine Corps, but after two years of Bible study, I knew what I had to do. I came home to Pat and told her that we had to go to Bible College. In her wonderful way, she said, let’s do it.


God has been so faithful. We have been able to raise four wonderful boys who have followed in the steps of the Lord. They adopted their parents’ lifestyle and point of view. Each of them is serving the Lord today in some capacity. I can never give God enough thanks for His marvelous goodness to us over these many years.

Homer Heater, Jr., President Emeritus
Washington Bible College/Capital Bible Seminary

Appendix A

Mom’s Notes on the Occasion of Their 50th Anniversary


Homer E. Heater and Clara Pearl Lowther were married at Clarksburg WV at the parsonage by Rev. Charles G. Strothers on December 20, 1923. Dad was 26 and Mom was 18. Dad’s parents were John S. Heater and Idenna Jane McCauley of Burnsville WV. Mom’s parents were John H. Lowther and Mary Elizabeth (Molly) Burns of Hattie WV.


After spending the night in Clarksburg, we came home to Burnsville by train. We hired two horses from the livery stable at Burnsville and rode up to “Dad” Heater’s place three miles north. We visited there a few days and then at my home in Wildcat.


Dad went back to Morgantown and rented two tiny rooms on Brockway Avenue. He called me to meet him in Clarksburg, but his grandmother, who was 89, was seriously ill and wanted him to come home. As a result, I rode Topsy, a little saddle mare of ours, to Burnsville, boarded the train to Weston, and took a streetcar to Clarksburg. There I met Dad and the two of us came back the same way. Dad hired a horse from the livery stable and we came home in time to say goodbye to his grandmother. God called her home the next day. This was our first experience with the angel of death.


We returned to Morgantown where we lived from 1925 to 1927. In June of 1925 the stork had brought us our first born, a tiny daughter born at Dad Heater’s at Burnsville. We didn’t go to hospitals then. Dr. Trimble delivered her. He came to the house, checked and said, “I’m going fishing. When you need me, call.” Dad Heater lived close to the river. Fortunately on Christmas Eve, 1927, our next baby was born in Morgantown. Dr. Tucker and Nurse delivered him. Then in 1928, we came back to Burnsville to a farm and tried our hand at raising sheep. That year we went over the hill to Dad Heater’s for Christmas dinner. It was a beautiful day. Grandma remarked that a green Christmas brought a fat graveyard. Little did we think our darling boy would be the next to go. He was sick just five days with tetanus of the brain. God needed another angel and called him home. 


In 1929, Mary Jean was born. In fact, once the stork started, he seems to have visited us about every two years. Bill was born 3/22/32, Homer, Jr. 12/11/34, John 11/1/36 (on Granddad Heater’s 61st birthday). Judith was born 11/13/38 (all at Burnsville). Jane was born 2/18/41, and Donna Jo was born 9/8/45. Both were delivered by Dr. Ekle and nurse of Sutton.


We bought a farm on Dumpling Run but lost it due to the depression, which none of you can remember, and hope and pray you never have to go through times like we had then. We bought the little farm on Riffle Run and thought we had dodged the stork for sure, when Donna was born. Then he arrived the second time there at Riffle Run and brought us our son Butch. As they say, we always had room for one more. How he survived with three older brothers and five sisters was a miracle.


We came to Lewis County and bought a dairy farm in 1951. Homer came out of the mines in 1952, and we started farming again. In 1953 cancer struck Homer and he was operated on but was disabled from then on. But again God was so good in sparing his life. We moved to Walkersville after selling at Roanoke. I cooked at the high school. We then came back to Weston in 1956 where we ran a cream station. We bought the old Methodist church at Bendale. It made us a lovely home there.


In the meantime John had gone into the service. Homer and Bill married, John finished his high school in the service, and Judith graduated in 1955 from Walkersville and then from Nursing School. Jane graduated in 1959, Donna Jo in 1963, and Butch in 1966.


We sold the church house and bought in Homewood. In 1970 we went to visit Judith in Alabama and had a lovely visit. Then Homer, Jr. came out to Bridgeport with a friend in a small plane. We visited them for a week, but it was good to be home again. Then, greedy as ever, we sold the home in Homewood. We think of 110 Brown Avenue as home now. Between Bill, Homer, Jr., Ken, John, and Butch with Dad helping, we have a comfortable home. Home is where the heart is and we are so grateful to the Lord for these fifty years together. There have been difficult times and good times, but in all the times we have been together. Even if we could live them over, there would be few changes.

I’d like to go back o’er life’s pathway

Retrace every footprint I’ve trod,

I’d like to go back o’er life’s journey,

And call back each harsh word I’ve said.

Recall every wrong deed or action,

Causing sorrow or tears to be shed,

I would add many words left unspoken,

And retract many words idly said.

And heal every heart bruised or broken, 

By replacing kind words in their stead.

Then when at the end of life’s journey,

I’m asked my past story to tell, 

There’d be no rough spots in my pathway,

No trace where I stumbled and fell.

Appendix B

Recollections of a Country School Teacher

by Harry V. Wiant, Jr. 

(This is a forthcoming article in The Journal of the Braxton Historical Society)

 
I did the following interview with my Grandfather, Arley Wade McNemar (1890-1978), sometime in the early 1970’s. It is presented in the question (Q.) and answer (A.) format actually used. 

Q.  Tell me about the beginning of your teaching career?

A.  I began teaching when I was 19 years old, October 3, 1909. I was getting $35 per month for six months of school. In addition, we got $7.50 for attending Teacher’s Institute, and that took care of our board for the whole week.

Q.  Did you walk to your school?

A.  I walked about five miles each way to school. Boarding there would have cost $6 a month, and I thought that was too much.  I lived in Braxton County, Little Birch, and taught in Hickory Flats in Webster County. I rode a horse when it was real bad, 14 times during the term, and when the water was up. 

Q.  What was your preparation for teaching at that time?

A.  The preparation at that time was to go to a public school and finish the grades. I was about 18 when I finished the grades. You could go to school as long as you wanted to. They didn’t promote you like they do now. Sometimes you’d be reading in the fifth grade and have other subjects in the eighth grade. The teacher would give us examinations, always essay tests. The teacher would tell us when to go to the next reader. 

