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Thunder in the Valley 
 

Come follow the Bandy family of Bishop as they try to eke out a living working in the Coal Mines of West 
Virginia. Kenny, the father, is determined that his family’s history of being coal miners will end with 
Luke, his son. Luke is unsure of what he wants for his future. Meet Cotton, their next door neighbor, and 
encounter the thrill or not so thrilling experience of working thousands of feet underground. 
Understand the Company Store and how it serves the lives of those employed by the Pocahontas-Argo 
Fuel Company. It’s a roller coaster ride from the old fishing hole to the 100 year old St. Christopher 
Catholic Church.  Experience the dark, damp, roller coaster trip down into the mine shaft known as ‘34’. 
There might also, be a surprise ending.   What do you have to lose?  

 

A Typical Coal Mining Family 

Please return this copy to the Parkview Lobby area so others may share. 

 

Written by Emmett D. (Don) Mason, Kentucky Colonel  

Mason’s Missives, 10/1/16, Volume 15, Thunder in the Valley 

Disclaimer:  Thunder in the Valley is a work of fiction, names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are the product 
of the author’s imagination and are definitely used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely 
coincidental.   
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Thunder in the Valley 

The Valley 

My daddy, Kenny, says that he doesn’t want me to follow the family tradition of working in the coal 
mines like all of the Bandy family members have done for the last forty years. But, to me, it seems a 
shame to waste my strength and muscles on farming when I could follow the Bandy family footprints.  
Coal mining surely can’t be that bad if all of our family members worked and lived that way for years and 
years. Of course, what do I know, I’m just sixteen and spending a lot of my summer vacation at our old 
fishing hole.   

The water in our fishing pond is so smooth my cork seems to be sitting on a glass table.  The only ripples 
in the water are coming from the occasional dragonfly that dipped into the water for his refreshment.  
Without the blowing wind, the eighty-five degree heat was stifling and filled with the sour odor of black 
coal dust.  Even as I sat on the bank of the pond trying to catch a mess of catfish for the evening meal I 
felt as if I was covered with coal dust.  The dust wasn’t just on me, it was everywhere.  What else could 
you expect when you lived in the coal fields with coal mining all around you?  The clear clean water in 
the pond was covered with a fine layer of the dust, giving it an eerie look as the dragon flies hit the 
water and revealed the clear water underneath.   

I’d been fishing for a couple hours now and only needed another fish or two to complete the family’s 
evening meal.  The monotony of sitting on the bank was soon broken as my old red cork seemed to be 
skidding out of control.  It wasn’t just bobbing up and down; it was headed for the deep water.  My cane 
pole almost jumped out of my hands before I got a firm hold of it; with a solid jerk I set the hook and felt 
the heavy weight of the fish on the other end of the line, moving from side to side as he was fighting for 
his life.  I could tell it was a whopper as it was trying to maneuver its way towards a brush pile in the 
water.  I couldn’t let it get tangled up in that mess or he would be a goner for sure.  I managed to stop 
his flight and keep him away from the brush so I could land him on the bank.  When I finally had good 
control of the situation I could see the fish’s head as it parted the haze of the coal dust laying on top of 
the pond water.  I smiled a little as I coaxed the old yellow catfish onto the bank where I could remove 
the hook and put the fish on my stringer. I took the time to admire my catch; he was a beauty, I reckon 
about four pounds.  I thought Momma is going to be pleased with me this evening. I picked up my gear 
and stringer with six nice catfish and headed home. 

As I neared home I was struck by the picture before me.  I saw what used to be a beautiful green valley 
with a small stream that is known as Jacob’s Creek meandering through Bishop, the small community we 
call home. The tall hills on both sides of the valley are full of active coal mining operations as well as 
many that have been closed for years.  The Pocahontas coal field contains at least thirty-four mine 
shafts and miles of tunnels that crisscross underneath the hills of our valley. 
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Pocahontas Company homes alongside Jacob's Creek 

Most of the hills are covered with trees that are no longer beautiful and green, but are covered with the 
black residue created by the coal mining operation.  I am sure they will never regain their natural 
beauty. We are lucky in a way, because our coal is mined underground and not collected by removing 
the hill tops.  

Some people call our community the Campus, because it is owned by the Pocahontas-Argo Fuel 
Company and built in 1930 mainly for the miners and other employees of the Company. Almost two 
hundred white, four-room houses with colored front doors line the creek bank and the small hill above 
Jacobs’s Creek.   The company owns the houses and 
rents them to their employees for $10.50 per month, 
forming a tighter relationship between the two; some 
say it’s a win-win situation for everyone.  The big red 
building on the other side of the street is the Company 
Store; it too, is owned by Pocahontas-Argo Fuel and is 
the main shopping outlet for our community. At the 
company store we can buy fuel, clothes, shoes, candy, 
groceries and other essential items we may need to 
keep the family going.  
 
Momma says we don’t even need money to shop at the Company Store, we just go in, get what we want 
and they charge it against Daddy’s wages.  That way we always have something to put on the table at 
mealtime.  Of course, if we eat too well there won’t be any money left in Poppa’s paycheck account at 
the end of the month.  Momma tries to keep a record of how much we spend but with  limited schooling 
she sometimes has trouble and asks for my help in keeping the family account up to date. It seems like 
every month our account is short and we owe the Company Store more than Poppa makes.  But the 
Company doesn’t mind, and lets us charge more the next month. 

Our little town of Bishop probably doesn’t have more than 350 residents but almost every one of them 
is a Pocahontas employee. We, the residents of Bishop all have one thing in common – we all owe our 
life, liberty and soul to the Pocahontas General Store and the Company in General.  

Well I am almost home now and I can see Momma looking out of our green front door and wondering if 
I am ever going to get home.  Of course she is hoping I have a good catch so she can prepare the evening 
meal for when Poppa gets home from the mine. We never eat until Poppa is home and ready to be 
seated.   

When I saw Momma looking at me I held up my catch for her to see.  I was happy when I saw a small 
smile come to her beautiful face.  Momma is really not beautiful in terms of facial beauty, but to me she 
is the most beautiful person in the world. Momma’s real name is Josie Bandy, but I just call her Momma. 
Her family, the Storeys, live in McDowell County about five miles away on the other side of Horn 
Mountain.  
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We have lived in this little four-room, white house with the green front door for at least my lifetime of 
sixteen, soon to be seventeen years.  I don’t know how long my parents lived here before I was born; I 
guess as long as Poppa has been working for Pocahontas-Argo Fuel. There are homes with more rooms 
than ours, and an upstairs, but they are reserved for the company bosses. Each pair of homes sits next 
to a small red brick coal house where the coal company delivers coal to the families for use in the 
company house. The coal is used in the kitchen stoves for cooking, or potbellied stoves to heat the 
home. The little coal house has two holes for the coal truck to deliver coal through, allowing the coal 
house to serve both homes.  

We share our coal house with Mr. Moses Ryle, our next door neighbor.  Moses is an Afro-American man 
who looks to be almost sixty years old.  He has no other members of his family living with him; I don’t 
know if he even has a family or is just a confirmed bachelor.  Mr. Ryle was usually called “Cotton” by all 
of his friends and neighbors.  Daddy said it was because he picked cotton in Alabama and was 
considered to be the fastest cotton picker in the state.  Of course that was before Cotton became a 
miner.  He also said Mr. Cotton was a good man, a hard worker and he considered him a friend. Thinking 
about the name of Cotton made me wonder why people are called by nicknames like Cotton, Bubba or 
Tiny. It makes just as much sense to call people by their real name.  With all this serious stuff to talk 
about I tried to guess what my friends would call me if they decided to give me a nickname.  I guess they 
could call me “Duke” but that would be too close to Luke, my real name.  Then to muddy up the waters 
even more, I thought of the possibility that Moses was a nickname and not his birth name.  Imagine a 
man so unique that he needed two nicknames; oh well, I’ll figure this out later. 

Poppa had always said that he doesn’t want me to work in the mines when I get older.  According to 
him, he has special plans for me to go to school and get what he called “Your Education”. I’m not sure 
what those special plans are; I just assumed that he meant he wanted better things for me than he had 
when he was growing up.  Looking around town, one of the only businesses available that wasn’t owned 
by the Company was the Botte Brothers coffin company. I suppose as a last resort I could get a job 
making coffins. I pondered this as I set to work of cleaning the catfish. 

After I had skinned and gutted the catfish Momma came out in the yard where I was working and picked 
up the cleaned fish. As she was going back inside I heard her say, “We’re having catfish, hush-puppies 
and fried Okra for supper.” That sure sounded better than our normal diet of beans, cornbread and fried 
taters.  I shouldn’t complain because I don’t remember ever going to bed hungry.   

As dusk was approaching, we knew it was almost time for Poppa (Kenny Bandy) to be coming down the 
path. We could always tell how his day went by the way he carried his lunch pail. If it was in his left hand 
it was a bad day, if he was swinging it back and forth with his right hand, it was going to be a good night 
at the supper table. 

As Poppa reached the summit above our house we heard his shrill whistle which he always made when 
he was feeling good.  It was his special message to us that he was happy and coming home.  It was 
always a good day when we heard his piercing whistle coming from the top of the hill.  Over time I had 
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learned how to repeat his whistle and started returning his whistle so he would know we were ready to 
welcome him home.   

