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Stories of antiracist and 
antifascist struggles in our 

hills and hollers



We live in a frightening time. While structural racism and racialized capitalism  have always 
been the foundation of this country, the ascent of the Trump administration has emboldened 
organized white supremacists to come out of the shadows and into the mainstream of 
political discourse. 
  Exploiting the economic marginalization and alienation caused by the collapse of the 
coal industry to  foment racial resentment, Trump and the far right are targeting central 
Appalachia to build their base. Neo-nazi and neo-confederate formations such as the 
Traditionalist Worker’s Party have even gone so far as to claim the region as their idealized 
“white homeland”. These groups promote false, totalizing narratives of Appalachian people 
and history, erasing the very existence of communities of color in Appalachia. In particular, 
neo-confederate groups gain recruits by presenting Appalachia as politically aligned with 
the plantation South, despite the fact that the entire state of West Virginia was born in 
resistance to the Confederacy.  While structural and interpersonal racism are certainly a 
part of the region’s history and present, the  mountains of Appalachia have always been 
home to political dissidents and anti-racist struggle. From  multi-racial coalitions of militant 
coal miners demanding the right to unionize to present day organizing against the prison 
industrial complex, resistance has always been bright in our hills and hollers. 
   The Holler Network presents these resistance histories as an educational weapon. Use these 
histories as a tool to subvert the growth of racism and fascism in your hollers and hometowns. 
We hope you resist the spread of confederate nostalgia as a bulwark of Appalachian identity 
and use these histories to encourage your community to source regional pride in histories 
of anti-capitalist and anti-racist struggle.

The Holler Network 
"The Holler Network" is a decentralized group of Appalachian organizers, artists, educators, 
farmers and healers working to resist the spread of white nationalism in Appalachia. With 
the rise of the Trump presidency, white supremacist groups such as the Traditionalist 
Worker's Party have attempted to gain ground in our region by exploiting poverty to foment 
racism, most notably at public rallies in Pikeville, KY and Charlottesville, VA. As a network, 
we are developing strategies to support rural organizing against white supremacy in all its 
forms, whether that be ICE raids or Neo Nazis marching in our streets, and build strong 
communities for a world where all people feel safe to live and thrive in the mountains and 
in rural America.
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NATIVE AND INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE 



RESISTANCE TO COLONIZATION IN WV

In West Virginia, a population of Native Americans comprises over 11,000 members and is 
represented by 85 tribal lineages, with Cherokee and Shawnee being the largest. One major 
issue that the two prominent native communities have to deal with while seeking state 
recognition is the official state position, which has been accepted for many years, that West 
Virginia was only a “hunting ground” and that there were no Indigenous Peoples living in 
the area when the white settlers came. We know however, that this misconstrued history 
is a way to erase the violent colonization of the Appalachian mountains and much of the 
so-called US by white settlers. Prior to 1830, the land claims of the Cherokee and Shawnee 
were divided by the Ohio and Kanawha Rivers and extended into what is present-day West 
Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee and Ohio. For many native peoples in Appalachia, the hills, 
valleys, and mountains of the region were not only used to live and thrive, but for protection. 
For many years, white settlers were unable to colonize the Appalachian mountains due 
to the trails formed by native peoples in the region not being wide enough for the white 
settlers’ horses and wagons. Native folx were able to use the mountains to protect and fight 
back against colonization for many years - unfortunately, however, the trails were eventually 
widened by colonizers.



In 1830, the Indian Removal Act was passed calling for the relocation of all tribes to “Indian 
Territory” west of the Mississippi River. Under the terms of the act, individuals were allowed 
to stay in their homes if they gave up all tribal claims and allegiance and agreed to become 
citizens of the states they lived in. The Treaty of 1832 called for the removal of all Shawnee 
to the west. The US government sent troops to forcibly remove native folx from Ohio and 
the Ohio River Valley, if necessary. Some Shawnee families broke away from Chief Blue 
Jacket’s group headed west and came into West Virginia south of the Kanawha and into 
Kentucky hiding among the Cherokee who still lived in the area. Some stayed with “mixed 
blood” relatives who were a significant part of the population. Although the major Cherokee 
centers at this time were in Tennessee, northern Georgia and Arkansas, some families broke 
with the main Cherokee body and moved back into the hills of the Carolinas and Virginia 
(now West Virginia). Many “mixed-blood” families of Cherokee, Shawnee, and English/
Scots/Irish heritage were formed at this time.

