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PREFACE 

This historic resource study has been prepared to satisfy the research needs as stated in the task 
directive concerning New River Gorge National River under Package No. 106. Data contained in 
this report will be used in interpretation, preservation, and management needs at the site. 

This study focuses on the history of a town and mine located on the south side of the New River, 
at the top, mid-way, and bottom of the gorge. Opened in 1900 by the Low Moor Iron Company 
of Low Moor, Virginia, the mine and town site were donated to the National Park Service by the 
Berwind Land Company in December 1985. This study includes information concerning the town's 
founding, evolution, and social history; the significance of the New River coal mining industry; and 
a discussion of aspects of mining history, including ethnicity of miners, mine safety, and 
unionization issues. 

Most of the research was conducted during field trips to the Library of Congress and National 
Archives in Washington, D.C., and to West Virginia and the University of Virginia, Charlottesville, 
Virginia, in May, June, and August 1986. Several people assisted in preparing this report. The 
author's thanks goes to Gene Cox, formerly of the New River Gorge National River staff, for 
opening his history files and supplying information. Dr. Fred Armstrong and the staff at the 
Department of Culture and History, Archives and History, in the Cultural Center in Charleston, 
West Virginia, provided research leads and sources. Dr. Kenneth Sullivan, editor Goldenseal, 
Charleston, also provided research ideas and leads. Ruth Larison, formerly of the Rocky Mountain 
Region Library acquired countless secondary sources through interhbrary loan. Dr. Lou Athey of 
the Franklin & Marshall University, Lancaster, Pennsylvania, provided research materials as well as 
generous use of his Kay Moor study draft. Staff in the Manuscripts Department, Alderman Library 
at the University of Virginia, Charlottesville, aided with research in the Low Moor Iron Company 
collection. Norma Camarena, Denver Service Center, drew the historical base maps and Joan E. 
Huff typed the draft. A final thanks goes to National Park Service Chief Historian Edwin C. Bearss 
for his enthusiasm for Kay Moor. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The New River Gorge National River was authorized by Congress for inclusion in the National 
Park System by Title XI of P.L. 95-625 on November 10, 1978. Kay Moor is located upstream 
from the New River Bridge, located on Rt. 19, which is considered a cultural and engineering 
landmark in West Virginia. It is the second highest bridge in the United States and is also a 
significant symbol of state pride. 

The origins of the Kay Moor mine and town can be traced to the Low Moor Iron Company of 
Low Moor, Virginia. Founded in 1873, the company utilized in its furnaces the coal and coke 
mined and manufactured at Kay Moor. The town of Kay Moor, located at both the top and bottom 
of the New River gorge, was founded to house the mine workers. It was a company town, with all 
aspects of housing, supplies, and transportation supplied by the Low Moor Iron Company. The 
town and mine were sold in 1925 to the New River and Pocahontas Consolidated Coal Company, 
a subsidiary of the Berwind-White Company, later the Berwind Land Company. Mining continued 
until 1962; Kay Moor Bottom had been emptied of inhabitants by 1952, with only portions of Kay 
Moor Top surviving in any form. Located in the famous New River fields, producers of the 
legendary "smokeless coal," the Kay Moor mine and its supporting town were thus contributors to 
a larger economic scene. 

The remnants of mining activity still extant at Kay Moor offer a unique interpretive and visitor use 
challenge for the National Park Service. The story of bituminous coal mining in West Virginia can 
be interpreted at Kay Moor, with all of its extant structures and machinery. 

A word must be said about the name of the mine and community. The site was originally named 
Kay Moor and appeared as such on papers of its owner and founder, the Low Moor Iron Company 
of Low Moor, Virginia. The name, however, appeared as Kaymoor in period newspaper articles as 
well as in other primary sources, and the name has evolved as such through the years. The author 
has agreed with Jack Bergstresser, author of the historical data section, "Kay Moor Historic 
Structure Report," to use the original nomenclature, hence, Kay Moor. Direct quotations or source 
titles using the one word name are honored. 