As usual, Poppa arrived covered in black coal dust and grime. He immediately began his nightly routine 
of cleaning up for supper and his evening leisure time. The task of getting the black residue off his body 
was a monumental one that he had to endure every evening.  That is one of the reasons that Poppa 
keeps saying, that I, Luke Bandy, will never follow the family tradition of working in the coal mines.  His 
goal for me is to complete my education and start a new life away from the coal mines. 

It was about six o’clock when we sat down to a fine mess of catfish, hush puppies and fried okra.  Boy, 
oh Boy, Momma sure can cook!  Poppa said she cooked the best fried okra in the county and her hush-
puppies were always the best ever.   

Old Betsy 

After supper Poppa asked me to join him on the porch while he smoked his pipe. I knew Momma had 
bought Poppa a pipe for their first anniversary and he had been smoking it ever since.  The fancy name 
for his pipe was a full bend billiard. Poppa liked it because the full bend meant that any moisture in the 
bowl or stem drained into the lower part of the bend in the pipe stem rather than drawing into his 
mouth like most pipes. He had named his pipe old Betsy. Betsy was nearly twenty years old and the 
bowl was getting burned out, but Poppa wouldn’t change pipes for anything. I always thought I would 
buy him a new Betsy when I completed my schooling. That was one of my goals. 

Poppa sat on the porch step while I was seated in the porch swing, swaying back and forth. I didn’t say a 
word, but I knew he had something important on his mind. When he got old Betsy filled, tamped down 
and lit, with the pipe smoke curling about his head, he started the conversation. 

He said, “Luke, I have stated many times that I didn’t want you to continue in our family tradition of 
working in the mines. However, I have never really explained my reasoning for making that statement.  
It’s not really a family tradition; it’s a matter of not having a choice in the matter. My father lived here in 
Bishop just as we do. At that time he worked in the mines for a nickel an hour. During his day they used 
young children to work in the mines, opening and closing the gates for the mules that hauled the coal 
back then. The company could replace a dead child for practically nothing while a mule was very 
valuable to replace.   

It’s now 1956 and you are old enough to realize that there isn’t any other source of work on the Campus 
except down in the shafts of the mines. Each year they add more shafts.  We are up to thirty-four shafts 
now and each shaft is deeper, darker and more unsafe than the previous one where the coal vein had 
just played out. When you are uneducated like my father and me, the only tools we have to make a 
living is our hands and body.  We didn’t choose to be miners, it was chosen for us by default.  We didn’t 
have any other options, so we became miners”. On a social level we are almost as low as man can get. 
We are even lower than the slaves or Afro-Americans that used to work in the mine shafts in the early 
1930’s.  We took many of their jobs in the mines and that lends credence to my statement that we are 
at the bottom of the social totem-pole. No one in America looks up to us mine workers; yes, we are 
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indeed at the bottom and the only place we can crawl is up. And that’s why I want you and your future 
family to stop the so- called family tradition of being coal miners.” 

Poppa said, “Luke, when you go down into that mine, you are committed to that way of life. You are 
entrusting your heart and soul to the Pocahontas-Argo Fuel Company. Over time I have worked in nearly 
all thirty-four shafts of the Bishop mine. As you know, we  live in Bishop, West Virginia but some of the 
mine shafts extend almost five miles, clear over to Bandy, Virginia.  Each of these shafts that are still in 
operation has its own special quirks and peculiarities. As a miner we have to learn the dangers and 
hazards that exist in each shaft.  After leaving the elevator shaft you have to be on constant alert for 
loose shoring and piling materials that may cause a cave in.  You constantly test yourself -- if there is a 
cave in, what is your best avenue of escape from this location and to ultimate safety”? 

Is the shaft well ventilated, can the carbon monoxide and methane gas in the shaft escape through the 
ventilating system, or is it pooling up and waiting silently for the one spark that will ignite the gas and 
trigger a large explosion killing many of us miners before we even get to our work spot for the day? 

Some mining officials provide yellow canaries in cages, placed in strategic locations as a safety tool for 
discovering the unseen and dangerous gases that might be lurking in the shafts.  Everything is fine as 
long as the canary is alive and well.  If the canary dies in its cage that means dangerous gases are 
present and the possibility of an explosion is very likely. If an explosion doesn’t get you, the poisonous 
gasses will. Ask yourself, where is the nearest designated safe spot that has food, water, oxygen and 
other safety items? The company tries to provide for these disasters, but it is the responsibility of each 
miner to protect himself as much as he can.” 

Poppa was still puffing on old Betsy when I interrupted and said, “Poppa, why are you telling me all of 
this now?” 

 Poppa replied, “Because you have become of the age when you will soon have to make some important 
decisions about your life and you cannot make a rational decision without having the truth and facts on 
which to base your decision. I have decided to take you down in the mine to show you what it’s like to 
work, live, and breathe in the dark, damp confines of the mine. Only then will you be able to make an 
informed decision about your future.” 

Poppa then began his nightly ritual of cleaning old Betsy and putting her up until his next smoke. After 
that he said, “Tomorrow is Saturday, it’ll be a good day to tour some of the mine shafts and help 
complete your education”.  That was his signal to get a good night’s sleep.   

Normally I sleep pretty well but for some reason I spent most of the night tossing and turning.  It must 
have been the thought of the unknown that I would be facing tomorrow. After much thrashing about, 
the covers were pretty much on the floor and I was beginning to get cold. I glanced at the clock and 
relaxed when I noted that it was still two hours before I had to get up. It seemed I had just closed my 
eyes when the alarm clock announced that it was 6 a.m. and time to be on the move.  I could hear 
Momma fixing breakfast in the kitchen.  She was always up early and fixed a good breakfast for Poppa 
before he left for the mine.  This morning I had the feeling that I was going to work today, just like 
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Poppa. In no time I had swallowed up the grits, biscuits and sausage gravy and homemade grape jelly 
that Momma had placed before me. Poppa finished his cup of coffee and said, “Well son, let’s be on our 
way.”  

 

Luke’s Education 

As we were leaving Momma gave me a hug and said, “Luke, you mind your Poppa and take care of 
yourself”. I noted there were small tears in her eyes as she turned and went back into the house. I 
followed Poppa up the hill and along the path that led to the mine entrance.  I had seen it many times 
but today it looked different, more business-like with its big painted sign that said Pocahontas-Argos 
Mining.  I noticed the mine tipple to the left on the hillside.  The tipple is the place where all the mined 
coal is gathered and then sent down the slide into the railroad cars below. I guess the mine tipple was 
almost like the big pile of logs one might see in a logging camp. The pile might be called a tipple just 
before they started the logs on their way to the saw mill by sliding them down the hill into the waiting 
river. 

Poppa was happily twirling his lunch pail as he called me to the mine entrance and the elevator cage 
that would take us down. Near the cage was a large board kept updated by the cage operator, Mr. Jim 
Neely.  The board listed the name of each individual that had gone down into the mine; their name 
would remain on the board until they came up and exited the mine.  Thus, the company always knew 
how many men were below in the shafts and who they were. This was valuable information in the event 
of an emergency situation. 

Poppa had made arrangements yesterday with the mine superintendent, Mr. Abe Lester, for us to enter 
the mine. Poppa says the Super is always eager to take young men down in the mines in the hopes they 
will become employees when the time comes.  I was happy to see Mr. Frank Walker and his son, Bubba, 
joining us for our tour of the mine.  Mr. Walker worked with my Poppa on the Joy Machine while they 
were down in the shafts. I knew Mr. Walker was my father’s helper and they had been together for at 
least the last two years. I never knew what led to their close partnership. 

Of course I knew Bubba.  He and I were fairly close friends although he was slightly older than I.  Two 
years ago Bubba had been the star quarterback for the Bishop Indians high school football team.  I 
played half-back on the same team but I wasn’t nearly the player that Bubba was. Almost every week 
Bubba’s name was in the newspaper with stories of his athletic prowess.  It was rumored that Bubba 
was getting a scholarship to play for the University of West Virginia. I am not sure what happened, but 
the next thing I knew Bubba was working with his dad here in the Pocahontas mine.  It really wasn’t any 
of my business why he wasn’t playing football for West Virginia, so I didn’t push the subject with Bubba.  
I was just happy to have a friend along with us in the cage.  

Before we entered the cage I was given a quick briefing about my safety equipment, lantern and some 
basic procedures. Poppa squeezed my arm a little as Jim the cage man said, “Okay, we’re clear to go.” I 
figured the elevator would hold about 15 to 20 miners but there were only eight of us in the cage as we 
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began our descent into the darkness.  I had been introduced to the other miners in the cage but I didn’t 
remember their names.  I guess the thoughts of the elevator ride into the shaft over-ruled the memory 
portion of my brain. 

As the cage continued its descent into the darkness; Poppa tried to explain to me what we were seeing 
as the many shafts, cubicles, nooks and crannies moved upward and out of my vision. The shaft was 
dimly light so our visibility wasn’t very good. I heard Mr. Walker say, “We’re just passing shaft number 
23 and we are nearing a depth of 2,800 feet.” As the thought of being almost three thousand feet 
underground began to register in my mind my stomach seemed to be churning and a little bit queasy. It 
quieted down a little bit when I felt the cage begin to slow down and finally stop at shaft 34, our final 
destination.   

