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The hot test  selling postcard these days in  Mingo County, West  Virgin ia, shows the 
railroad stat ion  in  the county seat  the day after  the April 4th flood. The roof of the 
building and a sign  saying “Williamson” are the only landmarks visible above the 
floodwater .  

The steady rain  in  the first  week of April, 1977, swelled r ivers and creeks throughout  
the Appalachian  part s of West  Virgin ia, Virgin ia, Kentucky and Tennessee. Even  for  
people in  a region  with a history of chronic flooding, the magnitude of the disaster  
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that  followed was difficult  to grasp. Thousands of people were left  homeless, en t ire  
communit ies dest royed, roads and buildings were covered with six inches of mud.  

Despite  a 44- foot  flood wall which separates Williamson from the  Tug River , the 
water  that  poured from it s banks to surround the railroad stat ion  and crush homes 
in  it s path left  the town of 6,000  among the hardest  hit  in  the area.  

With Williamson’s businesses now reopened and the post - disaster  sense of urgency 
gone, it ’s t empt ing to think that , for  residen ts of the Tug River  Valley, the 
devastat ion  of last  spring has been  reduced to a memory on  a postcard rack. But  
inside the hundreds of HUD t railers which dot  the narrow valley on  the West  
Virgin ia- Kentucky border , it ’s clear  that  the lives of flood vict ims have not  returned 
to normal. And the pat tern  of corporate and government  neglect  — which added to 
the severity of the flooding and made disaster  recovery even  more tortuous — is 
cont inuing.  

Through the media and their  own organizat ion , the flood vict ims’ protest s have 
reached Washington  — where several agencies are  now preoccupied with 
evaluat ing their  public relat ions during relief operat ions — and the West  Virgin ia 
state  capitol in  Charleston , where Governor John  D. (Jay) Rockefeller , IV, finally 
announced that  he was t ired of the vict ims’ “whimper ing.” To date, no government  
agency has yet  demonst rated a willingness to provide adequate flood protect ion  for  
the Tug River  Valley, or  to t ackle the underlying problems of how land pract ices like 
st r ip  mining cont r ibu te to the severity of flooding by denuding the hills and 
clogging the r ivers with sediment .  

  

I’ve seen  wat er  back up t hat  cr eek ever y year , all m y life , bu t  n ot h in g like t h is . It  
was like a t idal wave. It  t or e t h in gs up ju st  as  far  as  it  wen t . —Flood victim  

  

No one was prepared for  the fury with which the Tug River  left  it s banks the n ight  
of April 4th. Sylvia Walker , her  husband, Bud, and sixteen- year- old son , Terry, 
scrambled  out  of their  house in  Chat taroy Hollow, a few miles outside Williamson, 
and headed up the side of the mountain  to escape the swollen  creek. They watched 
while their  house and the neighbors’ houses were  demolished.  

The scene was the same up and down the r iver . When the water  receded the 
following day, homes that  represented a lifet ime of savings and work were badly 
damaged or  totally dest royed, and priceless family pictures and personal 
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possessions were  washed downst ream. Numbed flood vict ims crowded in to 
churches, schools, or  the homes of fr iends, set  up ten ts on  the hillsides, or  lived in  
their  cars.  

After  years of paying ren t , the Walkers had finally managed to buy a small lot  and 
house two years ago, and had spent  count less hours making it  their  pr ide and joy.  

“Other  people say, ‘Well, my God, it ’s just  a house,’ ’’ said Mrs. Walker  a few weeks 
later . “Yes, but  you put  everything you have in to that  house, your very souls almost , 
and it ’s you — it ’s you and your family — that  have worked and loved and quarreled 
and done without  to get  to that  part icular  spot .”  

  

If you  cou ld ever  get  t hese feder al people an d s t at e  people t o give you  a s t r aigh t  
an d hon est  an swer  — r egar dless  of what  it  is  — t hen  people m igh t  be able t o plan  
a lit t le  bit . —Flood victim  

  

The first  wave of disaster  re lief was marked by confusion . The Red Cross, Nat ional 
Guard and state  police were  the first  on  the scene and their  jur isdict ion  and chain  
of command was unclear . The state  was ill- prepared to cope with such a disaster . 
It s 1971 emergency plan  was outdated and vir tually useless. An emergency 
operat ing center , hast ily assembled in  the basement  of the state  capitol building, 
suffered from lack of in format ion  and coordinat ion . “It  was just  a circus,” recalls 
one of the state  workers. It  was not  un t il several days later , when  Governor 
Rockefeller  put  the newly named head of the state  police, a former Army general, in  
charge of relief operat ions, that  the state  response assumed any semblance of 
organizat ion .  