Q.  So when you started teaching you had the equivalent of an eighth-grade education?

A.   Yes, then you had to take a Teacher’s Examination. I went to Flatwoods to take the examination, 13 subjects as I remember. One subject was general history such as you have now in high school; another was bookkeeping. You just had one test or one try. If you failed in one subject, that was it, you didn’t get a certificate. I took my high school education by correspondence. I did the 4-year course in 1 year.   Later, those of us who had taught for years had to take some college courses. You’d be given a temporary certificate after so much college, then a short-term certificate after so many credits, later a diploma certificate, and later yet an AB certificate. You could teach for so many years before having your certificate renewed. Finally, you’d get a lifetime certificate.  Most of my college was through extension and summer courses. I graduated with one of my sons from Glenville in 1947.

Q.  Tell me about some of your experiences in country schools.

A.  I was teaching in one school and found it necessary to whip a boy. He had done some kind of meanness I’d told him not to. I gave him a whipping on Friday morning. Next Monday morning I had to go through some woods on my way to school. I saw a man ahead behind a tree. When I got to that place on the path, he stepped out with a club 3- to 4-feet long. I had not met the man before. 

      “Are you the teacher?”

       “Yes,” I said, “I’m the teacher.”

       He used some pretty rapid language and said, “You whipped my boy too hard!”

       “No, I don’t think I did.”

       He raised the club like he was going to hit me, and I said, “I don’t live over in Burnsville to be scared by a hoot owl. If you attempt to hit me, in my opinion I can hit your first, and you’ll find yourself getting up down there in the hollow.”

He quieted down, and we walked through a field. He walked behind me still carrying the club. We came to a fence, sit down on it, and began to talk. He was in good humor when we finished, and he said, “If you need to whip him again, that will be all right.”

Q.  Describe the early schools in which you taught.

A.  We used McGuffey’s Reader and spellers, and Montgomery’s U.S. History, as I remember. Most students did their studying. They had to do it by oil or lamp light, but they didn’t have the distractions they have now. I had 30 students in the first school, some of the older boys as large as I was. I remember my first school better than my last one at Long Run. I retired from teaching in 1957.

Q.  What kind of social events were held at country schools?

A.  There were many different meetings and an especially large program the last day of school. We would build a stage, and most everyone in the community came. Literary meetings were held one night of each week, and we’d debate such things as: 

      
Should women have the right to vote?

      
What should a man risk his life for: money or love?

       
If someone thinks something is right, is it?

      
Which is more important: environment or heredity?

Who should get the most honor: Columbus for discovering America or Washington for defending it?

We’d have a great crowd and a jury. They’d sit and listen, then give a decision.

   
Box socials were used to raise money for such things as the school library. People bid on the boxes, especially when they knew it was prepared by a fair young lady, especially if a good cook. One time I remember a young man fixed up a box and put just potato peelings in it. An old man began bidding on the box, and the young fellow got concerned what would happen if he found just potato peelings, so he had to bid it up and buy it himself. 

Q.  Could you tell me more about transportation in those days?

A.  In the early days there were just horses. Then, the first to get a car in Little Birch was Dr. Eakle. Then W. B. Golden, the School Superintendent, got a car, a Ford. He didn’t drive well and would have wrecks every now and then. When he’d come to the school, we’d all go out and look at the car. We’d talk about how rapid it would run. In those days, the speed limit was 30 or 35 miles. If someone had a wreck, folks would say, “Well, he had it up to 35!”

Q.  What about school lunches?

A.  Students and teachers would bring their lunches in a little bucket or basket. But even when I was a boy, around 16 to 18, a teacher, Mr. W. M. Burton, started a hot-lunch program at Little Birch. We had never heard of such a thing. He’d have the boys and girls bring in cabbage, beets, whatever they had. He’d have some of the girls prepare the hot lunch. Each of us even had an individual cup, another thing unheard of in those days. Mr. Burton taught 35 years at the same school.

Q.  At how many different schools did you teach?

A.  Well, I can list some of them. Hickory Flats in Webster County; and in Braxton County, Craigs Mountain, the highest place in the County; Custus; and Cleveland.  I worked for about 10 years at a store in Custus. The woods workers were paid with “lightweight” (script money). One man ran up a large account, and I was asked to try to collect. He was a great fellow to shout and carry on in church. One day he shook hands with me and said, “Arley, I wouldn’t give a nickel for a man’s religion that would not make him shout.”  I said, “I wouldn’t give a penny for a man’s religion that wouldn’t make him pay an honest debt.”  He stayed away from me after that. Mr. Golden, the County Superintendent, came to me one day and said, “I’d like for you to go teach on the hill at Poplar Ridge.” He said they’d run two teachers off up there. I told him my certificate had expired. He said he’d see I got paid. The first day at that school some boys named Dillons began to make noise. I walked back to where they were and said, “Boys, I want you to be quiet. School is on now.” “Well,” they said, “we do this all the time.”  I lifted both of them out of their seats at the same time and sat them back down. They weren’t large boys, and that’s all the trouble I had. After we moved to Burnsville I taught at Hyers Run, then Jerry Riffle. About this time they began to consolidate schools. They just tore down schoolhouses right after me. After I taught at Jerry Riffle, the next year they closed the school. The next year I taught at Williams Run, a place owned by Clate Wiant. I taught there for 3 years then they tore the schoolhouse down. They tore the Flemings School down after I taught there. I taught at Mud Lick for 6 years, then they moved the school. I taught at Riffle Run for 8 years. Other places I taught include Burnsville, Flatwoods, and Long Run.

Q.  What were some recess activities?

A.  At first we played what was known as Round Town. No one knows much about it now. You’d choose as many on sides as you want, and each had three chances at hitting the ball. If they hit the ball they could run to the base if they wanted to, or they could wait until they got a better one. If the ball were thrown in front of them when running to the base, they were out. It was a great game. Then they got to playing baseball, playing with other schools. Also, we’d have spelling races with other schools. That was often done before the ball game. The yarn balls were made of old men’s socks. Socks would be unraveled and wrapped around an old piece of rubber. 

Q.  What were some of the subject taught?

A.  We taught spelling, reading, arithmetic, English (called grammar), among others. Mental arithmetic involved solving problems in your head. Also, other subjects were bookkeeping, agriculture, and physiology. Every lesson in physiology closed with the injurious effects of alcohol, tobacco, and coffee. 