As we departed the cage, Jim picked up four miners that were waiting to go up to ground level and then 
the elevator began its trip to the surface.  It was then that my mind accepted the fact that we were 
several thousand feet underground and the last means of escape had just left.  Poppa’s firm hand 
squeezed my arm and brought me back to reality.   

Each of the men on the cage had a job to do so everyone went their separate ways, leaving Poppa and 
me to do our thing. The shaft we were in was less than six feet high causing us to walk around in a 
stooped or crouched position. I quickly formed an opinion that a normal person would soon become 
stooped over for life if he remained in this position for very long.  A couple hundred yards up the shaft 
we entered the place where Poppa and Frank Walker worked every day.  Their Joy Machine was still 
sitting where they left it on Friday evening. 

Poppa explained that the Joy Machine performed several functions; it was mounted on movable tracks 
much like a military tank.  It was built low to the ground, only about four feet high and was motorized. 
Daddy was the driver and positioned it as necessary next to the coal seam that was being mined. The Joy 
had a conveyer belt and moved the mined coal to loaders that would move the coal to the tipple 
upstairs where it would be loaded onto awaiting railroad cars. Mr. Walker, the helper, usually guided 
the Joy into its new position as needed.  

We took time to eat our sandwiches from Poppa’s lunch pail as he continued to ply me with more 
information. As Poppa was explaining the Joy Machine he abruptly stopped and said, “Where would you 
go if there was a sudden fire in the mine work area?” 

I was dumb founded and stuttered as I said, “I don’t know”. Poppa immediately said the best choice was 
back up the tunnel where we came in because it provides you with ventilation from the elevator shaft 
and allows for the dispersal of poisonous gasses through the same shaft. It was also the area where 
rescue attempts would be made.  Poppa continued, “If required, you could barricade the shaft where 
the fire was burning and retreat to the elevator shaft.  There you can plan your next move or action 
which might be to climb the cables up to the next level thereby escaping the fire and its fumes.” 
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 He said, “Luke to be successful at being a miner you always have to be aware of your best escape plans 
and places.  Accidents and emergencies can arise almost any time and any place.  Always take a few 
minutes and assess your position, it may save your life or the lives of your friends.” 

 He took a few extra minutes explaining that the coal in the seam contains methane and carbon 
monoxide gasses.  When the coal is mined and removed from the seam it releases these gasses into the 
air floating throughout the mine.  That’s why good mine ventilation is so important. Permitting these 
gasses to remain pooled in the shaft is really a dangerous situation.  Explosions can happen from the 
slightest spark created by the flick of a switch, a hammer hitting a metal object or a static electrical 
discharge.  

He mentioned that years ago miners wore helmets with a flame lantern on them. This caused numerous 
explosions and resulted in the loss of many lives before they became aware of the gasses being released 
into the mines.  We continued to explore some of the adjacent mine shafts and Poppa continued to 
educate me about the quirks and drawbacks of each shaft. I made myself pay close attention to most of 
what he said; filing it away in case he quizzed me about it later.  

As the afternoon wore on Poppa decided that I had enough schooling for one day, so we began our 
return to the cage loading area. There he used the phone to call Jim the elevator operator to come 
down and pick us up. Soon we were on our way upward to escape the damp land of darkness into the 
wonders of light.  We didn’t see the Walkers so I assumed they had left the mine before we did.  

As we walked the familiar path home I was feeling a sense of pride knowing that I had gone down into 
the mine without experiencing claustrophobia or any of its side effects. Poppa said he was proud of me 
for the way I had handled myself throughout the day. When we reached a certain spot on the path, both 
Poppa and I let loose with our shrill whistles, alerting Momma that we were coming home. For some 
reason I felt more like a grown man when we got home.  I think Momma sensed it too, as I gave her a 
big hug. 

 

Sunday in Bishop 

After supper and the events of the day I was ready to hit the bed and get a good night’s sleep. Daddy as 
usual went to the front porch and prepared Betsy for his evening smoke. Even in my bed I could smell 
the aroma of his Prince Albert pipe tobacco, as it meandered around the porch and made its way into 
my bedroom.  The aroma reminded me of today’s lesson in the mine about the poison gases that were 
present, invisible to the human eye as they meandered throughout the mine shaft. I fell asleep with the 
aroma of Prince Albert tickling the hairs in my nose. 

The next day, dressed in our Sunday best we headed to church. Momma and Poppa made a wonderful 
couple, holding hands as we walked to Sunday Mass.  We could see the towering Church steeple and 
hear the tolling of the church bells as we neared Water Street. We joined the small crowd that had 
begun to gather in the front church yard and mingled with the other worshipers for a few minutes 
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before we went inside and were seated. I saw Mr. and Mrs. Walker and Bubba seated several rows in 
front of us. Seated on the back pew was Mr. Cotton.  Our church didn’t make a big deal about him being 
black.  To our little community he was just another citizen, and a good one at that. But then again, I 
couldn’t understand why he was seated on the back pew.  

The old St. Christopher Church of Catholic Faith had been founded in 1896.  The church is celebrating its 
sixtieth birthday this year. It might be old but it’s still beautiful with its ten life-sized murals and biblical 
scenes, including the Last Supper and Jesus in the Manger. Each mural is perfectly presented to catch 
the eye of the church’s many visitors. Father Ferguson, our Priest, had been the local clergyman for as 
long as I can remember and also the person that performed my Baptism, according to Momma.    

For some reason I couldn’t follow today’s service; my mind was replaying the events of going down into 
the mine yesterday. I had often thought about the mine and wondered how it would feel to take the 
elevator down the entry shaft and feeling the world, as we know it, slowly slipping away and being 
replaced with a new underground world. A new world that was small, dark, damp and filled with the 
many hazards well known to miners. Some of the shafts were thousands of feet under the earth’s 
surface and extended for miles in all directions.  The shafts followed the coal seam if it was at least three 
feet thick, where ever it went.  That’s what mining is all about. My thoughts concerning my possible 
claustrophobia were interrupted as I heard Father Ferguson say, ‘Let us pray”. 

It wasn’t long till we were outside again socializing with many of our friends and neighbors and saying 
goodbye to Father Ferguson.  Normally we would have walked home the way we came this morning and 
Mr. Cotton would have probably joined us. But today Poppa decided that we would walk home the long 
way.  It’s not really that much longer, but it does take us through the Pocahontas Cemetery, which is 
more scenic and historic.  Some of the marked graves indicate the cemetery is at least a hundred years 
old.  One headstone covers a mass grave that contains the remains of 114 miners that were killed in the 
1884 mine explosion. Mining here in the Pocahontas field didn’t start until 1883 so it must have been 
the first mining disaster in the local area. In my short lifetime I have learned that History is History, and 
some of it is good and some of it is not so good, and we don’t get to choose.  I suppose that’s why Poppa 
is trying to help me in choosing my own destiny, so I won’t be an early resident in the Pocahontas 
Cemetery. 
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Finally, My Senior Year 

Our summer vacation from school was swiftly drawing to an end.  It seems like only yesterday that we 
left school and had three months of free time before we had to worry about lessons again.  Monday was 
Labor Day and unofficially signaled the beginning of the new school year.  It was also time for Momma 
to take me to the Company Store and buy me some new school clothes.  That was a ritual we had been 
following for several years. This year was different and special because this was my senior year.  
Momma said since I was a senior this year I had to look my best, especially for school pictures. 

Shopping usually started with the sales clerk measuring my feet with his sizing device and Momma 
selecting a new pair of black brogans that she hoped would last me the whole school year.  Then 
Momma would have me make a fist while she wrapped a pair of new socks around my fist.  This was 
supposed to determine the correct size of socks for me to wear.  I could never understand what my fist 
had to do with my feet, but Momma believed it worked.  I wondered if she would wrap gloves around 
my feet to see what size gloves I needed.  I was really confused. 

The socks were usually followed up with three pairs of overalls, one pair to wear, one pair to wash and 
the other as my Sunday clothes. After buying three pair of underclothes we usually went to the aisle 
with the shirts. Momma was very particular about the shirts; she held them up to my chest so she could 
measure the arm and shoulder length.  The shirt had to match the overalls, the sleeves had to hit my 
wrist in the right place with just a little room left for growing or back on the shelves they went. She also 
wanted my shirts to be long enough to tuck under my belt.  She didn’t like shirt tails hanging out and she 
didn’t want any phone calls from the school principal about my dressing habits. I told Momma that my 
coat was still in good enough condition to last my final year.  

As we headed to the check-out counter I asked Momma if she was going to buy something for herself or 
Poppa.  She told me she did need some new things but now wasn’t the right time to be spending the 
extra money.  I felt really bad that they were spending this much money on me and nothing on 
themselves. I remember that last year we spent $48.00 on my school clothes and we felt that was an 
awful lot to spend. When I heard the clerk say, “That will be $59.00 Mrs. Bandy,” I nearly fainted.  
Momma said that’s the cost of growing up and inflation.  I wondered what inflation was and why it 
made my clothes cost more money.  If fact, I was more confused about inflation than I was about my fist 
and sock size.  