Emphasis in this study was placed on Kay Moor's early years because of the availability of the 
Low Moor Iron Company's papers and the lack of primary source data during the Berwind-White 
Company years. 

IX 



CHAPTER ONE: FAYETTE COUNTY COAL 

Fayette County, West Virginia, is famous for its abundant natural resource, coal. Blessed 
with thick seams of "smokeless" coal, Fayette County has made its living through the mining of the 
two- to Five-foot seams of 70 percent carbon coal, present in the New River coalfield.1 The town 
and mine at Kay Moor, located on New River, in the New River smokeless coalfield within Fayette 
County, thus belongs in the larger story of Fayette County, West Virginia, and indeed, Appalachian 
coal mining history, for the more important economic role of New River coal was its contribution 
to low-cost iron and for the manufacture of low-cost, high-quality metallurgical coke. Kay Moor's 
history is an integral part of the Appalachian coal-mining and cultural heritage. 

Fayette County 

Fayette County was formed by an act of the General Assembly of Virginia on February 28, 
1831. Named for Major General Marquis de Lafayette, who a few years previously had made a 
triumphant tour of the fledgling United States, the county was formed of portions of Kanawha, 
Nicholas, Greenbrier, and Logan counties. The first county seat was at New Haven, then Vandalia, 
whose name changed in 1837 to Fayetteville. The county later lost area to other counties, and now 
consists of 666.50 square miles.2 

The New River's source is in the highlands of the Blue Ridge in North Carolina. The river 
flows for 50 miles through Fayette County, entering from the south through a narrow channel and 
joining the Gauley River at Gauley Bridge. On its way, the river drops from 1,200 to 650 feet 
elevation, resulting in numerous falls and rapids. The authors of a Fayette County history exclaimed: 
"The wild beauty of this canon, known as the New River Gorge, with the clear water of the river 
flowing swiftly among scattered boulders at the base of its precipitous and rocky walls, has 
appealed to thousands of people, and has afforded ample justification for the efforts at description 
made by many prominent writers."3 Within this sublime scenery lies the town and mine at Kay 
Moor. 

West Virginia came into the Union in 1863 with 90 percent of its people isolated and 
agrarian. Most of the industrial and commercial works were connected to farming in some way, 
including sawmills, tanneries, and blacksmith shops. The rise of the coal industry transformed the 
landscape in economic, political, and social terms. The growth of the coal industry destroyed 
traditional mountain culture and attracted thousands of European immigrants and southern blacks to 

1. Smokeless coal, or Pocahontas-New River coal as it is also known, can be found in five southern West Virginia 
counties: Fayette, Raleigh, Mercer, Wyoming, and McDowell; and in the two Virginia counties of Tazewell and Upper 
Buchanan. There is a wide range of volatile material in different coals. "Hard" or anthracite coal contains six to eight 
percent volatile matter. "Soft" or bituminous coal which contains 30 percent or more volatile matter is considered high, 
24 to 30 percent is medium volatile, and 16 to 24 volatile is considered low. Low-volatile coal salesmen invented the 
commercial term "smokeless" to combat bituminous coal's bad image in the minds of urban consumers. Jerry Bruce 
Thomas, "Coal Country: The Rise of the Southern Smokeless Coal Industry and Its Effect on Area Development, 
1872-1910" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of North Carolina, 1971), pp. 8, 10-11. 

2. J.T. Peters and H.B. Carden, History of Fayette County West Virginia, (Charleston: Jarrett Printing Company, 
1926; reprint ed., Parsons, West Virginia: McClain Printing Co., 1972), pp. 1-2. 