Q.  Could you describe the typical schoolhouse?

A. A flag was up front, and pictures of Washington and Lincoln. There would be a bookcase with such books as “The Last of the Mohicans,” “House of Seven Gables”, and sometimes a Bible. School would open with a song. There was a regular songbook put out by the state. A desk was up front, and a Burnside Stove. A janitor swept the house, receiving $4 or $5 a month. He was supposed to carry in coal and make the fire. Usually the teacher watched the fire and kept it going. Student desks held two students. You rang a bell to start school. Students came to learn. Their parents thought they had to learn arithmetic so that they would not be cheated when they grew up. Sometimes the parents would visit the school. They’d come and listen to the boys and girls recite. The schoolhouse was sometimes used as the local Sunday school and for 4-H meetings and such. Teachers were often the backbone of the community.


Appendix C
Route 19


Last May my wife and I made our annual pilgrimage to the Burnsville High School homecoming. I was celebrating my 55th year. We had a wonderful time in spite of torrential rain Friday evening that produced water two inches deep. This provided the context for eating and reminiscing. A high light of our trip was driving from Weston to Burnsville via federal route 19. This is a long, tortuously crooked, but fabulously beautiful strip of high way. We pulled off at Falls Mill, and I was delighted to find at least one landmark that was virtually unchanged.


Three dams have been built to control the volatile mountain streams that wreaked havoc with a fair amount of regularity in the past: Stonewall Jackson, Sutton, and Burnsville. One end of the Burnsville Dam sits where my grandfather’s house was located. All these dams have tamed the wild streams, but they have obliterated all the familiar landmarks. Falls Mill was the exception. The water hole was still there (though the cable swing was gone). The open field (now a baseball field) reminded me of the time I had wrestled a gorilla there, really! (see The Journal of the Braxton Historical Society, 31:3 September 2003).


Right after Falls Mill comes the Napier hill. This was a steep, crooked section of the highway. Trucks had to go down to first gear and creep slowly up the hill. When the pop trucks came by, some of the boys would run along side and snitch a bottle of pop. I was trying to learn to drive courtesy of a brave brother in law. We were climbing this hill in his 1947 Chrysler. I was probably going five miles an hour, forcing a tractor trailer to pass me. The driver was cursing all the way.


When we got to Burnsville, we went on up to the dam and the recreation area called Riffle Run where I grew up. Many people were camped along the little creek that gives its name to the area. There is even a Riffle Run trail mowed for convenient walking. I traced it for about a mile, listening to the familiar gurgling of the stream and watching a doe with a newborn fawn hiding in the brush. I am still unable to determine where my home was or the one room country school. If anyone has the Corps of Engineers maps of the area before and after the dam, I would surely like to have them.


Route 19 was the highway that took me away from Braxton County and West Virginia. I had little opportunity for work and was not interested at that time in going to college, so at age sixteen I took off for Georgia where my sister and her husband were stationed in the Air Force. I took the Trailways Bus through the southern highways and byways all the way to Macon, GA. Segregation was still in full force in those days. We stopped to pick up some African American women at a cannery. They took seats on the bus, and at the next stop, a white man got on and ordered them to move farther back. I watched all this with an open mouth. I had only seen one African American man in my life and had no idea of how badly they were treated. Thank God for the progress we have made in the past fifty years.


I decided to come home for Thanksgiving that year and took my first airplane ride ever. We flew into Charleston where the airport is built on the skimmed off part of the top of a mountain. I hoped we would get stopped before going down the other side. I left Charleston in the evening hitchhiking. Unfortunately, someone had been killed by a hitchhiker a short time previously, and no one would pick me up. I spent the entire night on Route 19 before a trucker finally picked me up and brought me to Roanoke to spend Thanksgiving at home.


Hitchhiking had become a mode of transportation for me since I had no car and could not afford one. I was sending what little money I made home to help my folks keep their farm. My brother was in the Air Force and stationed at Selma, AL (this was long before Bull Connor and the Selma marches). I hitchhiked all across GA and AL to this small Craig Air Force Base to spend the week end with my brother. It was a flight training base. While there he told me the story of a young flyer in training whose engine went out. He was told either to ride it in or parachute. He chose to ride it in, but at the last minute lost his nerve and jumped. He was killed.


On the way back I fell in with a young airman who was also headed for GA. A man picked us up who was “three sheets to the wind,” as we used to say. He was driving wildly and erratically on a gravel road. When he ran out of gas at 1:00 in the morning, we abandoned him and fled on down the road. Thankfully, we arrived safely back in GA the next day.


I was reminded of that Thanksgiving trip last May when we went to Roanoke for the renaming of the multipurpose building of the Stonewall Resort. Since the Resort is located in the old Roanoke village, they deemed it appropriate to so name it. It was wonderful seeing people I had not seen in 60 years. I wandered out to the Mitchell Cemetery where the patriarch John Mitchell was buried. He was the founder of the Methodist Episcopal church in WV. Since it was Memorial Day, I was reminded again of the many Braxton County men and women who have served in the Armed Forces some of whom made the supreme sacrifice.


We have much to be thankful for as current and former Braxton countians. Our heritage was difficult but formative in so many ways. The care free summers we spent climbing hills, swimming in the Little Kanawha River, riding bikes kept together only by our ingenuity, and enjoying the wild freedom only Appalachian boys and girls could enjoy—all this is a wonderful heritage, and I am thankful for it.

Homer Heater, Jr.

May 30, 2006

Appendix D
James Boudjema Merzouk (1924-2003)

Submitted by his daughter, Annette Frey


Jimmy worked his way from Northern Africa to America as an oiler and a wiper on a Liberty Ship. He arrived in Charleston, South Carolina on July 10, 1947 on the S.S. Joshua B. Lippincott and helpful ticket agents sent him first to Charleston, West Virginia, where he traveled a few more hours to Napier to stay with the Cobb family.


The Cobb’s son, Homer, had been stationed in Northern Africa during WWII, and had become a good friend to Jimmy. He had told Jimmy that if he ever came to America, he was to look him up and so he did.


Jimmy did not speak a word of English except “give me a sandwich and glass of milk,” but he had remembered the words “Napier, West Virginia” and that is how he came to Braxton County.


Jimmy was the son of skilled needle workers, Areski Merzouk and Fatima Slimani Merzouk. The family was Berber, specifically Kabyle in origin. They had come from the mountains of Northern Algeria (Tizi Ouzou), to settle in the city of Constantine and look for work. At  the time, Algeria was a French colony, which is how Jimmy was a French citizen. His birth name was Boudjema Merzouk, the name Merzouk meaning “gift given by God.” (The Algerians believe that anyone born with this last name will have great fortune I their lifetime.)