The Federal Disaster  Assistance Administ rat ion  (FDAA) appeared a week later , after  
the county had been  officially declared a federal disaster  area. The agency’s “one-
stop” centers were  designed to help flood vict ims through the maze of federal 
programs available to them, but  were staffed by workers hast ily drafted for  the job 
and not  sufficien t ly t rained in  the complexit ies of federal relief programs; they 
offered a kind of hit - or- miss help and often left  flood vict ims with unanswered 
quest ions after  hours of standing in  line.  

The available answers were often  disappoint ing. Despite  the variety of federal help 
at  hand, some flood vict ims inevitably fell between  the bureaucrat ic cracks. For 
people whose homes were too damaged to qualify for  HUD’s mini- repair  program, 
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but  whose incomes made them ineligible for  loans from the Small Business 
Administ rat ion , there was lit t le  help. Neither  the mini- repair  gran t  nor  a special 
$5,000  grant  to replace possessions offered under FDAA could be used to offset  the 
SBA loan. SBA at  first  would provide loans only at  it s regular  6.625 percent  in terest  
rate; it  took weeks of agitat ing by flood vict ims and Congressional act ion  before 
loan  rates were lowered.  

One of the earliest  and most  effect ive disaster  response mechanisms came from 
the cit izens themselves. The Tug Valley Recovery Center  (TVRC) formed a few days 
after  the flood, and with the involvement  of dozens of residents — flood vict ims, 
community workers, business people and others — set  up shop in  a local church 
and began  feeding, clothing, shelter ing and providing cleaning supplies to disaster  
vict ims. Hundreds of persons came in to the church daily, and many became 
involved in  the more polit ical aspects of the TVRC: circulat ing an t ist r ip  mine 
pet it ions, organizing a daylong work stoppage to protest  high SBA loan  rates, 
demanding input  in to HUD’s act ivit ies and decision- making, out lin ing long- term 
land and housing st rategies, lean ing on  the state  to provide more effect ive response 
to the needs of the flood vict ims.  

In  the months following the flood, the all- volunteer  TVRC remained the sole 
organized voice for  flood vict ims. With support  from various churches, it  cont inued 
to sponsor social service project s and a home- rebuilding program using outside 
volunteer  labor. The group remains a thorn  in  the state’s side  on  the issues of land 
and housing. A weekly newspaper published by the TVRC highlights the ongoing 
problems of flood vict ims and has st rong community support .  

The federal Department  of Housing and Urban  Development  (HUD) came in  for  the 
sharpest  cr it icism from flood vict ims. To them, the agency’s mission  of providing 
emergency and then  temporary housing seemed mismanaged and inefficien t .  

HUD blamed it s difficult ies on  the magnitude of the disaster  (the largest  since 
Hurricane Agnes in  1972), the mountainous terrain , and the shortage of available 
cont ractors to haul and hook up mobile homes.  

The recovery was to be done in  two phases: 16- foot - long campers would provide 
emergency shelter , and then  standard- size mobile homes would be available as 
t emporary dwellings. Flood vict ims immediately resisted the not ion  of being 
crowded in  camper parks miles from their  land, and asked HUD to change it s policy 
to allow campers on  homeowners’ sit es while  houses were being repaired or  
rebuilt . HUD eventually agreed to the change, but  it  took weeks to implement  — 
and hundreds of flood vict ims ended up packed in to campers at  three Mingo 
County sit es.  
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Even that  was a slow process: by the end of April, on ly forty- eight  families out  of an  
est imated 1,80 0  who needed housing were in  the campers. Some of the homeless 
were st ill living in  cars or  t en t s.  