The Treaty of New Echota was signed in 1835 selling all Cherokee Tribal lands east of the 
Mississippi to the US government. This treaty, however, was signed by a small group of 
Cherokee making it a violation of Cherokee Law under which the sale of Tribal Land without 
Tribal approval was a capital offense. Most of the treaty party members were subsequently 
killed by Cherokee vigilantes igniting a civil war among the Cherokees in “Indian Territory”.
During The Trail of Tears from 1837-1839, federal troops under General Winfield Scott 
rounded up all the Cherokee in Tennessee, Georgia and the Carolinas. Some of the Cherokee 
under Chief Yonaguska (Drowning Bear) resisted and went into hiding in the hills. The 
Cherokee in North Carolina were later given amnesty by Winfield Scott and live there on 
the “Quallah Boundary” to this day as the Eastern Band Cherokee. Cherokee and Shawnee 
living in Virginia and Kentucky were not moved at this time because Winfield Scott did not 
have enough troops for removing this small number of people living on land most white 
settlers did not want. Thousands of those traveling the Trail of Tears died along the trail of 
starvation, disease and exposure. Estimates of the total deaths from this forced march range 
from one-in-four to one-in-three.

After West Virginia formed in 1863, Many Native Americans and “mixed blood” families 
were identified as either white or black on the census. “Indians” by law did not exist and it 
was not legal to register a child as “Indian” at birth. In 1890, documentation by the American 
Bureau of Ethnography and the US Census places “pocket communities” in Logan, Mingo, 
Summers, Monroe, Greenbriar, Clay and Fayette counties. There were also Shawnee living 
in these communities as well as in Mason County. Also, a few Eastern Blackfoot were 
located in Roane County. The largest Shawnee community appears to have been on the 
Little Kanawha River.

Between the 1940s and 1970s, the federal government’s attitude was to relocate the youth 



from the western reservations to the cities and other parts of the country for employment. 
Families of many different tribal lineages settled in Kentucky, Virginia and Ohio.
Following the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the West Virginia Legislature passed state laws which 
fully enfranchised all citizens. It was once again legal for American Indians to own land and 
to claim American Indian ancestry on birth records. In 1989, the Appalachian American 
Indian Society was formed. This subsequently became the Appalachian American Indians 
of West Virginia. Today, there is still little federal or state tribal recognition of native and 
indigenous people in the mountains of Appalachia- but some tribal groups exist and 
continue to fight for federal recognition, such as the Appalachian Cherokee Nation (ACN).

EAST TENNESSEE ABOLITION MOVEMENT

Many of us were taught that the abolitionist movement of the 1800’s was by and large an 
effort led by Northerners living far removed from the Southern plantation states’ slavery 
driven economy. While the abolitionist cause was certainly stronger in the North, East 
Tennessee was largely anti-slavery in its sentiments and politics. The economy was not 
dependent on slave labor, and an active abolitionist movement, prompted by religious and 
moral convictions, emerged very early. In 1797, one year after Tennessee became a state, 
the Friends Society, more commonly known as the Quakers, began to organize opposition 
to slavery. Elihu and Elijah Embree, sons of a Quaker minister who came to East Tennessee 
from Pennsylvania in 1790, played a prominent role. Elihu, an iron manufacturer, owned 
slaves as a young man but by age thirty had become an ardent abolitionist. By 1815, he was 
a leader in the abolitionist society organized in Greene County.

Elihu Embree first published The Emancipator in April of 1820 in Jonesborough (Washington 
County). The monthly periodical was the first publication in the United States devoted 



exclusively to the antislavery cause. Embree called slaveholders "monsters in human 
flesh" and argued vehemently against additional slave-holding states being allowed in the 
Union. Embree's condemnation of slavery was as harsh as any, including the better-known 
abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, who began publishing his anti-slavery newspaper, The 
Liberator, in the 1830s. By the time The Liberator was first published, there were 25 anti-
slavery societies in Tennessee, with a membership of about 1000.

In Blount County, the Quakers established two towns, Unitia in 1791 and Friendsville about 
1796. The Friendsville community became the site of the Newberry monthly meetings of 
Quakers in 1808. Friendsville Academy was established in 1857 and still operates, with one 
or two original buildings remaining, as the local high school. The Quakers at Friendsville 
were connected to the Underground Railroad movement.

THE COAL CREEK WAR

The Coal Creek War was an armed labor uprising that took place primarily in Anderson 
County,Tennessee, in the early 1890s. The struggle began in 1891 when coal mine owners 
in the Coal Creek watershed attempted to replace free coal miners with convicts leased out 
by the state government. Convict-leasing was a system of forcing prisoners, many of whom 
were former slaves, to work for free after the abolition of slavery. All convict-leased miners in 
Coal Creek were black. Over a period of just over a year, free miners continuously attacked 
and burned prison stockades and company buildings and hundreds of convicts were freed. 
Dozens of miners and militiamen were killed or wounded in small-arms skirmishes. One 
historian describes the conflict as "one of the most dramatic and significant episodes in all 
American labor history."