3. Ibid., pp. 8-9. 
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live among the native whites. The railroad and coal mining changed West Virginia so much that 
by 1921 the state's economy was linked to national and international markets.4 

Colonials had known of southern West Virginia's coal potential. Thomas Jefferson's Notes 
on Virginia in 1785 mentioned that "coal is known to be in so many places, as to have induced an 
opinion that the whole tract between the Laurel Mountain and Ohio yields coal." Later geological 
surveys confirmed Jefferson's observations.5 In 1873 a successful Pennsylvania coal operator named 
Howell Fisher visited the New River field and wrote the following description of the excellent 
mining possibilities in the New River Gorge: 

In respect to conditions most essential to cheap and profitable working, this region 
stands unrivalled. It has been stated before that the chasm of the river renders it 
most peculiar service in its relation to the coal. Cutting all the coal strata for nearly 
its whole length entirely through, and getting down among the shales under the coal, 
the river has caused the numerous streams which pierce this whole coal region to 
cut down through most of the coal-bearing strata on their courses, leaving the coal 
entirely above water level, accessible at hundreds of points by simply scraping off 
the surface soil; so that so far as the mere getting of die coal is concerned, two 
thousand dollars will open a mine ready to ship one thousand tons per week. There 
is no region in the world where less physical labor will prepare a mine for the 
delivery of coal at the drift's mouth. . . . 

Now, in this great coal-field crossed by the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad, Nature 
has already sunk all the necessary pits and shafts, which need neither repair, renewal 
or labor to work them. The laws of gravity have provided the most perfect, 
permanent, and costless pumping machinery; and the most ventilation of the mine 
and safety of the employees, instead of requiring scientific knowledge and anxious 
thought, is simply a matter of the most ordinary care, the almost perfect freedom 
from noxious gases being the natural result of the position of the coal strata.6 

Despite this knowledge of West Virginia's coal potential, the fields remained unmined until 
the coming of the railroads. The Appalachians remained impenetrable to the iron rails even though 
transcontinentals crossed the country. Not until the 1870s did the Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad enter 
the New River Gorge, the proverbial "machine in the garden." The same was true of all of southern 
West Virginia; major industrialists as John Pierpont Morgan, John D. Rockefeller, Edward H. 
Harriman, and Collis P. Huntington built railroads through the area in an effort to mine and 
transport coal.7 

4. Otis K. Rice, West Virginia A History (Lexington, The University Press of Kentucky, 1985), p. 183; David Alan 
Corbin, Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields The Southern West Virginia Miners 1880-1922 (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1981), p. 1. 

5. Jefferson is quoted in Corbin, Life, p. 2. Two-thirds of West Virginia is underlain with mineable coal seams. 
The major fields include, in addition to New River, the Kanawha, Winding Gulf, Hat Top-Pocahontas, Logan, Williamson, 
Fairmont, Elkins, Northern Panhandle, and Greenbrier. 

6. Fisk and Hatch, Bankers, The Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad (New York: 1873), pp. 48-49, quoted in William 
McKinley Merrill, "Economics of the Southern Smokeless Coals" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Illinois, 1953), p. 43. 

7. Corbin, Life, p. 2. 

2 



Land and coal speculation ran rampant. Northern capitalists did not respect the property 
rights of the native mountaineers who owned the land, and used many unscrupulous means to obtain 
property. Original Revolutionary War land grants were purchased with claims that the speculators 
were the rightful owners; claims denied by the U.S. Supreme Court, but upheld by local federal 
judges. Native owners were thrown off their land, left, or had to sell out.8 Outside capital bought 
West Virginia.9 

Mining brought profound changes to West Virginia. The production of ginseng as a cash 
crop and logging had brought national economic ties to the region, but the coal industry wrought 
changes in more ways than economic. The traditional way of mountain life was transformed. 
Farming decreased, traditional family clans were broken, and new ways of thinking and value 
systems were introduced by the industrialists and working newcomers. The coal industry brought 
in a system of landless workers, a managing class, and a wealthy elite and superimposed it on a 
rural society. The company towns which evolved possessed a paternalism having nothing in common 
with the frontier spirit which had existed among the native white inhabitants.10 

Use of "Smokeless" Coal 

The importance of coal to the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century cannot be overstated. This country was relatively late to use coal because of abundant 
forests. Wood effectively supplied the colonial agrarian economy; thus, coal was not used in the 
United States for nearly 100 years later than in Europe. The growth of the bituminous coal industry 
occurred after 1850 to meet the demands generated by the use of steam locomotives, river steamers, 
and stationary steam engines. No longer were energy producers tied to river banks and waterfalls. 
The use of anthracite occurred first, because of proximity to the fields to urban centers, and because 
of the less sulphur and phosphorus and more carbon content in the hard coal. Urban customers 
preferred anthracite over bituminous coal because the latter produced more smoke and smell when 
burned. Bituminous coal, however, was cheaper because anthracite was in higher demand, was less 