For  the Walkers, the weeks after  the flood followed a pat tern  typical for  many flood 
vict ims: a few n ights in  their  car , some t ime at  the home of relat ives, then  in  a 
church. May found them in  a camper  park, huddled with hundreds of other  families 
on  a Williamson ballfield .  

Sylvia Walker  says her  neighbors were  in  a state  of shock. “Some of these people 
I’ve known all my life , and they’re just  like st rangers — just  like a whole new person ,” 
she said in  early May. “I go to talking to them, and I’ll joke with them and 
everything, even  hoping that  making them a lit t le  bit  mad will kind of jar  them a 
lit t le . I think that  if they get  mad enough at  me they’ll say, ‘Hmmph, if she can  do it  I 
can  do it .’” An overpowering smell of raw sewage and a blister ing heat  wave in  June 
made condit ions in  the parks even  worse, but  flood vict ims coped. A few feet  of 
white  picket  fence, two folding chairs, and a mud- covered barbecue grill marked 
the outside of the Walkers’ camper. It  wasn’t  much, but  it  was home.  

Adding to flood vict ims’ frust rat ion  were miles of HUD disaster  mobile homes 
which lined a four- lane highway near  Williamson. Not  enough cont ractors could be 
located to haul them, HUD said, and they sat  there for  weeks.  

  

I got  m ad, so I called over  t o t he HUD office an d I r aised all kin ds of Cain . Fin ally 
t h is  m an  cam e on  t h e phon e an d said, “What ’s  wr on g wit h  your  m obile hom e?” I 
said, “I have n o idea — I don ’t  even  kn ow wher e it  is . I don ’t  have on e.” An d he 
said, "I’ve got  it  down  her e on  paper  t h at  t her e is  on e on  your  sit e .” I said, “Well, 
som ebody has  lied t o you  — or  else t hat  t h in g is  so pr et t y it ’s  blin din g m e an d I 
can ’t  see it .” — Flood victim  

  

The Walkers’ drawn- out  journey from camper park to their  own mobile home 
followed a pat tern  of foul- ups familiar  to flood vict ims. During the first  at t empt  to 
deliver  their  t raile r  to the Chat taroy sit e , it  was damaged beyond repair . A lack of 
available t railers caused another  delay, HUD says, but  when more mobiles came in , 
the Walkers st ill d idn’t  get  one. It  was only after  two weeks of irate  phone calls — 
and the in tervent ion  of the top man in  the local HUD office — that  the Walkers 
discovered their  problem. After  sit e  inspect ion  by a HUD field worker , their  
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property had been  erroneously rejected as inadequate for  the t railer . It  was early 
July before the mobile home was installed and hooked up properly.  

For  many families, arr ival of the mobile homes meant  lit t le ; it  was weeks before  
ut ility hook- ups were completed and they could actually move in .  

Those whose homes were being restored to livable condit ions under HUD’s mini-
repair  programs, meanwhile, faced a differen t  set  of problems. Mini- repair  work, 
done by HUD- hired cont ractors, was often  slow and shoddy. Moreover, many HUD 
policies lacked logic and were administered  differen t ly by the regional offices in  
Pit t sburgh (which has jur isdict ion  over  West  Virgin ia) and At lanta (which governs 
Kentucky). For example, HUD insisted  that  since it  was not  win ter , min i- repair  
could not  be used to restore furnaces, although homeowners argued it  was 
impossible to dry watersoaked houses without  them. The only loophole to this 
policy provided for  repair  if a doctor  cert ified it s need for  health  reasons. But  
unequal applicat ion  of the provision  resulted in  furnaces for  on ly half a dozen  West  
Virgin ians, while  several hundred were restored in  Kentucky.  

HUD and it s special disaster  mechanism, FDAA, commit ted another  major  blunder 
by locat ing disaster  offices several hours driving t ime away from the flooded areas, 
cit ing the lack of motels, restaurants and available ren t - a- cars at  the disaster  sit e . 
The move created a chasm between flood vict im and federal bureaucrat , and even  
between  HUD field workers and their  office- bound superiors. Nobody, it  seemed, 
could get  a st raight  answer on  anything from decision- makers a hundred miles 
away. Mingo County Commissioner  Gerald Chafin  threatened at  one point  to have 
HUD’s top person  in  the state  arrested in  order  to get  him  to a coordinat ing 
meet ing with flood vict ims.  