The Coal Creek War was part of a greater struggle across Tennessee against the state's 
controversial convict-leasing system, which allowed the state to lease its convicts to mining 
companies to compete with free labor. The outbreak of the conflict touched off a partisan 
media firestorm between the miners' supporters and detractors, and brought the issue of 
convict leasing to the public eye. Although the uprising essentially ended with the arrests 
of hundreds of miners in 1892, the publicity it generated led to the downfall of Tennessee 
Governor John P. Buchanan, and forced the state to reconsider the convict-leasing system. 
In 1896, when its convict-lease contracts expired, Tennessee's state government refused to 
renew them, making it one of the first Southern states to end the controversial practice.

THE CHRISTIANSBURG INSTITUTE 
NEW RIVER VALLEY, VIRGINIA

Christiansburg Institute began after the Civil War with a mission to educate freed slaves. The 
school was founded by Captain Charles S. Schaeffer, a Union soldier and Baptist minister 
from Philadelphia. Working for the Freedmen’s Bureau, Schaeffer came to Christiansburg in 
1866 and started teaching twelve former slaves in a rented house. By 1869, the Hill School, as 
it was called, had grown to include over two hundred students. Beginning in 1870, a Quaker 
group called the Friends’ Freedmen’s Association began helping Schaeffer fund the school 
after the Freedmen’s Bureau stopped its support. In the 1880s, Schaeffer turned over control 
of the school to a completely African American staff. He retired to focus on ministry before 
his death in 1899. During his time in Southwest Virginia, Schaeffer organized twenty-nine 
African American churches. The 1885 Hill School and Schaeffer Memorial Baptist Church 
still stand at 570 High Street in Christiansburg.



A new era for the Christiansburg Institute began in 1896 when Booker T. Washington, 
founder of Tuskegee Institute, became adviser to CI. In 1909, Washington addressed 
almost 5,000 Christiansburg residents, both white and black. The Christiansburg Institute 
implemented a curriculum similar to those at Tuskegee and Hampton Institutes, continuing 
to grow throughout the early twentieth century. The Institute expanded to property at 140 
Scattergood Drive, where the 1927 Edgar A. Long Building, named for the principal of the 
Institute from 1906-1924, still stands. In 1947, the Friends’ Freedmen’s Associations deeded 
the Institute to the Montgomery County, Radford, and Pulaski County school systems. 
During the years of segregation in Southwest Virginia, Christiansburg Institute served 
the educational needs of African American students from up to fifteen counties at a time. 
Christiansburg Institute closed in 1966 when local public schools integrated. Today, the 
Christiansburg institute seeks funding to open a historical museum and community center. 

THE BATTLE OF BLAIR MOUNTAIN

The Battle of Blair Mountain was the largest labor uprising in United States history and one 
of the largest, best-organized, and most well-armed uprisings since the American Civil War. 
For five days in late August and early September 1921, in Logan County, West Virginia, 
some 10,000 armed coal miners confronted 3,000 lawmen and strikebreakers, called the 
Logan Defenders, who were backed by coal mine operators during an attempt by the miners 
to unionize the southwestern West Virginia coalfields. The battle ended after approximately 



one million rounds were fired, 100 miners were killed, and federal troops were ordered to 
intervene and threatened to drop bombs on the miners. One of the earliest committees 
formed to prepare for the march had three officers: one black, one white, and one Italian 
immigrant. Throughout the campaign Black miners served as commanders and logistics 
officers. There is even one instance of a black miner leading a troop of fighters to the front. 

In WWI, Black people weren’t allowed to even be in combat. So the fact that they were 
armed and leading white troops is an important historical milestone. The same dynamics 
were at play with the many different immigrant groups. The UMWA was able to assimilate 
them to a substantial degree, which was something these groups often faced barriers to in 
their new life in America. The union also offered them positions of authority and respect 
as union officers. In this way and more, the miners wove the interests and concerns of 
immigrant families into their struggles.

In West Virginia African Americans entered a class and racially stratified society. But 
compared to the South and compared to the North, West Virginia was a place in which they 
got a more equitable footing. There were more black miners in West Virginia than anywhere 
else in the nation. Where black workers were systematically excluded from the North’s 
manufacturing economy, work in coal mining and transport offered paying — if brutal 
— opportunities. Coal companies saw their own strategic benefit to keeping workplaces 
integrated.They also had no qualms about paying black workers the lowest wages for the 
most dangerous jobs, and handing supervisory positions over to their white counterparts. 
Coal camps, self-contained communities amounting to virtual fiefdoms, became more 
segregated through the early 20th century, between white and black workers, respectively, 
and recent immigrants. 