Momma told the clerk to put the charges on the Bandy account. Then I heard the clerk tell Momma in a 
hushed voice that “the account balance was now $208.68, including today’s purchase”.  I should have 
been happy walking home with my new clothes but I wasn’t.  We owed over two hundred dollars, how 
could that happen? Poppa could never pay that off with his paycheck, and every month the amount we 
owed would get bigger, and bigger. My mind was racing trying to figure out how I could help Poppa pay 
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off our family’s debt to the Company Store. The only solution I could reach was to quit school and help 
Poppa in the mine.  I figured with the extra pay check coming in we could eliminate the extra debt in a 
couple years.  Then I could go back to school, finish my senior year, graduate and then get a good paying 
job in Blacksburg.  

I would tell Poppa my decision as soon as I got the right opportunity. I knew he would be disappointed in 
my decision, but it looked like the only way to solve the family financial dilemma. 

 

Another Day, another Dollar in Debt, another? 

Today was just another work day for Kenny Bandy and his working partners Frank and Bubba Walker.  
All were on board the cage as it made its descent into the darkness below.  Kenny also knew it was the 
first day of school for his son Luke as he began his senior year at Bishop High.  He was so glad that he 
had been able to change Luke’s mind about quitting school and working in the mines.  He could think of 
nothing worse than to have his son continue the family’s way of life, working in the mines.  The cage 
contained sixteen men this morning, some of which were headed to shaft 34 at the bottom of the line. 
The thirty-four had been worked for several months now and had been extended for almost a half-mile 
with various smaller shafts and rises meandering in different directions as the coal seam altered its 
course. When the coal seam moved the Boss man was always there choosing the new direction for 
Kenny and the Joy Machine to follow.  

Kenny and Jim Neely, the cage man, had just finished their conversation when the cage began to slow 
down and groaned a little as it came to a complete stop at the 34 shaft.  The sixteen miners left the cage 
and went in various directions to their work stations leaving Jim to start back up to ground level with ten 
tired workers headed home after their night’s work.   

Kenny was his usual cautious self as he and his men walked to their work areas which were about a half 
mile up shaft from the cage area. Although he didn’t actually see anything that struck him wrong, he felt 
a bit uneasy in his surroundings today.  Arriving at the Joy Machine they started the machine and 
positioned it for the job at hand.   

After working about three hours Kenny told everyone to take a break.  As they were gathered in a small 
group talking about their weekend, Kenny noticed that a portion of the mine roof was slightly lower 
than the adjacent roof area.   He immediately directed the workers to vacate the area as quickly as 
possible.  His first thought was to retreat back toward the cage area which was the most likely choice.  
However, he sensed that the group did not have enough time to exit in that direction.  He immediately 
yelled for everyone to follow him and proceed farther into the shaft, away from the impending roof 
collapse.   

The group had hardly moved when the sound of cracking timbers and the rumbling of earth moving 
about were heard and felt by the miners. The deafening sound of the cave-in echoed and resonated 
throughout the 34 shaft and many of the adjoining areas.  As the miners were running deeper into the 
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shaft, Kenny turned to watch the slate roof caving in, smashing the shoring, pillars and timbers alike.  He 
noted that the entire shaft was completely closed off by the falling debris. Kenny quickly estimated the 
blockage to be at least forty feet wide at its best.  

The numerous aftershocks continued to cause movement in the shaft floor. The Pillar area was in total 
darkness and the air filled with dust, soot and dirt.  Kenny told his men to cover their faces with 
handkerchiefs, hats or anything they had to protect their nose and facial areas.  The last thing he needed 
now was someone dying from inhaling poison gases or other substances.   

Kenny reflected on his quick decision to run to safety away from the shaft entrance rather than toward 
the entrance.  The massive debris field was proof that he and his group would be lying underneath the 
pile of rubble, had that been their choice to safety. 

It was now time to evaluate their position. He asked the group to huddle around him as he began to 
formulate their plan for survival. 

Meanwhile, nearly three miles away Luke and the other members of his class heard the muffled 
thunder-type noise that sometimes accompanies extremely bad weather.  However, the skies were clear 
and without storm clouds.  Luke knew at that moment that something terrible had happened at the 
mine. He didn’t know what or where the problem was, but it was definitely at the mine.  The very same 
one he had recently explored.  Within a few minutes the class heard the sirens from the mine area 
declaring some kind of an accident in the mine. The whole community was now aware that an accident 
had occurred but few knew it was a cave-in and not an explosion.  

The teacher took it upon herself to dismiss the class, knowing the students couldn’t concentrate on the 
lesson material at this time.  It took Luke only a few minutes to run home to see Momma.  As he neared 
the house he saw Mr. Cotton standing outside in his yard looking up the hill toward the mine entrance. 
Momma was standing at the door when Luke arrived.  He saw a look of fear and anguish on her face as 
he hugged her and said, “Momma, don’t worry, you know it can’t be Daddy.  He is always careful and 
well prepared, it can’t be him.  Just you wait and see everything will be alright”.  As they exited the 
house they joined numerous people, including Mr. Cotton, that were headed up the hill toward the 
mine entrance. The closer they got to the mine entrance the louder the siren seemed to be.  

Below ground, the trapped miners had gathered around Kenny and ceded to his leadership.  His first 
comment was to tell the miners to turn their hat lights off.  He knew it was pitch dark inside the shaft 
and the only sources of light were their helmet lights.  They couldn’t afford to waste their batteries. He 
then asked about injuries, if anyone was hurt they would need care and attention.  Most of them told of 
minor cuts and bruises, but nothing requiring immediate treatment.  He did a quick headcount and 
found the group contained seven people, including Frank and Bubba Walker, Frankie Rich, Earl Brady, 
himself and two newbies one of which, Eddie Neely, was related to Jim Neely, the cage operator.                                                                                                    

The last survivor was John Fountain who claimed that today was his first day down in the mines. Hearing 
this, Kenny couldn’t help but think that another family, the Fountains, had just succumbed to the family 
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mining tradition.  Looking at John Fountain all he could think about was his son Luke.  Kenny felt 
obligated to get Fountain and the rest of his group out of this hell hole.  

His next question was to determine how much food, if any, the group had with them. Only one person, 
the Fountain kid, still had his lunch pail with him when the rush to safety began.  Everyone knew the 
rations were short and it would mean sharing what little was available.   

At the outside mine entrance the crowd was getting larger and larger by the minute.  Everyone had 
questions but no one seemed to have the answers.  The noisy crowd was now joined by Mr. Cotton, 
Luke and his Momma and they, too, were seeking answers.  The crowd became hushed as the mine 
office door opened and Abe Lester, the mine supervisor, and Father Ferguson, the local priest, 
approached the crowd.  Abe found the highest available spot, where he stopped and began to address 
the people.  He said, “I’m sorry to report that there are indications the Pocahontas mine sustained a 
shaft cave-in at about 9:30 a.m. this morning.  However, we do not know which shaft or tunnel was 
involved and consequently we don’t know of any trapped or injured personnel at this time.  We are 
working as quickly as possible to obtain more information.  When we have pertinent news you will be 
promptly notified.  If any of you would like to volunteer for the search and rescue teams you may do so 
by leaving your name and contact with Mr. Jim Neely at the Cage office”.  Also, Father Ferguson will 
have an office inside if any of you want to have council with him.” 

Neely was extremely busy trying to update the Mine Shaft Board when Luke and Mr. Cotton joined him. 
Cotton noticed that many of the upper mine shafts had been cleared indicating that the miners had 
exited those areas and thus the problem must be at a lower elevation.  Luke shuddered some when 
Cotton told him of this news, but he still remained calm and collected.  Luke didn’t tell his mother the 
partial news of involvement at the lower levels of the mine. 

Luke took a moment to sit down out of the flow of foot traffic and tried to concentrate on all the things 
that his father had shown him and talked about as they had toured the lower levels.  Luke remembered 
his father’s description of what to do when faced with an emergency at his work station.  His reaction 
was to retreat along the shaft back in the direction of the cage. He knew his dad would expect any help 
to come from the cage area.  So, given time to flee to safety, he would have retreated toward the cage 
and possibly exited the mine that way.  Since his dad was still unaccounted for Luke could only assume 
two things; he had moved away from the cage to the back of the shaft or had been caught in the 
collapse and was injured, trapped, or dead. Of course Luke knew that other members of the team were 
in the same predicament as his father.  He also believed that if his dad was alive, the group was in very 
experienced hands and had a very good chance of surviving this tragedy. Luke went in search of Mr. 
Cotton to explain his rationale. 

Almost three thousand feet below him his father was trying to formulate a plan for the groups exit from 
the 34 shaft. Kenny had reached the conclusion that they had only one possible means of escaping from 
the shaft.  He knew the mine was dead ended several yards up the shaft and the exit toward the cage 
area was blocked by the falling debris.  The only remaining option was to hope that they could find an 
opening in the caved-in ceiling, which would allow them to move from the 34 shaft through the cave-in 
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area to the 33 shaft above them.  His plan also hinged on the idea that the cave-in only occurred on the 
34 shaft.  If the 33 shaft had also caved-in, then they were really in dire straits. 