“HUD came in  here with the idea of going their  own way,” Chafin remembers. 
“There was no at tempt  on  their  part  to have any coordinat ion  with local 
government .” When Chafin  found HUD workers wandering around lost  in  
unfamiliar  t err itory the first  few days after  the flood, he offered to provide county-
paid local guides. He says it  took HUD three days to come up with an  official “yes.”  

St udied In act ion  
Because of s t r ip  m in in g, clear cu t t in g of t im ber , gover n m en t  failu r e t o im plem en t  
adequat e flood pr even t ion , an d r ailr oad opposit ion  t o r iver  chan n elizat ion , cit ies  
an d t own s in  Appalach ia have becom e par t  of t he r iver  beds. Appalach ian s  have 
lear n ed t hat  t he bit t e r  pr ice of t hese m in dless  pr act ices  will n ot  be paid by t he  
power  con glom er at es , bu t  by in n ocen t  people in  t he r egion  an d by all Am er ican  
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t axpayer s . Ar e we t o becom e t he sacr ificial lam bs of en er gy in depen den ce? Ar e 
we t o becom e an  Appalach ian  At lan t is? —Tug Valley Recover y Center   

  

It  is  clear  t hat  n o s t at e  or  feder al agen cy is  willin g t o t ake on  t he awesom e t ask of 
figu r in g ou t  what  fact or s  con t r ibu t ed t o t he sever it y of las t  spr in g’s  flood.  

The wat er s  had bar ely subsided befor e m an y flood vict im s blam ed s t r ip  m in in g as  
a m ajor  con t r ibu t or  t o t he dam age. The feelin g wasn ’t  lim it ed t o flood vict im s. 
Rockefeller  an d a Nat ion al Weat her  Ser vice official wer e am on g t he fir s t  public 
officials  t o say t hat  s t r ippin g had a subst an t ial im pact . Bot h  soft en ed t heir  
s t at em en t s  a few days lat er , however , an d a s t at is t ic fr om  t he Nat ion al Weat her  
Ser vice qu ickly pr ovided a han dy excuse. While t he aver age am oun t  of r ain  
r ecor ded in  t he Tug For k basin  in  t he s t or m  per iods pr ior  t o Apr il 4 was un der  
five in ches , t he NWS claim ed t hat  som e fift een  in ches  of r ain  had fallen  n ear  t he  
Tug’s  headwat er s  on  t he Vir gin ia- West  Vir gin ia bor der . Flood vict im s wer e 
in cr edu lous when , t he NWS cit ed t he sou r ce of t he s t at is t ic — a wash in g m ach in e 
in  som ebody’s  backyar d — bu t  t he  cr y of “fift een  in ches’* was qu ickly t aken  up by 
officials  who pr efer r ed n ot  t o deal wit h  t h e quest ion  of s t r ippin g an d ot her  lan d 
abuse.  

Rockefeller  — a for m er  s t r ip  m in e abolit ion is t  who chan ged h is t un e an d sough t  
s t r ipper s’ suppor t  for  h is  1976 elect ion  — appoin t ed in  cooper at ion  wit h  t he 
legis lat u r e a cit izen s’ pan el of n on - exper t s  who wer e char ged wit h  t he 
r espon sibilit y of det er m in in g t he flood’s  causes , pr even t in g fu tu r e s im ilar  
disast er s , an d m akin g t he clean up effor t  effect ive.  

It  was an  im possibly br oad m an dat e, an d t he pan el r espon ded by schedu lin g a 
haphazar d ser ies  of appear an ces  by public officials  dest in ed t o pr ovide a su r vey 
of opin ion , bu t  n o n ew fact s .  