Jimmy had four siblings: Zharia, Houriya, Salha, and Ahmed. The children’s mother did not survive the birth of one infant and that child, name unknown, soon died as well. Zharia, the older sister, had already married and gone from home. Jimmy became the caregiver for his younger brothers and sisters. He was no older than eight, though possibly as young as six at the time.


Jimmy was often the breadwinner in the family. He as a lefty. With a powerful left hook and great speed, Jimmy was of great value to the family. At a young age, his father, Areski, would send him onto the streets to set up a fight with another boy. If Jimmy won the fight there would be food for the evening meal. However, if he lost, his father was not so kind. Needless to say, Jimmy rarely lost a fight.

Jimmy left home at the age of fifteen and he soon became acquainted with the American G.I. soldiers stationed in Algiers when his professional career as a boxer began. He had worked for the American military as a night watchman in the Postal Exchange (PX) in Algiers, then later a volunteer as a driver for the American Red Cross in Tunis. He was well liked by the Americans and was often referred to as the “American boy.”

Eventually the troops left Northern Africa as the war was ending, and it was not customary for civilians to travel with the troops. Jimmy did not have a birth certificate, nor any other necessary papers, to make his voyage possible, but a kindly Colonel who thought well of Jimmy helped make his dream possible which was to come to America to a free country and to a land of opportunity to become a professional boxer.

He said many times that it was his hard work and his honesty that brought him his freedom, that brought him to this country, and his goal was to pay back to the community all that had been given to him.

Jimmy retired as a professional boxer in 1953, then attended a variety of colleges and universities across the United States (ten in all) earning a Bachelor of Arts degree in Bible and Greek, and two Masters of Arts degrees, one in French Studies and the other in Spanish Studies and Latin. He then became a schoolteacher with 44 years of service and until the age of 78 when he finally retired. He passed away six months later.
Appendix E

Riffle Run Stories—the Car


My dad’s only experience with a car ended disastrously with a wild trip down a steep hill in Morgantown. My terrified mother was riding with him for the first and last time. Consequently, when we bought an old farm in Lewis County and found an old car on the property, we were delighted.


We as boys knew nothing about cars. I had gotten a driver’s license by the good grace of the state trooper who took me out in my brother-in-law’s car for a test, but I really did not know how to drive a car, much less work on one.


At this far remove, I don’t know what kind of a car it was; probably from the 1930’s or 1940’s. Since the engine would not turn over, we thought the battery must be dead. No doubt it was, but that was not all that was dead. I proceeded to take the battery out and carry it a mile or so down the road to a small garage managed by a man who vigorously defended Roman Catholicism to us ignorant Protestants. The battery was too far gone to take a charge, but the sulfuric acid in it was still quite active. I had spilled it on my shirt, and when I got home my shirt was in tatters. The acid had eaten up most of the material.

When dad come home from a week at work, we implored him to help us get this car started. We could almost taste the pleasure of being able to drive our own car into town. Impressing the girls was not far from our ambitions as well. 


He agreed to try to start the car and hooked up our team of horses: the roan and the bay to the bumper of the car (yes, the bumpers were strong enough in those days to be used to pull a car). I got behind the wheel, dad called giddy-up to the team, and we took off. We made three or four trips up and down the barn yard with me popping the clutch every so often—all to no avail. 


With the horses winded, dad called a stop to the process. We awoke from our dream of a wonderful vehicle, transporting us up and down the road, to the reality of an old car that would not start.

Appendix F 
The Chinese Laundry


You can imagine that Mom and Dad were dirt poor when they married, a condition that did not change much over the next fifty years. So Mom took a job working at a laundry owned by a Chinese gentleman. I would really like to know more about the conversations they had, because he was probably the first Asian man Mom had ever met.

Unfortunately, the conversations would have been limited, because his English was quite limited. I presume that there was enough English to describe washing and ironing. Mom impishly told me a tale of confusion that resulted from just that lack of English.


Apparently, the laundry was for sale, and the owner was hoping to make a good capital gain on it. One day a man walked in, said he was interested in seeing the holdings, and began to look around. The owner was very excited and showed him all the wonderful equipment and expanded on the financial value of each piece.


When he left, Mom asked, “Do you know who that man was?” “Sure,” he said, “He wants to by the laundry.” Mom laughed and said, “No, he was the tax man, putting a value on your property. 

The owner rushed out of the store and overtook the man, explaining in his broken English that the property was really not worth all he said it was.

Appendix G—Bicycles


We were pretty well limited to walking, if we wanted to go somewhere. Mom called it “shanks’ mares.” Dad did not own a car, and we did not own bicycles. Fortunately for us, our older sister dated a man who had a bicycle. To impress her, he loaned the bike to her to keep as long as she wished. Bad decision! 


We had never learned to ride, so we took advantage of this golden opportunity. It was a “man’s” bike. In other words, it was much larger than bikes normally ridden by boys. We were unable to reach the peddles and so had to stand on something to get on. Getting off was equally difficult and usually resulted in our sprawling out on the ground with the bike on top of us. We resorted to piling rocks at intermittent spots along the road. This allowed us to get back on the after being dumped off. One can imagine the scarring the bike took in the process.


More importantly, we decided to work on the bike. I never let my ignorance prevent me from doing damage to equipment. We opened up the “new departure” brake and were astounded to see dozens of disks with protruding tics that had to fit into slots in the hub of the wheel. Of course these all fell out in disarray, and we were then challenged to get them all back in. Some way we got it all back together and it ran. Poor boyfriend! Poor boyfriend’s bike!


We finally were able to acquire our own bike by using the money from being janitor at the Riffle Run School. We received $15 for nine months’ work and this was just about the price of a second hand bike. We were now mobile. The one hour walk to Burnsville was reduced to 15 minutes on the bike. 


Our favorite riding road was McCauley Run. This was another of the myriad of dirt roads originally laid out to follow creeks or to provide access to the little settlements in the hills. McCauley Run had a very steep section. We would ride to the top of this hill and then let it fly. One of the weaknesses of the “new departure” brake was the transfer spring. This was a small metal spring that allowed the rider to go from peddling forward to braking backwards. There was a little tic on this spring, and it occasionally broke off. It was really fun with that tic broke off in the midst of a mad run down the hill. This meant no brakes! Why we did not break a neck or other essential part of our bodies is beyond me.