Kenny decided to make an exploratory search to evaluate their situation.  He asked Frank Walker to stay 
with the remaining four members of the group while Kenny and Frank’s son Bubba began their initial 
search. He did this because he wanted a more mature miner to lead the group left behind and he 
obviously felt that Bubba’s age and physical condition would play an important role in their success.  

As the duo prepared to depart, he asked Bubba to scrounge around and try to find some rope that may 
have been discarded or left in the shaft.  He told Frank to keep the group together, not to dispense the 
food and to conserve their battery life. He also suggested as little movement and battery usage as 
possible and a terse warning to be alert for any signs that the methane gas in the area was affecting the 
miners.  

Bubba had found a short piece of rope, about 20 feet in length that might be useful in their search.  
After receiving a hug from his dad, Bubba and Kenny, armed with the rope and one spare light, began 
the search of their surroundings, hoping to find a way to freedom.  

As they approached a pile of debris both miners looked at the gaping hole in the ceiling and knew 
immediately that at least some portion of the 33 shaft had also caved-in and possibly caused the 34 
shaft ceiling to give way.  From the shaft ground level the duo began their ascent of the debris pile.  
They sought to find openings, any openings, in the earth above that might lead them to safety.  

The bottom of the pile was made up of timbers, shoring and pilings.  On top of that rested the slate 
ceiling that had collapsed and above the slate was the soil between shafts 33 and 34.  The only 
difference was the makeup of the earth.  Some was in huge chunks that offered little relief; there were 
however small areas filled with fine soil much like a large ant hill.   Kenny was most interested in the fine 
soil as it offered the easiest type of material to clear out or remove in the hopes of making an opening 
to crawl through.   

The duo had been fully engaged in their operation for nearly two hours now but had achieved very little 
success.  They had however found the lifeless bodies of two miners from somewhere above the 34 
shaft. Kenny recognized them as Charlie Riggs and Eddie Beavers, both of whom were experienced 
miners. It was evident they had been killed as the slate ceiling collapsed and trapped the men.  Finding 
these bodies told Kenny they had very little time to seek safety when the cave-in began; very much like 
his own experience. 

The chaos in the ground level cage area seemed to have quieted down as more miners were located and 
brought up in the cage.  The master list now contained thirty three names of miners still unaccounted 
for that were dead, trapped, injured or buried in the recesses of the mine.  Word had leaked out that 
the cave-in was thought to be centered in the 32, 33 and 34 shafts.   

Luke now knew that his father must be involved in the tragedy in some way. Luke was aware that Mr. 
Cotton was going to lead one of the rescue teams during the search efforts.  Cotton knew Luke wanted 
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desperately to help in the search for his father and quickly agreed when Luke asked for permission to 
join his team.  What Cotton didn’t expect was that Luke wanted to search the 33 shaft rather than the 
34 shaft where his father was actually working.  
Cotton had listened to Luke’s theory surrounding 
Kenny’s training and guidance and agreed with Luke 
that his dad would probably try to exit through the 
33 shaft. As a result, Cotton told Abe Lester that he 
would like to search the 33 shaft area. Lester agreed 
with his choice.  

Luke talked with his mother for a short while 
explaining why and how the Cotton rescue team 
would direct their search to the 33 tunnel and any 
adjoining diggings.  Josie said a short prayer as she              
and Luke hugged each other as he prepared for his 
descent into the darkness below.  

In the meantime, below, Kenny and Bubba were continuing their search for a crack, crevice or seam in 
the fallen debris field.   Bubba believed they had progressed at least ten or fifteen feet into the fallen 
soil.  In fact Kenny said he could tell the soil had a different texture, more like that normally found in a 
mine slope, or Winze.  

Bubba told Kenny that he didn’t really know what a Winze was.  Kenny explained that sometimes the 
coal seam splinters off in different directions, when this occurs the Boss man may direct that an 
exploratory vertical  or incline type opening be made to explore the lower level of the shaft and the 
movement of the coal seam.  Kenny added that sometimes these openings are so large that they 
actually connect with other shafts or corridors. 

Kenny was elated with this new find but did not say anything to Bubba for fear of disappointment in 
case the connection had not been completed.  Based on his own mining experiences he could make a 
judgement call on the angle and depth of the Winze, if it really was a Winze.   He and Bubba headed 
back to the group, directing them to the top of the debris pile so they could join the digging efforts. 
After the men left, Kenny discretely told Frank Walker his suspicions about the Winze.   

Frank said it was very possible and directed some of his men to follow the new direction calculated by 
Kenny; the remainder continued working at the original site. They continued with their excavation 
believing that two options were better than one.  Even if Kenny was correct in his calculations and they 
intersected the Winze they still didn’t know what unknowns or hazards lay in their exit path.  Before 
returning to the dig site the team moved the bodies of the dead miners down to the edge of the debris 
field and placed an arrow made of coal indicating the direction of their departure.  Any help they could 
give the rescue team would always be appreciated.  
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Shaft 33 

Mr. Cotton and his three-man rescue team resembled Aliens when they stepped out of the cage at the 
entry into shaft 33. Each man wore knee and elbow pads, a helmet with a non-explosive type light 
attached, a mask designed to protect them against poison gases and a respirator with a supply of 
oxygen. They also wore a utility belt that contained numerous small tools, a canteen, 25 feet of rope, a 
small shovel and other items such as spare batteries for their helmet lamps.    

Before the team had descended, Cotton spent time reviewing the company’s map of shafts 32, 33 and 
34, the shafts safe areas and all related openings, Winzes if any, and other areas where the miners could 
hide in safety. Now, Cotton gathered the two men and the teenager and told them the team would 
search together.  He did not relish the idea of splitting up his small team and losing control of them.  His 
initial plan was to search the area between the cage into the shaft, looking for the cave-in site, signs of 
life or death and other clues that miners might leave to aid the searchers.      

The low ceilings and the large amount of gear that each rescue member had to carry severely slowed 
their progress and consumed valuable time.  It took almost two hours to reach the cave-in site in shaft 
33.  Mr. Cotton didn’t like the looks of the area.  He noted that the floor had disappeared into the 
depths below, more than likely covering the work area where Kenny and his crew had been working in 
the 34 mine.  Some slate from the 32 shaft had fallen into the shafts below trapping several of the 
miners.  Cotton had noted at least two bodies among the debris and the sound of dead silence in the 
shaft.  He had hoped to hear the moans or cries of hurt or trapped workers.  Cotton estimated the hole 
caused by the cave-in to be at least fifty feet and filled with lots of shoring and broken timbers covered 
with slate. As Cotton surveyed the site he became convinced that anyone on level 34 trying to reach the 
33 site through the cave-in debris would probably never succeed.   

Cotton had his crew move the bodies to the cage side of the shaft where they were positioned for 
removal, when the time came.   There was however a small ledge around the hole providing his crew 
with a treacherous way to by-pass the cave in.  Using their ropes and moving in single file they were able 
to move past the debris pile and reach the deeper areas of shaft 33.  

Mr. Cotton remembered looking at the 33 map upstairs and noting a crew safety site about 200 feet 
farther up the shaft.  He thought it’s entirely possible the missing miners could be holed up at that 
location.    Luke was disappointed with not finding his father and crew at the cave-in area. For the last 
hour he had been making his shrill whistle into the darkened cavern, sometimes hearing a slight echo 
but no response.   

Below them, Kenny and his crew had been working for most of the day trying to dig their way into the 
suspected Winze.  He had abandoned their efforts go straight up into the debris field and had put all his 
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efforts in finding the Winze tunnel.  His men were now working in pairs and changing off every half hour 
hoping to keep fresh bodies on the task.  

Two more hours brought them to a small chamber that Kenny figured was part of the Winze shaft.  As 
he and Frank Walker were surveying the situation they heard the sound of a shrill whistle off into the 
distance.  It was definitely a whistle.  Neither man could pin point the location. In jubilation Kenny 
released his whistle and the shrill sound that went with it.  The two men waited in anticipation for a 
response.  Then Kenny whistled again.  They waited again and still no response.  Kenny could only 
believe that his son Luke was somewhere above in the 33 shaft.  He felt their rescue was close as he 
changed digging crews to keep fresh bodies working.   

Luke was on the hunt as he moved from point to point hoping to find some sign of his father and his 
crew.  As he moved about he continued with his shrill whistle but to no avail. Then he joined Mr. Cotton 
as he surveyed what looked like a Winze shaft that moved downward at about sixty degrees.  Cotton 
said, “I believe this is where your father would try to reach based on the situation. Let’s get our crew 
over here and start tunneling down this small shaft.” Out of habit, Luke cut loose with his whistle, 
expecting to hear a response, but nothing came. 

The men down below heard the whistle and yelled for Kenny to come back to the digging site.  When he 
reached there he whistled as loud as he could, and waited.  He waited for five minutes, in reality only 
ten seconds, and then he heard the response from his son, Luke.  There were cries of happiness and 
jubilation from both the hunter and the hunted.  With both teams working from their ends, the tunnels 
were joined in less than an hour, and the underground celebration began.  

Luke found his dad and the two were joined in a long hug of relief and joy.  It was a sight to be 
remembered as the two teams; one of four Aliens and the other of seven dirty and disheveled miners 
met and greeted each other in the darkness of the shaft that was broken only by their hat light beams. 
After a couple minutes of joy the mood got serious again as Mr. Cotton briefed both teams on the return 
trip, and the dangers they faced trying to skirt the unsteady edge of the cave-in site.   