The s t at e  Depar t m en t  of Nat u r al Resour ces , t he r egu lat or y agen cy wh ich  
over sees  t he s t r ip  m in in g, says  a s t udy of con t r ibu t in g fact or s  is  beyon d it s  
r espon sibilit y or  capabilit y; t hey also say t hat  un t il such  a s t udy is  m ade m or e 
s t r in gen t  cr it er ia for  s t r ippin g in  flood- pr on e ar eas  will be pr em at u r e. 
Never t heless , t he debat e con t in ues  wit h in  t he depar t m en t  it self. A DNR en gin eer  
t es t ified befor e a House of Repr esen t at ives  subcom m it t ee t hat  r ain fall r un off 
fr om  t he 30 ,0 0 0  s t r ipped acr es  on  t he West  Vir gin ia s ide of t he Tug was a m ajor  
con t r ibu t or  t o flood dam age. His  boss , t he s t at e’s  r eclam at ion  ch ief, disagr eed 
an d suppor t ed in dust r y claim s t hat  s t r ip  m in es  had act ually h eld back som e 
wat er .  
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An t i- s t r ippin g for ces claim  t h at  pr oof of t he effect  of s t r ip  m in in g on  floodin g 
has  been  ar oun d for  year s : t hey cit e  a n u m ber  of s t udies  lin kin g s t r ip  m in in g t o 
sedim en t at ion , in cludin g t he US Ar m y Cor ps of En gin eer s’ Nat ion al St r ip  Min e 
St udy, on e by t he US Geological Su r vey, an d t h r ee by t he  US For est  Ser vice.  

A r ecen t  For est  Ser vice s t udy has  con fused t he issue. A r epor t  on  t h r ee Ken t ucky 
wat er sheds fr om  in for m at ion  gat her ed du r in g Apr il’s  floodin g in dicat ed t hat  
r eclaim ed s t r ip  jobs  held back som e wat er  flows.  

Save Our  Moun t ain s , West  Vir gin ia’s  an t i- s t r ippin g gr oup, says t he r ecen t  s t udy 
is  in con clusive an d that  t her e is  a n eed for  a basin - wide s t udy of t he Tug River . 
The or gan izat ion  r ecom m en ded a m or at or ium  on  s t r ip  jobs  in  flood- pr on e ar eas  
un t il such  a s t udy is  com plet ed.  

The Appalach ian  Region al Com m ission  - -  t he t h ir t een - s t at e  agen cy t h r ough  
which  feder al m on ey is  fun n eled — cr eat ed a fou r - s t at e  con sor t ium  t o for m ulat e 
a lon g- t er m  econ om ic r ecover y pr ogr am  for  t he disast er  ar ea. Bu t  t he 
con sor t ium  won ’t  deal wit h  flood causes . “It  r equ ir es  exper t ise beyon d t he 
capabilit ies  of ou r  s t aff,” explain ed Keit h  Kelley, dir ect or  of t he Cen t r al 
Appalach ia Developm en t  Pr oject . The decis ion  seem s t o fly in  t he face of a 
s t at em en t  by t he ARC’S n ew feder al co- chair m an , for m er  Nor t h  Car olin a 
Gover n or  Rober t  Scot t , who said in  an  August  speech , “The sever e floodin g in  
Cen t r al Appalach ia t h is  spr in g suggest s  we m ust  exam in e cu r r en t  
(en vir on m en t al) pr act ices  t o assu r e adequat e safeguar ds .”  

Despit e  it s  m an dat e t o pr ovide flood pr ot ect ion  for  t he n at ion ’s  s t r eam s, t he US 
Ar m y Cor ps of En gin eer s  has  n o plan s  t o in it iat e  t he t ype of s t udy Scot t  called 
for . The Cor ps has  docum en t ed t he det r im en t al effect  of s t r ip  m in in g on  it s  
r eser voir s , bu t  says  it  is  un clear  t o what  ext en t  sedim en t ed s t r eam s affect ed 
Apr il’s  floods. Wit hou t  specific Con gr ession al dir ect ion  an d fun din g for  such  a 
s t udy, t he Cor ps won ’t  act .  

