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Some of the guns used in the Battle of Blair Mountain are on display in the Mine Wars Museum in the old Matewan National Bank building.

HISTORY LEAPS BACK TO LIFE

Matewan'’s
Mine Wars
Museum
reopens

in new locale

By Rick Steelhammer
Staff wrker

ATEWAN — A move 10 a new
location and the arrival of
the coronavirus pandemic
have made reopening the West
Virginia Mine Wars Museum a

struggle, but nothing worth hav
comes easy in this stﬂ!a-cm;g
coal town,

On Friday, the museum re-
opened in its new home, the Mat-
ewan National Bank building, just
across Mate Street from its former
home in what once was the Cham-
bers Hardware and Furniture
Store,

The one-time hardware store
was & fiting site for the museumn
when it was established there in
2015, Its brick walls are stll

with bullet holes from a

mine wars battle — the 1920
Battle of Matewan, a gunfight
between coal company detectives

Madkenzie New, director of the Mine Wars Museum, talks about its reopening in the old Matewan National Bank.

and townspeople Jed by Matewan
Police Chief Sid Hatfield.

But the bank building provides
the museum a sturdy structure
with ample rocm in which to
grow, with added exhibit space, a

gftshop,afalhryﬁ)rmta' art
exhibits, a site for a new a

office space for staff, a large con-
ference room and rental space for
businesses.

“We've more than doubled the
space we had," Mackenzie New,
director of the West Virginia Mine
Wars Museum, said Thursday as
she and other museum s

took a break from last-minute
reparations on the eve of reopen-

“When we first walked in here
4 year ago, there was notl
here,” Wilma Steele, a member o

SEE MUSEUM, 9A
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the museum’s board of direc-
tors, said. “But now we have
a hvmg breathing museum.”

“We're really lookmg for-
ward to reopening,” New said.
“I've been counting. It's been
310 days since we packed up
and moved everything across
the street.”

A May 16 reopening, sched-
uled to coincide with the
100th anni of the Battle
of Matewan, had initially been
planned for the museum, fea-
turing a number of
crowd-drawing events, includ-
ing a recreation of the 1920
gunfight that left 10 men
dead. But the prospect of
crowds following the arrival of
COVID-19 did not mix, and
the openir:idatc had to be

hed ba

“We'll just have our Battle
of Matewan program next
year, along with our obser-
vance of the 100th anniversa-
ry of the Battle of Blair Moun-
tain,” New said.

“Next year, our anmversar_z
program will be memorable,

Steele said.

From now through the
end of October, the Wesl
Virginia Mine Wars Museum
will be open on Fridays and
Saturdays from 11 am. to
6 p.m. each day. Face masks
and social distancing are
mandatory, and no more
than 10 pe:-edt?ple al a time will
be admitted into the exhibit
area.

“I really look forward to
school groups coming in
again,” New said. “There is
no mention of the Mine Wars
in West Virginia history texts.
In fact, when President Roo-
sevelt's Works Progress Ad-
ministration was having
wrilers produce travel guides
for the states, Gov. Homer
Holt insisted that all refer-
ences to DBlair Mountain,
Mother Jones or anything
else related to the mine wars
be taken out.”

As a resull, generations of

KEMNY KEMP | Gazette-Mall

The “Life in the Coal Camps” display at the Mine Wars Museum is in the museum’s new location in the old Matewan National Bank.
This photo is of miners in Gary and was taken by Lewis Hine in 1908.

young West Virginians have

ge hjs:lc?wnetfg took pnfag

near their homes. Lesson
plans and other resources
dealing with the Mine Wars
are available to teachers via
the museum’s website.

“One of the things 1 most
frequently hear from visitors
to Matewan is, “‘What were the
Mine Wars?'" New said.
“When they find out, most of
them wanl to know more.”

College groups from Penn-

%ﬂnia to Minnesota,

State University in Indi-
ana, Berea College in Ken-
tucky and Virginia Tech have
toured the museum in recent

CArs,
New exhibits on display
following the museum's re-

opening include one on the
role women played during
the Mine Wars. Here, wvisi-
tors can learn not only how
women kept their families
fed in union tent cities after
being evicted from coal com-
pany houses, but how they
used common tools to tear
up tracks used by coal
trains.

Another new item on dis-
play is a barred cell door from
the Jefferson County Jail in
Charles Town, used to hold

us some of the 22 United Mine

Workers of America members
awaiting trial on charges of
treason against the state of
West Virginia in 1922, follow-
ing the Battle of Blair Moun-
tain.

An abundance of other

Blair Mountain artifacts can
be seen by museum visitors,
starting with a replica of a
homemade bomb similar Lo
real bombs dropped, with little
effect, on miners from three
hiplanes chartered by coal
ope:rators

:d are (Jll]b of
s0me nfthe 4 1S,
Service bombers under Lhe
command of Brig. Gen. Billy
Mitchell ordered to stage in
Charleston and be ready, if
needed, to target striking min-
ers. The bombers ended
bmng used only for Stu‘l)‘:lf

llandgun.s l'lﬂcb and other
weaponry found on the battle-
field by historian, metal detec-
torist and former museum

board president Kenny King

make up a large part of the
exhibit,

Exhibits at the West Virgin-
ia Mine Wars Museum cover
coalfield battles stemming
from 1912-13 attempts to
unionize mines along Paint
and Cabin creeks, in wha
d.lld Fayette counties, through

the 1920 Battle of Matewan,
also known as the Matewan
Massacre.

They move on to recount
the ambush killing of
Matewan Massacre figures
Sid Hatfield and Ed Chambers
in Welch in August 1921,
which, a week later, triggered
a Miners March from Charles-
ton to Blair Mountain on the
Boone-Logan county line.
There, the miners

more than 5,000 sheriff's dep-

uties, coal com detectives
and other union foes dug in
on a ridgeline studded with
fortified machine gun em-
placements.

Exhibits also cover the min-
ers’ decision to surrender their
arms to the force of 4,000 U.S.
Army troops dispatched to the
scene of the battle, deemed to
be the largest U.S. civil insur-
rection since the Civil War,
and the treason trials of Min-
ers March leaders in Charles
Town in 1922.

The museum began to take
shape in 2011 and 2012, when
Steele and King placed battle-
field artifacts King had found
at Blair Mountain on display
in a building in the nearby
Logan County community of
Blair, mainly for those taki
part in a commemorative Min-
ers March to see.

“Lou Martin, a history pro-
fessor from Chatham Univer-
sity in Pennsylvania, said that
exhibit was too good to take
down and forget about,”
Steele said.

Shaun Slifer, an exhibit
technician, artist and sculptor
from Pitts who had been
invited by a friend to get in-
volved in the project, designed

the exhibits "in” the original

Mine Wars museum, starting

in 2014, and has done the

same on a l: scale in the

new l(mtiarirgcr

“There was a great team of

Eeople lmrohred in the project,

ed someone to

Uut what visitors should

see whm they walked info the
room,” he recalled.

Slifer has made numerous
trips from Pittsburgh to Mat-
ewan this year to design ex-
hibits for the new building,
and he has stayed in town for
the past three weeks to make
sure the museum is ready for
s

After spending months

about what the mu-

seum should look like, he
said, “it's nice to ﬁnally see
people walking around i it.”
Reach Rick Steelhammer at
rsteelhammer@mwygazettemall.com,
304-348-5169 or follow
@rsteelhammer on Twitter,