When I was twelve or so, if fell off my bike skidding around a turn at Burnsville High School on a wet street. I really skinned up my knee. Almost sixty years later, I was riding a bike in Cambridge England while on Sabbatical, and the same thing happened. I sped up to get around a slow moving lady, and when I tried to return to the sidewalk, the bike flew out from under me. I was bleeding profusely and had to treat it when I got to my study center. Now I have a scar on one knee from 1946 and one from 2005. All from bikes, the most wonderful devise boys can have.

Appendix H—Squatters


Squatters—what a strange sound the word made. We heard Mom and Dad spit it out as though it were poison. I learned more about squatters when I visited South America 40 years ago. People or companies would move into a building, refuse to pay rent and refuse to leave. The law protected them. They could not be dislodged.


My favorite source of general information is Wicipedia. This is what they say about squatters: “Squats used for living in can be divided into two types (although they are not absolutes): So-called ‘back window squats’ (the most common type, in which occupants sneak in and out of the building with the intent of hiding that they live there), and ‘front door squats’ (where the occupants make little or no effort to conceal their comings and goings). Many squats may start out as one or the other and then change over time. Frequently squatters will move in and then later assess how open they can be about their activities before they approach the neighbors; others will not move into a place until they have first met and discussed the idea with the neighbors. The difference between the two types can be signs of vast differences in philosophies of squatting and its purpose, how long the occupants plan to be around, and on the atmosphere of the neighborhood, among many other factors.”


In our part of the country (as I recall it) the squatter’s law said that as long as the squatter had a piece of furniture in the house, they could not be evicted. So the trick was to get all the furniture out and then proceed with the eviction process.


Our semi-naïve ears were not too clear on what they heard about the women in the old Van Kirk house. It was across the creek from our house, old Mr. Van Kirk had died and the house was being rented. The woman renting the house had an unusual number of male visitors at all hours of the day and night. For some reason, this led to the conclusion that it was a house of ill repute, and that the woman should be dislodged.


So the proceedings began. The sheriff came with the eviction papers. A crew of men began to remove the furniture. Unfortunately for them and the legal process, when they put a chair down in the front yard, the woman would carry it around the house and bring it in through the back door.


At this point my memory fails. I don’t know whether they were successful—they must have been for I remember the house sitting empty. I think we even bought it and tore it down (I remember pulling out the myriad of cut nails so that the wood could be reused). But I must admit my admiration for the tenacity of a woman who would cling to her place of residence by constantly running around the house carrying a chair.

Appendix I

Stories from Orlando Stone Soup

Saturday, March 31, 2007

Flukey Posey – Baritone, Sheep Shearer & More 

by David Parmer

Making A Joyful Noise
The Oil Creek Valley around Orlando has a remarkable acoustic


al quality. Many former Orlando residents have remarked on the clear sounds of the railroad trains as they approached Orlando from the north and south and how close they seemed to be, or how clearly Mike Moran could be heard a thousand yards away calling to his collie dog Major on an evening day.

Another sound which greeted Orlando residents as they sat on their front porches on calm evenings in the middle of the last century was the unmistakable baritone melody of an old hymn wafting on the twilight breezes coming from down Oil Creek. Can’t you just hear the praiseful ode? Everyone within earshot recognized the baritone voice of Flukey Posey as he praised the Almighty from his front porch on Road Run about a mile away by the way the crow flies. Flukey was nothing less than fervent when he gave thanks to the Lord in song and he wanted all to hear his piety. On Sundays Orlando Methodists enjoyed Flukey’s singing in a more formal setting as he, Hays Riffle, Hayward Riffle and Joe McCauley served as the songmasters at the Orlando Methodist Church.

Above right, Daniel Floyd "Flukey" Posey.
Below left, Mina B. (Conrad) Posey



Flukey & Mina's Farm
Daniel Floyd "Flukey" Posey and his wife Mina (Conrad) Posey worked hard on their farm on Road Run. Their grandson Wesley Riffle remembers life on the Road Run farm with much fondness and his grandparents with great admiration. Life on the farm, although a lot of hard work, nonetheless was enjoyable. Wesley said they raised everything they ate and the only thing they bought at the store was snuff for his grandmother and tobacco for his grandfather.

Farming Poultry
The farm was awash with poultry year round. Turkeys, geese, and chickens galore roamed the seventythree acre farm near the head of Road Run searching for natural foods to eat such as grasshoppers, beetles, worms, caterpillars, and anything else that came into sight. This natural diet for the fowl was generously supplemented by corn and other grains raised by Flukey on his productive farm. Wesley Riffle, now 83, and living in Williamstown, advises us that he was raised by his grandparents, Flukey and Mina Posey on the Road Run farm and that his grandfather always raised a crop of sorghum. After the sorghum was harvested, the heads of the canes would be dried in the loft of the barn and would be used to feed the poultry crops. Wesley recalls that the flocks of birds loved the seed from the cane heads. The poultry raised by Flukey and his wife not only ended up on their dining table but also on the tables of Orlando and Burnsville restaurants and homes. The poultry business of Bill Barnett of Orlando also sent Flukey-raised poultry to places like Pittsburgh, Baltimore and Philadelphia from the Orlando freight terminal of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad1. Flukey’s flocks also were well known by the foxes roaming the hills of Road Run and adjoining hills according to Flukey’s grandson Richard Strader The foxes did their best to keep the flocks thinned out but there were still plenty left to supplement the income of the Posey household and to pack in Bill Barnett’s barrels for shipment to urban markets.

Raising Hogs
Flukey’s grandson, Richard Strader, also tells us that Flukey would raise three or four “bunches of hogs” per year. Just how many hogs this amounts to is uncertain, but it is certain to have produced a lot of breakfast sausage and Sunday ham dinners for the Posey dinner table during the year.

Flukey Was A Builder
The home of Flukey and Mina Posey was a log house with porches on both sides on the southern side of Road Run. We are not sure when the house was built or who built it. Flukey, in his lifetime, added a couple of rooms onto the original structure and built a cellar house on the lower side. Flukey was a fair to middlin’ carpenter in his own right, as were most of the old-timers in their day. Flukey also worked for neighbors in the construction of dwellings and outbuildings. Uncle Zeke reported in 1932 that Flukey and O. M. Stutler were building a barn for “Boss” Riffle on Posey Run.