Of m or e im m ediat e con cer n  t o flood vict im s is  t he Cor ps’ in act ion  on  flood 
con t r ol pr oject s  alon g t he Tug. It  h as  s t udied flood pr ot ect ion  for  t he Tug an d it s  
s is t er  for k, t he Levisa, for  for t y year s , bu t  t he floodwall alon g William son ’s  
busin ess  dis t r ict  was t he on ly pr ot ect ion  it  developed in  t he en t ir e  valley. No 
ot her  plan  m eet s  t he Cor ps’ m an dat or y “cost  ben efit  r at io” t es t  wh ich  
det er m in es  whet her  or  n ot  a pr oject  will have su fficien t  econ om ic ben efit s  t o 
ou t weigh  t he cost s . It  has  s im ply n ever  been  econ om ically ju st ifiable, t he Cor ps 
says , t o pr ovide m ajor  flood pr ot ect ion  alon g t he Tug River .  
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Wit h  t he feder al gover n m en t  es t im at in g it  will pu t  $83.5 m illion  in t o West  
Vir gin ia’s  disast er  coun t ies  — m ost  of t hat  in  Tug Valley — by t he t im e t he 
clean up is  t h r ough , flood vict im s quest ion  t he validit y of t he Cor ps’ ar gum en t .  

The Tug River  was in  m id- s t udy when  t he Apr il flood h it . The Cor ps had 
n ar r owed down  pr oposed fu t u r e pr ot ect ion  t o on e r ecom m en ded plan , in volvin g 
a chan n el cu t off for  t he r iver  t h ir t een  m iles  upst r eam  fr om  William son  at  
Mat ewan , an d a lon ger  an d h igher  William son  floodwall. The plan  r an  in t o 
opposit ion  fr om  t wo cam ps: r es iden t s  ou t s ide of William son  an d Mat ewan , who 
poin t ed ou t  t hat  t hey wou ldn ’t  be helped at  all by t he pr oject , an d t he r es iden t s  of 
William son ’s  black com m un it y — t he on ly segm en t  of t he cit y left  ou t  of t he 
floodwall plan .  

Pen din g feder al legislat ion  wou ld allow t h e Cor ps t o aban don  econ om ic 
ju st ificat ion  in  pr ovidin g pr ot ect ion  t o t he har d- h it  disast er  ar eas . The special 
act ion  cou ld r esu lt  in  t he in clusion  of William son ’s  black r es iden t ial sect ion  in  
t he floodwall plan , bu t  appar en t ly will offer  lit t le  hope for  r es iden t s  of t he valley 
ou t s ide of Mat ewan  an d William son .   
 

As the chorus of criticism from flood victims and the press swelled, HUD seemed to get even 
more uptight and inflexible. The agency’s concern with its image, in the eyes of many observers, 
interfered with its relief mission. One HUD field worker — who was yanked out of the area after 
making some candid comments at a community meeting about the agency’s inefficency — said, 
“Being in the Charleston office, HUD officials had no immediacy of the flood around them. But 
they did have print media and TV, and all they heard was bad PR.”  

From the start, criticism of the relief effort was felt in official Washington — and resulted in a 
series of farcical encounters between flood victims and bureaucrats. In the first instance, a staff 
member from the White House Office of Public Liaison called to express what she termed 
“Administration concern.” She offered to help set up a meeting between officials and flood 
victims, but her offer of help was quickly retracted by her White House superiors. The call, they 
said, had not been officially authorized. Publicity in Washington prompted a visit from HUD 
Secretary Patricia Harris and President Carter’s son, Chip. A defensive Harris said the agency’s 
problem was its failure to communicate, and that HUD was doing the best it could. A visit a few 
days later from HUD Assistant Secretary Monsignor Geno Baroni seemed full of promise, but 
resulted in no action.  

  

People’s whole lives were washed down that river, not just their homes. And nobody’s 
gonna do a damn thing for them. As long as that coal rolls out of here, they’re not gonna do 
anything. — Flood victim  
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The first, awful days are finally over.  

But for the scores of families sitting in mobile homes on the flood plain, the lingering questions 
— about land, permanent housing and flood prevention — are of mounting concern. Mingo 
County, like the rest of southern West Virginia, faced a critical housing shortage before the 
flood, a situation aggravated by existing substandard housing and a growing need for units in the 
wake of the recent coal boom. With an estimated 1,400 families in the county affected by the 
flood, Mingo alone has a need for between 5,000 and 6,000 units immediately.  