In “Coal, Class, and Color,” historian Joe William Trotter traced the history of black miners 
in West Virginia. When addressing a period of accelerated black migration to Appalachia, 
he wrote, “As new coalfields opened during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, [coal] 
operators upheld the principle of segregation in public schools; supported the continuation 
of state prohibitions on interracial marriage; and either segregated or excluded blacks from 
rooming houses, cafes, poolrooms and theaters.” That industrialists were so interested in 
stoking racial division is one reason why UMWA miners strove to keep the union united. 
“I was raised a slave,” black UMWA organizer George Echols once said. “My master and my 
mistress called me and I answered ... and I feel just like we feel now ... Let us be free men. 
Let us stand equal.” While racial inequality certainly coursed through integrated unions, 
solidarity among miners was a key factor in a number of fights against the coal industry.



THE HIGHLANDER CENTER - EAST TENNESSEE

Highlander Folk School and Civil Rights The Highlander Folk School is a social justice 
educational institution in Northeast Tennessee, at the foot of the smoky mountains. In 1934 
the first black speaker presented a workshop at Highlander, but the workshops weren’t full 
integrated until 1942. While Highlander was known for progressive thinking, this was still 
the South and such things weren’t done. In 1944 the leaders of UAW locals attended a fully 
integrated workshop, defying the local customs and the customs of much of organized labor. 
The Highlander staff was fully convinced that success in the labor movement would require 
addressing the issue of racism and breaking down the bounds of segregation. It was during 
this time that opponents of the school began comparing the teachings with communism 
and began working to silence Myles Horton and the Highlander Folk School. By 1953 the 
Highlander Folk School found itself in a transition from concentrating primarily on labor 
education to shifting more emphasis on teaching the principles of civil rights. Myles Horton 
and his staff believed that solidarity between the region’s workers was the key to winning the 
battle over poverty and oppression of workers. In addition, the Supreme Court was gearing 
up to tackle the Brown Vs. the Board of Education Case, which would have a dramatic 
impact on the South regardless of the outcome. The school decided to focus their attention 
on school desegregation, voter education and voter’s rights. 

As Highlander began offering workshops on these subjects, more and more of the Civil 
Rights Movement Leaders began to attend the sessions. It was at these sessions that 
Highlander integrated their long standing policy of using storytelling and singing to aide in 



the education and songs such as “We Shall Overcome” and “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize” 
were taught to the participants who carried them back to the work in their home areas. 
Highlander helped launch the “Citizenship Schools” across the South, whose purpose was 
to teach African-Americans to read so they could pass the literacy test required for voting 
rights in much of the South. These schools would provide the basis for the organized Civil 
Rights Movement across the South. Rosa Parks In 1955 a young African-American lady by 
the name of Rosa Parks attended a desegregation workshop being held at the Highlander 
Folk School. Mrs. Parks had been working with the NAACP in Montgomery, Alabama to 
assist with voter registration for minorities. Later she would make the statement that she 
left Highlander uncertain as to if the people in Montgomery would stick together to fight 
segregation. She went on to say that her time at Highlander was the first time she “lived in 
an atmosphere of equality with members of the other race.”

No Good Deed Goes Unpunished On the 25th anniversary of the Highland Workshops 
in 1957, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was the featured speaker. The growing Civil Rights 
Movement made the segregationists nervous in the South and they placed the bulk of the 
blame at the feet of the Highlander Folk School. The Georgia Commission on Education 
published a slanderous piece of propaganda called Highlander Folk School: Communist 
Training School, Monteagle, Tennessee. Billboards and newspapers carried photos of a black 
man dancing with a white woman at the Highlander School, fueling public sentiment against 
the workshops. Even though dignitaries such as Eleanor Roosevelt and United Nations 
Under-Secretary Ralph Bunche lauded the accomplishments of the school, the Tennessee 
Supreme Court set about to shut the school down. While no evidence was found linking 
Highlander with any subversive group, Tennessee Attorney General Albert Sloan filed a 
suit to have the schools charter revoked based on allegations the school was conducting 
integrated studies which was against Tennessee State law. 

On July 31, 1959 Sloan lead a group of twenty sheriffs deputies to the school and arrested a 
biracial group attending the Highlander Citizenship School on the grounds of integration. 
Sloan bragged to the Chattanooga Daily Times “the members of the legislative committee 
gave me information mostly on integration and communism, and I wasn’t satisfied I could 
be satisfied at that. I thought maybe this was the best shot and I think now I’ll be successful.” 
Sloan finally got an injunction against the school and padlocked the doors temporarily. 
In the fall of 1959 Myles Horton temporarily transferred the function of the Citizenship 
Schools to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. “You can padlock a building,” 
Myles Horton stated. “You can’t padlock an idea. Highlander is an idea. You can’t kill it and 
you cant close it in. This workshop is part of the idea. It will grow wherever people take it.”