Another demonstration of Flukey’s versatility in earning a living was reported by Uncle Zeke in his Buzzardtown News. Flukey helped satisfy the demand of the coal mines around Gilmer, Bower and Copen by cutting mine props from the wooded areas of his farm in the 1920s. Flukey’s son-in-law Linzy Strader and Jim Bee also helped in this endeavor. 



To the right is Mina and Flukey's daughter Mae Posey whith her husband Linzy Strader with their granddaughter Trisha.

Flukey the Hunter
Junior Strader, Flukey’s grandson, advises us that Flukey was a crack shot with his .22 rifle. Junior tells us that Flukey could sit on his porch and pick off groundhogs sunning themselves 75 to 100 yards away. Junior also recalls his grandfather being a stickler for proper hunting techniques. For example, when Flukey took family members hunting, gun safety was paramount. Flukey always insisted that upon crossing a fence the hunter’s gun had to be unloaded, broken down, and handed to another hunter. While rabbit hunting, the hunters had to stay in line and not point their weapons toward another hunter. Any offending hunter would incur the embarrassment of having his ammunition confiscated until the offender acknowledged and accepted his mistake. Flukey’s prowess as a hunter was reported by Uncle Zeke in a 1936 column of the Buzzardtown News. Uncle Zeke reported that Flukey “says he killed three squirrels with one shot.” Now whether this was what Flukey said or whether Uncle Zeke was exaggerating what Flukey said is up for question. Of course, if it were true, Flukey was indeed a remarkable marksman. The truthfulness of Flukey’s “three squirrels with one shot” has, however been confirmed by Wesley Riffle, Flukey’s grandson, who was also hunting with Flukey on that day. Wesley was keeping track of the number of shots Flukey took with his 16 gauge shotgun. After the hunt when the squirrels were being counted Flukey had two more squirrels than shots he had taken. Flukey told Wesley that he saw a squirrel tail waving and that he shot where he thought the squirrel was sitting. When it fell from the tree, Flukey at first thought it was the world’s largest squirrel. Upon reaching “the” squirrel, he found that in fact there were three of them.

Mina Was A Democrat
Whether Flukey was interested in politics, or not, we don’t know, but his wife Mina more than made up for any shortcoming on Flukey’s part. Mina was a dyed-in-the-wool Democrat and was an avid follower of every election. Helen Jeffries2 recalls Mina coming to the Henline home in Orlando to listen to the election returns on HeaterHuck’s3 radio. In those days, elections were not decided by 9 p.m. but were often uncallable until the wee hours in the morning. Whenever the results were known, Mina would start for home down the B & O tracks for Road Run. Of course, Mina was usually happy when she started out for home because the “Demmycrats” most always won the tally.

Flukey Sheared Sheep
Flukey’s local fame however was not his singing prowess, or how many chickens he raised, or how many mine props he could cut, or how groundhogs and squirrels feared him, but rather his amazing ability to shear sheep.

In the early part of the 20th century, sheep farming was probably the primary livestock farming done in central West Virginia . Nearly all farmers in the Oil Creek and Clover Fork valleys raised sheep. Sheep farming provided two returns on the investment: meat and wool. In the spring , after the hard winters had ended, and the wool was still in fairly pristine condition, sheep had to be sheared. The recognized expert sheep shearer in the Oil Creek valley was Flukey Posey. Flukey was a large man, maybe six feet two, and was a well conditioned two hundred pounds. Sheep are not all together cooperative when being sheared and the shearer needs to apply muscle along with the adeptness with shears. Flukey was graced with both qualities and could quickly shear a sheep with a minimum of trouble.

Flukey used a portable shearing machine. This device sat on folding legs, and had a handle which was removable and flexible. The machine was powered by a hand crank which required the services of a helper to turn the crank while Flukey set the sheep 

on its rump, and began shearing from the neck down. After just a few minutes, he would have a full fleece removed from the sheep and would be ready for the next one. According to Richard Strader, Flukey contracted with farmers all over the Orlando area from Rocky Fork to Clover Fork, to shear their sheep. Richard, a sometimes cranker of the shearing machine, tells us that Flukey would charge from 15 cents to 25 cents per sheep. Flukey would strap his portable shearing machine behind his saddle and start out early in the morning to the farm he was working that day. It often was the case that Flukey would spend more time getting to the farm to shear the sheep than it took him to actually do the job. Richard estimates that Flukey would shear hundreds of sheep a year. Uncle Zeke reported in a column in June of 1933 that Flukey had sheared 574 sheep that season so far.

To the left, this portable sheep shearing machine taken from the internet fits the description of those who remember Flukey's shearing machine.

Dale Barnett recollects that just after sheep shearing season, a wool buyer would come to the Orlando freight station beside Charlie Knight’s store to buy the season’s sheep fleeces. Dale tells us that the buyer had what appeared to be burlap bags, probably 10 or 12 feet long to hold the bundled fleeces which would then be loaded on B & O freights and shipped to the woolen markets of Baltimore or some other place.

Flukey Did Some Smithing
Wesley also tells us that in addition to all of the other means of earning a living, his grandfather was also a blacksmith. Flukey would order horseshoe iron through Charlie Knight’s store and would make horseshoes and shoe horses. Wesley recalls helping his grandfather on one occasion when a red-hot piece of horseshoe iron broke off, flew up and struck him in the chest and lodged in his rib cage. Wesley carries the scar of the incident to this day. An interesting side note to Flukey’s blacksmithing is that he fueled his blacksmith forge with coal which he dug on his farm from a coal bank. In fact for several years Flukey burned this coal in his house for heat. The coal however was “high sulphur” and aggravated Flukey’s asthma so he ceased using it.

The Good Grandpa 
Wesley Riffle, Flukey’s grandson, recalls Flukey with much admiration. Wesley was raised by his grandparents and recalls that Flukey “possessed the wisdom of Solomon.” One day Wesley had planned on going night fishing with four friends. Wesley had gotten all of his chores done, had dug his fishing worms, and was gathering his fishing pole when his grandfather asked him where he was going. Upon advising his grandfather of his fishing plans, Flukey said that he couldn’t go. Being the obedient grandson, Wesley sat aside his fishing plans. The next day, Wesley learned that his four friends had spent the night in jail in Burnsville for illegally fishing with gill nets. Wesley says that but for the wisdom of his grandfather he would have been sitting in jail also.