The distance to the cave-in site was covered quickly, and soon the eleven men were preparing for the 
short but hazardous journey along the edge of the crevice. They quickly discovered a problem; they 
were short of rope to fully tie the men together as they skirted the yielding edge of the cavern.  They 
were faced with a decision, first to attempt to skirt the edge on two separate efforts or, second, to 
attempt the challenge with two of the men not properly tethered to the remaining miners.   

The team leader, Mr. Cotton believed the best and safest choice was to make the first trip, then to have 
one man return with the remaining rope and begin the second attempt with everyone fully tethered.  It 
would take a little longer but offered the best safety to the two teams. There was some grumbling 
among the men with several of them thinking it wasn’t that big of a deal and wanted to get out of the 
shaft the quickest way possible.  They seemed willing to trade the risk for the time saved.  Cotton 
pointed out that it was still two hours of travel time to exit the shaft after skirting the cavern edge.  He 
felt the second trip could take no more than thirty minutes and was well worth the time loss.  With that 
decision made Cotton divided the group into two teams.  Cotton placed Luke on the first team because 



Thunder in the Valley 
 

19 
 

he had already made the trip once and was familiar with the terrain.  Kenny and several of his group 
were also on the first team.  Most of the rescuers were in the second group, including Mr. Cotton. Their 
departure was delayed while a new battery was placed in Luke’s failing helmet light. 

The group, tethered together, looked like a motley group of misfits as they began their trek along the 
crevice edge. Cotton watched until their lights disappeared as the shaft made a slight turn.  He could still 
see the reflection of their lights on the opposite shaft wall and was relieved that things seemed to going 
well for the team.  As the last of the group cleared the crevice edge Luke whistled back to Cotton 
indicating that everyone had arrived safely.   

The group quickly untied their tether and coiled it into a neat package to be taken back to the second 
group. Luke once again volunteered to take the rope back to Mr. Cotton.  After tying the rope to his belt 
he began the short trip back. Kenny whistled to Cotton, indicating the safety rope was on its way.  Soon 
Cotton could see the glow of the approaching light around the shaft corner, followed by the image of a 
person in the dark shadows.  As the shadow approached he noted that it was Luke and immediately 
thought that the kid was overworked and doing much more than his share. 

 

The Rescue Continues 

Cotton lined his men up to be tethered together.  Luke was assigned the last position which Cotton 
hoped to relieve some of the tension and stress that had been placed on Luke’s shoulders. Luke 
acknowledged that he was ready as he slipped the tether through the belt of his pants. Luke’s whistle 
was heard by the first group indicating that the next group was leaving.  With that the group began their 
short trip to safety and freedom.     

Cotton provided the leadership as his followers followed in his footsteps and approached the small turn 
in the shaft which was about half-way to the end of the journey.  Luke was slightly lagging behind the 
man in front of him as he stepped on a piece of shale that broke away.  The sudden loss of footing and 
the slight tug on his tether line caused him to lose his balance and begin to fall.  He tried to clutch the 
side of the shaft wall to stop his fall but there was nothing to hold onto.  The person next to Luke pulled 
on the tether to help catch or stop Luke’s fall.  When he did, Luke’s belt broke, leaving him completely 
untethered. Luke was unable to stop his fall and soon disappeared into the darkness below.   

The team members were able to see the light on Luke’s helmet as he was falling into the cavern.  Then 
his falling body hit some collapsed timbers knocking his hat in one direction as his body flew in the 
opposite direction.  The hat remained visible as it continued to plummet and light up the bottom of the 
crevice, while from Luke’s direction dull thumps were heard as he continued to hit broken shoring, 
timbers and other debris until he landed near the bottom.   

Mr. Cotton was stunned at the events that had just taken place.  He called Luke’s name hoping for a 
response, but heard none.  Kenny was waiting with the front group when he heard his son’s name being 
called and wondered what the commotion was.  He feared that something had gone wrong but he was 
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unable to help in any way. Cotton quickly led the rest of the team to safety where he told the story to 
Kenny and the rest of his team.  Kenny, overcome with the news, wanted to be included in their search 
efforts.  The search team included Cotton, Kenny, Frank Walker and his son Bubba, all of whom had 
considerable mine experience.  The group only had four lengths of rope that were 25 feet long. Looped 
together it was less than 100 feet in length.  Allowing five feet of tether for each man meant they only 
had enough rope to lower Bubba the smallest member of the group about seventy feet into the cavern.  
As they prepared Bubba to be lowered for the search, Kenny gave a quick whistle to see if there was any 
response from below.   

After a short delay they heard a very faint whistle coming out of the darkness.  Bubba tried to get a 
bearing on the sound to help him in his search.  As the team lowered him into the cavern his hat light 
cast an eerie look into the darkened recesses of the pile of cave-in debris.  As they continued to lower 
Bubba deeper and deeper, he spotted something that he thought might be Luke.  The group above 
could hear him calling Luke’s name in hopes of a response.  Down below, Bubba thought he heard heavy 
breathing and he asked the men above to swing him in the direction of the noise.   

Soon Bubba’s light identified the battered body of Luke lying among the debris field.  Calling to the men 
above, Bubba said, “I’m here, I’m with Luke! I don’t have enough rope to reach him – I’m short about 
ten feet.”  Up above, Cotton noted they only had about seven or eight feet of rope remaining, but he 
threw it down the hole where Bubba caught it.  Adding the rope to part of his own, Bubba removed his 
tether and tied it around Luke’s waist, then called to the three men above to pull the injured man to 
safety.  Not an easy task considering they were working on 18 to 24 inches of space on the small path 
around the cavern.   Luke was still alive and that’s about all that Bubba could figure out.   

Kenny was in the middle of the hoist team and seemed to be leading the pulling effort. He was slightly 
ahead of the other two and thus was pulling most of the load. Cotton told him to slow down and let the 
team pull as one.  When Luke’s limp body arrived at the ledge the real quandary began.  How do we get 
Luke out of the cavern without someone else falling off the ledge?  After several trial and error attempts 
they finally succeeded in hoisting him to safety.   

Kenny quickly disconnected himself from his tether and began his inspection of his son.  He could see 
that Luke had several broken bones, lots of bruises, abrasions and cuts, but Kenny was most concerned 
about the wound on the back of Luke’s head.  He felt his son might have a concussion or fractured skull, 
none of which they could treat at this location. 

In the meanwhile, Cotton selected three of the miners to help him retrieve Bubba from the rubble some 
seventy feet below the shaft’s surface. This feat was accomplished in thirty minutes, during which time 
Kenny was hovering over the motionless body of his son.  He was trying to accomplish something but 
was really unable to deal with any of the injuries. Kenny felt he had to help in some way.  Cotton and his 
men used their rescue kits to make a stretcher to carry Luke to the cage and elevator area.   

It wasn’t easy for the men to carry the stretcher through the low ceilings of the mine while in their 
stooped positions; after two hours they had reached their destination at the cage. Thirty minutes later 
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the two teams, both the rescuers and the rescued made their way to the mine entrance where they 
were greeted by the gathered crowd.   

 

Outside and Medical Help 

Cotton and Kenny quickly got the medics to attend to Luke and his injuries. Then Kenny sought his wife 
Josie in the crowd and fully explained the events that led to Luke’s fall and injuries. Josie became 
disturbed as he told the story.  All in all, it sounded like Luke was a hero and at the same time he was the 
only person injured and he wasn’t even a miner.  How could this be?  Josie’s mind was going in all 
directions as the thoughts of her injured son overtook her mind.  Luke was so kind, gentle, loving and 
considerate, how can this happen to him?  God was supposed to protect his loving and compassionate 
flock, like Luke.  She wondered aloud, “Oh God, why Luke?  What did we do to bring this upon him?”   

Kenny looked about for Father Ferguson hoping that he could help keep Josie calm. The priest had 
secured a ride to the hospital for the Bandy’s and joined them on their way. At the hospital they were 
told that Luke was in the operating room and no information was available at this time. Father Ferguson 
brought them coffee and they settled down for the long wait and news that might come when the hall 
doors opened. 

Meanwhile the rescue of the seven miners had caused quite a commotion at the mine entrance.  Mr. 
Neely was happy with the return of his kinfolk, Eddie Neely.  The story Eddie told of his adventures 
made Mr. Neely even more proud of him.  The mine’s master board maintained by Mr. Neely had been 
updated indicating that all miners had been accounted for -- either alive or dead.  That included Charlie 
Riggs and Eddie Beavers, the two dead miners found by Kenny and also the two located by Cotton’s 
rescue team.   

A newsman from the Springfield Union was interviewing John Fountain who was giving him a blow by 
blow account of his first day at being a miner.  The newsman was eating it all up and writing as fast as he 
could hoping he could make the evening edition.  When the news hound finished with Fountain he 
quickly cornered Mr. Moses Ryle, otherwise known as Mr. Cotton, the leader of the rescue team.   