One solution is to build new homes for flood victims on land which is high, dry — and 
corporately owned. In its first official recognition of the dilemma posed by widespread outside 
corporate ownership of land, the state of West Virginia pledged in May to negotiate with coal 
and landholding companies for land for the homeless. The state legislature provided $10 million 
to buy the acreage. But after six months of negotiation, the state has come up with only thirty 
acres of land and an option to buy 270 more; it says it will be two years before the first site will 
be ready for house construction.  

On December 1, Governor Rockefeller also announced that within twenty years the state expects 
to buy a 5,500-acre tract owned by the Philadelphia-based Cotiga Development Company — 
after the site has been strip mined by the “mountaintop removal” method which shears the tops 
off hills to get to the underlying seams of coal.  

The Governor called mountaintop removal, “practically the only solution available to us for 
freeing up safe, flood-free land.”  

The Tug Valley Recovery Center disagreed, charging that once again corporate interests were 
taking priority over people’s needs. The site to be stripped had been pinpointed all along by 
Valley residents as the most desirable housing acreage in the county — without being flattened 
by stripping. The plan to strip it “is proof beyond a shadow of a doubt that Rockefeller belongs 
to the energy interests and not to the people of West Virginia,” said TVRC spokesperson Jerry 
Hildebrand.  

The TVRC also pointed out a discrepancy between the assessed value of the land under option 
and the price the state plans to pay. For example, a 120-acre tract owned by Cotiga has an 
assessed valuation on the county’s tax books of as little as $50 per acre for both surface and 
mineral ownership, but the state will pay a price “not to exceed $4,500 an acre” for the surface 
rights alone. (Cotiga will retain the mineral rights, although under the agreement with the state, 
the company  won’t be permitted to continue to mine.) “If the land is worth $4,500 an acre,” said 
Hildebrand, “Cotiga’s holdings in the county should be reassessed and the taxes upped 
accordingly.”  

The state’s plan thus far calls for providing housing starting at $30,000 — more than most flood 
victims can afford. Moreover, there are no firm plans to turn developed land over to flood 
victims who want to build their own homes. Nor has the state made any commitment to try 
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innovative housing, such as pole-beam construction, which is adaptable to hillsides. The TVRC 
hopes to finish construction this winter on a pole-beam demonstration house built for less than 
$20,000.  

The nearly 750 families whose rent-free year in HUD mobile homes expires in the spring face 
grim alternatives. They can buy their trailers, but according to HUD policy, they have to get 
them out of the flood plain. With eighty percent of the county’s acreage owned by outside 
corporations such as Georgia- Pacific, Island Creek Coal and US Steel, there is no land available 
to buy, and the state has made no moves to acquire the existing mobile home parks to ensure 
residents a place to stay. Or the flood victims can build on their own land on the flood plain — 
with no more protection than they had last April.  

The Walkers are among the families caught in this bind.  

“We’re looking forward to building a new home,” Sylvia Walker said in November, “wherever 
the state provides some land for people.” They have lined up a house loan, but the waiting 
continues.  

“I think if the state wanted a new highway, or wanted to encourage a town to put in a shopping 
center, it would be done in no time,” she added. “It’s just like they don’t give a damn about the 
flooding victims. They’ll give it to us when they get good and ready.”  

With no firm promise of land in sight, they plan to buy their HUD mobile home at the end of 
their rent-free year. Meanwhile, they fight the feeling of “temporary.”  

“We’ve spent a lot of money in this trailer, trying to make it as much like home as possible. But 
you still go around with this feeling of temporary all the time. No matter how hard you try to 
make it have that feeling of permanency, you can’t do it. It sort of keeps you in a strain. I’ve had 
that feeling of permanency before, and I know how important it is and how good you can feel 
with it.”  

  

We didn’t ask for much. We asked for 100 feet by 100 feet. We wanted to build a 
comfortable home, have a small yard, and just a small place to garden, if it’s just a tomato 
patch. You put us in a shoebox and we’re not going to be able to do anything. — Flood 
victim  

  

Residents of one community upstream from Williamson found some available land and a coal 
company to sell it — and have given up on the state after it failed to help them obtain it.  