Asheville Student Committee on Racial Equality--ASCORE
Asheville, NC

When four African-American college students walked into a Woolworth’s in Greensboro, 
N.C., and sat down at the “whites only” lunch counter on Feb. 1, 1960, they sparked a 
sit-in movement that spread like wildfire. Within months, similar protests were staged in 
dozens of other cities, mainly in the South. There was no black college in Asheville whose 
students could take up the cause. But a group of politically active friends from the all-
black Stephens-Lee High School rose dramatically to meet the challenge. “We ... felt very 
strongly that we wanted to be a part of correcting the injustice that the sit-ins were directed 
[at], so we started organizing ourselves,” explains James Ferguson, the first president of 
the Asheville Student Committee on Racial Equality. The Greensboro protests may have 
provided the immediate inspiration, but the core of what would become ASCORE — Charles 
Bates, James Burton, Jayne Burton, Marvin Chambers, Burnell Freeman, Patricia Geer and 
Ferguson — was already attuned to the emerging civil-rights movement. The group had 
been working on getting facilities at Stephens-Lee that were equivalent to the ones at the 
all-white Lee Edwards High School. The young activists had also been attending Sunday-
afternoon meetings of the Greater Asheville Interfaith Youth Council at the old YWCA on 
Grove Street, where they could hold frank discussions on racial issues and other topics with 
white kids their own age. 

The first issue ASCORE tackled was desegregating local lunch counters. Initially, the group 
tried negotiating with the owners, but when that didn’t work, the focus shifted to direct 



action. The sit-ins took place mainly in downtown Asheville at the Kress and Woolworth 
lunch counters and at Newberry’s, where African-Americans were restricted to ordering 
from the takeout window. The sit-ins were frightening, says Spells. “You were breaking the 
norm, and also the [white] people were pretty mean. ... They said some pretty nasty things 
to you.” Over the next five years, ASCORE achieved remarkable success as these committed 
young people dismantled the color bar in restaurants, movie theaters and assorted other 
public facilities in Asheville. Not content with opening those doors, however, they also 
created new job opportunities for black workers. And to ensure continuity, they even 
recruited their own replacements before moving out into the wider world of college and 
careers.

THE YOUNG PATRIOTS/THE RAINBOW COALITION

The YPO was a Chicago-based group of poor, white, and revolutionary Appalachian 
transplants. They played a crucial role in founding the original 1969 Rainbow Coalition, a 
groundbreaking alliance initiated by the Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party, which 
also formally included the Puerto Rican street gang-turned-political organization, the Young 
Lords, and Rising Up Angry, another group that appealed to working class white youth. 
The Young Patriots are also, because of their explicit identification as “hillbilly nationalists” 
and symbolic adoption of the Confederate flag, one of the most fascinating, controversial, 
and understudied organizations to emerge from the intersection of the New Left student 
movement, civil rights movement, Black Power struggles, and new forms of community 



organizing that unfolded over the course of the 1960s in urban neighborhoods across the 
United States.

Formed in 1968, the YPO quite consciously took after the Panthers by combining 
revolutionary ideals and community defense as a political strategy, and in their viewing of 
the “big power structure” as a common enemy for both poor whites and African Americans. 
The YPO was also marked by the specific conditions of radical politics in Chicago where the 
“organize your own” activist model, famously advocated by SNCC in its later phase, meant a 
forging of connections across class, race, and ethnic lines. This is reflected in the YPO’s own 
11-Point Program, which, while modeled on the original version put forth by the Oakland 
Panthers, contained a prominent addition. Following demands for full employment, better 
housing conditions, prisoners’ rights, and an end to racism, the Patriots also proclaimed 
that “revolutionary solidarity with all the oppressed peoples of this and all other countries 
and races defeats the divisions created by the narrow interests of cultural nationalism.”
The Patriots had a coherent regional identity around which to organize, and one with a 
history that often took on radical political valences: its membership was composed of 
southern migrants mainly from Appalachia, whose families had settled in the Uptown 
neighborhood of Chicago, a major hub along the northbound route dubbed the “hillbilly 
highway.” Historically, Appalachia has had a fraught relationship to other regions of the 
South, especially in terms of racism and ideological perspective; often, its inhabitants were 
marked as distinct from other white, Anglo-Saxon groups, and this produced expressions of 
both a “national identity” – as “mountain people” – and at times, expressions of discontent 
against economic and state authorities and solidarity with other oppressed groups.

BLUEFIELD STATE COLLEGE - WV

During the days of segregation, Bluefield State College existed as ‘Bluefield Colored Institute’ 
- a college opened for the children of black coal miners in West Virginia. However, it holds 
a rich history of resistance that is often erased from West Virginia’s role in the civil rights 



movement. In 1954, just a few years after Bluefield State earned full accreditation, the 
Supreme Court declared segregation illegal in Brown v. Board of Education, and Bluefield 
State began having to complete with better-funded predominantly white schools. At the 
same time, many black miners were moving north to work in factories, as the coal industry 
was declining and they were often the first to be let go by coal mining companies. There 
was an out-migration of black students at Bluefield State over the next few years, and an 
inward migration of white students who were seeking cheap colleges after the Vietnam War, 
utilizing the GI bill. 