8. Ibid., p. 3. For further information on the legacy of hatred and mistrust, and indeed the legacy of Appalachian 
poverty due in part to this lack of local ownership of land, see Harry M. Caudill, Nighl Comes to the Cumberlands A 
Biography of a Depressed Area (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1962), pp. 70-76. Caudill uses eastern Kentucky 
as the focus of his study. Appalachia has undergone intense scrutiny to determine causes and possible solutions for its 
poverty. For a definition of Appalachia, which includes West Virginia, and discussions of a legacy of environmental abuse 
and mistreatment of people, see, in addition to Caudill's text: John Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness Quiescence and 
Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1980); Thomas R. Ford, ed., The Southern 
Appalachian Region A Survey (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1962); Helen Matthews Lewis, Linda Johnson, 
and Donald Asians, eds., Colonialism in Modern America The Appalachian Case (Boone, North Carolina: The Appalachian 
Consortium Press, 1978); Karl B. Raitz and Richard Ulack, Appalachia A Regional Geography (Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press, 1984); Jack E. Weller, Yesterday's People Life in Contemporary Appalachia (Lexington: University of 
Kentucky Press, 1965); Harry W. Ernst and Charles H. Drake, "Poor, Proud and Primitive," The Nation 188 (1959): 
490-493; Richard Ulack and Karl Raitz, "Perceptions of Appalachia," Environment and Behavior 14 no. 6 (November 
1982): 725-752; David S. Walls and Dwight B. Billings, "The Sociology of Southern Appalachia," Appalachian Journal 
5 (1977): 131-144; John Calhoun Wells Jr., "Poverty Amidst Riches: Why People are Poor in Appalachia," (Ph. D. 
dissertation, Rutgers University, The Slate University of New Jersey, 1977). 

9. David Alan Corbin provided the following examples: Baltimore banking house John A. Hubleton and Company 
bought 25,000 acres of Loup Creek in Fayette County; the Norfolk and Western Railroad of Virginia purchased four-fifths 
of the Pocahontas coal field; by 1919 U.S. Steel had acquired 32,600 acres in Logan and Mingo counties and 50,000 acres 
in McDowell County. Corbin, Life, p. 4. 

10. Ibid., pp. 6-7; Rice, West Virginia, p. 188. 
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available, and was harder to mine. As early as 1875 bituminous coal became a more important fuel 
source than anthracite coal.11 

Seventy-five percent of the energy used in the United States in 1910 was supplied by coal. 
Coal fueled the factories, ships, and railroad locomotives, as well as warmed homes and generated 
power for the new electrical plants. Coke was a critical ingredient in the making of steel and iron. 
Coal was the main source of energy in the United States until after World War I when oil and gas 
gained ascendancy.12 

It is no wonder that so much interest lay in the rich and plentiful coal of southern West 
Virginia. A low volatile content and high fixed carbon rate gave rise to comparisons with Welsh 
coal. An average British thermal unit of 15,200 gave it the highest heat unit in the country and 
made it the best steaming coal available anywhere. Low ash and sulphur content made southern 
West Virginia coal the best coking coal and the most fuel-efficient.13 

Another factor in the phenomenal growth of the coal industry in West Virginia was the 
relatively small capital investment required to open a mine. Coal mining in West Virginia was 
cheaper than in other parts of the country because the seams were large and soft and were exposed 
on hillsides. More economical drift or slope mines could be used, rather than the more expensive 
shaft mines. Usually the mines were located above water levels, which made pumping unnecessary 
or minimal. Additionally expedient was the easy hauling of coal from the mine to the tipple to the 
railroad accesses, because of the sloping of the hillsides. The operators needed only to build houses 
for the miners, a store for supplies, and a tipple to fill the railroad cars with coal. Little other 
machinery was required, as the miners supplied their own tools. Coal mine leases were easy to 
obtain, and most coal mining companies were organized with a few investors sinking in as little as 
$20,000 to $30,000.14 