Cotton recounted the day, telling it like it was and not exaggerating or embellishing anything in his 
version of the day’s events.  Their visit was quite lengthy and the newsman seemed to be getting his 
ears filled with something.  For some reason they were talking very quietly almost like they didn’t want 
anyone to hear their conversation. When they had finished they shook hands and the newsman trotted 
off in the direction of his car. 

Cotton hitched a ride to the hospital and joined the Bandy’s and Father Ferguson in the operating room 
waiting area.  Over time, the two men could be seen drooping their heads occasionally trying to get just 
a few winks of sleep.  The idea of sleeping seemed foreign; it felt like everyone had been awake for the 
last three days.   
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Several hours had passed before the door to the operating room area opened up and the doctor came in 
to give them an update on Luke’s condition. He identified himself as Dr. Julius Braziel and explained that 
Luke had broken four ribs on his left side, ruptured his spleen, broken his left collar bone and had 
numerous cuts, abrasions and bruising on his body.  Then the Doctor said the thing Kenny most worried 
about – Luke’s skull fracture on the top left of his head.   

The doctor stated that it was the result of a significant blow to the head, in this case probably caused by 
contact with a fallen timber or something similar. Dr. Braziel explained that the injury was clinically 
known as a Linear Fracture, the most common type, and could cause swelling and possibly bleeding 
inside the skull area.  If it was severe enough it could cause damage to the underlying brain tissue and 
bring with it multiple other problems, possibly even death. 

The doctor continued, “The good thing is that we haven’t seen any symptoms suggesting anything other 
than the Linear Fracture.  We just have to wait and see.  Time will tell us if anything is hiding up there 
that we can’t identify at this time.  The X-rays show the fracture but seem to be clear of other damage 
which is always a good thing. Right now he is being taken to the intensive care unit for care and 
observation. Other doctors and the nursing staff will be caring for him through the evening and I will 
return early in the morning.  We should know more by then.  I suggest you folks go home, get some rest 
and possibly you can see your son in the morning.” Josie dried the tears in her eyes as she thanked Dr. 
Braziel for his help and compassion.   

Everyone present at the doctor’s briefing seemed to be somewhat relieved.  Broken bones can be 
mended and healed, the spleen had been removed and cuts and abrasions were minor.  The skull 
fracture was a problem, but with time that too could be mended.  Kenny and Cotton, those that were 
there when the accident happened, were very optimistic about the report.  Father Ferguson said, “Let’s 
get you fine people home where you can get some rest, it’s been a long couple days. Let God do his 
work while you get some rest and sleep.”  

The following morning Kenny was up early as usual and going to make the morning coffee only to find 
that it was already made.  He found Josie in the living room reading the morning copy of the Springfield 
Union paper.  She seemed to be lost in thought as he looked into the room. Josie was jarred back to life 
when Kenny entered, she said, “Why didn’t you tell me the whole story last night.  So much more 
happened that I wasn’t aware of.  You were keeping many of the details from me, shame on you”.  

Kenny picked up the paper and saw the headlines that read, Seven Miners Saved in Mine Disaster, 
Miners Son Hailed as Hero.   The story of numerous columns went on to tell of the exploits of the 
trapped miners, their rescuers and those of Luke as he helped in the rescue. Anyone reading this story 
would have to agree that Luke was instrumental in the rescue and was in fact a hero. The story went on 
to mention the possibility of Luke working at the mine.  It said surely no one would argue with Mr. Abe 
Lester, the Mine Supervisor if he offered Luke a special job when he graduated in the spring and 
probably at a higher than normal wage. As Kenny read this portion of the article you could see the anger 
start to build up.  
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He bluntly said to Josie, “Hurry up and get ready so we can go to the hospital, I don’t like where this 
thing is headed”.  A sleek black sedan driven by a mine employee picked them up and drove them to the 
hospital.  For a few minutes the family felt like they were part of the social scene until the car dropped 
them at the hospital and drove away.  That feeling soon faded away as they entered the hospital and 
reality set in.  Then they realized the truth, yes, we are just a coal miner’s family, without social status, 
and we are here to see our injured son.  

 

Company Support and Disaster 

Father Ferguson was already here, with coffee in hand as the family arrived at the ICU ward hoping to 
see their son.  The family settled in for the anticipated long wait hoping to receive news from Dr. Braziel.  

They were quite surprised when Abe Lester, the Pocahontas Mine Supervisor, entered the waiting room 
and sauntered over to where Kenny and his wife were seated.  

 He said, “Kenny, I want you to know the Company stands with you and your family during these trying 
times.  We really appreciate what you and your son, and the others accomplished during the cave-in.  It 
was a remarkable feat and as far as the Company is concerned your son, Luke is really a hero and 
deservedly so. You can rest assured the Company will take care of all the expenses associated with 
Luke’s hospitalization and recovery.” 

Then Lester said,” I assume you have read the morning papers?”  When Kenny acknowledged that he 
had, Lester continued on, “Well then, I want you to know that I will honor the suggestion printed by the 
paper.  I will provide satisfactory employment for Luke, with adequate compensation as soon as he 
completes his education. And to help your family recuperate from this ordeal, I would like to pay off the 
debt you have at the Company Store, which I believe is around $270.00. 

Kenny replied,” Mr. Lester, I appreciate all of the good things you said about Luke and our family. I agree 
with you and others that he is a hero in my book.  If you would like to dismiss our charges at the store it 
would be helpful and gladly accepted.  However, I could not accept it if we have to agree to Luke’s 
employment at a later date.  I must tell you that I will do everything in my power to convince Luke to 
find employment anywhere he can, as long as it is out of the coal fields.  It is my intention to break the 
family tradition of working in the mines”.  

Lester said, “I understand your ambitions and intentions for your family.  My offer to dismiss the charges 
at the store still stands and comes with no strings, such as future employment of your son.  However, 
my offer to provide him with a job still stands if conditions should change.  As he turned to leave, Lester 
said, “Give my thanks to our hero, Luke, when you see him”. 

An hour after Lester had departed Dr. Braziel came out and began his update on Luke’s condition. He 
commented, “Luke had a good night’s rest although he had been sedated. There are no apparent signs 
of additional problems associated with the skull fracture.  As you know, the broken bones and cuts and 
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abrasions will heal on their own, it just takes time.  All in all, I’d say your boy was very lucky. If nothing 
changes he should be out of ICU tomorrow and ready to leave the hospital later this week. Family 
members can see him for a short time if you desire, just limit the time and number of visitors. We don’t 
want to create any setbacks.”  

Everyone present thanked the doctor as he was turning to leave. A nurse came out to escort the Bandy’s 
into Luke’s ICU room. They were surprised to see their son hooked up to so many pieces of equipment. 
His left shoulder and arm were in a cast, his left rib cage was tightly bandaged, and a horse type collar 
supported his neck.  He was also receiving fluid from his IV line; the hookup to oxygen and a respirator 
to help him breathe were clearly visible.  The drainage bottle attached to his bed indicated he was on a 
catheter.  His head was also bandaged to prevent further damage to the cranial area. His oxygen 
monitor, blood pressure hookup and other life monitoring devices just seemed to be added as an 
afterthought. In spite of this Luke appeared to perk up when his mother and father entered the room. 

The parents were distraught to see their son in this horrible condition, but they both realized it could 
have been much worse.  Luke in his sedated state of mind was barely able to recognize his parents, 
wanting to speak but the words were slurred and unintelligible.  Josie finally said to him, “Please don’t 
try to talk now, just rest and let’s enjoy this short time together, we will have plenty of time to talk later. 
In the meantime Poppa and I can do the talking while you rest and listen”. They spent the next thirty 
minutes slowly going over the details of the accident, his injuries and his plan for recovery. Both parents 
became emotional when they noticed the tears coming from Luke’s eyes, rolling down his cheek into the 
corner of his mouth. Josie tried to dry his tears with her tissue but the tear drops had already reached 
his mouth causing him to moisten his lips with the salt droplets. As the family’s emotions returned to 
normal they said good bye to Luke and made plans to return later that evening. 

Their return trip to home was again provided by the Pocahontas Company and its driver.  As they exited 
the car Kenny noticed that Cotton was in his back yard and the two waved to each other.  They took a 
few minutes to tell Cotton of their short visit with Luke and to bring him up to date on his recovery.  

Needless to say, the mine was closed due to the cave-in; things in the Community were unusual with all 
the miners moving about.  They seemed to be enjoying the extra sunshine as it appeared over the hills 
of Virginia and into their village.  Josie and Kenny entered their small company owned home and sat 
down to contemplate the recent events and how it would affect their family.   

As the day passed, Kenny decided to bring out old Betsy and have a smoke to help clear his mind.  He 
had barely filled the pipe with tobacco and started to tamp it down when a loud knock was heard at the 
front door.  

Josie answered the door and was surprised to see the Pocahontas driver at the door.  He quickly said to 
her and Kenny who had joined them that Dr. Braziel wanted them back at the hospital as soon as they 
could get there.  In a matter of minutes everyone was in the car and headed toward the hospital.  The 
Bandy’s asked the driver what was going on but, his only reply was that he didn’t know, he was just 
following orders.   Soon the car reached the hospital and they were quickly on their way to the ICU 
ward. 
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Medical Update 

Dr. Braziel met them at the ward and quickly brought them up to date.  It seems like bleeding had 
developed at the cranial fracture site and was putting excessive pressure on Luke’s brain.  This had 
happened in spite of the medication that had been administered to prevent this from occurring.  He said 
the bleeding is so intense that surgery is necessary but I think that it may be too late.  It’s my feeling that 
Luke would not survive the operation. I believe if you want to spend any quality time with your son you 
should do it now.  I’m sorry this change in his condition has happened just when it seemed all was well 
in hand.  Kenny said, “I think we should see our son now, don’t you Josie.” She nodded and the nurse led 
them into Luke’s unit.   