“So far the state has promised us everything and refused to do anything,” said Wally Van Hoose, 
a young coal miner who has led the housing fight in the little community of Rawl.  
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Wally and Shelley Van Hoose and their two children had lived in their “dream house” only five 
months when the flood hit. It was destroyed. They moved in with relatives — three families in a 
house — and waited for a HUD trailer. The disaster had also taken away their livelihood: the 
mine where Van Hoose worked as a general laborer was flooded and shut down for two months.  

By June, HUD had still not delivered a trailer. Desperate to move out of their crowded living 
quarters, the Van Hooses used a $5,000 FDAA grant and some income tax return money to buy a 
mobile home and put it on their house lot. Van Hoose was back at work just a few weeks when 
miners throughout the state went on strike to protest medical care cutbacks. The strike lasted ten 
weeks. With no income and no way to make payments on the house which had washed away, the 
family declared bankruptcy. Their 75-foot by 95-foot lot went back to the bank — which offered 
to sell it back to them for $5,000. With their mobile home now on bank-owned property, the Van 
Hooses could be given a 30-day eviction notice at any time.  

A few weeks after the flood, Van Hoose approached his employer, Princess Coal, about leasing 
or selling some of their land on higher ground near Rawl. The company had turned down similar 
requests in the past, but was now willing to talk about selling land to the state which could then 
be developed for flood victims.  

The idea mushroomed, and soon Van Hoose and his neighbors at Rawl had formed a small 
organization and were planning to relocate families in a hollow off the flood plain just a half 
mile away. Residents would help one another build homes. The state encouraged the plan, 
offering an architect to do layout and promising to put in water, sewage and roads. But nothing 
was done.  

It was late December before the state proposed a plan for Rawl. The state would build six 
$30,000 houses and two dozen rental cluster units and sell them to the residents.  

Van Hoose and the others were disgusted. “They’re going to bunch us together like sardines,’’ he 
complained. “When they get through, you could reach out and touch your neighbor’s house.” 
The group was also upset because the state proposal involved relocating two cemeteries.  

Pointing out that the state had completely ignored their wishes to build their own homes on state-
developed land, Rawl residents flatly rejected the proposal. The state agreed to scrap the plan, 
and the flood victims found themselves back where they were eight months earlier.  

Van Hoose says many of his neighbors have given up on the state, and now plan to buy double-
wide mobile homes or to rebuild on their old lots in the flood plain. He and some other neighbors 
however, have discussed the possibility of bypassing the state and negotiating privately with 
Princess Coal for the land. It would be far more expensive for the residents. “But if the state does 
it, you don’t have no say-so in what they’re doing,” said Van Hoose. “You take what they offer, 
and if you don’t like it, you stay here and get flooded.”  
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Back to normal? God, no. I hope nobody ever thinks that. As long as most of these people 
live in HUD trailers, it’s just gonna be a constant reminder to them of why they’re in that 
trailer in the first place. Seems to me like so many people think that as long as the 
businesses are going top notch, everything’s all right. Well, they’re wrong. —Flood victim  

  

Eight months after the flood, Sylvia Walker finds that the numbness she described in the weeks 
following the disaster has worn off, but not the feeling of insecurity.  

“You just feel like you’ve been thrown right out there in space and you’re sort of suspended — 
and nowhere to go but just stay right there. And those people who aren’t able to get out, or 
haven’t realized what they could do to fight this feeling, they’re in trouble. They sort of walk 
around like they’ve been given a tranquilizer.  

“I think sometimes the only way people can hold it together is stay busy — at least for me that’s 
the answer.” She has thrown herself into her work as a VISTA volunteer for theTug Valley 
Recovery Center’s social services program — a job she likes better than her previous work as a 
grocery store clerk. “If I was back there, I’d just dwell on what has happened, and 1 don’t want 
to do that. The past has been quite rugged, and I really don’t want to think about it any more than 
I have to.”  

For Sylvia Walker, Wally Van Hoose, and hundreds of other flood victims, the real tragedy of 
April may prove to be not so much the tangible losses as the intangible effect on their own 
mental health and their network of relationships with family and community. Mrs. Walker thinks 
the only way to deal with that threat is to fight back.  

“Too long the politicians have done things their way,” she said. “I’m tired of being a puppet. I 
don’t intend to be nobody’s puppet no more. Once people understand they don’t have to be, they 
won’t. It’s just that simple.”   
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