But It Wasn't A Fluke
I have asked numerous people how Flukey got his nickname but all, save one, hadn’t a clue. At last, Wesley Riffle told us that when his grandfather decided to court a daughter of John B. Conrad who lived over the hill on Riffle Run, the girl he was first interested in was not his eventual wife Mina, but her sister Lizzie. While he was courting, Flukey would get involved in shooting matches with the brothers of Lizzie and Mina, and would always win these contests. The Conrad brothers, apparently hurt by losing, thought their sisters’ boyfriend was not a good marksman and considered his shooting success a “fluke”, hence the nickname “Flukey”. The nickname stuck and Floyd was “Flukey” from then on.

All life must end and the life of Daniel Floyd “Flukey” Posey ended in 1958 at the age of 77. His wife Mina followed in 1965 at the age of 82. They are buried on their beloved Road Run in the Posey Cemetery.

Monday, March 26, 2007

Doc Ordy Conrad, Veterinarian and Story Teller 



by David Parmer

In the evening, after the final meal was finished and the quiet time had come, Doc Ordy would take his favorite seat by the fireplace in the small cottage near the mouth of Road Run, with grandchildren gathered around, and his wife Effie half-listening, and start telling his stories. Once, Doc Ordy was called to look after an animal late on a winter evening, too far from home, and too cold to start for home. The farmer told Doc that he should stay the night, an invitation he gladly accepted and the farmer showed him to his bed for the night. These were the days before electricity in the hollows around Orlando. To be prepared for the dark, Doc Ordy always traveled with a lantern to light the way home. When he spent the night at a farmer’s home, Doc always took his lantern inside so he could see when he arose early to either check on the sick animal, or to start out for home. This night, as usual, he had his lantern with him when he got into the comfortable looking bed which was to be his resting spot for the night. After rooting into the straw tick bedding, and closing his eyes Doc started drifting off to sleep, but began sen
sing he was not alone in the bed. As he lay still, he could feel unwanted movement all over his body. Doc reached for his lantern and safety matches and quickly had light to unveil the problem. Bedbugs! Hundreds of bedbugs scattered for cover from the glare of the lantern. Thinking for a moment, Doc pulled his large pocket knife from his trousers pocket and jammed it into the wooden headboard of the bed. He hung his lit lantern on his knife handle to provide a constant light and irritant to the bed bugs and he fell asleep soundly until the next morning. His grandchildren loved his teeth-grinding stories, and Doc Ordy loved to tell them.

Ord Conrad was born in 1881 and grew up on Riffle Run, the son of John B. and Mary Ann (Riffle) Conrad. Ord’s paternal grandfather was also named John B. Conrad. He was a brother of Phoebe (Conrad) Skinner, wife of Alexander Skinner of Orlando. Ord’s maternal grandfather was Jacob Isaac Riffle, one of the original settlers of Clover Fork.

By the way the crow flies, Riffle Run is a very short distance from Orlando. The usual route to Riffle Run from Orlando was either to go up to the head of Road Run and then over the hill to the head of Riffle Run, or go up Clover Fork to the first branch on the right, go to its head and over the hill to Riffle Run. By either route, it was but a short distance to Riffle Run from Orlando, and there was much contact between the two places. Ord Conrad had lived in both Orlando and on Riffle Run and felt quite at home in either place.

Mina Strader and her brother Richard Strader, grandchildren of Ord’s sister Mina, tell us that their Uncle Ord learned his veterinary skills from his father John B. Conrad and his grandfather John B. Conrad, both of whom had worked with animals during their lifetimes. Ord Conrad started early in life, perhaps at 16 or 17, according to Richard Strader, working with animals by learning the art of castration or "cutting" animals. In those early times, there were no licensing requirements to become an animal doctor. If you could show proficiency in the task in treating sick animals you became known as "Doc" and were called upon to practice the craft. Subsequently when West Virginia instituted licensing and formal schooling of veterinarians, the already practicing veterinarians were "grandfathered in", and simply had to take and pass a written test1. The veteran Doc Ordy had no trouble in passing the written test and b
ecame "official" in the eyes of the State.

At the e top, left, is Ord with his horse Rex.
Immediately to the right and at the bottom left are photos of Effie and Ord.

Dixie McCauley, Ord’s grandson, of Mason , West Virginia, doubts that his grandfather had any more than an eighth grade education and probably not even that much. This was not unusual for rural West Virginia before the turn of the 20th century when little weight was given to more than just rudimentary book learning. As was the custom of the time, skills were generally learned on the job, which was as good way to learn as any other way.

Dale Barnett’s father, Bill Barnett of Orlando, was a livestock farmer and owned several sheep, cows, and horses. From time to time a sheep or larger animal became sick or off its feed and the services of Dr. Ordy were called upon. Dale recalls that Doc was always prompt to answer a call for help. Dale recalls a "spring tonic" for horses that Doc would bring on his calls which reportedly had arsenic as one of the ingredients. Dale recalls that this tonic would be mixed with a little bran in a short necked beer bottle. The out-of-sorts horse would be dosed with the mixture and immediately would "pick right up" and eat everything in sight. One common digestive malady of animals was referred to by Doc as "compaction" or "blockage of the bowels" which seemed to always call for a "good dose of salts." Dale recalls that Doc was fairly successful in treating sick livestock.

Lane Conrad of Martinez , Georgia , Doc’s grandson, recalls that his grandfather would treat a hoof ailment of large animals known as "foot evil". This condition called for dousing a burlap cloth in turpentine and cleaning the animals hooves thoroughly, crevices and all. Lane also recalls that his grandfather would advertise where he would be on certain days and that he would provide rabies shots to neighborhood dogs. In the early 20th century it was common for every farmer to have a number of dogs, not only for bringing in the sheep or cattle but also for chasing the foxes, coons, rabbits, and groundhogs. Doc was prepared to treat dogs as well as the larger beasts.

Bertha Conrad Ratcliff of Stouts Mill, daughter of Doc’s sister Ann, recalls that Doc treated many a cow for "milk fever". According to Bertha, cows develop a fever when a calf takes too much milk from its mother, causing the milk sack to collapse. Bertha believes her uncle Doc Ordy never lost a cow to the "milk fever." Bertha also recalls her uncle carrying with him a black hose which was used to stick into a cow’s throat to dislodge apples which may be stuck there. This hose also was used to "drench" a cow or horse or other animal when it was necessary to give the animal a "tonic". Bertha thought the tonic was a "drenkstum", based upon her recollection as to what uncle Doc told her he was going to do to the animal. Probably what Doc actually said was that he was going to "drench ‘um’ ".