In 1966, the college’s first white president was elected - Wendell G. Hardway. By 1968, 
Hardway had continued the pattern of pushing black students out of Bluefield State, and 
had hired 23 new faculty members, all white. Racial tensions on campus became tense that 
year with the way things were going on campus and throughout the nation - the same year 
Martin Luther King was assassinated. The college’s president was the first to choose to live 
off campus, due to “safety concerns,” and allegedly received death threats from a group of 
radical black students who were pushing back against being pushed out of the college. The 
group of students handed Hardway a list of 35 demands, including his resignation from the 
college. One student, Edgar James, an army vet and spokesperson for the black resistance at 
Bluefield State said, “They are carrying out mental genocide here, trying for the educational 
extermination of the black student. There is a systematic weeding out of the black student. 
This is an imperialistic and oppressive system at Bluefield." 

On November 21st, 1968, while almost everyone was away from the campus for Thanksgiving 
break, a bomb exploded in the campus gym. Edgar James was indicted for the bombing, but 
without substantial evidence, the charges against him were eventually dropped. No students 
were injured, but the incident unfortunately led to the closing of the dorms at Bluefield, 
where mostly black students lived. It was hard for black students to live off campus during 
that time, and many students and black alumni felt that the bombing allowed Hardway to 
further push his agenda of pushing black students away from the college - by taking away 
their accessible housing. "The National Guard killed people at Kent State; they didn't close 
a single dorm," said Lois Manns, an alumna from the Class of 1969. "So why did you close 
dorms at Bluefield State for a bombing that didn't injure anybody? And basically it was just 
a form of protest when militancy and protest was the order of the times. It was the '60s! So I 
think the reaction that the Legislature and other people took shows their own racist agenda.”

Today, Bluefield State College exists, like many, as a problematic institution - it receives 
federal funding as a historically black college, but 80% of its student body is white. We 
recount the history of Bluefield State College because it was home to a powerful display of 
black resistance in West Virginia in the 1960’s and we know these histories are often erased 
from narratives about Appalachia and the South.



HARLAN COUNTY YOUTH LIBERATION - HISTORY OF 
THE POOR PEOPLE’S CAMPAIGN

Working class and poor youth leaders from southeastern Kentucky were part of the original 
Poor People’s Campaign - created by MLK with the demands of transforming society to 
be more just and equitable. For 6 weeks, thousands of poor people from all regions of the 
US assembled in Washington D.C. in a makeshift tent city they named Resurrection City. 
Their demands included jobs, guaranteed income, land rights, a stronger voice in political 
decision-making, access to housing, food, and an end to wars. 

The Poor People’s Campaign of 1968 built upon years of organizing. Led by Black civil rights 
activists, it was an expansion of the Black freedom struggle and an invitation to poor and 
working people across the country—Chicano, American Indian, and poor whites—to join 
in solidarity. Most histories of the Poor People’s Campaign mention that poor whites from 
Appalachia joined the movement, but they typically name only Myles Horton, a seasoned 
labor and civil rights activist, who directed the Highlander Folk School, a civil rights training 
school in Tennessee. Horton joined some of the planning meetings and offered resources, 
but he was not the primary mover and shaker when it came to the poor people’s movement 
in Appalachia. Youth were.

Appalachian youth began to mobilize during the War on Poverty, when college-aged people 
joined the federally funded public service programs Volunteers in Service to America 
(VISTA) and the Appalachian Volunteers, and set up education and recreation programs 



throughout the region. By 1966, young people gathered in community centers and traveled 
to other cities to network. In February 1968, a group of Appalachian youth showed up to 
the “poverty tour,” during which Sen. Robert F. Kennedy toured Appalachia to hear public 
testimony about food programs and the War on Poverty. High school students from Harlan 
County, Kentucky, and Dickinson County, Virginia, greeted the senator and his caravan 
with a protest. Several white boys and girls and one Black boy positioned themselves on a 
grassy bank alongside the road. They wore brown paper bags over their heads; they knew 
they would be suspended from school if their identities were known. They carried signs that 
declared “Poor Power,” “Don’t Give Us Promises! Give Us Education, Jobs,” “No power, No 
rights, No freedom,” and “Stop Strip Mining Now!”

The Harlan County group initially called themselves Youth for a Better Harlan, but soon 
revised their name to Harlan County Youth Liberation, associating themselves with a youth 
movement that offered a left critique of corporate power, government bureaucracy, and 
the war in Vietnam. Their stated purpose was to educate themselves on the issues of the 
day and work to “bring about a change in the economic and political condition of Harlan 
County.” In their newspaper, they publicized the Poor People’s Campaign, and they also 
drew connections between Appalachian youth and youth movements across the country—
reporting on a high school walkout led by Mexican American students in Los Angeles, for 
example, and drawing a parallel to the campaigns for better education in Appalachia.