Within only a few decades southern West Virginia coals were foremost on the nation's 
markets. The cheaper and superior coals outsold the midwestern fields, and were snipped to 
Indianapolis, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and Dayton. Prior to 1900 most of the coal used in the 
upper Midwest came from Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. Southern Appalachian coal was 
used chiefly in the eastern markets and foreign trade. This changed by the turn of the century. The 
southern West Virginia coal operators began to open the Great Lakes trade.15 Additionally, only 
West Virginia coal was burned in Washington, D.C., which had strict smoke pollution regulations. 
The high heat content and relative smokelessness of the southern West Virginia coal fields also 
made it the preferred fuel, commonly called "Navy Standard," of the U.S. Navy. By 1900 southern 
West Virginia coal rivaled the anthracite coal market in New England, and was sold in South 

11. Thomas, "Coal Country," pp. 2-5. 

12. Ronald D. Eller, Miners, Millhands, and Mountaineers Industrialization of the Appalachian South, 1880-1930 
(Knoxvillc: University of Tennessee Press, 1982), p. 128. 

13. Corbin, Life, p. 4. 

14. Ibid., pp. 4-5; Eller, Miners, pp. 129-130. 

15. Eller, Miners, pp. 128-129. 
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America and the Mediterranean.16 Fayette County coal production led all others until 1902 and 
was in second place until World War I.17 

Low Moor Iron Company 

One of the major factors influencing the development of a West Virginia coal industry was 
the belief that an iron boom was beginning in Virginia in the 1880s. Southern West Virginia's 
low-volatile coal was well suited for making coke. This boom did not last long, however, and by 
the 1890s the iron boom collapsed, and the southern West Virginia smokeless coal and coke 
producers no longer had local markets. After 1910, coke manufacturing ceased in most areas, and 
coal was shipped unprocessed to markets farther afield.18 

The Kay Moor mine was part of this larger economic scheme. It supplied coal and coke for 
blast furnaces located in western Virginia. The furnaces were owned by entrepreneurs from Virginia 
who envisioned that the use of resources in both Virginia and West Virginia would result in the two 
states being first among industrial states. In the New River field, the railroad was the necessary 
ingredient to exploit the coal potential. 

In the New River Gorge the changes came with the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad (C&O). 
Industrialist Collis P. Huntington had a dream of building a transcontinental railroad line from 
Newport News, Virginia, to San Francisco. The line was designed to link the Atlantic Ocean with 
the Midwest through the Teays, New, and Kanawha river valleys, and it emerged from two older 
lines, the Virginia Central and the Covington and Ohio.19 Together with New York capitalists, 
including Abiel Abbot Low, and the bankers Fisk and Hatch as financiers, Huntington revitalized 
the railroad's construction which linked the James and Ohio rivers. At the end of 1871 the western 
division of the line ran eastward from Huntington to Charleston, and onto Kanawha Falls at the 
junction of the Kanawha and New rivers by June 1872. The eastern division ended at White 
Sulphur Springs, West Virginia. After blasting a mile and a quarter through the mountains via the 
Big Bend Tunnel, the connection between the two divisions through 90 miles of mountainous 
country, including the New River Gorge, was finished in January 1873.20 The entire line from 
Richmond, Virginia, to Huntington, West Virginia, was opened on April 1, 1873. According to a 
historian of the C&O, even Collis P. Huntington underestimated the opportunities offered by coal 
mining. In 1873 he stated that C&O management did not consider coal in its estimates of possible 

16. In the first few months of 1916 coal was shipped from Hampton Roads, Virginia (Lambert's Point, SewaU's 
Point, and Newport News), to the following destinations: Argentine Republic; Azores; Brazil; British West Indies; Canal 
Zone; Chile; Columbia; Cuba; Danish West Indies; French West Indies; Georgetown or Demerara, British Guiana; 
Gibraltar; Greece; Italy; Mexico; Porto Rico; Santo Domingo; Sweden; Teneriffe, Canary Islands; Uruguay; and Venezuela. 
"Hampton Roads 1916 Exports," Black Diamond 56 no. 23 (June 3, 1916): 467. 