Bertha (Conrad) Ratcliff or Mina (Strader) Luzader, Doc’s nieces, would often be called upon from time to time to stay all night with their Aunt Effie whenever Doc was called out late at night and would not return that night. They both adored their Aunt Effie and were always glad to be called upon to keep her company. And, they also got to help their Aunt Effie can tomatoes, green beans and other garden produce. Bertha recalls that the overnight stays would often be the result of when Doc was treating an animal for the "colic" which Bertha indicated called for a constant walking of the animal throughout the night.

One animal Doc was not fond of was a male hog. Doc’s granddaughter, Delores (McCauley) Hutzel, recalls Doc telling her that boars were generally mean and would attack without warning. Doc said that great care should be taken dealing with this animal and to never turn your back on it. Delores recalls going on a call with her grandfather on one occasion and being chased by a vicious hog. She said her grandfather got a good laugh watching her run for the fence.



To the right is Ord & Effie's family. Front row: Everett (killed during WW II), Effie and Ord, Minnie (McCauley), Ercie (Barrett). Back row: Ray, Dale, Ern, Earl, and Emmett.

Lane Conrad recalls that Doc had a sorrel horse with a white blaze which he rode on many of his veterinary visits. He believed that Doc called this horse "Fred". However, Lane’s cousin, Delores McCauley Hutzel, recalls the name of the horse to be "Rex". Richard Strader, Doc’s nephew, a little older than Lane and Delores, resolved the factual dispute by telling us that in his memory Doc had three horses, "Rex", "Bob", and "Fred".

Mina (Strader) Luzader also reports on her Uncle Ord’s keen eyesight. Once Mina was driving her boy friend’s (later to be her husband) car on the old Roanoke road when who should she meet coming the other way but her Uncle Doc. Of course Mina did not have a driver’s license or learner’s permit at the time. By the time she returned home, Mina’s mother was aware that she had been doing a little unauthorized practice driving.

As to what Doc Ordy would charge for a visit to a farmer to treat an animal, Mina Strader Luzader tells us that Doc adjusted his fee according to the circumstances of the farmer. Although his usual fee was a real bargain as far as veterinarians go, if a farmer could not afford to pay but a pittance, that was what

 Doc charged.

Mina also recalls that her Uncle Doc was a very clean and neat person who would often wear two pairs of trousers and a working coat out on a call. As we know, working in barns can be a dirty proposition. Doc would wear the second pair of trousers so that he could take the dirty pair off before going into the farmer’s house. Doc would also go to the creek to wash his dirty boots.

Mina remembers that her brother Richard Strader and Doc went on a call to a farmer’s home on one occasion and was asked to stay for a meal. Seeing that the house was full of dogs and cats which had free roam of the house and dining table, Doc thanked the farmer and said they were in a hurry to see another person about a sick animal and would have to take a rain check. And, speaking of eating, Mina recalls a peculiar breakfast meal which her uncle Ord enjoyed: oatmeal with Oreo cookies! Now there’s a way to start a day!

Richard Strader relates that his uncle went far and wide to treat sick animals. He recalls one trip he made with his uncle that required driving the truck to Green Hill, east of Falls Mill, where they were met by the farmer with horse and wagon. They finally got to the farmer’s sick animal on his farm near the present Braxton County airport. Doc regularly went to places like Rocky Fork, Indian Fork, Knawl, Sand Fork, Copen and many other remote areas of Braxton, Lewis and Gilmer Counties.

As an integral part of dealing with animals, it is obviously necessary to restrain them. Doc reportedly was an expert in lassoing animals and tying them up so they could be treated. Doc carried his lasso on his horse along with his saddle bags full of equipment and tonics for the animals he treated. The potions and tonics carried by Doc were contained in brown bottles of every description. The basement of Doc’s last residence on the river above Burnsville at the time of his death was full of liquids in large brown bottles. The smaller brown dosing bottles were also in plentiful supply. Of course no one but Doc knew what was in the bottles and his pharmaceutical supply was carefully disposed after his death.

Although not a medical doctor, Doc Ordy from time to time was called upon to treat ailments within the family. Doc’s granddaughter, Delores, recalls that whenever she or her siblings would take ill, her grandfather would be called upon the make the diagnosis and administer the treatment. These ministrations were never without success. Delores also relates that prior to the requirement of embalming, her grandfather was also called upon to prepare corpses for burial from time to time. This line of work was good grist for late at night stories and led to many a spine tingling tale which he loved to tell.

It is further reported that Doc Ordy was a fan of the country music Carter family and owned every record that the family put out. Doc was also an avid reader and a good writer. He had a remarkable memory for family histories and could recite a person’s lineage without difficulty.
There came a time when Doc retired his horses which he had used for years as his primary means of transportation. Of course in the early years, horses were the most reliable means of transportation in the hills and hollows in the area of his work. Paved roads were unheard of in those times, and trails up hollows or paths over ridges were the norm. In his later years, Doc acceded to "modern times" and bought a green Chevrolet pick up truck. Of course driving a truck was not as easy as steering a horse. According to his daughter-in-law, Mrs. Ray Conrad, Doc did not have a very good reputation as a driver. Instead Doc seemed to "herd" his pickup truck and "everyone knew to keep out of his way". Mina Strader Luzader relates that Doc Ordy got his drivers license by sending a form and twenty five cents to the State of West Virginia. No driving test was required.

Despite any difficulties he may have had in operating a vehicle, it cannot however be said that Doc was not nimble with his fingers. Apparently, Doc favored the "old style" and ate with a knife rather than a fork. His daughter-in-law, Mrs. Ray Conrad, recalls that he was very adept at eating peas, or any other small vegetables with a knife.

Few farmers who owned livestock around Orlando in the early days could do without a vet to keep the animals healthy, or to treat the injured. Doc Ordy was one of the few veterinarians available to assist in this regard, and proved to be successful and reliable to his neighbors in their need.

Doc died in 1960 and was buried in the hilltop cemetery at Olive Chapel Church above Burnsville . He was survived by his wife Effie, his sons Ern, Dale, Ray, Emmett and Earl and his daughters Ercie and Minnie. Effie passed away in 1971.

1. The State of West Virginia instituted a requirement that veterinarians be licensed in 1915. There was a provision in the newly enacted law that veterinarians who had been practicing for at least two years prior to the new law could continue to practice veterinary medicine by registering and providing an affidavit of his previous experience. 
Homer Heater, Jr.
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