In the spring of 1968, members of the Harlan group attended planning meetings for the 
Poor People’s Campaign in West Virginia, Georgia, and South Carolina. In Charleston, 
West Virginia, Andrew Young of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference electrified 
the crowd. One student remembered: “We was over there, the welfare mothers was over 
there, the black lung people was there. All the poor people in that part of the country went!” 
Appalachian students then joined the movement in Washington, D.C., where they marched 
with Black, Chicano, and Native American groups on Solidarity Day and joined delegations 
of Appalachians to confront congressional leaders.

AFTER THE PPC
The Poor People’s Campaign of the 1960s ended without dramatic legislative victories, but 
as historian Gordon Mantler argues, it led to long-lasting coalitions and forced a national 
conversation about persistent poverty. Appalachian youth did not give up. They took the 
spirit of the campaign home.

Young people in Appalachia carried the torch of the Poor People’s Campaign into regional 
organizations, transforming them in the process. The largest organization in Appalachia, the 
Council of the Southern Mountains, had operated as a clearinghouse for federal funding. 
Led by middle-class white men and women, the organization had historically promoted 



social reforms like maternal health leagues and jobs programs. Appalachian youth now 
demanded that the Council take up much broader issues: how laws and institutions created 
social inequalities.

Sue Ella Kobak, from eastern Kentucky, was among the leaders of the youth movement. In 
college at Morehead State University when the War on Poverty began, she worked, along 
with her mother, in anti-poverty programs. She also joined the southern student movement, 
helping to plan anti-war rallies and organizing chapters of Appalachian Students Organizing 
Committee, a group that hoped to pull Appalachian youth into social movements. At her 
university she co-edited a leftist, underground newspaper. In 1968, Kobak spent weeks in 
D.C., attending rallies during the Poor People’s Campaign, where her boyfriend and future 
husband, John Kobak, was a part of the Appalachian contingent at Resurrection City. Sue 
Ella returned to Kentucky for summer school, but she continued to organize youth and 
secured funds to send them to D.C.

Over the course of the following year, she and other Appalachian youth turned their 
sights to the Council of the Southern Mountains. Kobak, a co-chair of the Council’s Youth 
Commission, proposed a “free university”: a “floating education system” that promoted an 
early example of an Appalachian studies curriculum. Kobak drove hundreds of miles to 
different college campuses to recruit students to the conference, and organize panels. The 
Youth Commission proposed that the free university would help to foster the “political and 
social conscious” of young people, tell a “true Appalachian history,” and forge interracial 
coalitions that brought together “all of those who are oppressed.”

The free university workshops ran concurrent to the Council’s annual conference in April 
1969 in the Smoky Mountains. The conference drew several hundred students, long-time 
Council members, and grassroots anti-poverty activists. Organizers arranged panels on 
civil rights, the draft, and women’s liberation. The majority of the panels focused on the 
Appalachian region, from politics and economics to labor history.

Kobak and others had more in mind than a separate youth meeting, however. They wanted 
to see the Council transform to reflect their needs and address the most pressing political 
issues of the day. Leaders of the free university coordinated with Black activists, including 
Jack Guillebeaux, a civil rights activist from Black Mountain, North Carolina. He and other 
Black Appalachians, like educator and activist Edward J. Cabbell, had begun to organize 
against “Black invisibility” in the region.

To the shock of the middle-class members, representatives of Appalachian youth, Black 
Appalachians, and poor people’s organizations formed a voting bloc and pushed through 
a radical agenda: amending the Council’s bylaws to say that 51 percent of the board of 



commissioners must be poor people. They established a Black Appalachian Commission, 
and they put forward resolutions opposing the war in Vietnam. They called for a guaranteed 
income for all Americans, and they demanded that federal military spending be re-routed 
into domestic programs.

Over the next decade, the Council became more militant. In the 1970s, its members 
publicized protests, promoted labor strikes, exposed corporate abuse in the form of 
occupational disease and environmental destruction, and documented civil and women’s 
rights campaigns. It also lost financial backing as middle-class members with institutional 
affiliations and access to funding agencies left. The organization remained an important 
clearinghouse in the region for several years, but as political tides shifted and funding dried 
up, it hobbled into the 1980s and shut its doors in 1989.

FARMWORKERS IN EASTERN KY STRIKE FOR FAIR 
WAGES

In October of 2017, seven tobacco farm workers who come from Nayarit, Mexico through 
the H2A guest worker program initiated a strike on Wayne Day’s farm. For the past three 
years, Day systematically cheated the workers out of the minimal wage. While the H2A 
minimal wage in Kentucky now stands at $10.92 per hour, Day paid the workers only $7 per 
hour in 2015, $8 in 2016 and $8 again in 2017. Additionally, the workers were at times paid 
by piece rate, earning them as little as $3 an hour despite working at a fast pace.