Both parents were still in a state of shock when they saw Luke staring in their direction.  They noticed 
that his facial features were swollen almost to the point that they wondered if this was really their son. 
They each touched Luke on his cheek and hands trying to let him know that they were there for him.  
Kenny noticed that Luke wanted to say something so he leaned closer to his son.  Luke whispered in a 
very weak and slurred speech,” Poppa, I promise that I will never work in the mines and I’ll complete my 
education like you want. I’ll stop the Bandy family tradition of mine workers. Luke had barely finished his 
sentence when he looked at his parents, seemed to smile and then fully relaxed in his bed.  Before 
Kenny could say anything, the doctor checked Luke’s vital signs, looked at the family and shook his head 
indicating that their son had passed away.  Josie, already in shock, was now filled with uncontrollable 
emotions.  Kenny, try as he might was unable to console her.  Dr. Braziel suggested a mild sedative for 
her at this time but he knew that she would have to face the reality of what has happened sooner or 
later.   

Kenny, also was numb and in a stage of disbelief.  A few hours ago he was telling Cotton how good Luke 
was doing and now Luke was dead, dead and gone, just like that.   He was thinking, maybe this is all a 
bad dream and I’m going to wake up, but he knew.  He knew when Luke struggled with his last breaths 
to say that he wouldn’t work in the mines that he was trying to obey his father and make him happy. 
Can it be that my son died just to please me?  Oh God, please tell me it’s not true. That’s not what I 
wanted. 

 

Peace at Last 
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Today is October 22 of 1957 in the small community of Bishop, West Virginia.  The date is not really 
significant but it does represent the day that Luke Bandy, the Boy Hero of the Pocahontas-Argo mine 
disaster was laid to rest.  The services were well attended by many of Luke’s teenage friends, school 
chums and mining families that lived in the Bishop community.  Everywhere you looked you could see 
evidence of involvement by the Pocahontas-Argos Fuel Company.   

In front of the St. Christopher Church of Catholic Faith, founded in 1896, sat three sleek black sedans 
obviously owned by the Company and intended for the use of the grieving family and friends.  Inside the 
church was a beautiful coffin, holding Luke’s lifeless body that had been designed and manufactured by 
the Botte Brothers Coffin Company the very place that Luke considered for possible future employment, 
just a few months ago.  The casket had been purchased by the Company.  Luke was wearing a new blue 
suit purchased at the Company Store. The new clothes worn by Kenny and Josie were also articles 
obtained from the Company Store. Luke’s casket was covered in beautiful flowers, most of which came 
from the Company and its representatives.   

The service was administered by Father Ferguson, a servant of God, with no Company affiliations. The 
music was provided by the church choir and special friends of the family. When the service was 
completed the hearse led the convoy of vehicles to the burial site. The hearse took a meandering route 
through the Bishop community, over the low water bridge that crosses Jacob’s Creek and moving past 
Luke’s favorite lake and fishing hole.  As usual the water was covered with coal dust and continued to 
serve as a drinking place for the dragon flies with courage. The funeral procession soon arrived at the 
nearly one hundred year old Pocahontas cemetery.  

Six of Luke’s older school friends carried the casket to his beautiful resting site. The open grave and 
green colored tent were very close to the one that Luke and his dad had talked about several weeks ago.  
At that time they talked of not using the burial site too soon. Today it will be used and definitely too 
soon. 

Amid tears, prayers and accolades Luke was laid to rest in this beautiful location looking out across the 
coal dust covered trees of Bishop Valley.  Luke had managed to end his family’s history of working in the 
coal mines. Luke had also reached the juncture where he would never owe his soul to the Company 
Store.   

  

       

 

Keep Reading, if you like. 
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Alternative Ending 

As the day passed, Kenny decided to bring out old Betsy and have a smoke to help clear his mind.  He 
had just filled the pipe with his favorite Prince Albert tobacco and tamped it down nice and firm.  Kenny 
decided to retire to the front porch swing before he lit his pipe fixings. Using a single kitchen match he 
soon had old Betsy fired up and creating a relaxing aroma on the porch and nearby area.   

It was the perfect timing for Kenny to reflect on the day’s events including Luke’s injuries and ultimate 
hospitalization.  Monday morning quarterbacking always seemed easier than making tough decisions in 
the heat of battle. Kenny felt certain that he and Cotton should never have let Luke play such an 
important part in the rescue effort.  That position should have been given to one of the more 
experienced guys, such as Bubba Walker.  Quite possibly an older guy like me should have been chosen, 
not a teenage novice.  Then Kenny decided it was too late to put the milk back in the bottle after it had 
been spilled out.  Josie joined Kenny in the porch swing and they held hands as the swing moved to and 
fro breaking up the smoke rings rising from old Betsy.  It soon became time for their evening visit to see 
Luke.  

It has been several days since Luke was first admitted to the hospital. As Dr. Braziel had predicted after 
two days Luke was moved from ICU into a regular room.  The skull fracture was healing nicely and all 
testing indicated normal brain wave activity.  A lot of Luke’s time was now consumed by rehabilitation 
both mentally and physically as he tried to regain use of his arm and shoulder.   

They were in a good mood as they entered Luke’s room while his evening meal was being delivered. He 
had only been here a few days and already he was complaining about the food. He was even asking Josie 
to bring him some of her homemade biscuits and jelly. Of course, she wasn’t going to do that, she 
wasn’t going to do anything against doctor’s orders.   

Luke appeared in a good frame of mind and was anxious to tell his family why he looked so happy. 
Finally he blurted out the news.  He had a new physical therapist working with him.  Luke told them she 
was the prettiest girl he had ever met and he really liked her. Her name was Peggy Lou Craddock.  Then 
Luke said she wasn’t really a licensed therapist, technically she was their helper”.  Peggy was only a year 
older than Luke and she didn’t have a boyfriend; another reason he seemed so happy.   

Josie tried to get him to slow down as she prepared his meal tray for him.  She thought it must be hard 
to maneuver forks and knives with one arm, knowing his left arm would be in a cast for several weeks. 
Josie looked at Luke and said, “You have really been working hard haven’t you? You seem to know so 
much about Peggy Lou in such a short time.” 

Luke wasn’t very impressed with his meal of baked fish, fried okra, cornbread and collard greens.  He 
told his mom he would have preferred to be eating a meal she had prepared.  Josie smiled a little at his 
comment.  Kenny heard a slight knock on Luke’s door. When he opened the door the entire family was 
surprised to see Mr. Abe Lester, the mine superintendent, standing in the doorway. 
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They enjoyed a few pleasantries and comments about Luke’s condition and recovery. Then Mr. Lester 
told the family why he was there.   He said, “If you remember several days ago I offered Luke a job after 
he had completed his schooling and at a handsome wage; and of course you turned me down because 
of the Strings Attached.  

Then he said, “Kenny, I have a lot of admiration for you, your history at the mines and your desire to 
improve your family’s position in life.  These are great goals for a man and his family and I respect you 
for your views in this matter. But, I have to tell you that no matter where I go in town everyone I speak 
with has such high praise for Luke and what he did to help in the rescue efforts of the missing and 
trapped miners”. “He stopped for a moment and looked at Luke, then said, “You did well, my boy.” It 
was at that moment when he realized that Luke really was a boy and not yet a man.  This seemed to 
unsettle Mr. Lester a little and he paused before he continued. “I represent the board members of the 
Pocahontas-Argo Fuel Company as I speak these words.  Luke, we all thank you for the unselfish efforts 
you displayed during our time of crisis.  We, the managers, supervisors and miners alike thank you and 
salute your courage in our time of need.  In appreciation of your valor we would like to present you with 
a fully paid college scholarship to the school of your choice as long as it’s in West Virginia. We want to 
keep our talented youngsters in our home state. I started to say with No Strings Attached, but I guess 
the West Virginia thing is a String, is it not?” Everyone laughed at his sly joke. 

The Bandy family was in a state of shock and disbelief at the same time. Josie was so proud of her son. 
Kenny knew this meant that at least one of his dreams had come true.  Luke wouldn’t have to work in 
the mines, like his ancestors.  

Luke had a few tears in his eyes as he thanked Mr. Lester and the others at the mine and the Bishop 
community.  He said “a few words of praise for the guidance provided by his momma and poppa”.  And 
he was so proud to be breaking the family tradition of working in the mines.  He could hardly wait to tell 
Peggy Lou of his plans for his (their) future. 

Finally, the End 

The author would appreciate your feedback concerning this story and the two alternative endings. 
Please initial in the space of your choice, or tell him in person.  Thank You. 

Liked story with death ending____ ____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____. 

Liked story with Luke living _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____. 

I didn’t care for the story _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____ _____. 
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