17. . Corbin, Life, pp. 4-5; Rice, West Virginia, p. 187. 

18. Thomas, "Coal County," p. 101. 

19. Huntington personally inspected the route and made the trip through the 45-mile long New River Gorge by 
batteau. Ibid., p. 60. 

20. It was at the Big Bend Tunnel where black folk hero John Henry held his contest with a steam drill. 
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revenues because the railroad could not compete with water haulage. "No capitalist was ever more 
mistaken."21 

The main line was built along the New River's north side. Several settlements were soon 
built, including Stone Cliff, Fire Creek, Hawks Nest, Quinnimont, Sewell, and Nuttallburg.22 Thus 
the New River coalfields were linked by rail to the iron-producing counties of Virginia. Once inside 
the New River Gorge, the C&O built nine branch lines between 1890 and 1905 into the mountain 
hollows in Fayette County, opening new coal-bearing lands. Kay Moor would be located on the 
south side branch. A large assembly yard was also built at Thurmond, West Virginia.23 

Simultaneously with the railroad's entry into the New River Gorge, Abiel Abbot Low 
established the Low Moor Iron Company in Allegheny County, Virginia, in 1873.24 Low purchased 
iron ore lands in Allegheny County and coal lands in Fayette County, West Virginia to feed his 
furnaces. In 1880 he purchased around 10,000 acres of coal land in Fayette, Raleigh, and Kanawha 
counties in West Virginia along the C&O route.25 In the first few years the Low Moor Iron 
Company only pursued ore mining; however, in 1880 ironmaking was started with "the largest and 
most thoroughly well-appointed blast furnace ever constructed in Virginia or West Virginia."26 

On July 5, 1873, less than six months after the C&O was completed, the Low Moor Iron 
Company received its charter from the Commonwealth of Virginia. Abiel Abbott Low, on the 
C&O's board of directors, controlled the Low Moor Iron Company finances from New York as 
treasurer. A town and iron furnace at Low Moor, Virginia, named for Low, was planned and built, 
and drift, shaft, and pit mines opened.27 The company claimed it was the first producer of pig iron 
in the state, and it was a self-contained manufacturing operation. The company's only product was 

21. Rice, West Virginia, p. 185; Merrill, "Economics," p. 35; Thomas, "Coal Country," pp. 60-62; Lou Athey, 
Kaymoor A New River Community (n.p.: Eastern National Park & Monument Association, 1986), p. 2. (This book is 
available for purchase through Eastern National Park and Monument Association, P.O. Box 1189, Oak Hill, WV 25901); 
Charles W. Turner, Chessie's Road (Richmond, Virginia: Garrett & Massie, Incorporated, 1956), p. 107. Collis Potter 
Huntington (1821-1900), born in Connecticut, was a storekeeper in New York before emigrating to California in 1849. 
He established a merchandising business in miners' supplies in Sacramento which was very prosperous. In 1860 
Huntington was one of the "Big Four," the other three being Charles Crocker, Mark Hopkins, and Leland Stanford, who 
promoted the construction of the transcontinental Central Pacific Railroad in 1869. He remained in railroad work for the 
rest of his life, being involved with the Southern Pacific, the C&O and others. Dictionary of American Biography, vol. 
V, 1933 ed., s.v. "Huntington, Collis Potter," by Stuart Daggett. 

22. Rice, West Virginia, p. 185; Athey, Kaymoor, p. 2. 

23. Thomas, "Coal Country," p. 127. 

24. Fayette Tribune, June 21, 1917. Even though this newspaper gives the date of charter as 1877, other secondary 
sources cite the 1873 date. 

25. Thomas, "Coal Country," p. 101. Abiel Abbott Low (1811-1893) was bom in Salem, Massachusetts. Educated 
in public school, he became a clerk in the house of Joseph Howard & Company. In 1829 Low's father moved from Salem 
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