"We are on strike because of the unfair pay of the grower who hopes to get away with not 
paying us the correct wage.  We came to work for a better life for our families through 
sacrifice and sweat. But what we have been paid is insufficient. Even working at a high speed, 
we cannot earn a living wage on this farm."  said Cristian Santillan, one of the leaders of 
the striking workers. This year, the workers joined the Farm Labor Organizing Committee 
(FLOC) and asked Day to recognize the union, negotiate with FLOC, and pay back all 
stolen wages. On Sep 19, Stephen Bartlett, a FLOC organizer, delivered the legal demand 
letter to Day. The grower responded by saying that if the workers don't like the wages he 
pays, they can return to Mexico. "This tactic is not going to work with these workers," said 
Bartlett.  "They came to the US to support their families and communities back home, and 
they are going to fight for what is rightfully theirs and the wage promised to them in their 
work contract.”

On Oct 11, the workers initiated a strike, refusing to work until Day pays them back the 
stolen wages and agrees to pay them the minimal wage going forward. The FLOC members 
are also demanding a response from the tobacco giant Universal Leaf who purchases the 
tobacco that the workers harvest for Day. On Sunday, Oct 15, FLOC President Baldemar 
Velasquez and a FLOC support delegation will be visiting the workers to show solidarity for 
what may be the first tobacco farmworker strike in recent KY history. 
FLOC is a farmworker union that represents over 10,000 farmworkers in NC, SC, KY 
and OH. This strike comes as part of a larger FLOC effort to make structural changes and 
improve the working conditions and wages of farm workers across several states. Since 
2007, the union has been calling on tobacco purchasers to spend more money buying US 
tobacco to support growers and improve conditions for the tobacco farm workers in their 
supply chain.

THE FREE ALABAMA MOVEMENT AND STRIKES 
AGAINST MASS INCARCERATION IN APPALACHIA

“(The) FREE ALABAMA MOVEMENT is a grassroots organization founded by men 
incarcerated in Alabama in 2014 that supports the Non-Violent and Peaceful Protests for 
Civil and Human Rights by the men and women (and children) who are incarcerated in 
Alabama, Mississippi, and anywhere else in the US. F.A.M. has chosen the Non-Violent 
and Peaceful Protest strategy of “shutdowns” / work stoppages to combat the multi-billion 
dollar Prison Industrialized Complex that has incarcerated over 2 million people for the 
sole purpose of exploitation through free labor, private prisons, exorbitant fees, and more. “
-- freealabamamovement.wordpress.com



Beginning on January 1, 2014, F.A.M. organized “shutdowns,” or work stoppages at St 
Clair Prison in the Appalachian foothills of northern Alabama and Holman Prison on 
the Gulf Coast, where over 2,300 men engaged in non-violent and peaceful protests for 
the Civil and Human Rights. By January 7, 2014, as word spread to other prisons, over 
4500 men incarcerated in ADOC had joined this Non-Violent and Peaceful Protest. These 
demonstrations ended without a single act of violence. These Non-Violent and Peaceful 
protests sent a strong message of unity and Economic Empowerment amongst the men and 
women incarcerated.

With the Incarcerated Workers Organizing Committee, the Free Alabama Movement has 
organized the 2016 U.S. prison strike that involves an estimated 24,000 prisoners in 24 
states, the largest prison strike in U.S. history.[2] It began on September 9, 2016, the 45th 
anniversary of the Attica uprising. The Free Alabama Movement, along with the Jailhouse 
Lawyers Speak, also helped to organize the 2018 Nationwide Prison Strike over Modern 
Slavery(from August 21st to September 9th) in response to the death of seven inmates at 
Lee Correctional Institution in South Carolina.

The 2014 work stoppages aren’t the only strikes in Appalachian prisons in recent memory. 
In 2012 dozens of prisoners at the maximum security Red Onion State Prison in Big 
Stone Gap, VA went on hunger strike to demand an end to solitary confinement and other 
inhumane conditions. The following year at least 16 inmates conducted a hunger strike at the 
neighboring Wallen’s Ridge State Prison, 
to demand better conditions. Supporters 
on the outside responded with call in 
campaigns to pressure prison officials to 
meet the demands.

The fight against mass incarceration 
in the coalfields continues to this day 
with community members in nearby 
Whitesburg, KY fighting the proposed 
Letcher Federal Prison which is to be built 
on a former mountaintop removal coal 
mine site. The prsion is being opposed 
by the Letcher Governance Project 
which is advocating that the $450 million 
earmarked for the prison instead go 
towards providing jobs and programs that 
will actually benefit the community. 
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